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Feedback 1s More Valuable than Gold (continueq)

A Dharma talk given by Ajahn Amaro at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on October 29, 2018

Chinese Translated by Ling ChinBen & Ma ChinXi

I3 % 5 69201845 10 A 29 B B 7 20 % #h B
B~ BHE PE

Question: In terms of feedback, how do we know when to take those
in and improve and when to maybe ignore some the feedback?

Ajahn Amaro: That’s a good question because in the Buddha’s teachings,
at least in the Pali Canon, he spells out five particular conditions about
how to give feedback. Firstly, you have to establish an attitude of loving
kindness. So, if I want you to be different because I'm annoyed with you,
that motivation is then my aversion and I should wait to follow it.

If T want you to be different so I'll feel happy, then that’s only part
of the picture, and it also is an unskillful motivation. If I want you to be
different to make you happy, so that you will stop causing yourself and
others harm, then that’s the right motivation to speak; in this way you
establish an attitude of loving kindness from the heart.

Secondly, you ask permission to bring up a subject. If this happens
within our community, youd say, ‘I'd like to raise something with you.
Would that be okay?’ If they say, no, then, you don’t mention the topic.
They have to give permission for you to raise the subject.

The third condition is choosing the right time and situation. You
choose a situation, perhaps when the person wont be embarrassed, or
you've got plenty of time to talk to be clear about what you need to ask or
say. It should not be at a time where you're sitting on a bus together and
youre about to get off at the bus stop, so you've only got one and a half
minutes to talk.

The fourth condition is that you should stick to the facts than hearsay,
or than your assumptions about other’s thoughts or feelings. For example,
if you met a person in the doorway and he or she takes one look at you and
scowled or were angry with you. You then probably assume that person
made pulled an ugly face at you because he was angry. But when the person
says, ‘Oh, I wasn’t angry, I was just trying to get to the bathroom. And
you were in my way. It had nothing to do with you. I just had a bathroom
emergency.” So that fourth condition is to not make assumptions but to

speak according to what is factual as far as you can.
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And then, the fifth one is the most challenging one: you have to
be free of the same fault yourself. So, if you want to criticize someone
for being angry and reactive and you recognize that you've still got the
problem yourself, then it’s more skillful to deal with yourself before you
bring it up with another. Like one of Master Hsuan Hua’s well-known
verses, he said, “Truly recognize your own faults. Do not criticize the
faults of others, others’ faults are just your own. Being one with everyone
is called the Great Compassion.” So, be at least ready to recognize your
own faults.

Sometimes people asked me, ‘Can we negotiate number five? Can
we kind of acknowledge our faults that we still got work to do there and
bring up the subject anyway?” Now, these are guidelines, these are not
absolute. And so, it’s not a diktat. These are guidelines to give us the
skillful structures for offering feedback.

If someone says, ‘Can I bring something up with you?” And your first
reaction is, no, then that’s something to look at. Why are you afraid of
what someone might say to you? They are offering you a treasure more
valuable than a pile of gold. Are you sure that what they’re going to say
is not helpful, true, or valuable? Or is this just a kind of fearful reaction
in your heart?

So, having a sense of honestly to be ready to look at your own
reactions and your own aversion when being told something that might
be unpleasant—that’s the key. Also being ready to say, “Well, yes, 'm
open to hearing what you got to say, but can we make it next week, for
I feel that condition is more appropriate based on the right time, place,
and situation. Then youre able to make yourself a bit more open and
prepared to receive what they might want to say, and it might be far less

intimidating and difficult.

Question: As a layperson, what’s a healthy approach to
contemplating death?

Ajahn Amaro: Whether you're a layperson or a monastic, I think we're
all in the same boat. Whether you have hair or no hair, we all stop
breathing one day. It’s interesting that the Buddha didn’, at least in the
Pali Canon, really distinguish between giving advice to laypeople and
monastics in terms of contemplations of death.

One of the most helpful teachings, I believe you find it both in
the Sutra of Forty-two Sections and in the Pali Canon is where the
Buddha asks the assembly, ‘How long is a human lifespan? Someone
says, ‘Venerable Sir, 70 years.” And he said, “You dont understand my
teaching.” Then someone else voiced, ‘60 years, 50 years, 40 years,
to which the Buddha still said, “You don’t understand my teaching.’
Another person said, 30, 20, 10 years, and still the Buddha replied,
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“You don’t understand my teaching.” To five years, four years, three years,
two years, or even six months, he still said, “You don’t understand my
teaching.” ‘One month, half a month, one week, one day?!’” The Buddha
said, “You don’t understand my teaching. Then someone asked, “We can’t
even expect to live a whole day? Then I say half a day is the most we can
reasonably expect to live.” Again, the Buddha said, “You don’t understand
my teaching.’

Finally, someone said, “The only amount of time that we can
reasonably expect to live is from the beginning to the end of an in-breath
to the end of an out-breath. All the time it takes to swallow some food
that you have already chewed.” The Buddha said, “You understand my
teaching.’

So, if you think about it, that’s about three or four seconds. That’s
the amount that we can all reasonably expect to live. Even medically, if
you have an aneurysm, and a blood vessel bursts in your brain, you have
about that amount of time, just a few seconds before everything comes
to an end. So, this kind of contemplation might seem a bit intimidating,
but I feel that having this kind of recollection is useful to us whether
we’re a layperson or a monastic.

