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Awareness is your refuge:

    Awareness of the changingness of feelings,

    of attitudes, of moods, of material change

    and emotional change:

    Stay with that, because it’s a refuge that is

    indestructible.

    It’s not something that changes.

    It’s a refuge you can trust in.

    This refuge is not something that you create.

    It’s not a creation. It’s not an ideal.

    It’s very practical and very simple, but

    easily overlooked or not noticed.

    When you’re mindful,

    you’re beginning to notice,

    it’s like this.

 



Ajahn Sumedho






PREFACE

It is spring in southern England. Hertfordshire is blooming. May blossoms deck the hedgerows. Fifty people, including a few nuns and monks, multihued and peacefully intent, pace to and fro over rain-speckled grass.

 



Now it’s evening in the long, narrow central building—long since converted from a school dormitory to be the retreat center meditation hall. Ajahn Sumedho regales the group with tales of his faux pas as a novice, nearly forty years ago in Thailand. Heartfelt laughter billows through the fragile windowpanes, into the cooling night.

 



Amid dawn mist, shawl-wrapped, silent friends share a warming mug of tea on the benches outside the kitchen—it’s almost time for the morning chanting. It’s a snowy winter evening, three nuns and one of their novices scurry along the pathway to the temple, bundled up against the wind and the cold.

 



 



SUCH VIGNETTES ABOUND at Amarāvatī during the retreats that are held there. Some of these events are structured for the public, like the one that took place during nine days in May 2005; others are held more for the monastic community, and are ten times as long, such as that of the winter of 2001.

This book is a revised and expanded edition of Intuitive Awareness ——the original having comprised a collection of eleven talks,  given by Ajahn Sumedho, during that winter retreat oaf ’01. In this present edition these have been combined with and embellished by sixteen further talks, drawn from the spring session of ’05. (Dates of the talks are listed in the appendix.)

Each of these two sets of times and occasions has its own ambience and style, as should be expected. The intention of bringing them together in this book, however, is that they should inform and complement each other—as if in one gallery were arranged an assortment of Monet’s many paintings of haystacks, progressing through their multitudinous lights and seasons, while in the neighboring gallery there hung a collection of his equally numerous waterlily compositions.

Just as a visitor to the exhibition would be treated to these two domains of the artist’s explorations, so too the reader here is treated to these two modes of Ajahn Sumedho’s expositions—Dhamma teachings for monastics and for the lay Buddhist community—and is invited to move back and forth easefully between these different realms.

Needless to say these two styles of teaching have a great deal in common, as in the analogy of Monet’s lily and haystack paintings. However, they also differ in tone and content, and, necessarily, different elements will be meaningful and useful to different people. For example, the additional talks presented here include two on the subject of mindfulness of the body, so very helpful in assisting us to slow down and to be grounded in the present, in a world grown increasingly frenzied; they also carry an increased emphasis on the precarious nature of reliance on conceptual thought (a tendency so endemic to the secular world) in the talks “Views and Opinions” and “Thinking and Habits.”

The wisdom teachings contained here are many and various; furthermore, it is the hope of the editors that, in this rich variety,  there has been a broad enough range encompassed that as many dispositions as possible have been served by the insights expounded here.

The printed word is not the real thing: “awareness” (and all the other words contained here) is simply a complex of black symbolic marks fixed upon the white field of a page, it is not the quality of awareness itself. Nevertheless, what the Buddha referred to as “the miracle of instruction” (anusāsani-pāṭihāriya) is comprised of the fact that, when a receptive and well-primed heart hears or reads the Dhamma, a genuine transformation, a liberation, an awakening of that heart can be catalyzed. This is truly a miracle, and as the Buddha also said, of all types of miracle this one is supreme.

Therefore, may the hearts of all who have had the good fortune to encounter the wisdom contained in this small book be encouraged, prompted to awaken in this way and swiftly realize the end of all suffering.


Ajahn Amaro  
Abhayagiri Monastery  
California







INTRODUCTION  

BY AJAHN AMARO

TWENTY YEARS AGO, in 1984, the germinal monastic community of the newly opened Amarāvatī Buddhist Centre settled into a cluster of barrack-like buildings on a windy hilltop in Hertfordshire. The name of the new monastery (meaning “The Deathless Realm”) was chosen both as a resonance of the ancient Buddhist city in Andhra Pradesh, in southern India, and as a counteractive force to the “Mutually Assured Destruction” of the nuclear arms race, then gleefully being pursued by Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and the Soviet Union.

The meditation space that we used at that time was a former school gymnasium and assembly hall. The windows were cracked, patched with plastic and tape, drafty or missing completely. Gym markings crisscrossed the cold wooden floor. A large golden Buddha image sat on the old school stage, spotlit and surrounded by filmy blue curtains that we had hung to beautify the shrine and suggest the quality of infinite space.

Since 1981, when the community was largely based at Cittaviveka Monastery, in Chithurst, West Sussex, it had been our custom to set aside the midwinter months, after the New Year, to be a time of communal retreat. At that time of year the English  weather does not allow much in the way of building work to go on, visitors are few and the days are short and dark—it is thus a perfect situation to use for turning the attention inward and taking time to cultivate formal meditation practice in a very thorough way.

Amarāvatī was opened in 1984 to provide living space for the burgeoning monastic community (group photos of the time show twenty or more eight precept postulants and forty nuns and monks) and a place where we could hold retreats for the public. So when this move was made it provided an even more expansive situation for the winter retreats, and for Ajahn Sumedho to continue to guide the community in his inimitably comprehensive and inspiring way.

The winters of 1984, ’85, and ’86 were spectacularly icy. Winds howled down from Siberia, seemingly uninterrupted by any solid object until they bit into our bones. It was not uncommon to be wearing six or seven layers of clothing through the day and then to climb into our sleeping bags at night still wearing most of them. We sat bundled in thick robes and blankets for meditation and to listen to instructional talks. The air was icy but vibrant, as there was a powerful and pervasive sense of community spirit among us.

