


Smplicity

From a talk ly Ajahn Sundara

he time | spent iMhailand practising meditation

quite intensiely was a geat leaming experence
For nearly tvo and a halfgas it gae me the chance to
be pat of a cultue that vas incedildy different fom
our'sin its outlook on lifeand povided an emironment
that made meeaalise ho much my mind was
conditioned ly Westen valuesassumptiongyejudices
and conceit.

At firstmary aspects of that culaunere totally
alien to meThere were so may things that | found
impossile to undestandBut by the time | left,| felt
quite at homeSo | would like to shag with you some
facets of the time spent in this beautiful cogntr

In the rural aea whee the monastgris located
the people & mostly &mers, simple peopldiving
uncomplicated Ves Unlike usthey do not seem to be
burdened with a lot of psychaycal concens or
existential asesTheir lives evolve abund immediate
needs such as foalgepgetting though the dg and
simple pleases of liféThai people & geat at enjping
themselgs!

When | first met ny teacherAjahn Anan,he
asled me hav my practice vas goingl. said that one of
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my interests in coming tdhailand vas to hee the
oppottunity to contirue to deelop it.Then he askd
me if | had ag difficultiesso | explained to him o |
had been practising andvwhd was feeling about it at
the time

It was quite extradinaty, as | was talking,
suddenly to sense that | had arggrmiror in front of
me, and to see thisMe, going thiough its usual
programme with clger justificationsuddenly tun into
a big cloud of mliferationThis was a wnderful insight.
With arybody else | might va been offended or felt
that | had not been t&k seiously lut somehw, with
him - maybe because heas just himself and deeply at
ease therwas a huge sense elief

The way Thai people appach the teaching and
themseles is deeply influenceg the Buddhist teaching
and its psychotyy Even their éeryday language is mex
with mary Pali words.| remember noticing he their
way of speaking about the mind/héaould seem quite
cold-heated to uslf you were going though some ggat
suffemg, some fear or painful memes,the teacher
could just sa“Well,it's juskilesdunwholesome mental
states) Or,“Your heat is not happ?”

Strangely enough, in that context such statements
would completely deflate the habit to think innes of:
“Me’ having a huge mhblem that needs to be sed
out” And thee was aliays a sbing and compassionate
mirror and eflection.If anyone else hadeduced g
‘problems’to a simple feeling of unhappinessauid
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hae been eally annged and felt dismissedtbwith

AjahnAnan,in whom | had a deep tist,| was ale to
see the wy my mind worked andwhen thee was
confusionto drop it.I would be eminded of the msent
moment ly the questioriWwhat's going on? Isoyr heat

unhapy?”

Of course in the immediacy of the moment
nothing was going on because the mongdtmrated in
a lovely forest on the side of a mountahmd a ery
peaceful atmosplesit was a simple placguiet and
secludedand thee was nothing to do all gaexcept
receve alms foodeat andweep ones path for about
half an houiThat was allThe rest of the time as fee
to develop fomal practiceMy mind calmed dan a
lot.

These expeences g& me a eal taste for
simplicity and for the mind in its state of nality —
the mind that does not eate poblems out of the &y
things ae I'm not sging that this seemingly simple and
direct appoach to the mind isight or wrong, but |
found that practising in this @¥ronment and cultue
over a pelod of two yeas had a peerful effectit helped
me to stop the habit of eating nyself as a pson—
and this vas quite a liberating things the mind calmed
down | could see the pson,the sense o&elf really
clearly gery time it anse

The teaching pointed out that if evsuffer
through the sense of Sele cart actually go ery far in
our practiceinsight cannot ase deeply enough to cut

193



off attachmentThe whole cultue facilitates this
appoachlf one thinks too mich,people consider that
one is on the erge of madnesAsk ay Thai: when
someone thinks too uch,they’ll sg that she or he has
a‘hot heat’— and if you ae‘hot’ (‘'ron’in Thai),you're
seen as deludetb have ‘ronbai’ (hot heat) is quite
negatve, even insultingPeople thee ae not nmuch into
thinking — | am not sging that it is good or badulb
they dont trust the thinking mind-his was ery diffeent
from the cultue | came fom whewe thinking is
worshippedtons of books arwritten,and peoplealy
on and tust the intellect a loBo it was inteesting to
be in a cultue that functioned so diffemtly— so nuch
more intuitive, more feminine

What stuck me most when | came back to
Europe was the complexity of theesten way of life
and | could see that Yiag access to manraditions
and teacherhad tuned our society on the spiral level
into a \ast supenarlket.This is not all negae, but it's
extremely challengg for the mind that is aady
stiuggling with all it eceves though the senselo
wonder people become naitic after being exposed to
so nuch information and so manchoices!

