Awareness in the Present:

in the Here and Now
SIEET

Spoken by Ajahn Sumedho
at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
on July 13, 2014
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Photos taken during Venerable Master Hua’s
visit to Europe at 1990.

Dbharma Master Sure:

Venerable Master, Venerable Ajahn Sumedho, venerable
members of the Sangha, Dharma Friends, Amituofo! My
name is Heng Sure, and I get the opportunity to do a very
short introduction here. Many of us have histories and
cherished memories with Luang Por Sumedho, with our
venerable Dharma friend, Dharma brother, and good advisor,
but 'm going to give a short personal reflection, and the
details of his life I think are well known on the programs and
advertisements that have been going around, but I just wanted
to say something about how deep the affinities with the City
of Ten Thousand Buddhas and with Master Hsuan Hua are
with our Dharma friend, our guest, our family member..

In 1980, I had returned from a pilgrimage. It took two
and a half years to get here, and when I arrived, I was bowing.
It was time for CTTB’s winter chan retreat, our annual

meditation retreat that we do in silence for three weeks. At

20/ &MIERE —o—MmE+S

THE AR

BlisC BN~ #RETEARD ~ &#AL
[F2ER - REFTEEEH |
RS &H— T BRI EVART - &R5%
JE R AT LR 2 IRy (b A& ~ Bl
SLERRIE R - S AT 2 A
HAREERIEE - BN MR
HYAESP - RS AL AR s Y
XEPEEE] > NI E RS —
REEHEEGBERLLE N EA
HIRE -

19804F » & I SE R 1Y =
B —FF > BIEEGBER % A
R IEE —F — R =8 & F
t e H—K o RIS~ BAW
fHENE A B ABRER 0 TR I



one point, in the winter chan retreat, Master Hsuan Hua, our founder and
our Venerable Abbot, said, “Come over here,” to me, “I want you to meet
someone.” I walked over, and there was this very tall, and I have to say, rather
stern looking American monk. He looked no nonsense and like someone, in
the language we would use, like someone who had actually resolved his mind
on cultivation of the way, someone for whom Bodhicitta was a reality. Master
Hua said, “This is Ajahn Sumedho. He has been through a famine in India and
survived. He has walked all over Thailand. He is an American who has resolved
to leave home, and cultivate, long before you even heard of the Dharma,” he
said. (He was speaking of me, personally.) The Master said, “You should bow
to him, and take him as your role model in cultivation.” How important was
that image of the American monastic Sangha, already taking roots in Western
soil. That was my first introduction to Ajahn Sumedho.

Another image that I wanted to share with everyone was when our teacher,
Venerable Master Hsuan Hua, was in the last days in this body. He was not
long on his way to entering Nirvana. I got the message that I should find
out if Ajahn Sumedho was in the country. So I made a few phone calls. I
think I called Ajahn Amaro who was in San Francisco at the time. Abhayagiri
Buddhist Monastery didn’t exist at that point. So I called and they said, “Yes,
in fact, Ajahn Sumedho is here visiting.” So, I said, “Would it be possible for
him to come with me, down to Los Angeles and pay a visit on Master Hua?”
Ajahn Sumedho said, “Yes, I would. I would like to go.” So we went down on
Southwest Airlines, myself and Ajahn Sumedho, down to West Covina, when
Master Hsuan Hua was there.

They exchanged some pleasantries and affirmed that in past lives, they
had been fellow cultivators on the path and that is how they knew each other.
Master Hua said, “I understand that Master Ajahn Amaro and you have been
looking for a suitable home for the Thai Forest Sangha in America.” Ajahn
Sumedho said, “Yes.” Master Hua said, “Well, we have a piece of land on the
mountainside. It’s pretty rugged. It’s suitable only for monks and I wonder
whether you would accept that as your new home. Ajahn Sumedho said, “Why
yes, we would.” That was the official beginning of what is now Abhayagiri. So,
those are some very deep and personal memories that I have regarding our
Venerable Father Luang Por Sumedho, and I would like him now to share his

Dharma Wisdom with us, please.

Ajabn Sumedho began with a prayer:

Namo Tassa Bhagavato Arahato Samma Sambuddhasa (3x)

(Homage to the Blessed, Holy, Perfectly Enlightened One.)

Buddham saranam gacchami (I go to the Buddha for refuge.)

Dbhammam saranam gacchami (I go to the Dharma for refuge.)

Sangham saranam gacchami (I go to the Sangha for refuge.)

