Interview with Kittisaro
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Anchored by Ajahn Kovilo in Kalyanamitta Tea at the Sudhana Center on September 27, 2022

Chinese Translated by Yinong
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Editor’s Note: Kittisaro graduated from Princeton as a Rhodes Scholar
and went on to Oxford before going to Thailand to ordain with Ajahn Chah
in 1976. He was a monk for 15 years, and during that time helped found
Chithurst Monastery and Devon Vihara in the UK, trained monks, was a
prison Chaplain, and taught extensively. He disrobed in 1991 and since then
has taught internationally. He co-founded Dhammagiri Sacred Mountain
Retreat in 2000 and helped initiate and support a number of HIV/Aids
response projects in South Africa. He has studied and practiced Chan and
Pure Land for 35 years, informed by the Chinese school of Master Hua, and
has completed two year-long silent self-retreats. With his wife Thanissara,
he is co-author of Listening to the Heart, A Contemplative Journey to Engaged
Buddhism. Kittisaro is a member of the Spirit Rock Teacher Council and is
now in his first year in the Masters Program at the Dharma Realm Buddhist
University.
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For decades, I've been guided and inspired by Master HrHEEk W—EZIES LA
Hsuan Hua, who founded this wonderful monastery, HYfSZMIELSE » A 7S 4r Y
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas (CTTB), and the %——& @5 - DLRIEFAHEORE -
Dharma Realm Buddhist University (DRBU) that I'm  FARZESZEERHHFHY—& - WE—K
honored to be a part of. I first heard about the Master F2EIE A LA » EAE1980F 4 - EIF
around 1980, when I was a Theravada monk in the FEIZEE (Ajahn Chah) B FHYZEE]
Thai Forest Tradition under Ajahn Chah. AR F bR
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It is really wonderful, all these years later, to have the chance,
at 70 years old, to be in a place guided and inspired by the noble
principles that the Master lived by and brought forth from so
many people around him. As I was getting older, I thought,
“Hey, I don’t want to just get old, I want to keep learning.” So to
have the opportunity to begin again as a student, here in a place
and curriculum that is deeply rooted in the Dharma, rooted in
ethical living, the cultivation of composed presence of mind and
the bringing forth of liberating insight to transform our lives and
the lives of those around us — that is something exciting for me!

It might be useful to mention how I first heard of the Master.
I was ordained as a Buddhist monk in 1976. Before that I had
attended universities at Princeton and Oxford, on a trajectory
toward a success that hovered elusively off in the future. I worked
really hard, and don’t regret working hard. But by the time I was
at Oxford, I was really weary. On paper, I should have been
happy and fulfilled.

My mom had the pictures in the scrapbook, you know:
Oxford Rhodes Scholar, wrestling champion, Phi Beta Kappa
from Princeton. It should have been happy sailing, but that
wasnt what [ felt like on the inside. Inside I was distressed.
Inside I didn’t feel smart. Inside I felt like a failure. Nothing was
never enough. I certainly wasn’t happy and at ease. And I was
exhausted; I was 24, yet I felt 104. So just hearing that there was
an enlightened Buddhist monk living in a forest in northeast
Thailand, who had a few Western disciples around him, I was
gone! Within a few weeks, I got a leave of absence from Oxford
University to travel out to the forests of northeast Thailand —
much to my parents” horror.

Remember, this is 1976. Had I joined a cult? And if you look
on the map, Thailand is as far from Chattanooga, Tennessee, as
you can get on the globe. My parents were distressed. “What
did we do wrong?” And back then, our monastery was right
near the Laotian and Cambodian borders. There was the recent
devastating bombing of Laos, the catastrophic war in Vietnam,
and the rumors of the killing fields in Cambodia. My parents
were very worried.

Meeting Ajahn Chah deeply touched my heart. This little
tribe of beings were seriously questioning, “Why do we get
miserable? Why do we create harm for ourselves and harm for
people around us? Why, when we want peace, do we end up
fighting ourselves and each other — within our families, our
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communities, our country, between countries?” I was looking
deeply into this, this question of suffering and the ending of
suffering. I was just taken by it.

The meditative Path there was based on a simple way of living
that Ajahn Chah was embodying. And I loved that. And there
was Ajahn Sumedho, the senior Western disciple of Ajahn Chabh,
who had been with Ajahn Chah as a monk for 10 years already, so
he spoke fluent Thai. There were also some other senior Western
monks who spoke fluent Thai and Laotian. So, as newcomers,
we easily learned how to do the various meditative and monastic
practices, and because of the available translators, we could talk
to Ajahn Chah and learn.