When you're in the foest out theg you're just
with a few birds,a fev creepy-crawlies and nater all
aound. Days comerise and passway with nothing
much happeningand yu get used to aewy simple
peaceful fithm. | found that extemely pleasant and |
knew that it was conduge to deepening the practice

194



In fact,l felt quite at home andevy privileged to hee

that oppotunity.The cultue itself being gdominantly
Buddhist leeps things simpthe whole atmosphemas

not one in which pu felt intellectually stimated;t’s
gquite amazing the effect that this has on the mind. It
would naturally sle down a lot,and become quite still.
So I was scad to come back to th&estand wheneer

| thought of coming backny mind would conjue up

the image of dwning in a huge ocean of thought

not a teribly auspicious sign!

Even though | had to adapt and to falldhe
Thai maechee etiquettdhe Thai nuns’choreaograply’
as | used to call wvalking in line to eceve nmy food
behind ery young bgs,crouching devn every time |
spole to a monk— it was little compad to the tessings
and suppdrl receved thee.

So I was not s that | would cope with the life
and rlythm ofAmaraati.l decided that if | had to teach,
| would keep things simplé;would just speak about
practice just facts:Anapanasathe Five Khandhasor
Dependent Oigination.| would not complicate peopée’
lives with moe words,concepts and ideas.

But it was a great lesson in letting go when, a few
weeks agd went to teach at a Buddhisiogip.As | was
being diven theg, | said innocently to the leader of the
group:“How do you see the eelend?”Of course |
already had some idedd:just meditate with theml'll
really teach them hw to do it, rather than to think
about it— then we can sharour expeience aftenaids:.
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But the peson ansered:'Well,Sisterwe really vant to
talk with you about practicand askqu questiongnd
hare some discussion on Dhammag .”. | thought,
“Oh dear! Never mind’ | just had to let gol was
reminded of the teaching of LuangriSumedhdJust
receve life as it iDon’t make a poblem about itOpen
yourself to the \ay things ag”

Thai people do not seem to suffeuch from
self-hated;they dont even seem to kne what it means!
Once out of cuiosity | asled an educatéchai woman
who had come to visit m#o you ever dislile yourself?”
And she saidNo, never” | was amaze&he had just
been talking to me about somery painful issues in
her life yet she was not citical. Self-negatity does not
seem to be paof their psycholgical male upwhereas
we ae riddled with it.So we have a difficult begpning,
because the fit step on this path is toveapeace in
ones hear— which doesit’happen if thez is a lot of
self-hated.

FortunatelyAjahn Sumedhowho is well
acquainted with the asten mind, has deised a &ry
good wey of dealing with its tendency to @&l on the
negatve side of things and bateral— just ecaynising
it and keceving it within a peaceful space of acceptance
love and easg€his is a matur step as most of us find it
very difficult to ceate a spaceoand expeience we
tend to absorb into what comesdahgh our minds and
to create a Self aund it.

Lets sy we expetence boedom;if there is no
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mindfulnesswe easily absorb into that feeling and
become somebody who is ledssomebody who has
got a poblem with boedom and needs to fix ithis
appoach hugely complicates a simple exgnee lile
boredom.So all ve need to do is to allospace inadly

to contemplate that feeling instead of fixing it as a
problem.In Thailand whee psycholgy and the Buddhist
teaching a so intetwined,AjahnAnan would simply
s§:“Well it's just one of the hindranceSimpleisnt it?
But often for us it cahbe just an adinaly boredom—

it's got to be aery personal and special one!

One of the things that attracted me most to the
Buddhist teaching as the simplicity of its agach—
| think this is what all of usewuld like to rurture in our
practice and in oundesThe Buddha saitliust look at
yourselfWho ae you?What do yu think you ae?...
Tale a look at gur eyesyisual objects and at\Wugiou
receve that expaence of sense contad¥bat ae the
eyesnosetongue body and eaANVhat ae thoughts?”
He asks us to ing@rinto sensgr experence rather
than absorb into ignd eact to pain or pleagiHe said
to just obsare and actually see the natof expelence
very simplydirectlywithout fusslust bing peacefulness
and calm into gur heat, and tak a look.

