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Mindfulness, that Pali word, sati, is establishing
awareness, in the present: in the here and now.
Its not something you get. You dont become
mindful. You are mindful. It’s so immediate, that
an attempt to define it can be very misleading.
It’s an ability to just be attentive to the present
moment. And in the satipatthana, is like the
ability to apperceive, to embrace all in the
present. It’s not about being mindful particularly
about one object that you focus on, but on the
Totality of this Moment. So the satipatthana -
mindfulness, intuitive awareness - is the ability
to open to the present moment, which includes
everything. At this moment, you know your
body, your breath, your sensory experience, your
emotional state, your memories, or whatever.

Is not about right or wrong anymore, its
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just an inclusive reality of conditioned phenomena changing. Our
relationship to that phenomena is knowing it in terms of what it
really is, that all conditions are impermanent. So the vipassana, the
insight practice, is all about reflecting and observing impermanence or
changing. So in the Pali tradition, we have this continuous repetition
of the sabbe sankhara anicca —all conditions are impermanent.

It’s easy enough to understand that intellectually. It doesn’t take
long to kind of agree to that. But to actually
practice that, to relate to phenomena
that we're experiencing in the present by
awareness of its change —rather than of
its quality: whether it’s pleasant or painful,
exciting or boring, or whatever. It’s
changing from somebody who’s looking
for happiness, excitement, an interesting
life, entertainment, distraction, running
away from boredom, or anxiety, worry,
fear, running away from anger or greed,
lust, or conditions of this nature, we're
actually observing them from the position
of Buddha or Buddho or mindfulness,
knowing the nature of conditioned
phenomena.

So Luang Por Chah uses this mantra,
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this very simple mantra: Buddho — as a way we use develop mindfulness.
It is a two-syllable word and actually the name of the Buddha, but in
Pali they use it in a mantric form. It’s the refuge that we take when
we are mindful. We are in that refuge of Buddho or the refuge of the
Buddha. That’s what mindfulness allows us to be—in that refuge—and
what is a refuge? It’s always a safe place to be. When you seek refuge,
you look for some place where you will feel secure and safe, and you
actually are. With Buddha as a refuge, it’s not a kind of fantasy, or
make-believe refuge. It’s actually the reality of awakened consciousness
to the present moment. There’s no refuge that’s safer than that.

In the refuge of Dhamma (Sanskrit: Dharma), Dhammo, it’s like
once there’s an established knowing, this mindful apperception of
conditioned phenomena, then we know we actually know Dhamma
not from our views or opinions that we get from books or teachers,
but from our own inside, our profound understanding into reality.
And then in the refuge of Sangha (Sangho), it is those practicing the
Dhamma, those actually developing, cultivating the Dhamma, those
who practice in the right way directly.

So when I was first ordained in this Theravada Tradition, I didnt
really know much about it. I had a Zen introduction. I was a very avid
reader of Aldous Huxley when I was a student at Berkeley. He actually
puts down Theravada Buddhism. He says they havent produced any
Arhans (Sanskrit: Arhats) other than the Buddha. He really traduces
and vilifies Theravada. I thought I really didn’t want to bother with all
that. He said all they do, the monks do, is just keep rules. They think
you can just keep rules and become enlightened. To a graduate student
at Berkeley, living at a time where you threw out all the rules, Theravada
didn’t sound very interesting.

I remember in Berkeley at the time, they were always quoting The
Prophet by Khalil Gibran, “Follow your heart wherever it takes you.” I
saw so many doing that, and it didn’t take you to very good places! It is
kind of inspiring. It sounds so poetic and beautiful, but you know some
of the rules we keep are about all kinds of things that you don’t think
anyone would make a rule about. So it’s strange, going from the Berkeley
scene into this very strict orthodox Northeastern Thai monastery, where
they keep these rules, even to the smallest detail.

