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Translator’s Introduction

Venerable Acariya Mun Bhuridatta Thera is a towering figure in
contemporary Thai Buddhism. He was widely revered and respected
during his lifetime for the extraordinary courage and determination
he displayed in practicing the ascetic way of life and for his uncom-
promising strictness in teaching his many disciples. During the 50
years since his death, he has assumed an exalted status in Buddhist
circles and thus remains an overshadowing presence whose life and
teachings have become synonymous with the Buddha’s noble quest
for self-transformation.

Although Acariya Mun (pronounced to rthyme with “sun”) left
no written record of his own, this biography, compiled by one of his
close disciples some 20 years after his death, is largely responsible for
introducing his life, his achievements, and his teachings to a broad
section of Buddhist society. Through the widespread popularity of
this book, many Thai Buddhists have been given fresh hope that the
spiritual liberation which the Buddha proclaimed to the world over
2,500 years ago, and which has been attained by so many aspirants
over the succeeding centuries, is still accessible in today’s modern age.
Many Thais have expressed the view that they had lost confidence
that magga, phala, and Nibbana were still relevant today. But, by read-
ing Acariya Mun’s biography, they realized that accounts of these
exalted attainments are not mere fragments of ancient history, dead
and dry — but a living, luminous legacy of self-transcendence acces-
sible to any individual who is willing and able to put forth the effort
needed to achieve them. They have come to understand that Bud-
dhist monks, with their distinctive robes and monastic vocation, are
not merely clerical figures representing the Buddha, Dhamma, and
Sangha: some of them are indeed living proof of the Truth presented
in the Buddha’s teaching. The noble aim of spiritual liberation must
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be accomplished by the appropriate means: the Middle Way as taught
by the Lord Buddha.

Although the Buddha forbade the use of self-mortification as a
means to gain enlightenment, he nevertheless authorized and encour-
aged those specialized ascetic practices, known as dhutangas, that har-
monize effectively with this noble effort. The true Middle Way is not
the smooth path of least resistance negotiated with easy compromises
and happy mediums; but rather, it is that path of practice which most
effectively counters the mental defilements that impede progress by
resisting the aspirant every step of the way. The spiritual path is often
arduous, being full of hardship and discomfort, while the inner forces
opposed to success are formidable, and even intimidating. Thus the
work of the spiritual warrior requires potent counter measures to sub-
vert the inertial powers of laziness, craving, pride, and self-importance.
So the Buddha encouraged monks, who were truly keen on extricat-
ing their hearts from the subtlest manifestations of these insidious
defilements, to practice the dhutangas. Such ascetic observances are
specifically designed to promote simplicity, humility, self-restraint, vig-
ilance, and introspection in a monk’s everyday life, and the Buddha
was known to praise those monks who undertook their practice.

For this reason, the lifestyle of a Buddhist monk is founded on
the ideal of life as a homeless wanderer who, having renounced the
world and gone forth from the household, dresses in robes made from
discarded cloth, depends on alms for a living, and takes the forest as
his dwelling place. This ideal of the wandering forest monk intent on
the Buddha’s traditional spiritual quest is epitomized by the dhutanga
kammatthana way of life.

Like dhutanga, kammatthana is a term designating a specific
orientation shared by Buddhist monks who are dedicated to main-
taining an austere meditative lifestyle. Kammatthana (lit. “basis of
work”) denotes an approach to meditation practice that is directed
toward uprooting every aspect of greed, hatred, and delusion from
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the heart and thus demolishing all bridges linking the mind to the
cycle of repeated birth and death. Kammatthana, with its empha-
sis on meditative development, and dhutanga, with its emphasis on
the ascetic way of life conducive to intensive meditation, compli-
ment each other perfectly in the noble effort to transcend the cycle
of rebirth. They, along with the code of monastic discipline, are the
cornerstones on which the edifice of a monk’s practice is erected.

Both the letter and the spirit of this ascetic life of meditation
can be found embodied in the life and teaching of Acariya Mun.
From the day he first ordained until the day he passed away, his
entire way of life, and the example he set for his disciples, were mod-
eled on the principles incorporated in these practices. He is credited
with reviving, revitalizing, and eventually popularizing the dhutanga
kammatthana tradition in Thailand. Through his life-long efforts,
dhutanga monks (or kammatthana monks, the two are used inter-
changeably) and the mode of practice they espouse became, and still
remain, a prominent feature of the Buddhist landscape there.

Acariya Mun was especially gifted as a motivator and teacher.
Many of the monks who trained directly under his tutelage have dis-
tinguished themselves by their spiritual achievements, becoming well-
known teachers in their own right. They have passed on his distinctive
teaching methods to their disciples in a spiritual lineage that extends
to the present day. As a result, the dhutanga kammatthana mode of
practice gradually spread throughout the country, along with Acariya
Mun’s exalted reputation. This nationwide acclaim began to escalate
during the last years of his life and continued to grow after his death
until he came to be considered a national “saint” by almost unani-
mous consent. In recent decades, he has gained recognition beyond
the confines of his native land as one of the 20" century’s truly great
religious figures.

Acariya Mun’s life epitomized the Buddhist ideal of the wan-
dering monk intent on renunciation and solitude, walking alone
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through forests and mountains in search of secluded places that offer
body and mind a calm, quiet environment in which to practice med-
itation for the purpose of transcending all suffering. His was a life
lived entirely out of doors at the mercy of the elements and the vagar-
ies of weather. In such an environment, a dhutanga monk developed
a deep appreciation of nature. His daily life was full of forests and
mountains, rivers and streams, caves, overhanging cliffs, and wild
creatures large and small. He moved from place to place by hiking
along lonely wilderness trails in remote frontier regions where the
population was sparse and village communities far apart. Since his
livelihood depended on the alms food he collected from those small
settlements, a dhutanga monk never knew where his next meal would
come from, or whether he would get any food at all.

Despite the hardships and the uncertainties, the forest was a
home to the wandering monk: it was his school, his training ground,
and his sanctuary; and life there was safe provided that he remained
vigilant and faithful to the principles of the Buddha’s teaching. Living
and practicing in the relatively uncultivated, undomesticated rural
backwater that comprised most of Thailand at the turn of the 20"
century, a dhutanga monk like Acariya Mun found himself wander-
ing through a centuries-old setting little changed from the time of the
Buddha 2,500 years ago.

It is helpful to understand the temporal and cultural back-
ground to Acariya Mun’s wandering lifestyle. Thailand in the late
19" and early 20" centuries was a loose confederation of principal-
ities that were largely inaccessible to the central authority because
most of the land was densely forested and paved roads were almost
nonexistent. During that period, 80% of Thailand’s landmass was
blanketed with pristine forests of mostly deciduous hardwoods and
thick sub-tropical undergrowth. The lives of people in the hinter-
land areas were sustained by subsistence farming and the hunting
of wild animals. Teeming with tigers and elephants, the vast forests
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were seen as being dangerous and frightening places, so the inhab-
itants banded together in village communities for the safety and
companionship they provided. In the more remote frontier regions,
such settlements were often a day’s walk from one another follow-
ing trails that made their way through uninterrupted woodland.

Forests and the rhythms of nature were defining features of
the folklore and culture of those hardy people. To the villagers living
together in isolated communities, the vast tracts of wilderness were
forbidding, inhospitable territory where wild animals roamed freely
and malevolent spirits were said to hold sway. The huge Bengal tigers
indigenous to that part of the world were especially fearsome. Such
creatures ruled not only the forests but the fears and fantasies of local
people and monks alike.

Popular fear of those impenetrable forest areas turned them
into places of isolation and solitude where no one dared to venture
alone. It was in this remote wilderness environment that Acariya
Mun and his dhutanga monks lived and wandered, practicing the
ascetic way of life. Their meditation practice and the mental fortitude
it instilled in them were their only defences against the hardships and
potential dangers they faced every day. Forests and mountains were
proven training grounds for such monks, who saw themselves as spir-
itual warriors battling their own mental defilements for the sake of
ultimate victory.

The story of Acariya Mun’s life is a vivid portrait of a consum-
mate spiritual warrior unrivaled in modern times who practiced the
Buddha’s path to freedom with such perfection that he left those who
knew and revered him in no doubt that he truly was a Noble disciple.
A beautiful story from beginning to end, his life is reminiscent of those
famed accounts of the Buddha's great disciples chronicled in the ancient
texts. Like theirs, his life shows us that the spiritual ideals taught by
the Buddha are achieved by real human beings struggling against the
same fundamental hindrances that we find within ourselves. Thus we

10



are made to feel that the Buddha’s “ancient” path to spiritual libera-
tion is as wholly relevant today as it was 2,500 years ago.

To this end, this biography of Acariya Mun is less concerned
with a precise account of events as they unfolded in Acariya Mun’s
life and career than it is with providing a source of inspiration and
edification for those devoted to Buddhist ideals. The author’s per-
spective is that of an affirmative witness and advocate rather than an
impartial observer chronicling events. Being a spiritual biography, it is
intended to give us an insight into a model spiritual life. As such, this
book should be viewed above all as an exercise in contemplation.

One aspect of Acariya Mun’s teaching career deserves special
mention as it surfaces time and again in the course of his biography.
Acariya Mun possessed a unique ability to communicate directly with
non-human beings from many different realms of existence. He was
continually in contact with beings in the higher and lower celestial
realms, spirits of the terrestrial realms, nagas, yakkhas, ghosts of many
sorts, and even the denizens of the hell realms — all of whom are invisi-
ble to the human eye and inaudible to the human ear but clearly known
by the inner psychic faculties of divine sight and divine hearing.

The comprehensive worldview underlying Buddhist cosmol-
ogy differs significantly from the view of the gross physical universe
presented to us by contemporary science. In the traditional Buddhist
worldview, the universe is inhabited not only by the gross physical
beings that comprise the human and animal worlds but also by var-
ious classes of nonphysical, divine beings, called devas, that exist in
a hierarchy of increasing subtlety and refinement, and by numerous
classes of lower beings living in the sub-human realms of existence.
Only the human and animal worlds are discernible to normal human
sense faculties. The others dwell in a spiritual dimension that exists
outside the range of human concepts of space and time, and there-
fore, beyond the sphere of the material universe as we perceive it.

It was Acariya Mun’s remarkable, inherent capacity for commu-

11



nicating with many classes of living beings that made him a teacher
of truly universal significance. Knowing that living beings through-
out the sentient universe share a common heritage of repeated exist-
ence and a common desire to avoid suffering and gain happiness, a
great teacher realizes their common need to understand the way of
Dhamma in order to fulfil their spiritual potential and attain endur-
ing happiness. Having the eye of wisdom, he made no fundamental
distinction between the hearts of people and the hearts of devas, but
tailored his teaching to fit their specific circumstances and levels of
understanding. Although the message was essentially the same, the
medium of communication was different. He communicated with
human beings through the medium of verbal expression, while he
used non-verbal, telepathic communication with all classes of non-
human beings.

To appreciate Acariya Mun’s extraordinary abilities we must be
prepared to accept that the world we perceive through our senses con-
stitutes only a small portion of experiential reality; that there exists
this spiritual universe of devas and brahmas which is beyond the range
of our limited sense faculties. For in truth, the universe of the wise is
much vaster than the one perceived by the average person. The wise
can know and understand dimensions of reality that others do not
even suspect exist, and their knowledge of the principles underlying
all existence gives them an insight into the phenomenal world that
defies conventional limits.

Acariya Mun’s finely-tuned powers of perception contacted an
immense variety of external phenomena, and in the best Buddhist
tradition he spent a considerable amount of time and energy engaged
in teaching them Dhamma. Such beings were as much a part of his
personal world experience as the wild animals in the forest and the
monks he trained so tirelessly. By virtue of his unparalleled expertise
in these matters, he always felt a special obligation toward their spir-
itual welfare.
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Such phenomena are what Acariya Mun called “mysteries of
the heart”; for they are conscious, living beings dwelling in spiritual
dimensions that are just as real as the one we inhabit, even though
those spheres lie outside the realm of human existential concepts. The
words “heart” and “mind” are used interchangeably in Thai vernac-
ular. “Heart” is often the preferred term, as “mind” tends to exclude
the emotional and spiritual dimensions associated with the heart.
The heart is the essential knowing nature that forms the basic foun-
dation of the entire sentient universe. It is the fundamental awareness
underlying all conscious existence and the very basis of all mental and
emotional processes. The heart forms the core within the bodies of
all living beings. It is the center, the substance, the primary essence
within the body. Constantly emphasizing its paramount significance,
Acariya Mun always claimed that the heart is the most important thing
in the world. For this reason, the story of Acariya Mun’s life and teach-
ings is a story of the heart’s struggle for spiritual transcendence, and a
revelation of the ineffable mystery of the heart’s pure essence.

The Pali term “citta” is a word that Acariya Mun often used
when referring to this essential knowing nature, commonly known
as heart and mind. Like so many words in the Buddhist lexicon, it is
essentially a technical term used specifically in the science of Bud-
dhist theory and practice. Since such terms represent salient aspects
of the subject matter of this book, some of them have been kept in
their original form. Generally, in cases where a suitably accurate
English translation exists, that word has been substituted, with the
Pali term in question being annotated in an explanatory note. There
are, however, certain terms for which, due to the complex and com-
prehensive nature of the truths they represent, no truly adequate
English word exists. Those specialized terms have largely been left
in the original Pali. They may be found explained in the Notes and
Glossary sections at the back of the book, and the reader is encour-
aged to take full advantage of these reference materials.
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About the Author

Venerable Acariya Maha Boowa Nanasampanno is himself an out-
standing and distinguished figure in contemporary Thai Buddhism.
He is well-known and respected by people from all walks of life for
his impeccable wisdom and his brilliant expository skills. By apti-
tude and temperament, he is the ideal person to record for poster-
ity Acariya Mun’s life and teachings. Spiritually, he is one of Acariya
Mun’s exceptionally gifted disciples; didactically, he is one of the dhu-
tanga tradition’s truly masterful spokesmen. His no-nonsense, resolute
character, his extraordinary charisma, and his rhetorical skills have
established him as Acariya Mun’s natural successor.

Born in 1913 in the northeastern province of Udon Thani,
Acariya Maha Boowa was ordained as a Buddhist monk in 1934.
Having spent the first 7 years of his monastic career studying the
Buddhist canonical texts, for which he earned a degree in Pali stud-
ies and the title “Maha”, he adopted the wandering lifestyle of a dhu-
tanga monk and set out to search for Acariya Mun. Finally meeting up
with him in 1942, he was accepted as a disciple and remained living
under his tutelage until his death in 1949.

In the period following Acariya Mun’s death, Acariya Maha
Boowa, by then fully accomplished himself, soon became a central figure
in efforts to maintain continuity within the dhutanga kammatthana fra-
ternity and so preserve Acariya Mun’s unique mode of practice for future
generations. He helped to spearhead a concerted attempt to present
Acariya Mun’s life and teachings to an increasingly wider audience of
Buddhist faithful. Eventually, in 1971, he authored this biography to
showcase the principles and ideals that underpin dhutanga kammatthana
training methods and inform their proper practice.

By 1960, the world outside the forest came to exert a signifi-
cant impact on the dhutanga tradition. The rapid deforestation of that
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period caused dhutanga monks to modify, and eventually curtail, their

wandering lifestyle. As the geographic environment changed, teach-
ers like Acariya Maha Boowa began establishing permanent monas-
tic communities where dhutanga monks could conveniently carry on

Acariya Mun’s lineage, striving to maintain the virtues of renunci-
ation, strict discipline, and intensive meditation. Practicing monks

gravitated to these forest monasteries in large numbers and trans-
formed them into great centers of Buddhist practice. At Wat Pa Ban

Tad, Acariya Maha Boowa’s forest monastery in Udon Thani, a reli-
gious center arose spontaneously, created by the students themselves,
who came for purely spiritual motives in hopes of receiving instruction

from a genuine master. In the years that followed, the many Western

monks who came to Acariya Maha Boowa were able to share whole-
heartedly in this unique religious experience. Some have lived there

practicing under his tutelage ever since, helping to spawn an interna-
tional following which today spans the globe.

Highly revered at home and abroad, Acariya Maha Boowa
remains to this day actively engaged in teaching both monks and
laity, elucidating for them the fundamental principles of Buddhism
and encouraging them to practice those bold and incisive techniques
that Acariya Mun used so effectively. Like Acariya Mun, he stresses
a mode of practice in which wisdom remains a priority at all times.
Although ultimately pointing to the ineffable mysteries of the mind’s
pure essence, the teaching he presents for us is a system of instruction
that is full of down-to-earth, practical methods suitable for everyone
desiring to succeed at meditation. Studied carefully, it may well offer
direction to persons who otherwise have no idea where their practice
is taking them.
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Author’s Preface

The life story that you are about to read of Acariya Mun Bhuridatta
Thera, his way of practice and his moral goodness, is the result of
extensive research which I conducted in consultation with many
acariyas of his discipleship who lived with him throughout various
periods of his monastic life.

I sought out these dacariyas, recorded their memories of him, and
compiled their recollections to write this biography. This account is
not as completely accurate as I wished, because it was virtually impos-
sible for the monks to remember all the many experiences that Acariya
Mun conveyed to them about his life as a wandering forest monk. But,
if I were to wait for every detail to be recalled before writing this biog-
raphy, it would only be a matter of time before all information is for-
gotten and forever lost. All hope of recording his story for the edifica-
tion of interested readers would then be surely lost as well. With great
difficulty, I composed this biography; and, although it is incomplete,
my hope is that it will prove to be of some benefit to the reader.

I shall attempt to depict the many aspects of Acariya Mun’s
daily conduct, as well as the knowledge and insights he attained
and elucidated to his disciples. I intend to illustrate his Noble life in
the style of the Venerable Acariyas of antiquity who transcribed the
essence of the lives of the Buddha’s Arahant disciples into ancient
texts, ensuring that all future generations will have some understand-
ing of the results that are possible when the Dhamma is practiced
sincerely. May the reader forgive me if my presentation of Acariya
Mun’s life appears inappropriate in any way. Yet the truth is that it is
a factual account, representing the memories of Acariya Mun Bhuri-
datta Thera’s life as he himself conveyed them to us. Although I am
not wholly comfortable with the book, I have decided to publish it
anyway, because I feel that readers interested in Dhamma may gain
some valuable insight.
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S TRRLGREIRET D

The Early Years

 he Venerable Acariya Mun Bhuridatta Thera was a vipas-

II sana meditation master of the highest caliber of this

present age; one who is truly worthy of the eminent praise

and admiration accorded to him by his close disciples. He taught

the profound nature of Dhamma with such authority and per-

suasion that he left no doubts among his students about the
exalted level of his spiritual attainment. His devoted followers

consist of numerous monks and laity from virtually every region

of Thailand. Besides these, he has many more devotees in Laos,
where both monks and lay people feel a deep reverence for him.

His story is truly a magnificent one throughout: from his
early years in lay life through his long endeavor as a Buddhist
monk to the day he finally passed away. Nowadays, a life of such
unblemished excellence is harder to come by than a lode of pre-
cious gemstones.

Acariya Mun was born into a traditional Buddhist family
on Thursday, January 20, 1870, the Year of the Goat. His birth-
place was the village of Ban Khambong in the Khongjiam dis-
trict of Ubon Ratchathani province. His father’s name was Kham-
duang; his mother’s Jun; and his family surname Kaenkaew. He
was the eldest child of eight siblings, though only two of them
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were still alive when he passed away. A child of small stature with
a fair complexion, he was naturally quick, energetic, intelligent,
and resourceful. At the age of fifteen he ordained as a novice' in
his village monastery where he developed an enthusiasm for the
study of Dhamma, memorizing the texts with exceptional speed.
A young novice of affable character, he never caused his teachers
or fellows any trouble.

Two years into his new way of life his father requested him
to give up the robes, and he was required to return to lay life in
order to help out at home. However, his fondness for the monk’s
life was so pronounced that he was certain he would ordain again
some day. His good memories of life in a monk’s robes never faded.
Thus, he resolved to enter the monkhood again as soon as possible.
This strong sense of purpose was due, no doubt, to the power of
that indomitable faith, known as saddha, which was such an inte-
gral part of his character.

When he reached age twenty-two, he felt an urge to ordain
as a monk. So, for that purpose, he took leave of his parents. Not
wanting to discourage his aspirations and having also kept the
hope that their son would ordain again someday, they gave their
permission. To this end, they provided him with a complete set
of a monk’s basic requisites for his ordination. On June 12, 1893,
he received his Bhikkhu ordination at Wat Liap monastery in the
provincial town of Ubon Ratchathani.

