Feedback 1s More Valuable than Gold
—A Dharma Talk given by Ajahn Amaro at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
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I’'m very happy and honored to once again be
here at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
(CTTB). I firstvisited CTTB in 1990, the year
before Dharma Master Heng Lyu received his

full acceptance as a Bhikshu, and I have been
visiting very regularly since then. I went back
to live in England in 2010, about eight years
ago. Thus, my visits have been less frequent
since that time. But, I still feel a strong
connection with the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas, and of course Abhayagiri Monastery
just up the road in Redwood Valley. I was the
co-abbot with the Venerable Ajahn Passano
for many years as Dharma Master Heng Lyu
mentioned. However now, both myself and
Venerable Passano have retired from being

abbots of Abhayagiri. Its now under new
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management, Ajahn Karunadhammo and Ajahn Naniko
are the new co-abbots of Abhayagiri Monastery. I have said
many times in the last week, it fills me with great joy to see
things passed on to the next generation. The developments
of the community there, seeing it thriving with many
monks, novices and members of the lay community actively
involved in working, living there and supporting the place.
Similarly coming here today to the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas to see the community flourishing, with many
members of the monastic community and lay community
gathered here today. I was also shown around the Sudhana
Centre, the new facility in Ukiah, the new university
buildings being refurbished and redeveloped here on the
main campus of City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, and the
new Wonderful Enlightenment Buddhist Institute.

The facility that is being developed out in the eastern
meadows of the property has been discussed for over more
than 20 years ago, so that’s very wonderful indeed to see
it coming to fruition. At Abhayagiri, a new Dharma hall
and new spectacular kitchen with many amenities for
the resident and lay community there has bee completed
within the main meditation hall, That was a project that,
again, took quite a few years to design and build, and then
coming to see it all completed with beautifully landscaped
gardens and more accommodating facilities, a dharma hall
that can take a few hundred people rather than just 50-
60 people, is very wonderful to see. And when we reflect
on these kind of material developments and not just

the physical structures like the beautiful, new university
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buildings here or the beautiful reception facilities--the dharma hall at
Abhayagiri—we can focus on all of it. When speaking with Dharma
Master Heng Lyu, I said, “Oh, there is a lot of people living here..
we have about 19 or 20 monks, 70 monks, many, many laypeople,
the schools are full and are waiting for the new buildings to be used
so that the other buildings can be freed up so that the schools can
expanded.” So, we can see these as signs of success or abundance:
things going really well, things going as smoothly as we envisioned.

But one of the most common teachings own master, Venerable
Master Ajahn Chah, repeated very often was: Success and failure
are of equal value. Liking and disliking are of equal value. Now,
to our ordinary, worldly way of thinking, we hear those words and
we think, “Now, wait a minute, that’s not right. Success is much
better than failure. Getting what I like is good. Getting what I don’t
like is bad.” But this is how the world works. This is the worldly way
of thinking. And so, what did he mean when he would say “like and
dislike are of equal value” or “success and failure are of equal value”?
Using these words, he’s speaking the language of dharma, he’s
speaking the language of, say, the perspective of wisdom, of prajna,
to change the way we look at our life. So, all of us like success, it’s
a full house, the place is energetic, the people are enthusiastic, yes!
We feel this is a good thing, but if the mind grasps that goodness,
if we take hold of happiness or success, we take hold of things that
we like in the very way that the mind takes hold of that success.
That happiness, then turns into the opposite by creating a sense
of ownership or a sense of, say, dependency. Depending on that
success, that praise, that happiness, getting what we like, in the very
grasping of it, we create a fear, that it’s going to go away or that it’s
not going to be like this next year. Or, now we've got to hang on to
this. So, when we see things with the lens of dharma, when we see
things with wisdom, we see that succeeding and failing are of equal
value because just as we like to succeed and we like to get things in
the form that pleases us, when we experience things we dislike, our
first feeling will be “Oh, no, it’s really awful, I've got an illness or
nobody’s showing up or that program we launched, nobody signed
up for it. We've got this beautiful new university, and no students
have applied. Or these beautiful new buildings are all empty. We
might think of this as failure, as bad and wrong—what we don’t
want.

