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Bhante Says

Today, | will talk about gratitude in
Buddhist teachings.

One of the ways we show gratitude
these days is to celebrate Mother’s

Day. BL also celebrates this day.

But actually this practice originates

from the west just like Father’s Day,
Teacher’s Day or Valentine’s Day.

Generally, human beings tend to be
forgetful, especially if we lead busy or
hectic lives. So it helps if we dedicate
a certain day for doing something

we consider important. In that case,
we may find it easier to remember
the occasion. That’s probably the
psychology behind this kind of
practice.

The 2 Pali terms that are relevant to a
discussion on gratitude are Katannyu
and Kataved,.

Nyu means knowing. Katannyu means
knowing what others have done for
our benefit. But, of course, this does
not extend to bad things others have
done to us.

Gratitude

in, Buddhism:

Katavedi means doing something for

others in return for what they have done

for our benefit.

The Buddha said, “In this world, people

who know what others have done for their
benefit and remember to do something in
return are very rare.” In other words, the

practice of gratitude is not common.

Nevertheless, | can generally say that
human beings as a general rule are
grateful people but what the Buddha
means is that in the real sense of

gratitude, we cannot find many people

who practise it.
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‘If my sickness is of benefit to Hvin% beings, let me be sick. If my death would benefit them, may I die. But if my recovery would help, may I be cured. Bless me to

accept whatever happens with JOY and use it as my PATH.”

Gyelsay Togmay Sangpo
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For example, we often try to show our
gratitude in terms of giving material
things. Of course, giving material things
can be important too. But people tend to
give too much priority to material things.
Consequently, in our minds, the virtue of
gratitude is not growing.

Sometimes, the way we neglect people who
have done good things for our benefit can be
very hurtful.

Take parents, for example. Sometimes, the
way children behave towards their parents
can even be described as lacking. Because
these same children can invite parents to
Mother’s Day lunch or dinner and, having
done so, they may think or feel that they need
not do anything more.

If they give a monthly allowance to their
parents, they think they are already showing
gratitude in that way so there’s no need to do

more.
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But no amount of money can compensate
for the love and attention their parents have
showered on them over the years. Their
respect and appreciation should extend more
than that.

That is why the Buddha said that people who
practise gratitude in the real sense are few and
far between.

If we look at the Buddha’s life, he practised
what he preached to the highest level.

He never told his followers to practise things
that he did not himself practise.

Nevertheless there is only one instance where
someone may argue that the Buddha did not
practise gratitude.

When Prince Siddhartha was 29 years old, he
left the palace, his father and step-mother,

even his wife and child, to become an ascetic.
So someone can ask, “Is that gratitude?”

To me, this is not a problem. But perhaps you may
think that ’m a monk and I’ve done something like
that too!

But in actual fact, the Buddha did not leave his relatives
and neglect his duties. He had to neglect some simple
duties, of course, such as attending to them on a
day-to-day basis and making them happy in a worldly
sense.

But his mind worked in a different way. He reflected -
‘These people expect happiness from me and so want
to see my success and progress. But that happiness is
fragile and can last only for a short while. All of them
have to die some day. I have to find happiness which is
lasting.’

Lasting happiness can only be found by eradicating
suffering or discomfort. If we can get rid of this
suffering, that is lasting happiness.

And so Prince Siddhartha resolved to find lasting
happiness for the benefit of himself, his family, his
relatives and the whole world, limitless or countless
people.

Thus if we look at things in their proper context,

we cannot say that he was irresponsible and had
forgotten his duties when he renounced the world. In
fact, he was responding to a much larger duty — the
bodhisattva’s duty to find permanent happiness for not
only all of humankind but all sentient beings.

That’s why we call his renunciation the Great
Renunciation, not an ordinary one.

The Buddha gained enlightenment under the Bodhi
Tree which sheltered him from the elements. So after
he gained enlightenment, the Buddha paid respect
to the Bodhi Tree by standing and gazing at it with
concentration for one week.