His upajjhaya was the Venerable Ariyakawi; his kamma-
vacariya was Phra Khru Sitha; and his anusasandcariya was Phra
Khru Prajuk Ubonkhun.” He was given the monastic name
“Bhuridatta”.’ After his ordination, he took residence at Wat Liap
in Acariya Sao’s vipassand meditation center.
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The Prophecy

When Acariya Mun first began practicing vipassand at Acariya
Sao’s center, he meditated constantly, internally repeating the
word “buddho”, the recollection of the Buddha, as he preferred
this preparatory Dhamma theme above all others. In the begin-
ning, he failed to experience the degree of calm and happiness
that he expected, which caused him to doubt whether he was
practicing correctly. Despite his doubt he didn’t flag in his persist-
ent use of the word “buddho”, and eventually his heart developed
a certain measure of calm.
One night he had a dream:

He walked out of a village and entered a large, dense jungle
overgrown with tangled undergrowth. He could hardly find
a way to penetrate it. He struggled to find his way through
this vast thicket until he finally emerged safe at the other
end. When he came out, he found himself at the edge of
an immense field that stretched as far as the eye could see.
He set out resolutely, walking across this field until he hap-
pened to come across a huge fallen jati tree.

Felled long ago, its trunk was partially embedded in the
ground, and most of its bark and sapwood had already rotted
away. He climbed upon this giant jati log and walked along its
full length. As he walked, he reflected inwardly. He realized
that this tree would never sprout and grow again. He com-
pared this with his own life which would certainly not rise
again in any future existence. He identified the dead jati tree
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with his own life in samsara. Seeing that the tree had rotted
away, never to root and spring to life again, he reckoned that,
by keeping up his diligent practice, he would surely find a
way to reach a definite conclusion to his own life in this very
existence. The vast expanse of open field symbolized the
nature of the never-ending cycle of birth and death.

As he stood on the log contemplating this, a broad white
stallion trotted up and stood next to the fallen jati tree. As
it stood there, Acariya Mun felt an urge to ride it. So, he
mounted the mysterious horse which immediately raced off
at full gallop. He had no idea where he was being taken or
why. The horse just continued galloping at full speed with-
out showing any obvious sign of direction or purpose. The
distance it traveled across the vast field seemed immeas-
urable. As they strode along, Acariya Mun saw a beauti-
ful Tipitika cabinet’ in the distance, adorned with exquisite
silver trim. Without guidance, the horse led him directly to
the enclosed bookcase, and came to a halt right in front of
it. The moment Acariya Mun dismounted with the aim of
opening the cabinet, the white stallion vanished without a
trace. As he stepped towards the bookcase, he noticed that
it was standing at the very edge of the field with nothing
in the background but more of the dense jungle, entangled
and smothered with undergrowth. He saw no way of pene-
trating it. When he came to the Tipitika cabinet, he reached
out to open it; but, before he had a chance to discover the
contents inside, he woke up.
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This was a dream nimitta, an omen confirming his belief that if he
persevered in his efforts, he would undoubtedly discover a path
for attaining what he sought. From then on, with renewed deter-
mination Acariya Mun meditated intensively, unrelenting in his
efforts to constantly repeat “buddho” as he conducted all his daily
affairs. At the same time, he very carefully observed the austere
dhutanga practices which he undertook at the time of his ordina-
tion, and continued to practice for the rest of his life.” The dhutan-
gas he voluntarily undertook were: wearing only robes made from
discarded cloth — not accepting robes directly offered by lay sup-
porters; going on almsround every day without fail —except those
days when he decided to fast; accepting and eating only food
received in his alms bowl — never receiving food offered after his
almsround; eating only one meal a day — never eating food after
the one meal; eating only out of the alms bowl — never eating
food that is not inside the one vessel; living in the forest — which
means wandering through forested terrain, living and sleeping
in the wilds, in the mountains or in the valleys; some time spent
living under a canopy of trees, in a cave, or under an overhanging
cliff; and wearing only his three principal robes — the outer robe,
the upper robe, and the lower robe,” with the addition of a bath-
ing cloth which is necessary to have nowadays.

Acariya Mun also observed the remainder of the thirteen
dhutanga practices when circumstances were convenient; but, he
upheld the above seven routinely until they became integrated
into his character. They became so much a part of him that it
would be difficult to find one who is his equal these days.

On his own accord, he showed earnestness in finding
meaning in everything he did. He never approached his duties
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half-heartedly. His sincere aim, always, was to transcend the
world. Everything he did was directed toward the noble effort of
destroying the kilesas’ within himself. Due to this sense of pur-
pose, he allowed no hiding room in his heart for arrogance and
conceit, despite being exposed to the same defiling influences as
was everyone else. In one respect he differed markedly from the
average person: instead of allowing his mind free reign for the kile-
sas to trample all over, he always put up a fight, attacking them
at every opportunity.

Later, when he felt confident that he had developed a suf-
ficiently solid foundation in his meditation, he investigated the
dream nimitta. Turning his attention to the dream, he analyzed
it until he gradually comprehended its full meaning. He saw that
ordaining as a monk and practicing the Dhamma properly was
equivalent to raising the level of the citta beyond the poisons of
the world. The dense, entangled jungle, where dangers of every
kind await to ambush, was the analogy for the citta, a repository
of pain and misery. The citta must be lifted until it reaches the
vast, wide open expanse — a sphere of Ultimate Happiness, and
freedom from all fear and concern.”

The majestic white stallion symbolized the path of practic-
ing Dhamma. He rode the horse as the means of transport to the
realm of complete contentment, where he encountered the beau-
tiful Tipitika cabinet with an exquisite design. Able only to look
upon it, he lacked the spiritual perfection necessary to secure the
cabinet’s opening and admire its library to his heart’s content —
a feat accomplished only by one who has acquired catu patisam-
bhidanana. A person endowed with this four-fold knowledge is
renown throughout the three worlds for his brilliant wisdom and
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his comprehensive knowledge of teaching methods, extensive as
the sea and sky. Such a one is never at a loss when teaching devas
and humans.

Because Acariya Mun lacked a sufficiently high level of
spiritual perfection, he was denied the opportunity to open the
cabinet, and had to be content with simply admiring its beauty.
Consequently, he would attain only the level of patisambhida-
nusasana, meaning that he had sufficient wisdom and expository
skills to elucidate to others the basic path of Buddhist practice,
but not its entire breadth and depth. Although he humbly stated
that his teaching was merely sufficient to show the way, those who
witnessed his practice and heard the profound Dhamma that he
taught throughout his life were so deeply impressed that no words
can describe it. It would certainly be difficult to witness or hear
anything comparable in this day and age — an age much in need
of such a noble person.

The Sign

At one point during his meditation training at Wat Liap, Acariya
Mun’s citta ‘converged’ into a state of calm' and a vision arose
spontaneously. The mental image* was of a dead body laid out
before him, bloated, oozing pus, and seeping with bodily fluids.
Vultures and dogs were fighting over the corpse, tearing into the
rotting flesh and flinging it around, until what remained was all
scattered about. The whole scene was unimaginably disgusting,
and he was appalled.

From then on, Acariya Mun constantly used this image as
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a mental object to contemplate at all times — whether sitting in
samadhi, walking in meditation, or engaging in other daily activi-
ties. He continued in this manner until, one day, the image of the
corpse changed into a translucent disk that appeared suspended
before him. The more he focused intensely on the disk, the more
it changed its appearance without pause. The more he tried to
follow, the more it altered its form so that he found it impossible
to tell where the series of images would end. The more he inves-
tigated the visions, the more they continued to change in charac-
ter — ad infinitum. For example, the disk became a tall mountain
range where Acariya Mun found himself walking, brandishing a
sharp sword and wearing shoes. Then, a massive wall with a gate
appeared. He opened the gate to look inside and saw a monastery
where several monks were sitting in meditation. Near the wall he
saw a steep cliff with a cave where a hermit was living. He noticed
a conveyance, shaped like a cradle and hanging down the face of
the cliff by a rope. Climbing into the cradle-like conveyance, he
was drawn up to the mountain peak. At the summit, he found
a large Chinese junk with a square table inside, and a hanging
lantern that cast a luminescent glow upon the whole mountain
terrain. He found himself eating a meal on the mountain peak...
and so on, and so forth, until it was impossible to see an end to it
all. Acariya Mun said that all the images he experienced in this
manner were far too numerous to recall.

For a full three months, Acariya Mun continued to meditate
in this way. Each time when he dropped into samadhi, he with-
drew from it to continue his investigation of the translucent disk
which just kept giving him a seemingly endless series of images.
However, he did not receive enough beneficial results from this
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to be convinced that this was the correct method. For after prac-
ticing in this manner, he was oversensitive to the common sights
and sounds around him. Pleased by this and disappointed by that,
he liked some things and hated others. It seemed that he could
never find a stable sense of balance.

Because of this sensitivity, he came to believe that the
samadhi which he practiced was definitely the wrong path to
follow. If it were really correct, why did he fail to experience peace
and calm consistently in his practice? On the contrary, his mind
felt distracted and unsettled, influenced by many sense objects
that it encountered — much like a person who had never under-
gone any meditation training at all. Perhaps the practice of direct-
ing his attention outwards towards external phenomena violated
the fundamental principles of meditation. Maybe this was the
reason he failed to gain the promised benefits of inner peace and
happiness.

Thus, Acariya Mun came to a new understanding about
himself. Instead of focusing his mind on external matters, he
brought his citta back inside, within the confines of his own phys-
ical body. From then on, his investigations were centered only on
his own body.

Keeping a sharp mindfulness, he examined the body from
top to bottom, side to side, inside out and throughout; every body
part and every aspect. In the beginning, he preferred to conduct
his examinations while walking in meditation, pacing back and
forth in deep thought. Sometimes he needed to rest his body from
these exertions. So, he sat in samadhi for awhile, though he abso-
lutely refused to let his citta ‘converge’ into its habitual state of
calm. Rather, he forced it to stay put within the body’s domain.
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The citta had no other choice but to travel around the many parts
of the body and probe into them. When it was time for him to
lie down, the investigation continued inside his mind until he fell
asleep.

He meditated like this for several days until he felt ready
to sit in samadhi and try to attain a state of calm with his newly
discovered method. He challenged himself to find out what state
of calm the citta could attain. Deprived of peace for many days
now, and having begun the intense training associated with body
contemplation, his citta ‘converged’ rapidly into a calm state with
unprecedented ease. He knew with certainty that he had the cor-
rect method: for, when his citta ‘converged’ this time, his body
appeared to be separated from himself. It seemed to split into two
at that moment. Mindfulness was in force during the entire time,
right to the moment that the citta dropped into samadhi. It didn’t
wander and waver about as it had previously. Thus, Acariya Mun
was convinced that his newfound method was the right one for
the preliminary work of meditation practice.

From then on, he continued to religiously practice body
contemplation until he could attain a state of calm whenever he
wanted. With persistence, he gradually became more and more
skilled in this method, until the citta was firmly anchored in
samadhi. He had wasted three whole months chasing the disk and
its illusions. But now, his mindfulness no longer abandoned him,
and therefore, he was no longer adversely affected by the influ-
ences around him. This whole episode clearly shows the disad-
vantages of not having a wise teacher to guide one. Misjudgments
occur without timely advice and direction in meditation. Acariya
Mun was a perfect example of this. Having no teacher can lead
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to costly mistakes that can easily harm the meditator, or, at the
very least, delay his progress.

DURING ACARIYA MUN’s early years as a wandering monk, people
showed little interest in the practice of kammatthana meditation.
Many regarded it as something strange, even alien to Buddhism,
having no legitimate place in the life of a monk. Back then, a
dhutanga monk, walking in the distance on the far side of a field,
was enough to send country folk into a panic. Being fearful, those
still close to the village quickly ran home. Those walking near the
forest ran into the thick foliage to hide, being too scared to stand
their ground or greet the monks. Thus, dhutanga monks, wan-
dering in unfamiliar regions during their travels, seldom had a
chance to ask the locals for much needed directions.

Women from the countryside often took their small chil-
dren on excursions into the surrounding hills to pick wild herbs
and edible plants, or to fish in outlying ponds. Suddenly spot-
ting a party of dhutanga monks walking toward them, they would
yell to each other in alarm, “Dhamma monks! Dhamma monks
are coming!” With that they threw their baskets and other gear
to the ground with a thud, and frantically rushed to find a safe
hiding-place. Their discarded belongings could have been dam-
aged or broken when flung to the ground, but they took no notice;
everyone simply fled into the nearby forest, or if close by, to their
village homes.

Meanwhile the children, who had no idea what was hap-
pening, started crying and pleading for help when they saw their
mothers scream and run away. Too slow to keep pace with the
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adults, the little ones raced around in confusion. Stranded, they
ran back and forth in the open field while their mothers remained
in the forest, too frightened to emerge and retrieve them. An
amusing scene of needless panic, but at the same time pitiful: to
see innocent children so frightened, running in circles, desper-
ately crying in search of their mothers.

Obviously the situation didn’t look good, so the dhutanga
monks hurried past lest their prolonged presence provoke even
more hysteria. Had they made any attempt to approach the chil-
dren, the incident might have gotten out of control with terrified
kids frantically scattering in all directions, their shrill screams
ringing through the forest. In the meantime, their anxious moth-
ers huddled, trembling, behind the trees, afraid of the ‘Dhamma
monks’ and, at the same time, afraid that their children might flee
in all directions. They watched nervously until the monks were
out of sight.

When the monks finally disappeared, a big commotion
erupted as mothers and children dashed excitedly about, trying to
find one another. By the time the whole group was safely reunited,
it seemed as though the entire village had disbanded for awhile.
The reunion was accompanied by a hubbub of chatter, everybody
laughing about the sudden appearance of the ‘Dhamma monks’
and the chaos that followed.

Such occurrences were common in those early years: women
and children were terrified because they had never before seen
dhutanga kammatthana monks. Ordinarily people knew nothing
about them and showed little interest, except to flee at their sight.
There are several possible reasons for this. Firstly, their appear-
ance was rather austere and reserved. They were unlikely to show
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much familiarity with anyone they hadn’t personally known for a
long time; someone who knew their habits well. Also, their robes
and other requisites were an ochre color from dye made from the
heartwood of the jackfruit tree —a color that was striking but had
a tendency to inspire more fear than devotion.

These jackfruit-colored robes were worn by dhutanga monks
as they wandered from place to place practicing the ascetic way
of life. They carried their umbrella-tents,” which were consid-
erably larger than ordinary umbrellas, slung over one shoulder.
Over the other shoulder they carried their alms bowls. Walk-
ing in single file and dressed in their yellowish-brown robes, they
were an eye-catching sight to those as yet unfamiliar with their
mode of practice. Finding a quiet spot, conducive to medita-
tion, dhutanga monks settled for a while in the outlying forests
of rural communities, allowing the locals a chance to get better
acquainted with them. By listening to their teachings, question-
ing them, and receiving their advice, people’s lives benefited in so
many ways. Gradually over time, their hearts grew to accept the
reasonable explanations they heard, and faith issued naturally on
its own. With a belief in Dhamma thus instilled in their hearts,
old suspicions died away to be replaced by a reverence for the
monks whose teachings made such an impression. Then, to those
well acquainted with their peaceful temperament and exemplary
conduct, the mere sight of monks walking across the countryside
inspired devotion. During that early period, such enlightening
experiences were shared by country people all over Thailand.

Traveling far and wide, and determined to practice cor-
rectly for the sake of Dhamma, dhutanga monks always managed
to impress people and do them great service. They didn’t depend

29



on publicity to get out their message. They relied instead on their
exemplary behavior ' as a natural means of gaining public interest.

A dhutanga monk who is concentrated on Dhamma consid-
ers wandering in search of seclusion to be an indispensable part of
his personal practice. Secluded places offer his mind and body a
calm, quiet environment. So it was with Acariya Mun. Each year
at the end of the rainy season retreat he started traveling, hiking
through forests and mountains in locales where he found just
enough small villages to support his daily almsround. More than
any other part of the country, he enjoyed wandering in Thai-
land’s Northeast region. Among his favorites were the vast for-
ests and mountain ranges in the provinces of Nakhon Phanom,
Sakon Nakhon, Udon Thani, Nong Khai, Loei, and Lom Sak; or
on the Laotian side of the Mekong River in such places as Tha
Khek, Vientiane, and Luang Prabang. Those locations with their
huge tracts of forest and mountainous terrain were ideally suited
to practicing the ascetic way of life.

Wherever he was, whatever the time of day, Acariya Mun’s
primary focus remained the same: working tirelessly to improve
his meditation practice. He knew that this was his most impor-
tant task in life. By nature, he disliked involvement in monastic
building projects. He preferred to concentrate exclusively on the
inner work of meditative development. He avoided socializing
with fellow monks and remained aloof from civil society, much
preferring life alone — a style of living that allowed him the free-
dom to focus all his attention and energy on one main task: tran-
scending dukkha.” Earnestness and sincerity characterized every-
thing he did: never deceiving himself, he never misled others.

The incredible energy, endurance, and circumspection that
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he put into his practice was truly amazing. Qualities such as these
helped to ensure that samadhi and wisdom steadily progressed,
never showing any signs of decline. Since the day he first discov-
ered body contemplation to be the right method for the prelim-
inary work of meditation, he kept that contemplation always in
mind. Assiduously maintaining that method, repeatedly investi-
gating his body, over and over again, he became very skilled at
mentally dissecting the various body parts, large and small, and
then breaking them apart with wisdom. Eventually, he could dis-
sect his entire body at will and then reduce the whole lot to its
constituent elements.

Through perseverance, Acariya Mun steadily and increas-
ingly attained more peaceful and calmer states of mind. He wan-
dered through forests and over mountains, stopping at suitable
locations to intensify his practice; but, never did he relax the per-
sistent effort he put into all his activities. Whether walking for
alms, sweeping the grounds, washing a spittoon, sewing or dying
his robes, eating a meal, or simply stretching his legs, he was aware
of striving to perfect himself at every waking moment and in all
activities, without exception. Only when the time came to sleep
did he relent. Even then, he resolved to get up immediately, with-
out hesitation, as soon as he awoke. He made sure that this habit
became ingrained in his character. The moment he was conscious
of being awake, he rose quickly, washed his face, and resumed his
meditation practice. If he still felt sleepy, he refused to sit in med-
itation right away for fear of nodding off to sleep again. Instead,
he practiced walking meditation, striding back and forth to dispel
the drowsiness that threatened to overtake him at the slightest
lapse in vigilance. If walking slowly proved ineffective, he sought
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to invigorate himself by quickening his pace. Only when all drow-
siness disappeared and he began to feel tired did he leave his med-
itation track to sit down to continue meditating until dawn.

Shortly after dawn, he prepared to go on his almsround.
Wearing his lower robe, placing his under and upper robes together
and wrapped about him, his alms bowl hanging from his shoul-
der by a strap, he walked to the nearest village in a self~-composed
mannet, careful to maintain mindfulness the entire way. Consid-
ering his hike to and from the village a form of walking medita-
tion, he focused his attention inward every step of the way, insur-
ing that his mind did not venture out to become involved with
any emotionally-charged sense object along the route. Returning
to his campsite, or the monastery where he resided, he arranged
the food he had received in his alms bowl. As a matter of prin-
ciple, he ate only the food he was offered in the village, refusing
to accept any food brought to him afterward. Only much later, in
his very old age, did he relax this practice somewhat, agreeing to
accept food that the faithful offered him in the monastery. During
his early years, he ate only the food he had received in his alms
bowl.

With everything to be eaten placed in the bowl, he sat con-
templating the true purpose of the food" he was about to eat as
a means of dousing the inner fires of hell; that is to say, any crav-
ing for food that might arise due to hunger. Otherwise, the mind
might succumb to the power of craving and indulge in the fine
taste of food, when in fact, it should be reflecting on food’s essen-
tial qualities: how all food, being simply a composition of gross
elements, is inherently diseusting by its very nature. With this
thought firmly fixed in his mind, he chewed his food mindfully
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to deny any opening to craving until he had finished the meal.
Afterwards, he washed the bowl, wiped it dry, exposed it to direct
sunlight for a few minutes, then replaced it in its cloth covering,
and put it neatly away in its proper place. Then, it was time once
again to resume the task of battling the kilesas, with the aim of
destroying them gradually until they were thoroughly defeated
and unable ever again to trouble his mind.

