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‘Giving Some Time and Attention
to Buddhadhamma’




Today is an auspicious occasion for us to listen to and
contemplate the Dhamma taught by the Lord Buddha
for benefit to our lives during the present crisis. This
crisis may not be the worst in the history of humankind
but is probably the worst in living memory. But actually
in the context of the Buddhadhamma, we believe that
life itself 1s a crisis. Our lives are always full of crises.
Covid 1s simply a crisis that 1s so obvious that people all
over the world are unable to turn their backs on it. But
even without Covid, our lives are still full of challenges.
It has always been so in the past, and always will be in

the future.

Crises reveal people’s true nature, and we can see all
around us many heartwarming role models. It shows
how this crisis can reveal the goodness that lies within
people’s hearts. However, at the same time, we must
admit that the crisis may also bring out the worst in
people too. What becomes apparent is the strength and
weakness of people’s minds. Our teachers teach us to see
opportunities in crisis. And this particular crisis can be a

great opportunity for us.

In Buddhadhamma, hardships and suffering are not the

same. Some people may be having a difficult time during
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the pandemic but are not suffering much. Some may not

be directly affected but are suffering a lot.
Why 1s that so? It 1s because of our minds.

One misconception about Buddhism is that it is only a
matter of the mind, of the individual, a personal concern.
In this view, no matter how chaotic the environment
may be, the essential thing is to have a peaceful mind;
it 1s a teaching of acceptance. But actually, the Buddha
referred to his teachings as ‘Dhamma-Vinaya’. Vinaya
in this sense does not refer to the monk’s 227 training
rules. Rather it is about creating an environment -- by
means of relationships with the material world, and by
laws, regulations, agreements, customs and traditions --

that 1s conducive to progress in the Dhamma.

The Buddha did not say that everything lies in the mind.
But he taught that all things arise from the mind. The
mind is the primary factor. And he never disregards
nor neglects the importance of external factors and
social context. The Buddha, thus, teaches us to develop
externally and internally simultaneously. Buddhism 1s a

religion of human development.
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People who live by the sea may know of small creatures
called ‘barnacles’. Barnacles attach themselves to boats.
By the time a boat docks, its weight could have increased
by up to 40%. Barnacles slow down boats, increase fuel
consumption, and therefore, they have to be removed
periodically. Looking at the boat from underwater, one
can only see the barnacles and not the boat. I sometimes
imagine Buddhism as a big ship, covered with barnacles.
Just as barnacles can cover a ship until the ship can
hardly be seen. So what 1s not Buddhism envelops the
Dhamma. Superficial aspects of Buddhism conceal its

€Sssence.

Recently, there has been an increase in criticism of
Buddhism. Actually, there have always been waves of
criticism, butin the pastone ortwoyearsithasbeen getting
quite clamorous. I have not been following these things
so closely, but when I hear Buddhism being criticized,
being a member of the Sangha, I feel a responsibility to
defend and clarify the right understanding. When I ask
my students exactly what is being criticized, I often find
that it is the barnacles that are being criticized and not

the Dhamma itself.
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These days, we have an advantage over people of
previous generations in terms of opportunity to study
the Buddha’s teachings. And for free, as well. We have
so many options: whether it be on podcasts, youtube or
television. So when I hear some questions or criticisms,
I am disappointed that if' the person would have taken
just a few moments to search on Google or read a couple
of pages from Wikipedia, they would not be asking such
questions or making such statements. And so today;,
I would like to ask you to give Buddhism a chance.
Buddhism’s unique feature is its profound wisdom,
but unfortunately we have not really harnessed its true

potential.

Due to the intelligence and astuteness of Thailand’s
past leaders, Thailand was never colonized by England
or France. And it 1s something we should be proud of.
However, at the same time, it must be admitted that
Thailand has been colonized culturally by Western
ideas, for the most part, without quite realizing to what
extent. If a country were to be colonized in the old way;,
there would be no way that you could not know it or see
it. Foreign leaders or soldiers etc. would let you know.

But the gradual assimilation of ideas which undermines
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fundamental national and spiritual shared values and

principles is something we often overlook.