The sensor experence is eally what azates
our world.Without knowing its soute and its effeats
very difficult to get out of the vicious @le ofMe’ and
‘my problem’that needs to be ged out,or ‘Me, who
loves it'— this kind of push and pull dggtes the hear
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further. So instead of pushing and pulling tale a good
look andwithout getting irvolved,we know things as
they ae:impemanentunsatisictor, not self But this

requiles cetain conditionsit doesrt happen l itself

The first condition is peace and calmithout
that,it’s \ery difficult to see arthing.Thats wty a lot of
our practice is actually toibg the hearto a state of
balance and caldlost people & in a constant state of
reactvity. If you ask them if the sufferthey sg,‘No.
They think they ae perfectly fineBut someone who
has seen the sufifgy of reactvity gradually comes to
realise that g’'not the best &y to relate to lifeit is very
limited — always the expeence of'Self, ‘Me’ and
‘You: But as the sense ‘8klf deceaseshe reactvity
deceases$po.

It is not so nuch the sense of Self that is the
obstacle & our identification with ifThe Four Noble
Truths point to that &ry experence:the suffeing of
attachment to Selihe belief that one has a paanent
ego One teacher g@& the example of self beingdik
necklacewhen the beadseheld t@ether ly a thead
it becomes a necklad®it as soon as the #dad is cut,
the whole thing &lls apar..

I’'ve spent man yeas obsering closely the
experence of the sense of Selemember in the early
days when | vas upsefijahn Sumedho wuld s§ to
me:“Well you dont need to suffer about thabu've
got the Refuges and.— but this used to enrage me:
“But what about Me? I'm sufferg right nowv!” | felt he
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was just dismissing the hugespaal ppblem,and wasrt’
taking me saously So for yas | chershed that sense
of Self without knaving it. | didn't think | was deluded,
no, | was simply taking yself seously!

In Thailand if pu suffer and talk about you
quickly get this funy sense thabwr practice has gone
down the drainThis mg be because in the quiet and
simple life of a fast monastgrthe formal practice is
stongly ooted in the deelopment of concentration,
samadHit’s a diffeent appoach thee

At Amaraati, the foundation of our practice is
the Four Noble Truths which point again and again to
suffeng, its causats relinquishment and the patitis
not so easy hetto get efined states of mind because w
are constantly impinged upon by sense contacts: things,
work, mary stong-minded peopleving togetheretc
Ajahn Sumedho teaches that to free the mind one just
needs to put this teaching into practigght until the
day we die

| was stck by how soft and gentle the psyche of
the Thai people is compad to ous;| found them
generally gry easy goind.hey like to laugh a lotand
basically life is no gblem;if you male one pu ae
considesd kind of stupidEven \ery simple villagex
will think that if you male a poblem out of life pu ae
stupid.This was a nice contrast to our tendency to
complicate life and create problems around most things
— mainly becauseenhae not been taught a betteay
Our whole cultue is based on the wethat the vorld
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is understood through the thinking apparatus, rather than
through the silent knwing,avakened mind.

For our practise to beatit it's impotant to not
male too nuch of ouselesBasicallyas long asevae
fascinatedybourseles ve will be bound to suffamng.
When the mind is undenined ty steams of self-ceet
thoughts such dsdon’t like myself”,“I think I’ ve got
a poblem; and so onit ends up being fed the amg
food, filled with unskilful stateaKusala dhanmma

The realisation of Dhamma is dependent also
on the stength of our mindso hav can that come
about if thee is not a ceain degee of positie energy?
That's why mettakindness and acceptance\ery
importantWe dont get a bight mind by filling it with
a lot of negatke statethat wealens itWhether its anger
greedjealousy or despairtheir true natue is not seen
they wealen thecittathe heat. But when we see them
in the light of mindfulnesshen theg hae no paver
over usTry meditating filling gur heat with metta,
then with miseles and then with pp— you’ll see the
differenceit’'s quite simplé&ou can do the same with
angerbring up things that makyou angy for a moment
and see he it affects the hefhese a just conditioned
mental statebut often we ae not really avare of hav
they affect ughis is the wrk of delusion.

So knaving very clearly the diffemce betwen
what is skillful and unskilfuhot from an intellectual
point of view, but from wisdom,|s geat pogressThe
Buddhas teaching is l&ka map that helps us grmnise
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skillful and unskilful dhammas whick should learto
recaynise and let go

Remember pur heat is like a container filled
with things that come &m the past.If weve been a
thief, or lazy or arogant]Joving and genewus in the past
then we’ll have cetain habitswhen we meditatewe
receve the esult of our habits— we cart’ just thiow
them avay at wil. Wouldnt it be nice if we could™ed
all have been enlightened a long time ago! Soingar
patiently and compassionately with efk@mma isary
important.