[t must be understood, however, that the business of
destroying kilesas is an inexpressibly difficult task to accomplish.
For though we may be determined to burn the kilesas to ashes,
what invariably tends to happen is that the kilesas turn around
and burn us, causing us so much hardship that we quickly aban-
don those same virtuous qualities that we meant to develop. We
clearly see this negative impact and want to get rid of the kilesas;
but then, we undermine our noble purpose by failing to act deci-
sively against them, fearing that the difficulties of such action will
prove too painful. Unopposed, the kilesas become lord masters of
our hearts, pushing their way in and claiming our hearts as their
exclusive domain. Sadly, very few people in this world possess the
knowledge and understanding to counteract these defilements.
Hence, living beings throughout the three worlds of existence are
forever surrendering to their dominance. Only the Lord Buddha
discovered the way to completely cleanse his heart of them: never
again did they defeat him.

After achieving that comprehensive victory, the Lord
Buddha compassionately turned his attention to teaching the way,
proclaiming the Dhamma to his disciples and inspiring them to
resolutely follow the same Noble Path that he had taken. Prac-
ticing thus, they were able to emulate his supreme achievement,
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reaching the very end of the Noble Path, the highest attainment:
Nibbana. Dealing the all-powerful kilesas a fatal blow, these Noble
individuals eradicated them from their hearts forever. Having
extinguished their kilesas, they became those Arahant disciples
that people the world over have worshipped with such devotion
ever since.

Acariya Mun was another Noble individual following in the
footsteps of the Lord Buddha. He truly possessed unshakable faith
and uncompromising resolve — he didn’t merely talk about them.
When the morning meal was over, he immediately entered the
forest to begin walking meditation in those peaceful surroundings
that were so conducive to calm and inner happiness. First walk-
ing, later sitting, he pursued his meditation until he felt the time
was right to take a short rest. His strength renewed, he resumed
his attack on the kilesas, creators of the endless cycle of existence.
With such determination and steadfast application to the task, the
kilesas were never given reason to scoff at Acariya Mun’s efforts.
While practicing samadhi intensively, he also worked tirelessly to
develop insight, his wisdom revolving relentlessly around whatever
object he was investigating. In that way, samadhi and vipassana
were developed in tandem, neither one lagging behind the other;
and his heart remained peaceful and contented in his practice.

Still, periods of slow progress were inevitable, for he had
no one to advise him when he got stuck. Often he spent many
days working his way through a specific problem, painstakingly
figuring out the solution for himself. He was obliged to exhaus-
tively investigate these stumbling blocks in his practice, exam-
ining every facet carefully, because they were a hindrance to his
progress and also potentially dangerous. In such situations, the
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advice of a good teacher can be invaluable, helping the medita-
tor to advance quickly and confidently without wasting time. For
this reason, it’s very important that meditators have a kalyana-
mitta. Acariya Mun personally experienced the drawbacks of not
having such a wise friend to give him timely advice, insisting that
it was a definite disadvantage.

Acariya Sao Kantasilo

In his early years of practice, Acariya Mun often wandered dhu-
tanga in the company of Acariya Sao,  comforted in the know-
ledge that he had a good, experienced teacher to lend him sup-
port. But when he asked his teacher to advise him on specific
problems arising in his meditation, Acariya Sao invariably replied:
“My experiences in meditation are quite different from yours. Your
citta is so adventurous, tending always toward extremes. One
moment it soars into the sky, only to plunge deep into the earth
the next. Then, after diving to the ocean floor, it again soars up
to walk meditation high in the sky. Who could possibly keep up
with your citta long enough to find a solution? I advise you to
investigate these matters for yourself and find your own solutions.”
Acariya Sao never gave him enough concrete advice to really help
him, so Acariya Mun was forced to solve his own problems. Some-
times, he nearly died before discovering a way past some of the
more intractable problems he faced.

Acariya Mun described his teacher as someone with a
smooth, serene temperament who inspired deep devotion. A rather
strange feature of Acariya Sao’s practice was his tendency to lev-
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itate while in samadhi, his body hovering quite noticeably above
the floor. At first, doubtful that his body was indeed floating, he
opened his eyes to see for himself. As soon as his eyes opened, con-
cern about the condition of his body caused his citta to withdraw
from samadhi. He promptly fell back to the floor, landing hard on
his buttocks which was sore and bruised for many days. In truth,
his body did float about three feet above the floor. But by open-
ing his eyes to check, he lost the mindfulness needed to maintain
his citta in samadhi. Withdrawing suddenly from samadhi caused
him to come crashing to the floor, like any other object dropped
from a height. Practicing samddhi later and feeling his body lev-
itate again, he kept mindfulness firmly focused within that state
of samadhi, and then, carefully opened his eyes to look at himself.
[t was obvious to him then that he did levitate. This time, how-
ever, he didn’t fall back to the floor, for mindfulness was present
to maintain total concentration.

This experience taught Acariya Sao a valuable lesson about
himself. Yet being an exceptionally careful, meticulous person, he
wasn't entirely convinced. So he took a small object, inserted it
into the underside of the thatched roof in his hut, and continued
to meditate. When he felt his body beginning to float again, he
firmly focused his citta in samadhi, and he was able to float upward
until he reached that small object in the thatch. Drawing level
with it, he slowly reached out and very mindfully took it in his
hand so that he could bring it back down by means of samadhi.
This meant that once he had it in his grasp, he gradually with-
drew from samadhi to the point where his body could slowly, and
safely, descend to the floor — a point still short of complete with-
drawal from samadhi. Experimenting like this, he became con-
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vinced of his ability to levitate, though this did not occur every
time he entered samadhi.

From the beginning of his practice to the end of his life,
Acariya Sao’s citta tended to have this smooth, imperturbable
quality; in sharp contrast to the wholly adventurous nature that
characterized Acariya Mun's citta. Unlike him, Acariya Sao was
not so motivated to live dangerously, seeking adventure; nor
did he tend to perceive the variety of unusual phenomena that
Acariya Mun invariably did.

Acariya Mun told us that, once, in ages past, Acariya Sao
had resolved to become a Paccekabuddha.” Intensifying his
efforts at meditation caused him to recollect his longtime resolu-
tion, and his lingering attachment to that goal made him reluc-
tant to strive for Nibbana in the present. It soon became apparent
that this vow would block any attempt to realize Nibbana in his
lifetime; therefore, he immediately decided to renounce the old
vow. In its place, he resolved to attain Nibbana as soon as possible.
He became determined to reach this goal within his present life-
time in order to avoid the misery of being reborn in the future.

Having forsaken his original vow, and thus, unhindered
by previous commitments, his meditation practice progressed
smoothly until one day he finally reached the Land of Ultimate
Happiness that he had been aiming for. However, his teaching
skill was very limited, probably due to a natural predisposition
toward becoming a Paccekabuddha: someone who has no incli-
nation to teach others although he is able to fully enlighten him-
self. Furthermore, the fact that he could so easily give up his origi-
nal resolve and then achieve his new goal meant that his previous
vow had not yet matured to the stage of being irreversible.
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Acariya Mun related that in ages past he had made a sim-
ilar resolution — in his case, a solemn vow to become a Buddha.
As with Acariya Sao, intensifying his efforts at meditation caused
Acariya Mun to recollect this long-standing intention, and this
underlying attachment made him reluctant to strive for the attain-
ment of Nibbana in his present life. Acariya Mun renounced his
vow to be a Buddha only after he began practicing dhutanga kam-
matthana, for he then realized that its fulfillment would take far
too long. It required eons of traversing the round of samsara: being
born, growing old, becoming ill, and dying over and over again,
enduring misery and pain indefinitely.

Renouncing the original vow relieved Acariya Mun of this
concern, opening the way for his meditation to progress smoothly.
The fact that he could so easily abandon the original vow indi-
cates that it was not yet so firmly fixed in his conscious being that
he couldn’t detach himself from it.

Acariya Mun often accompanied Acariya Sao on his excur-
sions wandering dhutanga across the provinces of the Northeast
region. Due to differences in personality, their meditation experi-
ences varied in some respects; but each very much enjoyed the oth-
er’s company. By nature, Acariya Sao preferred to say very little. He
was a reluctant teacher, especially of the laity. Occasionally obliged
to give instruction to lay supporters, he was always very frugal with
words. The little he did say could be summed up like this:

“You should renounce evil and cultivate goodness. Being
fortunate enough to be born human, don’t waste this good
opportunity now. Our status as human beings is a very
noble one; so, avoid all animal-like behavior. Otherwise,
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you'll sink below the animals, and be much more wretched
as well. When you eventually fall into hell, your tortuous
existence there will be far more grievous than that of any
animal. So don’t do evil!”

That said, he left his seat and returned to his hut, taking no fur-
ther interest in anyone.

He always spoke very sparingly. In an entire day he might say
only a few sentences. On the other hand, he could endure many
hours of sitting and walking in meditation. He had a remarkably
dignified, noble appearance that inspired respect and devotion.
Just a glimpse of his serene, peaceful countenance made a lasting
impression. He was greatly revered by monks and laity alike and,
like Acariya Mun, he had many devoted disciples.

It was well known that these two acariyas shared immense
love and respect for each other. In the early years, they enjoyed
traveling in each other’s company. They spent most of the year
living together, both during and after the annual rainy season
retreat. In the middle years, they normally spent these retreats in
separate locations but close enough to each other to make visiting
easy. Very seldom, then, did they spend a retreat together, for each
had an increasingly large following of disciples, making it diffi-
cult to find enough space to accommodate them all at one loca-
tion. Living separately eliminated the burden of having to arrange
living quarters for so many monks.

Even when living apart, they often thought of each other
with genuine concern. On occasions when Acariya Sao’s dis-
ciples visited Acariya Mun, the first question he asked concerned
the health and well-being of Acariya Sao, who in turn invariably
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reciprocated by inquiring about Acariya Mun’s well-being when
one of his disciples paid a visit. Through such messengers, each
then conveyed his respectful greeting to the other, maintaining
contact in this way at every opportunity. Each of these great dacar-
iyas had enormous respect for the other’s spiritual achievements.
Both used words full of praise and admiration when speaking to
their disciples about each other. Their comments never contained
a hint of criticism.

ACARIYA MUN WHOLEHEARTEDLY agreed with Acariya Sao’s com-
ment about his citta being adventurous, and tending to go to
extremes: soaring high in the sky one moment, then plunging
into the earth before diving to the ocean floor. His citta truly
did have such mercurial characteristics. Dropping into samadhi
in the early stages of his practice, his citta tended to focus out-
ward then, perceiving all manner of unusual phenomena — things
he had never dreamed of seeing. For example, he saw a bloated
corpse laid out before him. As I have mentioned before, when he
concentrated his attention on this image, it soon changed into a
translucent disc which in turn altered its form, creating an end-
less series of images.

Even after discovering the correct method of practice, when
his citta ‘converged’ into calm it was still inclined to focus out-
ward, perceiving countless types of phenomena. Sometimes, he
felt his body soaring high into the sky where he traveled around
for many hours, looking at celestial mansions before coming back
down. At other times, he burrowed deep beneath the earth to
visit various regions in hell. There he felt profound pity for its
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unfortunate inhabitants, all experiencing the grievous conse-
quences of their previous actions. Watching these events unfold,
he often lost all perspective of the passage of time. In those days,
he was still uncertain whether these scenes were real or imagi-
nary. He said that it was only later on, when his spiritual facul-
ties were more mature, that he was able to investigate these mat-
ters and understand clearly the definite moral and psychological
causes underlying them. Any lapse in concentration as his citta
‘converged’ into calm created an opening through which it could
again focus outward to perceive such phenomena. His newfound
proficiency notwithstanding, if his attention turned outward, his
citta would be off in a flash.

Acariya Mun told us that early on, due to inexperience with
the mercurial nature of his own mind, when focusing his citta to
examine the lower half of his body, instead of following the vari-
ous parts down to the soles of his feet, it would shoot out through
his lower torso and penetrate deep into the earth —just as Acariya
Sao had so astutely remarked. No sooner had he hurriedly with-
drawn the citta back into his body than it would fly through the
top of his head, soaring high into the sky where it paced back and
forth contentedly, showing no interest in returning to his body.
Concentrating with intense mindfulness, he had to force the citta
to re-enter the body and perform the work he wanted it to do.

In those early days his mind developed a tendency to drop
so speedily into a state of calm — like falling from a cliff, or down
a well — that his mindfulness couldn’t keep up with it. Resting
only briefly in complete stillness before withdrawing slightly to the
level of upacara samadhi,” his citta tended to venture out so often,
and experienced such a variety of strange things, that he became
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very frustrated. He tried to force it to remain inside the confines
of his body, but often to no avail. His citta was far too fleeting for
mindfulness and wisdom to keep pace.

Still too inexperienced to work out an effective solution,
he felt uneasy about the direction of his meditation. Yet, being
a strictly internal matter, he couldn’t mention his predicament
to anyone else. So, with an intense degree of mindfulness and
wisdom to guide his efforts, he experimented with many differ-
ent techniques, suffering considerable mental strain before find-
ing a viable means of controlling his adventuresome citta. Once
he clearly understood the correct method of taming his dynamic
mind, he found that it was versatile, energetic, and extremely
quick in all circumstance. Eventually working in unison, mindful-
ness and wisdom blended so well with the citta that they merged
to become one with it. Thus strengthened, the citta functioned
like a magic crystal ball; and he was fully capable of keeping pace
with all the myriad phenomena arising within it.

Acariya Mun possessed a bold, fearless character. He was also
extremely intelligent. Because his rigorous training methods dif-
fered significantly from ones practiced by other monks, his style of
practice was unique — and incredibly difficult to imitate. From my
own observations, I can unequivocally state: He was a truly noble
character with a quick, adventurous mind who trained himself with
uncompromising resolve. His harsh training methods were often quite
unique. He had an ingenious way of mixing coercive pressure and gentle
persuasion to tame a dynamic mind that, at the least lapse of concentra-
tion, ventured out to find things that could easily cause him problems.

Struggling desperately on his own to find ways to con-
trol his unruly mind, practicing without a dependable guide and
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enduring difficulties, Acariya Mun sometimes felt that he was
beating his head against a mountain. Unlike so many others, he
had to manage without the aid of a wise teacher’s proven medi-
tation methods — a disadvantage he often warned others against
later on. To his own students he always emphasized his readi-
ness to clarify any problems they experienced in meditation, thus
saving them the difficulty of having to waste time as he had in
his early years.

SHORTLY AFTER HIS ORDINATION, Acariya Mun began wandering
dhutanga in Nakhon Phanom province, and eventually crossed
the Mekong River to enter Laos, where he contentedly practiced
the ascetic way of life in the mountainous district of Tha Khek.
This area of Laos abounded in large, ferocious tigers — huge beasts
that were considered far more vicious than tigers on the Thai side
of the river. Repeatedly they attacked and killed the local inhabit-
ants and then feasted on their flesh. Despite such brutality, those
people, mostly of Vietnamese descent, weren’t nearly as afraid
of tigers as were their Lao and Thai neighbors. Time and again
they watched these terrible beasts attack and kill friends and rel-
atives; yet, they seemed indifferent to the carnage. Having seen a
friend killed right in front of them, the flesh torn from the body
by a hungry tiger, the people would casually venture back into
that same tiger-infested forest the next day, as though nothing
had happened. The Lao and Thai communities would have been
extremely upset, but the Vietnamese seemed strangely unmoved
by such occurrences. Perhaps they were so accustomed to seeing
such things that it no longer affected them.
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The Vietnamese had another strange habit: When they
saw a man-eating tiger suddenly leap out to attack one of their
companions, no one in the group made any effort to save their
friend’s life. They simply abandoned their friend to his fate and
ran for their lives. Suppose a group were sleeping in the forest
overnight. If a huge tiger leaped into the campsite and dragged
one of them away, the others, awakened by the noise, would jump
up and run away, and then, calmly find another place close by to
sleep. Like children, they acted without much rhyme or reason in
these matters. They behaved as though those huge beasts, which
had already shown themselves to be so adept at devouring human
flesh, were somehow too stupid to do the same to them.

I am also familiar with people who have no proper fear of
tigers. When coming to live in our country, they like to settle in
dense, overgrown jungle areas abounding in tigers and other wild
animal. Venturing deep into the forest in search of timber, they
then spend the night there far from the village, showing no signs
of fear at all. Even alone, these people can sleep deep in the forest
at night without fear. If they wish to return to the village late
at night, they have no qualms about walking alone through the
dense undergrowth, and back if necessary. If asked why they aren’t
afraid of tigers, their response is that, while the huge tigers in their
own country have a taste for human flesh, Thai tigers don’t; and
that they're even scared of people. Conditions can be so danger-
ous in their homeland that people staying overnight in the forest
must build an enclosure to sleep in that resembles a pigsty; other-
wise, they might never return home. Even within the precincts of
some village communities, prowling tigers can be so fierce that no
one dares leave home after dark, fearing an attack by a tiger leap-
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ing out of the shadows. The Vietnamese even chide the Thais for
being such cowardly people, always entering the forest in groups,
never daring to venture out alone. For these reasons, Acariya Mun
claimed that the Vietnamese lacked an instinctive fear of tigers.

When Acariya Mun crossed into their country, however,
the tigers there never bothered him. Camped in the forest, he
often saw their tracks and heard their roars echoing through
the trees at night. However, he never felt personally threatened
by such things; they were simply natural aspects of forest life.
In any case, Acariya Mun wasn’t worried about tigers so much
as he was worried about the possibility that he might not tran-
scend dukkha and realize the Supreme Happiness of Nibbana in
his lifetime.

When speaking of his excursions crossing the Mekong
River, he never mentioned being afraid. He obviously consid-
ered such dangers to be a normal part of trekking through the
wilds. If I had been faced with those same dangers instead of
Acariya Mun, surely the local villagers would have had to form
a posse to rescue this cowardly dhutanga monk. When I'm walk-
ing in meditation in the forest at night, just the occasional roar
of a tiger so unsettles me that I can barely manage to keep walk-
ing to the end of the track. I fear coming face to face with one of
those beasts — and losing my wits. You see, since becoming old
enough to understand such things, I always heard my parents and
their neighbors vociferously proclaim that tigers are very fierce
animals, and extremely dangerous. This notion has stuck with
me ever since, making it impossible not to be terrified of tigers. I
must confess that I've never found a way to counteract this ten-
dency.
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ACARIYA MUN SPENT most of the earlier years of his monastic career
traveling at length through the various provinces of Thailand’s
Northeast region. Later, as he developed enough inner stability to
withstand both external distractions and those mercurial mental
traits that were so much a part of his character, he walked down
into the central provinces, wandering contentedly across the Cen-
tral Plains region, living the dhutanga lifestyle until eventually he
reached the capitol, Bangkok. Arriving shortly before the rainy
season, he went to Wat Pathumwan monastery and entered the
retreat there. During the rains retreat he made a point of regularly
going to seek advice from Chao Khun Upali Gur}ﬁpame_lcariya21 at
Wat Boromaniwat monastery to gain more extensive techniques
for developing wisdom.

Acariya Mun left Bangkok following the rains retreat,
hiking to Lopburi province to stay awhile at Phai Khwang Cave
in the Phra Ngam mountain range before moving on to Singto
Cave. Life in such favorable locations gave him an excellent,
uninterrupted opportunity to fully intensify his spiritual practice.
In doing so, he developed a fearless attitude toward his mind and
the things with which it came in contact. By then, his samadhi
was rock-solid. Using it as the firm basis for his practice, he exam-
ined everything from the perspective of Dhamma, continually
uncovering new techniques for developing wisdom. After a suit-
able interval, he returned to Bangkok, once again visiting Chao
Khun Upali at Wat Boromaniwat. He informed his mentor of
developments in his meditation practice, questioning him about
doubts he still had concerning the practice of wisdom. Satisfied
that the new investigative techniques he had learned were suffi-
cient to further his progress, he finally took leave of Chao Khun
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Upali and left to seek seclusion at Sarika Cave in the Khaw Yai
mountains of Nakhon Nayok province.