Sometimes in those days it seemed that the main source of energy in the whole system, and certainly what our hearts were warmed and guided by, was Ajahn Sumedho’s apparently limitless capacity to expound on the Dhamma, especially during the winter retreats. Naturally enough in that situation a lot of guidance was needed—the majority of us were fairly new to meditation and monastic training and we needed all the help we could get, particularly within a routine of noble silence and walking and sitting meditation all day. Thus Ajahn Sumedho gave extensive  instruction, often two or three times a day. There would be “morning reflections” during the first sitting of the day before dawn, often more reflections after the breakfast of gruel and tea, sometimes questions and answers at afternoon teatime, and finally a formal Dhamma talk in the evening.

From those early icy times up until the present, in 2006, Ajahn Sumedho has continued to guide the monastic community at Amarāvatī. Every winter he has explored and expounded on the Dhamma, and frequently recordings have been made of his teachings.

Even though those days now seem long gone, and much has changed, there are some elements that have remained stable to the present day, like a constantly returning phrase or rhythm in a musical piece or, more accurately, like the defining style of a master painter that instantly tells you this is a Monet, that is a Van Gogh.

Now at Amarāvatī the site in the old Dhamma hal—gymnasium is occupied by the Temple, the new meditation hall constructed in stages through the 1990s. The orientation is slightly different—the building now faces east rather than north—and it is a soaring pyramidal structure rather than a utilitarian rectangular box. The great, light, open space within is punctuated by a broad ring of solid oak pillars; it is so silent and still it seems to stop the minds of those who visit. The floor is a blanket of warm white rock, and a barn-like lattice of thick trusses and beams laces the high ceiling and the walls. But the trees across the courtyard remain, now a little taller and fuller, and the brown weatherboarding on the remaining older buildings is edged by frost in the winter morning light, just as before.

In the same way that some elements of the buildings and the members of the community have changed and some have continued, the winter retreat teachings Ajahn Sumedho has given in  recent years have similarly matured and transformed. They are still built upon a foundation of many classic elements of Buddhism—the Four Noble Truths, reflections on the arising and ceasing of the five khandhas, teachings on contemplation of mind  (cittānupassanā)—but the manner of exposition of these and other key elements, as well as his development of particular skillful means (npāya), has evolved and expanded during these last twenty years. Thus, even though the talks gathered in this book can, in some respects, happily stand on their own, it might also be helpful to bear in mind that they exist within a context.

First of all, these talks were given to experienced monastics and a few well-seasoned laypeople. Many who were listening knew Ajahn Sumedho’s favorite themes very well, and he knew that they knew them well; therefore often explanatory material was left unsaid and much knowledge was assumed. Just as a musician might play a few notes to evoke a familiar piece and know of their audience: “They can fill in the rest, they know that old theme!” Or a painter might use a trademark motif thinking: “Pop in that bowler hat again, they know all the other places it appeared.” Similarly here, Ajahn Sumedho is often exploring, describing, and extemporizing on very familiar themes. So if the reader occasionally feels a lack of explanation, or if the meaning escapes, the encouragement is to let the music, the balance of tones and colors, tide you over.

Secondly, the aim of the editors in compiling this book has been explicitly to maintain the style and spirit of the spoken word. Dhamma talks have strong nonverbal elements—the mood in the room, the energetic exchanges between the speaker and the listeners, the season, the hour of the day or night, all that has gone before within the group—so it is wiser to treat a collection of talks such as this as if exploring an art gallery, or listening to a  musical piece, rather than as a systematic explanation of a fixed subject. As Ajahn Sumedho himself commented, “The book is meant to be suggestions of ways to investigate conscious experience. It’s not meant to be a didactic treatise on Pali Buddhism.”

So, as you make your way through these pages and you encounter “Intuitive Awareness,” “The End of Suffering Is Now,” “The Sound of Silence,” and all the others, the suggestion is to let them be received into the heart, to allow them to resonate, and to let the intuitions and guidance that they spark ripen as they will. Just as, when we progress through an art gallery we don’t think, “What’s the exact information that this painting is imparting to me?”

Thirdly, ever since the time of the Buddha, his disciples have evinced a wide range of teaching styles and favorite themes when expounding the Dhamma. And this same variety is a striking characteristic of what is known today as the Thai forest tradition—the largely nonacademic, meditation-centered, rural monastic communities that model their way of practice on the discipline and lifestyle of the Buddha and his earliest monastic disciples.

Over time an individual teacher will tend to take a particular Dhamma theme or meditation technique and spend years, sometimes decades, exploring and expanding on that topic. For example, Luang Por Sim was noted for his emphasis on death contemplations; Ajahn Buddhadasa spent several years discoursing on idappaccayatā—the law of conditionality; Ajahn Toon Khippapañño vigorously insists the Path should be represented as paññā, sīla, samādhi, and emphatically not as sila, samādhi, paññā; Ajahn Fun was known for his infinite extrapolations on the word  “Buddho”—as a concentration technique, an investigation of awareness or as a devotional practice; Luang Pu Dun was known for his teachings on “Citta (the heart) is Buddha”; and Ajahn Chah  was fond of offering people conundrums like “If you can’t go forward, you can’t go back, and you can’t stand still—where can you go?” or “Have you ever seen still, flowing water?”

Over time it is quite usual for such experienced teachers to develop not only their favorite themes but also to cultivate their own, often idiosyncratic usage of scriptural terms. For example, Ajahn Maha Boowa’s usage of the term “eternal citta,” or Ajahn Toon’s insistence on the radical difference between dassanañāṇa  (vision and knowledge) and ñāṇadassana (knowledge and vision). In this light it might be useful to take a look at some of the terms Ajahn Sumedho uses frequently in this collection—particularly “the sound of silence,” “intuitive awareness,” and “consciousness”—which have taken on such distinctive meanings over the years.