I was in! It wasn’t easy; it was extremely challenging, but
so refreshingly different from the life I had left behind. Before,
seductive success was perpetually out there, hovering in an ever
elusive future. But now, in the reflective life of the forest monk,
everything is in here, appearing to the “one who knows,” the
Buddha. Ajahn Chah spoke simply and directly about the true
nature — the way things are — being within this very mind that
we use everyday. “True peace is found within,” he said again and
again. That’s how he interpreted the Buddha Dhamma. Ajahn
Chabh basically spoke like the Sixth Patriarch. Actually, he'd come
across teachings of the Sixth Patriarch. Rather than compulsively
feeling that we had to get better and higher, I was continually
reminded that you can learn as much from the stupid thoughts
as the good thoughts. Even our worst thoughts, which I was so
ashamed of — the petty ones, the jealous ones, the angry ones, the
lustful ones — were all teaching me. “Can you see that whatever
the thought is — good or bad — it arises, shifts, and ceases?”

As a student I had been writing a thesis at Oxford on Art,
Science, and Mysticism in the works of Aldous Huxley. I was
deeply interested in investigating the unity of different modes of
being. When I first met Ajahn Chah, however, he said, “If you
understand one thing well, you’ll understand everything. If you try
to understand everything, you might end up not understanding
anything thoroughly. Be with your breathing. Let Sumedho teach
you how to be a monk.” And that was a life-changing moment
and introduction, to learn how to be with an in-breath and an
out-breath, to be with the simplicity of a sensation that arises
and ceases. I cherish that practice to this day. It was wonderful. I

stayed on and learned how to be a monk.
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But then early on I got very sick. We were in a jungle, a
tropical forest in northeast Thailand with rainy seasons and
cold seasons. I went in 1976, and by 1978 I got typhoid
fever and almost died. I had received all the immunizations
before I got typhoid, but various challenging conditions had
weakened my immunity. Getting used to the food in the
northeast of Thailand wasn’t easy, where the basic staple was
a sticky glutinous rice that binds together like a cannonball.
As a monk we ate one meal a day, and there was this really,
really hot, hot, hot, hot chili that was mixed with everything.
Struggling to adapt, I ended up with diarrhea for about six

months. I thought, “Well, nevermind. Just keep working on

stuff as part of the practice, contemplating, “This is how it is.””

Already weak from the diarrhea, I had also recently been bitten
by a centipede that was known as the most painful sting in the
forest.

My hand swelled up for three weeks, and then I started
urinating blood. Finally, I contracted typhoid fever and got
really sick. When the local rural hospital couldnt help me,
Ajahn Chah sent me to Bangkok where he had disciples and
access to the remaining American military hospital from the
war. Since [ was delirious, Ajahn Chah sent one of the senior
monks to take me down to Bangkok on the overnight train. I

survived. But after a few weeks in the hospital and a bout with

ﬁ?%% MR ETA R EE © /RAJ DA
EREHY R h R BN A B — B
&E’]?ﬁ BTG REAY R - T
# Ry PE IR ZE TR — — LR/ N ORAY ~ 35
FHY - ERW -~ FEEYEEE - #AEH
HIL o TIREEE T i S TH R T
HEUE » BERE AR (arises) -~ B
(shifts) FIER, (ceases) ME 2 |
f@%*%&i AR KE

] > 558 — R R B A - RS 2R
(Aldous Huxley) {E&hHHYET ~ B2

AOTHEL £ FAVER S ﬁzﬁlﬁ%ﬂ@ihﬁ"%
FEREFAE T A HIFIGETE - 2801 > &3k

F— OB R E AR - hER > T
RARBELF I T — (R - (KW E T %
— VI ¢ ARAREE R T > IR
RE AT TR A SR T i BLIREY
W ORTF—2K *"*’ﬁ?%iﬁ%ﬂ’]“ﬁﬂﬁﬁi—{l
A - B A ar R BRI S |
& > Eﬁmﬁﬂﬁ’ *D%%X*D[@%E
e B A e SRR B B R AE
— i - ﬁﬁ/\%ﬁtfﬁfaz_@ TFF B
RELHT - R T N2 B2F A —
{EfG A -

APRIL 2023 VaJra BobHi Sea |27

BB i ot ‘ aial4 iHaog



B #i ot ‘ BobHi FIELD

raging fever, my once-upon-a-time champion wrestler’s body
was devastated. I had lost about forty pounds and looked like a
skeleton. Everything was so ulcerated inside from the fever that
I was really, really weak. Thankfully the Buddha taught that
sickness is a Heavenly Messenger. I didn’t want that message,
but at least I was in a group that would honor that truth and
help me reflect on its important teaching. My monastic family
looked after me with great kindness and compassion.