Consequently, until today, Buddhists continue this
practice of paying respect to the Bodhi Tree.

And so we can see that the Buddha showed gratitude
even to nature. Today, we are facing an environmental
crisis because we have failed to show gratitude to
nature. Instead, we abuse it and create problems for
ourselves such as global warming.

Furthermore, during the Buddha’s 6-year search for
enlightenment, he studied under 2 great teachers.
Even though they did not succeed in teaching him
the way to enlightenment, when he finally became



enlghtened on his own, he did not forget them.
Unfortunately by that time they had both
passed away.

Then he thought of his 5 companions who

had helped him when he was searching for
enlightenment. These companions had left

the Buddha when they saw him giving up self-
mortification, thinking that he had given up the
struggle for enlightenment. He found them in
Varanasi and helped them to attain liberation.

There are also other touching events in his life
as well.

When his step-mother died, the Buddha was
far away. He had to walk all the way. When
he arrived, the Sakyan people were about to
cremate his step-mother. The Buddha made
3 rounds clockwise around the crematorium.
Thus he paid the highest respect in Indian
culture.

After the cremation, he asked his relatives to
put the ashes in an urn which he carried to a
place where he paid his respect and buried
them. Although he had attained perfection, he
still paid respect to his step-mother. Not only
that but when she was alive, he also helped her
to receive ordination and practise the Dharma
to attain liberation.

Another important occasion was when his
father was very sick. He visited his father many
times. When he heard his father was critically
ill, he saw him and stayed near the King’s death
bed during his last moments. He guided the
Sakyan people in the cremation process.

So we can see very clearly that the Buddha not
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only talked about gratitude but fully practised it
as well.

As far as we ourselves are concerned, although
we may not be very ungrateful people, we
seldom pay attention to this important virtue.
Living in a fast changing, materialistic world
affects our sense of gratitude. We have less time
to pay attention to people who have helped us.

That is why we resort to the convenient way of
showing our gratitude in the form of material
things and money only. But we can and should
do more than that.

If we don’t show gratitude properly to others,
the reaction will come to us. Many people don’t
see this. And then we suffer.

But when we appreciate others’ kindness
towards us, others will show appreciation
towards us in the same way. This is also
important.

Once the Buddha was asked - What is the
greatest happiness?

The Buddha gave very clear examples of what
constitute the greatest happiness in the Mangala
Sutta.

| would like to end by quoting some relevant
verses from the Mangala Sutta -

Serving one’s father and mother
Providing for one’s wife and children
Being orderly in one’s occupation
This is the greatest happiness

Sharing and being righteous
Helping relatives

Avoiding harmful actions
This is the greatest happiness

Showing respect and being humble
Content and grateful

Hearing the Dhamma at the proper time
This is the greatest happiness.

Being patient

Speaking kind and gentle words
Discussing Dhamma at the proper time
This is the greatest happiness.

Bhante B Dhammaratana
Religious Advisor
Buddhist Library

‘Sometimes, the way we neglect people who have done
good things for our benefit can be very hurtful.’
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Being Present — A Meditation Retreat
at Wat Ram Poeng

Chieftain, for one who truly sees the pure and simple
arising of phenomena and the pure and simple continuity of
conditioned things, there is no fear.

When with wisdom one sees the world as just like grass and
wood, not finding any selfishness, he does not grieve with the
idea, ‘It is not mine.’

Theragatha, vs 716 - 17
(The Essential Teachings of Buddhism —
Ed. Kerry Brown and Joanne O’Brien)

Nestled in the south-western
corner of Chiangmai, not far
from the airport, is a medium-
sized monastery called Wat
Ram Poeng (WRP).

From the outside, it looks
very ordinary, no different
from the thousands of
Thai temples that dot this
Buddhist kingdom. But a
closer look tells a different
story.

Daily, white-clad meditators, some foreign but mostly
Thai, sit under trees or tread up and down ever

so deliberately in silent contemplation. Inside the
auditorium, more meditators contemplate neatly in
rows. Most, however, simply meditate unseen in their
own individual rooms or kutis.

