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Luang Por Sumedho’s Words

to the Preceptees

An Excerpt from Ajahn Sumedho’s Question and Answer Session at the Buddha Hall in CTTB on July 20, 2017
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Compiled by the Editorial Staff / Chinese Translation by Angela Morelli

Luang Por Sumedho: For those “Going forth,” this is a very
admirable event - to leave the worldly life for the life of a shramana
or alms-mendicant. The whole aim is to, the whole purpose of
ordination is to realize Dhamma, to awaken to reality, to realize,
in Theravada terms, Nibbana, realize ultimate reality. The whole
structure of monastic life, monastic training, is an aid to that
realization, because it concentrates your mind and you have a form,
a designated traditional form that was established by the Buddha
himself before he passed away.
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This form, before the historical Buddha passed away, took final

Nirvana, his attendant, Ananda, said, “What are we going do without
our teacher? When you die who will be our teacher?” In the Pali’s
scripture, it says this: “I leave you the Dhamma and the Vinaya.”

Dhamma, or Dharma, in Sanskrit, doesn’t have any form. Its reality,
its awakened conscious reality is here and now. There are no words to
describe it, but it can be recognized or realized through mindfulness.

Also the Buddha established the form; the Dhamma is formless
and the Vinaya is about form and structure, and about precepts. It is
based on moral behavior and etiquette on behaving properly. In this
agreed structure of the Vinaya, we reduce a lot of the stress that one has
in daily life because in terms of what we do, what we say, we live within
that particular traditional form. In that sense it creates the Sangha,
rather than a group of individuals each trying to get enlightened.

This tradition itself, the Vinaya tradition, is the very reason that
you are going to ordain. Taking Upasampada, Ordination, occurs
because the Buddha established the structure. It has managed to survive
2560 years and you can still see it here at the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas and at Abhayagiri. I have been visiting various monasteries
in Europe and last year I went to branch monasteries in New Zealand
and Australia. These are in countries which, historically, do not have a
Buddhist tradition. Yet, suddenly, in the past 60 years, there has been
this incredible interest in the teaching of Buddhism in those countries,
just as there has been here in the United States. Before, nobody was

really interested in Buddhism; it was dismissed as a religion for the
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Chinese and that was it. One had heard of it, but one knew nothing
about it.

My introduction to Buddhism really happened when I was serving

in the military in Japan, through reading books on Zen Buddhism in
English, which in those days, books or scriptures in English, were
hard to find. So I have tried to encourage this tradition. There has
been a lot of effort living in England and here in United States too,
to modify the tradition because it doesn’t always align itself with the
ideals of modern life here in the United States or in Europe.
This creates a sense of ancient traditions needing to be changed
or modified to fit the ideals of the present time. But, from my
own experience living with Luang Por Chah in Thailand for
ten years, and then in the UK for thirty-four years (now I am
living back in Thailand.) I have found that, even though as an
American, in terms of modernizing it, making it more American
or more British, fitting it better into the existing culture, I have
never really wanted to do that.

Because when you reflect, this tradition has survived since
ancient times. What tradition do we maintain in a country like
England, which does have a strong cultural history? What was
happening in England 2560 years ago? There’s nothing that still
exists, that has been able to survive from 2560 years ago. Politics
is about ideals, modern ideals, which are beautiful, beautiful
ideals, but the Buddha established his teaching not on ideals,
about how things should be, but on the way things are. This
is very important. We all know how things should be. There
should be no corruption; there should be equality, freedom, and
democracy, all the best that you can create in your mind, in your
rational mind. We all want the United States to have equality,
freedom, democracy, justice, morality and all the best. That’s an
ideal but right now it is like this.

We began to open to the way things are in the present which
is the experience of dukkha or “unsatisfactoriness.” Because an
ideal doesn’t change anything. You create an ideal, and after 2560 years
it is still the same ideal. But to take something that is so ordinary, that
is not an ideal (and this was after the Buddha’s enlightenment), taking
something so common, so banal, and experienced by every single
human being and putting that in the category of the Noble Truths,
this is work of genius. Because we can all relate to this, whether you
are male or female, rich or poor, whether youre European or Asian,
it’s pretty much the same thing.

‘This is one reason why the idealistic structure of the west, where
we're never satisfied with our ideals because we can’t create an ideal
society. Life is like this, just like you will find in monastic life. You
have an ideal of what a monk should or should not be. This is a kind

of like a guide, a guiding light, or a directional sign. But you also
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begin to realize we are not ideals. We are not
marble statues. We have blood, nerve endings,
eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and a body. We have
emotions, we feel, this is a feeling realm that
we're experiencing and that feeling realm is to
be understood through mindfulness.

In this life, you have chosen to bear with
despair, impatience, greed, anger, resentment,
jealousy, and all the human emotions; you
just don’t wipe them out. But to encourage
you, your relationship to them changes from
attachment out of ignorance—just blindly
reacting, attaching to what you are feeling,
acting or speaking on those feelings—to
observing, to the ability that every human
being has to witness to what youre feeling
is like. You notice this is a realm of feeling.
It’s not an ideal realm. You are not an ideal
cither. You are a living human being with
your conditioned sense of self, separate
self, your own cultural, social identity, your
thinking habits and your memories; all these
will appear in your consciousness. But the
Buddha emphasized mindfulness, awareness,
which is the “in” word these days.

Master Hsuan Hua tried to bring this
tradition, recognized as Mahayana Buddhism
to the West, but Mahayana and Theravada are
both based on these Four Noble Truths. This
was the first sermon that the Buddha gave
after his enlightenment. In the Pali’s scripture,
the story goes that after the Buddha’s
enlightenment, the first thought that came to
him was, “How can I teach enlightenment?
There are no words, no language for it. It’s
here and now, its timeless, it's deathless.
How do I teach that? There is no possible
description of Dhamma, or enlightenment
that anyone would learn from.” At that time,
according to the scripture in the Suttas, the
god, Brahma Sahampati, came forth and
said to the Buddha, ©

little dust in their eyes, teach for the welfare

Teach those with a
of those people.” T've always considered this
a very important recognition that you are

here because there is little dust in your eyes.
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Why are you here at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas,
thinking of ordaining as bhikkhunis or bhikkhus? Why?
Only you know why you are doing it. But the benefits
go toward the selfless realization of Dhamma or ultimate
reality.

This is my 51* year as a bhikkhu. Most of my life has
been influenced by these Four Noble Truths. I've had the
best opportunities anyone could expect to prove them, to
investigate them. Over all these years as a Buddhist monk,
I've really appreciated and have an incredible gratitude
to the Lord Buddha himself for establishing such a wise
teaching, a structure that’s not to be grasped as a belief
system. The Four Noble Truths are a directional sign; you
don’t grasp suffering and believe it. You recognize it. You
open yourself to the sense of loneliness, fear, anxiety, or
jealousy, greed, lustful thoughts, anger, and resentment.
These are emotions all human beings have and our
relationship to them is not trying to get rid of them, but
to see them in terms of the Four Noble Truths. They arise
and then they cease.

When we begin to have the patience, and the
willingness to bear with the First Noble Truth, we begin
to experience the deathless reality; it’s Dhamma. It’s not
something that you have to get, it’s just uncovering the
obstructions, the obstacles that hide ultimate reality from

our conscious awareness at this time.
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