The first of these, “the sound of silence,” is described in the talk with that title. Since it is not a meditation method found in classical Theravada handbooks, it might be helpful to provide a little background about how Ajahn Sumedho came to develop it and to refer to some of the other spiritual traditions that use it as part of a meditation practice.

It was in the winter retreat of January 1981, at Chithurst Monastery, that Ajahn Sumedho first started to teach this method to the monastic community. He said that he had begun to notice a high-pitched, ringing tone when he left Thailand in 1977 and spent his first winter in England, in the Hampstead Buddhist  Vihāra. He pointed out that, as Thailand was such a noisy country, particularly amidst the crickets and cicadas in the forest at night (when one does most formal meditation practice), he had not noticed this inner sound before. But when he came to London, despite being a large metropolis, he found that it became very quiet late at night, especially when the air was muffled by the presence of a blanket of snow.

In the silence of those nights he began to perceive the ever-present inner sound, seemingly beginningless and endless, and he soon found that he was able to discern it throughout the day and in many circumstances, whether quiet or busy. He also realized that he had indeed noticed it once before in his life, when he had been on shore leave from the U.S. Navy in the late ’50s and, during a walk in the hills, his mind had opened into a state of extreme clarity. He remembered that as a wonderfully pure and peaceful state, and he recalled that the sound had been very loud then. So those positive associations encouraged him to experiment and see if it might be a useful meditation object. It also seemed to be an ideal symbol, in the conditioned world of the senses, of those qualities of mind that transcend the sense realm: not subject to personal will, ever present but only noticed if attended to; apparently beginningless and endless, formless to some degree, and spatially unlocated.

When he first taught this method to the Sangha at Chithurst that winter, he referred to it as “the sound of silence” and the name stuck. Later, as he began to teach the method on retreats for the lay community, he began to hear about its use from people experienced in Hindu and Sikh meditation practices. In these traditions, he found out, this concentration on the inner sound was known as nāda yoga, or “the yoga of inner light and sound.” It also turned out that books had been written on the subject, commentaries in English as well as ancient scriptural treatises, notably The Way of Inner Vigilance by Salim Michaël (published by Signet). In 1991, when Ajahn Sumedho taught the sound of silence as a method on a retreat at a Chinese monastery in the United States, one of the participants was moved to comment, “I think you have stumbled on the  Shūrangama samādhi. There is a meditation on hearing that is  described in that sūtra, and the practice you have been teaching us seems to match it perfectly.”

Seeing that it was a practice that was very accessible to many people, and as his own explorations of it deepened over the years, Ajahn Sumedho has continued to develop it as a central method of meditation, ranking alongside such classical forms of practice as, “mindfulness of breathing” and “investigation of the body.” The Buddha’s encouragement for his students was to use skillful means that are effective in freeing the heart. Since this form of meditation seems to be very supportive for that, despite not being included in lists of meditation practices in the Pali Canon or anthologies such as the Visuddhimagga, it seems wholly appropriate to give it its due. For surely it is the freedom of the heart that is the purpose of all the practices—and that freedom is the final arbiter of what is useful and therefore good.

A second term that Ajahn Sumedho has given particular meaning to is “intuitive awareness.” As with the “sound of silence” there are many places in the talks contained here, particularly in the chapter “Intuitive Awareness” itself, where he elucidates the ways in which he is using this term. However, it might be helpful here to reflect a little on its usage, just to clarify it in relation to other ways of employing the same words.

In this book the phrase “intuitive awareness” is a translation of  sati-sampajañña. The quality of sati-sampajañña is part of a continuum of three elements. The first element is sati, the raw, mindful cognizance of an object. The second element being “sati-sampajanna,” referring to the mindful, intuitive awareness of an object within its context; the final element is “sati-paññā”—usually translated as “mindfulness and wisdom”—which refers to the appreciation of an object in respect to its essential nature as transitory, unsatisfactory, and not-self. Ajahn Chah used to  characterize the relationship between these three elements as being like the hand, arm, and body: sati is that which picks things up, sampajañña is like the arm that enables the hand to get to the required place, paññā is the body which provides it with the life force and the directive element.

Throughout these talks Ajahn Sumedho develops the connection between the terms sati-sampajañña and intuitive awareness. In so doing he is endeavoring to clarify and expand the common renderings of sampajañña as “clear comprehension” or even “self-awareness.” His chief concern is that these translations do not give a sense of the true broadness of that clarity. Thus he is experimenting with an expression that conveys a deliberately expansive quality and that includes the element of mystery; for it is important for the English wording also to imply an attunement of the heart to experiences that the thinking mind cannot understand or that, as he says, are “foggy, confused, or uncertain.” The word “intuitive” is used because it perfectly conveys the mixture of a genuine apprehension of reality, yet also that the reason why things are the way they are might not be at all apparent.

The final and perhaps most significant term to look at in this light is “consciousness.” The Pāli word viññāña is almost invariably translated into English as “consciousness.” In Buddhist psychology viññāṇa generally means a discriminative consciousness that acts via one of the six sense-doors: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, or mind. It means the act of cognizing a knowable object. However, this is not the only way that the Buddha uses the term. As Ajahn Sumedho observes, there are two places in the discourses where a substantially different set of qualities are associated with the term. The phrase that he quotes, “viññāṇaṃ anidassanam anantam sabbato pabham,” comes in part from the Digha Nikāya 11.85 in the Kevaddha Sutta and, in part from the Majjhima Nikāya  49.25. The former passage comes at the end of a colorful and lengthy teaching tale recounted by the Buddha. He tells of a monk in whose mind this question arises: “I wonder where it is that the four great elements—Earth, Water, Fire, and Wind—cease without remainder?” Being a skilled meditator, the bhikkhu in question enters a state of absorption and “the path to the gods becomes open to him.” He begins by putting his question to the first gods he meets, the retinue of the Four Heavenly Kings, the guardians of the world; they demur, saying that they do not know the answer, but that the Four Kings themselves probably do: he should ask them. He does, they do not, and the search continues.

