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Happiness in Cultivation PIEXS/K1ELT

A talk given by Spike Morelli at CT'TB on April 15, 2018
Chinese translation by Angela Morelli
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Tonight, I would like to share a few stories from our most recent trip. Every
year we take two trips to visit family: one in the winter to see my family in
Italy, and another in the summer to visit my wife’s family in China. This
year was different, however, because we joined the DRBU delegation to
Taiwan, and at that point, we decided to combine both trips into one.

So we went to ltaly first and then to Taiwan. From Taiwan the idea
was to go to China, but the delegation was also going to Malaysia for the
first Buddha Root Farm hosted outside of the U.S., so we joined them on
that trip as well. The group was also scheduled to go to Indonesia to visit
Borobudur, something we had been thinking for many years, so we decided
to go along. Eventually we made it back to China to see my wife’s family,
and that’s where we had a big surprise.

When we got to the Beijing airport to board our flight back to the U.S.,
we were denied departure for some inconsistencies with the dates on our
visas. Initially we were in disbelief and simply thought it was a mistake,
but eventually it became clear that we would not be able to come back as
planned. After considering our options, we decided to go back to Italy to
apply for a new visa and try to resolve the issues.

We've been in the embassy in Florence many times over the last five
years, to the point, that when we went back this time, some of the people
recognized us. Normally, everything would work out in just a couple weeks,
and we thought that this time would be no different. Unfortunactely, it was
quite the opposite. The embassy denied our visa request, claiming a deeper
inspection of our case was necessary. When we got the news, we felt terrible
and quite helpless.

What I want to share, however, isn’t about the troubles of coming back,
quite the opposite in fact. It’s about the joy when we actually made it back,
the gratitude of being here, the feeling of being home. It’s about the feeling
I felt when I woke up that first morning after coming back, I was so happy.

But, just like with most things, as the days go by, you get back to the
routine, problems happen. All of a sudden, it’s not so glowing and golden
and special any more. And the second morning, after I woke up, feeling
like I was basking in golden light, I thought, “No, I don’t want to let this
happen, I want to remember this feeling, this is too precious.”

And it’s so obvious, I am the same person, the people around are the
same, the place is the same place, so how come it’s different? How come my

experience is so different? It’s so obvious, the mind makes the difference.
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The way we look at things, we can see the goodness, or we can see the
things that are not so good, we can see the things we like, or we can
see the things we dislike, focus on one or the other, and that choice
is so subtle, and often so habitual that we forget it’s actually a choice.

We have a choice moment by moment to decide where our
thoughts go, what we pick up, what we attach to, what we don’t
attach to.

I have come across this notion of joy several times over the years:
the first dhyana is the dhyana of joy; the first ground of a Bodhisattva
is the ground of joy; and if you have seen pictures of any enlightened
masters, there’s often a smile, there’s always a softness, even in the dire
circumstances of the saha world, they are still full of joy.

Maybe not my biggest problem, but certainly a problem I have
is that I think through stuff, I think about stuff, so I think about
joy, but there’s a big big difference between thinking about joy, and
understanding joy as an idea, and feeling joyful. But when I think
I end up thinking about rights and wrongs, I think about what
is correct or incorrect, but the rights and wrongs, the correct and
incorrect, actually never brought me any joy and in fact often lead
me away from it.

I’m sure many people here have a different experience of cultivation
than mine, but it’s become rather clear to me that I can’t go about
practice in terms of rights and wrongs: these are the rules of precepts,
these are the rules of cultivation, this is how many recitations I should
do; this is how I should bow; this is how you do this or that. All I got
out of practicing this way is tightness. Now that I pay a little bit more
attention to my body I can feel it, right in the middle of my stomach.
This process doesn’t actually bring the kind of joy that lightens the
heart, that other people feel welcomed by, uplifted by.

I read the Earth Store Sutra so many times, for a while, it was my
main practice, and now, I think that I never really understood it. I
understood it in terms of this is what happens, this is the retribution
for such and such infraction, and there is this idea of compassion, you
have to be good, you have to be filial, you have to be doing all these
things, but the actual feeling of compassion, the actual feeling, not
the idea of it, that feeling that warms up the heart, I didn’t really get
that back then.

So I woke up that morning with that feeling in my heart and I
wanted to keep it and not because of an attachment, but because I
thought it was important for my cultivation. So how to keep it? I
tried to change some things, and one of the things I have changed is
my morning meditation.

