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Navigating a Polarised Society




I’'m very happy to be here this evening with the King’s
Scholars Society. The title for today’s talk has been suggested
as “Navigating a Polarised Society” — | thought this is an
interesting theme, since, particularly, | considered that the
proposed title has something to do with the recent election here
in Thailand.

I live in the UK, in England, so | don’t pretend to have
any kind of detailed knowledge of Thai politics, but | did pick
up through people’s conversations and through a certain amount
of the media that there is that sense of polarisation, or instabil-
ity and concern about how Thailand is going to be governed,
how the country will evolve and develop with the two leading
political parties.

| did a little bit of homework before this evening to find
that, in the recent election, the two main parties that
received the most votes are the Move Forward Party and the
Pheu Thai Party. That's about the extent of my knowledge
of Thai politics. As you know monks don’t take sides
politically. | thought, therefore to be leaving out the issues about
which is the party to go for or who to be worried about, and |
considered instead to talk this evening about polarisation as a
principle, in a much broader sense, as | thought that would be
more helpful.

We monks might have particular feelings or perspectives,
but we don’t take sides. We don’t vote in elections. We're
there to be a spiritual resource for everybody, whatever place
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someone is on the spiritual spectrum. Our aim as a monastery
or as monastics is to be a resource of wisdom and goodness
and unselfishness for everyone, wherever you might be posi-
tioned in the range of possibilities.

Looking at this theme Navigating a Polarised Society,
| felt all of us as human beings live with a lot of polarities.
| presume most of you know what ‘polarised’” means. It means
‘this’ against ‘that’, one group or one body as opposed to
another. Polarisation like North and South. North Pole - South
Pole, they are polarised. They are opposite qualities.

So | would say that all of us live with a lot of such
polarisations. Just to give an example, within the Buddhist
world you have Theravada' - Mahayana®, Dhammayut’ - Ma-
hanikaya®. Also, within society we have the rich - the poor,
the country people - the city people, the older people - the young-
er people. There are many different divisions that we all live
with, and all of these are areas of concern.

' Theravada (Pali): One of the two main branches of Buddhism, Theravada focuses on
individual enlightenment and closely follows the earliest texts and teachings of the
Buddha. It is predominant in Southeast Asia.

? Mahayana (Pali): The other main branch of Buddhism, Mahayana emphasizes the bodhisattva
ideal and aims for the enlightenment of all sentient beings. It emerged later than
Theravada and is common in East Asia.

® Dhammayut (Pali): A monastic order within Theravada Buddhism, the Dhammayut Order
originated in Thailand. It emphasizes strict adherence to the Vinaya, the monastic code
of discipline. The order emerged in Thailand as a reform movement led by King Mongkut
of Siam in the 19th century.

*Mahanikaya (Pali): An older and more prominent monastic order within Theravada Buddhism
in Thailand, Mahanikaya is larger and known for its diverse approaches to the Vinaya
and its openness to local customs and practices.
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People have come to me, or other monks and nuns,
in the role of teaching, and say, “what do we do about the
divide between the rich and the poor, or the old and the young,
the traditionalists and the modernists? How do we find a place
to meet?”

Because it's so easy for us to fall into a state of conflict,
we think “I'm right and they’re wrong. We’ve got a problem
with them. We're OK, but they are a problem.” And so this
happens in so many different dimensions of our lives. I'm not
reading anybody’s mind. | haven’t looked at your Facebook
pages, but it's statistically likely that there are conflicts in
families with, for example this sister or that brother, and we find
ourselves opposed, with that polarisation, that opposition.

So | thought we would look at that process this
evening as a general principle. Then we can apply it both in
the political sphere here in Thailand, or within our family, or the
business world, or wherever it might be useful.

Even within the monastic life, as | said, you have the
forest monks - the city monks, the Dhammayut - Mahanikaya.
At the time when Luang Por’ Chah® was teaching in the
1960s and ’70s, there was a lot of conflict or competition,

® Luang Por (Thai): A term of respect used in Thailand for senior Buddhist monks. It translates
to “Venerable Father” and is often used when referring to a highly revered monk.

® Chah (Chah Subhaddo): Ajahn Chah was a prominent Thai Buddhist monk and influential
teacher of the Buddhadhamma. Born on June 17, 1918, and passing away on January
16, 1992, he founded many significant monasteries in the Thai Forest Tradition. He is
also known by the honorific titles “Luang Por” and “Phra Bodhiyanathera.”
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and polarisation in Thailand. “Are you a Satipatthana” monastery
or are you a Samatha®- Vipassana® monastery? Which group
do you belong to?” People would take a stand, “This is a Vipas-
sana monastery. This is what we do.” And then “No, no, we’re
a Satipatthana monastery. This is what we do.” “We’re a
Samatha monastery. This is what we do.”

Luang Por Chah would say these are all teachings of
the Lord Buddha. These are all about the same mind. These
are all just Upaya", skillful means that we use to work with this
one mind of ours. We don’t need to create a fight or create
opposition.

Even within the realm of forest monastics or spiritual
practitioners, you can still take hold of an idea, a principle, a
practice, and hold it in an unskillful way so it becomes a cause
for conflict, for difficulty. So that’'s what I'd like to look at this
evening, and we can open things up for discussion later on.

" Satipatthana (Pali): Satipatthana, the “four foundations of mindfulness” is a practice guiding
the development of mindfulness and awareness. It involves observing the body, feelings,
mind, and mental objects. By closely examining these aspects, practitioners gain insights
into impermanence, suffering, and the perspective of not-self.

® Samatha (Pali): Samatha meditation focuses on calming the mind and cultivating concentration
by directing attention to a single object, such as the breath. This practice fosters mental
stability and lays the groundwork for deeper insights.

° Vipassana (Pali): Vipassana meditation is the profound insight into reality effected by observing
the arising and passing away of sensations, perceptions, thoughts, and emotions. Through
this practice, individuals directly experience impermanence, suffering, and the absence
of a permanent self.

' Upaya (Pali): A Buddhist concept meaning “skillful means”. Upaya refers to any effective
method or strategy that aids in reaching enlightenment or in helping others to do so.
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| would say whatever the area might be, whether it's Thai
political life, or the business world, or the family, or the world
of spiritual practice, meditation, that the issue is not that
we have a particular perspective, something that we see
as true or good or useful for ourselves, but the issue is
attachment or clinging. That’s where the problem, or the
cause of difficulty and suffering is, through that quality of
clinging and attachment. That’s where the trouble begins.

So that, say, within the UK, again going back to the
political arena: Brexit or no Brexit? The current big topic of
discussion. Or Scotland trying to go independent: should
Scotland be independent or not? These are big issues, but you
could see that it's quite OK for someone to say, “Yes, Scotland
should be independent, right?” “No, no, no. The UK should stay
together.” “The UK should leave Europe” or “... should stay with
Europe.”

It's quite fine for individuals to have their own perspective.
What's going to be good for the family? What's going to be
good for your spiritual practice? So the issue is not the point
of view that we each have as individuals. Where the trouble
starts is: “I'm right, you’re wrong.”

That kind of identification or attachment to a particular
viewpoint, that’'s where the difficulty begins. And so our good
intention, what we see is absolutely right and helpful for the
family, for the society, for the business, for the college or
whatever, this gets distorted. That gets turned into a cause of
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difficulty because of the way that we’re holding it. That's the
difficulty.

So, as it comes across in the Lord Buddha'’s teaching,
if you are thinking the words “I’'m right, you’re wrong”, that should
be a red flag! That's a sign that, “Wait a minute, that sounds
like I'm attaching to something. That sounds like I'm clinging to
something. Let’s just take a step back and have another look
at the situation.”

In America — | am also an American citizen as well as
being British so | can speak on behalf of Americans — it's good
to be “righteously indignant”. | realize that’s a bit of a technical
term.

That is the attitude, “I'm right, you're wrong”, and | should
get upset with how wrong you are. To be righteously indignant
is like: “You're wrong and | have to set you straight” and, in
America, that’s quite praised to be ‘righteously indignant’. They
have a saying that “if you’re not angry, you're not paying
attention.” It's an interesting kind of declaration. So, it's quite
natural for Americans to be righteously indignant, and to feel
that they’re doing a good thing to be that way.

I'd like to share a story with you that Luang Por Sumed-
ho'' has often told, about when he was a young monk in his

" Sumedho (Robert Karr Jackman): Born on July 27, 1934, Ajahn Sumedho is an American
Buddhist monk and a key figure in the transmission of Theravada Buddhism to the West.
Ordained in 1967, he was pivotal in establishing Wat Pah Nanachat in Thailand and the
Cittaviveka and Amaravati monasteries in England. He is also known by the honorific
name “Phra Phrom Vajirayana.”
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early days in Wat Nong Pah Pong'?, Ajahn" Chah’s monastery
in Ubon. This is long before most of you were born, probably
about 1969-1970, so a long time ago.

