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Ajahn Kovilo, a fully ordained American monk in the
Thai forest tradition for over ten years, joined Dharma
Realm Buddhist University (DRBU) BA program in 2020.
[Bodhi Bikshu gave him a Chinese Dharma name, Zhida (%1
##7hid4) |He did his first meditation retreat at age twenty,
and discovered that observing his mind was a whole other
level of education that went much deeper than the academic
classes. He dropped out and eventually life led him to the

monastery. Now he’s back in school!

Question: How old were you when you first had your
spiritual aspiration?

Ajahn Kovilo: Though I was raised Unitarian, I first started
reading spiritual books of my own volition when I was
eighteen. After high school, when I could actually choose

what I could read, I started reading more and more spiritual
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books. Gandhi (Mahatma Gandhi), I think, was one of
the first spiritual teachers, or someone who’s talking a
spiritual language, that I started reading. I could get into
him because he bridged social activism, which I was getting
into at that time, with spirituality. And then from reading
Gandhi, I started reading Henry David Thoreau, and from
reading Thoreau, started reading the Bhagavad Gita. And
then, the Dhammapada. My favorite class at Hampshire
College in Massachusetts—the university 1 attended
when I was about twenty—was “Religious Experience and
Literary Form,” a world religions class. So I read primary
texts from all of the major religions. After some time in
University, pretty much all of my outside-of-class reading
turned to spiritual books and I began to lean more and
more in the direction of Eastern spirituality: Hinduism
and Buddhism.

And then, in 2003, just before my sophomore year,
when I was twenty-one, I did my first Goenka “Vipassana
Meditation” retreat. And that really turbocharged my
spiritual inclination. I mean, everyone is doing ten hours
of meditation... everyday... for ten days straight! It just
shifted my way of seeing things in a truly profound way.

On such a retreat, throughout the course of the ten days,
you get to see the power of the mind and the weaknesses of
the mind in utter contrast. At the time, I had no idea how
to control the ups and downs I was experiencing there each
day. One day, I'd fall into a hellish mind state and the next
day itd be heaven. And during the peaceful parts, it was
amazing to see how happy the mind could be without any
external form of distraction or pleasure—ijust sitting there
with my breath. And those states of happiness seemed a lot
happier and more content than the tuned-in and plugged-
in states of pleasure, which I was used to.

And then, on the flip side of that, seeing that, not
knowing how to train the mind, I can fall into really sad
and kind of self-pitying or obsessive mind states, and
saying, “Wow, this is a whole other level of education,
which is going so much deeper than the academic classes
that I was taking in University at the time.”

So I'm like, wow, I want to do more of this, because

this is like a real practice. Spending even just one day
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meditating like that seemed equivalent to maybe two
weeks of university classes. I felt that the academic
classes 1 was taking just couldnt compare to the
intensity, and the depth of insights I was experiencing
while sitting with my own mind, quietly, in a room
full of other people who are doing the same thing. So
I'm like, okay, shift my trajectory.

Question: What made you decide to return to
college and study at DRBU?

Ajahn Kovilo: It was in 2020, after I'd been a fully
ordained monk for over ten years, that I decided to
come to DRBU. For a forest monk in the tradition
I ordained in, attending university—even a Buddhist
one... even DRBU!— was definitely not the norm. It’s
very unusual, actually. I mean, in Thailand, if a monk
in the Ajahn Chah tradition decides he wants to go to
university, then he is, in some formal sense, no longer
considered an Ajahn Chah monk for the period that
he’s at the university. That is an overarching decision
that the Sangha there made.

Here in America and the West, that decision
hasn’t really been so formalized. I think this is mostly
just because most Western Theravada monks either
finished their university studies before ordaining or
have no interest in academia. As far as I know, it’s
possible I am the first monk in like forty years of the
Western Theravada Sangha that has gone to university,
which seems kind of hard to believe.

Deciding to attend DRBU has been a very
intentional shift of focus. So far, I have been finding
the shared inquiry at DRBU to be much more
approachable and interesting than the pedagogy of
just memorizing certain facts that is common in many
of the traditional monastic universities in Southeast
Asia.

I never thought about university for the first ten
years being a monk, probably not even once. In 2018
and 2019 while on two different walking pilgrimages
with two different monk friends, I came to visit CTTB

and attended classes—mostly masters degree classes—
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at DRBU. And though I was not yet considering attending the
University at that time, I was like, this is really interesting. The
conversations were really fun, and I appreciated the quality of
the questions.

But then, later in 2019, I went and lived in a monastery—an
extremely strict meditation monastery in Thailand. The reason
I went all the way to this monastery was that in this Burmese
tradition they emphasize lots of formal group sitting meditation.
So these eight to ten hours a day are in a group format in a
meditation hall. That’s a different format from the Thai forest
tradition.

Generally, in the Thai forest tradition, monks come together
for an hour or an hour and a half of group meditation, then
go on alms rounds, eat together, and then the rest of the day
until evening meditation, were off by ourselves at our own
huts practicing according to our own inclinations. And that
personal practice can be meditation—-certainly a lot of monks
do spend a lot of their time meditating. But for some monks,
it’s study. That’s how I spent a lot of my time. I liked studying
in the library according to my own schedule. In a typical Thai
forest monastery, the practice is more like a pot, which is just
constantly on a simmer.

But in the Burmese monastery, because everyone was
meditating in a group format, I found that really helpful. The
group practice there was like a container... a pressure cooker,
really. In a pressure cooker, you're sitting for eight hours a day,
in a room with the same people every day. It’s like a pressure
cooker on medium boil.