Normally when I'sit in the morning I would try to do a body scan
and go from head to toe and just relax the body, become more aware
and so on. Now I try to do something a bit different, and instead

of just going through the body trying to relax it, I go through the
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body, organ by organ, and I try to thank each one of them. To
be thankful for everything each organ does: my head for being
able to help me solve problems to support people here; my eyes
for seeing things; my nose for smelling; my mouth for being able
to eat and to speak; thankful for my throat, for my heart, for my
lungs, piece by piece, for my arms, my hands, and so on and so
forth.

This practice has been very interesting. My sits have become
more joyful and more peaceful, and instead of being upset at this
body for being painful or because it doesnt sit straight, because
it doesn’t allow me to do full lotus, this body has become a gift
rather than a burden, because it does allow me to sit to begin with,
it allows me to serve the temple, etc.

But most of all, I try to remind myself to smile throughout
the sit, at the start of the sit, during and at the end of it. The
first few days, I felt like a bit of an idiot and resisted it, I fele
silly sitting there and trying to smile in the Chan hall, I had no
reason to smile, but I kept doing it and it actually worked, it’s
quite amazing, the power a smile has.

They have even done studies about it, they had people hold
a pencil in their mouth, so they are basically forcing the mouth
to curve up and take the shape of a smile. In that sense they are
not even intending to smile, it’s in a way as fake of a smile as it
could possibly be, but guess what, just taking the shape of smile
produces a change, and people actually say they feel happier.

We say that everything is made up from the mind alone, but
isn’t it also true that our body influences the mind? Why would
we otherwise take on certain forms? A form, and we can see a
smile as one, is extremely powerful in nudging the mind. And so
throughout the day, not just during meditation, I try to remind
myself to smile. And as I am more and more mindful about my
expression I catch myself often taking this sort of serious face, a
serious look, especially when I think about cultivation, because
birth and death is a serious thing you know, cultivation is a serious
thing, so you ought to be serious.

My dad was a very serious man, I don’t think I ever saw him
laugh when I was a kid, so laughter didn’t seem to be such a
good thing. But, smiling more has helped me a great deal. It has
changed my perspective of forms, it has helped me to lead more
from the heart and with that to get closer to people, to be more
compassionate.

I wouldn’t have been exploring this if it wasn’t for the people I
met in Malaysia during Buddha Root Farm and those I met in our
subsequent trip to Indonesia. These people have reminded me of
a different way of being, a way to lead from the heart, and I want
to share a little story that I think captures that from our two days

in Indonesia.
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On the first day, we went to visit the ruins of
Borobudur, and then we rented bicycles and rode to
the two small temples that are forming a line in front of
Borobudur.

At our last stop, when we came out after finishing the
visit, it started raining, so we took shelter underneath the
shed where this guy had sold us the tickets. I had never
seen so much rain, it seemed like somebody was pouring
buckets of water from the sky. We waited and chatted with
him for quite a while and at around 5:30 he left, it was the
end of his day. From underneath the shed we watched him
put on his raincoat and take off on his moped, flip-flops
on his feet, like it was a sunny day. All the shops closed,
pouring down, it was just me, my wife and couple of
chickens underneath another shed. Yes chickens, because
apparently everywhere in that town there are chickens, it’s
just like cats or pigeons here, it’s quite amazing. So it was
me, my wife and these two chickens underneath the shed
waiting for it to stop raining, but it wouldn’.

After maybe 15 minutes, still pouring down and
getting dark, we see a couple of lights coming toward
us, it was clearly a moped, and when it got very close we
recognized it was the guy that sold us tickets.

He had come back with two raincoats.

I almost cried, I didn’t know how to respond to that,
I mean, think about it... it meant this guy, in torrential
rain, took his moped, went to buy a couple of raincoats
and came back to give it to us. Never seen him before,
never gonna to see him again, and he knew that, and yet
there he was. We looked at him, he was handing us the
raincoats, my wife grabbed him by the arm, she wanted
to at least pay him back for the raincoats, and what did he
say? He said, “We are friends, no problem,” and left.

I was really stunned. I don’t think that I actually moved
or said anything, but I don't think I ever experienced
anything like that...the simplicity of all of it, no lecture
on gratitude, there was no second thought, there was
no scheming, no nothing, just a genuine human being
wishing the best for others and doing it out of joy.

With a smile on his face.

Thinking about it now I think about what the
Venerable Master often said about perfecting human
virtues and to the Chinese classes where we translated and
discussed some verses on “Humaneness.” I can only wish
to continue to cultivate and hold this sense of joy and

gratitude. And a smile on my face. Amitabha! &
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