Sarika Cave

Acariya Mun spent three years living and practicing in Sarika
Cave. His entire stay there was filled with the most unusual expe-
riences, making it a memorable episode in his life. To the best
of my recollection, he first arrived at Ban Gluay village, the vil-
lage nearest the cave and thus close enough to be convenient for
almsround. Unfamiliar with the area, he asked the villagers to
take him to Sarika Cave. Straightaway they warned him that it
was a very special cave possessing numerous supernatural powers,
insisting that no monk could possibly live there unless his virtue
was pure. Other monks who had tried to live there quickly fell ill
with a variety of painful symptoms — many had even died before
they could be brought down for treatment. They told him that the
cave was the domain of a spirit of immense size possessing many
magical powers. It also had a very foul temper. This giant spirit
guarded the cave from all intruders — monks being no exception.
Unexpected occurrences awaited all intruders into the cave, many
of whom ended up dead. The spirit delighted in testing any monk
who came bragging about his mastery of magic spells for warding
off spirits. Invariably, the monk would suddenly fall ill and die a
premature death. Fearing that Acariya Mun might die likewise,
the villagers pleaded with him not to go.

Curious about the talk of a huge, malevolent spirit with
supernatural powers, Acariya Mun asked and was told that a tres-
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passer usually saw some sign of those powers on the very first night.
An ominous dream often accompanied fitful sleep: An enormous
black spirit, towering overhead, threatened to drag the dreamer to
his death, shouting that it had long been the cave’s guardian exer-
cising absolute authority over the whole area, and would allow no
one to trespass. So any trespasser was immediately chased away,
for it accepted no authority greater than its own, except that of
a person of impeccable virtue and a loving, compassionate heart,
who extended these noble qualities to all living beings. A person
of such nobility was allowed to live in the cave. The spirit would
even protect him and pay him homage, but it did not tolerate
narrow-minded, selfish, ill-behaved intruders.

Finding life in the cave a very uncomfortable experience,
most monks refused to remain for long; and fearing death, they
made a hurried departure. Generally, no one managed a long stay

— only one or two days at most, and they were quickly on their
way. Trembling and almost out of their minds with fear as they
climbed back down, they blurted out something about a fierce,
demonic spirit. Scared and chastened, they fled, never to return.
Worse still, some who went up to the cave never came down again.
Thus, the villagers worried about the fate that awaited Acariya
Mun, not wanting him to become the next victim.

Acariya Mun asked what they meant by saying that some
monks went up there never to return: Why hadn’t they come down
again?! He was told that, having died there, they couldn’t possibly
come back down. They recounted a story of four seemingly com-
petent monks who had died in the cave not long before. Prior to
entering the cave, one of them had assured the villagers that he
was impervious to fear, for he knew a potent spell that protected
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him against ghosts and other spirits, plus many other potent spells

as well. He was convinced no spirit could threaten him. Warning

him repeatedly about the dangers, the villagers tried to discourage

his intentions, but he reiterated that he had no fear and insisted

on being taken to the cave. The villagers were left with no other
choice, so they showed him the way. Once there, he came down

with a variety of afflictions, including high fevers, pounding head-
aches, and terrible stomach pains. Sleeping fitfully, he dreamt that

he was being taken away to his death.

Opver the years, many different monks had tried to live there,
but their experiences were strikingly similar. Some died, others
quickly fled. The four most recent monks died within a relatively
short period. The villagers couldn’t guarantee that their deaths
were caused by a malevolent spirit; perhaps there was another
reason. But they had always noticed a powerful presence con-
nected with the cave. Local people weren’t so bold as to challenge
its power, for they were wary of it and envisioned themselves being
carried back down in critical condition — or as corpses.

Acariya Mun questioned them further to satisfy himself that
they were telling the truth. They assured him that such things
happened so often it frightened them to think about it. For this
reason, they warned any monk or lay person who came to search
the cave for magical objects or sacred amulets. Whether the cave
actually contained such things is another matter; but, the fact
that some people liked to claim their existence meant that those
with a penchant for sacred objects inevitably went there to search
for them. The villagers themselves had never seen such objects in
the cave; nor had they seen those seeking them encounter any-
thing but death, or narrow escapes from death. Thus, fearing for
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Acariya Mun’s safety, they begged him not to go.

Acariya Mun gave the villagers a sympathetic hearing, but
in the end he was still curious to see the cave. Live or die, he
wanted to put himself to the test, and so discover the truth of
those stories. The scary tales he heard didn’t frighten him in the
least. In truth, he saw this adventure as a means to arouse mind-
fulness, an opportunity to acquire many new ideas for contempla-
tion. He possessed the courage to face whatever was to happen,
as befits someone genuinely interested in seeking the truth. So in
his own unassuming way, he informed the villagers that, although
the stories were very frightening, he still would like to spend some
time in the cave. Assuring them that he would hurry back down
at the first sign of trouble, he asked to be escorted to the cave,
which they obligingly did.

FOR SEVERAL DAYS, Acariya Mun’s physical condition remained
normal, his heart calm and serene. The environment around the
cave was secluded and very quiet, disturbed only by the natural
sounds of wild animals foraging for food in the forest. He passed
the first few nights contentedly; but on subsequent nights he began
to suffer stomach pains. Although such pains were nothing new,
this time, however, the condition grew steadily worse, eventually
becoming so severe that he sometimes passed blood in his stool.
Before long his stomach refused to digest food properly — it simply
passed straight through. This made him reflect on what the vil-
lagers had said about four monks dying there recently. If his con-
dition didn’t improve, perhaps he would be the fifth.

When lay people came to see him at the cave one morning,
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he sent them to look in the forest for certain medicinal plants that
he had previously found beneficial. They gathered various roots
and wood essences which he boiled into a potion and drank, or
else ground into powder, drinking it dissolved in water. He tried
several different combinations of herbs, but none relieved his
symptoms. They worsened with each passing day. His body was
extremely weak; and though his mental resolve was not greatly
affected, it was clearly weaker than normal.

As he sat drinking the medicine one day, a thought arose
which, prompting a self-critical examination, reinforced his resolve:

T've been taking this medicine now for many days. If it really is
an effective stomach cure, then I should see some positive results by
now. But every day my condition worsens. Why isn't this medicine
having the desired effect? Perhaps it's not helping at all. Instead, it may
be aggravating the symptoms and so causing the steady deterioration.
If so, why continue taking it?

Once he became fully aware of his predicament, he made
an emphatic decision. From that day on he would treat his stom-
ach disorder using only ‘the therapeutic properties of Dhamma’.
If he lived, so much the better; if he died, then so be it. Conven-
tional types of treatment proving ineffective, he determined to
stop taking all medicines until he was cured by Dhamma’s thera-
peutic powers, or else died there in the cave. With this firm reso-
lution in mind, he reminded himself:

I'm a Buddhist monk. T've certainly practiced meditation long
enough to recognize the correct path leading to magga, phala, and
Nibbana. By now my practice should be frmly anchored in this con-
viction. So why am I so weak and cowardly when faced with a small
degree of pain? It’s only a slight pain, after all, yet I can’t seem to come
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to grips with it. Becoming weak all of a sudden, I now feel defeated.
Later, when life reaches a critical juncture — at the moment of death
as the body begins to break up and disintegrate — the onslaught of pain
will then crush down mercilessly on body and mind. Where shall I find
the strength to fight it so I can transcend this world and avoid being
outdone in death’s struggle?

With this solemn determination, he stopped taking all
medicines and began earnestly focusing on meditation as the sole
remedy for all spiritual and bodily ailments. Discarding concern
for his life, he let his body follow its own natural course, turning
his attention to probing the citta — that essential ‘knowing nature’
which never dies, yet has death as its constant companion. He
set to work examining the citta, using the full powers of mindful-
ness, wisdom, faith and perseverance that he had been developing
within himself for so long. The seriousness of his physical condi-
tion ceased to interest him; concerns about death no longer arose.
He directed mindfulness and wisdom to investigate the painful
feelings he experienced, making them separate the body into its
constituent elements, and then thoroughly analyzing each one.
He examined the physical components of the body and the feel-
ings of pain within it. He analyzed the function of memory which
presumes that one or another part of the body is in pain.” And he
analyzed the thought processes which conceive the body as being
in pain.” All such vital aspects were targeted in the investiga-
tion conducted by mindfulness and wisdom as they continued to
probe into the body, the pain, and the citta, relentlessly exploring
their connections from dusk until midnight. Through this proc-
ess, he succeeded in fully disengaging the body from the severe
pain caused by his stomach disorder until he understood, with
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absolute clarity, just how they are interrelated. At that moment of
realization, his citta ‘converged’ into complete calm — a moment

that saw his spiritual resolve immeasurably strengthened, and his

bodily illness totally vanish. The illness, the pain, the mind’s pre-
occupations — all disappeared simultaneously.

Remaining only briefly in complete stillness, his citta with-
drew slightly, reaching the level of upacara samadhi. This ‘lumi-
nous’ citta then left the confines of his body and immediately
encountered an enormous, black man standing fully thirty feet
tall. The towering figure carried a huge metal club — twelve feet
long and thick as a man’s leg. Walking up to Acariya Mun, he
announced in a menacing voice that he was about to pound him
right into the ground. He warned Acariya Mun to flee that very
instant if he wished to remain alive. The metal club resting on his
shoulder was so huge that a single blow from it would have been
enough to pound a large bull elephant into the earth.

Acariya Mun focused his citta on the giant spirit, asking
why he wanted to club to death someone who had done noth-
ing to warrant such brutal treatment. He reminded the giant that
he had harmed no one while living there; that he had caused no
trouble deserving of such deadly punishment. The giant replied
by saying that he had long been the sole authority guarding that
mountain and would never allow anyone to usurp that authority.
He felt compelled to take decisive action against all intruders.

Acariya Mun'’s response was reproachful: “I did not come
here to usurp anyone’s authority. I came to carry on the noble
work of spiritual development, for I aim to usurp the authority
that the kilesas exercise over my heart. Harming a virtuous monk
in any way is an absolutely despicable act. I am a disciple of the
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Lord Buddha, that supremely pure individual whose all-powerful
loving compassion encompasses the whole of the sentient uni-
verse. Does the great authority you boast give you power to over-
ride the authority of Dhamma, and of kamma — those immutable
laws that govern the existence of all living beings?”

The creature replied: “No, sir.”

Acariya Mun then said: “The Lord Buddha possessed the
skill and the courage to destroy those insidious mental defile-
ments that like boasting of power and authority. Thus, he ban-
ished from his heart all thoughts of beating or killing other people.
You think you’re so smart, have you ever given any thought to
taking decisive action against the kilesas in your heart?”

The creature admitted: “Not yet, sir.”

“In that case, such overbearing authority will just make you
a cruel, savage individual, resulting in very grave consequences for
you. You don’t possess the authority needed to rid yourself of evil,
so you use the fires of magic against others, unaware that you're
actually burning yourself. You are creating very grave kamma
indeed. As though that weren’t bad enough, you want to attack
and kill someone who represents the virtues of Dhamma which
are central to the world’s well-being. How can you ever hope to
lay claim to laudable virtues, when you insist on engaging in evil
behavior of such unparalleled brutality?

“I am a man of virtue. I have come here with the purest
intentions — to practice Dhamma for my own spiritual benefit,
and the benefit of others. Despite that, you threaten to pound me
into the ground, giving no thought to the consequences of such
an evil deed. Don’t you realize that it will drag you into hell where
you will reap the terrible misery you have sown? Rather than feel
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concerned for myself, I feel very sorry for you — you've become so
obsessed with your own authority that it’s now burning you alive.
Can your potent powers withstand the effect of the grave act you
are about to commit? You say you exercise sovereign authority over
this mountain, but can your magic powers override Dhamma and
the laws of kamma? If your powers really are superior to Dhamma,
then go ahead — pound me to death! I'm not afraid to die. Even if
I don’t die today, my death remains inevitable. For the world is a
place where all who are born must die — even you, blinded as you
are by your own self-importance. You are not above death, or the
laws of kamma that govern all living beings.”

The mysterious being stood listening, rigid as a statue, the
deadly metal club resting on his shoulder as Acariya Mun admon-
ished him by means of samadhi meditation. He stood so com-
pletely still that if he were a human being we would say that he
was so frightened and ashamed he could scarcely breath. But this
was a special non-human being, so he didn’t in fact breathe. Yet,
even though he managed to do so admirably, his whole manner
clearly showed him to be so ashamed and fearful of Acariya Mun
that he could barely restrain his emotions.

Acariya Mun had finished speaking. Suddenly, the contrite
spirit flung the metal club down from his shoulder and spontane-
ously transformed his appearance from a huge, black creature into
a devout Buddhist gentleman with a mild, courteous demeanor.
Approaching Acariya Mun with heartfelt respect, the gentleman
then asked his forgiveness, expressing deep remorse. Here is the
gist of what he said:

“I was surprised, and felt somewhat frightened, the first
moment I saw you. | immediately noticed a strange and amazing
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radiance extending out all around you, a brilliance unlike any-
thing I had ever seen. It created such a profound impact that in
your presence I felt weak and numb. I couldn’t do anything — so
captivated was I by that radiant glow. Still, I didn’t know what it
was, for I had never before experienced anything like it.

“My threats to kill you a moment ago didn’t come from
my heart’s true feelings. Rather, they stemmed from a long-held
belief that I possess unrivaled authority over non-human beings,
as well as humans with evil intent who lack moral principles. Such
authority can be imposed on anyone, at any time; and that person
will be powerless to resist. This arrogant sense of self-importance
led me to confront you. Feeling vulnerable, I didn’t want to lose
face. Even as I threatened you, I felt nervous and hesitant, unable
to act on my threat. It was merely the stance of someone accus-
tomed to wielding power over others. Please be compassionate
enough to forgive my rude, distasteful behavior today. I don’t wish
to suffer the consequences of evil anymore. As it is now, I suffer
enough. Any more, and I won’t have the strength to bear it.”

Acariya Mun was curious about this: “You are a prominent
individual with enormous power and prestige. You have an non-
physical body, so you needn’t experience the human hardships of
hunger and fatigue. You aren’t burdened having to make a living
as people here on earth are, so why do you complain about suf-
fering? If a celestial existence isn’t happiness, then which type of
existence is!”

The spirit replied: “On a superficial level, perhaps, celestial
beings with their ethereal bodies do actually experience more hap-
piness than humans, whose bodies are much grosser. But speak-
ing strictly in spiritual terms, a celestial being’s ethereal body still
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suffers a degree of discomfort proportionate to the refined nature
of that state of existence.”

This discussion between spirit and monk was far too pro-
found and complex for me to capture its every detail here, so I
hope the reader will forgive me for this shortcoming.

As a result of the discussion, the mysterious celestial being,
showing great respect for the Dhamma he heard, affirmed his
devotion to the three refuges: Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha.
He let it be known that he considered Acariya Mun to be one
of his refuges as well, asking Acariya Mun to bear witness to his
faith. At the same time, he offered Acariya Mun his full protec-
tion, inviting him to remain in the cave indefinitely. Had his wish
been granted, Acariya Mun would have spent the rest of his life
there. This being cherished the opportunity to take care of him —
he wanted to ensure that nothing whatsoever disturbed Acariya
Mun’s meditation. In truth, he was not some mysterious being
with a huge, black body — that was merely a guise. He was the
chief leader of all the terrestrial devas living in that region.” His
large entourage lived in an area that centered in the mountains
of Nakhon Nayok and extended over many of the surrounding
provinces as well.

Acariya Mun’s citta had ‘converged’ into calm at midnight,
after which he met the terrestrial deva, communicating by means
of samadhi meditation until four A.M., when his citta withdrew to
normal consciousness. The stomach disorder that was troubling
him so much when he sat down at dusk had completely disap-
peared by that time. The therapeutic power of Dhamma, admin-
istered by means of meditation, was the only remedy he needed
to effect a decisive cure — an experience that Acariya Mun found
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incredibly amazing. Forgoing sleep, he continued striving in his
practice until dawn. Instead of feeling tired after a night of exer-
tion, his body was more energetic than ever.

He had passed a night full of many amazing experiences:
He witnessed Dhamma’s powerful ability to tame an unruly spirit,
transforming arrogance into faith; his citta remained in a serenely
calm state for many hours, savoring that wonderful sense of happi-
ness; a chronic illness was completely cured, his digestion return-
ing to normal; he was satisfied that his mind had acquired a solid
spiritual basis — one he could trust, thus dispelling many of his
lingering doubts; he realized many unusual insights he had never
before attained, both those that removed defilements and those
that enhanced the special understanding which formed an intrin-
sic part of his character.

During the months that followed, his meditation practice
progressed smoothly, accompanied always by indescribable peace
and tranquillity. With his health back to normal, physical dis-
comforts no longer troubled him. Sometimes, late at night, he
met with gatherings of terrestrial devas who came from various
places to visit him. Devas from the surrounding area had all heard
of Acariya Mun, for the mysterious deva who had engaged him in
a war of words was now announcing his presence to others, and
escorting groups of them to meet him. On nights when no visi-
tors came, he enjoyed himself practicing meditation.

ONE AFTERNOON HE LEFT his meditation seat to sit in the open air
not far from the cave, reflecting on the Dhamma that the Lord
Buddha had so compassionately given to mankind. He felt this
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Dhamma to be so very profound that he understood how diffi-
cult it was going to be to practice it to perfection, and to fully
realize its essential truths. He felt a sense of satisfaction, think-
ing how fortunate he was to be able to practice Dhamma and
realize its many insights and truths — an amazing feeling. Even
though he had yet to reach the ultimate realization, a dream he’d
long desired to fulfill, still the spiritual contentment he experi-
enced was very rewarding. He was sure now that, unless death
intervened, his hopes would surely be realized one day. Savor-
ing his contentment, he reflected on the path he took to practice
Dhamma and the results he hoped to achieve, proceeding step by
step, until he reached a complete cessation of dukkha, eliminating
all traces of discontent still existing within his heart.

Just then, a large troop of monkeys came foraging for food
in front of the cave. The leader of the troop arrived first, a good
distance in front of the rest. Reaching the area in front of the
cave, it spotted Acariya Mun who sat very still with eyes open,
glancing silently at the approaching monkey. The monkey imme-
diately became suspicious of his presence. Nervous, worried about
the safety of its troop, it ran back and forth along the branch of
a tree, looking warily at him. Acariya Mun understood its anx-
iety, and sympathized with it, sending out benevolent thoughts
of loving kindness: I've come here to practice Dhamma, not to mis-
treat or harm anyone; so there’s no need to fear me. Keep searching
for food as you please. You can come foraging around here every day
if you like.

In a flash, the lead monkey ran back to its troop, which
Acariya Mun could see approaching in the distance. He watched
what happened next with a sense of great amusement, combined
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with sincere compassion. As soon as the leader reached the others,
it quickly called out: Goke, hey not so fast! There’s something over
there. It may be dangerous! Hearing this, all the other monkeys

began asking at once: Goke, goke? Where, where? And simultane-
ously, the leader turned his head toward Acariya Mun’s direction

as if to say: Sitting over there — can you see! Or something like

that, but in the language of animals, which is an unfathomable

mystery to most human beings. Acariya Mun, however, under-
stood every word they spoke.

Once it had signaled Acariya Mun’s presence to the group,
the lead monkey warned them to proceed slowly and cautiously
until they could determine exactly what was up ahead. It then
hurried off ahead of the group, warily approaching the front of
the cave where Acariya Mun was seated. Being concerned for
the safety of those following behind, it was apprehensive, but also
curious to find out what was there. It cautiously snuck up close
to Acariya Mun, jumping up and jumping down from branch
to branch, as monkeys tend to do, for they are quite restless as
everybody knows. The lead monkey watched Acariya Mun con-
stantly until it was sure that he posed no danger. Then, it ran
back and informed its friends: Goke, we can go. Goke, there’s no
danger.

During this time, Acariya Mun sat perfectly still, constantly
gauging the lead monkey’s inner feelings to judge its reaction to
him. The way it ran back to speak to its friends was quite comic;
yet, knowing exactly what they said, Acariya Mun couldn’t help
feeling sorry for them. For those of us who don’t understand their
language, the calls they send back and forth to one another are
merely sounds in the forest, much like the bird calls we hear every
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day. But when the lead monkey ran back, calling out to its troop,
Acariya Mun understood the meaning of what was said as clearly
as if they had been conversing in human language.

In the beginning when the lead monkey first spotted him,
it hurried back to its troop, warning its friends to take care and
pay careful attention to what it had to say. Although it commu-
nicated this message in the goke goke sounds that monkeys make,
the essential meaning was clear to the others: Hey, stop! Not so
fast! There’s danger up ahead. Hearing the warning, the others
began wondering what danger there was. First, one asked: Goke,
what is it? Then, another asked: Goke, what’s the matter? The
lead monkey answered: Goke gake, there’s something up there — it
may be dangerous. The others asked: Goke, where is it? The leader
replied: Goke, right over there.

