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for the sake of adorning the mind, 

as a support for the mind 
 

ό!ἾἾƘŀ 5ņƴŀ {ǳǘǘŀΣ ! уΦомκпΥносύ1 
 

& 
 

That our beloved sons 
 

Tan Lim Chai Leng 
Tan Lim Chai Seng 

 
may love the true Dharma 

 
& 
 

That you who read this 
would aspire to be streamwinners 

 
 
 

                                                      
1
 See SD 6.6. 
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CONVENTIONS 
 
 The following conventions are used in this book: 
 
SD n.x  Sutta Discovery by Piya Tan, where n denotes volume number 

and x is the chapter number. 
 Link: http://dharmafarer.org  
 
D DÔgha,nik¬ya  Long Discourses    
M Majjhima,nik¬ya Middle Length Discourse  
S Sa÷yutta,nik¬ya Connected Discourses   
A AÚƎΩǳǘǘŀǊŀΣƴƛƪ¬ya  Numerical Discourse   
  
Kh  Khuddaka,p¬Àha 
Dh   Dhammapada    
DhA   Dhammapada Commentary     
U  Ud¬na 
It   Iti,vuttaka 
Sn  Sutta,nip¬ta      
Tha  Thera,g¬th¬  
ThaA  Thera,g¬th¬ Commentary  
Thi  TherÔ,g¬th¬ 
ThÔA  TherÔ,g¬th¬ Commentary 
J  J¬taka     
J or JA  J¬taka Commentary 
    

Vism   Visuddhi,magga     
 
Cover picture: 
An olive-ōŀŎƪ ǎǳƴōƛǊŘΣ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ-friendly bird builds a nest 
on a dried-ǳǇ ǇƻǘǘŜŘ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ tƛȅŀΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŘƻƻǊΦ {ŜŜ 
pages 64-65 ŦƻǊ άтΦр ¢ƘŜ {ǳƴōƛǊŘ !ƴŘ CǊŜŜ ²ƛƭƭΦέ 
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MESSAGE 
from Bhante Sujato Bhikkhu 

Piya Tan is a rare teacher in the Buddhist world. Based on his 
own extensive experience, his authentic, intelligent inquiry 
ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƛǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳǊƎŜƴǘ ǘŀǎƪ ƻŦ Řƛǎ-
covering how to best live in a changing and challenging world. 

I have often used his detailed studies of Buddhist scriptures as 
guides for my own classes.  

In Simple Joys, however, he speaks not as a scholar, but as a 
practitioner. In this he shows the paradoxical truth of a 
genuine spiritual path: as complex and demanding as it may 
be, the deepest truths are always simple. 

 
With metta, 
 
Bhante Sujato  
Abbot of Santi Forest Monastery 
Australia 
 
18 Sep 2009 
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PREFACE: Five Cycles 

This month (August 2009), according to the Chinese lunar calendar, 
was my 5th cycle, that is, the zodiac (the world system, if you like) 
has made five times. I am 60. I have a birthday wish; but first, the 
realities. 

A few days before my 59th birthday (2008), the Firefly Mission (FFM) 
told me that they have to stop supporting our family with the 
monthly $1200 stipend (which is the only regular support we get).  

I was told that donations had effectively stopped coming in, and 
that the FFM was about relief work, not Dharmadutaτwhich was 
fine with me, as nothing is permanent. I must thank all those 
pledgers, donors and supporters, and above all the FFM for the 
commitment thus far.  

LΩƳ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ-time lay Dharma worker with Ratna as wife, housewife, 
mother, secretary, and manager with two pre-secondary children. 
(She is the hardest-working person I know.) With the FFM stipend 
and donations, and careful budgeting, we have no problem with 
finance. We are able to make our monthly house repayments as 
well as pay for the monthly rental of the Minding Centre (TMC). 

The on-going Sutta translation work also needs funding, especially 
for the computer and related peripherals, printing of study volumes, 
etc. When the FFM members learned of this, they fervently renew-
ed their effort and reinstated the monthly stipend, which of course 
come as a great relief for me and my family. I can again fully focus 
on the Sutta translating, Dharma teaching and ministry. 

Unlike foreign missions and visiting speakers who often raise funds 
for their project back home, we shy away from such efforts. Dharma 
mission needs money, true, but not so much. We should rather 
spend our time studying the Suttas, learning meditation, doing 
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meaningful social work, keeping the precepts, and reminding the 
monastics here (in one way or another) to keep them, too.  

In 2008, I had thought of closing down TMC so that we are less 
burdened with funds, but Dharma-moved friends appealed to me 
not to do so. Unasked, a number of them pledged to support the 
running of the TMC. So TMC lives on. 

The reasons for keeping TMC is simple: we value Sutta translation 
and study, Dharma courses and people-helping. We are not a large 
or colourful temple or centre, but the kind of learning and teaching 
that goes on at TMC is ground-breaking and can only happen in 
such a special place. 

There are a few people who were not impressed with TMC because 
it is not big and has no big Buddha images, etc. The point is there 
are so many other such places, where they could go. The TMC is like 
the lay ōƻŘƘƛǎŀǘǘǾŀ ±ƛƳŀƭŀƪƛǊǘƛΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ όǎƳŀƭƭ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΣ ōƛƎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜύΦ 

¢ƘŜ ¢a/ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά{ǳǘǘŀ 5ƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅέ ǘǊŀƴǎ-
lation project. Its website makes Sutta translations freely available 
worldwide. We have feedback from monastics and lay Buddhists 
alike from beyond Singapore who regularly use the Sutta Discovery 
translation series: Australia, Canada, Germany, India, Malaysia, 
Puerto Rico, the UK, the USA, Canada, Serbia, South Africa, Sri Lanka 
and elsewhere. 

We often have students from overseas coming to the TMC, and it 
also caters for seekers and clients from many other religions or no 
ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻǳǊ άƴƻƴ-ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎέ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ όŜǎpecially counselling 
and meditation) we have just as many clients who are Bahais, 
Daoists, Muslims, Catholics, Methodists, evangelicals, Pentecostals, 
Presbyterians, Sikhs, and others. We are deeply inspired to be able 
to reach out to non-Buddhists, planting in them a happy and deep 
respect for the Dharma while practising their own faith. In fact, I see 
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this as a futuristic trend: people of faith making the Dharma a part 
of their spiritual growth. 

Above all, the TMC is a Bodhi-mandala (a circle of friends dedicated 
to awakening in this life) where those whose lives have been 
touched by the Dharma meet. We are mostly working-class people 
with a big dream: we are determined to make TMC a success, as if 
the future of Singapore Buddhism depends on it. Indeed, the great 
thing is that most of us are Singapore Buddhists.  

We meet not as Sinhala, or Myanmarese, or Thai, or Japanese, or 
Tibetan, or Chinese Buddhists, but simply as Singapore Buddhists. 
Not many temples or centres in Singapore can do that. Of course, it 
is best to meet simply as Buddhists, but this only happens when we 
let go of labels in our meditation. So the best skillful means in the 
real world is still a bit of labeling. The idea is to focus our genius, 
resources and priorities on the ground that supports us so that we 
are in a better position to help the world. 

We at the TMC know that in time to come, Buddhists here will stand 
up and say that TMC has worked for a Singapore Buddhism but with 
a global vision.  

My life work is of course the annotated Sutta translation. Looking 
back the past half century of my life, I recall I have always loved 
books and learning, and so the Suttas naturally attract me. Indeed, 
what I am doing now is only a continuation of the Sutta work which 
started in my monk years. We now have better tools (digitized 
Buddhist scriptures, computers, etc), better scholarship, and more 
accessible forest monastics. 

The ability of the Sutta Discovery translation to sustain the attention 
and interest of students is its thematic approach. Every three 
months, I work on a theme (eg giving, meditation, right view, etc) to 
produce a volume of annotated translations and essays. 
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If all goes well (if I live to say around 80 and still have a lucid mind), 
by 2030 I will be able to produce just over 100 volumes of the Sutta 
Discovery. However, due to the detailed study of the suttas, the 
work is still only about half-finished. (Then again, life is so uncertain; 
ǎƻΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳmit yourself to Buddhist work, espe-
cially as a lay Buddhist worker.) 

In my twilight decades I hope to give focussed training to a group of 
committed full-time and part-time lay Buddhist workers who 
would be able to carry on the Dharma work according to their 
genius and inclination. 

Then I will move on confidently that we have a legacy of a very rich 
Sutta tradition and Dharma-inspired living, upon whose foundation 
more Dharma-moved work can meaningfully and effectively grow, 
even beyond Singapore. 

Meantime, we need to work very hard to protect the Dharma from 
an early end at the hands of self-propelled modernists and monastic 
moneytheƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ aņǊŀΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΦ  

The Suttas are the only true relics of the Buddha, which we can 
bring to life with our own inner calm and vision. 

May wherever you are be a place of joyful stillness and clear vision. 

 

20 August 2009 

άtŀƭƛ IƻǳǎŜΣέ {ƛngapore 
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PIYA TAN (1949-?2030) 

Piya Tan, a former Theravada monk of 20 years, is doing an annot-
ated translation of the early Pali Suttas, harmonizing between the 
historical critical method and Dharma-moved inspiration, and 
teaching them. Piya specializes in early Buddhism and its application 
today. His Sutta translations are especially popular with the forest 
monastics. 

In the 1980s, working closely with Dr Ang Beng Choo, project direct-
or of the Buddhist Studies Team (BUDS), Piya was consultant and 
regular lecturer. BUDS successfully introduced Buddhist Studies in 
Singapore Secondary Schools.  

After that, he was invited by Prof Lewis Lancaster as a visiting 
scholar to the University of California at Berkeley, USA. He has 
written a number of educational books on Buddhism (such as Total 
Buddhist Work) and social surveys (such as Buddhist Currents and 
Charisma in Buddhism).  

As a full-time Dharma teacher, he runs regular Sutta and Dharma 
classes at various temples, centres and tertiary Buddhist societies. 
He practises Buddhist counseling therapy using a combination of 
Forest-Insight meditation and Sutta-based psychology. 

Piya often critically writes on contemporary Buddhist-related issues, 
and often speaks out against the misinformation, misuse and abuse 
of Buddhism. He sees Buddhism as a humanistic and life-affirming 
way to spiritual awakening, and has great faith in gaining it in this 
life. 

In his free time, he loves teaching his children and Ratna to think 
critically and enjoy the wonders of nature. 

For more information see Wiki Piya: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piya_Tan 
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AN ACT OF FAITH 

The Minding Centre (TMC) is an act of faith. The TMC is a witness to 
the living truth of the Buddha Dharma. 

We have no sizeable or regular source of income, but rely fully on 
your own faith and support. We are never sure when our next 
cheque or donation will come, or how much, but we know it will 
come. 

We set up the TMC because  

(1) we have firm faith in the authenticity and spirituality of 
the Dharma; 

(2) we are convinced that a good understanding of the Suttas 
will clear wrong views and practices; 

(3) we can rely on locals to be truly good and self-reliant 
Buddhists; 

(4) we know that exemplary lay followers will inspire 
monastics to keep to their training and rules, and become 
even better teachers for the benefit of all. 

Above all, we are committed to the vision that we can attain spirit-
ual liberation in this life itself by gaining at least streamwinning. The 
{ǳǘǘŀǎ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ όǎŜŜ {ŀἨyutta ch 25).2 

In our quest for spiritual wisdom and liberation, we need to make 
some sacrifices. Rents and maintenance have to be paid for. 
Sometimes the cost can be quite high, so it seems. But nothing can 
measure up to the Dharma: how much is the Dharma worth in 
dollars? 

                                                      
2
 For details, see S 25.1 = SD 16.7; S 25.5 see SD 17.3 (4.5.1); S 25.6, see 

SD 17.4 (10). 
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We need more than money to run efforts like the TMC: we need 
faith. Otherwise, it is just a successful business. 

The Dharma is immeasurable. We remind ourselves of this in our 
lovingkindness meditation. Lovingkindness is unconditional love for 
all beings, including ourselves, in term of spiritual development. 

If your heart is truly in the Dharma, you will have no fear. Help and 
compassion are always around the corner. 

If your heart is in the Dharma, you will have a vision of wondrous 
things to come. 

We thank you for your Dharma-moved pledges. With a few more 
regular (monthly, quarterly, even annual) pledgers, we will at least 
cover our monthly rental. 

More importantly, do join us for the Sutta experience whenever you 
can, and tell others about this wonderful opportunity at the TMC. 

Even if you make no pledge or have not donated, you are even more 
welcome to join in the Sutta study. For, your presence witnesses 
your faith in the Dharma. 

May we remember and support local Dharma efforts for the local 
presence of the Buddha Dharma for the benefit of all.  

Let us be the roots and shoots from which a beautiful Bodhi tree 
will grow in Singapore in due course. 

 

φ  φ  φ 
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1 WEALTH AND HAPPINESS 

1.1 The Eight Winds of Life 

The year 2008 has a lot of things to teach us and bring the best out 
of ourselvesτif we choose to do so. There is a real danger, when we 
follow any religion or system, to gravitate to some teachings or 
habits that tend to reinforce our pet notions or eccentricities. Our 
true spiritual life begins when we notice this, accept it and let go of 
it, and turn to the real self-healing and self-knowing. 

Gain and Loss 
Many people turn to a religion asking, what can it do for them? 
They see religion as another business transaction. But this appears 
to be a one-way deal. This is like someone who gives a small 
donation in a religious way, expecting bigger returns.  

The point is that great gains come from honest hard work and this is 
our safest bet. Anyone telling us there is an easy way to make more 
money or more happiness, think twice about this and think again. 
Why would he be telling us about this if he is really rich and happy?  

Loss arises from greed, hate and stupidity. 2008 has shown us this 
kind of loss can become a worldwide phenomenon. And one by one 
the dishonest are coming out of the woodwork.  

When we do not understand impermanence, we measure ourself 
and others in terms like things and number. Impermanence means 
change. Whenever a change comes to our life, always look at how 
this can better ourself. Then we will discover that every night is fol-
lowed by a bright dawn.  

Fame and Obscurity 
Many people, knowingly or unknowingly, turn to religion because 
they enjoy the attention they get. This is not really bad in itself, but 
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can be addictive if it stops just there. The need for attention almost 
always points something seriously missing in our life.  

Find out what is it that we are really missing, and we will find we do 
not need that attention, that fame. That is when we really begin to 
give the best of our heart and mind. 

Obscurity can be advantageous, too, because we can be whatever 
we desire! Being famous, we often need to live up to expectations, 
namely, projecting those images that make us famous. We are not 
our true self: we become what people want us to be! 

The point is not to think in terms of fame and obscurity, but be our 
true self. This begins with learning to think of others in a whole-
some way.  

When we truly pay good attention to others, we become a part of 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊΦ ! ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜΥ ά¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 
ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘΤ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿΦέ 

Praise and Blame 
Many people turn to religion thinking all their problems are solved 
by it. This is because there is this powerful being who loves us, who 
ǘŀƪŜǎ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǳǎΣ ǿƘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘǎ ǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ LǎƴΩǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ 
think when we were helpless children. These are the kind of religion 
that does not really want us to grow, much less to think for our-
selves. 

It feels good when we are accepted by the group, when we win the 
praise and approval of others. But where is all this taking us? We 
have become lemmings going in one direction. 

Enjoying the approval of others may mean that we lack self-confi-
dence. We should instead examine why we lack self-confidence. A 
good way to do this is to do lovingkindness meditation with this 
simple exercise:  
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CƛƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǉǳƛŜǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭƭ ƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΥ άL ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ L ŀƳΦ 
aŀȅ L ōŜ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǇǇȅΗέ Dƻ ƻƴ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊself, and we will 
be more than surprised with the result in due course. 

Happiness and Sorrow 
Many people turn to a religion asking what it can do for them. But 
the true answer lies in asking the right quŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ά²Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ L 
Řƻ ǘƻ ǘǊǳƭȅ ōŜ ƘŀǇǇȅΚέ LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 
wanting to ask, then the BudŘƘŀΩǎ ǿŀȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ 
us. 

Real happiness is not about what we have. To have something sim-
ply means a proximity to someǘƘƛƴƎΥ άL ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻƴŜȅέ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
means the money has not benefitted us. What makes us really rich 
is what we really are. 

If we are happy, if we are wise, if we are compassionate, we will 
look at gain and loss with the same eyes. For, there is no other way 
tƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎΦ LŦ ǿŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ 
these words, we may find fault with them, but look beyond them, 
deep into our heart for the true answer. 

A double happy new year (2008)! 

 

1.2 Ways of Enjoying Your Wealth 

Who should enjoy wealth? 
A monastic who in involved with money is like a small boat with a 
leak, but money is what money buys (things, services, pleasure, 
etc). Soon, there are many leaks in the boat. Some claim that 
ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ άǎƳŀƭƭ ǊǳƭŜΦέ .ǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ǎǘill a rule, other-
ǿƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ άǎƳŀƭƭ ǊǳƭŜέ 
prevents a small leak in the boat. 
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If monastics continue to be super-wealthy and live good lives, then 
the authorities might start to tax them. Then what is the difference 
between the serious, hard-working, lay practitioner and a comfort-
able moneyed monastic? 

A monastic who wants to deal with money should de-robe and 
work as a lay Dharma worker, where he would be just even more 
effective (using his management skills, doing social work, etc), if he 
is not attached to a uniform and prestige.  

Lay Buddhists, however, can and should enjoy all the wealth they 
want, but in a Dharma-inspired, meritorious and wholesome way. 

How to plan your finances 
Lƴ ǘƘŜ 'Řƛȅŀ {ǳǘǘŀ ό! рΦпм Ґ {5 нΦмύΣ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎ ǳǎ Ŏƻƴ-
cerning our finances in this way: 

 He divides his wealth into four: 
 One part he should enjoys, 
 With two he invests in his work, 
 And the fourth he should save 
 Should there be any misfortune.  

Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ άŜƴƧƻȅέ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ όнр҈ύ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ 
income or wealth, that is, bring joy or satisfaction to our daily living; 
half (50%) should be usefully invested; and the last quarter (25%) 
should be saved. 

How to enjoy your wealth 
Putting together the teachings of the DơƎƘŀΣƧņƴǳ {ǳǘǘŀ ό! уΦрп Ґ {5 
рΦмлύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ƴŀἫŀ {ǳǘǘŀ ό! пΦснύΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ 
for lay Buddhists and wealth: 

(1) Accomplishment of diligence, leading to the joy of ownership. 
(2) Accomplishment of watchfulness, leading to the joy of enjoy-

ment. 
(3) Spiritual friendship, leading to the joy of blamelessness. 
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(4) Balanced livelihood, leading to the joy of debtlessness. 

By (1) is meant that if you work hard and healthily, you feel a great 
sense of satisfaction at your work and wealth rightfully gained. 

By (2) is meant that you should guard well your hard-earned wealth 
so that you do not lose it through natural disasters, legal problems, 
exploitation or foolishness. In other words, you should keep your 
wealth safe (eg in a good bank) or invest it (say by buying insur-
ance). 

By (3) is meant that you should make sure you keep good friends 
and avoid negative environments. Bad friends not only drain you 
energy but also easily get you into trouble. Frequenting negative 
places (like red-light areas and gambling joints) surely leads to 
various disasters (see SigņƭΩƻǾņŘŀ {ǳǘǘŀΣ 5 ом Ґ {5 пΦмύΦ .ǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
precepts also leads to loss of wealth in various ways. 

By (4) is meant that you should live within your means. If you have 
the means, live reasonably well, take proper food, dress well, go for 
wholesome holidays and retreats where you can do some medita-
tion. A great advantage of having surplus wealth is that you can 
easily discharge your debts and do good works.  

If you are not rich, live within you budget. 

Planning you finances 
!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 'Řƛȅŀ {ǳǘǘŀ ό! р.41), the first 25%, the quarter for 
personal use, can be put to five wholesome uses, namely: 

 (1) Personal and family use; 
 (2) For the benefit of friends; 
 (3) As security and insurance; 
 (4) The fivefold offering: to relatives, to guests, to the depart-

ed, to the government (as payment of taxes, etc), and to 
devas; 

 (5) For supporting worthy religious. 
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(1) Charity begins at home by making sure your family and dwelling 
are well provided for, and there are enough savings. (If you are 
living alone, your Dharma friends and wholesome companions 
are your family: see Dh 204.) 

(2) Charity begins at home, but should not end there. Beyond the 
family, friends are our next sphere of happiness. A wise 
generous person is well loved by friends. 

(3) As already mentioned ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ άIƻǿ ǘƻ ŜƴƧƻȅ ȅƻǳǊ 
ǿŜŀƭǘƘΣέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǿƛǎŜƭȅ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΦ 

(4) needs some careful comments. Use your surplus when right 
and necessary to benefit relatives and friends. 

ά¢ƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘŜŘέ ƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ remembering 
the good they have done, and such memory can be a positive bond 
we keep with living family members, too. At the end of our medita-
tions, with a peaceful mind, we should dedicate merits to them 
with lovingkindness.  

ά¢ƘŜ ŘŜǾŀǎέ ƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƭŀȅ 
followers who are not yet fully Buddhists still follow some cultural 
beliefs. So if you do not worship devas (like the Sinhalese, Myan-
marese or Thais do), you need not do so (this is all included in the 
cultivation of lovingkindness). For us today, this advice refers to 
keeping a suitable and simple shrine at home (if we like), spending 
the Buddhist holidays in a proper and happy way, and respecting 
nature and our environment. 

How Buddhist pledges work 
The fifth use of ǿŜŀƭǘƘ όάŦƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊǘƘȅ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎέύΣ ŀǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 'Řƛȅŀ {ǳǘǘŀΣ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘΦ LŦ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ƻǊ 
can afford it, we should support good monastics (by giving them the 
four monastic necessities, but not cash) and lay Dharma workers 
(supporting financially and other ways). 
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Monastics are generally well supported by the Buddhist public, but 
the lay Dharma workers are a new situation today, and are becom-
ing more necessary, especially where monastics are becoming more 
laicized (becoming more financially well off and behaving more like 
ƭŀȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǉŀȅ ǘŀȄŜǎύΦ 

Full-time lay Dharma workers have to work harder than monastics 
because, unlike monastics, Dharma workers also have to seek funds 
for their Dharma work and to support themselves. Furthermore, 
they lack the uniformed charisma of the monastics. So we have to 
look beyond charisma, and support the good work that is done. 

The TMC runs fully on funds from its public projects (classes, cours-
es, counselling, etc) and from pledgers like yourself. The idea is to 
give what you can (even little) but to do so regularly so that the 
TMC rent and maintenance, and the Sutta Translation project, could 
be managed, and our regular activities go smoothly, especially for 
the non-Buddhists who are coming in quiet growing numbers for 
meditation, counselling and spiritual guidance. (They understand 
ǘƘŀǘ άŜǾŜƴ ƴƻƴ-.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳΦέύ 

tƭŜŘƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƎƛǾƛƴƎέ όƴƛŎŎŀΣŘņƴŀ). It is a kind 
of training in commitment in merit, in faith, in joy and in a vision 
that we can do much more together to being greater happiness to 
ourselves and others where we live and even beyond. It is a prac-
tice in lovingkindness where we show active lovingkindness beyond 
ourselves.  

ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƎƛǾŜ ƘŀǇǇƛƭȅΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΦέ 
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2 LEARNING FROM OUR PAINS

2.1 How self-healing works 

In all my 40 years of Buddhist counselling, I notice that all my clients 
invariably claim that they are suffering some kind of emotional pain, 
but at the end of it their smile speaks of their first step to healing. 
The Buddhist dynamics of mind-healing is simple, compassionate 
and effective. Let me briefly talk about how and why Buddhist 
counseling works. 

First, have the client define what the pain really is about and not to 
ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ōƛƎƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛǎΦ όbŜǾŜǊ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘ άLǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ 
ǊƛƎƘǘΗέ LŦ ǎƻΣ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƭƛƴƎΗύ ¢ƘŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 
telling me a lot about himself or herself, some relevant, some not so 
relevant. The idea is to look for signs and patterns in the forest of 
words for the tree of truth. We work together to identify the real or 
main issue. 

Second, help the client discover the causes of his pain, which means 
he needs to examine some deeper, even unconscious, aspects of his 
life. The purpose is to bring the client into a mindful awareness and 
acceptance of these causes as they are. We can prepare and protect 
ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ άŜƴŜƳȅΦέ 

It is also at this stage, the client is taught the Buddhist teachings of 
άƴƻƴ-ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ Ǉŀƛƴέ όǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ƴƻǘ ŎƭƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳ 
mentality, as stated in Dh 3-пύΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ άŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ 
ƴƻǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴέ  όŀǎ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǊŀἫŀΣǾƛōƘŀἪƎŀ {ǳǘǘŀΣ a мофύΦ  

Third, I would facilitate the client to work out various alternatives or 
possibilities of solutions. At this point, knowing the issues and client 
better, I will be able to clarify why certain strategies would work 
better than others.  
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This is when I would teach the client some lovingkindness, which 
essentially is unconditional self-acceptance of ourself and of others, 
of forgiving, of opening the doors of the heart. In some cases, the 
problem is powerfully rooted in a sense of self-guilt; so, he is now 
able to free himself from all notions of sin, lack of self-worth and 
fear. 

In the fourth and last stage, the client is briefed, by way of summary 
and reinforcement, the roots of the issue, its manifestations, the 
ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ƘŜƭǇƭŜǎǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ǎǘƛƳǳƭƛΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ 
how now to wisely work with them. 