The reason for doing this was because the experience of living a
hedonistic life — just on following your desires, impulses, and ideas
— the result was that I became a very confused person. At the time I
finished my degree, I was totally confused and also disappointed. There
was a lot of aversion and self-criticism: a kind of aversion to myself. I
didn’t like what was happening to me and what I had become. So this
interest in Buddhism was the light at the end of the tunnel. It was the
only hope I had, which brought me into Thailand and into the Thai
forest tradition. Then I found myself in a very strict form, almost totally

opposite to the life I had been living before.
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This is one thing that modern life doesn’t understand about
tradition and form. We create ideals by thinking in superlative ways:
the very best, the purest, the brightest —and we create images of
perfection. But life for us is not ideal, is it? It’s the way it is. If you
have to live in a human body, it’s not an ideal form. It’s born, grows
up, gets old, gets sick, and dies. So it’s this changingness. We have
to live in the world that is continuously changing that’s not ideal.

In this way of reflection, the Buddha was pointing to the way
things are, not to the way things should be. We can see, in just my
lifetime, the American ideal of democracy and these wonderful
ideals that this country established itself on, that there is so much
disappointment, because even though it was built on ideals,
it has never developed wisdom: an understanding of the way
things are. If you only create an ideal in your mind, you're going
to be disappointed because none of us are ideals. We are living,
breathing, human, feeling forms. We are not like beautiful marble
statues that can stay beautiful for a long period of time. We have to
deal with sickness, with weakness, with grief and loss, aging and so
forth. So that’s why the Buddha started this basic teaching on the
noble truth of suffering or unsatisfactoriness.

You know in the Pali word “dukkha” is that which you cant
bear, that which is disillusioning or unpleasant in our lives. So the
English word, “suffering”, is good enough. You get the point. This
suffering is raised from a position, because we all want happiness.

None of us wants suffering. We're looking for happiness, love,
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and security. We want all the best that we can conceive of. We
don’t want old age, sickness, and death. We dont want anything
unpleasant. We'd like life to be fair and good, and everybody to
be honest, truthful, dependable, honorable and the best. The best
words - wed like life to be like that. But life is not like that. That
is our ability to create images of the best. But Dhamma is about
reality - the way things really are -the way it is. So, in terms of
Dhamma, it is not about the best anymore. The Buddha, in his
wisdom, pointed directly at the way conditions really are. They
are changing.

Over the years, in my life, as a Buddhist monk and meditator,
it's putting this into practice continuously, whatever happens.
Whether you're loved or hated, praised or blamed, successful or
a failure, all the worldly conditions - they are all seen in terms of
a personal level - I like success, I like to be praised, and I like to
be healthy and strong. I don’t want to be blamed for anything
or criticized. I don’t like being criticized at all, and then I want
pleasant things, I want life to be fair, I want to feel that I am loved
and respected. Thats the personal, worldly mindset of human
beings - for most of us.

Then in the terms of Dhamma, were looking at these
conditions in terms of change, not in terms of personal preference
or personal intonation. They’re no longer taking it in the sense of
judging our own personal perceptions of the world and ourselves,
but looking at them for what they really are. All conditions are
changing. We become more and more aware of change rather
than spending our lives looking for the best monastery, the best
conditions, the best teacher and the best of everything. Whatever
monastery you are in, you can always imagine a better one. I know
this from experience! No matter how we might try to establish the
best monastery, like Ajahn Pasanno established the best monastery
as far as 'm concerned, but how many of you are really satisfied
with it? You can imagine a better one. This is like the awakening
of conscious awareness to the realities of the present.

In the Second Noble Truth, why did the Buddha take
suffering as a noble truth, since it’s what nobody wants? We more
or less see it as a nasty fact of life. I remember as a little boy, being
brought up as a Christian, asking my mother, “Why is there pain?
Why did God create pain?” If T were God, I wouldn’t have created
pain! I don’t remember how my mother answered it. It’s a good
question, isn’t it? If God is all love and creates only what is good,
why is there so much of the opposite? This is the question of a
child, a little boy. It’s a question about something I don’t want.

I don’t want physical pain. I don’t want to feel hurt, or anything

like that.
s> To be continued
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