Onward and upward through successive heavens he travels, continually being met with the same reply: “We do not know, but you should try asking...” and is referred to the next higher level of the celestial hierarchy. Patiently enduring the protracted process of this cosmic chain of command, he finally arrives in the presence of the retinue of Mahā-Brahmā and puts the question to them; once again they fail to produce an answer but they assure him that the Great Brahma Himself, should He deign to manifest, will certainly provide him with the resolution he seeks. Sure enough, before too long Mahā-Brahmā appears, but he too does not know the answer, and he chides the monk for being a disciple of the Buddha yet not going to his own teacher with such a question.

When he finally meets the Buddha and asks him, he receives this reply:


But, monk, you should not ask your question in this way: “Where do the four great elements—Earth, Water, Fire, and Wind—cease without remainder?” Instead, this is how the question should have been put: 


“Where do earth, water, fire, and wind

And long and short, and fine and coarse,

Pure and impure no footing find?

Where is it that both nāma (name) and rūpa  (form) fade out,

Leaving no trace behind?”




And the answer is:


“In the awakened consciousness—the invisible, the limitless, radiant  [viññāṇaṃ anidassanaṃ anantaṃ sabbato pabhaṃ].


There it is that earth, water, fire, and wind,

    And long and short, and fine and coarse,

    Pure and impure no footing find.

    There it is that both nāma and rūpa fade out,

    Leaving no trace behind.

    When discriminative consciousness comes to its limit,

    They are held in check therein.”







The term anidassana-viññāṇa has been translated in various other ways: “where consciousness is signless” (Walshe), “the consciousness that makes no showing” (Ñaṇamoli), and, most helpfully, by Bhikkhu Ñaṇananda in his book Concept and Reality (p. 59) as “non-manifestative consciousness.” It is unlikely that the English language has a single term that can accurately convey the constellation of meanings that “anidassana-viññāṇa” possesses; however, it is generally this set of qualities that Ajahn Sumedho is referring to when he uses the simple term “consciousness.”

As he says, “viññṇaṃ anidassanam anantam sabbato pabham” is “a mouthful of words that point to this state of natural consciousness, this reality.” So the reader should bear in mind that,  most of the time, he is deliberately using the single word “consciousness” as a shorthand for “anidassana-viññāṇa.” Naturally, he also uses the word with its customary scriptural meaning of discriminative cognizing, as well as in the sense of “rebirth consciousness”  (paṭisandhi-viññaṇa)—for example: “When we are born into a physical birth, we have consciousness within this form.” In addition, Ajahn Sumedho also occasionally uses the word in the ordinary English sense, i.e. describing the state of not being unconscious, being awake and aware of one’s surroundings and identity.

An obvious parallel to Ajahn Sumedho’s usage of the word “consciousness” is the Thai phrase poo roo as employed by many of the forest Ajahns. The literal translation of poo is “person,” and roo, “knowing.” So “poo roo” has been variously rendered as “knowing,” “the one who knows,” “awareness,” or even “Buddha wisdom.” It is also a term that can be used to convey a large spectrum of meanings from the simple act of the mind cognizing an object (as in classical definitions of viññāṇa) through varying levels of refinement (as in being the witness of phenomena arising and passing away) to the utterly unobstructed awareness of the fully awakened heart.

So “poo roo” can mean everything from simple cognition to the wisdom of a fully enlightened Buddha. And, just as with Ajahn Sumedho’s employment of the word “consciousness,” it is necessary with the term “poo roo” to look at the context, and to take into account the favorite expressions of the Ajahn in question, in order to discern the intended nuances of meaning—ergo, caveat lector!

Since there is such a variety of meanings contingent upon the one word “consciousness” in this book, it would thus be wise for the reader always to reflect on the circumstance in which the  word is being used. In this light, it might be felt by some that it would have been more helpful not to have used “consciousness” in such a broad range of ways, that perhaps sticking to more familiar terminology might have been easier on the listeners and readers—perhaps using a word like citta, “heart,” as defining the agent of pure awareness, instead of anidassana-viññāṇa. But this is not the way that such organic and freestyle methods of teaching usually work.

As said above, it has been the explicit aim of the editor of this book to maintain the spontaneous and informal style of Ajahn Sumedho’s spoken words. All of his talks are extemporaneous, taking shape as they are expressed according to the needs of the listeners present. And part of this methodology of instruction is that it often demands that the listeners or readers expand their range of view of what the teaching and practice is, and how certain words can and should be used. Furthermore, this spontaneous and direct method of expounding the Dhamma encourages the audience to allow themselves to be changed by what they see and hear, rather than judge it according to whether or not it complies with familiar and favored patterns of thinking. Are we going to complain to Van Gogh that a church built like that would never stand up? Probably not...

So as you, reader, wend your way through these pages and explore this small gallery of Ajahn Sumedho’s teachings, it is our fond hope that you find here words and images that help to awaken and free the heart. Whatever is thus meaningful and good, please take it and install it in your life, and whatever is not, please leave it and pass it by in peace.






EDITOR’S PREFACE

WELCOME, READER! In order to gain the maximum benefit from this book, I would encourage you to take a few extra minutes in reading this preface and Ajahn Amaro’s introduction. This book in its entirety is a contemplation, a reflection on the “way it is.” In Ajahn Sumedho’s words, this reflective approach is
an empowerment. I am presenting things for you to investigate. I am not telling how you should think or even practice but presenting things to stimulate you, to look at things rather than just accept what I say or disagree with it.





Reflection is not something that you can do—it’s what the mind inclines to when you are relaxed and open. Another way of saying this is, it’s an attitude: the way you look at yourself and the world, is a choice—a choice to be who you really are, rather than what you think you may be.