More than 50 years ago Luang Por Sumedho was a
young monk, and he was the only farang monk in Wat Nong
Pah Pong at that time. At this time there was a monk who had
arrived fairly recently at Wat Nong Pah Pong. This monk was
very loud-spoken. | know most Thai people are very quiet, very
modest and very gentle with each other. This is not to be
making too many generalizations. And I'm quite a loud person
myself. | realize that people may vary, but this particular monk
was very loud, very outspoken and often used quite bad
language.

So, when he arrived in the monastery and was fitting in
with people there, the young Ajahn Sumedho was thinking:
“This monk is really loud. He’s really noisy. | don’t understand
the language very well, but | think that’s a really rude word to
use, he shouldn’t be talking like that”. And as time went by, this
monk didn’t seem to adapt but carried on being loud and
irritating.

2 Wat Nong Pah Pong (Thai): A forest monastery in Thailand founded by Ajahn Chah. It is
well known for its emphasis on the practice and teaching of Theravada Buddhism.

'3 Ajahn (Thai, derived from Pali “Acariya”): A title used in Theravada Buddhism, primarily in
Thailand, for monastics who have undergone a higher level of training. It's equivalent to
“teacher.”
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Then the young Tan" Sumedho noticed that other monks
would tend to avoid that monk, or move away when he started
talking. He was puzzled. He thought “Why doesn’t Luang
Por set him straight? He just seems to let him carry on and this
isn’t right. Something should be done about this.” Because
Luang Por Chah would be there when this monk was talking
to the whole group or making a lot of noise, and Luang Por
was just indifferent, just let him run on. After several weeks of
this, the young Tan Sumedho was quite sure that something
should be done. “This is not right.”

At the fortnightly Patimokkha'® recitation, the senior monk
will say to the group: “Does anyone have any business they
wish to discuss?” So normally Luang Por Chah would be the
senior monk and if anything was to be brought up, he would
receive that and respond in an appropriate way.

So, on one of these occasions when Luang Por Chah
went away to visit one of the local branches, young Tan Sumedho
had made a list of all the things that were wrong with this loud
monk. He decided, “If Luang Por Chah is not going to do
anything about it, I'll bring it up with the sangha anyway.”

" Tan (Thai): A respectful term used to address Buddhist monastics in Thailand.

'® Patimokkha (Pali): The list of rules and precepts that govern the behaviour of Theravada
Buddhist monks and nuns. It forms part of the larger Vinaya. Patimokkha recitation is a
formal practice during which monastics gather to recite these rules as a means of
fostering ethical discipline and communal harmony.
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| think Tan Ajahn Liam'® was leading in the recitation and
he asked the group if there were any matters to discuss, and
then Tan Sumedho went through his list of all the things that
were wrong about this loud monk. He was accurate; he reported
things that he had heard, and he didn’t exaggerate. It was like
“This is what he said, this is when he said it. And this is what
the other monks said to me or to others in reaction to that. So,
all this being the case, this monk should be scolded. He should
be admonished. He should be told, ‘You know you can’t act
this way. This is wrong and bad’.”

Tan Sumedho really embarrassed the loud monk who
was sitting right there with the rest of the group, his face went
all red. So, he was really shamed in front of the whole group
and so was looking at the floor through the whole of this time.

When Ajahn Sumedho got to the end of his delivery then
Luang Por Liam, who'’s a very Upekkha' kind of person said,
“Thank you Tan Sumedho, | think we’ve heard what we need
to hear.” Then the meeting came to an end. So, Tan Sumedho
thought, “Well I'm really glad finally someone told that monk
where things are at, and that he really needs to straighten out
his behaviour.”

'® Liam (Phra Thep Vajirayana): A respected monk in the Arafifiavasi Maha Nikaya tradition,
Ajahn Liam succeeded Ajahn Chah as the abbot of Wat Nong Pah Pong. Known for his
humility and simplicity, he took over the role of abbot at the request of the previous
abbot, Ajahn Chah, due to health issues and has been serving in this capacity since.

" Upekkha (Pali): One of the Four Sublime States in Buddhism, Upekkha refers to serenity,
equanimity or a balanced, even-minded approach toward all experiences.
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But what happened was, within a day or so, that monk
packed up his bowl, took his robes and left the monastery
before Luang Por Chah got back. He took off!

When Luang Por Chah returned a little while later, news
came to him pretty quickly. “Where did the loud monk go?”
“We have to tell you, Tan Sumedho really gave him an earful
at the last Patimokkha.” And so Luang Por Chah waited for the
right moment and then summoned Tan Sumedho to have a
little chat with him, just the two of them talking together.

Luang Por said: “Tan Sumedho, what you did with that
monk at the Patimokkha meeting was really wrong. Do you
think | didn’t realize how loud he was? Do you think | didn’t
realize how bad his language was? Of course, | was aware of
that. And do you think it was an accident that | gave him that
amount of space? Because, you should know that, this was the
last monastery he could live at. He had been kicked out of
every other place he had been living.

“This was the last practice monastery where he could
stay and now you've shut the door on him. So you have to
accept the fact that you’ve closed the door on the practice of
Dhamma for him. So that’s on you, Sumedho.” Tan Sumedho
said, “l didn’t realize that.”

The comment that Luang Por Chah then made to him
was, “You were right in fact, but wrong in Dhamma. Yes, he’s
loud, yes, his language is really bad, and yes, all those things
were true. All your facts were correct, but your attitude was
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aggressive. It was destructive; it was filled with Dosa'®, with
aversion.”

So, what | wanted to share with you all this evening on
this theme of Navigating a Polarised Society and dealing with
polarities, is the principle that we can be right in fact, but wrong
in Dhamma. Yes, our information is correct. Yes, the issues
that we care about are important, and yes, we want to do
something about it in the family, in the society, in the workplace,
wherever it might be. But what is the attitude? How are we
picking that up?

Are we right in our attitude, as well as in the information
that we have or the material that we're speaking about? So
this, | feel, is a very helpful, very short teaching that Luang Por
Chah gave to the young Tan Sumedho. It stayed with him for
many, many years, and he realized that it's so easy to be right
in fact and wrong in Dhamma. You get focused on what’s wrong
with that person or what needs to be done or “What | want to
get.” And you? You don’t notice the attitude behind it.

In the Karaniya Metta Sutta’, the discourse on loving
kindness, most of the teaching is about Metta Bhavana®, how

'® Dosa (Pali): One of the three unwholesome roots in Buddhist ethics, Dosa means “aversion”
or “hatred” and is considered an obstacle to enlightenment.

'® Karaniya Metta Sutta (Pali): A key discourse in the Pali Canon that describes the nature and
cultivation of loving-kindness (Metta).

» Metta Bhavana (Pali): A meditation practice that focuses on the development of loving-kind-
ness towards oneself and others.
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to spread loving kindness to all beings. But the last verse,
the last four lines of the Karaniya Metta Sutta, address the
qualities of clinging, of attachment in a very direct way. For
those of you who are familiar with that teaching, it is probably
the most commonly recited Dhamma teaching from the Pali
Canon in the Theravada, the southern Buddhist world.

But you'll have noticed perhaps that the last four lines
represent a kind of change of gear:

“By not holding to fixed views,

The pure hearted one, having clarity of vision,

Being freed from all sense desires,

Is not born again into this world”.

So, it's a change of gear from the teaching about loving
kindness. And in a way it's saying if we really want to practice
loving kindness, if we really want to embody that kindly
heart, what needs to happen is to let go of clinging.

There are four different types of clinging that the Lord
Buddha spoke about that are spelled out there in that last
verse. “By not holding to fixed views”, that’'s talking about
Ditthupadana®’. The attachment to views and opinions. Ditthi’?
means views and opinions. So: “By not holding to fixed views,

*! Ditthupadana (Pali): The attachment or clinging to views and opinions, considered one of
the forms of attachment that leads to suffering.

* Ditthi (Pali): In Buddhism, Ditthi refers to “views” or “beliefs.” Incorrect or unskillful views are
seen as a hindrance to progress on the path to enlightenment.
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The pure hearted one, having clarity of vision, Being freed from
all sense desires, Is not born again into this world.”

The second one, Silava dassanena” (Silabbatupadana®)
is about clinging to the conventions that we have. Silabbata-
paramasaZ5 is a long Pali word that describes this. So, this is
the attachment to not just religious conventions, about how to

recite “Namo tassa”®”

or how to bow properly, but Luang Por
Chah would expand that to the conventions that we have in
society. What are the right clothes to wear? What is the correct
side of the road to drive on? What is money worth? These are
all conventions that we live with.

He would use the example of money. He’'d say you take
a piece of paper and you print a pattern of ink on it, and you
say, “This is 10 baht.” You print a different pattern of ink on it,
and you say, “This is 100 baht.” So, just because of the pattern
of ink, this piece of paper becomes worth ten times as much.
This is Silabbatupadana. This is a convention that we create,

then cling to.

# Silava dassanena (Pali): A phrase that refers to “seeing through virtue,” emphasizing the
importance of ethical conduct in gaining insight or understanding.

% Silabbatupadana (Pali): The clinging to rituals and rites as a means for attaining enlighten-
ment. This attachment stems from the misconception that the performance of rituals alone
leads to liberation, highlighting the need for a deeper understanding of the Path.