The sounds made by this large troop of monkeys, as they
questioned and answered one another, reverberated through the
whole forest. First, one called out in alarm; then another, until
monkeys, large and small, ran frantically back and forth, seeking
answers about their situation. Fearful of the possible danger they
all faced, they yelled excitedly to one another in a state of general
confusion — just as we people tend to do when confronted with an
emergency. Their leader was obliged to speak up and to try to clar-
ify the situation, cautioning them: Goke gake, everyone wait here
first while I go back and check to make sure. With these parting
instructions, it hurried back to look again. Approaching Acariya
Mun who was seated in front of the cave, it looked warily at him
while scurrying to and fro through the branches of the trees. Its
eyes examined him with intense interest until it was satisfied that
Acariya Mun wasn’t an adversary. Then, it hurriedly returned to its
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troop and announced: Goke gake, we can go now, it’s not danger-
ous. There’s no need to be afraid. So the whole troop moved for-
ward until it reached the spot where Acariya Mun was seated, all
of them cautiously peering at him in a way that signaled their con-
tinuing mistrust. As monkeys tend to do when their curiosity is
aroused, the troop was jumping about through the trees. The goke
gake sounds of their queries echoed through the forest: What is it?
What's it doing here? The sounds of their replies reverberated in
the agitated tone of animals needing to find out what’s going on.

This narration has a repetitive quality, for this is the narra-
tive style that Acariya Mun himself used when telling this story.
He wanted to emphasize the points of interest for his audience,
and thus clearly indicate their significance. He said that wild
monkeys tend to panic when sensing danger because, for ages,
human beings have used various brutal methods to kill these ani-
mals in countless numbers. So monkeys are instinctively very dis-
trustful of people.

The flow of an animal’s consciousness infuses the different
sounds it makes with the appropriate meaning — just as human
verbal expressions are determined by the flow of human con-
sciousness. So, it is just as easy for monkeys to understand the
meaning of their common sounds, as it is for people to understand
the same language. Each sound that issues from an animal’s flow
of consciousness is attuned to a specific meaning and purpose.
These sounds communicate a clear message, and those who are
listening invariably comprehend their precise meaning. So, even
though it has no discernible meaning for human beings, when
monkeys emit a sound like goke, they all understand its intended
meaning, since this is the language monkeys use to communi-
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cate. Much the same applies to people of different nationalities,
each speaking their own national language. Just as most nations
around the world have their own specific language, so too each
species of animal has its own distinct means of communication.
Whether animals and humans can comprehend each others’ lan-
guage ceases to be an issue when we accept that each group has
the prerogative to decide on the parameters of its speech and the
manner in which it is conducted.

Finally overcoming their fears, the monkeys roamed freely
in the area around the cave, foraging for food as they pleased. No
longer were they on guard, wary of the threat of danger. From
that day on, they felt right at home there, showing no interest in
Acariya Mun; and he paid no special attention to them as he and
they both went about their daily lives.

Acariya Mun said that all the animals foraging for food in
the area where he lived did so contentedly, without fear. Ordi-
narily, animals of all kinds feel comfortable living in places where
monks have taken up residence, for animals are quite similar to
human beings in emotion. They simply lack the same predomi-
nant authority and intelligence that humans possess. Their level
of intelligence extends only to the tasks of searching for food and
finding a place to hide in order to survive from day to day.

ONE EVENING ACARIYA MUN felt so moved by a profound sense of
sadness that tears came to his eyes. Seated in meditation focusing
on body contemplation, his citta ‘converged’ into a state of such
total calm that it appeared completely empty. At that moment, he
felt as though the whole universe had ceased to exist. Only emp-
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tiness remained — the emptiness of his citta. Emerging from this
profound state, he contemplated the teaching of the Lord Buddha
which prescribed the means for removing the defiling pollutants
that exist in the hearts of all living beings — a knowledge arising
from the incisive genius of the Lord Buddha’s wisdom. The more
he contemplated this matter, the more he understood the amaz-
ing sagacity of the Buddha — and the more profoundly saddened
he was by his own ignorance. He realized the paramount impor-
tance of proper training and instruction. Even such common
bodily functions as eating food and relieving ourselves must be
taught to us. We learn to perform them properly by undergoing
training and instruction. Washing and dressing ourselves, in fact
all of our daily activities, must be learned through education —
otherwise, they will never be done correctly. Worse than doing
them incorrectly, we may end up doing something seriously wrong,
which could have grievous moral consequences. Just as it’s nec-
essary to receive training in how to take care of our bodies, so
it is essential to receive proper guidance in how to take care of
our minds. If our minds don’t undergo the appropriate training,
then we’re bound to make serious mistakes, regardless of our age,
gender, or position in society.

The average person in this world resembles a young child
who needs adult guidance and constant attention to safely grow
to maturity. Most of us tend to grow up only in appearance. Our
titles, our status, and our self<importance tend to increase ever
more; but the knowledge and wisdom of the right way to achieve
peace and happiness for ourselves and others, don’t grow to matu-
rity with them; nor do we show an interest in developing these.
Consequently, we always experience difficulties wherever we go.
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These were the thoughts that moved Acariya Mun to such a pro-
found sense of sadness that evening.

AT THE FOOT OF THE MOUNTAIN, where the path to the Sarika Cave
began, stood a vipassana meditation center, the residence of an
elderly monk who was ordained late in life, after having had a wife
and family. Thinking of this monk one evening, Acariya Mun
wondered what he was doing, and so, he sent out his flow of con-
sciousness to take a look. At that moment, the old monk’s mind
was completely distracted by thoughts of the past concerning the
affairs of his home and family. Again, sending out his flow of con-
sciousness to observe him later that same night, Acariya Mun
encountered the same situation. Just before dawn, he focused
his citta once again, only to find the old monk still busy making
plans for his children and grandchildren. Each time he sent out
the flow of his citta to check, he found the monk thinking inces-
santly about matters concerned with building a worldly life now,
and untold rounds of existence in the future.

On the way back from his almsround that morning, he
stopped to visit the elderly monk and immediately put him on
the spot: “How is it going, old fellow? Building a new house and
getting married to your wife all over again? You couldn’t sleep at
all last night. I suppose everything is all arranged now so you can
relax in the evenings, without having to get so worked up plan-
ning what you'll say to your children and grandchildren. I suspect
you were so distracted by all that business last night you hardly
slept a wink, am I right?”

Embarrassed, the elderly monk asked with a sheepish smile:
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“You knew about last night? You're incredible, Acariya Mun.”

Acariya Mun smiled in reply, and added: “I'm sure you know
yourself much better than I do, so why ask me? I'm convinced you
were thinking about those things quite deliberately, so preoccu-
pied with your thoughts you neglected to lie down and sleep all
night. Even now you continue to shamelessly enjoy thinking about
such matters and you don’t have the mindfulness to stop yourself.
You're still determined to act upon those thoughts, aren’t you?”

As he finished speaking, Acariya Mun noticed the elderly
monk looking very pale, as though about to faint from shock, or
embarrassment. He mumbled something incoherent in a falter-
ing, ghostly sounding voice bordering on madness. Seeing his con-
dition, Acariya Mun instinctively knew that any further discus-
sion would have serious consequences. So he found an excuse
to change the subject, talking about other matters for a while to
calm him down, then he returned to the cave.

Three days later one of the old monk’s lay supporters came
to the cave, so Acariya Mun asked him about the monk. The
layman said that he had abruptly left the previous morning, with
no intention of returning. The layman had asked him why he
was in such a hurry to leave, and he replied: “How can I stay here
any longer? The other morning Acariya Mun stopped by and lec-
tured me so poignantly that I almost fainted right there in front
of him. Had he continued lecturing me like that much longer, I'd
surely have passed out and died there on the spot. As it was, he
stopped and changed the subject, so I managed to survive some-
how. How can you expect me to remain here now, after that? I'm
leaving today.”

The layman asked him: “Did Acariya Mun scold you
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harshly? Is that why you nearly died, and now feel you can no
longer stay here?

“He didn’t scold me at all, but his astute questions were far
worse than a tongue-lashing.”

“He asked you some questions, is that it? Can you tell me
what they were? Perhaps I can learn a lesson from them.”

“Please don’t ask me to tell you what he said, I'm embarrassed
to death as it is. Should anyone ever know, I'd sink into the ground.
Without getting specific, I can tell you this much: he knows every-
thing we're thinking. No scolding could possibly be as bad as that.
It’s quite natural for people to think both good thoughts and bad
thoughts. Who can control them? But when I discover that Acariya
Mun knows all about my private thoughts — that’s too much. I know
I can’t stay on here. Better to go off and die somewhere else than
to stay here and disturb him with my wayward thinking. I mustn’t
stay here, further disgracing myself. Last night I couldn’t sleep at
all — I just can’t get this matter out of my mind.”

But the layman begged to differ: “Why should Acariya Mun
be disturbed by what you think? He’s not the one at fault. The
person at fault is the one who should be disturbed by what he’s
done, and then make a sincere effort to rectify it. That, Acariya
Mun would certainly appreciate. So please stay on here for awhile
— in that way, when those thoughts arise, you can benefit from
Acariya Mun’s advice. Then you can develop the mindfulness
needed to solve this problem, which is much better than running
away from it. What do you say to that?”

“I can’t stay. The prospect of my developing mindfulness to
improve myself can’t begin to rival my fear of Acariya Mun: it’s
like pitting a cat against an elephant! Just thinking that he knows
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all about me is enough to make me shiver, so how could I possibly
maintain any degree of mindfulness? I'm leaving today. If I remain
here any longer, I'll die for sure. Please believe me.”

The layman told Acariya Mun that he felt very sorry for
that old monk, but he didn’'t know what to say to prevent him
leaving: “His face was so pale it was obvious he was frightened,
so I had to let him go. Before he left, I asked him where he’d be
going. He said he didn’t know for sure, but that if he didn’t die
first, we'd probably meet again someday — then he left. I had a boy
send him off. When the boy returned I asked him, but he didn’t
know, for the elderly monk hadn’t told him where he was going. 1
feel really sorry for him. An old man like that, he shouldn’t have
taken it so personally.”

Acariya Mun was deeply dismayed to see his benevolent
intentions producing such negative results, his compassion being
the cause of such unfortunate consequences. In truth, seeing the
elderly monk’s stunned reaction that very first day, he had sus-
pected then that this might happen. After that day he was disin-
clined to send out the flow of his citta to investigate, fearing he
might again meet with the same situation. In the end, his suspi-
cions were confirmed. He told the layman that he’d spoken with
the old monk in the familiar way that friends normally do: play-
ful one minute, serious the next. He never imagined it becoming
such a big issue that the elderly monk would feel compelled to
abandon his monastery and flee like that.

This incident became an important lesson determining
how Acariya Mun behaved toward all the many people he met
throughout his life. He was concerned that such an incident
might be repeated should he fail to make a point of carefully con-
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sidering the circumstances before speaking. From that day on, he
never cautioned people directly about the specific content of their
thoughts. He merely alluded indirectly to certain types of think-
ing as a means of helping people become aware of the nature
of their thoughts, but without upsetting their feelings. People’s
minds are like small children tottering uncertainly as they learn
to walk. An adult’s job is to merely watch them carefully so they
come to no harm. There’s no need to be overly protective all the
time. The same applies to people’s minds: they should be allowed
to learn by their own experiences. Sometimes their thinking will
be right, sometimes wrong, sometimes good, sometimes bad — this
is only natural. It’s unreasonable to expect them to be perfectly
good and correct every time.

THE YEARS ACARIYA MUN spent living in Sarika Cave were fruit-
ful. He gained many enlightening ideas to deepen his understand-
ing of the exclusively internal aspects of his meditation practice
and many unusual insights concerning the great variety of exter-
nal phenomena he encountered in his meditation. He became so
pleasantly absorbed in his practice that he forgot about time: he
hardly noticed the days, the months, or the years as they passed.
Intuitive insights arose in his mind continuously — like water
gently flowing along in the rainy season. On afternoons when
the weather was clear, he walked through the forest admiring
the trees and the mountains, meditating as he went, absorbed in
the natural scenery all around him. As evening fell, he gradually
made his way back to the cave.

The cave’s surrounding area abounded in countless species
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of wild animals, the abundant variety of wild plants and fruits
being a rich, natural source of sustenance. Animals such as mon-
keys, languars, flying squirrels, and gibbons, which depend on
wild fruits, came and went contentedly. Preoccupied with their
own affairs, they showed no fear in Acariya Mun’s presence. As
he watched them foraging for food he became engrossed in their
playful antics. He felt a genuine spirit of camaraderie with those
creatures, considering them his companions in birth, ageing, sick-
ness, and death. In this respect, animals are on an equal footing
with people. For though animals and people differ in the extent
of their accumulated merit and goodness, animals nonetheless
possess these wholesome qualities in some measure as well. In
fact, degrees of accumulated merit may vary significantly among
individual members of both groups. Moreover, many animals may
actually possess greater stores of merit than do certain people, but
having been unfortunate enough to be reborn into an animal
existence, they must endure the consequences for the time being.
Human beings face the same dilemma: for although human exist-
ence is considered a higher birth than that of an animal, a person
falling on hard times and into poverty must endure that misfor-
tune until it passes — or until the results of that unfortunate kamma
are exhausted. Only then can a better state arise in its place. In
this way the effects of kamma continue to unfold, indefinitely. For
precisely this reason, Acariya Mun always insisted that we should
never be contemptuous of another being’s lowly status or state of
birth. He always taught us that the good and the bad kamma, cre-
ated by each living being, are that being’s only true inheritance.
Each afternoon Acariya Mun swept the area clean in front

of the cave. Then for the rest of the evening he concentrated on
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his meditation practice, alternating between walking and sitting
meditation. His samadhi practice steadily progressed, infusing his
heart with tranquillity. At the same time, he intensified the devel-
opment of wisdom by mentally dissecting the different parts of the
body, while analyzing them in terms of the three universal char-
acteristics of existence: that is to say, all are impermanent, bound
up with suffering, and void of any self. In this manner, his confi-
dence grew with each passing day.

The Savaka Arahants

Living in Sarika Cave, Acariya Mun was occasionally visited by
savaka Arahants,” who appeared to him by means of samadhi
nimitta.” Each savaka Arahant delivered for his benefit a discourse
on Dhamma, elucidating the traditional practices of the Noble
Ones. Here is the substance of what was expressed:

——ReE——

Walking meditation must be practiced in a calm, self~composed
manner. Use mindfulness to focus your attention directly on the
task you have set for yourself. If you're investigating the nature of
the khandhas or the conditions of the body, or simply concentrat-
ing on a specific Dhamma theme, then make sure mindfulness
is firmly fixed on that object. Don’t allow your attention to drift
elsewhere. Such negligence is characteristic of one having no solid
spiritual basis to anchor him, and thus lacking a reliable inner
refuge. Mindful awareness should attend each and every move-
ment in all your daily activities. Don’t perform these actions as

71



though you are so sound asleep that you have no mindful aware-
ness of how your body tosses about, or how prolifically your sleep-
ing mind dreams. Going on your morning almsround, eating your
food, and relieving yourself: in all such basic duties you should
adhere strictly to the traditional practices of the Lord Buddha’s
Noble disciples. Never behave as though you lack proper training
in the Teaching and the Discipline. Always conduct yourself in
the manner of a true samana’ with the calm, peaceful demeanor
expected of one who ordains as a disciple of the Lord Buddha.
This means maintaining mindfulness and wisdom in every pos-
ture as a way of eliminating the poisons buried deep within your
heart. Thoroughly investigate all the food you eat. Don’t allow
those foods that taste good to add poison to your mind. Even
though the body may be strengthened by food that’s eaten without
proper investigation, the mind will be weakened by its damaging
effects. By nourishing your body with food that is eaten unmind-
fully, you will, in effect, be destroying yourself with nourishment
that depletes your mental vitality.

A samana must never endanger his own well-being or the
well-being of others by shamefully accumulating kilesas; for, not
only do they harm him, but they can easily mushroom and spread
harm to others as well. In the view of the Buddha’s Noble disciples,
all mental defilements are to be greatly feared. Utmost care should
be taken to ensure that the mind does not neglect to check any
outflow of the kilesas, for each one acts like a sheet of fire destroy-
ing everything in its path. The Noble Dhamma, practiced by all
of the Lord Buddha’s Noble disciples, emphasizes scrupulous self-
discipline at all times and under all conditions — whether walking,
standing, sitting, lying down, eating or relieving oneself; and in all
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of one’s conversations and social interactions. Inattentive, undis-
ciplined behavior is a habit of the kilesas, leading to unwholesome
thoughts, and thus, perpetuating the cycle of birth and death.
Those wishing to escape from the cycle of rebirth should avoid
such deplorable habits. They merely lead deeper into the abyss,
eventually causing one to become that most undesirable of per-
sons — a wretched samana. No one wishes to partake of wretched
food; no one wishes to reside in a wretched house; and no one
wishes to dress in wretched clothes, or even look at them. Gen-
erally, people detest and shun wretched things —how much more
so a wretched person with a wretched mind. But the most abhor-
rent thing in the world is a wretched samana who is ordained as
a Buddhist monk. His wretchedness pierces the hearts of good
and bad people alike. It pierces the hearts of all devas and brah-
mas without exception. For this reason, one should strive to be a
true samana exercising extreme care to remain mindful and self-
disciplined at all times.

Of all the many things that people value and care for in the
world, a person’s mind is the most precious. In fact, the mind is
the foremost treasure in the whole world, so be sure to look after
it well. To realize the mind’s true nature is to realize Dhamma.
Understanding the mind is the same as understanding Dhamma.
Once the mind is known, then Dhamma in its entirety is known.
Arriving at the truth about one’s mind is the attainment of Nib-
bana. Clearly, the mind is a priceless possession that should never
be overlooked. Those who neglect to nurture the special status
that the mind has within their bodies will always be born flawed,
no matter how many hundreds or thousands of times they are
reborn. Once we realize the precious nature of our own minds,
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we should not be remiss, knowing full well that we are certain
to regret it later. Such remorse being avoidable, we should never
allow it to occur.

Human beings are the most intelligent form of life on earth.
As such, they should not wallow in ignorance. Otherwise, they
will live an insufferably wretched existence, never finding any
measure of happiness. The manner in which a true samana con-
ducts all his affairs, both temporal and spiritual, sets a trustwor-
thy example to be followed by the rest of the world. He engages
in work that is pure and blameless; his actions are both right-
eous and dispassionate. So, endeavor to cultivate within yourself
the exemplary work of a samana, making it flourish steadily, so
that wherever you go, your practice will always prosper accord-
ingly. A samana who cherishes moral virtue, cherishes concentra-
tion, cherishes mindfulness, cherishes wisdom and cherishes dil-
igent effort, is sure to achieve that exalted status of a full-fledged
samana now, and to maintain it in the future.

The teaching that I give you is the dispensation of a man
of diligence and perseverance, a spiritual warrior who emerged
victorious, a pre-eminent individual who completely transcended
dukkha, freeing himself of all fetters. He attained absolute free-
dom, becoming the Lord Buddha, the supreme guide and teacher
of the three worlds of existence. If you can understand the spe-
cial value this teaching holds for you, before long you too will
have rid yourself of kilesas. I entrust this Dhamma teaching to
you in the hope that you will give it the most careful considera-
tion. In that way, you will experience incredible wonders arising
within your mind, which by its very nature is a superb and won-
derful thing.
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—_————p

A savaka Arahant having delivered such a discourse and departed,
Acariya Mun humbly received that Dhamma teaching. He care-
fully contemplated every aspect of it, isolating each individual
point, and then thoroughly analyzed them all, one by one. As
more and more savaka Arahants came to teach him in this way,
he gained many new insights into the practice just by listening to
their expositions. Hearing their wonderful discourses increased
his enthusiasm for meditation, thus greatly enhancing his under-
standing of Dhamma.

Acariya Mun said that listening to a discourse delivered by
one of the Buddha’s Arahant disciples made him feel as if he was
in the presence of the Lord Buddha himself, though he had no
prior recollection of meeting the Buddha. Listening intently, his
heart completely full, he became so absorbed in Dhamma that the
entire physical world, including his own body, ceased to exist for
him then. The citta alone existed, its awareness shining brightly
with the radiance of Dhamma. It was only later, when he with-
drew from that state, that he realized the oppressive burden he
still carried with him: For he became conscious again of his phys-
ical body — the focal point where the other four khandhas come
together, each one a heavy mass of suffering on its own.