Contemplation, on the other hand, is using the thinking mind to reflect. It’s taking a thought consciously, letting it affect the mind and seeing what effect it has. To help with understanding  this, Ajahn Sumedho reflects a lot on self, personality or who we think we are. Accordingly, he often follows his reflections with the phrase, “isn’t it?” The way Ajahn Sumedho uses this is to give you a chance to reflect or contemplate on what he has just said. In addition, if you were to remove the “isn’t it?” to make the book more readable, what you would get is a list of instructions and imperatives, which is not what he is suggesting.

This book has been kept in the manner Ajahn Sumedho speaks, so the text may not be technically flawless. It is easy to write a book on Buddhism, the ABC approach, of doing this and getting that. The scriptures say this, that teacher says that. These books have a role within the structure of any religion but what Ajahn Sumedho is supporting you in, is to wake up to your full potential. Although “wake up” is a simple statement, the implications on society and the complex issues that arise in the world are profound. The Theravadin monastic lifestyle is often portrayed as dry, sterile, and escaping from the complex issues of the world. Yet Ajahn Sumedho’s reflections offer humor, and deep insight into the conditions that support these complexities. He suggests that in reacting to these complexities, we tend to refer back to something we have learned, through our social and cultural conditioning. This is already the past, a memory. So we get manipulated, either by our own memories or by the social, cultural, and political environment. In this process of waking up, you are asked to investigate who you are, what the world is. In this way when we come from stillness, rather than reaction, we can then serve ourselves and humanity.

One way of describing stillness and the movement of the mind, which Ajahn Sumedho assumes you know, is the analogy of the turning wheel. If you imagine a wheel of a car: the tire is where there is movement, in the center of the tire there is no movement,  stillness. When we are not coming from stillness then we are on the wheel. When we are attached to something or want to get rid of something then we are again pulled out from the center on to the wheel—the endless circle of becoming/suffering.

Another word that Ajahn Sumedho uses to support this investigation into who we are, and which is not commonly used is  immanent. This is mainly used within a religious context; it has a sense of inclusiveness within the element of transcendence. Also, Ajahn Sumedho uses the word transcendence not as referring to something out there, something to be attained, but as a quality that is here and now, which includes the human form.

Ajahn Sumedho has been a monk for over forty years, and this book conveys an intuitive understanding of the Buddha’s teaching. The Dhamma reflections herein come from a ten-day retreat given by Ajahn Sumedho at Amarāvatī Buddhist Monastery Retreat Centre in the United Kingdom in May 2005—along with other reflections offered mostly in 2001. The retreats have a relaxed and humorous ambience.

Humor is an important part of the reflective style of Ajahn Sumedho as sometimes we can take life so seriously. By taking some of the human conditions and turning them into absurdities, we can get perspective on the way we bind ourselves to those very conditions. So, when we start to accept ourselves as we are, not as some ideal of who we think we should be, a relaxation can take place. This creates space for insight to arise. For some people this space is recognized as what Ajahn Sumedho refers to as the sound of silence, or simply a quiet or empty mind. However it manifests, this points to the unconditioned, beyond body and mind objects.

From this place of spaciousness, social and personal conditioning can be investigated or reflected upon, thus freeing the heart  from the delusion of identifying with the personality. This is not a process of rejecting ourselves, of considering certain thoughts and feelings as wrong, but of learning to be a silent witness to all that arises without attaching to that experience or rejecting it. In essence it’s about trust, accepting what arises in experience as “the way it is” or, as Ajahn Sumedho often likes to say, “welcoming the suffering.” It is about listening, being receptive to and fully including everything.

It may seem confusing that the reflections in this volume sometimes contradict each other, one talk suggesting that “suffering should be understood” and then the next cautioning against using the word “should.” But what can be noticed is the all-encompassing point behind the contradictions. This is the point to trust: awareness.

Refuge is not in a teacher or scriptures but in the heart’s own purity. This point never changes, it has no views and opinions, is not affected by anything, and yet is fully alive, responsive, spontaneous, and compassionate—fully here and now.

This book has been transcribed and edited by a number of Sangha members and lay people, with additional support from Wisdom Publications. The editor would like to thank them very much for their many hours of work. Any misunderstandings or errors arising in this book rest with the editor. This book is offered as a sharing from the people who have benefited from Ajahn Sumedho’s teachings, his great devotion to Dhamma, and his encouragement. As Ajahn Sumedho says in the chapter on welcoming suffering:
I’m not interested in proving that I’m right, that my translations are the best, but just seeing how they work,  what the effect is in the here and now. I am sharing this with you as a way of encouraging you to have that right and that freedom to know yourself.





May whatever merit that arises from this book be dedicated to the benefit of all sentient beings.


Sāmaṇera Amaranātho  
Amarāvatī Buddhist Monastery







BODY CONTEMPLATION I

IT IS IMPORTANT to keep reminding ourselves that we are recognizing a natural state of timelessness, because experience is always now, here and now. Whether you think you experience things in the past or anticipate possibilities in the future, all that—memories of the past or anticipation of the future—is happening now. And so this is the illusion of time because, in the ordinary world, time is our reality. We believe totally in, are committed to, time as reality. The aim of meditation is to keep reminding ourselves of the present. Experience is always in the present; it’s here and now, what is called paccuppanna-dhamma (the reality of now).

The mind wanders, and you start thinking, and then it will start planning for the future or remembering the past. Awareness, then, is bringing attention to the way the mind works. The future is a thought in the mind, in the present, and the past is a memory. You can be aware of thinking, be aware of thought. We are not our thoughts; our thoughts are artificial creations. So we can think anything. It can be reasonable or totally insane or whatever, but thinking is an artifice that we tend to identify with, intimidate ourselves with, and we let our thoughts control us. So we’re establishing a sense of confidence in the present, mindfulness, sati-sampajañña, here and now.