% Silabbata-paramasa (Pali): The over-reliance or attachment to rituals, rules, and practices.
This misdirected attachment arises from the belief that adherence to external practices
alone guarantees spiritual progress, whereas inner transformation is most important.

% Namo tassa (Pali): A common Pali phrase that begins many Buddhist chants and prayers.
This phrase serves as a gesture of respect and reverence, invoking the presence of the
Buddha as a guiding influence.
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He would say that, you know, if we wanted to, we could
make chicken dung the currency instead of paper money or
plastic. Nowadays even paper money is old fashioned, so they
have plastic money or just digital money. Well, you could use
chicken dung as money, and people would fight and argue over
how much chicken dung they’ve got. So, we give something
value, to represent some resources, and then we fight over the
tokens that symbolize those resources, so that’'s clinging to
conventions: “This is the right thing to do, this is the wrong thing
to do.”

Then the next one is Kamupadana® which is clinging to
sense pleasure. “This is what | like, therefore it's good.” “This
is what | call beautiful, therefore it is beautiful.” That's clinging
to what we call sense pleasure, Kamupadana.

And the fourth one of these four kinds of Upadana®,
or clinging, is Attavadupadana®. Atta® is self. So this is
basically clinging to ego and pride. Like: “| am this. Don’t you

? Kamupadana (Pali): Attachment or clinging to sensual pleasures. This attachment to
sensory experiences is a root cause of suffering, prompting reflection on the transitory
nature of pleasure.

% Upadana (Pali): The term for “clinging” or “grasping,” a fundamental cause of suffering in
Buddhist teaching. Upadana refers to the attachment that perpetuates the cycle of
suffering and rebirth.

% Attavadupadana (Pali): The clinging to the belief in a permanent self or ego. This attachment
revolves around the false notion of a fixed identity, which Buddhism aims to dispel through
insight.

% Atta (Pali): Refers to the concept of “self” or “ego,” which is considered an illusion in Buddhist
philosophy. The notion of Anatta (meaning “not-self’) challenges the idea of an unchanging
and independent self, pivotal to Buddhist understanding.
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know who | am? I’'m the professor. I'm the consultant here. I'm
your father. This is what | am.” Attavadupadana is about ego
and pride. This is another area of clinging and attachment.

So | would say that how we get polarised is through
these four different kinds of clinging: clinging to sense
pleasure, clinging to conventions, clinging to views and
opinions, and clinging to ego, to self view. You could
probably find a few more areas, but that covers most of it. This
is how we find ourselves divided. Good-hearted people in the
same family, in the same company, in the same group — we
find ourselves arguing with each other and getting into conflict
and bitter struggles with each other, because of these different
kinds of clinging.

I’'m just remembering the local pub | used to go to
before | was a monk. They had a verse on the on the wall which
said, ‘No conversations about politics or religion. To avoid
arguments here, stop and spend a social hour in harmless mirth
and fun’. | can remember that from 50 years ago. So, how we
end up being in conflict and fighting is because of these
different kinds of clinging.

Now the question then comes, how do we recognize
those patterns of clinging and attachment? And how do we let
go of them? How can we train the mind, work with the mind to
recognize that unskillful habit and let go of it? It's not about not
having good things to offer. It's not about not having a fixed
point of view. It’'s not about disconnecting from other
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people, from the family, from the society, or just dissociating
from everyone.

Peace isn’t found through numbing our life but, ra-
ther, it's much more helpful to understand that it’s through
recognizing this habit of clinging and learning to let go of
it, that we can most effectively use the ideas that we have,
the things that we can offer, the way that we can valuably
contribute to society, to the family, and so forth.

Another teaching that | thought | would share with you
this evening, that's very significant from the Pali suttas, is a
discourse called the sweet morsel, the Madhupindika Sutta®,
also known as the “Honey Ball Sutta”. This is a very helpful
teaching about meditation and perception.

It starts off with the Buddha sitting by himself under
a tree in the forest. While he’s quietly meditating, a brahmin®
called Dandapani®® comes wandering through the forest,
and Dandapani, according to the story in the sutta, was a
professional debater. Even today in India people can make a

*" Madhupindika Sutta (Pali): A discourse in the Pali Canon (M 18) It is called “The Honey Ball”
because Venerable Ananda described the teaching as providing “satisfaction and
confidence of mind” just as a person “exhausted by hunger and weakness” would find a
honey ball to be of “sweet and delectable flavour”.

% Brahmin (Pali): A member of the highest caste in Hindu society, but in Buddhist contexts,
often refers to religious scholars or priests. In the context of Buddhism, the term
transcends caste, focusing on spiritual qualities.

® Dandapani: A name, referencing a specific brahmin who encountered the Buddha and
questioned him on various teachings. This interaction highlights the Buddha’s capacity
to address complex inquiries with insightful responses.
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living out of creating arguments. As | understand, sometimes
people will hire two philosophers, two arguers to come and be
the entertainment at a marriage, or a birthday party. They hire
two philosophers to argue with each other to entertain
the crowd. So Dandapani was one of these professional
debaters, and he was quite proud of his abilities and his
status. Dandapani literally means ‘stick in hand, a weapon in
hand’; this is his name.

He came along with his walking stick, sauntering through
the forest, and saw the Buddha sitting under a tree. He thought,
“Oh this is the Samana® Gotama®. He’s a famous spiritual
master. He’s very well known for his skill in teaching and
meditation. So, I'll put a question to him and show him how
flawed, how imperfect his philosophy is, and how superior my
perspective is, and my ability to defeat him in argument.”

So, basically, he’s looking for a fight, an argument.
He stands in front of the Buddha and clicks his tongue and
makes a bit of a noise. The Lord Buddha opens up his eyes
and Dandapani says to him, “So Samana, what philosophy do
you follow? What kind of spiritual practice do you teach? What
is your spiritual method?”

¥ Samana (Pali): A religious wanderer or ascetic who has renounced worldly life, often in the
quest for spiritual liberation.

* Gotama (Pali): The family name of Siddhartha, the historical Buddha. Often used as an
epithet to refer to the Buddha.
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The Buddha who was not only blessed with great
psychic powers but also was a very astute judge of human
nature; he knew exactly what this guy was doing. So he
replied by saying “l follow such a spiritual method, such a
philosophy that embodies non-contention with anyone in the
world.” Basically, “I'm not going to argue with you!”

And the story goes that then Dandapani clicks his
tongue three times and his brow furrows into three lines.
He has nothing to say and has to just take himself away
because he’s completely defeated by the Buddha saying: “I'm
not going to enter into an argument with you.”

Like in the old days in Europe. When two knights
wanted to have a contest with each other, one would take off
one of his gloves and knock the other one in the face with the
glove, the gauntlet, and then throw the gauntlet, the armored
glove, down on the ground. And so, it's as if this Dandapani
had knocked the Buddha’s face with his gauntlet and thrown it
down on the ground, and the Buddha had just said “Nice glove!
You'll want to pick that up, or you won’t have a pair!” Dandapani
had no response, and he just took off.

The Lord Buddha stayed there in the forest for a while
longer, then went back to the monastery. There was a small
group of monks gathered there, so he recounted this incident,
that Dandapani had tried to pick a fight with him, and how
he had responded. The last thing he said was: It is through
attachment to thoughts and perceptions that we end up in
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a state of argument, in conflict. This is why we pick up
weapons. This is how we contend with each other. This is
the source of all conflict in the world. And then he went into
his kuti and left the Sangha alone.

The monks thought that the last thing the Buddha said
was really interesting. “Attachment to perceptions and thoughts
is the cause of all conflict in the world. How does that work?”
Then they thought of Maha Kaccana®, one of the great
Arahants®’, who was famous for the ability to explain in detail
the brief statements that the Lord Buddha had made. He was
gifted at elaborating the Lord Buddha’s comments. So they said,
“Let’s go find Maha Kaccana. He'll be able to spell this out for
us.”

They went to his kuti and described what the Lord
Buddha had said and the background to it. And Maha
Kaccana then gave this wonderful teaching. He said, “What
Lord Buddha meant was, when something is perceived, say for
example, with sight, so there is the eye, there is the visual
object, the visual form, the Rupa®. When the light from the

% Maha Kaccana (Pali): A name, alternatively spelled Maha Kaccayana, referring to one of
the Buddha’s most esteemed disciples known for his skill in explaining complex teachings.

¥ Arahant (Pali): An individual who has achieved the highest level of spiritual purity and
understanding in Buddhism, having eradicated all deflements and reached the Buddhist
ultimate goal of realizing Nirvana.

* Rupa (Pali): Refers to “form” or “matter,” one of the Five Aggregates that make up individual
existence according to Buddhist philosophy.
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Rupa meets the eye, then eye consciousness arises, and
the coming together of those three elements, namely the
sense organ, the object, and the consciousness arising, creates
Phassa®, which is sense contact.”

When there is sense contact, there is immediately
feeling, such as pleasant feeling, painful feeling or neutral
feeling. So one of those three will arise, then following upon
that feeling there arises Saffia*. Which is when the mind
registers red or blue or green, or moving or not moving. That
kind of perception recognized by the mind is Sanfa. By the
way, the English word “sign” is related to the Pali word Sanna.
So that, in terms of neuroscience, it is the visual cortex producing
a particular pattern of firing that says “red” or “blue” or “yellow”,
or “moving towards” or “moving away”.