During his lengthy sojourn at Sarika Cave, Acariya Mun
entertained many savaka Arahants and heeded their words of
advice, making this cave unique among all the places where he
had ever stayed. While living there, the Dhamma of unimpeach-
able certainty arose in his heart; that is, he attained the fruition
of Anagami.” According to Buddhist scripture, the Anagami has
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abandoned the five lower fetters that bind living beings to the
round of repeated existence: sakkayaditthi, vicikiccha, silabbata-
paramasa, kamaraga, and patigha. Someone reaching this level of
attainment is assured of never being reborn in the human realm,
or in any other realm of existence where bodies are composed of
the four gross physical elements: earth, water, fire, and air. Should
that individual fail to ascend to the level of Arahant before dying,
at the moment of death he will be reborn into one of the five Pure
Abodes of the brahma world. An Anagami is reborn in the abode
of aviha, atappa, sudassa, sudasst or akanittha, depending on the
individual’s level of advancement along the Arahant path.

Acariya Mun revealed that he attained the stage of
Anagami in Sarika Cave exclusively to his close disciples; but, I
have decided to declare it publicly here for the reader’s considera-
tion. Should this disclosure be considered in any way inappropri-
ate, I deserve the blame for not being more circumspect.

ONE NIGHT, HAVING CONTINUED to practice peacefully for many
months, Acariya Mun experienced an unusually strong feel-
ing of compassion for his fellow monks. By that time, amazing
insights surfaced nightly in his meditation practice. He became
keenly aware of many strange, wonderful things — things he had
never dreamed of seeing in his life. On the night that he thought
about his fellow monks, his meditation had an exceptionally unu-
sual quality to it. His citta had attained an especially ethereal
refinement in samadhi, resulting in many extraordinary insights.
Fully realizing the harmful effects that his own past ignorance
had caused him, he was moved to tears. At the same time, he
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understood the value of the effort he had struggled so diligently
to maintain until he could reap the amazing fruits of that dili-
gence. A deep appreciation for the Lord Buddha’s supreme impor-
tance arose in his heart; for, it was he who compassionately pro-
claimed the Dhamma so that others could follow in his footsteps,
thus allowing them to understand the complex nature of their
own kamma, and that of all other living beings as well. Thus the
vital significance of the Dhamma verse: All beings are born of their
kamma and kamma is their one true possession, which succinctly
sums up practically all the Buddha’s teachings.

Those insights notwithstanding, Acariya Mun continued to
remind himself that despite their truly amazing character he had
yet to reach the end of the path and the cessation of dukkha. To
accomplish that he would need to pour all his energy into the prac-
tice — with unstinting resolve. In the meantime, he was pleased
to see that the chronic stomach ailment which he had suffered so
long was now completely cured. More than that, his mind was now
firmly anchored to a solid spiritual basis. Although he had yet to
totally eradicate his kilesas, he was sure of being on the right path.
His meditation practice, now progressing smoothly, had none of
the fluctuations he had experienced earlier. Unlike in the past,
when he was groping in the dark, feeling his way along, he now felt
certain of the path leading to the highest Dhamma. He was abso-
lutely convinced that one day he would transcend dukkha.

His mindfulness and wisdom had reached a stage where
they worked ceaselessly in perfect concert. He never needed to
urge them into action. Day and night, knowledge and under-
standing arose continuously — both internal spiritual insights
and awareness of countless external phenomena. The more his
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mind delighted in such amazing Dhamma, the more compas-
sion he felt for his fellow monks: he was eager to share with
them these wondrous insights. In the end, this profound feeling
of compassion precipitated his departure from that auspicious
cave. With some reluctance, he eventually left to search out the
dhutanga monks he had known previously, when he was living
in the Northeast.

Several days prior to his departure from Sarika Cave, a
group of terrestrial devas, led by the mysterious being he first
encountered there, came to hear a discourse on Dhamma. After
finishing his discourse, Acariya Mun informed them of his deci-
sion, saying he would soon take leave of them. Unwilling to see
him depart, the large company of devas who were gathered there
beseeched him to stay on for the sake of their long-term happi-
ness and prosperity. Acariya Mun explained that, just as he had
come to that cave for a reason, so too he had a reason for moving
on — he didn’t come and go slavishly, following his desires. Asking
for their understanding, he cautioned them against feeling dis-
appointed. He promised that, if the opportunity presented itself
in the future, he would return. The devas expressed their sincere
regrets, showing the genuine affection and respect for him they’d
always felt.

At about ten PM. on the night before his departure, Acariya
Mun thought of Chao Khun Upali at Wat Boromaniwat mon-
astery, wondering what was on his mind. So he focused his citta
and sent the flow of his consciousness out to observe him. He
found that Chao Khun Upali was at that moment contemplating
avijia in relation to paticca-samuppada.” Acariya Mun took note
of the time and the date. When eventually he arrived in Bang-
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kok, he asked Chao Khun Upali about what he’d observed. With
a hearty laugh Chao Khun Upali immediately acknowledged it to
be true, saying this in praise of Acariya Mun:

“You are truly masterful. I myself am a respected teacher, yet
I'm inept compared to you — and I feel embarrassed. You
truly are a master. This is exactly how a genuine disciple of
the Lord Buddha follows in the footsteps of the Supreme
Teacher. We can’t all be incompetent in the practice of the
Lord Buddha’s teaching — somebody has to maintain this
exalted Dhamma in the spirit that it was originally taught.
By not allowing the modern age we live in to foster a lazy,
defeatist attitude toward the highest attainments, you have
demonstrated the timeless quality of the Buddha’s teach-
ing. Otherwise, the true Dhamma will no longer arise in
the world, despite the fact that the Buddha proclaimed it for
the benefit of all mankind. The special knowledge you have
just displayed to me is most admirable. This is the way the
Lord’s teaching should be developed and put into practice.”

Acariya Mun stated that Chao Khun Upali had the utmost admi-
ration and respect for him. There were certain occasions when he
sentfor Acariya Mun to help him solve certain problems he was
unable to resolve to his own satisfaction. Eventually when the
time was right, Acariya Mun left Bangkok and returned directly
to the Northeast.

IN THE YEARS PRIOR to his sojourn at Sarika Cave, Acariya Mun
traveled into the neighboring country of Burma, later returning by
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way of the northern Thai province of Chiang Mai. Continuing on

into Laos, he practiced the ascetic way of life for some time in the

area around Luang Prabang, eventually returning to Thailand to

spend the rains retreat near the village of Ban Khok in Loei prov-
ince, quite close to Pha Pu Cave. The following rains retreat was

spent at Pha Bing Cave, also in Loei province. Back then, these

places were all wilderness areas, teeming with wild animals where

village communities were located far and few between: one could

walk all day without coming across a single settlement. A person

losing his way in that vast wilderness could find himself in the

precarious situation of having to sleep overnight in an inhospita-
ble environment at the mercy of tigers and other wild beasts.

On one occasion Acariya Mun crossed the Mekong River
and settled in a large tract of mountainous forest on the Laotian
side. While he camped there, a huge Bengal tiger often wandered
into his living area. Always coming at night, it stood some dis-
tance away watching him pace back and forth in meditation. It
never displayed threatening behavior, but it did roar occasionally
as it wandered freely around the area. Being well accustomed to
living in close proximity to wild animals, Acariya Mun paid little
attention to the tiger.

During that excursion he was accompanied by another
monk, Acariya Sitha, who had been ordained slightly longer than
he had. A contemporary of Acariya Mun, Acariya Sitha excelled in
the practice of meditation. He liked the type of seclusion that the
wilderness offered, preferring to live in the mountains stretching
along the Laotian side of the Mekong River. Only occasionally did
he cross the river into Thailand, and then never for very long.

On that occasion, Acariya Mun and Acariya Sitha were
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camped some distance apart, each depending on a separate vil-
lage for his daily alms food. One night while walking in medita-
tion, Acariya Sitha was visited by a huge Bengal tiger. The tiger
crept in and quietly crouched forward to about six feet from his
meditation track, right in between the lighted candles at each end
of the track that allowed him to see as he paced back and forth
in the dark. Facing the meditation track while remaining motion-
less, it sat there calmly like a house pet watching Acariya Sitha
intently as he paced back and forth. Reaching that place on the
track opposite which the tiger was crouched, Acariya Sitha sensed
something out of place. At once he became suspicious, for nor-
mally nothing was at the side of his track. Glancing over he saw
the huge Bengal tiger crouched there, staring back at him — since
when he couldn'’t tell. Still, he felt no fear. He merely watched the
tiger as it sat motionless, looking back at him like a enormous
stuffed animal. After a moment he continued pacing back and
forth, passing each time in front of the tiger — but thoughts of
fear never crossed his mind. He noticed, though, that it remained
crouched there for an unusually long time. Feeling sorry for it, he
directed this train of thought at the tiger: Why not go off and find
something to eat? Why just sit there watching me? No sooner had
this thought arisen, than the tiger let out a deafening roar that
resounded through the whole forest. The sound of its roar left
Acariya Sitha in no doubt that it intended to stay, so he quickly
changed tack, thinking: I thought that only because I felt sorry for
you — I was afraid you might get hungry sitting there so long. After all,
you have a mouth and a stomach to fil, just like all other creatures.
But if you don’t feel hungry and want to sit there watching over me,
that’s fine, I don’t mind.
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The tiger showed no reaction to Acariya Sitha’s change
of heart — it just crouched by the path and continued to watch
him. He then resumed his meditation, taking no further inter-
est in it. Some time later he left the meditation track and walked
to a small bamboo platform situated close by to take a rest. He
chanted suttas there for awhile then sat peacefully in meditation
until time to go to sleep, which he did lying on the bamboo plat-
form. During that entire time the tiger remained crouched in its
original position, not far away. But when he awoke at three A.M.
to resume his walking meditation, he saw no sign of the tiger any-
where —he had no idea where it had gone. As it happened, he saw
it only that once; from then on until he left that place, it never
appeared again.

This incident intrigued Acariya Sitha, so when he met with
Acariya Mun he described to him how the tiger had crouched
there watching him. He told Acariya Mun the tiger had roared at
the precise moment the thought arose wishing it to go away. He
recounted how, although he wasn’t conscious of any fear, his hair
stood on end and his scalp went numb, as if he were wearing a cap.
But soon he again felt quite normal, resuming his walking medi-
tation as though nothing had happened. Actually, there probably
was a subtle measure of fear buried deep inside that he was incapa-
ble of perceiving at the time. Although the tiger never returned to
his campsite, he often heard the sound of its roars echoing through
the nearby forest. Still, Acariya Sitha’s mind remained resolute and
he continued to practice contentedly, as he always had.

*%%%%%*
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The Middle Years

n the early years when Acariya Mun first began wandering
I dhutanga, he started in the northeastern province of Nakhon

Phanom. From there he traveled across the provinces of
Sakon Nakhon and Udon Thani, finally reaching Burma, where
he stayed for awhile before returning to Thailand by way of the
northern province of Chiang Mai. Staying briefly there he then
traveled into Laos, practicing the ascetic way of life in Luang
Prabang and later Vientiane before eventually returning to Loei
province. From this northeastern locale, he wandered by stages
down to Bangkok, spending a rains retreat at Wat Pathumwan
monastery. Following that retreat period, he took up residence in
Sarika Cave, remaining there for several years. Only upon leav-
ing Sarika Cave did he return to the Northeast region.

During all those years of extensive wandering, he almost
always traveled alone. On only a few occasions was he accom-
panied by another monk, and even then they soon parted com-
pany. Acariya Mun always practiced with a single-minded resolve,
which kept him aloof from his fellow monks. He invariably felt it
more convenient to wander dhutanga alone, practicing the ascetic
way of life on his own. Only after his heart had been sufficiently
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strengthened by higher spiritual attainment did the compassion
arise which made teaching his fellow monks a priority. Such com-
passionate considerations were the reason why he left the peace
and tranquillity of Sarika Cave to journey back to the North-
east.

Previously, his early years of wandering dhutanga in the
northeastern provinces had given him an opportunity to instruct
some of the kammatthana monks he met there. In those days, he
had found a large number of dhutanga monks practicing in var-
ious locations throughout the Northeast. In making this return
trip, Acariya Mun was determined to teach the monks and laity
who trusted his guidance, putting all his energy into the task.
Returning to the same provinces he had once wandered through,
he found that monks and lay people everywhere soon gained
faith in him. Many of them, inspired by his teaching, ordained
as monks to practice the way he did. Even some senior acariyas,
teachers in their own right, discarded their pride and renounced
their obligations to practice under his tutelage, their minds even-
tually becoming so firmly established in meditation that they were
fully confident of their ability to teach others.

Monks among the first generatn of Acariya Mun’s disci-
plesincluded Acariya Suwan, the former abbot of Wat Aranyika-
wat monastery in the Tha Bo district of Nong Khai province;
Acariya Singh Khantayakhamo, the former abbot of Wat Pa Sal-
awan monastery in Nakhon Ratchasima; and Acariya Maha Pin
Pafifiaphalo,” the former abbot of Wat Saddharam monastery in
Nakhon Ratchasima. All three of these venerable dacariyas came
originally from the province of Ubon Ratchathani — all have
now passed away. They were influential disciples whose teaching
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careers helped to perpetuate Acariya Mun's legacy for the benefit
of future generations. Acariya Singh and Acariya Maha Pin were
brothers. Before taking up the way of practice, they thoroughly
studied the Buddhist canonical texts. They were two of the senior
acariyas who gained faith in Acariya Mun, discarding their pride
and renouncing their obligations in order to follow the practice as
he taught it. Eventually, through their teaching efforts they were
able to assist many people from all walks of life.

Next in order of seniority was Acariya Thet Thesarangsi’
who presently resides at Wat Hin Mak Peng monastery in the Sri
Chiangmai district of Nong Khai province. He is a senior disciple
of Acariya Mun whose exemplary mode of practice is so inspiring
that he is highly revered by monks and laity in almost all parts of
the country. His manner is always simple and down-to-earth, as
one would expect with his exceptionally gentle, gracious, unas-
suming character. He conducts himself with perfect dignity, while
people from all levels of society are captivated by his eloquent dis-
course.

When it comes to temperament, or personal behavior,
senior dacariyas differ in their natural qualities of mind and char-
acter. There are dacariyas whose personal behavior is an excellent
example for everyone to emulate: those emulating them are bound
to behave in a pleasing, amicable manner that’s in no way offen-
sive to other people. The personal behavior of some other dacari-
yas, however, is pleasing and appropriate only when practiced by
them personally. Should others adopt the same style of behavior
it’s bound to appear false, immediately offending anyone exposed
to it. So it is inadvisable for most people to imitate the idiosyn-
cratic behavior of these acariyas.
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The personal conduct of Acariya Thet, however, is unim-
peachable in this regard. Following his sterling example, one is
bound to develop the kind of pleasing, amicable demeanor appre-
ciated by people everywhere. He has such a gentle, kindly dispo-
sition that it can be easily emulated without the risk of offending
others. His example is especially appropriate for Buddhist monks,
whose personal behavior should always reflect a truly calm and
peaceful frame of mind. Acariya Thet is one of Acariya Mun’s
senior disciples who I believe deserves the highest respect. For as
long as I have known him, I have always considered him to be an
eminent teacher.

Next in line is Acariya Fan Ajaro’ who now resides at Wat
Udomsomphon near the village of Na Hua Chang in the Pan-
nanikhom district of Sakhon Nakhon province. He is widely
known and lauded throughout the country for his excellent spir-
itual practice and his virtuous conduct. His mind excels in noble
qualities, the most prominent being his immense loving kindness
for people of all classes. He is a monk truly worthy of the enthusi-
astic devotion he receives from people of every region of our coun-
try. He genuinely puts his heart into helping people in any way he
can, whether materially or spiritually — like one whose benevo-
lence knows no bounds.

The next senior disciple I shall mention is Acariya Khao
Analyo who presently resides at Wat Tham Klong Phen monas-
tery in the Nong Bua Lamphu district of Udon Thani province.
As he is one of the foremost meditation masters of our time, it’s
very likely that the reader is already familiar with his outstand-
ing reputation. Both his mode of practice and his level of spiritual
attainment are worthy of the utmost respect. He has always pre-
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ferred to practice in remote, secluded locations with such single-
minded resolve that his diligence in this respect is unrivaled
among his peers in the circle of dhutanga monks. Even today, at
the age of 82, he still refuses to allow his declining health to cur-
tail his customary zeal. Some people have asked me, out of con-
cern for his failing health, why he continues to put such strenu-
ous effort into practice when in truth he has nothing further to
accomplish. They can’t figure out why he remains so active and
energetic. | try to explain to them that someone, who has com-
pletely eliminated the contentious factors that exploit every weak-
ness to sap energy and hinder progress, has no debilitating leth-
argy left to entrap his mind in a web of delusion. Meanwhile the
rest of us have amassed such a debilitating mountain of laziness
that it virtually obscures us from view. As soon as we get started
on some worthwhile endeavor, we become apprehensive lest
the fruits of our efforts overload our capacity to store them. We
worry ahead of time about how exhausted we’ll be when the work
becomes difficult. In the end having failed to gather those whole-
some fruits, we are left with an empty basket, that is, an empty
joyless heart, drifting aimlessly with no hard-earned store of merit
to fall back on. Instead, we fill our empty hearts with complaints
about all the difficulties we face. So laziness, this blight in our
hearts, keeps throwing up obstacles to block our way. Those who
have cleansed this blight from their hearts remain persistent, per-
severing in times of hardship. They never worry about overload-
ing their capacity to store the fruits of their efforts. Those indi-
viduals whose hearts are pure, unblemished Dhamma, cleared
of all worldly defilements, stand out majestically in all situation.
Somber, sullen moods never arise in their hearts, making them
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perfect examples for the world to follow.

Each of the above-mentioned disciples of Acariya Mun
has certain brilliant qualities buried deep within his heart, shin-
ing there like precious gems. People having the good fortune to
meet such noble teachers are bound to be rewarded with amazing
insights to gladden their hearts — an experience they will cher-
ish forever.

Acariya Mun taught several different generations of dis-
ciples, many of whom have become important teachers in their
own right. Being a meditation master of great stature rich in noble
virtues, he was wonderfully clever in the way he elucidated the
path of practice and its fruits. It was as though he had a miniature
Tipitaka etched into his heart, as was so accurately prophesied by
the initial samadhi nimitta he saw when he first began to practice.
Traveling to many regions of the country during the course of his
teaching career, he instructed large numbers of monks and lay
supporters, who in turn developed a deep devotion for him and a
genuine fondness for the edifying Dhamma he taught. His spir-
itual impact was a direct result of having realized within himself
the true nature of that Dhamma. His words thus represented that
Truth which he had fully comprehended — not mere guesswork,
or conjecture about what the truth should be or might be. Being
absolutely certain about the Truth arising in his own heart, he
taught this same Truth to others. When Acariya Mun left Sarika
Cave to return to the Northeast for the second time, he was fully
determined to teach the way to as many monks and laity as pos-
sible — both his previous acquaintances who had already under-
gone some training, as well as those who were just beginning to
establish themselves in the practice.

88



The Dhutanga Practices

Acariya Mun strongly believed that the observance of dhutanga
practices truly exemplified the spirit of the ascetic way of life. He
strictly adhered to these ascetic practices throughout his life, and
always urged those monks studying under his tutelage to adopt
them in their own practice.

Going on almsround every day without fail, excepting only
those days when a monk is deliberately abstaining from food.
Acariya Mun taught his disciples that, when walking to the vil-
lage for alms, they should always have mindfulness present and
remain properly restrained in body, speech, and mind. A monk
should never permit his mind to accidentally become prey to the
various tempting sense objects contacting his eyes, ears, nose,
tongue, body, or mind while walking to and from the village on
almsround. He stressed that mindfulness should bring their every
movement, every thought, at every step of the route, under vig-
ilant scrutiny. This should be treated as a sacred duty requiring
reflection of the utmost seriousness each time a monk prepares to
2o on his morning almsround.

Eating only that food which has been accepted in the alms bowl
on almsround. A monk should consider the quantity of food he
receives in his bowl each day to be sufficient for his needs, as befits
one who is content with little, and thus easily satisfied. For him it’s
counter-productive to expect extra food by accepting the gener-
ous offerings that are made later inside the monastery. Such prac-
tices easily encourage the insatiable greed of his kilesas, allowing
them to gain the strength to become so domineering that they’re
almost impossible to counteract. A monk eats whatever food is
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offered into his bowl, never feeling anxious or upset should it fail
to meet his expectations. Anxiety about food is a characteristic
of hungry ghosts — beings tormented by the results of their own
bad kamma. Never receiving enough food to satisfy their desires,
they run madly around, desperately trying to fill their mouths and
stomachs, always preferring the prospect of food to the practice
of Dhamma. The ascetic practice of refusing to accept any food
offered after almsround is an excellent way of contravening the
tendency to be greedy for food. It is also the best method to cut off
all expectancy concerning food, and the anxiety that it creates.