It is at this point, too, the client can be given the teaching of the 
άǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΦέ ! ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǇǊƻōƭŜƳέ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 
about the past or future that we feel powerless over. The client is 
taught how to spend more time, if not all the time, in the present 
moment, where true reality is. And to empower himself to live and 
enjoy the present moment. 

Buddhism has many tools to help us live the present moment 
effectively, happily and creatively. Often, the client would be taught 
some simple guided meditation, or better, to attend a full course of 
ōŜƎƛƴƴŜǊΩǎ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ 
on Buddhist psychology and similar courses that explain how the 
mind and meditation works. In this way, they have a fuller 
theoretical and practical grasp of self-empowerment, self-help and 
self-healing, which Buddhist counseling is really about. 

bƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻ ŦŀǊΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άŀŘǾƛŎŜΣέ ŀǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭ-
lors are not advisors. The reason for this is simple and important: 
we only have a limited window of time with the client (say an hour 
or so), and this is too short to give any advice which might affect the 
client indefinitely. 

We are more effective counsellors by facilitating or refereeing the 
client in learning how he should look at issues and situations more 
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objectively and wisely. The special power of Buddhist counselling is 
that it blesses us with self-empowerment. We do not need to rely 
ƻƴ ŀƴȅ άƻǘƘŜǊέ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ōŜ ƛǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ όƭƛƪŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƻ ōƭŀƳŜ 
or to emotionally depend on) or something else (like a God-idea or 
demons). 

Our problems arise in our minds, and they are best corrected there, 
and by ourselves. We initially suffer because we know something is 
wrong, we know that we can be better than this. Buddhist 
counselling tells you how. It makes you a self-counsellor:  Buddhism 
tells you that you are the best person to know yourself. Otherwise, 
you may need to examine your beliefs and valuesτand start with 
Buddhist counselling. 

 

2.2 No pain, no gain 

Buddhism gives the best explanation and solution to why there is 
suffering. Neither blaming anyone for it, nor seeking for answers in 
history or myths, the Buddha discovers the nature of suffering and 
how to end it, in the most effective way there is: at its source. 

The Buddha goes through a lot suffering himself to find the answer 
to this cosmic problem. At first, as a young man, he thinks that 
sensual pleasǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǇŀƛƴǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǇƭŜŀ-
sure the opposite of pain? Buddhist stories tell us that he enjoys 
every kind of sensual pleasure as a young prince. 

The problem with pleasure is that it only delights us momentarily. If 
it is sustained, it begins to bore us, and we need to look for new 
ways of delighting ourselves. Pleasure is a word for our need for 
variety. Why do we need variety? Because we are always (often 
unconsciously) seeking for a way out of suffering.  

If pleasure is only a temporary break from suffering, could the 
answer be in the opposite direction? Why not deprive the body 
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totally of pleasure, even torture it, so that, through pain, we will 
free ourselves of it. The Buddha, in his efforts here, reaches a point 
when he almost dies from physical exhaustion through self-mortifi-
cation. He realizes that we need a healthy body to support a healthy 
mind. 

One great advantage that the Buddha has is that he comes from an 
ancient society where religious contemplation is common. If he 
were born in a tribal community in the Middle East, troubled by 
wars, invasions, and unrest, he might have come up with a tribal 
religion that centres around some almighty God idea. 

It is like natural selection in evolution, where what is best in us gets 
carried on until all these mental genes, as it were, manifest them-
selves in a single person: the Buddha. But evolution of species is just 
that: we evolve as a group, a tribe, a species. 

But the group, tribe or species, can be so self-regulating as to be 
self-limiting, even narcissistic. The crowd does not think; only indivi-
duals think. Good thinking makes true individuals. There are those 
who think on their feet, but the Buddha, following the trend of his 
days, finds that it is more effective to think when we sit: sitting in 
meditation, that is. 

As the Buddha sits peacefully in meditation, letting his thoughts 
come and go as they will, he discovers that a thousand voices are 
speaking at the same time. A crowd of voices, and the crowd does 
not think. So he lets the passing crowd of thoughts move on. 

When that crowd of thoughts has receded into the background of 
his mind, a deep and great peace arises. It is so calm and clear, it is 
like looking into the lucid waters of a huge and deep pool, and able 
to see fishes, water creatures, beautiful pebbles, and treasures at 
the bottom. 
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Then he directs his laser-sharp and crystal-clear mind to the prob-
ƭŜƳ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘΦ IŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ά²Ƙȅέ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ 
technically callŜŘ άŎŀǳǎŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦέ  

Why do we suffer?   
  Because we are born.  
 Why are we born?   
  Because there are other humans.  
 Why are we born from other humans?  
  Because we cling to one another.  
 Why do we cling to one another?   
 Because of craving.  
 Why do we crave?  
 Because we feel.  
 Why do we feel?  
 Because of sense-stimuli.  
 Why are the senses stimulated?  
 Because we have the senses.  
 Why do we have the senses?  
 Because of mind and body?  
 Why are there mind and body?   
  Because of consciousness.  
 Why is there consciousness?   
 Because of our thoughts.  
 Why are there thoughts?   
 Because of ignorance. 
 Why is there ignorance? 
  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦ 

Then the Buddha examines this whole process of suffering and how 
it arises in the reverse sequence, and he discovers the ending of 
suffering, and the path to its ending. The great 20th century poet, 
WŀƳŜǎ WƻȅŎŜΣ ǇƻŜǘƛȊŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ άCƛƴƴŜƎŀƴǎ ²ŀƪŜέ όмфстΥмуύΣ ƛƴ 
these words: 
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In the ignorance that implies impression that knits know-
ledge that finds the nameform that whets the wits that 
convey contacts that sweeten sensation that drives desire 
that adheres to the attachment that dogs death that 
bitches birth that entails the ensuance of existentiality. 

Suffering arises from ignorance. Ignorance is when we think we un-
derstand what we really are, but deep inside we are not really sure. 
We have thoughts after thoughts; we hold on to all kinds of views, 
especially those of God, gods, demons, spirits, and gurus; we are 
attracted to fleeting pleasures, and so on. 

Suggested solution: Just keep on asking yourself whyΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
make a conscious effort to answer. Let your heart speak, and let it 
take its time. If you are courageous enough to examine the answers 
with another why, and so on, you will soon enough discover your 
true self.  

2.3 Failure and Pain 

Failure and pain does not mean that we are not good people. It 
means that there are certain aspects of our lives that we have yet to 
understand. Indeed, it takes some inner goodness to accept our 
failure and pain, and to learn from them. 

Just as a beautiful lotus rises from the mud in the dark depths of the 
waters, so too if we look within our inner stillness, our potential will 
blossom in all its glory. 

The Buddha is the greatest of living beings because he is the one 
who has suffered the most in various lives, and learned from them, 
and out of compassion he shares that wisdom with us. 

http://dharmafarer.org/


2 Learning from our pains 
 

14 http://themindingcentre.org  

2.4 So You Want to Kill Yourself? 

Throughout my life as a monk and as a full-time lay Dharma 
teacher, I have heard people tell me they want to kill themselves. 
Let me relate a typical occasion when this happened. This is really 
worth talking about because it shows how Buddhism can help us 
understand and prevent suicide without blaming anyone. 

Recently an old secondary school friend, a Christian (but an open-
minded one), who was dealing with an at-risk school-boy, phoned 
me up to talk with this boy, who had been getting himself ever 
ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ άǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέ όǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŀ ōƻȅΩǎ ƘƻƳŜύΦ 

In the course of our conversation, the boy, thinking he had no way 
ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀƳŜƴǘΣ ǊŜǎƛƎƴŜŘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ άL ǘƘƛƴƪ L ǿŀƴǘ 
to kilƭ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΗέ L ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǎŀȅ 
they want to kill themselves are unlikely to do so; maybe they are 
simply asking for help.  

Still, it is always vital to listen to what he is trying to say. The worst 
thing to say at such a momeƴǘ ƛǎ άLǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǊƛƎƘǘΗέ Lǘ ƛǎ not at all right 
when someone says he is thinking of killing himself. We just have to 
keep on asking why until we have a good idea of the thoughts 
behind the words. 

.ǳǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǎƘƻǊt-cut. I 
reflectively asked him, 

ά{ƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΚέ 

ά¸ŜǎΗ !ŦǘŜǊ ǿŜ ŘƛŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘΗέ 

ά¸ƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƻΚ [ƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŀ ǇƭŀƴǘΤ ƛǘ ŘƛŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ǎŜŜŘ ƎǊƻǿǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƴŜǿ 
plant very much like it. The plant keeps on growing. Iǘ ƛǎ ΨǊŜōƻǊƴΩ 
ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƛƭ ƛǎ ōŀŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǎǳƴƭƛƎƘǘΣ ƴƻǘ 
enough water, the plant grows poorly.  
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But right now the plant is not doing well because it is not properly 
cared for. However, if the gardener takes good care of it, weeding it 
regularly, giving it enough sun, watering it, and so on, it would grow 
into a beautiful and healthy plant. 

¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀƴǘΤ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǊŘŜƴŜǊ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƛƴŘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 

As I talked I am reminded how difficult it would be for a God-be-
liever like Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΦ LŦ ƘŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ά¸ƻǳ 
cannot ƪƛƭƭ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ DƻŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ȅƻǳΣέ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ 
ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƴŜΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀŘƳƛǘΣ άL Řƻ ƴƻǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ 
DƻŘΣέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜƭǇ-line. Or worse, he might 
blame God for all his problems. 

There is another problem: how do we know that karma and rebirth 
ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƻǊƪΦ !ƭƭ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎ ǳƴŀǿŀƪŜƴŜŘ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ 
word, or more exactly, what we find in our scriptures. In the Suttas, 
we of course, have unequivocal and numerous statements 
reportedly by the Buddha himself that he has direct experience of 
these truths, and he is awakened, too. 

As unawakened beings, we can say that such teachings as karma 
and rebirth are skillful means that inspire us to do good rather than 
evil. I find it very much easier to work with the ideas of karma and 
rebirth because karma deals with our behavior and rebirth gives us 
hope.  

God is an idea of a supreme being outside and above ourselves. The 
notion of relying on an external being, especially a story-being, is 
not really empowering. This is like imagining we have a fairy god-
mother always ready to help and protect us. If we are stuck with 
this notion, then we have what psychologists call a dependence 
problem: we will always need the group; we will be dependent on a 
father-figure; we will never really grow up. 
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My point is that it is more empowering to tell people they can help 
themselves. We disempower ourselves when we lose ourselves in 
thoughts of our past, or when we are dragged into speculating 
about the uncertain future. Only the now can empower us, only we 
can empower ourselves. This is the heart of Buddhist social work 
and mental health. 

3 FRIENDSHIP 

3.1 My True-hearted Friend 
όLƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ƛƎņƭƻǾņŘŀ {ǳǘǘŀΣ 5 ом ϧ ẀƘņƴņƴƛ {ǳǘǘŀΣ ! пΦмфнύ 

When you are careless, he cares for you 
²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎΣ ƘŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ȅƻǳ 

In your fears, he is a safe refuge 
In your lack, he gives more than you need 

Do you remember this true-hearted friend? 

His secrets he tells you to make you smile 
Your secrets he keeps like his own 

²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘΣ ƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ōȅ ȅƻǳ 
He would even put you before himself 

Do you remember this true-hearted friend? 

When darkness clouds you, he shines a light 
Gently he reminds you that good wins in the end 

HŜ ǘŜƭƭǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŜŀǊŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 
He shows you how to be happy here and now 
Do you remember this true-hearted friend? 

In your pains, he finds no joy 
In your joys, he laughs with you 
Who speaks ill of you, he shuns 

Who speaks well of you, he lauds 
Do you remember this true-hearted friend? 
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Living with a person, you see his goodness 
Working with him, you know his honesty 
In adversity, you truly taste his strength 
Talking with him, you enjoy his wisdom 

How do you know a true-hearted friend? 
Look at him patiently 

Watch him with wisdom 

You can never find a true-hearted friend 
You can only build friendship, show love 
And learn to be true with all your heart 
So that you are true-hearted yourself 

4 LOVINGKINDNESS 

 4.1 Unconditional Love 

The Straits Times of 1st January 2009 (Home) carries an article titled 
άwŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ōǳƳǇƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀƛŘ ƪƛǘǘȅΦέ Lǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
Singapore Buddhist Lodge has increased 2009's education budget 
from $1 million to $1.2 million. Significantly, the Lodge president 
explŀƛƴǎΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǳǎŜ ƛǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ōŀƴƪΚέ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 
global financial letdown that wiped almost $400 billion off the local 
stock market (due to greed, dishonesty, and stupidity). The Buddhist 
Lodge is known to offer such help to any needy person even if they 
are not Buddhists. 

Then, in the next paragraph, The Straits Times reports that the City 
Harvest Church, a local mega-ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ ƛǎ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ 
school fees and textbooks, and for some, computers. There are 
further conditions: successful applicants will have to fulfill 4 hours 
of community work (read church-related effort) and attend church 
services. 
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This piece of report is interesting as it helps us to see the difference 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƻǾŜΦ ά/ƻƴŘƛǘƛonal 
ƭƻǾŜέ ōŀǎƛŎally means I will only love you if you listen to me, do as I 
say, and, often enough, be like me. This is a narrow and tribal 
ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƴƎΣ άōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳƭΣέ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ 
out. 

This was the situation with the brahmanical system up to the Bud-
dha's time. There was the caste system then. An old story told that 
ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƘƳƛƴǎ όǇǊƛŜǎǘ Ŏƭŀǎǎύ ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
task was to pray for others. Then, came the kshatriyas (warrior 
Ŏƭŀǎǎύ ǿƘƻ ŀǊƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘΩǎ ŀǊƳǎΣ so that their duty was to protect 
the priests. On a lower rung were the vaishyas (the business class), 
ōƻǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘΩǎ ǘƘƛƎƘǎΥ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǊƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ 
upper classes. And fourthly, were the feet-born shudras (menial 
workers), who did all the lowly work none of the other classes 
would do. 

Still, you would be lucky if you belonged to any of these classes, 
ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ǘƻ άōŜƴŜŦƛǘέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
prayers of the brahmins, that is, for a generous donation. There was 
ŀ άŦƛŦǘƘέ ƴƻƴ-class, the outcastes, who were mostly the dark-skinned 
natives. 

The class or caste system was maintained by the fair-skinned Aryan 
invaders, and the creation myth was understandably invented by 
the brahmins for social control and self-advantage. 

All this seemed to work for a few thousand years, that is, until the 
people became more settled and educated, and began to think for 
themselves. They realized the oppression of the brahmins, the 
άŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦέ aƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘantly, after millennia of medita-
tion history, many of them came closer to understanding the true 
nature of life. In the growing stillness of their spirituality, these yogis 
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noticed that the brahmins were simply enslaving their minds with 
false views and misguiding them with oppressive and false religion. 

The new group of serious thinkers and reformers were called shra-
manas, that is, religionists who rejected the established brahmin 
άŎƘǳǊŎƘΦέ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀǿŀƪŜƴŜŘΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴǘƛ-
brahminical reform teachers are the Buddha. 

The Buddha is the most prominent of the non-brahminical teachers 
because he speaks out the loudest and clearest against the oppress-
ƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǎƎǳƛŘŜŘ ōǊŀƘƳŀƴƛŎŀƭ ƎǳǊǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ ¢ƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ 
teachings in the Suttas that speak out against the blood sacrifices, 
social discriminations, exploitations and false teachings of the brah-
manical system remain today as some of the most inspiring records 
of the struggle to free society and ourselves as individuals from 
systems (especially religion) than wants to herd us up like cattle 
with their God-idea, and cage us up like sheep with the eternal-life 
promises. 

The Buddha teaches us to break out of these false cages and invisi-
ble fences, to free ourselves from tribal notions of religion. The 
Abrahamic religions that first arose in the Middle East are under-
standably the most tribal, because they lived in tribes in the deserts 
and wilderness, and they needed some kind of single-God-idea to 
unify them against other tribes and to be under the social control of 
the leader (almost always a male). 

Even as I write, the Israelis and the Palestinians, both belonging to 
Abrahamic family of religion, are relentlessly and viciously bombing 
each other! 

A wholesome large-scale effort is a secular government that pro-
tects religious freedom. This is perhaps the best we can do on a 
social level. There can only be true peace, prosperity and progress 
in an individual when he has unconditional love. 
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In fact, early Buddhism teaches unconditionality on all levels. We 
begin by accepting ourselves unconditionally, just as we are, and 
start from there to better ourselves. 

Then, we learn to see others just as they are, accepting them un-
conditionally, but we can only do this when we have accepted our-
selves unconditionally (that is, uncaging our minds and freeing our 
hearts). 

Buddhism also teaches us how to accept ourselves and others 
unconditionally, that is, through the cultivation of lovingkindness. 
May all beings (not just humans, but all beings, animals, non-
humans, etc) be well and happy. We treat other as we would have 
ourselves treated, which is, of course, the golden rule. In this sense, 
Buddhism is the universal religion. 

What does it mean to show unconditional love? When we meet a 
fallen being, we first try to help him up, and then teach him to help 
himself. When we meet a man hurt with an arrow, we gently re-
move that arrow, and nurse him so that the wound would heal 
itself. 

No greater love has a man than this, that he lives for another. I say 
this unconditionally. (See Vism 9.40-41/307 & 9.108/321) 

 

4.2 Lovingkindness is Simply Healing 

Every public session of lovingkindness meditation I have conducted 
brings a sense of joyful peace at the end of it. Often there are silent, 
sullen, even unhappy faces, at the start of the sitting, but at the end 
of the lovingkindness session, whether it is of the Forest Tradition or 
the Insight Method, the meditators show themselves to be more 
relaxed and smiling. 
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Sometimes the response of such meditators can be dramatic. There 
were occasions when a tough-looking person would relate how he 
άōǊƻƪŜ Řƻǿƴέ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǎŀŘ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ 
something he (or she) thought he had forgotten. At first blush, the 
memory was powerfully sad, but surprisingly with lovingkindness, 
he was able to unconditionally forgive that source of pain, and 
actually felt good, as there was closure finally. 

Sometimes, a meditator would use a beautiful memory or imagery 
to strengthen the feeling of lovingkindness. Due to the calmness 
arising from the earlier sitting of breath meditation, he found such 
an image so strongly blissful that joyful tears would stream from his 
eyes. 

For those who are experiencing this bliss of lovingkindness for the 
first time, it can be an earth-shaking experience, so to speak. Some-
times they wonder if it is all right to feel so blissful. Of course it is, 
that is what lovingkindness meditation (and the breath meditation, 
too) is about. It is about joy, zest and mental focus. 

I suspect many people do try lovingkindness meditation by them-
selves without any teacher. And they have experienced such bliss or 
profound calm. But without some level of wisdom, they might fear 
these wonderful experiences, or simply do not know the value of 
such states. This is where a meditation teacher as a spiritual friend 
ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŦŀƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ 

Like breath meditation, lovingkindness should be cultivated without 
any expectation. Simply sit like a fresh beautiful flower in the bright 
sunlight. Visualize a very happy event (or events) in your life. Re-live 
the joyful feeling, and do not let the thoughts and details get in the 
way. 

In lovingkindness practice, we feel the blissful states directly, with-
out a thought, without a word. However, where is any distraction, a 
ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άaŀȅ L ōŜ ǿŜƭƭΗέ ƻǊ άL ŀŎŎŜǇǘ 
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ƳȅǎŜƭŦ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ L ŀƳΗέ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǳō-verbally said a few time would 
clear the mind. Then remain totally silent and let the lovingkindness 
grow. 

The Buddha reminds us that cultivating lovingkindness even for a 
moment is to practise his teaching. For, all good things start with a 
single thought. 

Even if you have no time to sit in meditation, there is one moment 
in your life you should never neglect in keeping it positive. That is 
the moment just before falling asleep. As you lie comfortably to end 
the day, clear your mind of everything else: renounce the world for 
ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘΦ ¢Ŝƭƭ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜΥ άaŀȅ L ōŜ 
well, may I be happy, may I be ŀǘ ǇŜŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΦέ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ 
to those who are important to you. 

Fall asleep happily, and wake up happily: this will change your life 
for good. Try it. 

 

4.3 God is LoveτAnd More 

нр 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ ƛǎ ά.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ wŜƴŜǿŀƭ 5ŀȅΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
world religions and their great successes show that human ideas are 
ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ƻǊ ƳƛǎƭŜŀŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 
sufferings in the past and today are due to religious wrong views. 
And this will continue if we do not educate ourselves in true 
goodness. 

I would like to share a very important reflection on the role of 
Buddha Word in freeing the human mind from oppression, especial-
ly religious oppression. We can look at the evolution of human 
freedom and spiritual liberation as freeing society and the individual 
from the harmful aspects of the God-belief, 
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Lƴ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƘƳƛƴǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ-idea and invented 
the universal soul to control the minds and wealth of the masses. 
Even then only the four classes of high society were allowed to 
practise brahmanical religion. The rest were outcastes, outside the 
privileged tribe. In many important discourses such as the Tevijja 
Sutta (D 13) and the Alagaddûpama Sutta (M 22), the Buddha clear-
ly speaks out on the falsehood and dangers of such ideas. 

Then came the idea of the divine rights of kings, which asserted that 
kings (and queens) derived from God their absolute power over 
others and all things. By the 16th and 17th centuries we see the abso-
lute monarchs rampantly abusing their power until Oliver Crom-
ǿŜƭƭΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ōǊƻƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƳȅǘƘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎland. Decades later this inspired 
the French Revolution similarly to reject royalty using the God-idea 
to empower themselves and persecute others. 

Unfortunately, the white Europeans then saw God as white and 
useŘ ǎǳŎƘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŎǳǎŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǊ άƭŜǎǎŜǊέ ǊŀŎŜǎ όǘƘŜ ƴƻƴ-
Europeans) to bring them to God. This part of our history is so 
painful that it is understandable that some of us try to be optimistic 
and point to the benefits that colonialism had brought us. The point 
is that our forefathers had worked hard to liberate us, and we 
should be grateful to them. 

Today, we still see the God-idea being abused by the terrorists, the 
mass bombers, the evangelists, and the intolerant teachers. I am 
deeply pained when I ǎŜŜ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƘŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ άDƻŘ-believ-
ŜǊǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ Ǿƛƻƭence in his name.  

²ƘŜƴ L ōŜƎŀƴ Ƴȅ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ L ǿŀǎ ǘƻƭŘ ōȅ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ άDƻŘ ƛǎ 
ƭƻǾŜΦέ [ŀǘŜǊ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƻǾŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛōŀƭ ƻƴŜΦ 
God only loves us if we are the members of a certain group. Other-
wise, he will send us to hell, and so on. 
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Then I discovered Buddhism, and the Buddha too declares that 
άDƻŘ ƛǎ ƭƻǾŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ DƻŘ ǎƻ ŎƻƳ-
pletely, that it is almost impossible to add anything more positive.  

God is lovingkindness: unconditional love for all beings, divine, 
human and animal.  

God is compassion: he helps to make good everyone, no matter 
how badτthink of Avalokitesvara or Guanyin.  

God is altruistic joy: he is not dependent on your adoration and 
worship, but rejoices in your goodness.  

Above all, God is equanimity: he remains inwardly still no matter 
what happens in the worldτwe are accountable for our actions, 
bad and good.       

The most wonderful message the Buddha has given us is that God is 
not in heaven or out there, but right here within us (the kingdom of 
God in within us). You are filled with Godliness 

 when you are full of lovingkindness  
  and unconditionally accept others; 

when you are compassionate to those with problems  
 or who are not so fortunate;  
when you rejoice in the success and goodness of others; and 
when you are inwardly still, no matter what happens, 

 despite the best you have done. 

Plant the seeds of goodness, shine them with the light of loving-
kindness, water them with compassion, weed and prune them with 
altruistic joy, and enjoy them with equanimity. 

¸ƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ƴƻǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘings. 
Turn your back from evil; walk towards the good. You will begin to 
understand the true meaning of whatever good that you believe in. 
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When you bow low enough, when you close your eyes in stillness, 
you will see the true God, and he is beyond the wildest dream of 
any religion or philosophy or holiness. This is the God that none of 
us can abuse. This God is truly love, light, life and liberation. 

Please join me in this universal prayer for world peace and inner 
stillness. May we rise above all religions to see true reality directly 
with joy and peace. 

 

4.4 When Love is Truly Blind  
[A friend sent me this warm Buddhistic story,   

which I present with minor editing.]  

Two men, both seriously ill, occupied the same hospital room. 

One man was allowed to sit up in his bed for an hour each after-
noon to help drain the fluid from his lungs. His bed was next to the 
ǊƻƻƳΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƛƴŘƻǿΦ 

The other man had to spend all his time flat on his back.  

The men talked for hours on end. They spoke of their wives and 
families, their homes, their jobs, their involvement in the military 
service, where they had been on vacation   

Every afternoon, when the man in the bed by the window could sit 
up, he would pass the time by describing to his roommate all the 
things he could see outside the window.  

The man in the other bed began to live for those one hour periods 
where his world would be broadened and enlivened by all the 
activity and color of the world outside.  

The window over looked a park with a lovely lake. Ducks and swans 
played on the water while children sailed their model boats. Young 
lovers walked arm in arm amidst flowers of every color and a fine 
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view of the city sky line could be seen in the distance.  