Then following upon that Saffa, there arises thought,
Vitakka®" which is conceptual thought. And the thought
might be: “That is red”, or “That is moving towards me”. So the
Vitakka, the thought, is the use of language and memory
to describe what is being perceived. Then Vitakka, that

% Phassa (Pali): The term for “contact,” specifically the meeting of the sense organs, sense
objects, and consciousness, leading to perception and sensation.

** safia (Pali): The term for “perception,” another of the Five Aggregates. It is the mental
activity that labels or identifies objects during sensory experience.

! vitakka (Pali): The initial application or placement of the mind on an object during meditation,
often seen as a factor leading to concentration.
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conceptual thought, leads to Papafica®, which is “conceptual
proliferation” in English.

So this is the chattering of the mind: “That is a very
nice red. Oh, | think | need that for my curtains but, oh, | was
arguing with my husband last week whether we really need
new curtains or not.” So Papanca is that string of thoughts that
lead on one after the other, and so on.

This is the mind getting lost in its own thoughts and
then leading, at the end of that process, to what is called
Papafica-Saffia-Sankha®. As the Lord Buddha and Maha
Kaccana described, this is the whole array of thoughts and
perceptions that beset the heart and create the sense of
pressure between “me here” and “the world there”.

That’s the sense of conflict, where the mind is brought
into a particular judgment, a particular point of view. There’s
“me here” and “the world there”, and that pressure or
tension between the two, either there’s a thing | do not like
that | am opposed to, or a thing that | do like that | have not
got, or a thing that | have got that | am afraid | am going to
lose. So, all of these are the end result of that Papafica process.

*2 Papafica (Pali): Refers to “mental proliferation” or overthinking, often seen as an obstacle
to clear understanding and enlightenment.

** Papafica-Safifia-Sankha (Pali): A concept that elaborates on how mental proliferation
(Papaiica), perception (Safifia), and mental formations (Sankha) interact to create a
complex web of delusion.
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So this is the way that Maha Kaccana described what
the Buddha was saying. That is why it leads to conflict and
contention. Basically, the more that we believe our perceptions
are absolutely real and our opinions that arise from those,
then the more that we are naturally out of harmony with
other people and the world around us. We are more absorbed
in our own version of the world and our thoughts about the
world, so, naturally, we are out of harmony.

It is like if you are playing in an orchestra and you start
to lose your hearing or you lose your vision. You can’t keep
watching the conductor and you can’t hear what’s going
on around you. Naturally, you are going to be losing the tune
and the rhythm. You are going to be out of harmony with
everyone around you. So this process of getting lost in
Papafica or the mental proliferation, is how we get into a state
of disharmony with others.

And then the more there is ignorance and the more
there is ego involved, then the more that leads to conflict
between ourselves and others. It is like “You should not be
that way,” or “Why have you got that? | want one too. That is
not fair. What about me?”

So that is how Maha Kaccana explained why getting
lost in that process of perception and proliferation leads to
taking up weapons, to conflict and argument and contention,
i.e. a polarised society.

77 Navigating a Polarised Society



At the end of that discourse, Ananda™, who was part
of the group, was very inspired and thought that this was a
really fantastic explanation, that it was really, really good, but
he wisely considered: “I had better go and check with the
Master to see if he agrees.” Then Venerable Ananda went
to pay respects to the Lord Buddha. Ananda had perfect
memory and recall, so he recounted the whole of the
explanation that Maha Kaccana had given.

And the Lord Buddha said, “That is exactly how | would
have explained it. Maha Kaccana has put it in the precise words
| would have used.” Ananda was very impressed by that. So
he said, “This is wonderful! This is an amazing teaching! It's
like a sweet morsel. It's like a ball of honey. What should we
call this discourse?” The Lord Buddha said, “You can call it the
Honey Ball Discourse.”

So from that time it was called “The Honey Ball” or “The
Sweet Morsel Sutta”. If you're interested to look that up, it's
Sutta #18 in the Majjhima Nikaya™. It's a very helpful teaching
in terms of spiritual training and in terms of our practice.

If we recognize this is how we get lost and how
we end up conflicting with others, and our good heart is getting
buried in our contention against other people in this polarised

* Ananda (Pali): A name, referring to one of the Buddha’s closest disciples, renowned for his
excellent memory and role in preserving the Buddha’s teachings.

“** Majjhima Nikaya (Pali): One of the principal collections of texts in the Pali Canon, containing
medium-length discourses of the Buddha.
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state, then one of the ways that we can work with that is when
we notice that we are arguing that “I'm right, you’re wrong,” or
“If you were different, | would be happy,” or “You need to change,
so I'll be happy.” If we find ourselves in that kind of a state, we
should say, “Wait a minute, how did | get to this particular
opinion? How did | arrive here?” One of the practices that is
very closely related to this teaching is called, “tracing things
back to the origin”, or “tracing back the radiance”.

When you find your mind in that state of conflict,
judging someone or getting caught up in aversion, hatred
and tension about some other, then, if you follow the train of
thought, “How did | get here?” You realize, “I'm getting lost in
this criticism about this political party; where did this
begin? Well, I've been thinking about this for the last 10 minutes,
but what was it that caused me to start thinking about this?”
And you ponder, “Where was it?” “| was just at the beginning
of Sukhumvit and | saw somebody in a red shirt.” Before that
moment my mind was quite peaceful, then | saw that colour
and | thought: ‘Red shirt!’ and then that whole story began.

“It was just the eye perceiving light and somebody, when
they put that shirt on that day, they probably just thought it
was a clean shirt. They were not making any kind of particular
statement. Perhaps, they just put a shirt on because they
needed one. That was it. My mind made this whole story out
of this shirt! It could have been a yellow shirt, or a purple shirt!”
I’'m not sure what the colour is for the Move Forward Party.
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Orange! There you go. So Red is OK now. You can see
how arbitrary it is. It's the conditioning of the mind that now red
is OK. Orange is now an alarm call, or yellow, or purple, or
blue!

Itis just a colour. The eye receives the light and the mind
perceives it. And then this whole story begins. So, if you trace
it back to the origin, you realize that it was just a colour, it was
just a sound, it was just a random memory, or it was just a
smell. It is not necessarily about political opinions but it can
take us back.

It was something that you smelled walking past a
restaurant. Something meets your nose. You may think, “That
smells just like my grandmother’s curry. Wow, granny, | miss
her so much. And why did she move away?” And then you
get lost in the whole story about your grandmother and where
she’s gone to. So if we trace it back to its origin, the kind
of outgoing mental energy, you trace that brightness, that
radiance back, you realize that it was just a smell, it was just
a sound and it was just light being received by the eye, that’s all.

So the further you go back to the origin, the simpler things
become in that we are going against the stream of
Paparica. If we make a point of following things back, we will
actually see that it was all just seeing, hearing, smelling,
tasting, touching, not a big story. And the further you go
back towards the origin, the less ego there is. It is just seeing,
hearing, smelling, tasting, touching.
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Another related teaching that | feel is very helpful to
consider is a dialogue between the Lord Buddha and a
wanderer called Bahiya®. Some of you might be familiar with
this teaching. Bahiya was a notable spiritual teacher. He was
the leader of a different spiritual group that was out on the
North West coast of India, and he thought that he was an
Arahant. He was under the impression that he was a totally
enlightened being; and he was the leader, the teacher of this
group of his disciples.

And then one night a devata®’, who had been a relative
of Bahiya in a previous human life, appeared to Bahiya
and said, “You are under the impression that you are an
Arahant, but actually you are not and you're not even on the
path to arahantship. So | just wanted to inform you that
you are not doing anything that will help you to arrive at
arahantship. So, sorry about that.”

To his credit, Bahiya then, rather than saying: “Who do
you think you are?”, said, “Are there any Arahants in the world
that you know of? And, if so, where are they?” Then the devata
said, “Well, actually there is the Samana Gotama, who is

“* Bahiya: A name, referring to Bahiya of the Bark-cloth, a figure in the Pali Canon who attained
enlightenment quickly upon receiving teachings from the Buddha.

‘" Devata: In Buddhist context, the term ‘Devata’ could refer to a deity or celestial being.
However, they are generally not considered as gods in the way that many Western
religions conceptualize divinity. They are beings residing in higher realms, often involved
in Buddhist narratives, but are still subject to the laws of karma and rebirth.
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indeed a great Arahant and a teacher. He is living near
Savatthi in the Kingdom of Kosala.” And so Bahiya started
walking that night. He set out to go and find the Lord Buddha.
He walked something like 200 or 300 miles across Northern
India to get to Savatthi.

He arrived in the early morning and the Buddha was
on alms round on the streets of Savatthi. Bahiya saw the
Lord Buddha and knelt down in the dust of the street and said,
“Venerable sir, you are the Samana Gotama, please teach me
what you know.” And the Lord Buddha said, “Bahiya, we are
on our alms round. This is not a convenient time for teaching.
Please come and visit at the Jetavana® later on.”