WRP is home to the Northern In5|ght Medltatlon
Centre (NIMC).
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NIN\C offers 2 on-going medltatlon courses lasting 10
days and 26 days.

‘On-going’ means that anyone from anywhere can
apply any day to practise meditation there free of
charge. If accepted, they come on the agreed day and
are allocated a kuti each to do their practice.

The object of the meditation is to see that life has 3
universal characteristics - impermanence, suffering
and non-self. That ‘everything in this world is transient,
subject to suffering and uncontrollable. Thus the mind
abandons the desire to acquire, to have and to be’
(NIMC’s meditation booklet).

The tool is mindfulness as taught by the Buddha in
The Four Foundations of Mindfulness - contemplation
of the body, feelings, mind and objects of mind.

2 aspects of the practice are important.

Whatever thoughts, feelings or sensations — positive,
negative or neutral - occur, meditators are taught
not to reject or accept them but just to acknowledge
their presence and let them be. They are mere
impermanent phenomena.

If meditators can apply this in their daily lives, they
can better handle life’s ups and downs, enjoy the ups
without attachment and endure the downs without
fear or aversion.

It’s also necessary to have continuity or consistency
of concentration. Because when mind gets
distracted, momentary concentration weakens.

Thus, external stimuli are kept to the minimum. No
talking, no eye contact, no reading. - not even Dharma
books - and mobile phones are banned.

On the 15t day, except for a short briefing on the
basics of walking and sitting meditation, students are
thrown into the pool, so to speak, right away. They
swim, float or struggle. In any case, they dictate their
own pace of progress.

Each day, they report to the master, Phra Ajahn
Suphan (the Abbot of WRP) and brief him on their
progress and problems, if any. (Phra Ajahn means
Venerable Teacher).



In return, they get advice, further instructions,
sometimes a yogurt drink or a tangerine, but always a
smile or a chuckle.

(One day)

“Sawasdi krab, Phra Ajahn Supahn.

“Sawasdi, how are you today?”

“Pm fine, thank you, Ajahn.”

“How was your meditation?”

“It was very bad. | was very sleepy.”

“That’s okay. It’s impermanent. Do your best.” (smiles)

(Another day)

“How was your meditation?”

“Much better than before.”

“That’s okay. It’s impermanent. Do your best.” (smiles)

(Another day)

“How was your meditation?”

“It was very bad.”

“Good or bad, be mindful.” (smiles)

All meditators observe the 8 precepts which include
avoiding ‘incorrect speech’ and ‘eating at the wrong
time.

Avoiding ‘incorrect speech’ requires that we answer
the master’s questions truthfully. ‘How many hours
did you meditate?’ ‘How many hours did you sleep?’
And being truthful also means that that we stay
faithful to our precepts.

To eat at the right time is to have only breakfast

(6 am) and lunch (10.30am). No solid food after 12
noon. We chant before meals to remind us that we
eat to sustain our bodies, not to beautify them or to
replace hunger with constipation.

Still, some meditators overeat. Because they fear
hunger and the food (vegetarian and non-vegetarian)
is plentiful and tantalising.

Meditation begins with 15 minute sessions,
alternating between walking and sitting, for a total
of 6 hours per day. This builds up gradually to one
hour sessions for 12 or more hours each day.

In the 26 day course, meditators even undergo

(From WRP website)
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a process called ‘determination’ in which they
meditate, without sleeping, during the last 3 days.
But, when tired, they’re allowed to lean against the
wall.

It would be fair to say that if a retreat is like
being in prison, determination is akin to solitary
confinement.

Not surprisingly, this style of meditation has drawn
its fair share of criticism. Some even claim that this is
not the Buddha’s ‘middle path’.

Maybe.

But then again the Buddha did resolve not to
move from his seat under the Bodhi Tree until he’d
achieved enlightenment. And he did also tell his
followers as he lay dying, “Strive with diligence.”