As the man by the window described all this in exquisite details, the 
man on the other side of the room would close his eyes and 
imagine this picturesque scene. 

One warm afternoon, the man by the window described a parade 
passing by.  

Although the other man could not hear the band, he could see it in 
Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŘΩǎ ŜȅŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴǘƭŜ Ƴŀƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŜŘ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
descriptive words.  

Days, weeks and months passed. 

One morning, the day nurse arrived to bring water for their baths 
only to find the lifeless body of the man by the window, who had 
died peacefully in his sleep. 

As soon as it seemed appropriate, the other man asked if he could 
be moved next to the window. The nurse was happy to make the 
switch, and after making sure he was comfortable, she left him 
alone.  

Slowly, painfully, he propped himself up on one elbow to take his 
first look at the real world outside. He strained to slowly turn to 
look out the window besides the bed. 

It faced a blank wall! 

The man asked the nurse what could have compelled his deceased 
roommate who had described such wonderful things outside this 
window. 

The nurse responded that the man was blind and could not even 
see the wall. 

{ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άtŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƘŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ȅƻǳΦέ 
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Epilogue:  

There is tremendous happiness in making others happy, despite our 
own situations.  

Shared grief is half the sorrow, but happiness when shared, is 
doubled. If you want to feel rich, just count all the things you have 
ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōǳȅΦ  

ά¢ƻŘŀȅέ ƛǎ ŀ ƎƛŦǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǘƘŜ tǊŜǎŜƴǘΦέ 

4.5 Love Is 

To love life is to be the most valuable thing there is: 
love not just your body, but feel for your heart, 
for, your body may not heed to you, 
but your heart stills you in its beat to the last. 

To love life is to see others just as you see yourself; 
lust, on the other hand, is very private limited; 
what you hate in others, you hate in yourself, too.  
True love is to ƘƻƭŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ heart  in your own, 

You cannot love just a part of a person, 
for, then you will miss all the rest: 
to love the whole person is see another as is, 
for, to love is to love fully. 

To love someone is to see words as blissful sound, 
to speak beautifully is to feel what you say, 
to feel what you say is to hear with your heart, 
and your heart will breathe an open space. 
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To love is to blossom like a sweet flower, 
its roots in the dirt, its face in the light; 
it is most beautiful just as it is,  
always there whatever the weather, 

Love is giving and forgiving,  
always meeting for the first time, 
love is more than just presents:  
it is the moment that passes so quickly. 

Above all, love is a spacious silence, 
without which there is no music, 
the healing stillness between breaths 
that you feel only in letting go. 

4.6 Who Really is Guanyin? 

Throughout my life, I have had a number of personal experiences of 
Guanyin. Such Guanyin encounters strongly reinforce my faith in 
Dharma-moved compassion. Of course, I am not alone in such 
experiences. In fact, in one of my public talks, a Catholic woman 
came up to me and privately confessed to me that although she was 
brought up as Christian, she kept having visions and dreams of 
Guanyin. What shall I do? She asked. Sadhu! I said, you have the 
best of two worlds! 

Compassion has many manifestations and appears to everyone at 
the right time. Let me begin with the more mundane ones. Once as 
a monk, I was caught in a heavy downpour, and invoked Guanyin to 
stop the rain so that I could return to my vihara. The rain fell 
heavier! I thought I had lost my faith. Then a car drove up to me, 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ά²ƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƭƛŦǘ ōŀŎƪΚέ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘǊȅ 
car, I reflected: one puny human wanted the whole sky to stop rain-
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ing just for him to cross the road, but Guanyin was wiser in his com-
passion! 

On another occasion, I was buying books in a Buddhist bookshop, 
ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǇƛƭŜ ƻŦ ōƻƻƪǎΣ ƭŜŦǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎƘƛŜǊΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊΦ 
I was still browsing for more books, when, in the corner of my eye, I 
noticed a woman in white (like a vegetarian lay practitioner), came 
in and walked out. When I finally went to the counter to pay for the 
books, the cashier said that they all have been paid for by the lady 
in white! And she did not know who that white lady was! 

Another encounter. After giving a talk at a Malaysian university, I 
was driven back to the vihara by one of my students. Halfway along 
the dark highway (it was about 11 pm), the car suddenly stalled! My 
student had forgotten to top up the petrol. So we are stuck by the 
lonely highway with vehicles zooming by. It is understandable that 
no one stopped, seeing a group of young people with a bald man 
dressed in a blanket (I was still a monk then).  

Then someone on a Honda Cub stopped and we told him of our 
predicament. He said he would try to help us, and scooted off. Half 
an hour passed, and we also forgotten about this passerby. And 
then a bike stopped by again: it was the same man and he handed 
us a container of petrol! Before we could pay him or even thank 
him, he scooted off again into the night. 

One of my most dramatic encounters with Guanyin was when I was 
running a Buddhist retreat for a group of NUS medical students (in 
the 1980s) in the National Park, Malaysia. We were on a jungle walk 
at Lata Berkoh, and came to a nearly dry river bed, narrowed down 
to a channel of powerful rushing water just too wide for anyone of 
us to jump across. So I told those students who could swim to push 
a fallen tree trunk across it so that we could walk across on it. 

Once in the water, the trunk was immediately dragged by the cur-
rents into the deep pool downriver, along with all the four boys! 
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Three of them swam back to safety, but the fourth was seen clinging 
to the trunk. The trunk rolled over a couple of times, and the boy 
disappeared into the water, both slowly moving farther away. Stand-
ing on the bank, I could only helplessly watch and invoke Guanyin 
while the other boys jumped in again to save him. 

After the boy was brought to safety, I spoke to him, telling him how I 
had feared for his life. Then he told me a remarkable thing: he said 
that he actually felt very peaceful under the water, and did not feel 
like coming up again! He felt just like letting go of everything. Then 
a radiant lady in white appeared above him (in the water) with out-
stretched hands. And he found himself on the water surface again! 

These are encounters of faith, and are not easy to explain in words. 
But I often like to say that if you give compassion a chance in your 
life, you will be well rewarded by it. Compassion has no religion, no 
race, and no borders: it is boundless. Its presence reflects our being 
at our spiritual best, reminding us that we are capable of spiritual 
liberation. For Guanyin is that great compassion in our hearts. (I tell 
the God-beƭƛŜǾŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ Ƴȅ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎŘƻƳ 
ƻŦ DƻŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǳǎΦέύ 

It is not important for us to have such dramatic experiences. In fact, 
if such experiences are misunderstood, we can feel proud or self-
righteous about them. We should be humbled by them, and be 
reminded of the uncertainty and frailty of life, and not to take 
others (especially our near and dear ones) for granted. 

For me, these are now memories, but powerful and happy me-
mories that serve as great starters for the cultivation of loving-
kindness. I invite you forget about all the pains that others have 
done to you, but to remember all the happy and precious moments 
you have encountered. These happy memories, not the negative 
ones, will best heal and help you become a better person. 
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4.7 The Chickduck 

¢ƘŜ Wņǘŀƪŀ ŀǊŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǎŘƻƳΦ aƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ Ŧƻƭƪ ǘŀƭŜǎΦ Lƴ {9 !ǎƛŀ ǿŜ ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǿ Wņǘŀƪŀ 
tales written probably in northern Myanmar or northern Thailand 
(the ŀǊŜŀ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜǎύΦ bƻǿ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ όƻǊ 
rewrite) one such story which talks of true love. 

hƴŜ ŘŀȅΣ ƛƴ ¢ņǾŀǘƛἨǎŀΣ ǿƘŜƴ {ƘŀƪǊŀΣ ƭƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŀǎΣ ŦŜƭǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
bored with the devas and devis, he decided to spend some quiet 
time on earth. He went down to a beautiful park, something like the 
McRitchie reservoir area.  

He was just beginning to relax under a jambu tree when he saw a 
couple walking together nearby. As Shakra was often in love himself 
before, he was curious whether the couple really loved one another. 
(He was invisible to earthlings, so the couple could not see him.) 

So Shakra projected a hologram of a divine chickduck, which looked 
like a chicken but quacked like a duck! It waddled along far in front 
of the couple, just enough for them so see and hear it. 

¢ƘŜ ǿƛŦŜΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ƎƻƻŘ ŜȅŜǎΣ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLǘΩǎ a ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴΗέ 

άbƻΗέ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ƎƻƻŘ ŜŀǊǎΣ άLǘΩǎ ŀ ŘǳŎƪΗέ 

They went on arguing: every time the chickduck flapped its wings, 
ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLǘΩǎ ŀ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴΗέ 9ǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ chickduck quacked, 
ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLǘΩǎ ŀ ŘǳŎƪΗέ 

But every time the couple were silent, they saw the chickduck slow-
ing down, so that they had a better view of it. So they became more 
silent, and finally, they clearly saw this most wonderful bird that 
Shakra had projected in virtual reality. 

ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ŘŜŀǊΣέ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜΣ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǉǳŀŎƪŜŘΣ άLǘΩǎ ŀ ŘǳŎƪΗέ 
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ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƻƻΣ ŘŜŀǊΣέ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ 
άLǘΩǎ ŀ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴΗέ 

Lord Shakra was delighted with the couple. Disguising himself as a 
National Parks guide, he, sternly but with a smile, told the couple 
that night was falling, and that they should go home right away and 
spend quality time together. As soon as they turned their back, he 
ǾŀƴƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ņǾŀǘƛἨǎŀΣ Ƙŀppy with his good deed 
for the day.  

όbƻǘŜΥ {ƘŀƪǊŀΩǎ ƴŜȄǘ ƎƻƻŘ ŘŜŜŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ул ȅŜŀǊǎΩ 
ǘƛƳŜΦ ²ŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ŀ ¢ŀǾŀǘƛƳǎŀ Řŀȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
earthly one.) 

Moral: 

[ƻǾŜ ƎǊƻǿǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ǎǇƻǳǎŜ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ-
point, seriously.  

Or, you can try your luck taking a walk in McRitchie Reservoir Park.  

.ǳǘ ōŜǿŀǊŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ {ƘŀƪǊŀ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ aņǊŀ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ 
projected a shape-shifting bird. It becomes whatever you want it to 
be. So if you think it is a duck, it is a duck. If you think it is a chicken, 
it is a chicken. This leads to endless quarrels, separations and 
divorces. The sad thing is that both are right, but we do not 
ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƻǾŜŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ 
ǘƘŀǘΣ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ {ƘŀƪǊŀΣ aņǊŀ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ 
angry or suspicious of our loved one! 

4.8 The Ghosts Amongst Us 

Some kinds of ghosts can really harm us if we are not careful.  For 
example, when we are walking home from work in the dark, and 
suddenly out of nowhere this bicycle rider, dark and silent, swoosh 
Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƘŀƛǊΩǎ ōǊŜŀŘǘƘ ŦǊƻƳ ȅƻǳΦ 
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You also see them in the trains: they stand at the doors and wait. 
The moment the doors open, they rush in as if there is no one 
coming out from the train. In fact, they do not see others, as they 
are from another realm: they are the real ghosts that we meet in 
real life. 

Or, we see them in gatherings, their faces dark and unsmiling. Si-
lently they brush by you as if you are not there. In fact, they are not 
able to see you, as they are only looking for their own kind. 

There is one good way you can help such suffering beings: show 
them your lovingkindness and smile in your heart at them. 

Above all, do not mirror them: that is a sure way of becoming a 
ghost, too! 

 

4.9 The Temple of God is Within Us  

The biggest mistake people make about religion is that they think it 
is about God, god or gods. Such ideas make interesting stories, 
which can be useful in helping some of us, especially in the training 
of the young and growing up, about ethical and good conduct. 

The danger, however, is very real when we mistake a story (no mat-
ter how great the story is) for reality. The main difficulty with stori-
es is that they are language-based: they are communicated through 
words. And people put their own meanings to words, and so begins 
politics.  

The God-idea is the most politicized of human ideas. The reason is 
simple: it is a good way to control others and resources. People are 
comǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƘŜŜǇΣ ŦƛǎƘŜǎ ƻǊ ŎǊƻǇǎ ǘƻ ōŜ άƘŀǊǾŜǎǘŜŘΦέ 9ǾŜƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ 
the days of colonialism, the idea of colonizing the minds and bodies 
of others continue to trouble us through the God religions of today.  
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If only God could right now appear in the sky or on our global inter-
ƴŜǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǳǎ ŀƭƭΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ŀƎŀƛƴ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ 
him anyway. For he is unlikely to be like anyone or anything we 
have defined or described.  

The Buddha knows (some 2600 years ago) the problems with God-
ideas and related ideologies. He often speaks against them. In his 
own stories, the Buddha often presents God (or Brahma as he is 
called then) very differently from ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ άǇƻǿŜǊ-ƳƻŘŜέ 
people define him.  

aƻǎǘ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άDƻŘ ƛǎ 
ƭƻǾŜΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ 
religion, and this is important. We are not talking statistics here, but 
about being human, and then being divine ourselves.  

A short remarkable sutta records how Brahma compassionately 
comes down from his heaven and tells a devotee (the mother of the 
Ƴƻƴƪ .ǊŀƘƳŀΣŘŜǾŀύ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ό.ǊŀƘƳņύΣ ōŜ-
cause heavenly beings neither need nor can take earthly food! 
CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǎŀȅǎ .ǊŀƘƳņΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƳŜǊƛǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƻŘ 
to the monk Brahma,deva!  

The temple of God is within us, so let us not look outside. This is the 
message we should give to others who are God-believers and who 
wonder if they can also be Buddhists. 

Tell your God-loving friends, first reflect on the love, compassion, 
Ƨƻȅ ŀƴŘ ŜǉǳŀƴƛƳƛǘȅ ƻŦ DƻŘΦ ό¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 5ŜǾŀǘņΩnussati.) Then, 
when the mind is peaceful and loving, go on to do breath medita-
tion, and feel even a deeper stillness.  
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5 MORAL VIRTUE 

5.1 Say No, Say Yes, Be Silent 

A very simple approach to Buddhist practice is this threefold train-
ing: 

(1) Say no, 
(2) Say yes, 
(3) Be silent. 

Buddhist training begins by our learning to say no, that is, 

(1) No to harming life and living beings; 
(2) No to taking the not-given; 
(3) No to disrespecting the body of others and our own; 
(4) No to falsehood and deception; 
(5) No to anything addictive (drinking, gambling, etc). 

Whether you recite the precepts or not, karma still works on you. 
The precepts remind us that life can be even more fun when we 
follow these rules. What is football, or any sports, without the 
rules? 

We should say no to the evangelists because they are close-minded, 
and often have serious emotional problems of wanting to dominate 
others. 

We should say no to mental distractions. In fact, this is the essence 
of meditation practice for beginners. Just keep bringing the mind 
back to the meditation object, gently and with kindness. 

Say yes to lovingkindness and happiness: Keep watching your 
ōǊŜŀǘƘΥ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜΦ IŜŀƭ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƳƛƴŘΥ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ 
one you can really heal. 
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When we were kids, many of us sucked our thumbs. One day, we 
see it as all red, swollen and wrinkled. We lose all desire to suck it 
any more. 

When we have negative habits, we are in another way sucking our 
thumb again. When we look carefully, we will see the redness, the 
swell, and the wrinkles. 

Whenever you can, simply be silent, and let the stillness reveals the 
wonders of your inner goodness and strengths you may not realize 
you have. 

The Buddha is constantly reminding us to look for our inner 
strength. From the time of his awakening to the final nirvana. 

 

5.2 Learn to Say άnoΗέ 

The Buddhist life is sometimes said to comprise the three trainings: 
training in moral virtue, training in mental concentration and train-
ing in wisdom. Training in moral virtue is basically the restraining 
and refining of our bodily actions and speech. Mental training is 
that of letting go of mental distractions so that it is focused with 
inner stillness. And training in wisdom deals with overcoming wrong 
views. 

Another way of looking at the three trainings has to do with know-
ƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨȅŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨƴƻΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛngs then 
Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨȅŜǎΩΣ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨƴƻΩΣ ŀƴŘ 
learning to be silent. In moral training, we learn to say no to various 
unwholesome actions (that is, keeping to the Five Precepts). In 
mental cultivation, we train in joy to support our meditation. And in 
wisdom training, we discover the nature of true reality that is be-
yond words. 
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.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ōȅ ƻǳǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ άƴƻΣέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ƴƻ ǘƻ 
harming life, no to taking the not-given, no to sexual misconduct, no 
to falsehood, and no to drunkenness and addiction. For the sake of 
mental cultivation and inner peace, we must be courageous to say 
άbƻΗέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ-minded evangelists who try to force their un-
wholesome views upon us.  

aŜƴǘŀƭ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨȅŜǎΩ ǘo your inner goodness. 
We make every effort to remember our happy days and goodness 
within us, and the happiness and goodness that others have shown 
us. Negative thoughts easily shadow us uninvited. We need to make 
extra effort to brighten our lives with happy memories and faith in 
goodness. 

9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŀƭέ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ŎǊǳŜƭ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƧǳǎǘΣ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
spend quiet time to remind ourselves that our own goodness is its 
own reward. If we learn to be happy with our inner stillness then we 
are not dependent on external stimulation for our happiness. We 
are emotionally independent, at peace with ourselves. 

To be emotionally independent is to be like the gentle green grass 
that bends with the wind, only to rise up again in the sunshine 
when the storm is over. These winds are called gain and loss, praise 
and blame, fame and obscurity, happiness and sorrow. 

To train in wisdom is to see impermanence in all things, bad or 
good. When bad things happen to us, remind ourselves that they 
are impermanent. That way, ǿŜ ƭŜŀǊƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ άƻǿƴέ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƛƴΥ ǿŜ ƭŜǘ 
go of suffering. When good things happen to us, we remind 
ourselves they are impermanent; so we value them more and learn 
to be better from them. 

²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǎŜ ƛƴ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨƴƻΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǿŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ 
ouǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ 
ǿƛǎŜ ƛƴ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨȅŜǎΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǿŜ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ 
touch the best in us and to benefit others. Most importantly, there 

http://dharmafarer.org/


5 Moral virtue 
 

38 http://themindingcentre.org  

are times to be simply silent, so that we can truly know ourselves 
and be truly free. 

 
5.3 The Five Precepts are Universal 

Whether we recite the Five Precepts or not, whether we are Bud-
dhist or not, whether we believe or not, their karmic effects still 
ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǳǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ CƛǾŜ tǊŜŎŜǇǘǎ ŀǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ άƴŀǘǳral 
ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅΦέ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
universe.  

The first precept is against killing, that is, the respect for life. All 
ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƭƛŦŜΦ ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƴŜŜŘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǘƘƛǎΦ 
No one invented this truth; it is always there. It is a natural truth. 

The second precept is against stealing, that is, not taking what is not 
given. We all have to work for a living, or we are supported by 
others who work for a living. Through industry and honesty, we earn 
our supports for life. If someone were to take this away, it would 
bring us suffering. When we steal from someone, we are effectively 
and wrongfully taking away his happiness. This applies to all human 
beings. It is a natural truth. 

The third precept is against sexual misconduct, that is, we should 
not disrespect the body. We do not like others to do what they like 
with our body. This is also true of everyone else. In other words, we 
ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǳǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎŀȅ άbƻΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ 
natural freedom. When we rape, abuse or kidnap someone (for 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜύΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 
suffers pain. 

The fourth precept is against falsehood, against communicating 
what is untrue, harsh, disharmonious and useless. This is again 
something natural: if there is no truth, then it is no use of my 
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writing about all this. You would have wasted your time reading 
this! Truth is the very basis of wholesome human communication. 

The fifth precept is against taking anything intoxicative or addictive, 
such as drinks. The aim here is not to cloud our minds or lose self-
control, which will then make it easier for us to break any or all of 
the previous four precepts. For we have difficulty keeping this pre-
cept, we must know how to stop before we get drunk. This fifth 
precept is like a door leading to mental cultivation or meditation. If 
our mind is clear, then it is easier to cultivate it. 

Reciting the precepts is a good way of reminding ourselves to have 
greater resolve to keep them. However, when we break any pre-
cept, we should not feel guilty, as this is not a commandment, but 
they are more like the rules of a game. If we break the rules of foot-
ball, for example, then it is no more fun to play the game.  

If we have broken a precept, then we should examine the condi-
tions that caused us to do so. We should work at reducing or remov-
ing those conditions. This is what the precepts are about: removing 
the negative conditions, and becoming happier people.  

The Five Precepts are the minimum standards of being human. They 
are the quality control for our human life. When we keep our pre-
cepts well, we will never be reborn in subhuman states (as an 
animal, a ghost, an asura, or hell-being).  

Through keeping the precepts, our good works become truly effect-
ive. We are not merely showing that we are good: we are really 
good. Through our moral virtue, we will see heaven here and now, 
and it is easier to become a streamwinner. 
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6 MEDITATION 

6.1 Failure and Giving Up 

I was invited to give a meditation demo to a group of school 
teachers, and the person who invited me to do this gently warned 
me that some of them might walk out halfway as they were new to 
meditation. 

The point is that we tend to judge things at first blush. But more of-
ten than not, we tend to give up when we find something (like 
meditation) is difficult. Sometimes we might even blame the 
method itself or the teacher (perhaps his looks, race, or even 
dress). 

In fact, it is these people with such thoughts who really need medi-
tation more than anyone else. So the meditation teacher needs to 
ǳǎŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎƪƛƭƭ ǘƻ άǎŜƭƭέ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ 
they will suspend all prejudgements and give themselves a chance. 

A secret about meditation is this: there is really no such thing as 
failure, except for giving up. 

The mind has a way of lying to itself, and does this in the most 
elaborate and convincing way. 

 

6.2 How Mindfulness Strengthens Us 

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎΣ L ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘƻ άǊŜǾƛŜǿ 
ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣέ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ forest monks do, too. To review your 
practise is basically to recall the peace, joy or focus you felt, even 
ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ άǘƘƛƴƪέ ōǳǘ 
ǘƻ άŦŜŜƭέ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ƛǘΦ  
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This way, as more and more happy thoughts build up in us, our 
negative thoughts are displaced, and have less chances of control-
ling and autopilotting us through negative habits.  

Dhyana (Pali ƧƘņƴŀύ ƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŀǘǘŀƛƴ ƛǘ όƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ 
marathon or sporting in the Olympics). But, you need not get into 
dhyana to be happy. Sometimes people take dhyana like some kind 
of championship medal, and keep training for it, as it were, so that 
ǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƻ άŜƴƧƻȅέ όŜƴ-joy, feel the joy) of the sitting in the 
present moment.  

In meditation, the journey itself is the destination. Or, another way 
of putting it, we simply learn to walk by walking. 

The idea of meditating is to enjoy the present-moment awareness. 
This easier when you make extra effort to let go of thoughts about 
your work, your relationships, your religion, and most of all, about 
your self. In other words, you begin to meditate by simply forgetting 
about your self, about the past or the future. 

A very simple way to meditate is to imagine yourself to be a security 
guard of a very high-security building. You have six monitors (your 
six senses), and you look carefully at each of them, one at a time. 
The interesting thing here is you remove the difficulty or danger 
ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōȅ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭΦ !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ 
move away from the safety of your seat. 

You see something on the eye monitor:  
άƧǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎέΤ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ 

You hear something on the ear monitor:  
άǎƻǳƴŘΣ ǎƻǳƴŘέΤ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ 

You smell something on the nose monitor:  
άǎƳŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ ǎƳŜƭƭƛƴƎέΤ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ 

You taste something on the tongue monitor:  
άǘŀǎǘƛƴƎΣ ǘŀǎǘƛƴƎέΤ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ 
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You feel something on the body monitor:  
άŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΣ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎέΤ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ 

You experience a thought on the mind monitor:  
άǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎέΤ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ 

Every time your attention wanders, immediately bring it back to the 
breath (if you are doing breath meditation). After doing this for a 
while, you will notice your breath becoming more relaxed and 
slower: you need less oxygen, you burning up or decaying more 
slowly, as it were! (Notice how much oxygen you burn when you get 
angry.) 

As you breathe more calmly, you will notice gaps or spaces between 
your breaths. In-ōǊŜŀǘƘΧŀ ƎŀǇΧƻǳǘ-ōǊŜŀǘƘΧŀ ƎŀǇΧ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ 
These are spaces of stillness, the source of inner joy and higher 
creativity. This is the silence between the musical notes of life. 

Keep watching these still spaces in between your breaths, and a 
wonderful stillness will arise in you. 

While the storm rages in the world around us, may we find joyful 
stillness in the centre of our breaths. 

Whatever religion you follow, you will find that this stillness helps 
you know yourself better. I share this with you out of immeasurable 
lovingkindness and for a more peaceful productive society. 

The highest religion is true inner stillness. 

 

6.3 Meditation Goes Beyond the Brain 

Scientists now know that meditation is healthy for your brain and 
your body, but Buddhists know that meditation is good for your 
whole being. 
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We have a triune (three-in-one) brain: the lizard brain (the spinal 
bulb), the dog brain (the limbic system) and the human brain (the 
neo-cortex, the largest past of the brain).  

The lizard brain controls our breath, vision and body movements, 
and arouses sexual feelings, pulls us away from danger and makes 
us want to control our surrounding. With breath meditation, our 
breath and heartbeat slow down, calming the lizard brain. We 
become more physically relaxed. 

The dog brain experiences emotions, such as love, and other feel-
ings. The cultivation of lovingkindness enriches and extends this 
area of our being, allowing more trust and joy beyond ourselves. 