I see that many people in Thailand today are looking
at Buddhism through Western perspectives and
philosophical frameworks without realizing it. Seeing
Buddhism as a body of beliefs that serves as an anchor
for the heart, as an emotional comfort during hard times,
for example. In fact, the essence of Buddhism does not
lie in beliefs in holy books or supernatural beings. The
Buddha’s teachings constitute a system of education or

a system of human development.

Western influence is everywhere, and at times can be
quite amusing. Sometimes there’s a new theory from
the West that people get very excited about and talk
about a lot, and 1t gets translated into Thai. For me,
or others who have lived in the West, it’s clear that the
writer of this so-called new theory has been inspired by
Buddhist teachings and has merely presented them 1n a
neutral idiom without mentioning Buddhism by name.
When this new 1dea reaches Thailand, the readers not
knowing Buddha’s teachings are enthusiastic, “Wow!,

this 1s amazing, it should be introduced into Thailand’.
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Meanwhile, the translation into Thai usually sounds stiff

and Western, and even more alien.

Sometimes, in a similar way, people who are well disposed
towards Buddhism, hear something new from the West
which speaks of the mind or of inner peace and become
excited that it is ‘just like Buddhism’. Those who have
studied the principles of Buddhism, however, will see
that it 1s alike in some respects, unalike in others. But
because we have not given enough time and attention
to the Buddha’s teachings, we are unable to make the
distinction. Simply hearing words like ‘inner peace’
and ‘mindfulness’ we jump to the conclusion that the
views are in line with the Buddha’s teachings. This is

dangerous.

Latterly, I myself have been trying to use the word
‘Buddhist religion” much less, as I see it is subject to a
certain amount of prejudice. I prefer to use the word
‘Buddhadhamma’. The Buddha once referred to all of
his teachings, which are usually numbered at 84,000,
(although I'm not sure that that is an exact figure; it’s not
been counted). To counter discouragement at the huge
amount, he said that in fact, he only taught two things:

suffering and the end of suffering.
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If these two terms were to be expressed in a more modern
idiom, we could say that the first category of teachings is
concerned with the question, ‘What or how is this life of
ours?” These teachings provide an analysis, an inquiry.
They are essentially ‘descriptive’. The second category
of teachings are ‘prescriptive’. They are concerned with
the question: ‘Given that our life is like this, what 1s the
best thing that we can do about 1t?” The short answer
we are given is cultivation of the Eightfold Path. The
Buddha summarized the Eightfold Path as the training in
Sila (morality), Samadhi (the heart) and Panna (wisdom).

It is important to understand that sila, usually translated
as ‘morality’ has certain features not found in other
religions. Most importantly, Sila is considered a matter
of training. It is still common to hear the Five Precepts
referred to as Five Prohibitions or Commandments.
This 1s a clear example of applying a Western way of
thinking to Buddhism. In fact, there is no concept of
‘commandment’ here. There are no teachings urging
people to be moral in order to be born in a heaven
realm or threatening them with rebirth in hell if they are
immoral. In Buddhism we do not use this way of talking
to instil morality. If this way of talking 1s to be found, it

1s incorrect.
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The Buddha had us begin with a simple question, “‘What
1s the best way for us all to live together?” Given that
we have defilements, that we are all subject to greed,
selfishness, anger, aversion and delusion, how can we
live together in peace? What shared values do we need
to adhere to? The Buddha took human nature as the
foundation for morality, not a belief in things that we
cannot verify. The nature of the human being is that our
lives are composed of action, speech and mental activity.

Action and speech on one side, the mind on the other.

We can’t forbid ourselves from thinking, we can’t stop
ourselves from desiring to take something that doesn’t
belong to us, from harming others, or from deceiving
them. Human nature doesn’t allow that. We must
respect the nature of things. But we can use our will to
refrain from expressing our thoughts through action or
speech. In the midst of our family, or our community
or organization, we can make an agreement, or make
a promise: ‘I acknowledge that I sometimes feel desires
for various things, I still get angry and vengeful, I still
get offended by things. But I promise you that no matter
how angry I might be, I will not harm anyone with my
actions or speech under any circumstances. I won’t take

anything that doesn’t belong to me,  won’t lie or deceive’.
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Is this realistic? It’s difficult. But it can be done. It’s not
impossible. The Buddha studied and revealed human

nature; that which is possible and that which is impossible.