He said, “Venerable sir, life is uncertain. No one knows
when they might die. So please teach me the Dhamma.” And
this being a Buddhist teaching, they go back and forth three
times. So after he asks a second time, the Lord Buddha said,
“This is not a convenient time.” After the third time then the
Lord Buddha said, “Well, when the Tathagata® is asked three
times, then he has to reply, so pay attention.”

So what he said to Bahiya was: “In the seen, there is
only the seen. In the heard, there is only the heard. In the
sensed there is only the sensed, like the smelling, tasting,

“® Jetavana: A forest near the city of Savatthi in ancient India, where the Buddha frequently
resided and delivered many of his discourses.

“* Tathagata (Pali): An epithet for the Buddha, often translated as “the one who has thus gone”
or “the one who has thus come,” indicating his enlightened nature.
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touching. In the cognized or in the thought, there is only the
thought. This is how you should train yourself. When you
recognize that in the seen there is only the seen, in the heard
there is only the heard and so forth, then you will recognize
that there is no thing there, that the world of material objects
is empty.

“And when it is seen that there is no thing there, it will
also be recognized, that there is no thing here on the side of
the subject. The awareness is not a self. And when there is
a letting go of the subject and the object, you will not be able
to find yourself in the world of this, in the world of that or any
place between the two. This, Bahiya, is the end of suffering.”

This is a subtle teaching, but a very powerful one. And
Bahiya became an Arahant right there, listening to the Lord
Buddha'’s teaching. So, he got the kind of “award” for the
one who understood the Buddha’s teaching most quickly, as
he literally heard that brief teaching and ended all suffering right
there.

Then he said, “Venerable Sir, I'd like to become a monk
under your guidance.” And the Lord Buddha said, “Do you have
robes and an alms bowl?” Bahiya wore robes made out of tree
bark, rather than cloth, which he would need, and he did not
have an alms bowl — he just received food into his hands.
He said, “| don’t have robes and | don’t have a bowl.” The Lord
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Buddha said, “Well, if you can find robes and a bowl then | can
give you the Upasampada™.”

So, Bahiya went off to try to find some pieces of cloth
and an alms bowl but he got knocked down by a runaway cow
and died on the street. So, he was right. If he had waited to go
to the Jetavana, then he would not have had the teaching.

When they told the news to the Lord Buddha that
Bahiya had passed away, they said, “That wanderer that you
met this morning on the Pindapata®’, got knocked down by a
cow and died on the street. The Lord Buddha said, “Bahiya had
finished his spiritual work and he was the quickest one ever to
do that; he did not ask or press me with any pointless questions.
He was very quick to understand and so he is not going to be
born again anywhere.”

That is a helpful way of reflecting on the experience of
our senses. When we see a particular object, when we smell
something, when we hear something, to be able to say,
‘In the heard there is only the heard, in the smelled there is
only the smelled, in the seen there is only the seen.” Just to
remind that if that trigger goes off, like, “Yes, that’'s my colour,
orange,” or “Orange, that’s them!” then you can say, “Oh, in
the seen there is only the seen, in the heard there is only the
heard.” It brings it back to that quality of simplicity.

% Upasampada (Pali): The formal ordination procedure by which a novice becomes a
full-fledged monk (bhikkhu) or nun (bhikkhuni) within the Buddhist monastic community.

*' Pindapata (Pali): Refers to the daily alms-round made by Buddhist monks for collecting
food and other offerings from laypeople.
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Now, it might sound like, with that, we are trying to numb
ourselves or just disconnect or dissociate from society but the
essence of the Middle Way is that when we come back to that
origin, that root, then we are able to respond to situations much
more effectively. We're able to attune to what is useful to the
time, the place, the situation.

Sometimes, in meditation instruction, it does come
across that we are encouraged to switch off or not feel.
Often a meditation teacher will say, “You should just watch, be
the observer, be the watcher, the knower, the witness.” And it
can seem like “I am supposed to dissociate from everything,
just watching, just feeling and just listening.” But what we’re
doing, if we are guided by that attitude, is that we are actually
disabling the natural connection that we have with all things.

Your ability to act and speak is part of the way things
are. So, to act and to speak and to engage is not an intrusion
upon reality. It is part of reality. This is something that I'd like
to emphasize because it is often misunderstood. So, we might
think, “I am practising non-attachment” but actually what we are
doing is dissociating, abstracting. We are “freezing our Citta®””
or disconnecting, when there is a natural and intrinsic
connection.

*' Pindapata (Pali): Refers to the daily alms-round made by Buddhist monks for collecting food
and other offerings from laypeople.

% Citta (Pali, Thai): Translates to “mind” or “consciousness,” and refers to the mental aspect
of experience in Buddhist philosophy.

85 Navigating a Polarised Society



86 Navigating a Polarised Society



I'd like to emphasize that our ability to make choices
is part of the way things are. Your initiative, your capacity
to act and to choose is not upsetting the way things are. It is
part of the way things are. And so that when we talk about
non-attachment or not clinging, it doesn’t mean not engaging
in society, not engaging in family discussions or not engaging
in the working world, not at all. But rather it is embodying the
Middle Way itself.

When we talk about dealing with polarities, questioning:
“What? Should | act or should | be quiet?” “Well, maybe | should
act half the time and be quiet half the time, you know, just
50-50.” So that can seem to be like the Middle Way.

But I'd like to emphasize that — rather than the Middle
Way being half active and half quiet, or half socialist and
half capitalist — it is not just 50-50, but the Middle Way is
rather where the two poles arise from.

So if I can use this microphone to demonstrate. (See the
photo illustration) This is one pole, say, one political party over
here, the other political party over there. The Middle Way is not
just half and half. Or, let us say this is royalism, and the other
pole is republicanism. It is not half royalist, half republican,
50-50. But rather it is where the two meet: the pivot, that’s
where the Middle Way is, where those two polarities emanate
from.

So, the Middle Way is not just halfway between activity
and passivity, half active and half passive, or half royalist and
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half republican, or half Brexit and half European. Rather, the
Middle Way is a quality of attention that is completely attuned
to the present moment. So it is not just 50-50 of taking action
or not taking action, or acting half the time and being quiet half
the time, but it embodies that quality of attunement. The Middle
way is that listening heart that is paying attention to the
present.

Those of you with the King’s Scholars Society, | imagine
that most of you have some education in English literature, and
if you have, you’re probably aware of some of Shakespeare’s
plays, and amongst those you might have heard of Hamlet,
which is “The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark”. There’s
a famous speech in Hamlet, where he’s trying to decide what
to do.

Hamlet knows that his uncle has murdered his father and
has married his mother. So, Hamlet’s uncle has killed his dad,
the king, and has married the queen. Hamlet knows this, but
he doesn’'t know what to do about it. So, there is a speech,
which is very famous, where he says, “To be or not to be, that
is the question.”

Is it the right thing to be passive, to just suffer, and to
be giving in to the way things are? To surrender to the way
things are, “To suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous
fortune” — “I'll just receive it all and get trampled on.”

“Or should | oppose, to ‘Take arms against a sea of
troubles?’ Should | contend against the way things are? Should
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| attack my uncle and depose him, and reveal the truth that he
killed my father? Should 1?7 Or should | just be quiet, shut up
and pretend none of it has happened? What should | do?”

So you have these two polarities: “Do | capitulate?
Do | surrender to the way things are? Or do | oppose the way
things are?” | would say, instead, to take the Middle Way.
Shakespeare doesn’t quite express it like this, but | would say
that, the Middle Way, is not whether we act and oppose the
way things are and force it to go my way, or we completely
surrender and switch off and dissociate. But rather, the Middle
Way is working with the way things are, based on a quality of
mindfulness and wisdom — that’s what’s going to lead things to
the most beneficial result.

The last thing I'd like to offer is the way | like to talk about
that kind of attunement. | like to use the phrase, “Unentangled
Participating”. They are two long English words. “Unentangled”:
so that there is a lack of grasping and clinging, but it is
“participating”. You are joining in with the way things are,
but without grasping and clinging. Ajahn Sucitto® called this
“Hands-on Letting Go”, which is an easier way to digest that.

With Hands-on Letting Go, or Unentangled Participating,
we are engaging in the family concerns or the society or the

% Sucitto: A British-born Theravada Buddhist monk, Ajahn Sucitto served as the abbot of
Cittaviveka, Chithurst Buddhist Monastery, from 1992 to 2014. Ordained in Thailand in
1976, he returned to Britain in 1978 and began his training under Ajahn Sumedho.
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particular issues that are needed to be attended to, but
without that quality of grasping and clinging. So, we are not just
trying to switch off and not be involved like “I am just viveking™
or I'm just retreating”. Rather, we’re prepared to engage, to
speak up, to use our own initiative, our own perspectives,
but with an attitude that is free of grasping, free of clinging
and free of attachment, then that will be what brings, | would
suggest, the most beneficial results.

So | offer these thoughts for consideration this evening.