Then COVID came, and the Thai government gave
instructions that monasteries should no longer meet in a group
setting. But still there was the expectation to keep meditating...
but there was no container. So my energy got a bit frazzled, and
at that point, I started thinking: I want to be a monk for the
rest of my life. But this way of practice is not sustainable. If I'm
going to be a monk for the rest of my life, and suppose I live
another forty years, then if 'm just in university for four years,
it’s not that long of a time. And I will be able to keep my rules
in the university. What's there to lose?

So I wrote and asked for an admissions form. Probably my
first serious thought about this was in maybe May of 2020... In
August last year (2020), I came back from Thailand and entered
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into the program. It was a shift of monastic life focus.
It’s been insightful in ways which I wouldn’t have even

predicted. So yeah, long answer.

Question: Have you encountered any challenges in
studying at DRBU?

Ajahn Kovilo: I guess it’s a learning curve. In a forest
tradition monastery, there are a lot of teachings from the
senior monks and in books to the effect of, “Close the
books, read your own mind.” And sentiments like, “The
real practice is when you're by yourself, and the books
are in another room.” But for me, I just get a lot out of
studying. But [with] that door of study [being] closed, I
never really gave myself permission to study and that’s just
the way that I picked up the training and the teachings.
There are other forest monks who do find systematic
ways to study the things that they want to study, but
for whatever reasons, I just never really gave myself that
allowance. So in university, though I'm expected to be
studying, I love it.

I respond very well to external encouragement: when
what other people expect from me is what I expect from
myself, I flourish. And that’s the situation here at DRBU
for me right now. DRBU wants me to be studying, and
to be meditating and cultivating, and I'm doing all these!
So I feel good about the way 'm spending my time.

And some things are easier to internally push than
others, like keeping the monK’s rules. I can upkeep them.
Like my monk friends, I keep the rules all the time. But

meditation is not always so straightforward. I mean, you
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really see, when you start pushing yourself where your limits
are. If you're used to meditating for an hour every day, and you
try to push yourself to sit for an hour and five minutes, then
within that next five minutes you see all of the tricks that your
mind will use to get you out of the meditation posture. And
so you see the limits of self when youre meditating in such a
direct way. It’s really humbling, actually. And if you have really
high expectations for yourself like “I'm going to meditate for
ten hours a day,” the mind can really smack you down... then

pick you up... then throw you down again.

Question: Have you experienced any difficulties studying
another kind of Buddhist tradition?

Ajahn Kovilo: Oh, for sure. I mean, that’s the hardest. The
most challenging classes I have had here at DRBU so far have
always been reading Mahayana texts. Like there’s a term which

Sigmund Freud uses called the “narcissism of small differences.”

For me, I can read Greek texts or other things for Western

classics, or even Indian classics, and not really feel so challenged,

but Mahayana texts, there’s so much which is similar enough...

but which is slightly different, that my mind has often really
felt challenged by those texts. There are a lot of things which
are kind of posed as being the right view in Mahayana, which
are seemingly framed as wrong views from a Theravada context.

Our first Buddhist Classics class was all on Theravada texts
for the first three months. And then we started reading zhe
Prajadparamiti Sutra. There are some things in that which are
very challenging to orthodox Theravada views, like “7here is
no suffering, no accumulating, no extinction, and no way. And
no understanding and no attaining” 1 mean, thats like the
exact opposite of the Four Noble Truths (Cattari Ariyasaccani),
which is like the foundation, the ground, of Theravada
Buddhism. Basically, if we were going to have a mantra in
Theravada Buddhism, it would be, “There is suffering, there is
accumulating; there is extinction, there is a way! And there is
understanding and there is attaining!” The exact opposite! So
you read these texts, it seems like they’re saying, “No, Theravada
is wrong. Theravada is wrong in this way and that way.”

But out of faith in the Master Hua and the Dalai Lama,
and with the idea that “There is something beneficial here in
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the Prajnaparamita Sutra,” 1 have kept trying to let go
of my biases. I recollect, “These people are wiser than I
am, smarter than I am. Find some benefit in this, Kovilo.
Maybe I'm not holding this right.” And I could feel it, the
attachment. I can feel my attachment to my own view
of things. And every time during those classes, studying
the Prajadapiramita Sutra, when 1 would say something,
I would be speaking from this—an attached mind, and
it was just painful. Every time I would say something, I
would be speaking from this Theravada hardcore view.
And its like, “Oh, Kovilo, why did you even open your
mouth?”

So I try to remember, “Does it not say in Pali Canon—
there is nothing which is worthy of clinging t0?” And
knowing that that’s a fundamental part of the Buddha’s
teachings, I can let go a bit. But then, I'd latch on again
to some other view, some other certain perspective or
certain idea of Theravada right view. And being attached
in that way... It didn’t feel good. I mean, I'm suffering. I'm
making myself suffer.

For a while, I would chant that text every day in
morning meditation. And I was just winding myself up.
So yeah, basically I had to get some perspective,“Okay,
Kovilo, forget about the body of the text. Just go to the
mantra. Can you use the mantra as the heart mantra, the
Prajhaparamitda mantra, gate gate pdragate parasamgate
bodhi sviaha (which basically just means ‘Gone gone,
thoroughly gone, to enlightenment. Hooray!) And, yes, 1
want that. Gone! No attachment! No attachment! No
attachment! Awakening! Yes! I can say that over and over.”

So I just took that as my skillful means every time,

“Kovilo, when you want to say something in class about
how this is wrong view, and the Buddha didn’t teach it,
or some stupid thing like that, just recite that mantra
instead.” And fortunately, I never said anything vulgar.
But I would instead just recite the mantra and, after a
while, that attachment did lessen.

But the attachment is still there, and I have been
seeing it pop up this semester from time to time studying
more Mahayana texts. But as I read more and more—the

Sixth Patriarch Sutra for instance—I'm just really loving it.
Really loving it. #
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