The human brain or neo-cortex deals with language and reason. It 
makes music, poetry, and beautiful things possible. It also deals 
with reason. This is where our worries arise from as it were.  

When we combine a healthy balance of breath meditation and 
lovingkindness, harmonizing our head with our heart, all the three 
levels of the brain are harmonized. We become more than the sum 
of our physical parts. 

The dog brain tends to be stuck in the past, remembering old 
things, and the human brain tends to look ahead, often remaining 
stuck in the non-existent future. So if we are only brain-centred, we 
are neither here nor there most of the time. 

When the whole brain and the body are unified in a single thought, 
such as the joyful breath, then we are in the present moment, the 
only reality we can ever know. 

Try this simple experiment: sit quietly and simply watch your breath 
until it is very gentle and slow with gaps of no-breath in between. 
Notice how peaceful those breath-gaps are. 
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If you wish to read more about the triune brain, see this website 
(thanks, Yew Thong for the information): http://www.thebiggest-
ideas.com/cgi-bin/viewps.cgi?you_have_three_brainsps.txt 

  

6.4 Timelessness and Meditation 

One of the most mysterious aspects of the Dharma is that it is 
άǘƛƳŜlessέ όŀƪņƭƛƪŀ). This interesting quality can be experienced 
άƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿέ όǎŀƴŘƛὋὋƘƛƪŀύΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ άŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜέ όehi 
passika) it for ourselves. 

When we are troubled by things we do not like, we wish time would 
move faster. When we are enjoying something, we feel as if it is too 
short a time. But when we are really enjoying something, especially 
when we are joyful, it feels like forever. This is because we have 
touched the present moment. 

Present-moment awareness can be cultivated. All we need to do is 
close our eyes and focus on something going on in the body, say, 
the breath. The first thing we might notice is that some thoughts 
are dancing in our minds.  

Some of these thoughts are from the past: What did I today? I 
should have done that ages ago. Why did I not do this thing? And so 
on. Other thoughts are about the future: What will I do after this? I 
will do this and this later. This person has not returned my call. And 
so on. We are not in the present moment at all. 

We need to return to the present moment where we really are: we 
need to return to the breath. We can begin by simply noting the 
άƛƴέ ŀƴŘ άƻǳǘέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ !ǎ ǿŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 
more focussed on the breath, simply know it is coming in, simply 
know it is going out. 
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If we hear a sound, know it, let it go. Do not comment on it, do not 
add anything. Let it come, let it go. If a thought arises, know it, let it 
come, let it go in the same manner.  

Pain and discomfort can be a wonderful teacher. Pain is a natural 
thing because we have a body. Physical pain can be removed by a 
small adjustment in the way we sit. So if we assume a good posture 
right from the start, we need not move at all right through the 
meditation. 

Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ōƻŘƛƭȅ Ǉŀƛƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇŀƛƴΚ ²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ άƻǿƴέ ƛǘΥ ǿŜ 
ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴ άLέ ŀƳ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀƛƴΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘǳǊǘƛƴƎ άƳŜΣέ άƳȅέ ōƻŘȅ ƛǎ 
suffering. We are thinking, not meditating. 

How do we learn from pain? First acknowledge it: this is pain 
(numbness, discomfort, a tic). Observe it for what it is: it rises, 
peaks, and falls away. It may go on for a while, but it will sooner or 
later stop. Pain is impermanent. 

If we can do this, then we are experiencing inner peace for our-
selves. No one can do this for us. Wisdom arises through the 
persistence in watching impermanence in all our actions. As such, 
true reality arises to the wise (ǇŀŎŎŀǘǘŀἳ ǾŜŘƛǘŀōōƻ ǾƛƷƷǹƘƛ), 
without any help from others. 

This wisdom gives us access (opanayika) to inner peace that frees us 
from the ideas of evil, sin, fear, anger, and other negative emotions. 
The most wonderful thing about such a spiritual exercise is that we 
are in charge. No dogma, no belief, no worship, no religion: just the 
present moment of stillness. 

Meditation shows us how thoughts (both ours and others) control 
us, and how to let go of them. We begin to truly feel, and then we 
let go of that feeling, too. We begin to know directly a sense of 
profound peace. There is nothing more to know, but this blissful 
peace that is energizing, empowering and liberating. 
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Thus the Buddha Dharma is well taught (ǎǾņƪƪƘņǘŀ). It is up to us to 
seek within ourselves that true peace and joy. (You might like to 
read this from the start again so that you know what to do, if not 
already.) 

You have also reflected on the six qualities of the Buddha Dharma. 

 

6.5 Something to Sit on 

Many people still have an extreme view about meditation. Some 
think it is magical; others think it is intellectual headwork. In fact, 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ άŜȄǇŜǊǘǎέ ǘƻŘŀȅ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ōǳǘ 
they could hardly remain silent for a minute or sit still for a 
moment.  

It we accept the early Suttas as authentic teachings of the Buddha, 
then we must say that meditation involves both body and mind. 
And it is hard work, at least for the beginner. But I like to tell my 
students to recall how a toddler learns to walk. It simply never gives 
up. The toddler first tries to stand, it falls, it gets up again, falls, up 
again, and so on until it can really walk. 

We were each that infant once. Now we can run if we want to. But 
it is time to learn to sit in the deepest sense of the word. That is, to 
sit in deep stillness, delving into the stillness and clarity of our 
minds. 

We love to listen to good and famous speakers talk about medita-
tion, but it is even better if we close our own eyes and see more of 
ourselves. We have heard of the three monkeys: one closes its 
eyes, the second its ears, and the third its mouth. Meditation how-
ever begins with the taming of the six monkeys: we see less, hear 
less, smell less, taste less, and touch less. 
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We temporarily shut down the five physical sense-doors so that we 
can totally focus on the mind, the controller of the sense-doors. As 
[Ŝǿƛǎ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ƻƴŎŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά{ƛƴŎŜ 
pain originates from the senses, it is possible to control it through 
meƴǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΦέ 

The body needs to be stilled first before we can still the mind. For 
this reason, early Buddhism insists on personal moral virtue (the 
five precepts), that is, our body and speech must be harmonious 
first. 

Most teachers would begin meditation instructions by showing 
their students how to sit properly. My favourite imagery is that of a 
hen hatching her eggs. Imagine you are a hen sitting over some 
eggs. First the hen shuffles herself about a bit until she finds just 
the right posture. Then she sits totally still. After a while, she would 
turn her eggs around, and then sit again, and so on, for as long as 
needed to hatch the eggs. 

Once our body is still, we begin to deal with our thoughts. This is 
mostly letting go of thinking about the past, or planning for the 
future. At first, while meditating, we may recall some past events, 
or plan what to do after the meditation. This is a mild form of 
worrying: when we worry we are thinking of the past or the future.  

This is called worry because there is nothing we can really do about 
the past: it is gone; we can plan for the future, but it will take its 
own course anyway. The point is that while delving into the past or 
the future, we are neglecting the present, which is the only reality 
there is (for meditation purposes, anyway). 

One of the best ways of keeping our minds in sync with the present 
moment is to watch the breath. (The Buddha himself did this when 
he was only seven; so, breath meditation is safe for children. He 
used the same method to awaken to Buddhahood; so, it is the best 
method we can use for spiritual liberation.) 
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The idea is very simple: keep your attention gently but firmly 
anchored to your breath. This is unlikely to happen at first. So 
whenever the mind wanders off or some distraction (a thought, a 
sound, a smell, or discomfort) intrudes, simply bring your attention 
back to watching the breath. Remember the infant learning to 
walk? 

On the other hand, you might surprise yourself how easily you 
settle into a beautiful inner stillness, especially when you are medi-
tating in a quiet and conducive place. (Oh yes, make sure you 
switch off that hand-phone first, unless you are already an expert 
meditator.) How long you sit does not matter, but make it a habit of 
naturally going into watching and stilling your breath whenever you 
can. 

If you still find all this difficult, then it would be good to look for a 
proper meditation teacher (one you feel happy meditating with). 
And if you are progressing well, and wish to improve your 
meditation, you should find a spiritual friend in a meditation 
teacher so that you go even further.  

Meditation is like learning to play great music: you must master the 
instrument (the mind), and a maestro can help you do this better. 
But you must yourself practise. The most beautiful music comes 
from the silence of our minds. Let us sit on it. 

In a number of suttas, the Buddha reminds us:  

ά²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Řƻ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ  
for the good of disciples,  
for the sake of their welfare,  
it has been done to you by me.  

These are the foot of trees; these are empty houses.  
Meditate! Be not heedless! Regret not later!  
¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦέ  

όŜƎ Yņȅŀ {ǳǘǘŀΣ { поΦмκпΥорфύ Ґ {5 мнΦнм  
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6.6 Two Kinds of Pain 

¢ƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎ ōŜƎŀƴ ƛn the depths of human mind. The 
Buddha, in his quest to understand the nature and ending of 
suffering, discovered that there are two kinds of pain: bodily pain 
and mental pain. 

Bodily pains arise due to the physical nature of the body. Just as the 
body is impermanent, bodily pain, too, is impermanent. Mental 
pain, on the other hand, is a projected pain. We magnified and 
colour the dissatisfactions and unsatisfactoriness that we experien-
ce through our physical senses. 

In other words, we do not only perceive (experience) through our 
physical senses and feel pain and pleasure, but we also conceive 
(give rise to) notions of pain and pleasure. In simple terms, the 
Buddha discovered that he can simply leave bodily pains at the 
body level, and not allowing them to reach his mind. 

This vital wisdom is crystallized in his teaching to the infirm elder 
Nakula,pita, that he should constantly reflect thus: 
άMy body may be sick; let not my mind be sickΦέ ό{ ннΦмύ3 

This brief teaching was elaborated to NņƪǳƭŀΣǇƛǘņ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎtice of 
the four focusses of mindfulness. Here I shall restate them in simple 
terms: 

(1) The Recollection of the Body. Find time to simply be aware of 
your body. Notice that there are solid earth-like parts of our body. It 
mostly comprises of the water element. This body produces heat; it 
is actually burning, on fire: in other words, decaying! Our body is 
constantly moving in some way, tiny movements, great movements: 
yet it is like a life-size balloon that is rising and falling with air. The 

                                                      
 

3
 Nakula,pita Sutta (S 22.1 = SD 5.4). 

http://dharmafarer.org/


6 Meditation 
 

50 http://themindingcentre.org  

more you learn to watch this air, this breath, the more peaceful it 
becomes. 

(2) The Recollection of Feeling. Our body is physical: it is resistant in 
some ways. If we sit too long, we fill discomfort; so too if we stand 
too long, or walk too long, or lie down too long. So we constantly 
change our postures. We experience feelings, that is, pleasure, pain 
and neutral feelings. We feel pleasure when we like something, but 
when we have it too long, we become bored with it: pleasure 
becomes pain. Or when we miss that pleasure, we feel pain. Hence 
pleasure is the cause of pain. Neutral feeling is like what your body 
is feeling as you read this (the body feels neither pleasure nor pain). 
But this neutral feeling, too, is impermanent. 

(3) The Recollection of Mind. As your mind becomes more calm and 
clear, you begin to understand how words and thoughts, even good 
ones, are really distracting. How beautifully peaceful it is when the 
mind is totally free from words and thought, even for a moment. 
The unawakened mind can never be totally empty; it is like a 
monkey swinging from tree to tree, always looking for a branch to 
cling to and move around. The best way to still our minds is to feel 
the joy and peace as they arise in our mind, that is, to experience 
them directly without any words or thought. This is easier done 
than said! 

(4) The Recollection of Dharmas. Silent mind, holy mind. As the 
mind become more calm and clear, we begin to catch glimpses of 
true reality. We begin to understand who or what we really are. We 
begin to understand better how our mind is distracted, and how to 
let go of distractions and defilements. And as we keep these four 
spiritual exercises, we become better at it, working ourselves to 
self-liberation.  

Meantime, let us remind ourselves with these practices: 
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 Look less,   see more. 
  Hear less,   listen more.  

   Smell less,  breathe more. 
 Eat less,  taste more. 
   Touch less,   feel more. 
   Think less,   mind more. 
 
 

6.7 To Live is to Feel 

We tend to think too much. We think about religion, about work, 
about money, about people, about sex. We think about ourself. We 
think about others. Thinking invariably leads to ugly stress.  

L ǎŀȅ άƛƴǾŀǊƛŀōƭȅέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻǳǘ 
to be really true. Of course, you might rebut, I remember I was right 
that time about that thing about that person. Well, you were 
άǊƛƎƘǘΣέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŦƛǘǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ 
thought earlier. So you thought you were right.  

We like to think we are right: My idea is right; my opinion is right; 
my suggestion is the best; I am right; I am the best. The bottom line 
ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ άLΣ ƳŜ ƻǊ ƳƛƴŜΦέ 

CƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀƴ άLέ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ 
BudŘƘŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ άLΣ ƳŜΣ ƳƛƴŜέ ōehind the thinking. 
Try this: 

LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ άL ŀƳ ǊƛƎƘǘΣέ ǎŀȅ ά²Ƙȅ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀ ǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 
ǘƻ ƳŜΚέ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άIŜ ƘǳǊǘ my ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΣέ ǎŜŜƪ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ 
realƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘΚέ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎΣ ά!ƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ mineΣέ ŀǎƪ ά{ƻ ǿƘŀǘΚ 
RealƭȅΗέ 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ so bad about thinking? It involves words. Thinking is to put 
what we see, hear, smell, taste, touch and feel into words.  
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But words about seeing is not seeing.  
We cannot summarize the sunset into words.  
Words about music is not music.  
Nor are thoughts about music. 
²ƻǊŘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ŦƭƻǿŜǊΩǎ ŦǊŀƎǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǎŜǎ ƛǘǎ ŦǊŀƎǊŀƴŎŜΦ 
Words about the taste of food never fills the belly. 
Words about how we feel is not really how we feel. 
Words about how we think often hide the real thing. 
Words escape the mouth but imprison the mind. 
The word is not the thing. 

A first rule of Buddhist meditation is to still the body and speech. 
We are told by the meditation teacher to first sit comfortably still 
and keep silent. A calm body and a closed mouth conduce to a still 
mind. We have begun to meditate. Just, that is. 

Even if we were to hold our body still in a temperature-regulated 
aerated fibre-glass body-glove and to tape our mouths, we still 
cannot really silence the mind.  

Why is it so difficult to silence the mind? Well, this is what I have 
been trying to write about all this while. We think too much! 

But you are writing this! You rebut; these are words! You are right, 
these are words, but they are words with feelings. They are not 
perfect (no word is), I admit, but let us see them as a finger pointing 
to the moon. You can really see this moon only if you truly feel. 

To feel is to experience life directly. 

What you see is   what you get. 
What you hear is   what you get. 
What you smell is   what you get. 
What you taste is   what you get. 
What you feel is   what you get. 
What you mind is   what you get. 
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To feel is to live the present moment of the visual forms, the 
sounds, the smells, the tastes, the touches, the feelings and the 
thoughts, and simply see them for what they are. 

To feel is to love the present moment, to see the other person as he 
or she is, to accept it unconditionally, to take a situation for what it 
really is. And not to paste the past onto it, nor shove it into the 
future.  

Live in the past, you are dead.  
Dream into the future, you are not born.  
Be present! You are gifted. 

For all you really ever have is the present. Let go of the thoughts 
(they are always about the past or the future). Feel the moment. 
Yƴƻǿ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎΧ ¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƴŜȄt. 

 

6.8 Unchained Peace 

There are moments in my life I do not feel like doing anything,  
but just to be still, 
not even writing something like this (but it comes).  

You see someone  
and feel how wonderful that person is,  

going about his business.  
May his pains and wishes not blur out the joy that is his life,  
May he see the beauty of inner peace. 
This is how artists are born. 

You hear someone  
and feel how beautiful his sound or voice is.  
Just to be able to hear clearly, how we take it for granted,  
and to be able to make happy sense  

of whatever sounds we hear.  
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All sounds are impermanent yet beautiful. 
This is how musicians are born. 

You smell a sweet smell,  
and feel like a fragrant flower bursting from the earth, 
bringing together water, fire and wind, 
making the world beautiful and healthy.  
No need to think or talk, just flower.  
This is how poets are born. 

You taste the first mouthful of plain rice or bread:  
how sweet it tastes  

before the other flavours crowd your tongue.  
LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻne you truly love for the first time.  
This is how you fall in love. 

You feel the touch of one you love.  
You have no love till you give it away.  
Every breath counts, so breathe with love 
to yourself, others and all around,  
just as the warm sun-light shines on all alike. 
This is how we meditate. 

Passing thoughts cross your mind.  
Smile gratefully at your past: let it come, let it go; 
They are like roots that give the tree  
so that it flowers and fruits, and gives cool shade.  
Let the future grow like a seŜŘ Ŏŀǎǘ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜŜΩǎ ǎƘŀŘƻǿǎΣ  
so that it will grow into its own.  
This is how you become truly happy. 

You are just right how you are:  
notice the joy as joy,  
the pain as pain, the desire as desire, the hate as hate,  
the delusion as delusion, the fear as fear,  
the emptiness as emptiness. 
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They are lost wanderers: smile at them, let them move on.  
Then you will know whence and how they came. 
The past is gone, you will tire to dig it up, 
The future has not yet come, you will be restless to run after it: 
Only the present is here, welcome it. 
Live the moment, and you live well: 
You are meant to be happy. 

6.9 Lesson from a Flower 

Look at the flower growing beautifully 
but it is impermanent, and will soon wilt 
to return to earth, water, fire and wind 
that it has arisen from, like every thing else. 

A clever man comes along and sees the flower 
and makes a replica of it in plastic. 
LǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƭƛŦŜ-time, in fact, 
ǎƻ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻǿŜǊΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΦ  

But what is he looking for in such a flower: 
Beauty? Permanence? Control? Technology? 
Perhaps all of these and more, 
ȅŜǘ ƘŜΩǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ǊŜŀǊǊŀƴƎŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ 

For the living flower and the plastic flower 
are the same, both made of the elements, 
they are earth, water, fire, wind, and space, 
the flower and we rise from the same space 

Like the flower, we too return to the elements: 
we are both changing and impermanent. 
The universe is in the flower, 
And the flower in the universe. 
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We are each of us that flower 
when we look at it or see it iƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΩǎ ŜȅŜΦ 
We are the flower when we hear the bees, 
coming for pollen in the flower. 

We are that flower when we smell it; 
we are that flower when we taste the rain 
we are that flower when the wind touches us, 
and when the sun shines warmly on us. 

The flower and us, we stand on common ground; 
¢ƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ǎƳƛƭŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻǿŜǊΣ 
even so our goodness beautifies this world, 
filling it with a healing fragrance for all. 

Sit with the flower the next time you meet her, 
for, she has this eternal message for you, 
ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΤ 
for, this will give you true strength to move on, too. 

7 SPIRITUAL HAPPINESS 

7.1 Nothing is Worth Clinging To 

Every week in response to my Dharma message, various individuals 
would email me telling how happy or inspired they feel. A few see 
deep connections between my message and their personal diffi-
culties. This reflection is in response to a common response. 

Whatever that troubles us or makes us unhappy is mostly the result 
both past karma and present conditions. Going deeper, we can say 
that the pains we feel are not really caused by others, but arise 
through our own ignorance, greed, or hate, or delusion.  
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We are what we choose to remember. If we choose to remember 
unhappy things, we will be unhappy, even destructive. If we choose 
to remember happy things, we will be happy and creative.  

Suppose, I have translated all these Suttas and written all these es-
says, and put them into CDs and online. Although Pali Suttas are not 
copyrighted, the translations are, and suppose there are those who 
use these translations, even putting their names to them, so that 
they get the recognition or profit for it.  

Should this stop me from working on the translation? We should 
never allow negative people or those who take advantage of us to 
control our moods and life, and do what we do best. 

Suppose I am running a small Dharma centre, and some people 
ǿƻƴΩǘ Ƨƻƛƴ ǳǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΣ ŘƻŜǎ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴ L 
have failed? The point is that those who do join us are really sincere 
seekers because they do not come for the size, comfort or beauty of 
buildings.  

Or suppose I badly need financial support to do something I deeply 
believe in, and those whom I have helped, or those who say they 
would help, or those who can afford it, do not help. Should I be 
disappointed? The truth is that they have other commitments or 
that they have not really learned to give. But, then look at those 
who have been kind and generous to us. They are the ones we 
should joyfully remember; they are the ones who will benefit from 
our meditation. 

Sometimes we lose something or someone we dearly love. If we 
ƘƻƭŘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ άǘƘƛƴƎέ ƻǊ ŀ άǇŜǊǎƻƴΣέ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 
deeply hurt for a long time. We might even turn to religion for the 
wrong reasons and see it in the wrong light. The point is that we 
have mentally constructed what or whom we love or hate. 
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When we lose someone that we dearly love, it does not mean that 
ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǎǘ άǎƻƳŜƻƴŜέ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ 
for love. If we do not stop loving, then we will find an even greater 
love. If we reflect on the good things in our lives, we will notice that 
they are good because we have let go of a loss or pain, and so we 
allow something better into your lives.  

When something bad happens to us, and we let it go, something 
very much better will replace it. My point is that what we learn of 
ourselves, the good that we know, cannot be taken away. It will 
enrich us in a very great way. With every failure, we are better and 
wiser. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ tŀŎŀƭŀ {ǳǘǘŀ ό! тΦруύΣ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ǘŜƭƭǎ aƻƎƎŀƭƭņƴŀΣ άbƻǘƘƛƴƎ 
ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ŎƭƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻΦέ4 

If we understand nothing is worth clinging to, and move on with 
happiness, whatever we do next will be even better. This gives us an 
inner sense of satisfaction and happiness. And no one can take that 
away.  

We suffer pain when we depend on external things and others for 
recognition and happiness. Meditation trains us to be happy within 
without relying on others and external things. When we are truly 
happy, we can give more and true happiness to others. 

 

7.2 Questions That Answer 

We are facing a global financial crisis. The experts with their theo-
ries are wrong after all. Often it takes longer to prove an expert 
wrong; an average thinking person is likely to learn faster. 

                                                      
4
 See section 11 of Pacala Sutta ( A 7.58 = SD 4.11). 
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The grand economic theories are not always right. When they are 
wrong, they can be seriously wrong, especially when they are based 
on greed, which is the case in our global systems. Yet we can still 
stay safe if we know how greed works and avoid it. 

We will face a big financial crisis if you forget that money is only a 
means to ends. Money is only useful mostly for what it buys: it is of 
instrumental value. 

Things like life and happiness are of intrinsic value. It is very difficult, 
if not impossible, to answer what is life really for, or what happiness 
is for. They are good in themselves. 

If we lose money, we can always work hard again to rebuild our 
wealth. But to lose life or health, or true friends, or not knowing 
how to be happy, means we do not really know how to live life fully. 

Money is a good servant, but a bad master. During hard times, there 
are more false gods, sick gurus and empty friends around. It is wise 
ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀǿŀƪŜƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

Hard times such as the current global financial crisis are occasions 
to find out some real truths about life. Here are a few questions 
that reveal some vital facts of life: 

ά²Ƙƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ƭŜǘ ƳŜ Řƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΚέ 
¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǊ ǘǊǳŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ ά²Ƙƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ Ƴade life more 
ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƛƳŜǎΚέ 9ƛǘƘŜǊ ǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ 
better, or they do not really care for us. 

ά5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΣ ƘŀǾŜ L ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǘǊǳŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ 
ƭƛŦŜ ŀǊŜΚέ CƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ Ƨƻō ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΦ ²Ƙŀǘ are 
our life-long priorities? 

ά²Ƙŀǘ ŀƳ L ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳƴƘŀǇǇȅ ŀōƻǳǘΚ ²Ƙȅ Řƻ L ŦŜŜƭ ǳǇǎŜǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
things? What pattern (causes and effects) do I notice that lead to 
Ƴȅ ǳƴƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎ ƘŜǊŜΚέ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ ǘƘƛƴƪ 
again. 
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ά²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ about myself that I notice when I lost my 
job? Or, what positive things about myself do I notice when I lost a 
lot of money? Then ask why Řƻ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀȅΚέ ²ƘŜƴ ŀƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ 
comes to mind, ask why to that answer, until you feel some sense of 
peace. 

Hard times mean that we need to plant new good karmic seeds 
because we have fully enjoyed our old ones. 

Hard times make us see life in true light: we now see better than we 
used to. For, it is because of hard times that Buddhas arise in this 
world. 

Remember how the Buddha sat all alone under the Bodhi tree, even 
after all the five monks have deserted him. In our more difficult mo-
ments and in our most crucial moments, we will need to help 
ourselves, and we can! 

And if you know that neither you nor anyone else can benefit from 
such a situation, you should, ungrieving, bear it all: work on the 
.ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΥ άHow now, how shall I best apply my strength to 
ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘΚέ  

 

7.3 New Year Priorities 

Happy New Year! 

The new year is only moments away. The three highest priorities in 
my life right now are: 

(1) My work which is my true happiness. 
(2) My family who share in this happiness. 
(3) And you who can also benefit from this happiness. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƴȅ άǘǊƛǇƭŜ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΦέ 
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Please spend some time in examining your priorities so that 2008 
will be an even better year for you: examine the three highest 
priorities in your life. 

Please ask yourself: are these priorities means or are they end? For 
example, money is an instrumental means but not very useful in 
itself, happiness is intrinsically useful: it is good in itself.) 