One thing that has become clearer from my
experence inThailand is that while the actual practice
is alvays hee and nwy, it's also argdual pocesslike
developing a skill.lt needs concentratiomindfulness
and effot. They are the tools needed to gain insight into
our attachments and to let them. géete all hee to
liberate the hearfrom delusionto lean how to live
free fom remorse or confusioiror the fuits of practice
to aiise in the hearwe need to deelop these qualities
of mind.

Here in theWest ve male a big deal about the
body and demand a lotdm it. It's got to be health
stong and comfdale; wherasin the Eastit's made
much less oft’'s impotant of couse as without it ve
would not be ale to practise dt if it cracks up or
deteioratesthere is no need to digite the mindSo as
meditatos,if we talk too nuch about our bodpr want
to sleep a little bit meywe ae basically considat a
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lousy practitioner! Bm a Buddhist pspectie it is the
mind that is more important, since it will condition wha
happens whenoy die When the mind is sting and
healtly,then the body calms dm naturallyand benefits
a lot moe than when w allov ourseles to be
overwhelmed ig concen for its well-beingThis outlook
gave me a mae balanced pspectie on the plysical
body and a ma& detached & to deal with it.The
mind can easily dsll upon negate aspects of oneself
or other peoplehis is the easieseyvof looking at life;
the hadest thing is to actually train the hetarfollow
the path of goodness, kusala dhamma, skilful dhamma.

We my feel dovn or depessedut considelit’'s
only one mental statene momentdo we want to
pemetuate such a state for a lifetime? Or caactually
through wisdomrealise that &'only one momengne
feelingpne thought? Suclealisation bngs aeal sense
of urgencyif we ae going to hee feelingsr to think
— which we cart’ avoid — we might as wll guide our
mind towads things that arskilful Anything else just
drags us den to hell...but actually v do this to
ourseles quite a lot unknaingly.

So we hae an optionwe can stain hell,the
realm of misees or in hegen,the realm of happiness or
we can stain a state of peace that comesifwisdom
— knowing that when pleasant feelingdeasant
expeiences a presentthats hesen and when i§
unpleasanthats hellThe moment pu know both as
they ae, thats feedomisnt it?The mind doesnlinger
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— thats the middle \&.We cart' control life and it taks
time to go bgond wanting hegen or feaing hell.

Just the way people walk or open doors, the way
they speak or eat can senauyto hell or hegen. It
doesrt'take much.Isnt that ridiculous? Sometimesew
feel Bissed out or @ feel firendly to the whole urverse
then, coming back to our deiling place w find
somebodyg making a bit of noisend suddenly e/feel
enragedlt doesrt take much, does it? So life isexy
unstake. Yet thee is the knwing, that moment of
freedom when gu know: “Ah, this is a feelingsgense
contactearnose.”

The teaching of the Buddheememberis to
know sense contadts object and the effect it has on
the hear. So we hear our neighbosrmaking a lot of
noise‘I’'m going to tell them off cant stand it!"But
when we ae albe to let go of itwe notice that v dont
mind really.. but then the noise stigragainand finally
we find ouseles in font of their door knockingCan
you stop it!"And of cousseif there is no wisdom at that
moment,no mindfulnessthen later onwe feel
remorseful?l feel awful, | shouldnt have done that.".
and the whole cycle of suffieg stats again.

The path shan by the Buddha isery simple
We need to emind ouseles again and again tovba
satimindfulnesdt’s like an endlesgfrainsatisatisati:
Where ae we non?..The practice ofwareness isvaéys
in the pesent momentheres no knaving in the futue
or the pasWe can knw a thought that tads us into
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the past or the future, but in the moment there is just
knowing, avareness.

So we can emind ouseles that w ae all hee
to train and kep the practice simple knov what
nurtures the heartruth,peacecalmcompassiometta.
When we hae mettathe eggthe Selfcan dissots
Notice hav when people hae metta for ugpeace ases
in our heat, doesrt'it?When people feel i@ tovards
us,we feel moe peaceful and mercalmThis is what
we can do for owseles togand if all of us do this with
one anotheit will be a good basis for the practice

So | just vant to leae you with this:let's keep
things ery simple andamind ouseles that whatesr
complicates lifat’'s not something to @ist.It's moe
likely to be the wrk of my friend Marathe Self or ego
When the hearis at peace and tleeis undestanding,
then things & quite coolquite peacefuguite OK.So
| wish you to cultvate kindness and infinite patience
towaids yurself and tovards whateer resultant kamma
you have to work through and that mabe botheing
you at this timeéThis is wty the Buddha said that patience
and endurance ethe highest disciplines.

204



205