In any event, pushing people beyond their

normal limits is not that uncommon in daily life,

in the classroom, work place and in sports. Isn’t it
remarkable then how we’re prepared to sacrifice
sleep, time with family, even risk life and limb, to
get that medal, promotion, client or title but we
hesitate or baulk, when it comes to spiritual practice?

A great benefit of this stringent regime is that it
expels us out from our comfort zone, cutting our
normally overblown ego down to size.

Ego can be insidious. At times, like Julius Caesar, we
may not even realise that it’s the boss.

‘But when | tell him he hates flatterers, he says he
does, being then most flattered’.
William Shakespeare — Julius Caesar

And because meditating for days on end goes
against the grain, our mind resists it. We start
questioning what we’re doing there. Or we imagine
problems, even symptoms of illnesses.

But if we commit to the practice and remain mindful,
all this will pass.

Of course, if we need medical attention, we
should speak to Phra Ajahn and get it. That’s also
mindfulness. And refusing to quit when it’s time to
quit is also ego.

And so if the meditation regime at NIMC is stringent,
there’s probably a good reason for it. For while we
are bombarded by mental pollutants every day of
our lives, we spend only a short time in retreat.

‘A great benefit of this stringent regime is that it expels
us out from our comfort zone, cutting our normally
overblown ego down tosize.’

Continued on page 11
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BL celebrates Vesak Day on
May 28, 2010
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On May 28, 2010, the BL Dharma
Sunday School commemorated
Vesak Day with a special

play. ‘Siddhartha to Buddha’
comprises 4 scenes lasting 15
minutes each. The 4 scenes are
the Prince’s life in the Palace,
Strolling in the Streets (where he
met the Four Sights), Asceticism
and Gaining Enlightenment.

The play is a silent one, with the
actors acting and conveying
messages through body
language, accompanied by music
and narration. Thank you Shamla
for directing the play, and
Shannon, Agatha, Sindy, Wendy,
Guan Ming, Reynold, Spencer,
Ryan, Samuel and Hui Yun for
acting in the play. (Hui Yun)
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Science and Buddhism Symposium on Emotional
Awareness: Cultivating Mental Balance and a Good Life.
Held at Suntec Convention Centre on July 15, 2010. Sponsored by

Ean Keng Si Buddhist Temple, Khoon Chee Vihara, Po Ming Tse
Temple and Buddhist Library.

Photo Credit : Ro Nie and Yeow Foo
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BOOK REVIEW

What makes You Not a Buddhist
by Dzongzar Jamyang Khyentse Rinpoche
Published by Shambala Publications (2007)
128 pages

Reviewed by Tjiep Hoe

The title of this book grabbed my attention the
moment | set eyes on it principally because | had
always wanted to know whether | was a ‘quadlified’
Buddhist.

| was ‘born’ into a traditional Buddhist family and
undertook the customary visits to the temples on
festival days but never formally took refuge in the
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. Was | a Buddhist in
the real sense of the word? Would it have mattered
if | had taken refuge formally?

This book gives a clear, unambiguous answer. To
be a Buddhist, a person must subscribe to the Four
Seals of Buddhism elaborated by the author as —

1. All things are impermanent and there is
no essential substance or concept that is
permanent.

2.  All emotions bring pain and suffering
and there is no emotion that is purely
pleasurable.

3.  All phenomena are illusory and empty.

4.  Enlightenment is beyond concepts. It’s not a
perfect blissful heaven but instead a release
from delusion or ignorance.

These ‘simple’ points are not so simple for me and
| struggled with some their aspects.

Nevertheless, | ploughed on, encouraged by the
author’s statement that we need not wear robes
or shave our heads to be Buddhists. Even if we eat
meat, drink alcohol, fool around, idolise Eminem
and Paris Hilton, we can still legitimately call
ourselves Buddhists.

| laboured through the author’s well-written,
witty, if somewhat irreverent, American style.
Somewhere towards the later part of the book, his
message finally dawned on me. Being a Buddhist
is just a label, and it is not what matters. As the
author says - ‘If you are a Buddhist, you are not a
Buddha’.