Please join me in this reflection: 

If we do not let go of the past, we are already dead. 
If we do not let go of the future, we are not born yet. 
If we do not let go of the present, we will never advance on the 
path of liberation. 

Thank you for sharing moments of your life with me. 

May you always find much more goodness than what you wished or 
prayed for. 

 

тΦп [ƛŦŜΩǎ ¢ƘǊŜŜ IƛƎƘŜǎǘ tǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ 

hƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǎǘ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊΣ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ 
Fortunately, there is an instructive discourse, the 'ŘƘƛpateyya Sutta 
(A 3.40)5, that helps me put my life in proper perspective. 

¢ƘŜ 'ŘƘƛǇŀǘŜȅȅŀ {ǳǘǘŀ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ 
highest priority to. These three are: 

 (1)  The self; 
 (2)  Others (the world), and  
 (3)  True happiness (the Dharma).  

You might like to join me in this reflection. 

                                                      
5
 A 3.40 = SD 27.3. 
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The self-priority 

When I have desire or lust, it is almost always for an object outside 
of myself. What is it here that attracts me? Am I just attracted to a 
certain part of this person or object? Will I really be happy if I were 
to really get what I desire? What is it I really want in life?  

When I am angry or hateful, what is it that I am really angry about? 
Or, is it just an excuse to show ill will towards something that I 
dislike in myself. How does my body feel when I am angry (raised 
blood pressure, faster heart-rate, negative thoughts): all these are 
not good for me. Anger is a harmful poison: let go of it, let go of it. 

What is it that I fear? What am I confused about? Let me put it 
down into clear words, and examine it closely. Why am I fearful? 
What am I confused about? (Just ask, your mind will answer it.) Let 
me think of something happy. 

If I value myself, let me be guided by the precepts: 

 (1) Let me respect life, avoid violence; let me show lovingkindness 
to everyone around me. 

 (2) Let me not take what is not mine; let me be generous when-
ever I can. 

 (3) Let me respect those I like or love, and understand, even 
forgive them. 

 (4) Let me speak the truth that is helpful and healing. 
 (5) Let me keep my mind free from any kind of addictive behav-

iour. 

All this I do because I am the most important person to me. Because 
I am the only person who can really change me for the better. 

Other-priority 

There are many people out there in the world. Many of them are 
wiser than I am: they will know if I were to commit any evil. They 
will censure and shun me. If not, the law will catch up with me. 
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There are those I think who behave stupidly or rudely. They are not 
doing those stupid or rude things just because of me. It is their 
nature and the conditions they live in. But they too can change. 

Just as I know that others are doing wrong things, so others too will 
know if I am doing any evil. Let me not do anything that others will 
censure me. 

Dharma-priority 

I like the Buddhist way of life. As such, I will put every effort to be 
mindful in my daily life. 

There are so many great and wonderful teachings I have yet to 
know. But I only need to know just a few useful teachings that will 
guide me and show me true happiness. 

Let me not ask what Buddhism can do for me. For, I am Buddhism, 
in what I do, say and think. The Dharma is what I am, what I can be: 
awakened. 

I will not live forever.  
  So let me live this life preciously.  
Let me not ask for love,  

  but let me love so that I am loved.  
Let me give and forgive  

  so that the hearts of others are warmed.  
Let me hold back harsh words; they hurt both ways. 
Let me sincerely and timely praise others,  

  for it empowers both sides. 

Whenever I meet someone, let me ǎŀȅ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘΣ άaŀȅ ȅƻǳ ōŜ 
ǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǇǇȅΗέ IŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀŎŜΦ  

Let me regularly set time aside for knowing the Dharma. It adds 
great value to what I rightly am and what I rightly have. Let me 
spend daily moments in stillness. This is the way to true happiness. 
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A very Happy Double New Year!   

The Ox reminds us that industry brings us success and happiness. 
 

7.5 The Sunbird and Free Will 

In early May 2009, an olive-ōŀŎƪŜŘ ǎǳƴōƛǊŘ ό{ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ 
friendly bird) built a nest on a branch of a dried-up potted plant 
right in front of our house door. At first, the sunbird kept flying away 
and returning, each time bringing a piece of dry plant fibre, moss, 
ǎǇƛŘŜǊΩǎ ǿŜō ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŎƻƭƻǳǊŦǳƭ ǎƘƛƴȅ ǎǘǊƛƴƎǎΦ 

After about two weeks the nest looked like an upside down pear 
with a long stalk, but soon looked straggly and messy on the out-
side, decorated with dead leaves, seed cases and strings. The lively 
bird laid two greenish-blue eggs with dark brown spots and lines, 
and sat incubating them, resting its tiny head on the small opening 
halfway on the nest. Often enough, it would not fly away even when 
ǿŜ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ōȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀǊƳΩǎ ǊŜŀŎƘΦ 

!ǘ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ L ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŘƳƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΣ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
only a tiny piece of building material each time; how the nest slowly 
took shape. And how brave, even audacious, it was, building its next 
right before the door of our corner flat. 

The more I looked, the more I saw that the bird had no choice but 
to make its nest this time of the year (April-August). It had no choice 
but to build that very same type of nest, and to lay two eggs, and to 
hatch them. And the hatchling had no choice but to grow into 
sunbirds, and to repeat the whole cycle all over again. 

Humans, too, are caught up in bird-like cycles. We had no choice but 
ǘƻ ōŜ ōƻǊƴΦ !ǎ ƪƛŘǎΣ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ōǳǘ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƪƛŘΩǎ ƎŀƳŜǎΦ hŦǘŜƴ 
enough we go on playing these games all our lives, even as CEOs, 
prime ministers, presidents, dictators. 

http://themindingcentre.org/


Simple Joys by Piya Tan ©2009, 2nd rev 2011 

http://dharmafarer.org   65 

DǊŜŜŘΣ ƘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŦŦ ƻŦ ƪƛŘǎΩ ƎŀƳŜǎΦ hǳǊ ƎǊŜŜŘ 
limits our choices; our hate stunts our growth; our delusion makes 
us what we are not. 

We have no choice but to follow the religion we have chosen; to 
follow the teacher we admire; to practise the teaching we practise; 
to join the group that we like. We have no choice but to live the life 
we have chosen. 

We have become like rats in a maze: we just keep moving on and 
turning around corners. We have no choice but to keep on moving 
and turning around corners. Occasionally, we find a wheel, and we 
ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ Ŧǳn running inside it. And then we are back in the maze, 
running, turning corners. 

Can we ever get out of such cycles? Not if we are living in our past, 
ruled by our past. Even our future is shaped by our past. There is no 
present for us. When we lose touch with the present, we are swept 
away in the floods of the past and nose-dragged by the future. 

The past is dead, leave it buried. I forgive myself for all the things I 
have done that I should not have done. I forgive myself for all the 
things I have not done that I should have done. I accept myself just 
as I am: I open the doors of my heart to me. 

I forgive those who have caused me pain; for, the reality is that they 
are in greater pain than I am. I forgive those who are hurting me 
now; for, I have not yet seen my own happiness deep within myself.  

I show all my lovingkindness to these pains. I accept them uncondi-
tionally. Having accepted them, I set them free; I let go of them all. 
These pains I feel are not really mine; I do not own them; I do not 
want them; I am letting them go.  

For, they are telling me I can be a much better, happier and free per-
son. Let me now happily live this moment. 
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7.6 Suttas, Pali and Chanting 

An important part of Buddhist training is remembering what we 
have learned. Despite hearing some practical teachings, we tend to 
forget them in the busyness of our daily work and life. For this 
reason, we often find repetitive passages and teachings in the 
Suttas.  

Another way to reinforce learning and gain wisdom is to chant them 
as the ancient monks and nuns did, and many of them still do today. 
Learning some Pali chants is both interesting and useful.  

The sounds of Pali remind us of how the teachings sounded over 
the last 2500 years. Such sounds are soothing and helps calm the 
mind (especially before meditation). And when done with 
lovingkindness, such chanting helps to reduce stress, too. Here, our 
main purpose in chanting is to remember the teachings as we go 
about our daily lives. 

Every Sutta Study and meditation session, in a sense, is like an un-
opened present from the Buddha. Such presents can only be 
opened in moments of inner silence and joy. Only then, we can see 
what these wonderful gifts truly are. 

When we are able to see these Dharma blessings, we realize that 
they actually have been there all the time lying dormant in our 
hearts. We only need to wake them up, activate them. 

Our compassion and wisdom are there lying dormant in our hearts. 
When the conditions are right, they awake and move into action, 
bringing true happiness into our lives and those we are linked with. 
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7.7 The Clear Light of Dharma  

We often mistake Buddha Dharma for culture, race, politics, or 
even religion. The Dharma is a clear light that helps us see culture, 
race, politics and religion better, but it is not what it shines on. The 
light is not what it reveals: it is the clear sight of wisdom.  

The light of Dharma makes us see that they are all means to an end. 
What is that end? True happiness.  

If you place culture above Dharma, then you are a worldling. If you 
place race above Dharma, then you a race-member or even a racist. 
If you place politics above Dharma, then you are a politician. If you 
place religion above Dharma, then you are a religion-follower.  

These are parts of a bigger whole, that is, our life: to mistake a part 
for the whole is like getting upset over a word or sentence that 
someone has said (whatever the speaker may have meant it), 
without understanding the whole picture.  

If we often tend to judge ourselves by a single event of what we see 
ŀǎ άǎǳŎŎŜǎǎέ ƻǊ άŦŀƛƭǳǊŜέΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǊ 
picture called life. It's like when night comes, we never think of a 
new dawn only hours away. Why is this so painful and foolish: 
because we have judged ourselves by our past. Since we have failed 
in the past, we tend to live as if there is no present. Or worse, we 
lose ourselves thinking about a better tomorrow.  

All we really have is the present.  

The point is that we should continue giving ourselves every chance: 
we should be most generous to ourselves first, before we can really 
give to others, giving our full heart of lovingkindness, that is.  
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7.8 The True Relics: the Early Suttas 

Not many people really listen to the Buddha today; maybe they do 
not know where to find the Buddha. Some even think dry bones 
and stones are Buddha relics, and that the Buddha is there.  

But the true relics are the early suttas: they are all that we really 
have of what physically remains of the Buddha Dharma. If the 
Suttas are lost, it is a clear sign that the Dharma is disappearing. 
(Besides living teachers, the Suttas preserve valuable instructions 
on mindfulness leading to calm and insight.)  

Some think the Buddha is found in a famous teacher,6 or in a large 
temple, or in a successful monŀǎǘƛŎ όάǘƘŜ Ƴƻƴƪ ǿƘƻ ǎƻƭŘ Ƙƛǎ 
CŜǊǊŀǊƛΚέύΣ ƻǊ ƛƴ ƴƻƛǎȅ ǊƛǘǳŀƭǎΣ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ ōƻƻƪǎΗ {ƻƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀ 
monastic or teacher is right because he approves of their ideas and 
actions. The error here is that we equate Dharma with worldly 
success (which makes us materialists), or with skin colour (which 
shows that we have an inferiority complex), or with past karma 
(which would make us fatalists.)  

In fact, we can be very emotionally dependent on the approval of 
others. We feel delighted when people praise us, but dejected 
when they criticize us. In that case, our emotions are controlled by 
others!  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀǘƛǇŀἾἾƘņƴŀ {ǳǘǘŀ ό5 ннΣ a млύ7, we are reminded that an 
important benefit of meditation is emotional independence: we 
are happy not because of anyone or anything, but we are simply 
happy deep inside. This is unconditional joy. 

                                                      
6
 ¢ƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǊŜƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƭŀƳŀέ ŀǎ ά[ƛǾƛƴƎ .ǳŘŘƘŀέ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ 

used as it is a false view that encourages misunderstanding and exploita-
tion. 

7
 See SD 13.2 & SD 13.3. 
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We do not do Buddhist work to seek approval from others, but sim-
ply because there is a profound joy inside us that we wish to share 
with others. We are like travellers on a lonely new planet. Once we 
discover a rich source of food, we alert and invite others to it, or we 
see a beautiful scenery or double rainbow or clear moonless starry 
night, we point it out to others, and we mutually rejoice. A great 
meditation is to recall how we, as happy children, would enjoy 
ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ǘƻȅǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǳƎƘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ LǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ 
when people are joyful together? This is ƳŜǘǘņ (lovingkindness) and 
ƳǳŘƛǘņ (altruistic joy).  

In fact, this is what always happens in the Minding Centre (TMC) 
during our Sutta Study (indeed, I must say at any Dharma-spirited 
Sutta Study).  

¢ƘŜ Ƴƻƴƪ tǳἫἫŀΣ8 after his spiritual training, feels ready to go back 
to his home country and teach the Dharma. The Buddha questions 
him to see if he is really ready 

As we study the Suttas, we are constantly being asked, like the 
.ǳŘŘƘŀ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ tǳἫἫŀΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ 5ƘŀǊƳŀΦ ²Ŝ 
are ready when we realize that there is really nothing to lose when 
we do so. 

 

8 SELF-AWAKENING IN THIS LIFE 

8.1 Be a Dharma Heir! 

The secret to awakening in the Buddha Dharma is through right lis-
tening. The word for a true disciple is ǎņǾŀƪŀ which means 
άƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊΦέ  

                                                      
8
 tǳἫἫΩƻǾņŘŀ {ǳǘǘŀ όa мпр Ґ {5 нлΦмрύΦ 
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When we first listen to the voice of the Dharma echoed by so many 
teachers, we seem to hear a different thing from each speaker: 
every teacher his teaching. The confusion is not in the teacher but 
in our shopping for teachers. Instead, we should listen for the 
healing patterns in the music of the Dharma. Listen to the Dharma, 
not the teacher.  

When a famous foreign monastic or speaker comes to town, our 
ancient good karma draws us to listen to them. How many such 
speakers we have listened to, but are we any nearer to awakening? 
Many listen but do not hear. 

The ancient monks have a way of listening to the Dharma: they do 
not merelȅ ƭƻƻƪ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀŘƳƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ 
achievements, but with downcast eyes, they listen to his message 
with full mental focus. They listen and they hear. 

¢ƘŜ ǿƛǎŜǎǘ ǎŀƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƭƛƪŜ {ņǊƛǇǳǘǘŀ ŀƴŘ /ƛǘǘŀ ǘƘŜ 
householder, declaǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ άƴƻǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŦŀƛǘƘέ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 
awakened by the Buddha, but by their own wisdom in the Dharma, 
listening to the Buddha. With wise listening comes wise faith and 
wise seeing. 

We spend hours reading Dharma books and looking at the Internet, 
and yet we are not fully awakened. We stop too long when we 
count the mile-stones of our journey, and worry about missing mile-
stones and signposts. We should simply move on and not worry 
about what are missing in our lives.  

This journey begins with closing our eyes and looking into the inner 
space of true awakening. And when we open our eyes again, we 
begin to see the treasures in our lives, they have been there all the 
time. Now we have the eyes to really see and enjoy them. 

The maps for our journey are the ancient Suttas. Those who read 
the Suttas like newspapers and then cast them away like old news 
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will never find their way in life. Every Sutta has a line, or paragraph, 
or passage, that stands out above the rest, reaching deep into our 
hearts, turning it around in the right direction towards the city of 
nirvana. 

The greater our defilements, the more boring we find the Suttas. 
¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ άǎǳǘǘŀǎΣέ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǘ 
ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ Ƙŀǎǘȅ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ǿƘƻ looks at the 
forest and misses the path for the trees.  

Such repetitive Sutta passages tire the eyes because the words 
often look the same. Only in carefully listening to them that our 
hearts brighten and light the path before us. As we advance on the 
Dharma path, the beautiful silence becomes ever clearer, and we 
are more sure of the way. 

We still have the Sutta maps with us, giving clear instructions and 
inspiring stories on how to prepare for the journey, which direction 
to take, what to do when in difficulty, how to travel safely, and so 
on. Of course, if we have a guide, all these are expedited. The 
journey is surer, and we will be able to reach our destination more 
safely and quickly. 

All we need to do is carefully listen to the guide as he explains the 
map, and to journey together. It is all right to be slow on this 
journey, so long as we do not stop too long.  

Having gone slightly ahead of others, we can see behind us some of 
those who are uncertain of directions, or have lost their way. Out of 
compassion, we should show them the Sutta maps again and again, 
so that they are back on track. It is fun when we joyfully and safely 
travel together in the right direction. 

²ƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ Ƨƻƛƴ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǳǘǘŀǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
show his Sutta maps to other travellers? Do not look at your lacks, 
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then you will fail even before starting. We look for love and things in 
the world, but the true treasure lies within us, in the Dharma. 

Listen to your inner goodness and the blessings that you have which 
many others do not. There are so many others who are suffering 
more than ourselves. Seeing the pains of others, we realize ours are 
much less, and lessening. We only need to stretch a joyful guiding 
hand. 

Join me in this journey and learn to read the maps rightly. Let us be 
guides unto others; help me teach others to read the Sutta maps so 
that they, too, can make their own journey. Join me in this wonder-
ful inward journey. 

Let us together be Dharma heirs. 

 

8.2 Getting the Best from Your Mind 

The only source for our true happiness is our calm and clear mind. It 
is also the best source of creative ideas and guidance in life. 

Some of my best inspirations very often come to me as soon as I 
wake up in the stillness of dawn. As my mind awakens while the rest 
of my body is still not fully operative, some wonderful ideas fill my 
mind. I will often record them in the Sutta translation notes or use 
them for my weekly inspirational Dharma messages. 

Reflecting on such beautiful thoughts energizes my mind, and at 
once I want to get up, and note down my ideas. It is vital that such 
wonderful ideas be recorded at once. 

I notice that if I do not note down such subtle ideas immediately, 
ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ƭƻǎǘ ƛƴ ƴƻ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜ 
and business build up. The negative attitudes of others, too, can 
hide these wonderful moments so that we forget them. 
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I am also inspired with wonderful ideas when I listen to people, 
especially when they speak wisely and compassionately on the 
Dharma. The more the speaker is inspired by the Dharma, the more 
they have tasted the Dharma, the more I am moved to work harder 
at the Sutta translation. Such wonderful happiness also enriches my 
studies and talks inspiring the audience. 

Very often, the ideas that arise are totally new. One of the happiest 
moments in my Dharma life is when various strands of the Dharma 
begin to fit together and form a beautiful whole picture, making me 
better understand some difficult or subtle point of the Dharma. 

This is how I discovered the BuddhŀΩǎ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ reflect-
ion on impermanence will bring us streamwinning in this life itself 
ό{ŀἨȅǳǘǘŀ ŎƘ нрύ9. Later, I discovered that a few other practising 
monks have also been emphasizing the same idea, which gives me 
greater confidence to promote this wonderful good news. 

The idea is to spend some quiet time with yourself, especially if your 
work or daily life involves meeting a lot of people, which means you 
may encounter a lot of negative ideas, many of which will 
unconsciously affect or influence your life. 

Some would suggest that we read the lives of successful people. 
Somehow I cannot help feeling if we do that we cannot really be 
happier than their authors, no matter how many of them we read. 
My vision is simple: if you are an artist or musician, would you learn 
more from watching living artists and musicians, or from a living 
master himself? I leave the answer to you. 

For me, that living master is the Buddha. The Buddha still lives as 
the Dharma. Each time I read a passage from the Suttas or hear the 
Dharma, it helps me know myself better, it motivates me to 

                                                      
9
 For details, see S 25.1 = SD 16.7; S 25.5 see SD 17.3 (4.5.1); S 25.6 see 

SD 17.4 (10). 
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investigate my mind further, and it inspires me to communicate 
someone like you with this good news.  

Often I feel like a child who likes to share, even gives away, his toys, 
especially as I get better ones. See how a happy child forgives and 
forgets things: he just moves on, always looking forward to a new 
day.  

When we understand the child in us, we become better adults. For-
giving others, letting go of a painful past, and looking forward each 
day anew. This is how practising monks and nuns live: that is why 
they are happy.  

We can be happy just like them, often even more so. As the Buddha 
says in Dhammapada 142, even if a person is well dressed (in 
layman clothing) but his mind is at peace, he is truly a monk. 

 

8.3 Bus-ride to Nirvana 

My emergency counselling session was just over at the TMC near 
midnight, and I just managed to catch the last bus no 187 home. It is 
not crowded and comfortably peopled. There is a certain calm air 
pervading the bus, and people speak in soft tones. A few are resting 
with eyes closed, others are sitting quietly relaxed as the bus 
smoothly sail through the almost deserted well-lit streets of Jurong 
East. 

Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΣ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƘƻƳŜΣ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ 
will reach my destinatioƴΦ LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ²ƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ 
feeling inner stillness as I move through life. I know this stillness will 
always be with me and guide me rightly. 

Imagine how lonely and lost some people would feel when they 
miss the last bus. They might even feel a sense of unease or fear all 
alone in the blanket of surrounding darkness and strangers. Their 
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first thought surely is how to get home, have a wash and a good 
rest.  

LǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΦ 

LǘΩǎ ǎŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƛch bus to take, or worse, 
how to get to their destination, that is, if they have one.  

I read somewhere that there are those who enjoy taking pictures of 
buses and talking mostly about buses. I suppose we could make 
some friends that way. But I still prefer riding buses when I need to, 
rather than photoing them or collecting their number plates, and 
ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ōǳǎŜǎ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴΦ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘǎΤ 
wisdom lets go. 

Buddhism is like a network of buses that takes us home. But we 
must go to the right bus-stop and stop the right bus, board it, pay 
the fare, and then simply sit back and enjoy the journey. We never 
quarrel with the driver, nor chat too much with him. We can enjoy 
the journey, or maybe read a good book, or just lie back at peace 
with ourselves. 

When we open our eyes, we are already home. My purpose of life is 
ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜΤ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ŧǳƴ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜƴƧƻȅŀōƭŜ 
Sutta class, or after a meditation course, or a counselling session, or 
a trip to the Botanic Gardens or Labrador Park or Butik Batok Nature 
Reserve.  

The purpose of Buddhism is to bring us home, where we really 
belong. Our true home is our inner joyful stillness. As our heart 
becomes more still, we begin to feel more confident that we are 
approaching this most beautiful city in the cosmos: nirvana. 
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8.4 Making Sense of Things 

What is experience? Let us examine this in a practical way. First of 
all, we can only experience things by way of our six senses: the eye, 
ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind. What we can experience are 
only their respective sense-objects: forms, sounds, smells, tastes, 
touches, and thoughts. 

According to Buddhist psychology, there are various stages in our 
experience: we sense, perceive, conceive things, and then 
deliberate on them, more or less ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜΦ ά{ŜƴǎŜέ ƘŜǊŜ 
refers to an external object that stimulates a sense. When this 
happens, we at once try to make sense of it. We give it meaning, by 
naming it: green, or music, or fragrant smell, or warm touch, or an 
idea. 

Most of us have no control over how we experience things: they are 
reflex actions. Once we give meaning to our experience, we react to 
ǘƘŜƳΦ ! ǎƭƛƳȅ ƎǊŜŜƴ ǘƻŀŘΥ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻŀŘǎΦ !ƘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳǎƛŎ ōǊƛƴƎǎ 
back a sweet memory of an enchanted evening. Oh, that fragrance, 
it makes me sad, as it reminds me of someone I lost. How warm the 
ŎŀǘΩǎ ŦǳǊ ŦŜŜƭǎΦ IƳƳΣ LΩƳ ƧŜŀƭƻǳǎΣ Ƙƻǿ L ƘŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀΦ !ƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ 

How we present ourselves publicly is another matter. We rarely act 
ŀǎ ǿŜ άŦŜŜƭΦέ ²Ŝ ǿŜŀǊ Ƴŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴΦ CƻǊ ƳƻǎǘΣ ƭƛŦŜ is a stage 
of masked performances.  

Iƻǿ ǿŜ ŦŜŜƭ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ ŘƛǎƭƛƪŜΣ ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛ-
ence. As mentioned, for most people, this is a reflex action. We 
tend to act, or rather react, autopilotted by our past experiences.  

The meanings we attribute to things are almost always based on 
past experiences and memories. We almost never look at a thing as 
it is in the present moment. When we like something, it proliferates 
itself into desire or lust (we want more of it). When we dislike 
something, it proliferates itself into hate (we push it away). When 
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we ignore something, it proliferates itself as ignorance and fear. 
Hence, our biases of greed, hate, delusion and fear. 

So, we first perceive a form or shape, and we name itτblue, green, 
dog, man, and so on. Then we immediately refer it to the mind 
which adds its own meanings. So there is a further complication 
(papañca). The mind, too, is a sense-organ and generates similar 
meanings, and these are called concepts, such as I, you, mine, 
beautiful, ugly, happy and so on. All such truths are of course 
relative.  

In fact, all truths are relative.  

There is the truth that is suffering,  
countering the truth of non-suffering.  

There is the truth that is the arising of suffering,  
countering the truth of letting go.  

There is the truth that is ending of suffering,  
countering the truth of samsara; and 

There is the truth that is the way,  
countering what leads us back into suffering.  

5ƛǎŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǘǊǳǘƘέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ άǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘέ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ 
of our spiritual liberation. The final goal of liberation is when we are 
truly at peace, beyond conceptions of truth and untruth.  

This freedom from suffering arises when we begin to see directly 
into the true nature of impermanence. This understanding slows 
down, even stops, our reflex feelings, our autopilot mind. We see 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ ²Ŝ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ άLέ ŦƻǊ 
what it really isτI am not the only one suffering; others are 
suffering, too. This terrible thought that has arisen, I do not have to 
own it: I can let it go. 

