








shamatha journey, including the attainment of
shamatha itself (as opposed to the attainment
of insight in vippasana), is irreversible.

us repeatedly in the retreat, nothing along the Bl eveN 7

At the end of the retreat, we made repeated
requests to Alan to come back to Singapore to
teach us again. A focused mind is always an asset,
no less in the mundane world than in a monas-
tery. Besides, the huge hall in the amazing
monastery where our group was fortunate
enough to be able to meditate has the capacity
to accommodate lots more retreatants.

As always, I wish you pleasant reading.
Editor
Chwee Beng

References:

Buddhism Plain and Simple by Steve Hagen.

Samatha Sutta: With Regard to Tranquility (AN 10.54).
Translated by Thanissaro Bhikkhu

Zen Buddhism, Japan by Heinrich Dumoulin. h
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BOOK ReEVIEW

Meditation on Perception

by Bhante Henepola Gunaratana
Published by Wisdom Publications (139 pages)

Reviewer: Evelyn Goh

It has taken me ages to do this book review but
not because this book is a drag. On the contrary,
it is such a treasure trove — rightly so, of course
- that I felt the need to digest every word, every
line properly before I would deem it fit for me to
comment on its content, style, merit - essentially
the nuts-and-bolts of a book review.

Without doubt, the venerated Bhante Gunaratana -
author of Mindfilness in Plain English - has done
it again. This book is, in fact, a complete meditation
programme that would make a sequel seem irrele-
vant. A skilful writer and a veteran spiritual teacher,
his wisdom and compassion shine from every page
and even lit up a little lamp within me just as I was
going through an emotionally draining period, and
to top it all, a health scare.

Poring over this book was nothing short of
game changing for me. What a huge relief it was
to realise that we are all in a state of collective
hallucination. We, the unenlightened ones, that’s
statistically more than 99.9% of  us, are not seeing
things as they really are.

Governed by our ignorance, defined elsewhere
as mis-knowing, rather than not-knowing, the
Buddha had this to say of us in the Distortions
of the Mind Sutta ( Vipallasa Sutta ) -

Sensing no change in the changing;
Sensing pleasure in suffering;
Assuming self” where there’s no self;
Sensing the un-lovely as lovely

Gone astray with wrong views,
Beings misperceive with distorted minds

— and suffer endlessly in the oscillation between
attachment and aversion.’

To begin with, this book is neatly divided into
three parts.

The first part explores how perception works,
followed by the difference between distorted and
purified perception. The second part examines in
detail the ten perceptions based on Girimananda
Sutta. The last part of this book focuses on the
meditation on perception, literally a practical
guide on insight meditation.

Behind the Girimananda Sutta lies a fascinating
story. Upon the instructions of the Buddha,
Venerable Ananda taught the ten perceptions
to a gravely ill Venerable Girimananda, who
regained his health after listening to and reflect-
ing on them. It was surmised in the book that
Venerable Girimananda’s illness was related
to Tigidity and tension caused by holding dis-
torted views concerning the self” It comes as
no surprise that these ten perceptions are also
known as the ten healing perceptions.’

Besides being an extremely therapeutic and
spiritually-rewarding book, it is also absolutely
mind-blowing to learn that all attributes like
beauty or ugliness that we ascribe to objects or
people are strictly personal and artificial. They
are the result of our own conceptual prolif-
eration, which is in turn based on our stored
memories of previous experiences. This is no
better testimony than this to the old adage,
Beauty is in the eye of the beholder’, nothing
beyond that. With this realisation, we are also
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able to understand why one man’s food is
another man’s poison. There is no room for
conflict as a result.

One phrase in the book that particularly reso-
nates with me is the part when the Buddha

said we would be disappointed with suftering.”

What it really means is that any person who
enjoys pleasure enjoys suffering since whatever
we find pleasurable would eventually change to
suftering. All conditioned things are imperma-
nent. If you're not convinced, try sharing an
apartment with your best friend.

Knowing that the stampede of change cannot be
stopped motivates us to redouble our efforts to
develop insight into the nature of reality so as
to free ourselves from the 7igh-security’ prison
of samsara. Having penetrated into the nature
of reality, our /ife becomes’, as the Buddha said,
Tike the untraceable path of birds in the sky’. All
that remains is freedom.

These profound contents are expressed in plain
English. No one is going to get lost in the jungle
of language and miss the treasure. Allow me to
quote this Latin phrase, 'S/ vis pacem, para
bellum’, which means 7 you desire peace,
prepare for war.’Indeed, wage a war against our
own afflictive emotions of attachment, aversion
and delusion with the powerful weapon of mind-
tul attention. There are no foes greater than these
afflictive emotions. Follow the step-by-step guide
in the book earnestly and you will attain %inal
perfect peace’ 1.e. nibbana.

Bhante Gunaratana makes the point that
Girimananda Sutta is ‘not a faith-healing
system but a truth healing system’.

However, judging from the detailed descrip-
tion of the stages of meditation all the way
to enlightenment, this book reinforces the fact
that all the precious teachings of the Buddha
are a result of direct meditative experiences.
Therefore, this book is unquestionably both a
taith-healing and truth-healing system for me.
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Not to mention body-healing. The specialist who
saw me concluded that my health scare was in all
likelihood due to stress ... thankfully, just another
example of a psychosomatic problem.

I would like to conclude my review with this
beautiful stanza from another sutra:

‘Of all the medicines in the world
Manifold and various
There 1s none like the medicine of Dharma.

Therefore, O monks, drink of” this.

Having drunk this Dhamma medicine,
You will be ageless and beyond death,
Having developed and seen the truth,
You will be quenched, free from craving:’

May you be well and happy.

MEDITATION ON
PERCEPTION

TEN HEALING PRACTICES
TO CULTIVATE MINDFULNESS

Reference:

Vipallasa Sutta: Distortions of the Mind (AN
4.4). Translated by Andrew Olendzki

Girimananda Sutta: 10 Girimananda (AN 10.60).

See the translation by Thanissaro Bhikkhu at

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/
anl10/anl10.060.than.html
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