Buddhism is beyond labels, outward appearances
and rules. The essence of Buddhism is the

quest for liberation through enlightenment and
dispelling ignorance and delusion.

The Four Seals were essentially taught by the
Buddha as the hallmarks of reality as realised

by enlightened beings. They are universal
characteristics of the universe as it exists and are
not ideas or concepts created orinvented by the
Buddha. Rules, precepts and teachings are just
guides to help us stay the course as we attempt to
traverse the Noble Eightfold Path, the path that
leads to enlightenment.

For example, virtuous actions are good and
performing them will enable us to reap good results.
But if we do not understand, even at a superficial
level, the truth of emptiness, that all compounded
phenomena do not exist on their own power but

are dependent on causes and conditions for their
existence and demise (the 3™ Seal), we can do all the
good in the world but they will enable us to achieve
material goals only, not spiritual ones.

In short, what distinguishes a Buddhist from a non-
Buddhist is a particular mindset that comprises
acceptance of the Four Seals. Nothing else matters

- at least as far as the litmus test of being Buddhist is
concerned.

e
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BUDDHIST

But, of course, when it comes to the remaining and
more important issue of whether we are practising
Buddhists or only Buddhist in name, that depends
on whether we take the Buddha’s teachings
seriously enough to put them into practice. As
Rinpoche says —

‘As long as you accept and practice these four truths,
you are a ‘practicing Buddhists’. You might read about
these four truths for the sake of entertainment or
mental exercise, but if you don’t practice them, you
are like a sick person reading the label on a medicine
bottle but never taking the medicine.’



‘What makes you not a Buddhist’ is a question that
all Buddhists owe a duty to themselves to explore
and answer for themselves. Not because the label
is important but because in trying to answer this
question we may understand a little more about
the essence of the religion we call our own and
what really matters.

In the process, we may very well manage to re-
orientate ourselves in the right direction to achieve
our spiritual goals as Buddhists and thereby save
ourselves a lot of time and suffering. In this regard,
the Four Seals can act as our infallible guide along
the spiritual path that we are trying to travel, in
much the same way that mariners in the past who
did not have radar to guide them on the high seas
relied on the North Star to reach their destination.
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This is not a book for everyone because of the author’s
language, writing style and the way he challenges the
reader to engage him in the issues he discusses. It
certainly was not an easy read for me. But ultimately in
spite of all that, but perhaps because of all that, | found
that reading it was very meaningful and beneficial for
me.

If you would like to read this book, | suggest reading
it in the following order - introduction first, then the
conclusion, and when you come across each of the
Seals in the conclusion, go back and read the chapter
that is dedicated to the respective Seal.

‘What makes you Not a Buddhist is a question that
all Buddhists owe a duty to themselves to explore
and answer for themselves.’

Editorial (Continued from page 5 )

| therefore readily recommend NIMC’s retreats
to anyone with the appropriate motivation

for spiritual practice and who’s physically and
mentally fit.

Meditators who complete their courses often
emerge from the experience with a better
understanding of themselves, especially their
weaknesses, and feel lighter and happier.

One final word about WRP.

The vast majority of practitioners here are
women and girls. This augurs well for the future
of Buddhism in Thailand because mothers
influence children more than fathers.

As one China-born mae-chi and interpreter for
Mandarin-speaking meditators said, “Phra Ajahn
Suphan treats men and women equally.”

(A mae-chi is a white-clad female 8 preceptor).

Buddhism is sometimes criticised in Thailand for
discriminating against women because women here
are not allowed to be fully ordained nuns or bhikkhunis.
They can only become mae-chis, usually confined to the
monastery’s kitchens.

But in WRP, mae-chi’s perform all kinds of duties
including teaching the Dharma and meditation. There’s
even a bhikkuni ordained in China who acts as an English
interpreter.

In April 2010, when | went for my retreat at WRP, | met
Phra Lim, an affable Brunei-born monk who nevertheless
keeps meditators on their toes when it comes to Dharma
etiquette and practice. Mandarin and English-speaking
Phra Lim also assists Phra Ajahn Supahn with foreign
meditators.