¢ƘŜ άLέ ǿƛŘŜƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ άǿŜΣέ ŜƳōǊŀŎƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ǳƴ-
conditionally. The true practising monastics, for example, no more 
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restrict themselves to their biological family, but embrace all beings 
as their universal family. All beings are one family. 

This is the beginning of ethics, of moral virtue. It is the beginning of 
compassion, that is, kindness to others even when they do not 
deserve it. This is spiritual liberation. 

τ  τ  τ 

For a similar but more deǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎŜŜ !ƧŀƘƴ {ǳŎƛǘǘƻΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƻƴ 
ά²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴέΥ http://dharma.org/bcbs/Pages/documents/-
WorkingwithPerceptionbyAjahnSucitto.pdf 

 

  

8.5 We Can Still Meet the Buddha 

The Suttas often tell us how a person meets the Buddha and his 
whole life is changed. A serial killer (AἪƎǳƭƛƳņƭŀύ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ Ƴƻƴƪ 
and arhat. A high-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ό!ƳōŀǇņƭơ) gives up her lucrative 
life and becomes a nun and an arhat. Countless people just like you 
and I meet the Buddha and join the stream to nirvana. 

Ever since then, countless millions of lives continue to be changed 
into great happiness. You don't read about such people in the news-
papers or glossy magazines, but they are more real and happier. If 
you chance to get lost in the villages of rural Thailand, Myanmar, or 
Yunnan, or Sri Lanka, or Tibet, Zanskar, or Bhutan, you might meet 
these happy, friendly and generous people. 

In fact, we need not go very far to meet simple happy Buddhists. I 
once met a young man on busy Orchard Road in Singapore. He had 
drawn a large circle around himself and sat meditating inside it, and 
on the pavement he had written a short message inviting you to join 
ƘƛƳΦ Lǘϥǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΗ 
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I started off by saying how meeting the Buddha can change your 
life. If we cannot meet the Buddha, you could meet one of his 
disciples, that is, a very peaceful monk or nun with his almsbowl 
without a dollar or cent to his/her name, but is a radiant and wise 
person, whose sight or very tone of voice is enough to bring you 
peaceful joy. 

When I was a young monk in Wat Sraket, Bangkok, some quarter-
century back, I once sat sidewise Thai-style all alone blissfully 
listening to Ajahn Sumedho in Section 5 (the abbot's quarters) as he 
spoke to me for a straight 2 hours just on the Vinaya. I do not 
remember the words but all that time spent with him I don't 
remember moving a muscle either. It is as if he knew I was going to 
do Buddhist work for a long time to come. 

So if we cannot meet the Buddha, meet one of his true disciples. 
Even if that is difficult, says the Phagguna Sutta (A 3.56), we can 
meet the Buddha by listening to the Buddha's Teaching. 

Or, by investigating the Dharma. This simply means constantly re-
flecting how impermanent everything is inside us and all around us. 
(I had this terribly painful lumbar sprain last week (again!), but it is 
now gone. Ratna fell running after a bus the following week, and 
she sat on the pavement until I arrived to help her up! She too is 
healing fast. Two aging folks working together, I thought, and smile 
at us.) 

Pain arises when you grasp at things and fail to accept change. In 
other words, suffering is optional. 

Notice how the boring things tend to repeat themselves. Notice 
how the good and happy things pass away quickly. Notice how 
quickly our mind changes. 

When we accept change, we are at peace with pain. Suffering is 
optional. 
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8.6 Not by Works Alone 

After years of living in Singapore, leading a semi-reclusive life of 
translating and teaching the early Buddhist suttas, and supporting 
my family as a lay Dharma teacher and meditation therapist, we (my 
wife, two young sons and myself) joined a full day trip to Johor (the 
Malaysian state just north of Singapore). 

This trip was a very successful one because everything turned out 
just right. It was a week-end, and I had no teaching, counseling, 
family or urgent task. But the main reason I accepted the invitation 
was that it was from a remarkable Dharma-inspired practising 
Buddhist. 

I will call him Sudhana for reasons you will discover if you read 
between the lines of this reflection. He is one of the mature adults 
who have been attending my Dharma courses and Sutta classes, and 
truly benefitted from them. Let me say that his whole life is changed 
by the Dharma he tasted. 

He is a better husband, a better father, a better family man, a better 
worker, a better friend, and of course a better person. Yes, the 
ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴƻƴƪ ŘƻŜǎ ŀǊƛǎŜ ƛƴ {ǳŘƘŀƴŀΩǎ ƳƛƴŘΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ 
well knows that walking the humble path of streamwinning puts 
him well ahead of the many yellow-necks10 who haunt us today. 

Iƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ 5ƘŀǊƳŀ Ƙŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΚ IŜ ǿƛƭƭ 
consistently tell you he is happy. He lost a bundle in the recent 
global financial collapse. But unlike others who put $100 into the 
Řƻƴŀǘƛƻƴ ōƻȄ ǘƻ Ŏƻƴ άǘƘŜ .ǳŘdhaέ ƛƴǘƻ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ŀ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
return, Sudhana says that his loss is his dņƴŀ (gift) to the economy! 

                                                      
10

 See Dakkhina Vibhanga Sutta (M 142.8/3:256 = SD 1.9); Jivika Sutta (It 
3.5.2/89 f) = SD 28.9b. 
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Iƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ 5ƘŀǊƳŀ Ƙŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΚ ¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ 
happy when you meet him, or even think of him. No, I am not 
talking about how we feel towards a famous religious master, or our 
favourite pop star, or a VIP politician who just shook our hand. That 
is admiration and self-satisfaction. 

hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘΦ .ǳǘ LΩƳ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ 
about a sense of deep happiness that makes us so fulfilled with a 
calm joy that we feel do not need anything else in the world.  

We often enjoy being before a crowd, being the centre of attention; 
ǿŜ ŜƴƧƻȅƛƴƎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ƴƻōƭŜ ǘŀǎƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΤ 
we enjoy the power of teachings we do not understand; we are 
thrilled at the presence of those we canonize as arhats and living 
masters. The point is we should see a Dharma-moved change in our 
lives. If we lack emotional independence, we will always be depend-
ent on an external power figure.  

Let me come back to Sudhana. He is an assertively compassionate 
person who would gently and patiently talk Dharma to his work 
colleagues and to anyone who cares to ask, and yet does not 
dominate any conversation.  

Oh, yes he is a consistent meditator, that is, he sits in mindfulness 
whenever there is an opportunity. This is the real source of his 
miraculous change and spiritual strength. Although he is not as 
intellectually prone as I am to be, our mutual Dharma interest 
melds our minds together in a Sutta study. His attention span is 
remarkable, which is helped by the fact that he always ensures his 
handphone is switched off for better reception of the Dharma, 

Sudhana is not a social worker or a fund-attracting CEO, who would 
break any precept to help others. On the contrary, he is an amazing 
simple, calm yet firm person who is inspired not to break any of the 
precepts, even when helping others, and who uses the eight 
precepts to lost weight, bodily and mentally. 
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Sudhana may not remember the exact title or reference of the 
(Saddha) JņἫussoἫi Sutta (A 10.177),11 but he certainly knows that if 
we do only good works, no matter how good, but do not keep to 
the precepts, we will be reborn with just rewards: we will be well 
loved, well cared for, well provided forτas a loving pet (an ele-
phant, horse, cow, dog, cat etc)!  

Which reminds me: please treat your pet well, because it is likely to 
have been such a person in its past life. Elsewhere I have written 
about how our pets can go to heaven.12 

So what is the vital difference between good works and moral 
virtue? Good works is mainly our benefitting from the misfortune 
and badness of others, while our moral virtue is self-respect and 
other-respect that bring us untold spiritual happiness. No matter 
Ƙƻǿ άƎƻƻŘέ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǾƛǊǘǳŜΣ ǿŜ ōǳǘ ƭƻƻƪ 
good in the bad of others. ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ άƎƻƻŘέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŀŘ ƻŦ 
others! We have nothing to give really. People may think we are 
άƎƻƻŘΣέ ōǳǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƻ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀǊŜΦ  

Maybe that is why we do good works famously. But when we are 
morally virtuous, our actions are more easily guided by the clear 
calm of the Dharma: it gives meaning and truth to good works. For, 
we are showing others their own goodness. We are like two clear 
mirrors facing each other. 

By the way, you may try, out of evolutionary curiosity or lack of free 
will, to find out who Sudhana really is. This does not matter; any-
way; for, my point is that Sudhana is a true seeker, which you 
ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ŀǊŜΣ ƻǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǘŀƭƪing about a person, but a type of 
individual. 

 

                                                      
11

 SD 2.6a. 
12

 ά!ƴƛƳŀƭǎ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǾŜƴΣέ ǎŜŜ мсΦм όǇŀƎŜ 178).  
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8.7 Belief and Knowledge in Religion 

Almost all religions today are based on belief, that is personal or of-
ficial opinions, nothing based on personal experience: for example, 
no one has really met God, so naturally a lot of faith is needed. This 
problem is an ancient one, but apparently the Buddha is one of the 
first to solve this tricky problem by clearly differentiating between 
άōŜƭƛŜŦέ ŀƴŘ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦέ 

In short, we can say that we do not really have knowledge of true 
reality until we are awakened (like the Buddha). So even we as 
Buddhistǎ ƴƻǿΣ ŀƭƭ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ άōŜƭƛŜŦΦέ  .ǳǘ 
how is a Buddhist belief different from, say, God-centred belief? 

LƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ άōƻǘƘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǊŜ 
ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƻƴ ŦŀƛǘƘΣέ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜȅƻnd 
our universe (like parallel universes)13. 

άCƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ōƻǘƘ ƳƻƴƻǘƘŜƛǎǘƛŎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ 
fail to provide a complete account of physical existŜƴŎŜΦέ14 Long 
before modern science, modern philosophy, modern evangelism 
and modern self-centredness, the Buddha has given a clear explana-
tion between belief and knowledge, and how this under-standing is 
vital in our efforts towards awakening. 

The evangelists are trying to destroy Buddhism from outside. The 
άƳƻŘŜǊƴέ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅƛƴƎ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎm from within. The best 
defence we have is keep the Dharma within ourselves where no one 
can touch it, but we can joyfully touch others lives. 

                                                      
13

 {ŜŜ tŀǳƭ 5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ άǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŦŀƛǘƘΣέ {ǘǊŀƛǘǎ ¢ƛƳŜǎΣ нт bƻǾ нллтΣ 
for those who takes ST as more authoritative than the Tipitaka. 

14 tŀǳƭ 5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻŦ ά/ƻǎƳƛŎ WŀŎƪǇƻǘΥ ²Ƙȅ ƻǳǊ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 
ŦƻǊ ƭƛŦŜΦέ нллтΦ 
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By the way: you can awaken to the path to Nirvana in this life itself: 
the main hindrance to awakening is the ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻΗ όLΩƳ ƴƻǘ 
talking about any ceremony, vow or religion, but something the 
Buddha himǎŜƭŦ Ƙŀǎ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜŘΥ ǎŜŜ {ŀἨȅǳǘǘŀ ŎƘ нрΦύ15 

9 LEARNING FROM THE SUTTAS 

9.1 Effective Listening 

One of my most rewarding feelings is to see the peaceful joy on the 
faces of my audience when we study the Suttas. It is unmistakable 
in many of them: it reflects a deeper peace within, and often they 
would share this with others. Many lives are changed for the better 
by hearing the Dharma. And the crowd is growing, too.  

.ǳǘ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎŀȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ά¢ƘŜ {ǳǘǘŀǎ 
are cheem όƭƻŎŀƭ CǳƧƛŀƴŜǎŜΣ άǾŜǊȅ ŘŜŜǇέύΣέ ƻǊ ά¢ƘŜ {ǳǘtas are very 
ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎΣέ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŀƛŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀȅ 
well be true because, perhaps because of ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ past karma, 
ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩǎ {ǳǘǘŀ is a difficult one, or it happens that the person 
finds it difficult since it is his first time.  

Perhaps, he has a short attention span, or cannot relate to any talk 
that has no joke, that is, without comic relief; or they have their 
handphones are more important than the Dharma. Often the 
regulars at our Sutta classes enthusiastically encourage such new-
comers by telling that not to give up at the first blush. 

But why is it that some people enjoy Sutta classes, and some do not 
seem to. One good reason is that they are not aware of the steps of 

                                                      
15

 For details, see S 25.1 = SD 16.7; S 25.5 see SD 17.3 (4.5.1); S 25.6 see  
SD 17.4 (10). 
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learning that underlie Buddhist training. So it is good to know some-
thing about this. 

The three levels of Buddhist learning are: the word level, the 
thought level, and the feeling level. 

The word level is simply that of listening to the Sutta study, allowing 
as many words to sink in as possible. Study notes are always provid-
ed, so we can make notes or read the texts again in our free time. 
5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Řƻ not understand. The little pieces 
that you understand will somehow piece together in time, and form 
clearer and connected pictures. 

The thought level is when you reflect on what you have heard or 
learned, relating it to your personal experiences and to what you 
already know. When you look into the mirror of the Suttas you see 
yourself.  

Just let what you have learned float around your mind, and some-
how they will connect like stellar particles to form bright nebulas, 
and you begin to see other aspects of the teachings, and begin to 
understand yourself better.  A new world opens to you. 

The feeling level is the most important level: it is listening without 
words. Examine what you have learned in the stillness of your mind. 
What is the teaching pointing to? What are the Suttas trying to say 
about you? Sometimes we only listen to the words, without hearing 
the silence behind them. Remember when you feel happy: there are 
no words for it.  

Dharma is like listening to beautiful music. You cannot enjoy it if you 
ƪŜŜǇ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƛǘΣ ƻǊ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƻǳƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ 
teachŜǊΩǎ ǎƻǳƴŘǎΦ ¸ƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ you think that he 
thinks like you. 5ƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ hear the Dharma; 
then all teachers would sound like virtuosi playing the same beauti-
ful music in different ways. 
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To benefit most from Sutta study, you are advised to: 

(1) Calm the body: dress simple and comfortably, sit still, relax. 
Turn off the phones. 

(2) Calm your speech: in the Dharma hall, speak happily or remain 
quiet in a friendly way.  

(3) Calm your mind: let go of the past, let go of the future; be pre-
sent in the Sutta study. 

If you are silent enough, you will hear the Dharma. 

9.2 Opening Our Eyes to the Dharma 

There are many well-organized Buddhism classes (English and 
Chinese) we can join today in Singapore. The common feedback I re-
ceive however is that the drop-out rate is very high. The class may 
start with a hundred, and then drop to 10, within a few weeks. 
Sometimes only one student loyally remains and completes the 
course. 

Here are some of the feedbacks I get from various students: 

(1) Students find the lessons boring after a few lessons. 
(2) Other commitments prevent them from completing the course. 
(3) Teachers know a lot but do not seem to be Dharma-inspired. 
(4) Teachers are not able to answer certain troubling questions or 

just palm them off. 
(5) Students have difficulty with Pali language. 
(6) Students say they are learning nothing (irrelevance), so they 

give up. 
And so on. 

The good thing is that so far no students have asked for any refund, 
even when some of these courses may cost hundreds of dollars. 
Apparently, the organizers generally are not totally disappointed 
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since the money goes to paying the teachers and benefits the tem-
ple or centre.  

Another point I would like to add is that we are not sure what 
happens to those who do graduate. Do they continue to  teach and 
to do so effectively? Have their lives changed spiritually, or is it just 
another academic qualification? Is there any fellowship amongst 
these graduates, or are they generally aloof? 

Buddhist education in Singapore currently appears to be very priv-
ate enterprises by isolated groups. There is no concerted effort, not 
to say any common syllabus, nor any follow-up plans. Although 
some centres raise substantial funds and useful new members this 
way, others have to pay expensive licence fees for their accredita-
tion (say from a Sri Lanka university). In other words, a lot remains 
to be desired in Buddhist education here. 

Somehow I have a gut feeling that many, if not most, people who 
sign up for such courses, are not interested in a certificate, diploma 
or even degree. They want a systematic and effective study of the 
Suttas, teachings, meditation, that is, some aspects of Buddhism 
that would spiritually enrich their lives in a significant way. 

Maybe it is for this reason that I often have a full week of Sutta and 
meditation classes. This is especially inspiring because I have tried 
my best to present the Suttas as they are, without making any 
ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ άŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴέ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ 
there are many who have a great desire for the Buddha Dharma 
through the primary materials, the Suttas. 

My point is we should not be discouraged when we find little or no 
worldly fun in a class. We join a Buddhist class not to be entertained 
but to be enlightened. As our wisdom grows, we will discover a 
growing bliss in our own inner clarity.  
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I like to imagine when teaching the Suttas, I am in the living 
presence of the Buddha himself. No, I do not see him as an eternal 
figure, but I take it as a Buddha-recollection that we are very fortun-
ate to have ancient teachings that are very close to what he has 
himself taught. 

What if the class is boring because it is not Dharma-spirited. Then it 
is time to move on.  The longer we are stuck in such an unhappy 
situation, the more we will blame Buddhism, instead of looking 
deeper into our minds. The point is that Buddhism is how we live, 
speak and think. 

We should also be wary of teachers who are false (ignorant or 
lacking mindfulness), or weak (not keeping to the precepts), or 
uninspired (takes the Dharma merely as a classroom subject). Those 
who blindly follow others, no matter what their religion, are only 
preparing themselves for impending failure, sadness and suffering. 
Please reflect on this humorous story circulating the Internet, which 
I find (wittingly or unwittingly) point to some deep eye-opening 
wisdom.  

Two blind pilots wearing dark glasses enter the plane, one with a 
guide-dog and another with a cane. Nervous laughter spreads 
through the cabin. The men enter the cockpit, the door closes and 
the engines start up. The passengers begin glancing nervously 
around, searching for some sign that this is just a little practical 
joke. None is forthcoming. 

The plane gathers speed down the runway and those at the window 
ǎŜŀǘǎ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƘŜŀŘŜŘ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ ŜŘƎŜΦ !ǎ ƛǘ 
begins to look as though the plane will plough into the water, 
panicked screams fill the cabin. Then, the plane lifts smoothly into 
the air. 

The passengers relax and laugh sheepishly and soon all retreat into 
their magazines and small chat, secure in the understanding that 
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the plane is in good hands. In the cockpit, one of the blind pilots 
then says to the otheǊΣ ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ .ƻōΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŀȅǎΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
Ǝƻƴƴŀ ǎŎǊŜŀƳ ǘƻƻ ƭŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ŘƛŜΦέ 

There are many Buddhisms today: what we need is the Dharma that 
opens our eyes and liberates us from ignorance and suffering. 

 

9.3 Self-discovery through Sutta Study 

Sutta study, especially Dharma-inspired sutta study, is about self-
discovery. Many of us are attracted to the physical aspects of Bud-
dhism:  

the large impressive temples: the people there must have very good 
karma; Buddha relics and holy images: they must have great power; 
anyone in their monastic robes: they must be holy. 

So we try to connect to them, attracted to them, consciously or 
unconsciously, hoping that we too would have a share of such 
άōƭŜǎǎƛƴƎǎΦέ  

Let us reflect on the words of the aǊƘŀǘΣ [ŀƪǳƴἾŀƪŀ .ƘŀŘdiya, a 
dwarf with a golden voice: 

Those people who have judged [measured] me by appearance 
and who follow me by voice, 
Overcome by desire and passion, they know me not. 
The foolish one, surrounded by mental hindrances,  

neither knows the inside 
Nor sees the outsideςςhe is indeed misled by voice.   
Who knows not the inside, but sees the outside: 
Seeing only external fruits, he, too, is misled by voice. 
Who knows the inside, and sees the outside: 
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Seeing without obstructions, he is not misled by voice.   

     (Tha 469-472 ̧  A 2:71)16 

But we are only looking at external features, at the wrappings, with-
ƻǳǘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜΦ άLƴǎƛŘŜέ ƘŜǊŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƻǳǊ-
selves: why are we attracted to these external features? Asking such 
questions again and again, you will be surprised what you discover 
about yourself there. 

In Dharma-guided Sutta Study, you are constantly challenged to ask 
ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ άǿƘȅέ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ƻǊ ŘƛǎƭƛƪŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦ 
You are challenged to see causes and effects in your life, the rise 
and fall of events, of impermanence everywhere in your life. 

Sutta study, especially Dharma-inspired sutta study, is about self-
discovery: it is the discovery that there is no self, that suffering, its 
arising, its ending, and its path are all within ourselves. 

The Minding Centre is about self-discovery through Suttas and 
mindfulness practice. The minding centre is everywhere, but if we 
gather together more often and more regularly in the right spirit, 
the still centre becomes stronger and clearer wherever you are. It 
promises liberation (stream-winning) here and now. 

If you examine why you are thinking what you are thinking right 
now, it is the beginning of self-discovery: you are minding your 
centre.  

                                                      
16

 See SD 3.14(6). 
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10 BUDDHISM AND RELIGION 

10.1 Is Buddhism a Religion, a Philosophy, or What? 

There was a time over a generation ago when scholars generally 
ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ άǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴέ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻǊ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ 
in God or godliƴŜǎǎΦέ .ǳǘ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ 
even though Buddhism, like Brahmanism and Hinduism, does have 
stories about Brahma (God) and the gods.  

Buddhism teaches that we can and must make our own effort in 
spiritual liberation. Indeed, who else can help us if we do not help 
ourselves?  

So is Buddhism a religion? If we define religion as dependence on 
some external source of liberation, Buddhism is a religion for those 
who have faith that the Buddha can liberate them by, say, being re-
born in Pure Land.  

But those who follow the early teachings of Buddhism generally 
regard mind-ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŘƛǊŜŎǘ 
ǿŀȅέ ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²Ŝ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ .ǳŘŘƘ-
ƛǎƳ ŀǎ ŀ άspiritual systemΦέ  

Some such people who are very committed to Buddhist practice, for 
example, they meditate everyday, keep to a diet that does not harm 
living beings, support themselves with right livelihood, and take 
pains to keep to the five precepts, Buddhism is definitely ŀ άǿŀȅ ƻŦ 
lifeΦέ 

Then there are scholars who mostly study Buddhism according to 
their special field of expertise. It is a bit more complicated here. The 
anthropologists, for example, might regard Buddhism as some kind 
ƻŦ άbelief-systemΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳ 
ŀǎ ŀ άsocial systemΣέ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ in society, more than anything 
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else. Then there are the Buddhologists, who mostly examine the 
Buddhƛǎǘ ǘŜȄǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ άhistorical Bud-
dhismΣέ ƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘΣ ŀ άtextual BuddhismΦέ 

There are again specialists and enthusiasts who are interested main-
ly in Buddhist architecture, Buddhist music, Buddhist magic, Bud-
dhist literature, Buddhist economics, Buddhist politics, or Buddhist 
psychology. As such, Buddhism can be all things to all men. 

For the growing number of non-Buddhists who meditate or are 
attracted to Buddhist teachings, they know it as inner stillness. 

The most convenient way of looking at Buddhism, as in the case of 
other world religions, with so many facets, perspectives and reali-
ǘƛŜǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ άcivilizationΣέ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅΣ ŀ άsystemΦέ  

On a practical level, Buddhism is about being truly happy, that is, 
keeping our bodies healthy and useful by way of the five precepts, 
and to be truly mentally happy through a calm, clear and ready 
mind, and to really enjoy the company of others, getting to really 
know them and to bring them lasting happiness and true wisdom. 

LǘΩǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳ ƛǎ not.  

Buddhism is not about chanting so many hundreds, thousands or 
millions of this or that chant, or performing some powerful ritual. 
This is likely to increase a false self-confidence, or even conceit, that 
L ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ άƳƻǊŜέ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ 
mind calm and clear so that we understand its true nature. 

Buddhism is not found in large colourful buildings with walls hiding 
TV, expensive electronics, hotel comfort, money, and charisma. It is 
about how we reach out to others with lovingkindness through our 
actions, speech and minds. 

Buddhism is not about speaking in riddles, punctuated by grunts 
and shouts, nor about whether a dog has Buddha-nature or not. It is 
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to directly look into ourselves, our minds, seeing the problem, its 
roots, and dealing with them directly. 

Buddhism is not about relics (are they real in the first place?). The 
true relics are the Buddhist suttas and teachings that bring us true 
joy and inner stillness. Buddhism is like good seeds that we plant 
and grow as healthy food that nourishes us so that we can turn to 
our real tasks of life. 

Buddhism is not about monastics who do not keep to their vows or 
who lead false lives. We should never contribute to their failure to 
keep to the monastic rules. As lay Buddhists, we must constantly 
remind them to keep the precepts, study, practise and realize the 
Dharma. For, we get the kind of Buddhism we deserve. 

Buddhism is a readiness to help others wisely and effectively when 
the occasion arises. When we are unable to do so, we should 
examine deep inside why: is it selfishness, fear, hate, ignorance? 
Then, we try again and again until we know we have rid of that 
negative quality. 

Buddhism is about self-knowledge. It is like when we were children 
with fear of the dark and loneliness, clinging to a parental figure. As 
we finish schooling, we become emotionally stronger with knowing. 
True education is about emotional independence: our happiness is 
not dependent on things on earth or in heaven, or anywhere else. 
The truth is in here, not out there.  

Buddhism is definitely not tricking people into signing a policy, after 
which they are trapped by the fine print of dogma. 

Buddhism is about questioning ourselves: how do I feel when read-
ing this? Why do I feel like this? Go on asking, and you will in due 
course discover that you are your best teacher.  

