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A Tea Gathering with Monks from Abhayagirt Monastery
at Dharma Realm Buddhist University : Q & A (II)
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Chinese Translation by Zhang Wei
RIE P F

Audience: How do you do your alms rounds?

Tan Nisabho: We usually stop four or five miles
before the top of the town where we go for alms. By
the time we arrive there, we'd usually find a shop or
a gas station to start, and around 9:00-9:30 people
are already there. As we wait while there trying to be
restrained, there are many friendly people looking at
you because they are interested.

At Abhayagiri, we're so far removed from the main
city center that begging for alms was something we
would only do once a week; it’s more of an enterprise,
but it is still manageable. One of biggest things about
tudong is that its not so much about practicing
asceticism such as begging for alms and bearing the
cold, but rather to remind ourselves not to take for
granted what we have at the monastery. Sometimes
unexpectedly people who don't have a lot are the ones

who give you the most.
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Audience: I assume in Ukiah now people are used to seeing
people from Abhayagiri and theyre used to your traditional
practice now, but in the past, did you find that there were people
questioned, “Who are you?” or were they sort of familiar with
your alms rounds from articles or other sources?

Tan Nisabho: I think pretty much nobody recognized us.

Audience: How did you explain what you do to them?

Tan Kovilo: Usually they'd ask, “What are you?”, and then
point at our bowls and ask, “What'’s that?” We'll say this is an alms
bowl, and I am an alms mendicant, and that we use it to accept
food daily on our alms round. Sometimes theyd say, “That’s a
cool bowl!” and go on their way. Sometimes theyd ask, “Oh does
that mean you accept money?” And we'll say, “Actually no, we
can only accept food.” Then they would say, “Sorry, I don’t have
any food but I can buy you some food.” So they would go in the
store to get us something.

In Thailand, as alms round is such a part of the village culture,
it’s expected that people know what you are. It is an alms round;
we literally walk all around. But here in America, if we were walk
through the city we wouldn’t get any food. So we stand by a
market, but at a far enough distance so we're not imposing. We
haven’t had anybody ask us to leave. If they did, we would of
course leave. So far it’s been respectful enough and that’s largely
how we've been doing it.

Audience: Do you have to tell people about any dietary
restrictions? Or do you accept whatever they give you?

Tan Kovilo: In the Theravada tradition, there are very few
things we cannot eat, such as human flesh, horse flesh, dog flesh,
hyena flesh, snake flesh, bear flesh—things nobody is going to
give you; foods you can’t buy at McDonald’s. Sometimes people
do ask, “What do you want?” My first answer was, “Whatever
you want to offer.” If there were a clear indication that we can
state some preference, then we'd ask for something vegetarian.
We don’t really eat meat if it’s our choice. We don’t really have to
go into it that much detail, but some people get the sense that
“you are Buddhist, you don’t eat meat, and so we'll offer other

things.”
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Audience: Is there an opportunity to speak dharma or is
that part of the practice?

Tan Kovilo: The opportunity is there I guess. Just like we
had a man who offered food to us two days ago. He lived on
the streets a lot, and was sort of saved by the Christian church,
but he was really disillusioned with that and wanted to talk.
I think most people want to talk. They just want someone to
listen to them. So it was nice that we were able to provide that
and people noticed the robes indicate something. Honestly, he
was so generous; he took us to the grocery store. He did not
look like he had any money, but he said, “Get whatever you
want, $50, $75, just get it all.” It was really moving.

Audience: I know you're not out to be missionaries but
I'm curious if people wanted to know more what led you to
this religion, this conversation that would naturally lead to
something about your religion.

Tan Kovilo: It does come up. Many people know about
CTTB, but very few people know about Abhayagiri. Only a
few people know our temple, including this man who offered
us a full meal. This particular man said he had the most
peaceful experience of his life, just coming and sitting under
a tree here at CT'TB, and many people are touched by CTTB
here. A good handful of people knew CTTB and associated us
with you. Which is fine!

Tan Nisabho: This kind of spiritual pilgrimage is also
important to Venerable Heng Sure and the monks in your
tradition who've done a bowing pilgrimage, but that’s way
more hard core than what we do. In terms of responsibility at
the monastery, the Buddha has listed several dangers of staying
too long in the monastery or going on tudong for too long.
The dangers of doing tudong too long is that one does not hear
dharma, one does not practice in line with what was heard,
one has no friends, and one contracts severe illnesses. There’s
a fifth danger that I cannot recall. The dangers of staying in a
monastery too long is that one becomes competent in many
tasks, one takes on many duties, and one develops relationships;
there are also some more, but I dont remember them. I know
many abbots who've done the practice one month each year,
and will be adamant about getting time to do this.

Audience: What physical and cultivation-related dangers
have you two personally felt that you've experienced?

Tan Kovilo: In terms of cultivation, it’s been great having a

friend. No real dangers cultivation-wise, only good challenges.
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In terms of dangers, it really does get cold. Fortunately,
I've got this super thick wool samghati. Mostly it’s fear
rather than actual dangers. Fear of not getting enough.

Tan Nisabho: It was only five days; it’s not forever. I'd
say the dangers for me are more at the monastery, because
I can just take things for granted and get too comfortable.
For me, that’s the danger.

Audience: What's your packing list?

Tan Kovilo: The bowl, the robes, a helpful tarp tent
that really helps with keeping warm at nights, gloves and
hats, water filter, sewing kit, and a razor. These are general
things we always have to use and take along with us as
monks.

Audience:Do you do pujas ceremonies every night?

Tan Nisabho: Yes, every night.

Tan Kovilo: Our little ceremonies, (our pujas), have
been quite a nice thread throughout the trip and we can
dedicate the merit to our deceased and living relatives
and to our teachers. We've also been using that time to
reflect, after the formal Pali chanting. One of us will take
turns leading and do the “Homage to the Triple Gem”
in different forms and then sometimes chant the parittas
or the Metta Sutta, which we've been doing a lot. These
traditional kinds of tudongs give good energy to beings
in the area.

Tan Nisabho: This time our pilgrimage was only a
week. But I think the schedule in the monastery can get
monotonous as well. It’s the same thing every day. You
have the same little annoyances and pet peeves, life can
really become that. If you have a chance to step out for a
brief period, moments like this give you new perspective
on life. You can meet new dharma friends and that sense
of kali and metta really becomes apparent when you see
people who don’t know the benefits of renunciation and
are always hungry for more.

Audience: They’re touched by it.

Tan Nisabho: Yes, these journeys have truly resonated
with me. It’s been really, really touching. For me today at
CTTB, it’s been one of the best days in a long time. It’s

been good to meet everyone.

s0'To be continued
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