Eating only one meal per day is just right for the meditative
lifestyle of a dhutanga monk, since he needn’t worry about food
at all hours of the day. Otherwise, he could easily become more
worried about his stomach than he is about Dhamma — a most
undignified attitude for one sincerely seeking a way to transcend
dukkha. Even when eating only once a day, there are times when
a monk should reduce his consumption, eating much less than
he normally would at that one meal. This practice helps facilitate
the work of meditation, for eating too much food can make the
mental faculties sluggish and unresponsive. In addition, a monk
whose temperament is suited to this practice can be expected to
experience results invaluable to his spiritual development. This
particular dhutanga observance is a useful tool for eliminating the
greedy mentality of practicing monks who tend to be infatuated
with food.

In this respect, the safeguards that society has introduced
to protect itself operate in much the same manner as the safe-
guards of Dhamma. Enemies of society are confronted and sub-
dued wherever they pose a threat to wealth, property, life and
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limb, or peace of mind. Whether it be fierce animals, such as wild
dogs, snakes, elephants and tigers, or pestilent diseases, or simply
pugnacious individuals, societies all over the world possess appro-
priate corrective measures, or medicines, to effectively subdue and
protect themselves against these threats. A dhutanga monk whose
mind displays pugnacious tendencies in its desire for food, or any
other unwholesome qualities deemed distasteful, needs to have
effective measures for correcting these threatening tendencies.
Thus, he will always possess the kind of admirable self-restraint
which is a blessing for him and a pleasing sight for those with
whom he associates. Eating only one meal per day is an excellent
way to restrain unwieldly mental states.

Eating all food directly from the alms bowl without using any
other utensils is a practice eminently suited to the lifestyle of a
dhutanga monk who strives to be satisfied with little while wan-
dering from place to place. Using just his alms bowl means there’s
no need to be loaded down with a lot of cumbersome accesso-
ries as he travels from one location to another, practicing the
ascetic way of life. At the same time, it is an expedient practice
for monks wishing to unburden themselves of mental clutter; for
each extra item they carry and look after, is just one more con-
cern that weighs on their minds. For this reason, dhutanga monks
should pay special attention to the practice of eating exclusively
from the alms bowl. In truth, it gives rise to many unique benefits.
Mixing all types of food together in the bowl is a way of reminding
a monk to be attentive to the food he eats, and to investigate its
true nature using mindfulness and wisdom to gain a clear insight
into the truth about food.

Acariya Mun said that, for him, eating from the bowl was
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just as important as any other dhutanga practice. He gained numer-
ous insights while contemplating the food he was eating each day.
Throughout his life he strictly observed this ascetic practice.

Investigating the true nature of food mixed together in
the bowl is an effective means of cutting off strong desire for the
taste of food. This investigation is a technique used to remove
greed from a monk’s mind as he eats his meal. Greed for food
is thus replaced by a distinct awareness of the truth concerning
that food: food’s only true purpose is to nourish the body, allow-
ing it to remain alive from one day to the next. In this way, nei-
ther the pleasant flavor of good foods, nor the unpleasant flavor of
disagreeable foods will cause any mental disturbance that might
prompt the mind to waver. If a monk employs skillful investiga-
tive techniques each time he begins to eat, his mind will remain
steadfast, dispassionate, and contented —unmoved by excitement
or disappointment over the taste of the food he is offered. Con-
sequently, eating directly from the alms bowl is an excellent prac-
tice for getting rid of infatuation with the taste of food.

Wearing only robes made from discarded cloth is another dhu-
tanga observance that Acariya Mun practiced religiously. This
ascetic practice is designed to forestall the temptation to give in
to the heart’s natural inclination to desire nice, attractive-look-
ing robes and other requisites. It entails searching in places, like
cemeteries, for discarded pieces of cloth, collecting them little by
little, then stitching the pieces together to make a usable garment,
such as an upper robe, a lower robe, an outer robe, a bathing cloth,
or any other requisite. There were times, when the dead person’s
relatives were agreeable, that Acariya Mun collected the shroud
used to wrap a corpse laid out in a charnel ground. Whenever
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he found discarded pieces of cloth on the ground while on alms-
round, he would pick them up and use them for making robes —
regardless of the type of cloth or where it came from. Returning

to the monastery, he washed them, and then used them to patch a

torn robe, or to make a bathing cloth. This he routinely did wher-
ever he stayed. Later as more and more faithful supporters learned

of his practice, they offered him robe material by intentionally dis-
carding pieces of cloth in charnel grounds, or along the route he

took for almsround, or around the area where he stayed, or even

at the hut where he lived. Thus his original practice of strictly

taking only pieces of old, discarded cloth was altered somewhat
according to circumstances: he was obliged to accept cloth the

faithful had placed as offerings in strategic locations. Be that as it

may, he continued to wear robes made from discarded cloth until

the day he died.

Acariya Mun insisted that in order to live in comfort a monk
must comport himself like a worthless old rag. If he can rid him-
self of the conceit that his virtuous calling makes him somebody
special, then he will feel at ease in all of his daily activities and
personal associations, for genuine virtue does not arise from such
assumptions. Genuine virtue arises from the self-effacing humil-
ity and forthright integrity of one who is always morally and spir-
itually conscientious. Such is the nature of genuine virtue: with-
out hidden harmful pride, that person is at peace with himself and
at peace with the rest of the world wherever he goes. The ascetic
practice of wearing only robes made from discarded cloth serves
as an exceptionally good antidote to thoughts of pride and self-
importance.

A practicing monk should understand the relationship
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between himself and the virtuous qualities he aspires to attain.
He must never permit pride to grab possession of the moral and

spiritual virtues he cultivates within his heart. Otherwise, dan-
gerous fangs and daggers will spring up in the midst of those virtu-
ous qualities — even though intrinsically they’re a source of peace

and tranquillity. He should train himself to adopt the self-effacing

attitude of being a worthless old rag until it becomes habitual,
while never allowing conceit about his worthiness to come to the

surface. A monk must cultivate this noble quality and ingrain it
deeply in his personality, making it an intrinsic character trait as

steadfast as the earth. He will thus remain unaffected by words of
praise, or of criticism. Moreover, a mind totally devoid of conceit is

a mind imperturbable in all circumstances. Acariya Mun believed

that the practice of wearing robes made from discarded cloth was

one sure way to help attenuate feelings of self-importance buried

deep within the heart.

Living in the forest. Realizing the value of this dhutanga
observance from the very beginning, Acariya Mun found forest
dwelling conducive to the eerie, secluded feeling associated with
genuine solitude. Living and meditating in the natural surround-
ings of a forest environment awakens the senses and encourages
mindfulness for remaining vigilant in all of one’s daily activities:
mindfulness accompanying every waking moment, every waking
thought. The heart feels buoyant and carefree, unconstrained
by worldly responsibilities. The mind is constantly on the alert,
earnestly focusing on its primary objective — the transcendence
of dukkha. Such a sense of urgency becomes especially poignant
when living far from the nearest settlement, at locations deep in
remote forest areas teeming with all kinds of wild animals. In a
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constant state of readiness, the mind feels as though it’s about to
soar up and out of the deep abyss of the kilesas at any moment —
like a bird taking flight. In truth, the kilesas remain ensconced
there in the heart as always. It is the evocative forest atmosphere
that tends to inspire this sense of liberation. Sometimes, due to
the power of this favorable environment, a monk becomes con-
vinced that his kilesas are diminishing rapidly with each passing
day, while those remaining appear to be ever more scarce. This
unfettered feeling is a constant source of support for the practice
of meditation.

A monk living deep in the forest tends to consider the wild
animals living around him — both those inherently dangerous and
those that are harmless — with compassion, rather than with fear
or apathy. He realizes that all animals, dangerous and harmless,
are his equals in birth, ageing, sickness, and death. We human
beings are superior to animals merely by virtue of our moral
awareness: our ability to understand difference between good
and evil. Lacking this basic moral judgment, we are no better
than common animals. Unknown to them we label these crea-
tures ‘animals’, even though the human species is itself a type of
animal. The human animal is fond of labeling other species, but
we have no idea what kind of label other animals have given to
us. Who knows? Perhaps they have secretly labeled human beings
‘ogres,’ since we're so fond of mistreating them, slaughtering them
for their meat — or just for sport. It’s a terrible shame the way we
humans habitually exploit these creatures; our treatment of them
can be quite merciless. Even among our own kind, we humans
can’t avoid hating and harassing each other, constantly molest-
ing or killing one another. The human world is troubled because
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people tend to molest and kill each other, while the animal world
is troubled because humans tend to do the same to them. Conse-
quently, animals are instinctively wary of human beings.

Acariya Mun claimed that life in the forest provides un-
limited opportunities for thought and reflection about one’s own
heart, and its relation to many natural phenomena in the exter-
nal environment. Anyone earnestly desiring to go beyond dukkha
can find plenty of inspiration in the forest, plenty of incentive to
intensify his efforts — constantly.

At times, groups of wild boars wandered into the area where
Acariya Mun was walking in meditation. Instead of running away
in panic when they saw him, they continued casually foraging for
food in their usual way. He said they seemed to be able to dif-
ferentiate between him and all the merciless ‘ogres’ of this world,
which is why they kept rooting around for food so casually, instead
of running for their lives.

Here I would like to digress from the main story a little to
elaborate on this subject. You might be tempted to think that
wild boars were unafraid of Acariya Mun because he was a lone
individual living deep in the forest. But, when my own monas-
tery, Wat Pa Ban Tad, was first established’ and many monks were
living together there, herds of wild boars took refuge inside the
monastery, wandering freely through the area where the monks
had their living quarters. At night they moved around unafraid,
only a few yards from the monks’ meditation tracks — so close
that they could be heard snorting and thumping as they rooted in
the ground. Even the sound of the monks calling to one another
to come and see this sight for themselves failed to alarm the
wild boars. Continuing to wander freely through the monastery
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grounds every night, boars and monks soon became thoroughly
accustomed to each other. Nowadays, wild boars only infrequently
wander into the monastery because ogres, as animals refer to us
humans — according to Acariya Mun — have since killed and
eaten almost all the wild animals in the area. In another few years,
they probably will have all disappeared.

Living in the forest, Acariya Mun met the same situation:
almost every species of animal likes to seek refuge in the areas
where monks live. Wherever monks take up residence, there are
always a lot of animals present. Even within the monastery com-
pounds of large metropolitan areas, animals — especially dogs —
constantly find shelter. Some city monasteries are home to hun-
dreds of dogs, for monks never harm them in any way. This small
example is enough to demonstrate the cool, peaceful nature of
Dhamma, a spirit of harmlessness that’s offensive to no living
creature in this world — except, perhaps, the most hard-hearted
individuals.

Acariya Mun’s experience of living in the forest convinced
him just how supportive that environment is to meditation prac-
tice. The forest environment is ideal for those wishing to tran-
scend dukkha. It is without a doubt the most appropriate battle-
field to choose in one’s struggle to attain all levels of Dhamma, as
evidenced by the preceptor’s first instructions to a newly ordained
monk: Go look for a suitable forest location in which to do your
practice. Acariya Mun maintained this ascetic observance to
the end of his life, except on infrequent occasions when circum-
stances mitigated against it. A monk living in the forest is con-
stantly reminded of how isolated and vulnerable he is. He can’t
afford to be unmindful. As a result of such vigilance, the spirit-

97



ual benefits of this practice soon become obvious.

Duwelling at the foot of a tree is a dhutanga observance that
closely resembles living in the forest. Acariya Mun said that he
was dwelling under the shade of a solitary tree the day his citta
completely transcended the world — an event that will be fully
dealt with later on. A lifestyle that depends on the shade of a tree
for a roof and the only protection against the elements is a life-
style conducive to constant introspection. A mind possessing such
constant inner focus is always prepared to tackle the kilesas, for
its attention is firmly centered on the Four Foundations of Mind-
fulness’ — rupa, vedana, citta, and dhamma — and The Four Noble
Truths — dukkha, samudaya, nirodha, and magga. Together, these
factors constitute the mind’s most effective defense, protecting
it during its all-out assault on the kilesas. In the eerie solitude of
living in the forest, the constant fear of danger can motivate the
mind to focus undivided attention on the Foundations of Mind-
fulness, or the Noble Truths. In doing so, it acquires a solid basis
for achieving victory in its battle with the kilesas — such is the
true path leading to the Noble Dhamma. A monk who wishes to
thoroughly understand himself, using a safe and correct method,
should find an appropriate meditation subject and a suitable loca-
tion that are conducive for him to exert a maximum effort. These
combined elements will help to expedite his meditation progress
immeasurably. Used as an excellent means for destroying kilesas
since the Buddha’s time, the dhutanga observance of dwelling at
the foot of a tree is another practice meriting special attention.

Staying in a cemetery is an ascetic practice which reminds
monks and lay people alike not to be neglectful while they are
still alive, believing that they themselves will never die. The truth
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of the matter is: we are all in the process of dying, little by little,
every moment of every day. The people who died and were re-
located to the cemetery — where their numbers are so great there’s
scarcely any room left to cremate or bury them — are the very
same people who were dying little by little before; just as we are
now. Who in this world seriously believes himself to be so unique
that he can claim immunity from death?

We are taught to visit cemeteries so that we won’t forget
the countless relatives with whom we share birth, ageing, sick-
ness, and death; so as to constantly remind ourselves that we
too live daily in the shadow of birth, ageing, sickness, and death.
Certainly no one who still wanders aimlessly through the end-
less round of birth and death would be so uncommonly bold as
to presume that he will never be born, grow old, become sick, or
die. Since they are predisposed toward the attainment of free-
dom from this cycle by their very vocation, monks should study
the root causes within themselves of the continuum of suffering.
They should educate themselves by visiting a cemetery where cre-
mations are performed, and by reflecting inwardly on the crowded
cemetery within themselves where untold numbers of corpses are
brought for burial all the time: such a profusion of old and new
corpses are buried within their bodies that it’s impossible to count
them all.” By contemplating the truly grievous nature of life in
this world, they use mindfulness and wisdom to diligently probe,
explore, and analyze the basic principles underlying the truth of
life and death.

Everyone who regularly visits a cemetery — be it an out-
door cemetery or the inner cemetery within their bodies — and
uses death as the object of contemplation, can greatly reduce
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their smug sense of pride in being young, in being alive, in being
successful. Unlike most people, those who regularly contemplate
death don’t delight in feeling self-important. Rather, they tend to
see their own faults, and gradually try to correct them, instead
of merely looking for and criticizing other people’s faults — a bad
habit that brings unpleasant consequences. This habit resembles a
chronic disease that appears to be virtually incurable, or perhaps
it could be remedied if people weren’t more interested in aggra-
vating the infection than they are in curing it.

Cemeteries offer those interested in investigating these
matters an opportunity to develop a comprehensive knowledge
and understanding of the nature of death. Cemeteries are the
great gathering places of the world. All people without exception
must eventually meet there. Death is no small hurdle to be easily
stepped over before a thorough investigation of the issue. Before
they finally crossed over, the Lord Buddha and his Arahant dis-
ciples had to study in the ‘great academy’ of birth, ageing, sick-
ness, and death until they had mastered the entire curricula. Only
then were they able to cross over with ease. They had escaped
the snares of Mara, ' unlike those who, forgetting themselves, dis-
regard death and take no interest in contemplating its inevitabil-
ity; even as it stares them in the face.

Visiting cemeteries to contemplate death is an effective
method for completely overcoming the fear of dying; so that, when
death seems imminent, courage alone arises despite the fact that
death is the most terrifying thing in the world. It would seem an
almost impossible feat, but it has been accomplished by those who
practice meditation — the Lord Buddha and his Arahant disciples
being the supreme examples. Having accomplished this feat them-
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selves, they taught others to thoroughly investigate every aspect of
birth, ageing, sickness, and death so that people wanting to take
responsibility for their own well-being can use this practice to cor-
rect their misconceptions before it becomes too late. If they reach
that ‘great academy’ only when their last breath is taken, it will
then be too late for remedial action: the only remaining options
will be cremation and burial. Observing moral precepts, making
merit, and practicing meditation will no longer be possible.

Acariya Mun well understood the value of a visit to the
cemetery, for a cemetery has always been the kind of place that
encourages introspection. He always showed a keen interest in vis-
iting cemeteries — both the external variety and the internal one.
One of his disciples, being terrified of ghosts, made a valiant effort
to follow his example in this. We don’t normally expect monks to
be afraid of ghosts, which is equivalent to Dhamma being afraid
of the world — but this monk was one such case.

A Monlk’s Fear of Ghosts

Acariya Mun related the story of a dhutanga monk who inadvert-
ently went to stay in a forest located next to a charnel ground.”” He
arrived on foot at a certain village late one afternoon and, being
unfamiliar with the area, asked the villagers where he could find
a wooded area suitable for meditation. They pointed to a tract of
forest, claiming it was suitable, but neglected to tell him that it was
situated right on the edge of a charnel ground. They then guided
him to the forest, where he passed the first night peacefully. On
the following day he saw the villagers pass by carrying a corpse,
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which they soon cremated only a short distance from where he
was staying. As he looked on, he could clearly see the burning
corpse. He started to grow apprehensive the moment he saw the
coffin being carried past, but he assumed that they were on their
way to cremate the body somewhere else. Still, the mere sight of
the coffin caused him considerable consternation, as he thought
ahead to the coming night. He was worried that the image of the
coffin would haunt him after dark, making it impossible for him
to sleep. As it turned out he had camped on the edge of a char-
nel ground, so he was obliged to watch as the corpse was burned
right in front of him. This sight upset him even more, causing
him severe discomfort as he contemplated the prospect of having
to spend the night there. Feeling very uneasy from the first sight
of the corpse passing by, the feeling gradually intensified until he
was so terrified that, by nightfall, he could hardly breathe.

It’s pitiful to think that a monk can be so terrified of ghosts.
I am recording this incident here so that those of my readers
having a similar fear of ghosts may reflect on the tenacity with
which this monk strove to confront his fear head on, and so take
a valuable lesson from the past.

Once all the villagers had gone home, leaving him alone,
his torment began in earnest. He could not keep his mind focused
on meditation because whenever he closed his eyes to meditate, he
saw a long line of ghosts moving toward him. Before long ghosts
hovered around him in groups, an image which frightened him so
much that all presence of mind deserted him, throwing him into
a panic. His fear began in mid-afternoon, at the first sight of the
corpse. By the time darkness fell all around, his fear had become
so intense he was just barely able to cope.
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Since ordaining as a monk, he had never experienced any-
thing like this long struggle with visions of ghosts. At least he was
mindful enough to begin reflecting: The fear, the ghosts — all of it
may simply be a delusion. It is more likely that these haunting images
of ghosts are creations of my own mind.

As a dhutanga monk he was expected to be steadfast and
fearless when facing death, ghosts, or any other danger. So he
reminded himself: People everywhere praise the fearless courage of
dhutanga monks, yet here I am shamelessly afraid of ghosts. I'm acting
like a total failure, as though I've ordained just to live in fear of ghosts
and goblins without any rhyme or reason. I'm a disgrace to my fellow
monks in the dhutanga tradition. I am unworthy of the admiration of
people who believe we are noble warriors fearing nothing. How could
I let this happen?

Having reminded himself of the noble virtues expected of a
dhutanga monk, and roundly criticizing himself for failing to live
up to these high standards, he resolved that he would force him-
self to face the fear directly from then on. The corpse that smol-
dered before him on the funeral pyre being the cause of his fear,
he decided to go there immediately. Putting on his robe, he started
walking straight for the funeral pyre, which he saw clearly glow-
ing in the darkness. But after a few steps his legs tensed up, and
he could hardly move. His heart pounded, his body began to per-
spire profusely, as though exposed to the midday sun. Seeing that
this was not going to work, he quickly adjusted his tack. Start-
ing with small, deliberate steps, he placed one foot just in front of
the other, not allowing his forward motion to stop. By that time,
he was relying on sheer strength of will to push his body forward.
Frightened to death and shaking uncontrollably, he nevertheless
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kept his resolve to walk on — as though his life depended on it.