Even if you enjoy a warm family life, everyone loving
each other, it’s not that you feel that love 24 hours of
the day, or every breath that you take. It’s possible for
us to be angry with the people we love the most, to hate
them, to feel hurt by them. Every emotion can arise.
That’s human nature. But something that we can do is
to manage the way we express our emotions through
action and speech. And if' we can do that consistently,

there are many rewards.

Firstly, everyone in the family, in the community feels safe.
And the indispensable foundation for the cultivation of
a happy life together 1s safety. We offer safety and mental
ease to those around us by refraining from certain actions
and speech. Training ourselves in this way i1s called the
practice of sila. We use our wisdom to reflect on what
1s possible and what is not possible. Our goal is to live
together in such a way that everyone feels safe, and can

trust each other.

The Buddhist hypothesis 1s that we must manage our

actions and speech voluntarily. Simply refraining from
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certain behavior out of a fear of going to prison might
lead to a blameless life, but it’s not yet sila in the Buddhist
sense. If we voluntarily refrain from harming others
through actions or speech, come what may, whatever
the temptations or pressures upon us, the benefits are
not experienced only by those around us. We feel them
within us. We feel self-respect, we like ourselves more,
we feel that we are growing as a human being. But this is
not enough. The human development that is the unique
feature of Buddhism doesn’t end at good behaviour. As
long as we still have greed, hatred and delusion within
us, there can be no true peace, no true happiness.
Because our greatest obstacles, the greatest enemies to

our happiness lie within.

The Buddha once said “There 1s no worse enemy than
our own untrained mind. And there is no better friend
than our own well-trained mind”. Therefore, it is up to
us. The heart of Buddhism is, thus, not found in certain
activities or rituals. Putting food in monks’ bowls, making
merit or offering dana are praiseworthy things and
should be practised. But the heart of being a Buddhist
doesn’t lie in these things, it 1s found in the commitment

to train oneself in accordance with the teachings of the

Buddha.
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Recently, there’ve been many calls for changes for a better
society. Itis heartening to see people with good intentions
for the society at large and for the country. But history
has taught us that if there is no personal development
going hand in hand with social development, social
development will fail. Because the defilements which
lie within each of us will eventually act up and destroy

whatever progress made.

Do ideals last? Are they set in stone? In most cases, when
people gain positions bringing fame and power, their
ideals simply disappear. This 1s usually what happens.
Why is it so? Because people are not skilful when it comes
to dealing with their own mind. They are not equipped
with the skills to prevent defilements from taking over the
mind. They lose themselves, become strongly attached

to their beliefs and views.

It’s apparent that Thai people now speak in public with
much more confidence and fluency, but the content is
not always as impressive. It’s important to remember
that communication is not only about speaking skills,
but also about how to listen. Nowadays, people are more
accomplished at speaking in public than in the past, but

it seems that listening to others may have worsened.
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The influence of social media has made people become
more narrow-minded, increasing divisions between ‘us’

and ‘them’.

We often think too highly of the West. The western world
1s also facing many problems now. In the United States,
divisions in society are more severe than in Thailand. At
present it 1s as 1f that country 1s divided into two tribes.
Each side sees the opposing side as ignorant, evil, and
dangerous, making it almost impossible for them to talk
to each other. This 1s extreme and dangerous for the

whole world. Thailand hasn’t reached that point.

It’s important that we apply the Buddha’s teachings to
know and understand ourselves, that we take an interest
in knowing and understanding others. That we build
bridges with those whom we disagree with. Building
walls and creating division, thinking that we’re the
best and they’re the worst, thinking that those who are
‘eood’ and ‘correct’ have the right to condemn others, 13
merely immature. Today, venting fear, anxiety and stress
through blame and verbal abuse is understandable, but

1t’s not constructive.

The Buddha provided us with the tools to train ourselves

and to build harmonious communities. It’s not about
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believing in something to comfort the mind, but to train
our body, speech, and mind. It means being skilful in
preventing unwholesomeness from arising in the mind,
and of being skilful and making the effort to abandon
the unwholesome qualities that have already arisen, and
finding ways for the wholesome qualities that have not

yet arisen in the mind to manifest.