For example, we use the four postures: sitting, standing, walking, lying down. These are the movements of the body that we use throughout the day and night, normal movements. And so the body is here and now. Obviously you’re experiencing your body now, and it’s sitting. So now just reflect on the experience of sitting. Begin to just notice, just feel, and bring into consciousness this obvious fact that we tend not to notice, not pay attention to. And yet it is a reality of this present moment, the body. For every one of us, our body is present, here and now, whatever condition it might be in. In whatever state of health or unhealth, pleasure or pain, it is the way it is. So now for a few minutes just contemplate this. Bring attention to the experience of being with the sitting of your own body.

When I bring attention to my body, I notice the pressure of just the body sitting on the seat—that’s an obvious sensation—I begin to be aware of my spine or whether I’m feeling tension in the body. . .the shoulders...hands and feet. They’re here and now; just observe them, be a witness to the body as it’s sitting. Being in the position of a witness or an observer, that’s all. It’s not being a critic, not passing judgment on your body at this moment, whether it’s pleasurable or painful or whether you think you’re sitting well or not. Trust yourself just to be the observer. The experience of sitting...just focusing on that, on the physical body. Here and now is like this. And so you’re bringing into consciousness the body as experience. Now, we can sit here all morning and think about various things; we can plan for the future or remember the past. We can travel all over the world just sitting here in this shrine room. I can go to Thailand or Australia within just a few seconds—that’s not what we’re here for, not for traveling, but for being here.

We want to define things, have something to grasp, to get  hold of, and cling to. But this isn’t a matter of clinging. It’s just paying attention, isn’t it? So it’s learning to trust this innate ability, this simple ability we all have to just be with what is, using the body as a focus. The body is a pretty solid condition compared to the mental states you have. It is more stable than your thoughts or emotions. It’s heavy, and it is a sensitive form, a conscious sensitive form. When I contemplate like this, I become more aware of just the feeling—what’s going on in the body. There’s a sense of the belly or the chest or the heart, where the feet are, the hands. . .the pressures...just simple things like one hand touching the other. Or the clothes on your body, just feeling the sensation of your clothes touching your skin; ordinary sensations that we never pay attention to unless they get really painful, unless they make us pay attention. Now, we’re not waiting until something forces our attention, we’re paying attention—using the body as the object of awareness.

So if your mind tends to wander, that’s all right, don’t make a problem about anything whatsoever. When you realize you’re off thinking about something, gently bring your attention back to the body, just being a witness to the experience of sitting.

The nature of the mind is to wander. Notice with thinking that you have one thought and then it stimulates, associates, with the next one—that’s why it wanders. Something will come up, a thought, and then it’ll wander into associations. The awareness of that: you’re not a thought, you’re not a thinking process. Thinking is a habit that we’ve developed. In order to think you have to remember; it’s language, isn’t it?—language and memory. So what I’m pointing to is awareness, not ideas or thoughts. It’s learning to recognize and to be able to realize this awareness, here and now, because it’s always with us, it’s never absent. When we forget, we get caught into our views, opinions, habits. With  meditation it’s bringing us back to this centerpoint, the here and now, the awareness that includes. So awareness includes the body, that’s why you can be aware of the body. You can be fully with the reality of this body, as experience here and now.

You can feel the temperature, whether you feel hot or cold. The body is a sensitive conscious form and we tend to react when it gets too hot or too cold. Instead of just reacting to it, bring attention to the feeling of warmth or the coolness, just being aware of it. The temperature, pressure, the activities of the body, blood, its energies, circulation, nervous system—all this is here and now. So we’re observing it; we don’t have to experience it in any certain way or in a terribly refined way. Just trust in the simple, natural ability of being the observer of the experience of sitting.

The attitude is to be relaxed, to have this sense of being at ease. If you’re trying too hard, you’re not mindful. You may have ideas about what I’m saying: you can make it into something that you have to do, and you try to do what you think I’m telling you to do. What I’m saying is more of an encouragement. What I’m trying to do on this retreat is not tell you what to do but encourage you. I’m just trying to keep pointing and encouraging you to trust your own awareness of this moment.

Another object right now is breathing. This is a physiological function of the body that happens whether we like it or not, no matter what, until we’re dead. If you’re not breathing right now, that means you’re dead. So you can use the breath as a focus because this is happening here and now, the inhalation and exhalation. Now, you can feel the breath through the body and the nostrils. You can feel the rise and fall of the abdomen—you can feel it in your chest—as you breathe in and out. And they’re different, you know. When they teach mindfulness of the breath different teachers use different places of focus.

Notice right now, where do you feel your breath best? Where can you just notice the breath? What part of your body tends to be the most obvious? Put attention onto the breathing of the body, then concentrate on that particular point. So if it’s at the nostrils then just stay with the breath for an inhalation. Breathe in—sustain your attention on just that experience of inhaling and then exhaling. You’re sustaining your attention on something, on what is happening now, and using that as a focus. So using the breath, the normal breathing, don’t try to control anything. It’s not like you have to breathe in a certain way or control your breath—just the way you’re experiencing it. Just let it be that way, and use that, just the inhalation, exhalation, rising, falling. . .because that’s happening right now. It’s just what it is, it’s natural, it’s nature. It’s just the way it is. And you’re a witness to it, because you recognize you’re in this position of the Buddho, or the knower, the witness.

In the Thai forest tradition they use this mantra a lot called Buddho, which is the name of the Buddha—Awakened Knowing. It’s conscious knowing. When we took the refuges last evening, we took refuge in the Buddha. So now you’re actually in the position of the witness, the knowing. It’s the Buddho, knowing the way it is, the breath is like this. Now when I say the breath is like this, that’s a thought, but it’s also pointing, it helps to remind you to be with the breath. It’s not a criticism or an analysis or a wandering thought, is it? It’s not thinking about breathing; I’m just saying be with the breath, notice the breath. Buddho helps you to focus and remember to just use the breath as a focus. . .to begin to recognize awareness.