Grateful to be a monk having received the precious revelatory
teachings of the Buddha, I was highly motivated to be of service
and to be useful. Yet being so weak and sick, I just felt useless.
By coincidence, my father got very ill and almost died right
at the moment I almost died. My parents didn’t know I was
sick. I didn’t know he was sick back in Chattanooga, Tennessee.
Meanwhile, my mom sent a frantic telegram that finally made
its way to our rural monastery in northeast Thailand. When it
arrived I'd been recovering from typhoid.

Thinking my dad was gonna die, my mom pleaded, “Can
you come back? Can you come back?” Ajahn Chah reflected,

“Well, there is no taxi to America. Kittisaro? Why don’t you go

live with Sumedho in England to be closer to your parents?” It
turns out that that thought was really compassionate, because
the conditions in northeast Thailand were quite hard and Ajahn
Chah saw that I'd be more likely to be looked after better in the
monasteries that Ajahn Sumedho was establishing in the Forest
Tradition in England. Moving there in late 1978, I was also
able to visit my family more easily.

It was there, in an English monastery called Chithurst, that
I encountered a newsletter from the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas. In a copy of Vajra Bodhi Sea, 1 read the words of
Master Hua. For some reason, whatever the Master said, there’s
something in me that deeply trusted him. He spoke of Guan
yin, and said there is no disease that Guanyin can’t deal with. “If
you sincerely worship and call on Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva,
Guanyin, and you learn the Great Compassion Mantra, there
will be a response. There’s nothing Guanyin cant handle.” So
I talked to my teacher and said this was what I wanted to do.
He and all the monks remembered me when I was well and so
energetic. My teacher wanted me to get better, so he blessed my
efforts. I learned the Great Compassion Mantra, but I didn’t
know how to pronounce it. There were these words on the page
in a language I didn’t understand, but I just learned it. I was
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chanting it 108 times a day. Although I was still really sick,
lying down most of the time, I got myself to learn it, at
least some version of it. I did it. Also I saw that the Master
said you have to be patient. You don't just chant it one
time and expect spectacular results. You must practice in
this way for at least three years. So I said to myself, “Okay,
I'm going to do it.” And then there was a response.

In 1983 Master Hua sent his monks on a delegation to
Europe. One day Dharma Masters Heng Sure, Heng Chao
(Dr. Martin Verhoeven), and a couple of other monks
showed up at our monastery in the UK. Having faithfully
chanted the Great Compassion Mantra every day for a few
years, I experienced their arrival as a wonderful response
to my prayers. | received permission from my abbot
Ajahn Sumedho to talk with the visiting monks about my
practice of chanting the Great Compassion Mantra. Ajahn
Sumedho wanted me to get better from my debilitating
illness, so I went to Reverend Heng Sure and told him I'd
learned the mantra on my own and would like to learn
how to do it properly. Immediately he responded, “Well,
let’s hear it!” And so I recited it, coming out with a version
where you can even see him fighting back a smile. After I
finished, he said something judicious like, “Well, that was
energetic!” or something like that. But then they taught
me how to pronounce it and let the mantra low with one
count per syllable. At that time the nuns in our monastery
also really wanted to learn it, so I made a tape so that they
could learn it too. I just wanted to get better from my
illness. That was it.

But desire is almost demonized in our tradition. In a
way it’s the big baddie, for desire is the cause of suffering.
Of course, the Buddha discerns the truth of things, and old
age, sickness, and death are the way it is in this conditioned
realm.

Yet encountering the Guanyin dharmas opened up a
new way of thinking, where one is not shamed for wanting
things, and just automatically says no, no to all desires!
Guanyin says, “I'll help you with your auspicious wishes.”