He welcomed me heartily and said, “Do you realise how
lucky you are to want to practise meditation? People in
Singapore and Brunei are so comfortable, they won’t want
to meditate.”

As always, | wish you pleasant reading.

Chwee Beng
Editor
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BOOK REV’EW Perhaps it is the style of writing or maybe it
is just the presentation. However, | feel that

this book examines karma in a pretty unique
Working with Karma - manner. The author’s style of writing is

Understanding and transforming your karma engaging and, | find, refreshing.

by Gill Farrer-Halls Each chapter deals with a different aspect

Published by Octopus Publishing Group (2007) of karma and its influence on the different
128 pages aspects of one’s life, such as careers and
Reviewed by Kim Li relationships. Each chapter is relevant to an

aspect of our daily lives.

1{ l* Ill Inside each chapter, there are various key
a. a points that relate to the chapter on hand.
Forinstance, in the chapter ‘How does karma
work?’, the author chooses points like ‘Cause

ﬁ. and Effect’ and ‘Individual, Collective and
;' Universal Karma’ to illustrate the complexity of
o how karma works and how interdependent we
i = are on each other. The essence of the chapter
j““ {- is well emphasised and each key point works
A - to enhance the message that the author tries
e Y

to bring across.

Of the different sections of the book, the one
b that | enjoy the most is the meditation that
follows the points of a chapter.

This book makes for a very interesting read. | don’t mean just
the contents of the book but my reaction to the contents. The
contents were definitely informative and well presented. But
as | read the book, | was aware of how my reactions changed.
And that to me is very interesting since | usually don’t face such
distinctive differences when | read.

The meditations that are described are
exercises that the reader can do even after he
or she has finished the book. The meditation
relates back to the topic and re-iterates the
focus points of that topic.

The meditations guide the reader through a
series of steps, slowly focusing on different
aspects of the meditation and doing some
reflections on the feelings that arise and so
forth. This is done skillfully to get the reader to
focus and to relax at the same time and also
learn how to handle the emotions that might
arise during the meditation. The steps capture
the essence of the topic and highlight them in
a gentle manner, making the actual meditation
arelaxing process.

As | read through the book, there were moments when |
thought to myself that the subject at hand was nicely presented
with a focus on making it relevant to current world culture.

The chapters describe what karma is, how it works and how it
relates to our lives. They also include instructions on how to do
some short meditations for each chapter and each meditation
technique differs from point to point.

However, there were also moments when | noted feelings of
displeasure arising as | read the book. | think what | felt was
that as the book tried to make it relevant, it also tried to explain
the essence of the subject in a simplified manner that is also
suitable for a variety of audience who may not be Buddhists.
While | feel that there is nothing wrong with this approach, |
find myself questioning the accuracy of the portrayal for some
of the paragraphs and ideas as | feel that the idea may be too
simplified or related in a manner that is too vague.

There are also pages that describe certain
yoga steps that help the reader to be in touch
with nature and with himself or herself. The
yoga poses are described in a generic manner
with emphasis on being in contact with one’s
feelings, being present in the moment.

What is interesting about my reaction is that sometimes |

find the topics discussed have a depth that is more advanced
instead of just a cursory description. It visits different aspects
of the topic and relates each back to the topic discussed in an
in-depth manner. However, sometimes | find that the topic
discussed is very superficial and the terms used seem to be
generalised for too wide a spectrum of readers.

Despite some of the misgivings | may have, |
still feel that the book is very well-presented
in a manner that makes it relevant to our lives.
It takes an ancient topic and melds it with the
present almost effortlessly.

fHowever, I fe;el that this book examines karma
I’'ve always had this preconception that Buddhist books in wr?t%rgetéyel;g;;ﬁgm aaﬁdnfgnzhe;gfl#g;ﬁirn?,t yle of

general lack the ability to explain the topic with that “oomph”.
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