When you stop thinking and questioning, others will think for you! 
CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΣ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳ ƛǎ άemptinessΦέ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ 
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saint, it is true liberation. For the Buddha, perhaps he would say, 
ά²Ƙŀǘ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳΚ bŜǾŜǊ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƛǘΗέ 

τ  τ  τ 

 

{ŜŜ άLƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ tŀǎǘ нллл ¸ŜŀǊǎ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴέ: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VyA6HSA4ZM&feature=related 

   

10.2 Buddha Dharma is For All Religions 

The historical Buddha teaches to everyone: to kings, nobles, brah-
mins, merchants, bankers, wanderers, courtesans, road-sweepers, 
outcastes, and of course the monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen. 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ά.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ 
centuries after that. 

In fact, the earliest Buddhists are the arhats, and those who have 
become streamwinners, that is, those who have realized that there 
is nothing permanent in this body, are not superstitious (not 
attached to vows and rituals), and have no doubts about themselves 
or the Three Jewels in self-awakening. 

¢ƻŘŀȅΣ ǿŜ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ά.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘέ ŀǎ ŀ άƴŀƳŜέ όƻǊ ƴƻƳƛ-
nally), but not always in practice. So it is a statistical term, a number. 
So, perhaps more than 45% of Singaporeans are Buddhists. But does 
this mean one out of every two people we meet are likely to be kind 
and compassionate? This remains to be seen. 

Sometimes I wonder if people who are good and kind tend to turn 
to religion, or that religion makes them good and kind. We see little 
evidence of the latter: there is so much violence and materialism in 
religion in the world today.  
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But I know that Buddha Dharma, that is, the early teachings of the 
Buddha, has the power to make us good and compassionate. In fact, 
very often, I use the mind-healing and heart-warming self-help 
teachƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ 
them rise above their sufferings. 

L ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ .ǳŘŘƘŀ 5ƘŀǊƳŀ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ άƴƻƴ-
ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎέ ǎŜƭŦ-help method so rewarding. People from practically all 
the major religions join the TMC meditation courses, therapy 
sessions, counseling sessions and other courses.  

Many in due course become Buddhists, but many, too, keep the 
Buddha Dharma as a living part of their lives so that they find 
practising their old faiths more enriching and meaningful because 
they have seen beyond religious labels. 

Even the professionals (doctors, care-givers, entrepreneurs, etc) are 
ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎΣ 
making their worldly success more real and meaningful. 

Buddha Dharma has become for many, the lifeblood for the dry 
bones of their shaky religious beliefs and routine secular lifestyles. It 
is such a fulfilling experience to see people at peace with 
themselves. 

There are still many people out there who are unhappy, hurt or 
confused. Please reach out to them with your Dharma-moved 
happiness and self-healing, by for example simply telling them that 
ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ƳŜŘƛtation and mind-healing no 
ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ άŎƻƴǾŜǊǘΦέ  

Buddha Dharma makes us rise above religion to the true peace 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊƳΦ 
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Aside: 

CƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ άǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎέ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ¢ƛōŜǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘΥ ά²Ƙȅ ŀǊŜ bǳƴǎ ŀƴŘ aƻƴƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘǊŜŜǘǎΚέόtŀǊǘǎ L ϧ LLύ ōȅ 
Jose Cabezon

17
. 

 10.3 Buddhism Goes Beyond God and Religion  

The Greek philosopher, Epicurus (341-270 BCE), solved the riddle of 
the God-idea long ago. Even if these words were only attributed to 
him, the logic and reasoning are very clear: 

 Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able?   
  Then he is not omnipotent.   
 Is he able, but not willing?    
  Then he is malevolent.  
 Is he both able and willing?   
  Then whence evil?  
 Is he neither able nor willing?   
  Then why call him God? (Epicurus, attributed) 

The British philosopher, David Hume (1711-1776), puts it in the 
form of a dilemma: 

If the evil in the world is from the intention of the Deity, 
then he is not benevolent. If the evil in the world is contrary 
to his intention, then he is not omnipotent. But it is either 
in accordance with his intention or contrary to it. Therefore, 
either the Deity is not benevolent or he is not omnipotent.
 (Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, 1779: 
parts 10-11) 

                                                      

 
17

http://www.religiondispatches.org/archive/international/145/why_are
_nuns_and_monks_in_the_streets_%28parts_i_%26_ii%29?page=3   
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We can see that religious ideas, whether they are about God, or the 
soul, or any theological issue, can be very problematic. For this 
reason, God-ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΥ ά{ŜŜƪ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 
you may believe, but believe that you may understandΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 
essentially the same ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ ά5ƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿΗέ  

However, on a more positive note, a Buddhist would interpret this 
stateƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΣ άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿƛƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ 
I have faith so that I will be wise in due course to understand how 
the mind creates God and religion, good and evil, suffering and 
ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ 5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊǳŜΣ ǎŜƴǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭΣ ǘƘŀǘ 
ƛǎΣ ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΥ ά{ŜŜƪ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜτand 
ōŜ ŦǊŜŜΦέ 

No matter how clear a religious statement may be, it is not know-
ledge. It tells us nothing about ourselves or the world. Examine such 
ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΥ άDƻŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣέ άDƻŘ ƛǎ ƭƻǾŜΣέ άhǳǊ ƭƻǊŘ ŘƛŜŘ 
ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΣέ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ bƻǿ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΥ ά¢ƛƳŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣέ ά[ƻǾŜ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘΣέ ά¢ƘŜ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊ ŘƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦέ 
Clearly, these latter statements make more sense, because they talk 
about things that actually happened, and not cheat us into believing 
notions that are not only non-existent but harmful to life, happiness 
and progress. 

Religious statements are not knowledge; they tell us nothing except 
what the speaker wants us to believe, and which probably the 
speaker himself knows nothing about. In other words, a religious 
ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΥ άDƛǾŜ ǳǇ ȅƻǳǊ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴd 
ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ 5ƻ ŀǎ L ǎŀȅΦέ 

Religious statements belong to the same category as stories and 
symbols. We love fables, fairy tales and Star Wars, but we never 
take them to be real and true. They are entertaining, yet informa-
tive, that is, in-formative. They form ideas IN our heads. 
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Fairy tales and fables often have a moral: the good may suffer at the 
beginning but they will prosper in the end; be kind to others, and 
you will be richly rewarded; good will ultimately triumph; and so on. 
In other words, we must remember the spirit of the letter; the truth 
behind the words; where the sign is pointing to. 

Buddhism is at its unparalleled best when it goes beyond religious 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ {ƻƳŜ ǿŜƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƴ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜΥ ά9ǾŜǊȅ ǘƘƛƴƎ 
is impermanent; every thing is unsatisfactory; everything has no 
ŀōƛŘƛƴƎ ŜǎǎŜƴŎŜΦέ .ȅ άǘƘƛƴƎέ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ŀ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ 
mental state. Whether something is material or mental, a thing or 
an idea, it is impermanent and as such is never truly satisfying.  

ά9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀƭƭ things in this world and the principles (or 
άƴŀǘǳǊŜέύ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ŀōƛŘƛƴƎ ŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
words, there is no abiding entity, anything permanent, behind or 
underlying what we experience as physical or as mental.  

Religion is often nothing but words, words, words, or a holy book. 
Where do the words come from; who made the book holy? Before 
there were words or books, were there religions as we know them 
today? However, even without words and books, Buddhism will still 
be true because it is the knowledge and vision of the world as it 
really is. 

This is the way things are. No one invented or created it. But the 
Buddha discovers it and teaches it to us in a compassionate, system-
atic and effective way. If we allow ourselves to see this, we will 
understand it, and then we will believe it, so that we are free from 
suffering.  

These wisdom and faith bring us great inner stillness. In our clarity 
of mind and openness of heart, we are able to see that there is no 
us believers versus them sinners. There is just ignorance that needs 
to be removed. 
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10.4 Buddhism is as easy as Walking (a parable) 

Buddhism as taught by the Buddha is as easy as walking. Watch how 
an infant learns to walk: he (or she) never gives up. It is in his (or 
her) nature to walk. He begins by crawling, then sitting up, then 
holding on some support, then wobbling on his strengthening legs, 
ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘŜ Ǌǳƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƧǳƳǇǎΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ Ƨƻȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 
development. 

In Dharma terms, we are mostly still infants. Deep inside we have 
that wonderful innocence and a great drive to learn. Given a con-
ducive environment, we would make those baby-like effort to crawl 
with the Dharma, to walk with it, and then to run with it. Above all, 
we learn that it is best to sit still with the Dharma. 

Often, as it were, we get a person not familiar with baby-raising, 
who comes along and pushes a walking-ǎǘƛŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅΦ ά/ƻƳŜ ƻƴΣ 
ǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƛŎƪΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǿŀƭƪ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǊǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΗέ 

The baby is of course fascinated with the walking-stick; for, it has 
never seen one before. But the best it could do is to bite and taste it 
to see if it is edible or tasty. For, what does a baby need more than 
food for its growth and health. 

Then another person comes along with an even more beautiful 
walking-stick, all decorated with shiny coloured paper, and stream-
ers, and so onτa very attractive stick. The baby is even more fascin-
ated, and chews up all the decorations, and salivates the whole 
stick. 

Another person comes along with a strong metallic stick, studded 
with glittering half-precious stones. He pushes the stick to the now 
ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ōƻǊŜŘ ōŀōȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά¦ǎŜ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴǘ Ψ{ǘƛŎƪΣ ǎǘƛŎƪΣ ǎǘƛŎƪΗΩ 
Dƻ ƻƴ ŎƘŀƴǘƛƴƎΣ hYΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇΗέ ¢ƘŜ ōŀōȅ ƎƻŜǎ άDŀ ƎŀΧέ 
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Another, even cleverer person, comes with a walker (or, some say, a 
wheel-chair), and puts the baby on it, and pushes him around. The 
baby enjoys the rush of the wind and movements. Suddenly, he falls 
off the wheel-chair, and hurts himself. The man sheepishly steals 
away, leaving the crying baby behind. 

The parents come along and look at the baby lovingly and simply 
ǎŀȅǎΥ ά/ƻƳŜΣ Ƴȅ ŘŜŀǊΗέ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŎǊŀǿƭǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΦ hǾŜǊ 
ǘƛƳŜΣ ƘŜ ǿŀƭƪǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ Ǌǳƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǾƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǇŜƴ ŀǊƳǎΦ 

A part of us is still like that baby who is curious about the sticks and 
the silly sounds that adults make to babies. But such babies tend sit 
in the same spot playing with the stick or listening to silly sounds or 
falling and hurting themselves. These babies never learn to walk. 

The point is that we do not need all those sticks or silly sounds or 
complicated vehicles. All we need to do is stand on our own two 
feet, find some balance, and keep putting one foot before the other. 
Before long, we have learned to walk! 

hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƘŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻnate 
ǾƻƛŎŜ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǳǎΣ ά/ƻƳŜΦέ 

  

10.5 Keep Buddhism Simple½and Effective 

The Buddha teaches in very simple ways. For example, to meditate 
on colours, you only need to look at a hibiscus (for red), or cassia 
flowers (for yellow). Then during the Commentarial Period (about 
500-тлл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀύΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ άŎƻƭƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎǎέ ŀƴŘ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭƛǎǘ-
ic theories were introduced. 

Now in our times, meditation is made to become more exotic with 
all kinds of new fancy names and gadgetsτand very high prices. 
Even then, often you do not get the real thing. 
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Once a student of mine told me that he spent over $10,000 for his 
family to learn a commercial meditation, but when he discovered 
Buddhist meditation, he remarked that the methods are not only 
simple and effective, but more detailed (and cheaper) than the 
commercial ones! 

{ƻ ƭŜǘ ǳǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ άƳŜǊŜ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳέ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀȅǎ 
of the Buddha himself.  

This goes for Buddhist teachings on the dying and the dead: let us 
find out how simple and effective mere Buddhists deal with these 
ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ōȅ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŜ ό{ŀŘŘƘŀύ WņἫǳǎǎƻἫơ {ǳǘǘŀ (A 10.177 = SD 2.6a). 

 

10.6 Buddhism is About Patterns 

Buddhism is about observing patterns in our minds and in life, and 
to go on to discover why the pattern exists. The first clear undenia-
bly pattern, whether we are religious or scientific-minded, no 
matter what religion we belong to, or to none, is that everything in 
the universe is impermanent. 

Whatever is impermanent can never fully satisfy us, and if some-
thing is not fully satisfactory, it is simply unsatisfactory. In other 
words, we really have no control over it. In short, there is no un-
changing entity, no eternal self or God. Everything is in a flux. Only 
impermanence is permanent, but that is just a way of talking. 

Understanding impermanence is the open secret to understanding 
ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛŦŜ 
itself. It is simple as that. But in the centuries after the Buddha, 
many lost themselves in reinventing the Buddha wheel: 

The Buddha has become a statue and bone relics. 
 The Dharma has become rituals, chants, and statistics. 
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 The Sangha has become royalty and expert rule-benders of 
various degrees. 

Buddhism has become externalized and commodified. Every temple 
and foreign mission is arguably about money first, and Buddhism is 
just an excuse. That is why political correctness is imperative; other-
wise, it is bad for business. Buddhism is big business today: see how 
expensive some Buddhist ceremonies and books are. 

(The Buddha knows that all this would happen: just look at the pro-
phetic Suttas in the SaἨȅǳǘǘŀ bƛƪņȅŀΦ IŜ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎŀŦŜ-
ty devices, as is evident here.) 

The point is that Buddhism is simple. It is a matter of mind: of 
looking within and seeing impermanence. It is the mind of the 
matter: look around yourself, and you may notice how much we 
superimpose our preconceived notions and hopes onto what we 
see, hear, smell, taste, touch and think. We almost never try to see 
things as they really are.  

We stop noticing patterns almost as soon as we leave behind our 
childhood with all its wonderfully insatiable curiosities. Remember 
the first time you saw a rainbow or a starry heaven, moonless and 
cloudless. (Do you remember how you felt the first time you met 
ȅƻǳǊ ƭƻǾŜŘ ƻƴŜΚύ LǘΩǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƻƻ ƭŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Ƨƻȅǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ 
remind us of a greater happiness bigger than any notion of self or 
God.  

It is easy to become megalomanic, psychotic or violent if we strong-
ly believe in a God-idea. It is easier to be selfless, mentally healthy 
and peaceful when we are truly happy. 

The answer lies in living in the stillness of the present momentΦ LǘΩǎ 
all we can really do. Even to speak about it is to miss the point: in 
fact, we often talk too much and becoming deaf to others.  
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Notice that whatever we say is always about something past or 
something future. The now is gone the moment we talk about it. 

Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŀȅ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΦ ¸ƻǳ 
will miss it if you do. You can only joyfully live it. 

Scientific laws and rules may change, must change; but not the 
Dharma: everything in the universe is impermanent. That is why 
Buddha Dharma matters more to me than anything else. Look out 
for those patterns, and you will know what the Buddha is talking 
about. 

 

10.7 Buddhism with Feeling 

One of my favourite similes for Sutta study is that of classical music 
(or your favourite kind of music). Teaching the Suttas is like playing 
your special musical instrument. You practise, learn new pieces, 
consult the masters and ancient documents, practise again and 
again. Then you play before the audience with all the feeling you 
have.  

Listening to the Suttas or discussing the Dharma is like listening to a 
musical recital. For the best effect, you sit calmly and quietly, and 
let the Dharma sink in. And, oh yes, you must completely switch off 
your hand-phones. (Just imagine a phone going off in a classical 
music hall!)  

The Suttas are like a musical score. The teacher is a sort of perform-
er, and he gives his best performance, less in technical brilliance, 
but more with deep feelings .If the ambience is right and the 
audience still enough, the beauty and spirit of the ancient music is 
transmitted to you.  

You have to listen with your heart. As you listen with the still silence 
of your heart, the various recitals begin to fall into place like 
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heavenly jigsaw pieces, and your life becomes all the richer.  

All this is easy to understand as Buddhism is not a person-centred 
or guru-centric teaching, but a Dharma-centred (or mind-centred) 
practice. The True Dharma is found in the stillness between the 
musical notes.  

But it's good to listen to the masters first and study the music 
scores. For, one day it will be your turn to perform before your own 
audience.  

Till then, let us be at the TMC Dharma concert chamber and listen 
to the Buddha Wordτwith feeling. Join us in on a beautiful and 
musical Dharma journey into inner space. 

 

10.8 Dogmas are Harmful to Mental Health 

What are dogmas? Firstly, they are opinions, that is, a teaching, 
belief or rule laid down by a person or group which others have to 
accept without question. 

The Buddha began his religious life with the great questions of life: 
What is life? Why suffering? How to end suffering? What is happi-
ƴŜǎǎΚ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ŀǿŀƪŜƴƛƴƎΣ ƘŜ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ 
continue questioning in this manner. 

To question effectively, we have to observe carefully. They are 
ƛƴǎŜǇŀǊŀōƭŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άƳƛƴŘ-
fulƴŜǎǎΦέ aŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 
observation or mindfulness which prepares us for a direct know-
ledge and vision of true reality. 

What are our tools for observation? There are six of them: the eye, 
ear, nose, tongue, body and mind. The eye sees form, the ear hears 
sounds, the nose smells odours, the tongue tastes, the body feels 
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touches, and the mind manages all these experiences and also has it 
own mental images. 

What can we observe? We can only observe the sense-objects: 
forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touches, and mind processes. What-
ever happens, can only happen within these six sense-fields. This is 
not to say that nothing exists beyond the six senses and the six 
sense-objects. For example, even if I were to close my eyes, or were 
to go away, my room will still be there.  

The point is such situations or problems are for philosophical dis-
cussion. They have no function in the awakening process leading to 
mental liberation. That process lies in understanding how the six 
senses and the six sense-objects work in our consciousness. 

When we do this, we find that our consciousness (here it is easier if 
ǿŜ ƭƛƳƛǘ ƛǘ ǘƻ άŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴέύ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ǿŀȅǎΦ ²Ŝ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 
become distracted. If you are observant enough, you will notice that 
our attention would mostly go into the past, and sometimes into 
the future, but rarely lives in the present moment! 

Understanding this uprooted nature of our consciousness is the 
beginning of knowledge and vision of true reality. In terms of prac-
tice, all Buddhist teachings lead to one thing: present-moment 
awareness. Watch the present moment, and do so again and again, 
and carefully. What do we see? 

If our ideas are fixed or our minds unclear, we will only see the shift-
ing shadows of the past, and blinding colours of the future, and 
these can be very noisy. When we focus on the present moment 
(such as doing breath meditation), these shadows, colourings and 
noises recede into the background, settling like dirt in settled water. 
Our minds become calmer and clearer. 

http://dharmafarer.org/


10 Buddhism and religion 
 

106 http://themindingcentre.org  

There are various ways of talking of what we see in the calm and 
clarity of the present moment. One popular way in the Suttas is that 
of the five aggregates. All that we can know and see are as follows: 

(1) The body: this is impermanent, changing all the time, be-
coming other than what we wish.  

(2) When there is a body, there are feelings (like, dislike, 
neutral). 

(3) These feelings arise dependent of how we recognize our 
present sense-experiences: when we relate it to something 
ƴƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǿŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ƛǘ ŀǎ άƴƛŎŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ 
present quickly becomes the past. 

(4) We are caught in this opinion-cycle, and keep on forming 
new opinions, which are often biased by like, dislike, or 
unconcern. 

(5) All this happens as long as we direct our consciousness to 
them. 

Considering all this dynamics, we should be able to understand 
why there are no dogmas in Buddhism. Because Buddhism is a life-
long learning process. Try watching how a baby learns to walk. He 
has no dogmas: it just keeps on trying to walk, no matter how many 
times it falls, he gets up, and keeps moving. Then he walks and final-
ly grows up into you! 

 

10.9 Feeling is the Root of Religion  

People turn to religion very often with an emotional baggage or 
personŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΦ LǘΩǎ ǊŀǊŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 
opinionated. In fact, the more religious or learned we are in a 
religion, the more opinionate we are (including myself, of course, 
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lest I am misunderstood otherwise). One important reason for this 
is that we tend to feel secure (mostly falsely) with the certainty of 
an idea (like God will save me or the Buddha will protect me.)  

Opinions are only the symptom of a deep-rooted problem: we 
often think too much. We have forgotten how to feel. Feeling, says 
the Buddha, is at the root of all religion; feeling is the starting point 
of all religions. Please spend some time reflecting on this, and you 
will begin to be amazed at the Buddha's profound and disarming 
wisdom.  

Understand our feelings, how we feel, we begin to understand our-
selves.  

Nevertheless, despite our cosmic opinion of ourselves (whether we 
ŀǊŜ άƘǳƳōƭŜέ ƻǊ άƘƻƴŜǎǘέ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘύΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭǳǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
uneasy desire to learn and re-learn, to discover that secret of happi-
ness to burst through the veneer of self-importance than cling like a 
cataract over our mind's eye.  

So there is hope: we have only a little dust in our eye. All right, may 
be a lot of dust, but we can still blink our eyes, and if we look 
straight and focussed enough we will see the Buddha before us. The 
learning continues. Life is really fun then.  

A remarkably interesting set of stories relates how a king (Pasenadi) 
ǳǎŜǎ ŀƭƭ Ƙƛǎ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ǘǊƛŎƪǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǘǿƛǘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƛƴ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴ-
comparŀōƭŜ ƎƛǾƛƴƎέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΦ ό.ǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ-
ion is it anyway?) The Indian storytellers have a great way with 
words: This is the greatest thing in the whole universe and beyond, 
they will tell you. And then in the same breath, they will say, OK, but 
here is something even greater! 

hƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ {ǳǘǘŀǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ 
seven years, is not to take words too seriously. It is what words 
point to that is life-changing. Scholars split hairs over wordsτand 
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get paid for it. Western Buddhists would split infinitives to rid them-
selves of the Biblical baggage they are born with. Our best friend is 
the child in us that is always eager to learn.  

 

10.10 Bowing 

One of the first things I learned about Buddhism is bowing. As I 
grew older, I learned that when we bow, we respect the wisdom of 
ǘƘŜ ¢ƘǊŜŜ WŜǿŜƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŜ ōƻǿΣ ǿŜ ǊŜŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ 
compassion, tƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ 5ƘŀǊƳŀΩǎ ǿƛǎŘƻƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǊŘƭȅ ǘƘŜ 
{ŀƴƎƘŀΩǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŜΦ 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ Ƴƻƴƪ ƛƴ ¢ƘŀƛƭŀƴŘΣ L ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ 
people regularly bow to monks and to each other with their palms 
in anjali (lotus-like). In fact, I found that Buddhist practitioners of all 
traditions often bow to each other.  

I also found out why Buddhists generally do not shake hands 
(though they may do so with non-Buddhists). Shaking hands began 
in the ancient wars in the west. When the armies wanted a truce, or 
to stop fighting, they extended their right hand (the weapon hand) 
to the other side.  

.ǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ L ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƘŜŀǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ όάǎƛƴƛǎǘŜǊέύ 
hand could hide a weapon and be used to attack the enemy! Clear-
ly, the anjali is a better gesture of peace. We put both palms 
together. When both hands are clasped, there is no chance for any 
underhand trick: we really show respect to the other person.  

IŜǊŜ άǊŜǎǇŜŎǘέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǿŜ ōƻǿ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǊŜƳƛƴŘƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ 
has the potential to be better and happier than he is now, even to 
become Buddha, if he wishes to.  

It is not a matter of who is senior or junior, that junior should bow 
to senior first. (Traditionally, it is said that the Buddha is one who 
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often greets others first.) We bow to the Dharma-potential or 
Buddha-seed in the person. Every time we bow to a person, we are 
ǎƛƭŜƴǘƭȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ άIŜȅΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǇǇƛŜǊΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŀǿŀƪŜƴ 
ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻΗέ 

In fact, when we bow before a Buddha image or some kind of 
Buddhist symbol, we are also reminding ourselves of our personal 
potential for good and awakening like the Buddha. 

I was (still am) deeply moved when I saw a 2003 newspaper picture 
of Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong putting his palms together in 
anjali (or thŜ Ŏƻƭƭƻǉǳƛŀƭ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ άōŀƛέύΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {!w{ 
(severe acute respiratory syndrome) epidemic. He took pains to 
explain that this was a good way of greeting one another, as it is 
universally Asian, and also a healthy way of doing it as we need not 
have bodily contact. During the 2009 Chinese New Year period, I 
saw another picture of SM Goh άbai-ingέ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ LǘΩǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊ-
ing to see that he is still showing a good local example. 

Once I met the local leader of a large foreign Buddhist mission, a VIP 
layman who was shaking hands with everybody at a Buddhist 
temple. When he came to me to shake my hands, I put my palms in 
anjali, and told him this is how we should do it! He seemed 
ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘΦ aŀȅōŜ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ άƎƻ ƴŀǘƛǾŜέΗ  

Occasionally, I will go to the Shuang Lin temple in Toa Payoh to give 
talks to various Dharma camps. There was one occasion when, as 
soon as I got out of the taxi, I bowed before the first shrine I saw. 
The student who chaperoned me told me that it was actually a 
Daoist temple. (It was located right next to the Shuang Lin temple.)   