But if we are wise, then we'll recognize the quality of failure,
of getting what we don’t like, this is an experience that arises in
the moment that we say, “Oh, this is exactly what I didnt want;
this is a bitter taste.” Although this is something that leaves a bad
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taste in one’s mouth, but the mind doesn’t have to create suffering
around that, so we don’t have to grasp dislike or failure or being
with the uncomfortable. So, this is a very simple teaching but a
very powerful and very liberating one. Now, when I talk about
this, I often invite people to carry out a little exercise. So think
of something, say, five or ten years ago that was a big success for
you, that you were really happy about. You finally got accepted
as a bhikshu or bhikshuni, you got taken on as a professor at the
university, you received a pay raise, you were appointed to a new
position, you got your book published, you finally got the house
paid off, and you thought, “Great! Fantastic!” Yes, I invite all of
us to think back maybe five or ten years to some event in our
lives that we thought, “Great! That’s exactly what I wanted!” and
then to think of that same event five or ten years later and think,
“Ugh! Why was I so happy? Why was I celebrating when I got that
new house? Little did I realize how difficult the neighbors would
be!” Or, “When I got my book published, I was so happy to get
my book published, and suddenly, all my friends hate me because
my book is successful, and they feel jealous. Oh, I didnt see that
coming.” Or, “Finally, I finally got to enter into the bhikshu life,
at last ’'m a bhikshu. Oh no, I've got to keep all these rules. Oh,
dear.” So, these are ways that we can look back and, say, look at
some event in our life we were so happy about, “This is exactly
what I wanted.” But, then, when we look at it from a distance,
“Oh, how could I have been celebrating?” In the same way, look
back five or ten years to some event in your life that was really a
problem: you got really ill, you've had some big conflict--you were
fighting with someone, you lost all your money, you got thrown
out of the monastery, everyone decides you're a terrible person,
and they all hate you. And we look back at that, and at the time,
you think this is awful, this is a disaster, the building has fallen
down, it was my design, and we wasted a huge amount of money,
and it was my fault, and then five or ten years later, you look back
and you think and you realize, “Oh, well, I hated it at the time,
but actually, that was the best thing that ever happened to me.”
Any of you ever had that kind of experience? I see a few people
smiling and nodding their heads. 'm not a psychic, this is not
psychic power, this is just statistics. This is how we are as human
beings. So, I feel this is a very useful, little exercise to perform.
So, when we look at that, what does that say about gain and loss?
About success and failure? About liking and disliking? What that
means is that when we get what we like and we think, yes, this is

exactly what I wanted, hooray, at last, were getting that building
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constructed. Then, to think, well, wait a minute, maybe
this is not the whole story, maybe I should not grasp this
as something intrinsically, automatically good. Maybe
I should know this is the flavor of sweetness. This is
the beautiful flavor of getting what you want. It’s just
a flavor. And, when things go badly and your project
fails and people dislike you or criticize you, you need
to view these disliked things with the same perspective,
this is bitterness. This is a bitter taste, so what can be
learned from this? This is the feeling of getting what
you dont want. Okay, what can be learned from this?
Venerable Ajahn Chah, would always emphasize, its
not whether we like it or we dislike it, but what can
we learn from it? That’s the important principle, that’s
the essential principle, rather than focusing on getting
what we like, what we dislike, whether we succeed or we
fail, the focus is on what can we learn from this? In our
lives in the monastery, in monastic training, we all do
our best, we are sincere, we try hard to purify our hearts
of greed, hatred, and delusion, whether youre from the
northern tradition or the southern tradition, all of us
are working in the same way, to do the best we can. To
live in a skillful way, to recognize our habits that are
unwholesome or unskillful, and to change them. To live
in a more beneficial way, a way that brings peacefulness
and happiness to ourselves and to other people, but we
all make mistakes. Regardless if it is the north tradition
or the south tradition, we all make mistakes. We say
things that are unkind or are not really, completely
true, or we react in ways that are cruel or selfish. We
act in ways that are aggressive or unkind, again I cant
read anybody’s mind. I don’t have CCTV cameras on
all of your residences, for this is how we are as human
beings. We make mistakes, but one of the aspects of
training that the Buddha established and I feel is very
beneficial, both for the monastic community and the
lay community, is that the Buddha did not expect us to
never make mistakes. Rather, he understood this is why
we train ourselves because we're not perfectly in line.

We're not completely free of greed, hatred, and delusion.

s To be continued
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