* Viveka (Pali, Viveking: slang): The term “viveka” refers to “discernment” or “spiritual
solitude.” “Viveking” as slang often means someone who is practicing discernment or
mindfulness.
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Questions and Answers

Question 1 : Good evening, Your Holiness. I'm a local
journalist. | cover the travel and tourism industry. | have been
covering the industry for the last 40 years.

In a way, it epitomizes many of the contradictions,
that you very clearly and succinctly outlined, including particu-
larly the issue of polarisation. On the one hand, the travel and
tourism industry is very vital to this country’s economy; it creates
enormous amounts of jobs, poverty alleviation schemes and
more.

But on the other hand, there’s a darker side which is
directly related to the promotion or the involvement or the
entanglement of the “seven deadly sins”. And | do not need
to go into those. It is a contradiction in terms and sometimes
| ind myself deeply troubled by some of the things that | see.
There is an economic value. On the other hand, there is a
seamier social and cultural side. As a country, how does one
reconcile those two completely different polarities?

Sometimes it creates an enormous moral and ethical
problem, particularly for journalists like myself, in reporting the
two sides of the story, and | would really welcome your advice,
Your Holiness, in trying to overcome that.

Answer 1 : | have never been called “Your Holiness’ before,
but | will endeavour to climb over that. So, the short answer
will be “with mindfulness”.
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I’'m not a journalist, but | have done a lot of writing.
So, everything that you write is written in the present moment
and it is in respect to a particular issue. If you are contracted
to produce for a newspaper or a magazine and they say,
“We need a piece about XYZ.” Then you raise that as a
genuine question within your own heart. “OK, what is valuable
to say about this? What are the downsides? What is to be
encouraged? What seems to be a wholesome way forward?”
So that you’re not pretending that the dark side is not there,
but you’re also considering “How can this be presented? I'm a
journalist. It is my job to put this into words or to talk about this.
How can | put this into words in a way that encourages what
is wholesome and beneficial, and discourages what is
unwholesome and unbeneficial?”

With things like the seven deadly sins and the darker
side of the tourist industry, you can also talk about what
benefits the society and the wholesome activities that
tourists can engage in, as well as tourist activities that have
a very destructive and harmful effect. Those are what they call
“non-bankable returns”, this, | believe, is the technical term.
The non-bankable effects of the way that we act, the choices
that we make. You should encourage those non-bankable
human interactions and qualities that can be of benefit and
discourage the ones that are destructive. However, each
situation is unique so you cannot come up with a formula,
like: “I will always say this or | will never say that.”
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| would say that embodying that Middle Way is such as
reflecting, “OK, this is an interesting area, how can | talk about
it usefully? What's going to be of benefit here, because | have
to take many things into consideration?” So, being ready to
attune to a unique or challenging detail such as, for example,
in the Northeast of Thailand before Ajahn Pasanno came to
join me in California, he was very active in the Ubon area and
helped to get some local social programs in place.

The Western monks had been donated some land right
by the Mekong River, where the local villagers made a lot of
their money from illegal logging. When the sangha was moving
into that area, Ajahn Pasanno talked with the locals and found
that they didn’t want to be engaged in illegal activity and they
wanted to preserve the forest but it was the only way they could
make money in that area at that time.

So he realized what he needed to do was to create
some programs that would enable the villagers to have
alternative livelihoods. So he established some local industries
like broom-making (and suchlike) and set up workshops in the
villages. So, they had an alternative stream of income. You
could not say, “Stop cutting trees, and then expect to live a
healthy life with your families.” There had to be some kind of
alternative way.

Ajahn Pasanno did not become a monk in order to
develop broom factories. But then considering this was the
situation in that particular area, then what could he do to help?
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What was possible there? And so it was to his own surprise
that that was a way to go, but it was quite successful and gave
an alternative funding stream for the local communities. So
being ready to think outside the box and look at each
situation in a unique way, | think that’s also part of it. You can’t
generalize.

Question 2 : (The questioner asked not to be videoed)

Answer 2 : Good question. If none of you can remember
where the argument started or what the initial problem was,
that could be a reason to say, “Let’s just drop this!” Sometimes
there are ancient feuds that we can’t actually remember what
the argument was about in the first place. Well, if we can’t even
recall what it was about, it's wisest to consider: “Shall we just
bury this?”

At the end of the Patimokkha recitation, the monks’ rules,
there’s a list of seven ways of settling conflicts, and the last one
on the list is “covering over with grass”. So, if there’s no other
way of settling it and you can’t remember what the whole thing
was about, “Let’s just cover this over with grass and just leave
it be.”

If a conflict is persisting, it is also helpful to explore that
with each other. It's like, “Well, we seem to be at odds
with each other and it's not so much about what the original
problem was, but how rude and how unkind we’ve been to each
other since then, over the last 10 to 20 years.” So, one way
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forward with that is to make the gesture of asking for
forgiveness.

“Whether | was in the right or in the wrong, please, for
anything that I've done or said in the last 15 or 20 years, or
however long the conflict has lasted, I'm sure that I've said and
done things that were out of order, so please, | ask for your
forgiveness.” And if someone says, “No, | won'’t forgive you,”
then at least you've made the gesture to try and let things end.
| hope that’s helpful.

In Hawaii, they have a principle called “ho’oponopono”
which is, when you can’t come to an agreement, you agree that
you can’t agree. If everyone says this is completely
irreconcilable, so we put this in the “ho’oponopono” category.
We all agree to say, “This is unsettleable”. “OK, we’re all good.
Let’'s go home.”

So, some societies have developed these ways of
dealing with old and bitter conflicts. But it's often what we've
said and done along the way that’'s been more harmful and
more divisive than what the original issue was about.

Question 3 : Venerable, | am someone who's been
diagnosed with schizophrenia and depression. | suffer the
polarity of the mind and I've been prescribed psychiatric
medication which | have to take once a day, every night.

So, I'm wondering can a person who takes chemically
manufactured medication progress towards Nirvana?
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Is meditation more powerful than these chemicals that are in
the medication? Can meditation fight that or beat that?

Answer 3 : I'm not a medical doctor, but | would say
that our body is a large chemical experiment. It's like an
ongoing chemical experiment. Like I've got this cold, and there
are chemicals that one can take, and people have given me
lots of chemicals to deal with this cold. If | say, “No, I'm not
going to have it, any chemicals or this lemon juice — | don’t
want to interfere with the natural process — I'll deal with this
with my mind,” it would be a bit ridiculous.

The Buddha quite happily took medicine. He had a
doctor, Doctor Jivaka. He received medical treatment and so
should we. | feel it's quite OK to be using medications and
anti-depressants. If you’re a diabetic, and insulin is available,
great, take it, otherwise you’ll die. Therefore, personally, | don’t
feel shy about taking medications that are balancing out things
within the system.

That said, | emphasize that you make your own decisions.
I’m not able to give any kind of categorical do-this, don’t-do-that
advice. That’s not what | would do. But | would say, in principle,
those chemicals can be really helpful if the body’s got things
out of whack, and adding a few chemicals, if it helps to re-bal-
ance it, that's not a bad thing in itself.

Everything does depend on the attitude that we have
towards it, and the way that we work with things. When |
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was living in the United States, about 15 years ago, one of
the people who was one of the most regular friends and
supporters of the monastery, said “Ajahn, I've become a
Zoloftian.” | said, “What? What's a Zoloftian? She said. “I've
had depression for the last 40 years, now I've been prescribed
Zoloft and this is having a fantastic effect. It's like a dark
blanket has just been lifted off my brain, so I'm not sure if I'm
a Buddhist or I'm a Zoloftian now!”

Her husband is a psychiatrist, so they’re a very well
informed family. She was talking about this in quite a matter
of fact way. “Is it OK that | need to keep taking these
medications? This has a radically beneficial effect. It makes
everything so much clearer, so much more workable in my
ordinary daily life.”

And so, in respect to that, | said, “Well, you're the one
who’s measuring it and you can see the beneficial effects
yourself. Obviously, you treat those things with care but it’s like
having lived in a dark, dank little space, and suddenly the lights
are on and the windows are open, and you've got fresh
air after 40 years in a stuffy gloomy space. So if that's your
experience, you don’t have to pretend that it's not happening,
or that it's not a pleasant and helpful change.”

Again, it depends on how you handle that, or if you
become dependent or carried away by that. | thought it was a
very informative discussion that | had with her. | said, “Well, if
you're feeling all these beneficial effects, then fine, great. You
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know that it means you can function much more freely in your
ordinary everyday life. So, make hay while the sun shines, as
they say.”

Question 4 : Can you elaborate on the principle of
unentangled participation? Because for me and for many
people that | know, we choose to participate on issues that we
find important or that resonate with us in some ways. In other
words, it seems that the act of participation requires that we
attach ourselves to the issues in some ways. So how can we
participate without being actually entangled by what we
participate in?

Answer 4 : Yes, it's a good question. Again, | would say
it hinges a lot around attitude. The way that you're taking hold
of a particular issue or a particular principle, if there is a lot of
ego in that — like “I am attached to this; this is what I'm doing;
I've got to make this succeed” — then it'll probably lead to more
conflict.