With respect to Venerable Heng Sure, Heng Lyu, the Sangha present,
and lay people, it is a real pleasure to re-visit the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas. I've been retired, if monks can retire, and I live in Thailand. I have

been in Thailand for the past four years. I live quite a reclusive life in a forest
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monastery. I promised Ajahn Amaro on my eightieth birthday I would
go to Amaravati (Buddhist Monastery in England) for the celebration
of that event which will be on the 27th of July. So I'll be eighty years
old complete by that time. My sister is 82 years old, and I wanted to
see her and she lives in Vancouver, Washington. I went to visit my
sister and went to many other places. I've been on the road now for
over a month, travelling from one place to another. Then coming to
Abbhayagiri, I particularly wanted to visit Ajahn Pasanno and the monks,
his disciples at Abhayagiri. I also particularly wanted to visit City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas, because it is due to the great generosity of the
Great Master Hsuan Hua that Abhayagiri has been established. Without
that, it wouldn’t be here. I always felt this strong connection between
the different traditions from the Thai forest tradition and the Chinese
Mahayana tradition.

In the world now, as in England, for example, where I lived for many years,
there’s every representative of every Buddhist tradition that you can possibly
conceive of, as well as modern interpretations - Buddhist psychotherapy and
new age adaptations to Buddhist teachings. It’s a very impressive time to see the
interest in this very ancient teaching. People often wonder, what does an ancient
religion have to offer a modern, industrial, technological, and affluent society?
Why suddenly this interest in countries like the United States? Why is there
suddenly this great interest in Buddhism? I've been very much a part of that,
since 1955 when I became interested in Zen Buddhism.

I was in the U.S. Navy at the time and I was on a ship that would sail between
San Francisco and Japan. I was at the beginning stage; what was available in the
English language about Zen Buddhism was limited. Of course, it did offer a
challenge to the mind, because, speaking for myself, I had been brought up in a
very ordinary, middle-class Christian family in the United States, with a mindset
of conditioned thoughts arranged in a certain way, in that particular cultural
conditioning in that environment. Somehow one felt this sense that there had
to be something more than just this rigidity of just black and white, heaven and
hell, good and bad, and in such absolute terminologies. You could sense there
had to be more to life than just this dualistic rigidity.

It was very much my straitjacket: my mental, intellectual straitjacket at
the time. There was an intuitive feeling that there was more to life than just
identifying everything in terms of good and bad, right and wrong. Of course
the initial interests of Zen Buddhism started with it being kind of fashionable
and slightly superficial, but it was interesting. There was the Beatnik interest, the
Beats’ Zen and so forth. It all contributed in many ways towards an awakening
for many of us. So even though we can criticize the early stages, I've always
been incredibly grateful to that beginning, because it was a transformation, a
change in my own life. There was a hope and an interest generated from that first
meeting with Zen Buddhism.

Altogether 49 years - most of my life has been within the robe and of course,
it’s been truly a wonderful lifetime looking back, because of having such an

opportunity to live my life in such a good way. I never really expected it, even
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in my wildest fantasies that such doors would open for me, opportunities to
understand and to practice the Buddhist teaching. So looking back over these
years, at eighty, you know, you're definitely an old man and you have a lot
of memories from your past. These memories now generate into a sense of
incredible gratitude and joy at the opportunity that I've had to live this life in
this very fine way, this interesting way!

There was this intuitive sense, something in me. I remember when I first
came across Zen Buddhism, reading a few pages of a D.T. Suzuki book, my
interest, my faith in Buddhism, responded immediately. It was spontaneous.
I didn’t know why at the time, because if you had asked me to explain what
it was, I wouldn’t be able to tell you anything. There was just a feeling, or
something or other, because we didn’t have any words or understanding of it
on an intellectual level, but it was a strong intuitive breakthrough. At least I
found something that was some kind of conventional form that could explain
or lead me toward a way of life that I could respect and that I could actually
practice.

At first I thought of Buddhism was another kind of interesting religion.
Being brought up as a Christian, your attitude toward other religions is
dismissal. You dismiss all the other religions and believe what the priest says
or what your parents think. That was very much the attitude that my social
background provided me with but I also recognized that people
didn’t know anything about Buddhism. Western people. You
know, it was easy to dismiss because you didn’t know what
it was about. It was just some strange religion in China that
you could easily say, “It may be good for them, but what has
it got to do with my life?” The thing is, the Buddhist teaching
is a universal truth. It’s not based on cultural conditions.
That’s why it resonates at a time like this, in a country like the
United States. We've developed highly advanced technology
and science, and we have democratic institutions and all these
worldly conditions, based on high-minded thinking ideals

and so forth, with clever intellectual exercises and abilities
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to manipulate phenomena in ways that we can bend it to our will
and make it do what we want. But, we have not developed wisdom.
In the Buddhist teaching, wisdom is not an intellectual exercise that
you just learn wise sayings of the Buddha from scripture. You actually
emphasize the practice: putting it, making it work, making it real for
you. This is what I found so skillfully done in Thailand with Ajahn
Chabh.