The breath and the posture are natural conditions. This is Dhamma, in other words. In Thai the word for nature, what is natural, what we don’t create out of our own desires and delusions,  is “Dhamma.” The Buddha knowing the Dhamma, the truth of the way it is; the relationship of Buddha to Dhamma, rather than me, Ajahn Sumedho, trying to practice meditation. If come from this—from me, Ajahn Sumedho, trying to practice meditation—I’m back into a personal scenario. That’s not Dhamma, not natural. It’s a creation, an artifice, a convention. The name “Ajahn Sumedho” is a convention, and “my meditation practice” is another conventional way of thinking. It comes from thinking, “I’m somebody that’s got to practice Dhamma.” We’re starting right from the very center of being right now, just learning to recognize a natural state of being, before you create yourself.

So using the breath and the body: these are just ordinary natural conditions that you’re experiencing at this time. That’s why being aware of the body is a very grounding experience if we tend to be caught in our thinking a lot. Our culture, our society, tends to be very cerebral, and we get caught up in all our ideas and thoughts. So we can live in a totally artificial environment most of the time, one that we create, and we’re creating a sense of myself and what I think and my past and my future, and my abilities or my inabilities. And these are artifices; these are creations that human beings add to the present moment. So you’re recognizing awareness, realizing just the simplicity of awareness, you’re not creating it; it’s not something that you have to believe in or get hold of but just recognize. It’s simple, very simple. It’s very natural.

The breath and the body, these are focuses for when we meditate. Now the point of this is nothing more than to be able to recognize awareness, that which is aware of the breath and the body. It’s just this. You can’t find it as an object. Your breath is an object, isn’t it? You can be aware of inhalation and exhalation, and you can be aware of the experience of sitting, of your  body, the pressure of sitting on the floor, or the clothes on your body, or the heat or the cold. So this awareness, you don’t create that. It’s a natural state of being.

With your breath, when you know your mind is wandering, that you’re thinking about something, gently go back to the point on your body where you experience the breathing, and practice just sustaining your attention on this rhythm of your breathing. So you notice the difference between an inhalation and an exhalation. Inhaling is like this. Exhaling is like this. They’re different, aren’t they? It’s not preferring one over the other. It’s just noticing, being able to sustain and rest in a kind, relaxed, and attentive way to just the breathing that your body is engaged in. Being at ease with yourself, don’t make this into some kind of thing you have to do. It’s very important to develop this trust in yourself, in your awareness. It’s a relaxed state of being. When you try too hard, you know you’re going back into the habits of “I’ve got to, I’ve got to do this”: a kind of compulsion, having to make this into some kind of project that you have to get hold of and achieve. Meditation is just returning, a kind of letting go of the world, instead of trying to get something—just letting go, and then just being. Learning to be at peace and at ease with the breathing, with what’s happening now, with the body.






HERE AND NOW

Apārutā tesam amatassa
 dvārā ye sotavantā
 pamuñcantu saddham


I USE THE WORD “reflection” a lot, because through the ability we have to reflect we can know freedom from birth and death, from suffering. The human mind gives us a thinking mind. We can analyze and criticize because of memory, language, and so forth. So we have concepts of good/bad, right/wrong, and the like, and it’s very dualistic. If you’ve got right, there’s going to be wrong; if you’ve got male, there’s going to be female; the same for day/night, good/bad, big/little. So when we’re caught in the momentum of thinking, then we’re stuck in what we call a dualistic realm. It’s a kind of linear realm where one thing goes on to the next; it’s like your inhalation and exhalation. So this is pointing to the conditioned realm.

We’re using the words “conditioned realm” or “the realm of phenomena.” This is what we’re experiencing through the senses and through the thinking mind. The body is a condition, and then we have the senses—the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, the body itself, the brain. All of these are conditions, are phenomena, and they  arise and cease. The body is born, grows up, gets old, and dies. With the inhalation, you reach the end of it and then it’s the exhalation. It’s like when you’re born you grow up to a certain peak and then you start getting old. And that’s the pattern of saṃsāra  or conditioned phenomena. The thinking mind is conditioned.

Now, we weren’t born thinking, were we? When a baby is born it’s conscious—it’s experiencing consciousness within a separate form, a human form, a baby’s body. But it doesn’t have a concept of itself. It doesn’t conceive itself as being a boy or a girl. Later on we’re told, “you’re a boy” or “you’re a girl,” and then we’re told our race, nationality, ethnic group. You’re not born thinking, “Oh, I’m Sri Lankan.” You’re told you’re Sri Lankan later on. So these are pointing to conventions we artificially create onto the phenomenal experience of the body and consciousness. Language is an artificial thing. Consciousness is natural—we didn’t create it. Humans don’t create it. And the body is a natural condition, just like the trees and the flowers, the birds and the bees. All these are just the natural state of this sense realm that we’re experiencing. And then we—in our human condition—create onto that the sense of a self: “I am, this is my body, this is mine, and I’m a male, I’m American, I’m a Buddhist monk, I’m Ajahn Sumedho, I’m a good monk or a bad monk.”

I’m just pointing to the artifices—the human-made conventions that we strongly identify with. So when we’re going to the breath, using the breath as a focus, we don’t create the breath. It’s natural, it just operates whether we think or not—whether we think it’s my breath or whatever, it doesn’t matter—it is what it is. And the body itself—experiencing the four postures with awareness. The body is either sitting, standing, walking, or lying down. And then you can do unusual postures, like standing on your head or swinging from a tree or something. So we’re pointing to the  ordinariness of this moment, not to some special, extreme condition that we might enjoy at times; just the ordinariness of breathing, the ordinariness of sitting, standing, walking, lying down.