When thinking of those who we respect and the virtues
we see 1n them, know that there 1s not a single one of
those virtues that cannot be made to manifest in our own
mind. Whatever our gender, whether we’re rich or poor,
human beings are equal in their opportunity to abandon
the unwholesome, cultivate the wholesome and purity
the mind. We achieve the highest potential as human

beings through this training and development.

Right now, although we are caught in the middle of a
crisis, we can also gain some benefit from it, by training
ourselves to be better everyday. We can, for example,
give up some comfort and convenience for the welfare
of others. Doing meritorious and wholesome deeds 1s
beneficial to one’s life. Whenever we do so, we reap the
benefits immediately. Helping others, performing an act

of generosity is easily accomplished, and it makes us feel
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good. Short-term depression can also be abandoned if we
let go of the obsession with ourselves, our own thoughts
and problems. By opening up our mind, acknowledging
the sufferings of others, and giving a helping hand, we

immediately feel better.

As humans, we can make our lives better. We can make
them better everyday. This is what it means to be a
religious person in the Buddhist sense - someone who has
the commitment and determination to train themself
to become a good person, a better person. If we get
angry easily, we ask how can we reduce the intensity of
our anger? If we often get jealous, we feel we have to

overcome 1t, or at least reduce it.

Wherever the unwholesome arises, it’s right there that
Buddhism comes in: it teaches us how to deal with it. The
Buddha also gave a clear map regarding mindfulness
and inner peace. The cultivation of the mind leads to
a happiness more refined and more noble than that
derived from contact through the senses with forms,

sounds, smells, tastes, and touches.
Is that not intriguing?

We all seek happiness, but we have to admit that the

happiness we experience these days is intermittent,
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unreliable and unsatisfactory. The wisest person in the
history of mankind has given us the news that human
beings can achieve a superior kind of happiness. If we
patiently make an effort and continuously practice, we

can achieve it.

I think that being lucky enough to be born in a suitable
country like Thailand, we should at least give Buddhist
teachings a chance, give the enlightened ones a chance.
They’ve put so much effort into teaching us that we can
be better than we think we are. We have the capability,
the capacity, an incredible potential to be better, lying
within us. But nobody can do the work for us, nobody
can make us calm, nobody can help us stop worrying,
nobody can free us from stress and anxiety. In the end,

we have to put in the work ourselves.

So during this time we may find ourselves suffering due to
Covid. Many people are suffering and having a difficult
time. We can observe how much of our suffering comes
from our thoughts and how much from the virus itself.
There 1s the physical suffering from the conditions of
the disease, or the concern that our family members or
our relatives will be infected. But the most painful is this

non-stop train of thoughts, worrying and anxiety. ‘Why
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1s it like this?’. ‘I don’t want it to be like this’. ‘It shouldn’t
be like this’. ‘If so and so happens, then so and so will
follow’. These are the worst kind of thoughts.

The Buddha compared the problems we face in life to
being pierced by an arrow. Like being pierced is not
painful enough, we also put poison on the arrow. An
arrow 1s an arrow— we must accept it for what it is. But
what we can do is not put poison on the arrow. Do the

best that we can.

It 1s the virtues within our mind that uplift it, and these
virtues can be cultivated. So how can we make our lives
better? One part lies in helping others lead a life with

less suffering and more happiness.

Here 1s what should be realized about Buddhism, and
it 1s the feature that has drawn so many Westerners to
study it and gain faith in it: namely that the teachings are
practical, with a systematic approach. The Lord Buddha
1s very methodical. If you do this and such problems
occur, then this 1s how to fix it. It’s like a manual... a

manual for becoming a true human being;

For the upcoming Rain Retreat, I'd like everybody to
take this opportunity to recognize and believe in your
own capacity (as a human being), use the Buddhist
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teachings as a manual, as a map. Try it. Is it true that we
can abandon the unwholesome, cultivate the wholesome
and purify the mind? You don’t have to believe that it is
true, but give it a chance. Giving the Buddha’s teachings

a chance means giving our lives a chance.

Everybody needs to respect their life and love their
life. It’s not about loving yourself. You don’t need to
love yourself but you do need to love your life more for
the lasting happiness and benefit of ourselves, for the
happiness and benefit of those around us.

Dhamma discourse organized by

The King’s Scholarships Program for Thai Monks
at Office of His Majesty Privy Council

to commemorate His Majesty the King’s birthday
on27]July 2021.
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