I told him it was all right for me, because when I bow, I think of the 
Buddha. So I am bowing to the Buddhaτwhich reminds of me a 
story a Sikh once told me. A Sikh was sitting with his legs pointing to 
a holy shrine in India, and a Hindu priest scolded him saying he 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ Ƙƛǎ ƭŜƎǎ ǘƻ άDƻŘΦέ ¢ƘŜ {ƛƪƘ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΥ ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘΗ 
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God is everywhere. So tell me where I can point my feet where 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ DƻŘΗέ 

Even so, whenever I bow, wherever I bow to, I think of the Buddha. I 
do not have a Buddha statue on my home shrine because I keep giv-
ing them away to people who needed an image for themselves. I 
only have a beautiful Kannon given to me by a Japanese teacher be-
fore he left for Japan. Although I am more inclined to early Buddh-
ism than any religion, I enjoy bowing before Kannon (Japanese 
Dǳŀƴȅƛƴύ ǿƘƻ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴΦ  

Guanyin is Buddha in my mind. When I see a cross, too, I feel like 
bowing because it represents four spokes of the Dharma Wheel! 
When I see an empty niche in a mosque, I am reminded of the true 
emptiness that the Dharma leads to. When I see the numerous 
Hindu gods, I think, wow! the Buddha is the Teacher of all such 
ƎƻŘǎΦ !ǊŜƴΩǘ ǿŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ōƛƎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳal family! 

My youngest nephew, Chai Cheng, too, has an inspiring story of 
faith to tell. His father was forcefully converted into Christianity in 
his teens, and grew up to be a church elder. When my nephew was 
still schooling, although he was inclined to Buddhism, his father 
ƛƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ όŀǎ ŀ άŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέύΦ  

Reluctantly but dutifully, he joined in the Sunday church prayers. He 
ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŎƛǘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ άbŀƳƻ ǘŀǎǎŀΧέ 
throughout the service. And as soon as it was over, he would cycle 
half way across town, just in time for the Buddhist Puja in a local 
temple, and be with the friends he really felt good with! 

Let us constantly anjali to each other in the Dharma. 

τ  τ  τ 

Note: CƻǊ 5ŀǾƛŘ !ǘǘŜƴōƻǊƻǳƎƘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ hate-mails from creationists, 
see: http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/jan/27/david-attenborough-
science.  
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10.11 ¢ƘŜ IƻǊǎŜΩǎ ¢ŜŜǘƘ 

In every age of our civilized history, we have two kinds of teachers: 
those who want to control our minds and those who help us to free 
it. One common feature of all religions, especially the God-religions, 
is that its preachers want us to fully believe in what he says and do 
as he says. 

There is a big problem here. There are thousands of groups of God-
believers, even within a single God-religion. One honest God-believ-
ing theologian once quipped: We all believe in the same God, but 
we are hating and cursing at each other in the name of the same 
God! 

Even as far back as the times of Elizabeth I of England or during the 
Ming dynasty in China, we have thinkers who spoke out against the 
limiting habits of religion and for the freeing of the mind so that it 
can really think for itself to see true reality, and not religious dogma 
or virtual reality. 

Francis Bacon (1561-1626), Lord Chancellor of England, in one of his 
books published early in the 17th century reprinted a passage that 
he had found in the records of a Franciscan friary. This passage 
from 1432 relates how a group of friars tried to figure out how 
many teeth a horse had in its mouth. It is a good example of the 
άƻƭŘέ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦ 

In the year of our Lord 1432, there arose a grievous quarrel 
among the brethren over the number of teeth in the 
mouth of a horse. For 13 days the disputation raged with-
out ceasing. All the ancient books and chronicles were 
fetched out, and wonderful and ponderous erudition, such 
as was never before heard of in this region, was made 
manifest. 
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At the beginning of the 14th day, a youthful friar of goodly 
bearing asked his learned superiors for permission to add a 
word, and straightway, to the wonderment of the disput-
ants, whose wisdom he sore vexed, he beseeched them to 
unbend in a manner coarse and unheard-of, and to look in 
the open mouth of a horse and find answer to their 
questionings. 

At this, their dignity being grievously hurt, they waxed ex-
ceedingly wroth; and, joining in a mighty uproar, they flew 
upon him and smote him hip and thigh, and cast him out 
forthwith. For, said they, surely Satan hath tempted this 
bold neophyte to declare unholy and unheard-of ways of 
finding the truth contrary to all the teachings of the 
fathers. 

After many days more of grievous strife the dove of peace 
sat on the assembly, and they as one man, declaring the 
problem to be an everlasting mystery because of a grievous 
dearth of historical and theological evidence thereof, so 
ordered the same writ down. 

όCǊŀƴŎƛǎ .ŀŎƻƴΣ мрфнΣ ƛƴ /9Y aŜŜǎΣ ά{ŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ and 
{ƻŎƛŀƭ wŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΣέ American Scientist 22 (1934): 13-24) 

Most Buddhists would laugh or at least smile at this story, because 
we pride in the view that Buddhism teaches us to think for our-
selves and to free our minds, and so be rid of suffering. And we are 
surely right in thinking so. Buddhism teaches us to know our minds, 
tame our minds, and free our minds, 

.ǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀƴ ŘƻƴŜΦ CƻǊ ƛŦ ǿŜ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŀƴȅ ƎǳǊǳΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘ-
ings today, we will sooner or later, want to claim that only our 
ƎǳǊǳΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘǊǳŜΦ .ǳǘ ǿŜ ǿŜƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ 
time, various Buddhisms arose. While such Buddhisms might be 
inspired by the Buddha, for various reasons they were compelled to 
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adapt various Buddhist teachings to answer local challenges or for 
their own sectarian purposes. 

Even within Theravada, too, after the Buddha Buddhism, for exam-
ple, became more and more rigid and scholastic in its approach. 
Instead of learning to free our minds, we memorize and repeat 
concepts after concepts. Often we feel that only our method is right 
or the best, and all else is wrong. 

There is nothing wrong in having views: after all, knowledge is lang-
uage-based and provisional. But we should investigate carefully 
why we hold such views. For this reason (and not for this alone), for 
example, the aŀƘņ YŀƳƳŀ ±ƛōƘŀἪƎŀ {ǳǘǘŀ18 (M 136) warns us 
ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ άŀƭƭ ŜƭǎŜ ƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦέ 

Some however have conveniently misconstrued this statement to 
mean that we can claim what we like of Buddhism. (This is actually 
ƳƻǊŜ άLέƛǎƳ ƻǊ άLέ-pod philosophy, than Buddha Dharma.) This is 
where, for example, people speak for the Buddha rather than 
ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ όŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ 
by studying the early Suttas). 

So what does Buddhism teach us here? First, we begin to learn 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƻƴ ŀ άǿƻǊŘέ ƭŜǾŜƭ όǳǎƛƴƎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎύΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜ 
contiƴǳŜ ǘƻ άǘƘƛƴƪέ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ƛŦ ǎǳŎƘ Ŏƻƴcepts and prac-
ǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘǊǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŘǳŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿŜ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ άŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ƳƻǊŜ and more of true reality for ourselves (especially 
through mindfulness practice and meditation). This is the beginning 
of the liberation of the heart leading to wisdom. 

Let us not be blinded by the light, but let us awaken with it. 

                                                      
18 M 136/3:207-214 = SD 4.16: http://dharmafarer.org/wordpress/wp-

content/uploads/2009/12/4.6-Maha-Cunda-S-a06.46-piya.pdf 
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10.12 The Best Stories are Unfinished 

There is an important difference between art and truth. It is the 
same significant difference that separates literature and religion (or 
better spirituality). Art and literature, for example, try to present 
truth through stories (or narratives, as they say). We feel pleased 
when we like the story. 

.ǳǘ ǿŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜǊŜΥ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǇƭŜŀǎŜǎ ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛǘΦ ²Ŝ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ 
take Buddhism, too, as a story. It pleases us, or rather a certain 
aspect of it, our perception of it pleases us, and we forget about the 
rest, especially the most important aspect of it. 

Take the story of the dog-tooth relic, for example. A young man 
goes on a pilgrimage to Gaya, and his old mother asks him to bring 
back a Buddha relic from there. He completes his pilgrimage but 
forgets his mother's request. So along the way, he finds the skull of 
a dead dog and takes one of its teeth and gives it to his mother. 

His mother joyfully worships it and a rainbow appears over their 
house. Prayers are answered, and more people come and more 
prayers are answered. The dog-tooth relic became a sensation and 
the house a holy place. 

I find this story very troubling. For a simple reason, it is based on an 
outright lie, even if it is a pious one. Such a story may be miscon-
strued that it is all right to lie, if it is to make someone happy. 
tŜǊƘŀǇǎΣ ƛŦ ǿŜ ƭƛƳƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǘƻ άŦƛƭƛŀƭ ǇƛŜǘȅέΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ 
problem.  

The point is that there is, in fact, a better way for the story to end. I 
would have retold the story in this way. The young man returns 
home with the dog-ǘƻƻǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜƴƭȅ ǘŜƭƭǎ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΥ άaƻƳΣ there 
are no more Buddha relics available in Bodhgaya. But I found this 
beautiful bone in the holy land. As you know if you regard this as 
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ǎȅƳōƻƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΣ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ǊŜƭƛŎ ΨƛƳŀƎŜΩ όƭƛƪŜ ŀ .ǳŘŘƘŀ 
ƛƳŀƎŜύΦέ  

If the mother is really full of faith, (which is very likely the case), 
then she would not be too concerned with this rationalization. It is 
from the holy land, anyway. Moreover, it is based on truth, and is 
not a commercializing attempt.  

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ά.ǳŘŘƘŀέ ǊŜƭƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ wŜƭƛŎ 
Temple, the abbot there answered something like: Since I take it to 
be a Buddha relic, it is ŀ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ǊŜƭƛŎΦ ²Ŝ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ άǊŜƛŦȅƛƴƎέ ǘƘŜ 
Buddha. Sadly such an ultimatum tends to divide us into thinkers 
and non thinkers, into wisdom versus faith.  

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ άƎƻƻŘέ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ 
άǿƘƻƭŜǎƻƳŜέ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ ! ƎƻƻŘ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƳƻǾŜǎ ȅƻǳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ōƛŀǎΤ 
a wholesome story moves you to goodness. An author maybe 
biased by greed, hate or delusion. Goodness frees you from greed, 
hate, and delusion.  

The point is that the word is not the thing. Otherwise, anyone 
reading the word would come to the same conclusion. We come to 
our own conclusions depending on whether we have greed, hate or 
delusion, or non-greed non-hate, non-delusion.  

If you do not like what I have written here: ask yourself why? If you 
like what I have written here: ask yourself why, too.  

You will find your own answer and liberation there, not in the 
words. We have to listen beyond the words, to the truth.  

 

10.13 Why Buddhism is Boring (For Some)?  

We are basically controlled by unconscious or latent tendencies of 
liking and disliking: we are victims of the push and pull effect. 
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Things we have expeǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŀǎ άǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘέ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ŀ άǇǳƭƭέ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛ-
ence. What we rememōŜǊ ŀǎ άǳƴǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 
projected onto a similar experience. All this is done in an autopilot-
ted manner. In meditaǘƛƻƴ ƭƛƴƎƻΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘƛƴŘǊŀƴŎŜ 
ƻŦ ǎŜƴǎǳŀƭ ŘŜǎƛǊŜΦέ 

The mental hindrance of sensual desire unconsciously makes us 
άƳŜŀǎǳǊŜέ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ƴƻments of meeting 
ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΣ ǿŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ άL ŀƳ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴΧΣέ 
ƻǊ άL ŀƳ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ ǘƻΧέ όάIŜ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜΧέύΣ ƻǊ άL ŀƳ ŀǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǎ 
όǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴύΦέ LŦ ǿŜ ŀƭƭƻǿ ƻǳǊselves to be goaded on by this primal 
instinct, we are likely to fall under the weight of our own conceit 
(that is what is called in Buddhism). Just as we are averse to others 
judging us, it works the same the other way around.  

The skill to cultivate here is to meet people as if we are meeting 
them the first time, especially people we think we know well (in-
cluding family). 

Sensual desire also reflects a deep lack or need of some desirable 
quality. We often project this need onto some favourable or iconic 
figure, usually someone we perceive as successful, powerful or 
ŦŀƳƻǳǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ άŎƘŀǊƛǎƳŀΣέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ as 
desirable qualities onto others. 

There is a whole discourse, the 'ŘƘƛǇŀǘŜȅȅŀ {ǳǘǘŀ ό! оΦплύ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
the Buddha advises us against simply following others by charisma. 
For, this is usually a false projection, when we should be cultivating 
the posiǘƛǾŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ±ơƳŀἨǎŀƪŀ {ǳǘǘŀ όa 
47), the Buddha advises his followers to even carefully examine if he 
(the Buddha himself) has traits of greed, hate or delusion.  

Conversely, the Buddha is implying that we should examine if we 
ourselves have at least toned down or healthily suppressed (as 
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ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ άǊŜǇǊŜǎǎŜŘέύ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƎǊŜŜŘΣ ƘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƭǳǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƻǳǊ 
fear, pride and conceit. Liberating wisdom begins with self-knowing. 

²ƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻƴƪΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ άǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘŀȊŀǊŘǎέ ǿŀǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ 
very conceited people. Once I met young man who came up to me 
and ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛŦ L ǿŀǎ άŀǿŀƪŜƴŜŘΦέ hōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜǿ ǘƻ 
.ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳΗ ά²Ƙȅ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŀǎƪΚέ L ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΦ άhƘΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άƻƴƭȅ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ 
are awakened you can be my teachŜǊΦέ άhƘΣέ L ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ άǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ 
ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ L ǿŀƴǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǎ Ƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦέ Lǘ ǿŀǎ a sort 
of wake-up call for him, you might say.  

So Buddhism is boring for some of us because we have already de-
cided what awakening is, or we think we already know what the 
Dharma is. And what we want is to have others present the Dharma 
just the way we like it. Our learning has stopped, we only want to be 
entertained. 

The solution to this sad self-limiting rut is not a difficult one. Simply 
ŀǎƪ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ άWhy Řƻ L ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ όƴƻǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ άǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣέ ƴƻǘ 
άǇŜǊǎƻƴέύ ōƻǊƛƴƎΚέ 5ƻ ƴƻǘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜr it intellectually: let 
your heart speak for itself. When the answer finally comes, you will 
surprise yourself to know that you have such great potential to see 
the Dharma in a most interesting way. 

I have always found Buddhism interesting, even when spoken by the 
most boring person. The most important thing is that I make sure I 
do not bore myself. The Dharma and Suttas make sure of that! 
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11 THE EGO AND SELFLESSNESS 

11.1 aŜƳŜ ό¢ƘŀǘΩǎ άaŜ aŜέ !ƭǿŀȅǎΗύ19 

Scientists, like Richard Dawkins, have noticed that the way that 
ideas and constructs spread amongst individuals and groups follow 
the laws of selective adaptation that govern the evolution of 
species.  Just as genes transmit biological and other characteristics 
of a species, a meme transfers ideas by replicating itself.  

An idea, for example, is widely propagated, not because it is good, 
but simply because it is a successful reproducer. A very good 
example is that of an evangelical religion that discourages critical 
thinking and encourages aggressive proselytization: it is a virulent 
memeplex (a complex of memes), in that it encourages self-
replication. In short, memes function to make exact copies of them-
selves. 

Of all the memes, religion itself, as a memeplex, is the most selfish 
of all. Religion often not only wants to replicate itself, but at the 
same time, often hopes to destroy any and all rivals. In this sense, 
religionτespecially those that are intolerant of othersτis the most 
narcissistic of belief systems, since it only wants to drŀǿ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 
attention to itself, and to deny others, or at best to rationalize other 
systems on its own terms. In this sense, such a religion is a form of 
profound psychological denial.  

Since denial is an unconscious defence mechanism, we must make 
every effort to understand religion as such, so that we do not fall 
into the rut of a very private and limited reality. We need to humbly 

                                                      
19 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŎŜǊǇǘ ŦǊƻƳ tƛȅŀ ¢ŀƴΩǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ƻƴ άaŜƳŜǎΥ ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǎŀƳ-

ǎŀǊƛŎ ƎŜƴŜǎΦέ {ŜŜ {5 нсΦоΥ http://dharmafarer.org/wordpress/wp-

content/uploads/2009/12/26.3-Memes-piya.pdf 
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accept religious denial as a personal problem, as a human problem, 
one that can easily infect others, and in a very widely destructive 
manner, as religious history has repeatedly shown.20 

We often construct our God, Gods, and gods, and our demons in 
our image. We also construct our own Buddha, Buddhas, Bodhi-
sattvas and deities according to our needs. In a sense, we must not 
deny our own demons, nor do we need to live with them for 
eternity. When we think that our Gods and Buddhas have failed to 
give us what we want, we helplessly seek solutions outside of our-
selves, falling under power of our sensesτthis is the nature of lust, 
of sense-desire. It is a refusal or failure to see within ourselves (and 
similarly in others) the potential for good and liberation. 

To deny others spirituallyτǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ άǎƛƴƴŜǊǎΣέ ƻǊ 
as caste members, or as outside the tribeτis the greatest violence 
we can incur upon them. We have laid the basis for justified and 
continued ill-will towards them, and hence, it is right, even holy, to 
ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ άƻǘƘŜǊǎέΗ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀson, Buddhists train themselves 
to learn to unconditionally accept others, especially those who are 
in some way different. 

Once we relegate all our spiritual potential to the idea of a single 
supreme power that is outside of usτonce we build the Temple of 
God externally, as it wereτwe will fall into the mental sloth and 
torpor of not working out our own salvation, but expecting an 
external force to do this for us. This is as if we are sick, but expect-
ing others to find us and give us the medicine without our ever 
seeking it ourselves and taking it ourselves. When we disempower 
ourselves, we stop thinking; we close the door to wisdom; we are 
blind to self-liberation. We feel ever and deeply tired, always in 

                                                      
20

 See How Buddhism Became Chinese = SD 40b.3 (3.1); also Gadrabha 
S (A 3.81) = SD 24.10b Intro (2.4.2); See also: Me: The nature of conceit = 
SD 19.2a (3.2). 
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ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎƻǳǊΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ 
emotional dependence. Hence, it is said: God helps those who help 
themselves; or, put in a non-mythical way: you can help yourself 
only if you really try. 

On the other hand, if we take this self-denial very seriously, and in a 
systematic way (such as in a polemical denial of others), we will 
always be in the grip of restlessness and remorse. We feel as if our 
άǎƻǳƭǎέ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǎǘless until we have served our God, our master, or our 
religion, often by denying or destroying unbelievers. When we think 
we have failed, or have disobeyed a commandment, we feel a 
terrible guilt, a total lack of self-worth. We have simply lost touch 
with our potential to rise from our self-constructed subhuman 
states. 

The most harmful of the mental hindrances to opening our minds to 
spiritual liberation is that of doubt, that is, the inability to look 
within and see the self-constructed virtual phantoms of lust, ill will, 
lack, and guilt. What is construed as faith is often simply a deep 
commitment to denying that these phantoms exist. True spiritual 
faith arises when we see through all these self-constructions and 
memes we have been infected with. 

There will come a time in our long cosmic history when we would 
understand the true nature of religion, just as our ancestors have 
emerged from the superstition that earth, water, fire and wind were 
gods or demons. Two and a half millennia ago, the Buddha gave us 
that liberating knowledge, but we are rapidly forgetting it. We have 
watered it down, severely adulterated, modernized and commodi-
fied it into local cults, privatized systems, and monetary missions, so 
that we are losing our best tool for spiritual liberation. Yet, if we 
look deeply enough, underneath and beyond all the sectarian div-
ides, pious concoctions, and religious materialism, we might just 
catch a liberating glimpse of true reality. 
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11.2 LǘΩǎ hƪŀȅ ǘƻ IŀǾŜ ŀ .ƛƎ 9Ǝƻ 

The most important fact I know about myself is that I have a big 
ŜƎƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ όǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ άƳƛƴŜέύ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΦ !ƴŘ 
LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅΦ 

I want to be a serious scholar, a skilled meditator, a calm wise per-
ǎƻƴΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƛƎ ŜƎƻΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 
what being a Buddhist is about. There are those who talk about big 
ego, and there are those who work with it. 

Self-effacement is also a form of ego trip. In fact, I think it is one of 
the biggest of ego trips. Self-ŜŦŦŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άǿƻǊǘƘƭŜǎǎέ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ 
about ourselves before others can say them to us. It is not talking 
too much about ourselves so that people do not really know us.  

A cunning strategy is to hint that we know what others are thinking. 
Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άLΩƳ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ 
ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΗέ {ǳŎƘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǳƴŘŜǊstandably is com-
Ƴƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ άŦŀŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ 

Humility shown is hidden pride. True humility is when we give space 
to others. 

So there seems to be no way out: be proud, you are ego-bound; be 
humble, you are ego-bound, too. 

9ǾŜƴ ŀ ǎǘǊŜŀƳǿƛƴƴŜǊ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ άōƛƎέ ŜƎƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴ-
awakened. Arhats by definition have no ego. But would we know an 
arhat even if we met one? We are only in the habit of canonizing 
our own arhats. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀἪƎƘņἾƛΣƪŀἫἫŀ {ǳǘǘŀ όLǘ фн Ґ {5 нпΦмлŀύΣ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘdha says 
that even if we were to hold on to the corner of his robe and follow 
him step for step, we would still be far away from him, if we still 
have greed, hate or delusion (if we still have an ego). The teaching is 
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ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ άƭƻƻƪέ ŦƻǊ ŀǊƘŀǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜ ƻǳǊ-
selves to become one. Only then we would know another arhat. 

The point is that we all have big egos, but there are those who 
know about it and those who do not. 

The Buddha teaches that we will never be free from suffering, never 
even attain streamwinning, if we are stuck in selfishness. For, self-
ishness spurs us on to perform rituals, that is, get stuck in predict-
able behaviour which we think would bring us what we desire. 
Selfishness makes us superstitious, that is, we think that by chang-
ing our external environment, we can better our internal space. But 
it just does not really work in these ways. 

We begin to grow spiritually when we work at being less selfish, 
that is, to be more responsible for our actions and to be responsive 
to others, even when they do not deserve it. We continue to grow 
when we examine the conditions behind the way we think and feel, 
and remove those negative conditions and cultivate wholesome 
ones. We grow closer to streamwinning when we work with our 
hearts and minds so that they become more calm and clear. 

Our Dharma practice prƻǘŜŎǘǎ ǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ 
airbag in a car. When the car crashes, the airbag inflates and safely 
cushions us. This happens whenever there is an accident, and our 
lives can have accidents when we least expect them (that is why 
they are callŜŘ άŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘǎέύΦ 

It is very troubling when someone with a big ego pretends that it is 
small or, worse, that there is none at all. It is like remaining stuck 
behind the comfort of the fully inflated airbag after the car has 
smashed into a lamppost or wall. There is always the danger that 
the car may burst into flames. 
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Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƪŀȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ŜƎƻ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜŘ 
it, and we should do this now and always, before any accident can 
happen. 

 

11.3 [Ŝǘ Dƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άLέ 

This thought was on my mind just before awakening this morning. 

LǘΩǎ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻƴ ŀǳǘƻǇƛƭƻǘΦ 
In fact, if I do not watch the present moment carefully, 

I am nothing but a hazy shadow of my absent past 
or a pale mirage of the unreal future, 

both pushing me on to do this and that: 
to like, to dislike, to ignore, 
to think a thousand things. 

I think I have really understood Buddhism: this is just a thought. 
I think I have found the best meditation: this is just a thought. 

I think I have the right teacher: this is just a thought. 
I think others are wrong: this is just a thought. 
I think I am successful: this is just a thought. 

I think I am happy: this is just a thought. 
I think I am not. 

I think I am. 
I think. 

I. 
LǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ Ǝƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LΦ 
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11.4 All Views are Wrong Views21 

An argumentative brahmin (member of the priestly class in ancient 
LƴŘƛŀύ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭƭǎ ƘƛƳ άL Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ-
ǘƘƛƴƎΗέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ǾƛŜǿǎΦ ¢ƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ǊŜǇƭȅ ƛǎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ 
ŜȄŀŎǘΣ ά¢ƘŀǘΣ ōǊŀƘƳƛƴΣ ƛǎ ŀ ǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƻƻΗέ ό5ơƎƘŀΣnakha Sutta, M 74)22 

Whenever we say something (including writing it, or communicating 
ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅύΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άL ŀƳ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΦέ 
9ǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎŀȅΣ άL ŀƳ ǿǊƻƴƎΣέ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ 
the most ironic sǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άL ŀƳ 
ƴƻǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎέΗ !ƴŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άL ŀƳ 
ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΦέ  

My point is that words tend to give us a wrong view of things. We 
can never express the whole truth or true reality in words. The 
moment we say something, we are leaving out what the words do 
not say. The problem is that words forms our most common way of 
communicating. 

We can of course use pictures to communicate, but they have their 
own problems. A picture may say a thousand words. And that is just 
the problem! It is a 1000 words too many. There will be a 1000 
opinions about that one picture. 

9ǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ōǊŀƘƳƛƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ơƎƘŀΣƴŀƪƘŀ 
{ǳǘǘŀΣ ǘƘŀǘ άL ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎΣέ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ the 
truth. For, that statement itself is an opinion! The real reason is 
perhaps we rather not say anything, as it is likely to get us into 
trouble. This often happens when we are confronted by a strong 
personality with closed mind or a person with a very negative 
emotion. 

                                                      
21 Related reading: The Person in Buddhism, SD 29.6b. 
22

 Dighanakha Sutta (M 74 = SD 16.1). 
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