This was in 1967 when I met him. I was already ordained as a
samanera (novice monk) from another place in Thailand and had been
practicing meditation in a kind of isolated environment, just by myself
in a little hut, and I had a very good experience with that. I realized
I needed to take the Bhikkhu ordination, the training to be under
an authority, to not just
live my life isolated
from everyone else but
I had to learn how to
integrate this practice
into life within a group:
the Sangha. Then I met
a disciple of Ajahn Chah
and when I became a
fully ordained monk,
they took me to meet
Luang Por Chah. During
that year as a simanera,
I had developed a lot
insight, just reflecting
on the initial sermon of
the Buddha, the Four
Noble Truths (Dhamma
Cakka Pavattana Sutta).
During that year, I just
had this one little book,
a little pamphlet from
the Kandy, Sri Lanka by
the Buddhist Publication Society, called Word of the Buddha. It was a
German Bhikkhu (Nyanatiloka Mahathera) who had published it and
had taken the important teachings from the Tripitaka and put them in
this manageable book that had everything that you needed to know in
order to put it into practice. I had that with me. I didn’t take any other
books because I didn’t want to distract myself. If I was going to read, it
would be about the Four Noble Truths.

The First Noble Truth is about dukkha or suffering. After the initial
high of being alone and away from all worldly pressures - that lasted
for about two or three days - then I was stuck with myself for 24 hours

a day for almost a year. You know they’d bring me the food - one meal
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a day. I couldn’t speak the language, and nobody
could speak English, so I was just dependent on
practices, what they call Kau Hang, where you
enter a little hut, or kuti, and then you're not
supposed to go anywhere else. You're supposed
to stay there but you can go outside and do
walking meditation, but youre not expected
to attend meetings or anything else, so there I
was, this American simanera novice, in this little
hut, in Northeast Thailand, with this one book.
Try to imagine what that would be like. I didn’t
have anyone to talk to, no telephone, or radio,
television, no electricity, nothing, just a basic
hut. But using this formula of the Four Noble
Truths, this is what I was interested in doing.
That is why I put myself in such a situation.

Before, I lived in Bangkok. I was teaching
English at a university there and I met all these
expatriate Buddhists that were available at
the time in Bangkok. They were Americans or
British people who were in Thailand and who
were interested in Buddhism. So I'd meet with
them, we'd have discussions and they all had very
strong views about who was the best teacher and
who wasn’t any good. I became totally confused,
living in Bangkok, listening to the views and
opinions of expatriates. So I fled Bangkok! I
actually ran away and didn’t tell anybody where
I was going. I ended up in Nong Khai, which is
the province that borders on Laos. If you go to
Vientiane in Laos, you have to go to Nong Khai so I had
to go to Laos in order to renew a visa to re-enter Thailand.
Then in Nong Khai I spent the first Pansa (three-month
rains retreat for monastics, Pali: Vassa) in 1966 in a forest
monastery.

What happens when your life has been one where you
have been constantly distracted? You live a life, you read. I
was an avid reader of books and there were radios, television,
and all the other things - there are endless opportunities for
distraction. I'd been in university life. I'd been a student in
Berkeley and one had developed up to that time the habit
of distracting the mind endlessly through exciting, pleasant
and endless opportunities. Then suddenly, you are left alone.
No friends. No teacher, even. You've just got the word of the
Buddha in this little book. In the monastery, the monks and

the nuns were there to support me, but I couldn’t talk to
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them. I couldn’t speak their dialect. They spoke a northeast
dialect; it wasn’t the same dialect of Thai that you hear in
Bangkok.

The aim of the Buddha’s teaching is to cultivate this
mindfulness. Now I hear all over the western world, this
emphasis on mindfulness. It is the “in” word, it is the word
of the day, the word that everybody is using. They suddenly
discover mindfulness as something new, another thing to
develop, or get. “Get mindful.” It’s quite interesting that
the time has arrived where suddenly the western world
- modern psychology and psychotherapy are into this. In
London, the psychotherapists that I know are all talking
about mindfulness. Twenty years ago, the psychotherapists
never used that word. It wasn’t a word that they used to

describe anything they did.

This is the point that the Buddha made. We are caught in
the realm of continuous changing conditioned phenomena.
We have these physical bodies. We have senses. We have
eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body. We have a retentive
memory. We have to remember all the things that we did in
the past. We have the ability to learn about other things, to
study, to get university degrees, to learn technology, science,
history, and you name it. Everything is available now to
acquire knowledge from texts, from outside.

So we've developed that ability to acquire knowledge.
That is what our universities and schools are about: acquiring
knowledge. We get to know all about phenomena: which is
the worst, which is the best, the right and the wrong, the
highest and the lowest. Of course, this has made us very
much divided in how we see each other. We depend on
agreeing on the same views and if we don’t agree, then that
disagreement creates friction. We have wars, conflicts, and
contests endlessly about just what this group believes in and

what the other group believes in. .
group s0To be continued
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