And because I wanted to give back, I knew that wanting
to get well wasn’t a bad wish. Holding Guanyin’s name
and holding the mantra in this way was a real shift in my

practice.
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At the same time, it was still so important to

continue learning how to die, seeing that what arises
ceases, practicing letting go, deeply contemplating the
teaching from the sickness, after having led a life of being
so willful and perpetually trying to get somewhere else.
It’s so important to learn how to recognize when you're
not wanting; those moments of letting go reveal the
peaceful essence of the heart that gets covered over when
we're so busy getting somewhere or getting away from
something unpleasant. There is a wonderful teaching
that we regularly contemplated in our Theravada
training: to be patient, whatever the situation, and to
learn to discover what is truly peaceful at the core.

But still, because this Dharma is so precious, there
was something coming up in my heart, a deep wish to
be able to help and give back. The Guanyin dharmas
gave me a form where I could use that wish for getting
better, and put that energy into a devotional practice. I
didn’t realize at the time how Guanyin casts her net out
to draw one closer, making affinities with living beings
to help them feel better; but she’s really guiding us into
the essence of her nature, which is returning the hearing,
returning the listening, listening deeply into the heart.
What's so wonderful about the devotional practice to
Guanyin is that her name is just the one who listens.

Holding her name as one unifies with Guanyin, it keeps
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guiding one back to one’s own listening
heart, to Guanyin—returning to the center.

By then, those causes and conditions
were already in motion. My teacher Ajahn
Sumedho was invited to the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas (CTTB) back in 1989
for an ordination ceremony. Knowing how
dedicated I was to Master Hua, Ajahn
Sumedho invited me to accompany him
on that trip, even though I was doing a
year-long silent retreat at the time. That
occasion was the first time I had the
chance to meet Master Hua in person.
And soon after that, Master Hua came to
visit our monastery in the UK. My faith in
the Master and the Guanyin Dharmas was
deepened significantly.

In 1991, when Reverend Heng Sure and
a delegation were visiting our monastery
in the UK, he offered to transmit the
Forty-Two Hands and Eyes to me and
another monk in our Theravada tradition.
Master Hua insisted, however, that we
couldn’t proceed with the ceremony
until we got permission from our teacher
Ajahn Sumedho. Ajahn Sumedho gave
his permission. Before, the ceremonial
transmission Master Hua said to us on the
phone, with Dharma Master Heng Sure

translating:

You should bring the two traditions
together into a single piece. The Northern
and Southern traditions must unite, and
then Buddhpism has a future.

This is your mission. Do not assume that
the Great Vehicle is superior to the Theravada
or vice versa. Have no limits. The Teaching
has no limits. Let your mind be limitless.

— Master Hua 7/21/1991
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Dharma has been at the center of my life since 1976.
For the last thirty years or so, I've been committed to
exploring how the two traditions are mutually supportive
in a beautiful way.

I love the classical Theravada teachings; I love the
Guanyin dharmas and the Bodhisattva vows. The heart
of the Theravada practices is this notion that you're
not finding peace out somewhere else. It is always here
and now. And there is this deep practice of turning the
mind to the deathless. Ajahn Chah said true peace is not
somewhere else; it’s right here within the mind. But this
practice combined with the Great Compassion Mantra,
the Shurangama Mantra, the holding of the name, and the
Bodhisattva vows is truly wonderful. I find the embodied
mindful practices of the Theravada and the vows and
mantras of the Mahayana work together powerfully and
beautifully.

For years, I practiced bringing the traditions together
a lot on my own. I learned the Shurangama Mantra
in 1989 after meeting the Master when he said the
Shurangama Mantra was vitally important to protect the
Dharma. Hearing that was enough for me. I learned it,
and I've promised to recite it every day since then. As to
the Great Compassion Mantra, I resolved to recite it a
minimum of five times in the morning and five times in
the evening — every day since around 1980. Sometimes
I recite a lot more. But over these decades, I realized that
holding these mantras is so important, so helpful.

And then in 1996 or so, my wife Thanissara encouraged
me to start sharing these dharmas and the weaving of
the two traditions together in the countless retreats we've
taught over the years in Africa and other centers that we've
established or are visiting. Now, even though I'm 70 and
maybe should be retiring, I have the chance to be in a
place that was founded around these precious principles,
an opportunity to be with others who are practicing these
wonderful teachings. I feel deeply guided by Master Hua,
Ajahn Chah, and the Buddha. And so thank you for

giving me this opportunity to share.

2 To be continued
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