Usually, when we get to the extraordinary, it takes more awareness. It’s like if you’re a rock climber—I’ve never done it, but I’ve always admired such people because for me that’s a rather frightening thing to do. But that’s not usually a demand made on us in our lives. It’s something we choose to do and it’s quite dangerous, I suppose—you have to be very much aware. When your life is in danger, when you’re physically in danger, you find that you go on automatic pilot. Most of us do. When you’re threatened by something and you pick that up, there is something in you, a kind of instinctual survival mechanism, that’s very much aware. So you may find yourself doing quite unusual things that your sense of self would think impossible. Like a heroic act in a war, saving others, or something like that. That’s usually a rare occurrence, where the conditions are of a life-threatening experience of danger, and you can respond in a way that, if you thought about it and identified with it, you probably couldn’t do.

There’s no particular, imminent danger around here that I’m aware of. There’s no threatening possibility of danger that we have to prepare ourselves against right now—as in the case of an air raid or terrorist attack. So we come to a meditation center like Amarāvatī and it’s a fairly safe place. Nothing really all that dangerous ever happens here—as yet—and so it’s a Buddhist center, a Buddhist monastery. We’re in a moral form. With the eight precepts that we take when we are on retreat, we can take each other for granted; we can trust each other on the behavioral level. We’ve all agreed to live under these precepts about action, speech, and behavior. And that also gives us the sense that we don’t have  to be like the squirrels here in Amarāvatī, where as soon as they get out of the tree they’re in danger. So they’re very alert to any sound or any movement because squirrels feel safe in trees but not on the ground. Well, obviously, if we had to live up in a tree, we wouldn’t feel very safe—at least I wouldn’t. On the land, on the ground here I feel quite safe. Now we can just notice what this is like—moral precepts are agreements about behavior and give our lives a kind of security.

We’re not like animals in the jungle—survive is about the best they can do. We can trust each other because, from my experience, meditation retreats don’t attract Mafia thugs, criminals, drug peddlers, or perverts. Such people don’t usually feel attracted to places like this. So it’s a fairly safe place to be. Now, creating this sense of safety is important because we do live in a dangerous realm. We know that we’re very vulnerable creatures. We don’t have very tough hides, we’re easily injured, easily damaged physically, and we are also very sensitive creatures, so we can be hurt emotionally. If somebody makes some nasty insulting comment, we can feel our heart quiver. Just the way somebody might look at me—if they give me a hostile look.

Pointing to this realm, you’re experiencing now a sensory realm—not in the context of a personal experience anymore, but the way it is. Just contemplate what your life is, as experience, from the time you’re born to this present moment: it’s the experience of sensitivity. Because things are impinging on your senses all the time—passing in front of your vision, or as sounds through your ears, or odors through the nose, tastes through the mouth, the tongue. The pleasure and pain, heat and cold through the body, the emotional habits—sensitivity is like this. It’s not going to be the experience of just pleasure—seeing just the beautiful objects, melodious sounds, fragrant odors, wonderful tastes, and  warm, pleasurable sensations on your body and skin—we’re subject to whatever’s happening around. We don’t have that much control over what we’re going to experience.

So this is what sensitivity is about. We would like to have only pleasure, to have just beauty around us and beautiful music and delicious food and fragrant odors, and a sense of safety and security and peace and harmony and happiness. This is what we call heaven. But this realm we’re in is not heaven, is it? It’s a sense realm, not an ethereal one. We’ve got a body that’s not an ethereal form. It’s not made out of ether but of the four elements: the earth element, fire, water, wind. The body is like this—it’s coarse, made of these coarse elements, and it’s sensitive. So using the body and the senses as a focus, we can reflect on sensitivity. You can be aware of pleasure and pain; you can be aware of your emotional state in the present. This awareness, then, is what the Buddha is pointing to as our refuge. Because awareness allows us to discern where wisdom can operate in our lives, rather than habitual reactions.

When we’re merely conditioned by experience, we tend to react to what’s happening. If we’re experiencing happiness we want more. We tend to grasp at happiness, trying to have as much as we can get. We would like security, to have lots of money and surround ourselves with beautiful things. We’d like a stable society, a well-run country, a well-run government, a good economy, to have security, safety. That would make us feel good, give us a pleasant feeling all the time. But this realm—its very nature is change, and it’s insecure. You can’t have just inhalations, you’ve also got to exhale. You can’t stay at the peak moment of your perfect form, when you are most beautiful, most healthy, most youthful. Many people try! And they’re never very successful.

Old age, sickness, death are natural also—and this is just the way things are in this realm, in this phenomenal realm that we’re experiencing, this sense realm. So what I’m doing is reflecting on life, on the nature of this body, on the experience through the senses, on what sensitivity is. I can see how on a personal level I’m conditioned; my personality is conditioned. I would like harmony and peace. I’d like to live in a Sangha of monks and nuns where there are never any difficulties, sharing our lives, marching to nibbāna. A place where problems never arise, with no misunderstandings... that’s the ideal of a heavenly monastery. They have monasteries like that probably up in heaven. But here on earth they’re like this.

So we do our best. We all agree there are moral precepts and we agree to live in this way; there are agreed ways of behaving that make life more simple. At least we’re not endlessly negotiating rights and demands, personal privileges, and so forth. Even though it’s a hierarchical structure based on seniority, it’s also based on compassion. Even in a monastery at its very best—with all the best monks and nuns that you could possibly ever imagine—there are still the contingencies, the surprising events, the things you don’t like, things you don’t want, the snake in the garden, the worm in the apple, the fly in the ointment. We’d like just apples with no worms, and gardens with no poisonous snakes—but that’s idealizing, isn’t it? That’s wanting something that’s not the way life is. So it’s getting to know experience as human individuals, now. Being sensitive is like this.

Now when I say “like this,” it’s reflecting on the reality of this moment: the body’s like this; the mind, the mood that I’m experiencing, the mental state is like this. I’m not telling you whether my mental state is good or bad—I don’t know how to describe the mood I’m in right now—it is what it is. All I can say is that 
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