If there’s the attitude, instead, “This is a skillful means:
it's not the answer to everything, but it’s a tool that can be used.
So let’s use this tool. It's not who or what | am but it's a tool
that can be used to have a particular effect.”

Like Luang Por Chah was a very sincere, dedicated
and strict Theravada monk. His monastery had a very rigorous
standard of Vinaya discipline. But when you met him, you
had the sense that he was not limited by the robe, or by
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Theravada Buddhism, or by Buddhism at all. Nothing limited
him yet he was extremely respectful towards all the traditions
and the robes, and with fitting into Thai society.

But it was really clear in the way he spoke, in his
manner, that he was not identified with the conventions he was
using and he would talk about “holding but not clinging”.
So he would hold the convention but not cling to it. So he would
quite happily sit here and say, “There are no Thais here, no
British, no foreigners. There are no women, no men. There are
no monastics, no lay people. These are just conventions that
we create and we get lost in them.”

And he would mean it. Absolutely! He said that “There
aren’t any men or women here. These are just conventions that
we create and we attach labels to. Then we get lost in the
creations that we’'ve made.” So the skill is in holding but not
clinging. It doesn’t mean you never hold anything, but if
you are, say, taking a particular side, you’re engaging in a
particular way, then you can do that with sincerity, with
wholeheartedness but without clinging, without attachment.

| feel that Luang Por Chah’s life was a fantastic example,
that he was a 100% sincere Theravada Buddhist monk but
completely unlimited by anything in the human world. | would
say that’s a perfect embodiment of the Middle Way, where we
can hold but not cling.
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It's a challenge, not easy to do but it's a way that
makes the use of any convention, any kind of structure, much
more workable and comfortable for us. So that if | think, “| am
a Buddhist monk,” or “| am a Theravadan,” or “l am a man,” or
“I am British,” as an absolute reality, then there’s suffering right
there.

If you recognize, “Theravada Buddhism is an invention,
but it's a useful invention” or calling myself “a man”, or calling
myself “British”, it's a useful convention. It's not an absolute
reality, but it's good enough. It got me my passport, which got
me into Thailand yesterday morning. So it's good enough to
stand up as a convention but if | think I'm absolutely British,
every atom of this body is British, that would be ridiculous, right?

If there is the mindfulness and wisdom that recognizes,
“This is just a convention, this is a Sammuti Sacca®,
a conventional truth, that is being picked up for a particular
purpose. That is, if you say, “I do belong to this party”, “This
is my company”, “This is my family”, that “I am this”, then the
degree to which the mind is grasping that identity is the
degree to which polarity is being created. If we want to get
to the place where there’s no polarisation, in the middle, then
it's recognizing that: “Yes, | belong to this party, my name is
on the document. But that can’t be the whole story.” That’s just
a set of conventions that we use for a particular purpose.

% Sammuti Sacca (Pali): Known as “conventional truth,” this term contrasts with ultimate truth
and refers to the way things are agreed to be understood in everyday language.

100 Navigating a Polarised Society



Question 5 : Hi, the red shirt here. | have no question.
| just want to commend you for such a great talk. And it's all
about agreeing to disagree. My friends and I, we've been
following you for a couple of years. We started at Sapan Kwai
there. So I’'m also a journalist as well. | wish that this tape,
whatever you said just now, could be replayed in the US
Congress, maybe in the British Parliament, and perhaps,
Russian President Vladimir Putin should hear this, so that
Ukraine wouldn’t have to suffer. It was a very good talk. Thank
you very much.

Answer 5 : And | hope you excuse me for using the red
shirt example along the way. | wasn’t thinking of you...

Question 5 : No, I’'m the rainbow colour, you know, pride
for LGBT. So the red is just so that | look bright today.

Answer 5 : Very good.

Question 6 : | also would like to thank you so much
for enlightening us today. | have a quick question. | am an
economist. I’'m a researcher. So my job is to analyze things that
go on in the economy in an unbiased way. We should be
data-driven, but in this situation in Thailand, at the moment,
where it’s very polarised, | find that when we try to do an
analysis, people usually want us to be on their side and to
convince us that their policies are better than those of the
other parties.
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So | think back to what you said on the fact that we can
be engaged but we don’t need to cling. So that’s what I'm
trying to do. | try to be engaged with them, but | don’t want to
cling. But they would like me to cling! So what do you do in
these situations, when people who are clinging would like you
to cling to their beliefs? Thank you.

Answer 6 : Very, very good question. | would say one
of the most helpful things is the development of body
awareness, when you’re in an encounter. If you’re an
economist and you're analyzing data and you're trying to weigh
up the sets of massaged statistics that you’ve been fed by the
different groups. (“These don’t read the same way!”) If you're
by yourself when looking at the statistics, you can be, | would
say, more easily unbiased. But when you’re face to face with
somebody and they are saying, “Well, this is actually true, so
their data is rubbish because of A, B, C, D, E, F and G.” Then,
in that kind of an encounter, whether it's face to face or on a
zoom call or whatever, you should develop body awareness.
This means to consider, what is your body doing when you’re
being confronted by a different set of opinions, or you're feeling
intimidated, or someone’s trying to overwhelm you with their
version of the data?

Bring your attention into the body and notice, for
example, “Oh, my shoulders are up around my ears” or “My
stomach is tight as a drum.” Notice what your body is doing,
as you’re listening, and put part of the attention you're
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giving to the other person, into your body. Relax. Let your
shoulders drop. Let your face relax. Let your stomach relax,
your hands relax and just “be”.

It's like if you’re out in the sea and there’s a big wave
coming in, just relax. It's going to hit you. Rather than tensing
up against it, you just let the whole body move with that force.
That is not the first thing that we usually do. When we're being
confronted by someone, or being persuaded in an energetic
way, we're mostly preparing our response, so we're resisting
the input.

But if we don’t go along with that, we can let the whole
system be more at ease. Then you can find that mysterious
middle, and you find that you can say things like: “Thank you
for sharing, that’s a really interesting perspective.” Full stop.

You know, as Buddhists, we don’t lie. Nevertheless
you can sustain that truthfulness and say, “Well, this paints a
different picture.” You’re not saying, “| agree with you” or
“l disagree with you.” But if they say, “So, you agree that this
is right; these are the correct figures.” So you can say,
‘I understand that that’'s your perspective,” being polite, and
clear on the matter.

Character-wise, | used to be very drawn into other
people’s moods, what they were feeling, how they were
talking. I'd find myself agreeing with people when | didn’t
really agree at all but | was just swept along by their energy
and enthusiasm. So I've had to work with this area a lot myself
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because | would find myself volunteering for things that | was
not interested in. Like, “How did | get my name on this?” “Why
me?”

This is a way of politely receiving what’s being given
to you but not feeling you have to act on it or validate it.
You can say: ‘Il understand this is extremely important to you,”
and just leave it at that. Coming from a place of kindness,
of respect, the more sincere you can be in that, the better
the system will work.

In this process you’re putting mindfulness and wisdom
into the Chair, Chairing that particular encounter. If the other
person says, “We’ve got to have an answer by the end of the
day” or “You've got to validate this, this is so important.” You
can say, “Well, | understand that it's important to you,” or
‘I know that’s part of your agenda. Have a good day.” So that
you’re being polite, you're being respectful, you’re being
sincere, but you're not being drawn into where other people
are at.

Sometimes people can say, “If you don’t agree with me,
then you're opposed to me.” You can say in response: “You're
totally entitled to that perspective. | don'’t feel that’s the case,
but if you want to hold it that way, that’s your business.”

It takes quite a bit of mindfulness, but the more you
develop that body awareness, and if the body is really at
ease and settled, then it makes it much easier to respond
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in that wise and spacious way. You're not being dismissive,
or contentious, saying such as, “Oh, you’re upset, aren’t you?”
Meaning, “Go away and leave me alone” but rather you are
coming from a place of sincerity, but you’re not intimidated
by somebody else’s mood or enthusiasm or threat.

I've been in that kind of encounter a few times, where
someone says, “If you don’'t agree with me then you hate me
or you oppose me.” | said, “No, | don’t have any opinion about
you. | just don’t agree with what you’re saying.”

While we’re waiting for the last question, I'm reminded
that sometimes attachment to opinions and unskillful behaviour
can (occasionally) have very beneficial results. Not that I'm
encouraging obnoxious behavior, but this is a part of my
family’s story.

My father came from a group of nine brothers and
sisters. The eldest brother was called Herbert, and he was,
from early childhood, very pompous, very egotistical, very
inflated. So even as a small child he was known as “the Duke”,
like “Il Duce”. The family had a small building company in
London: Ashby and Horner building company. When the
founder of the company passed away he left everything to the
eldest son, Herbert. The other eight brothers and sisters were
still around, but Herbert became the owner of the company.
Herbert was so obnoxious, so difficult, that no one would
marry him and it was very challenging to keep anyone around
to even work for him.
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So, when he went away on holiday, my great aunt
Katharine, who was one of the younger sisters thought, “He’s
the head of a building company but his house is a mess.
It hasn’t been re-decorated for years. We should renovate
his place while he’s away for a month.” So my great aunt
Katharine set to work and they did a makeover job on his house
while he was away.

