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    Introduction




    This book hopefully helps us take the early first steps to live a more mindful life, and be kind to ourselves and others.




    The aim is to open the door for the curious to peek inside and have a look at life in a slightly different way. I do not wish the reader to close any other doors, or change any existing beliefs, just to take a look inside.




    Meditation, contemplation, acceptance and mindfulness are the tools that we can use on the path to spiritual wellness. This volume, I hope points the way by means of an introduction into the world of mindfulness, a term we may be familiar with but perhaps have not looked into in any great detail. I was recently asked to explain mindfulness to a student and found it rather difficult to explain in a nutshell or crunch it into a bite-size explanation. The seeds were however sewn by the question, and the result is this book.




    I do not claim to be an expert nor a scholar, more a simple scribe relaying mindfulness and Buddhism as I understand it. Other ideas will naturally differ from my own. All beliefs are by nature deeply personal and differ greatly as do people. We can only express our own interpretations of any belief system in the language we have available to us. In fact we are on shaking grounds if we call mindfulness a belief, let alone a system!




    This is not a reference textbook. It is simply my interpretation of mindfulness developed from the time I have spent in Buddhist temples across Thailand, and the many years spent co-inhabiting with Thai people, observing and listening and adding my own ideas to my interpretations.




    I have divided the book into seventy-seven ‘chapters,’ one for each of the seventy-seven Thai provinces. Each chapter touches on mindfulness by way of a traditional Buddhist story or more frequently the author’s personal thoughts, reflections, stories or meditations. For some entries I have used a single quote from the greatest teacher of all things Dharma: Gautama Siddhartha Buddha.




    I have also decided to divide the book into provincial chapters to demonstrate the way in which Thai Buddhism differs by geographical locations. It stands to reason that the forest monks of Isaan teach a brand of Buddhism peppered heavily with animist traditions, whereas Bangkok city folk conform to a more orthodox Theravada model. Moving south, the sea gypsies of the Andaman coast hold almost pure Animist beliefs.




    This book can be either read from cover to cover, or ‘dipped into,’ depending on the readers preference. The theme is as much in one page as it is within the entire volume. The book as a whole, however, does hopefully hold a strong overall message.




    From revising this book I have noticed interesting patterns in the theme of the text that I had not intended nor noticed in earlier revisions. For this I am glad and hopeful. The book seems to be evolving by itself into something perhaps more than a simple Dharma notebook and introduction to mindfulness.




    Historical information and quotes have occasionally been transcribed from memory, from traditional or obscure texts, or word-of-mouth sources. Therefore please accept my sincere apologies if any of the factual information differs from the more astute student’s studies. Some historic stories have been adapted to suit a more modern time. Many of the stories, reflections, and meditations are the authors own work. I have tried my upmost to recollect and transcribe the stories as I recalled them and personally accept responsibility for any Chinese, or perhaps, Siamese whispers conveyed along the way.




    I have tried to avoid including a magnitude of Thai folklore into this volume, largely because I feel the subject warrants another complete book of its own. When one walks around a modern Thai temple and observes the artwork it is interesting to observe the level of Thai mythology and folklore that has entered into the Thai Buddhist canon. Whilst respecting this transfiguration, I have decided to remain closer to the ancient Indian Pali model for the purposes of this book. My core reference being chiefly the Dhammapada as translated by Max Muller, Dover publications.




    Finally, I would like to extend my gratitude to all the Thai people that have gifted the author this insight over the last ten years. It is for both them and you, the reader, that I have written this book.




    Be mindful,




    James Alexander




    Bangkok, 2010
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    Chiang Mai




    When Buddha was first enlightened he was asked:




    ‘Are you a god?’




    ‘No,’ he replied.




    ‘Are you a Saint?’




    ‘No,’ he replied.




    ‘Then what are you?’




    And then he answered: ‘I am awake.’
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