That’s not to make us lazy or evade our responsibilities, but to really
keep everything in contexts. This reflection helps us to recognize well.
You might think, ‘I have a plan to go on holiday next week. What will
happen?” It’s not a sure thing. When we relate to things in this way,
then again, like being attached to success or failures, likes and dislikes, it
balances everything out so that you're not tying your mind to an imagined
future, but rather youre bringing your attention to the present.

What really matters is whether our mind matures or lack spiritual
maturity. Are we grateful for the amount of work left we have to do? Do
we still carry around greed, hatred, and delusion in our hearts? From this
perspective, many things that once seemed important will just fall away.
I¢s really a helpful introduction to beginning a project to not always put
your name written to everything. I've found that this really kept things
in perspective.

And then you will gain a quality of ease in your heart that comes
from recognizing your faults, but of course it’s uncertain that this would
be your response. In that moment, the heart takes refuge in wisdom
rather than in imagined possessions or an imagined future. Your peace

will not depend on your life continuing but rather on the Triple Gems.

Question: When we undertake projects, we usually set out a goal
that we envision success in and enjoy doing. Yet, how do we not
get attached to the results but still be motivated to do a good job?

Ajahn Amaro: Oftentimes it's mistakenly represented that the Buddha
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said every kind of desire is problematic. He did indeed say
that desire is the cause of suffering, dukkha, but that kind
of desire is called “tanha” in pali or “trishna” in sanskrit. It’s
not the only kind of desire. Another kind of desire which
can be very wholesome is called “chanda.”

There’s a set of four qualities that the Buddha spoke
that are necessary conditions to succeed at anything.

The first one is chanda, which means ‘interest, desire,
zeal, or enthusiasm,” the sense of ‘Yeah, I want to do this.
This is interesting. This has a value.” The second is virya,
which means ‘energy, so you have to be interested in
something and then apply energy or effort to do it. The
third is citta, ‘respect’, which means thinking about what
it is that you want to do. And then the fourth one is called
vimansa, and that means ‘reviewing,” so did it work?

And in a way, the essence of skillful action is not the
amount of energy we put into something, but rather
whether it’s freeing of self-view, because as long you think
it's ‘my project,” that ‘I want to succeed, I'm gonna show
them,” or ‘this is a great thing and I'm going get so much
out of it,’ then all theses I-s will produce a lot of suffering.
Even if it’s successful, you turn it into a monster through
that kind of self-obsession and self-cherishing.

If the motivation is guided by mindfulness and wisdom,
it’s a response to a need. For instance, if Ukiah really needs a
good university, and the world needs Buddhist universities
since so many people want to be here, then okay, let’s put
some effort into it. Its being guided by a response to a
communal need. It’s not coming from ego; it’s not coming
from self-view.

So, in this respect, the most helpful quality is that of
wise reflection and consideration like looking directly at
the motivation, the “what’s driving this?” That’s the most
trustworthy quality. And again, if we're unclear about our
own motivation—if it’s not something that’s obvious or
distinct to us—then our friends can be the most reliable
source of guidance and information.

So, it can be difficult to tell, but that’s one of the things
of being an abbot of a monastery. I find that I reflect on
a lot in setting out goals such as building project in terms
of running retreats, training people, or choosing teachings
to give them. How much is motivated by what’s a skillful
response to the situation and what's motivated by my
wanting to be someone special or not wanting to fail or
look bad? This is really valuable to look at and notice;
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when anything is driven by self-view, by I, me, mine, then it’s

encouraged to is let go. Don’t be fooled by it and leave it alone.

Question: There is a need now to resolve our increasing
division and tension in our current society. I feel and sense
people justifying their hatred for injustice and actions
whether it’s social, political, economical, or environmental.
But I believe that if you detest hate, then you are
proliferating the cycle of hatred; however, it’s really hard
to talk to people in a conscious manner about standing up
for what you believe in with love in your heart rather than
hating back. So, how can we help others detach from this?”

Ajahn Amaro: When I first came to America, I saw for myself
that righteous indignation is seen as a sort of virtue, and living
here, you come across statements by people saying that if you're
not angry, youre not paying attention, and that anger is a good
thing. So your question is very, very appropriate. But also, I think
you kind of answered it yourself to some degree.

Rather than choosing a thing to say, it's more how you carry
yourself. If you manifest a kind of angry and hateful aura, this
carries its own message. And so, if someone is speaking to you or
acting with hatred or anger about evil forces, and want to destroy
them, we can be more fully at ease in ourselves. When we speak
to them, fully attuned, at that moment, the words that come out
of our mouths will be the most helpful.

I've had a few dreams where Master Hsuan Hua appeared, and
there’s one that happened many years ago. Master Hua appeared
in this dream and he said, “Bright, loud, and mobile is the false.
Subtle and indistinct is the true.” It’s a very specific statement,
and I feel it is a very important message that the truth is often
subtle and indistinct. The way that you are and your attitude is a
subtle thing. It’s an indistinct thing.

When you are faced with the other person’s rage, their anger
and indignation, receive and reflect on upon it, and let your heart
answer, so that you're not reacting to it, but you let your heart
respond. This is different from merely thinking or receiving a
reaction and not making any kind of comment about it. Just let
your words be guided by receptivity and openness. Whether it’s
toward an eight-year-old or an 80-year-old, or whomever, if you
can respond with your heart, it will fit that time, that place, and
that particular person. There there’s no formula to this.

It’s nota matter of scripting down things thatare loud, obvious,
and clear. This will almost always be much more than any kind
expression, for it’s responding from that subtle attunement to the
time, place, and situation. That’s what’s going to be most helpful.

That’s my experience, anyway. &
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