This did not go down well! When the Duke returned from
his holiday and he saw that his house had been re-decorated
without his permission, his comment to the other siblings was,
“If you can waste money on all of this, you don’t need any from
me.” He was particularly aggrieved at the colour of the front
door, apparently. So, my great aunt Katharine was in the
doghouse, as they say.

The only one of his siblings that he felt had not been part
of this dreadful plot to ruin his house was his younger brother,
Leonard. So, when he died, he left everything to him. Leonard
had two children, Isaline and Frith. The son, Frith, died in the
First World War, Isaline Horner was, unusually at that time, a
scholar of Sanskrit and Pali. She was the only academic in the
family. She had by chance met the founder of the Pali Text
Society when she was about twelve; he had been impressed
by her and said: “Young lady, when you grow up you should
study Sanskrit and Pali,” so she did. She was a student at
Newnham College in Cambridge.
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When her father Leonard passed away, the Company
was sold, and all the money from the sale came eventually
to Isaline, who was by that time the Secretary of the Pali Text
Society. So from the 1930s until today, the money that has
supported the Pali Text Society was the money that came from
the Ashby and Horner sale. Thus, the act by my great uncle
Herbert of being obnoxiously proud and aversive to his family,
that repugnant mental state, led to the Pali Text Society being
able to survive for nearly 100 years, and | have been told it
would not have had a hope of surviving that long without that
money.

So my great uncle’s extremely unskillful mind state led
to a huge amount of Pali literature being available in English,
and |. B. Horner was the first person to translate the whole of
the Vinaya Pitaka® into English. When | showed up at Wat Pah
Nanachat in 1978 and | saw these Vinaya books on the
bookshelf translated by I. B. Horner, | thought “I wonder if she’s
a relative?” When | got back to England a couple of years
later, | found out from my father. He said, “You must take after
my cousin Bobby, | think she wrote a book about Buddhism.”
So | found out she was the same person!

So, sometimes attachment to views and being obnoxious
can have good results, but | don’t recommend that you try that
because it's rare in the world. That said, it's an ironic feature

% Vinaya Pitaka (Pali): One of the “Three Baskets” of the Pali Canon, the Vinaya Pitaka con-
tains rules and guidelines for monastic discipline.
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of the history of Buddhism in the West that the Pali Text
Society has survived because of my great uncle’s attachment
to the colour of his front door.

Question 7 : | have been working towards mindfulness
and the more | practise at work, or in real life situations, the
fewer the opinions | have. | don’t know whether it's good or
bad, but, every day, I'm happier, that’s all | know. | don’t really
know if this is the way or if it is like a thin line between ignorance
and being like what you call...

Answer 7 : Yes, these things are not fixed. It all
depends on the attitude. If it's Vibhava Tanha®’, like: “I don't
care, whatever, | don’t mind”, then it might bring a certain
quietness. But if it's based on that aversion, Vibhava Tanha,
that pushing away, it's going to be painful eventually because
that will become a habit. And then it goes into your relationships
and the rest of your life. So, it’s like any kind of tool, it depends
on how it's used moment by moment.

You can see that right now when you work in that way,
it's more peaceful. But does it mean it's always going to be

~ .~ 58

peaceful? No, it doesn’t. So Sati-pafifia™ is the most important
element, seeing how things are handled and the results.

% Vibhava Tanha (Pali): Translates to “craving for non-existence” or “craving for annihilation,”
and is one of the types of craving that lead to suffering.

% Sati-padfa (Pali, Thai): A compound term that combines “Sati” (mindfulness) and
“Panna” (wisdom), often used to describe the integrated practice of mindfulness and
understanding.
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As soon as we think, “OK, this is really good; therefore,
it will always be good in every situation,” that's wrong under-
standing.

However, you can recognize that, “Yes, at the moment,
this way is working,” because, if you had opinions about
everything, just to stop that would be: “Ah, relief at last!” But
if you then think, “Therefore to ever have any opinion about
anything is wrong,” then it's going too far.

If the Middle Way is found it is recognized: “So, mindful-
ness and wisdom have worked, and have had this result.”
Then it's helpful to consider: “What can | learn from that? What
does that say about this situation?” You're not taking things
for granted.

Again, a great characteristic both of Luang Por Sumedho
and Luang Por Chabh, is that extraordinary skill about reading
situations, reading people, not taking things for granted. One
of the things that Luang Por Chah would often say was, “Wait
and see.” That’s suggesting: “Have a look at it, and let’'s see
how it turns out.” You watch. Be aware. See how things turn
out rather than making assumptions about things.

Question 7 : Yes, and then followed by Mai Nae™, right?

% Mai Nae (Thai): A Thai term that translates to “uncertain”, which is considered one of the
truths in Buddhist teachings. It encourages a mindset of impermanence and change.
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Answer 7: Yes, because even when things go really
well: “Oh, this is great. This is exactly what | wanted.
Therefore, this is good.” But it's uncertain: Mai Nae !

Probably for everybody here, there’ve been some events
in our life: you got a promotion, you got a new job, you got
your degree, or you got a new property: “Yes! This is great!”
And then a year later: “Hah! What a headache! Why was |
celebrating? This is a nightmare. It's the perfect house, but,
well, | forgot about the neighbours!” or “Yes, it's a great job,
but | didn’t take into account the people I'd have to work with,
the other humans.”

So again, that’s uncertain. Don’t make assumptions,
don’t take things for granted, don’t say that things are
absolutely good.

'-*
E =i h.

Whole event VDO 1.45 hr. Highlights VDO 8.20 min.
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Venerable Phra Rajabuddhivaraguna
(Amaro Bhikkhu)

The Abbot of Amaravati Buddhist Monastery
United Kingdom
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Lay name
Born

Education

1978

1979

1983

1985

1990

1996

1997

J.C.J. Horner.

September 1956, England.

Received BSc in Psychology and Physiology

with Honours from University of London.

Took up residence at Wat Pah Nanachat, in the
lineage of Ven. Ajahn Chah in Ubon Province,
North-east Thailand.

April - Ordained as a bhikkhu (Upasampada),
Phra Bodhiyana Thera (Luang Por Chah Subhaddo)
was his preceptor.

October - returned to England to join Ven. Ajahn
Sumedho at Wat Pah Cittaviveka, a newly founded
forest monastery in Chithurst, West Sussex.
Journeyed 830 miles on foot to the newly opened
Harnham Vihara (now called Aruna Ratanagiri
Monastery) in Northumberland and spent 2 years
there.

Was invited to Amaravati Buddhist Monastery by
Luang Por Sumedho, to help with teaching and
administration.

Was invited to start coming to the USA,

spending a few months each year teaching there.
June - established Abhayagiri Monastery,
California.

Led the community of Abhayagiri Monastery in

collaboration with Ven. Ajahn Pasanno, as co-abbots.
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2004

2010

2011

2015

2019

Spent one year visiting the Buddhist holy places

in India, Nepal, and Bhutan.

Returned to England and took up the role of abbot
at Amaravati, on the retirement of the founding
abbot, Ven. Ajahn Sumedho.

Was granted permission to be an upajjhaya
(ordination preceptor).

Along with Ajahn Pasanno, Ajahn Amaro was
honoured by the King of Thailand with the
ecclesiastical title ‘Chao Khun'. Together with this
honour he was given the name ‘Videsabuddhiguna’.
Along with Ajahn Pasanno, Ajahn Amaro was
honoured by the King of Thailand with the
ecclesiastical title ‘Chao Khun Raja’. Together with this

honour he was given the name ‘Rajabuddhivaraguna’.

Ajahn Amaro has written or edited more than 30 books, including

an account of an 830-mile trek from Chithurst to Harnham Vihara

called Tudong, other titles include: Small Boat, Great Mountain;

Rain on the Nile and The Pilgrim Kamanita; 5 books were

co-written with Ajahn Pasanno, one of these is The Island - An

Anthology of the Buddha’s Teachings on Nibbana.

His books have been translated to 9 languages; Thai, Sinhala,

French, Spanish, Italian, German, Portuguese, Chinese and

Vietnamese.
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This work is licensed under the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
To view a copy of this license, visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

You are free to:
« copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the
license terms.
Under the following terms:

+ Attribution: You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the
license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any
reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor
endorses you or your use.

+ Non-Commercial: You may not use the material for commercial
purposes.

* No Derivatives: If you remix, transform, or build upon the material,
you may not distribute the modified material.

+ No additional restrictions: You may not apply legal terms or techno-
logical measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the
license permits.

Notices:

You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material
in the public domain or where your use is permitted by an applicable excep-
tion or limitation.

No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the per-
missions necessary for your intended use. For example, other rights such as
publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how you use the material.
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b b’éﬁe Middle Way is working with the way things are,
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ther than just going passive and switching off,
or contending to get our way.
. But that working with the way things are
from a quality of mindfulness and wisdom.

That kind of attunement to the Middle Way :
*Unentangled Participating” So we're prepared to engage,
to speak up, to use our own initiative, our own perspectives.
But with an attitude that is free of grasping, free of clinging, free of attachment.
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