Struggling the entire way, he eventually reached the burn-
ing corpse. But instead of feeling relieved that he had achieved
his objective, he felt so faint he could barely stand. About to go
crazy with fear, he forced himself to look at the partially burned
corpse. Then, seeing the skull burned white from long exposure
to the fire, he got such a fright that he nearly fainted straightaway.
Bravely suppressing his fear, he sat down to meditate just a short
distance from the burning pyre. He focused on the corpse, using it
as the object of his meditation, while forcing his terrified heart to
mentally recite continuously: I'm going to die — just like this corpse,
there’s no need to be afraid. I'm going to die someday too — there’s no
point in being afraid.

Sitting there grappling with his fear of ghosts and forcing
his heart to repeat this meditation on death, he heard a strange
sound just behind him — the sound of approaching footsteps!
The footsteps stopped, then started again, slow and cautious as if
someone were sneaking up to pounce on him from behind —or so
he imagined at the time. His fear now reaching its peak, he was
poised to jump up and run away, crying “Ghosts! Help!” But he
managed to control this impulse and waited, listening nervously
as the footsteps slowly drew nearer then stopped a few yards away.
Poised to run, he heard a strange sound — like someone chew-
ing, loud and crunchy. This sent his imagination racing: What's
it chewing on around here? Next, it'll be chewing on my head! This
cruel, heartless ghost is sure to mean the end of me.

Unable to stand the suspense any longer, he decided to
open his eyes. Should the situation look drastic, he was prepared
to run for his life — a far better option than just letting some ter-
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rible ghost devour him. Escaping death now, he reasoned, will
give me the chance to resume my practice later with renewed dil-
igence, whereas I gain nothing by sacrificing my life to this ghost.
With that he opened his eyes and turned to look in the direction
of the chewing, crunching sounds, all set to make a dash for his
life. Peering through the darkness to catch a glimpse of the ter-
rible ghost he had imagined, he saw instead a village dog, casu-
ally eating the scraps of food left by the villagers as offerings to
the spirits as part of the local custom. It had come scrounging for
something to fill its stomach, as hungry animals are wont to do;
and it wasn’t the least bit interested in him sitting there.

Suddenly realizing that it was only a dog, the monk laughed
at his own folly. Turning his attention to the dog, which showed
no interest in him whatsoever, he thought: So! You're the almighty
specter that nearly drove me crazy. You've taught me the lesson of my
life! At the same time, he was deeply dismayed by his own cow-
ardice:

“Despite my determination to confront my fears like a war-
rior, | was thrown into a panic as soon as I heard the sound of
this dog scrounging for food —a mad dhutanga monk fleeing fran-
tically for his life! It’s a good thing I had enough mindfulness to
wait that fraction of a second longer to discover the real cause
of my fear. Otherwise, it would probably have driven me mad.
Gosh! Am I really so grossly stupid as that? If so, do I deserve to
continue wearing the yellow robes, the emblem of courage, for it
denotes a disciple of the Lord Buddha, whose superior courage
transcends all comparison? Being this useless, should I still walk
for alms, and thus desecrate the food that the faithful offer with
such respect? What can I do now to redeem myself after such a
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despicable display of cowardice! Surely no other disciple of the
Buddha is as pathetic as I am. Just one inept disciple like myself
is enough to weigh heavily on the sasana — should there be any
more, the burden would be enormous. How am I going to tackle
this fear of ghosts that’s just made me look so foolish? Hurry up!
Take a stand, right this minute! It is better to die now than to
postpone this decision any longer. Never again can I allow this
fear of ghosts to trample on my heart. This world has no place for
a monk who disgraces himself and the religion he represents.”

With this self~admonition fresh in his mind, the monk
made a solemn vow:

“I will not leave this place until I've overcome my fear of
ghosts. If I have to die trying, then so be it! If I can’t defeat this
fear, then I don’t deserve to continue living in such disgrace.
Others might follow my bad example, becoming useless people
themselves, thus further increasing the burden on the sasana.”

So he vowed to himself that, from that moment on, he
would remain in that cemetery day and night as a way of dealing
sternly with his fear. He focused on the corpse before him, com-
paring it with his own body, seeing that they were both composed
of the same basic elements. As long as consciousness is there in
the heart to hold everything together, then that person, or that
animal, continues to live. But as soon as consciousness departs,
the whole combination of elements begins to disintegrate, and is
then referred to as a corpse.

It was clear that his notion about the dog being a ghost was
shamefully absurd; so he resolved that he would never again lend
any credence to thoughts of being haunted by ghosts. As this inci-
dent clearly showed, his mind simply haunted itself with ghostly
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apparitions, and his fear was the outcome of this self-deception.
The misery he suffered arose from such faith in this delusion that
a mere dog, harmlessly scrounging for food, almost became a
matter of life and death.

Recalling how deluded he had been for so long, trusting
the self-deceptions that his mind constantly churned out, he
thought:

“Although they've always been at work, this is the first time

they have brought me so close to catastrophe. Dhamma
teaches us that saiid is the master of deception, but
until now I've never clearly understood what that means.
Only now, inhaling the stench of my own living death, do
I understand its significance: My fear of ghosts is nothing
more than sanid’s deceptive trickery. From now on, sania
will never again trick me as it has in the past. I must stay
put here in this cemetery until the ‘master of deception’ is
dead and buried, so that the specter of ghosts will not con-
tinue to haunt me in the future. Only then will I agree to
leave here. Now it’'s my turn to torture to death this cun-
ning, deceitful conjurer, then cremate its stinking corpse
like that fleshly corpse I've just seen cremated here. Deal-
ing a decisive blow to safifia’s insidious trickery — this is the
only pressing matter in my life right now.”

The monk took up this challenge with such earnest resolve that
whenever sanina caused him to suspect a ghost was lurking some-
where around him, he immediately went to that spot, exposing
the deception. Forgoing sleep, he kept up this vigil throughout
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the night, until finally safifid no longer had the strength to assert
its assumptions. In the early hours of the evening, he had been
engaged in a struggle with external ghosts, in the guise of the
village dog which had nearly been his undoing. Later, when he
understood the situation and became conscious of his error, he
turned his attention inward, battling his inner ghosts into submis-
sion. Beginning the moment he became aware of his folly, his fear
of ghosts subsided and ceased to trouble him for the rest of the
night. On subsequent nights, he remained alert, ready to confront
any hint of fear using the same uncompromising stance. Eventu-
ally he transformed himself into a monk of incredible courage —
in all circumstances. This whole experience had a profound and
lasting impact on his spiritual development. His fear of ghosts
gave rise to an outstanding lesson in Dhamma, thus converting
him into a truly authentic monk.

I include this story in the biography of Acariya Mun in the
hope that the reader will gain some valuable insights from it, just as
[ trust the story of Acariya Mun’s life will prove to be of great bene-
fit to people everywhere. As can be seen from the above story, vis-
iting cemeteries has always been an essential dhutanga practice.

WEARING ONLY THE THREE PRINCIPAL ROBES is another dhutanga
observance that Acariya Mun followed religiously from the day
he first ordained until old age and declining health eventually
forced him to relax his strict adherence somewhat. In those days,
dhutanga monks rarely settled in one location for very long, except
during the three months of the rainy season retreat. They wan-
dered through forests and mountains, traveling by foot the whole
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way since there were no automobiles back then. Each monk had
to carry his own belongings —he could expect no help from others.
For this reason, each monk took with him only as much as he
could conveniently manage. Since it was awkward to be loaded
down with too many things, only absolute essentials were taken.
As time went on, this frugal attitude became an integral part of a
monk’s character. Should someone give him something extra, he
would simply give it away to another monk to avoid accumulat-
Ing unnecessary possessions.

The true beauty of a dhutanga monk lies with the quality of
his practice and the simplicity of his life. When he dies, he leaves
behind only his eight basic requisites’ — the only true necessities
of his magnificent way of life. While he’s alive, he lives majesti-
cally in poverty — the poverty of a monk. Upon death, he is well-
gone with no attachments whatsoever. Human beings and devas
alike sing praises to the monk who dies in honorable poverty, free
of all worldly attachments. So the ascetic practice of wearing only
the three principal robes will always be a badge of honor comple-
menting dhutanga monks.

Acariya Mun was conscientious in the way he practiced all
the dhutanga observances mentioned above. He became so skill-
ful and proficient with them that it would be hard to find anyone
of his equal today. He also made a point of teaching the monks
under his tutelage to train themselves using these same ascetic
methods. He directed them to live in remote wilderness areas,
places that were lonely and frightening: for example, at the foot of
a tree, high in the mountains, in caves, under overhanging rocks,
and in cemeteries. He took the lead in teaching them to consider
their daily almsround a solemn duty, advising them to eschew
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food offered later. Once lay devotees in the village became famil-
iar with his strict observance of this practice, they would put all
their food offerings into the monks’ bowls, making it unnecessary
to offer additional food at the monastery. He advised his disciples
to eat all food mixed together in their bowls, and to avoid eating
from other containers. And he showed them the way by eating
only one meal each day until the very last day of his life.

WANDERING BY STAGES across the Northeast, Acariya Mun gradu-
ally attracted increasing numbers of disciples at every new loca-
tion along the way. When he stopped to settle in one place for
some time, scores of monks gravitated to those areas to live with
him. Having set up a temporary monastic community in the
forest, sixty to seventy monks would gather there, while many
more stayed close by in the surrounding area. Acariya Mun always
tried to keep his disciples spread apart, living in separate loca-
tions that were not too close to one another, yet close enough to
his residence so that they could easily seek his advice when they
encountered problems in their meditation. This arrangement was
convenient for all, for when too many monks are living in close
proximity, it can become a hindrance to meditation.

On the uposatha observance days, when the Patimokkha'
was recited, dhutanga monks came from various locations in his
vicinity to assemble at his residence. After the recitation of the
Patimokkha, Acariya Mun addressed the whole assembly with a
discourse on Dhamma, and then answered the monks’ questions,
one by one, until their doubts cleared up and everyone was sat-
isfied. Each monk then returned to his own separate location,
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buoyed by the exposition of Dhamma he had just heard, and
resumed his meditation practice with renewed enthusiasm.

Although he sometimes had large groups of monks staying
to train with him, he found them easy to supervise because they
were all prepared to put what he taught into practice for their own
spiritual benefit. Monastic life under his tutelage was so orderly
and quiet that the monastery often appeared deserted. Excepting
mealtimes and times when the monks assembled for meetings, a
visitor coming at any other hour wouldn’t have seen the monks.
The place would have looked deserted with each monk having
slipped into the dense forest to diligently pursue walking or sitting
meditation in his own secluded spot, day and night.

Acariya Mun often assembled the monks in the evenings
at about dusk to give a discourse on Dhamma. As the monks sat
together quietly listening, Acariya Mun’s voice was the only sound
they heard. The rhythm of his voice articulating the essence of
Dhamma was at once lyrical and captivating. Carried along by
the flow of his teaching, his audience completely forgot them-
selves, their weariness, and the time that passed. Listening, they
were aware only of the flow of Dhamma having an impact on their
hearts, creating such a pleasant feeling that they could never get
enough of it. Each of these meetings lasted many hours.

Within the circle of dhutanga monks, listening to a Dhamma
discourse in this way is considered another form of meditation
practice. Dhutanga monks have an especially high regard for their
teacher and his verbal instructions. He constantly guides and
admonishes them to such good effect that they tend to view his
teachings as the lifeblood of their meditation practice. Showing
the utmost respect and affection for their teacher, they are even
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willing to sacrifice their lives for him. The Venerable Ananda is an
excellent case in point: He had such unwavering affection for the
Buddha that he was willing to sacrifice his life by throwing him-
self into the path of the wild, charging elephant that Devadatta
had let loose in an attempt to kill the Buddha.

In Acariya Mun’s case, dhutanga monks listened to his
instructions with great reverence, enthusiastically taking them
to heart. This was especially evident when he advised one of his
monks to go live in a certain cave in order to give his practice new
impetus. Monks, singled out in this manner, never objected, but
faithfully followed his recommendations with genuine conviction,
refusing to allow fear or concern for their safety to become an issue.
Instead they were pleased, feeling that their practice was bound
to be strengthened by living in the locations he recommended.
This in turn infused them with determination to strive relent-
lessly both day and night. They were convinced that, if Acariya
Mun suggested a certain location to them, then their efforts there
were sure to be rewarded with good results — as though they had
received an assurance of success from him in advance. This could
be likened to the assurance that the Lord Buddha gave to the
Venerable Ananda, just prior to his Parinibbana, when he told him
that in three months time his heart would be free from all kile-
sas. He was predicting that the Venerable Ananda was certain to
attain enlightenment, becoming an Arahant on the opening day
of the First Sangha Council.”® It’s obvious that devout obedience
to the teacher is vitally important. It engenders an unwavering
interest in practice, guards against carelessness and apathy, and so
helps to anchor the basic principles of Dhamma in the disciple’s
heart. It facilitates the establishment of a common understand-
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ing between teacher and disciple so that instructions need not be
repeated over and over until it becomes annoying and tiresome
for both parties.

AcARIYA MUN’S SECOND TRIP to the Northeast was a cause for much
interest and excitement among monks and lay supporters through-
out the region. During that period, he traveled extensively teach-
ing in almost all the northeastern provinces. He passed initially

through Nakhon Ratchasima; then through Si Saket, Ubon Rat-
chathani, Nakhon Phanom, Sakon Nakhon, Udon Thani, Nong
Khai, Loei, Lom Sak, and Phetchabun, and occasionally crossed
the Mekong River into Laos to visit Vientiane and Tha Khek. He
criss-crossed these areas many times in those days, but he pre-
ferred to remain longer in provinces that were mountainous and
thickly forested because they were especially suitable for medi-
tation. For instance, south and southwest of the town of Sakon
Nakhon there were many forest-covered mountain ranges where
he spent the rains retreat near the village of Phon Sawang in the
district of Sawang Dan Din. The mountainous terrain in this area
is so conducive to the ascetic way of life that it is still frequented
by dhutanga monks today.

Monks wandering in such areas during the dry season usu-
ally slept out in the forest on small bamboo platforms. They were
made by splitting sections of bamboo lengthwise, spreading them
out flat, then securing them to a bamboo frame with legs, making
a raised sleeping surface of about six feet long, three or four feet
wide, and about one and a half feet above the ground. One plat-
form was constructed for each monk and was spaced as far apart
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from another as the living area of the forest would allow. A large
tract of forest allowed spacing of at least 120 feet with the thick
foliage in between each platform acting as a natural screen. If the
area was relatively small, or a large group of monks lived together
in an area, then the spacing might be reduced to 90 feet intervals,
though the minimum distance was usually 120 feet. The fewer
the number of monks living in a particular area, the farther apart
they were individually — being close enough to one another only
to hear the distant sound of a cough or a sneeze. Local villagers
helped each monk to clear a walking meditation track approxi-
mately 60 feet in length, which was located beside his sleeping
platform. These tracks were used day and night for practicing
meditation in a walking mode.

When monks fearful of ghost or tigers came to train under
Acariya Mun, he usually made them stay alone, far from the rest of
the monks —a severe training method designed to draw attention
to the fear so that the monk could learn to come to grips with it.
He was required to remain there until he became accustomed to
the wilderness environment, and inured to the tigers and ghosts
that his mind conjured up to deceive him. The expectation was
that, in the end, he would achieve the same good results as others
who had trained themselves in this way. Then he wouldn’t have to
carry such a burden of fear indefinitely. Acariya Mun believed this
method accomplished better results than simply leaving a monk
to his own devices, and to the very real prospect that he might
never find the courage to face his fears.

Upon arriving in a new location, a dhutanga monk had to
first sleep on the ground, collecting various kinds of leaves, or in
some places straw, to make a crude mattress. Acariya Mun said
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that the months of December and January were especially difficult
due to the prevailing seasonal weather patterns, as the approach-
ing cold weather met and mixed with the outgoing rainy weather.
When it did rain during the winter months, a monk inevitably
got drenched. Sometimes it rained continuously all night, and

the umbrella-tent he used as shelter was no match for the driv-
ing rain and high winds. Still, he had no choice but to sit shiv-
ering under this makeshift shelter, enduring the dank cold and

unable to move for it was impossible to see in the dark. A down-
pour during the daylight hours was not quite so bad. A monk still

got wet, but at least he could see his surroundings and search for
things in the forest to help shelter him from the elements with-
out feeling totally blind. Essential items like his outer robe and

his matches had to be kept in his alms bowl with the lid tightly
secured. Folding his upper robe in half, he draped it around him-
self to keep out the cold and damp. The cloth mosquito net that
hung from the suspended umbrella down to the ground formed

a tent-like shelter that was indispensable for blocking out the

windswept rain. Otherwise, everything got soaked and he had to

endure the discomfort of having no dry robe to wear in the morn-
ing for almsround.

The months of February, March, and April saw the weather
change again, as it began to heat up. Normally dhutanga monks
then moved up into the mountains, seeking out caves or over-
hanging cliffs to shelter them from the sun and the rain. Had they
gone to these mountainous locations in December and January,
the ground would still have been saturated from the rainy season,
exposing them to the risk of malarial infection. Malarial fever was
never easy to cure. Many months could pass before the symptoms
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finally went away. It could easily develop into a chronic condi-
tion, the fever recurring at regular intervals. This kind of chronic
malaria was locally referred to as ‘the fever the in-laws despise’,
for its victims can eat well enough but they can’t do any work
because the fever is so debilitating. In such cases, not only the
in-laws but also everyone else became fed up. No effective reme-
dies for malaria existed then; so those who caught it had to just
let it run its course. I myself quite often suffered from such chas-
tening fevers, and I too had let them run their course as we had
no medicines to treat malaria in those days. Acariya Mun used to
say that most of the dhutanga monks he knew during that period
had been infected with malaria, including himself and many of
his disciples. Some even died of it. Listening to those accounts,
one couldn’t help feeling a profound sympathy for him and his
monks: he nearly died before gaining the necessary understand-
ing to teach the way of Dhamma to his disciples, so they too could
practice following his example.

Local Customs and Beliefs

Earlier, before Acariya Mun and Acariya Sao began wandering
through the region to enlighten people about the nature of moral
virtue and to explain the consequences of their actions and
beliefs, the worship of spirits and ghosts had become endemic
in the Northeast and a common aspect of everyday village life.
Whether it was planting the rice, putting in a garden, building
a house, or making a shed, an auspicious day, month, and year
had to be determined for the start of every endeavor. Before any
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type of work could begin, propitiatory offerings were routinely
made to placate the local spirits. Should those ritual offerings
be neglected, then the least untoward thing — a common cold
or a sneeze — was attributed to incurring the disfavor of the spir-
its. A local spirit doctor was then called in to divine the cause
and pacify the offended spirit. Doctors in those days were much
smarter than they are today: they unhesitatingly declared that this
spirit, or that ghost, had been wronged, claiming that a certain
offering or sacrifice would cure everything. Even if the supplicant
was hacking and sneezing long after offering the prescribed obla-
tion, it made no difference. Back then, if the doctor declared you
cured, you were, and you felt relieved despite the symptoms. This
is the reason I can so boldly assert that both the doctors and the
patients of that era were very smart: whatever the doctor declared
was final, and the patient accepted it without reservation. It was
unnecessary to search for medical cures, since the spirit doctor
and his ghosts could cure everything.

Later when Acariya Mun and Acariya Sao passed through
these areas, reasoning with local inhabitants, and explaining the
principles of truth, their preoccupation with the power of spir-
its and the agency of spirit doctors gradually waned. Today it
has virtually disappeared. Even many of the spirit doctors them-
selves began taking refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha
in place of the various spirits and ghosts they had been worship-
ping. Nowadays, hardly anyone engages in such occult practices.
Traveling from village to village in the Northeast today, we no
longer have to tread our way through offerings laid out for the
spirits as we did in the past. Except for the odd group here or
there, spirit worship is no longer an issue in people’s lives. It’s truly
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a blessing for this region that people no longer have to live their
whole lives clinging to these beliefs. The people of the North-
east have long since transferred their faith and allegiance to the
Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha, thanks largely to the compassion-
ate efforts of Acariya Mun and Acariya Sao to whom we all owe
an immense dept of gratitude.

DURING HIS TIME IN THE REGION, Acariya Mun taught the local
people, applying all his strength and ability to render them as gen-
uine human beings. He passed through some villages where the
local ‘wise men’ asked him questions. They asked questions such
as: Do ghosts really exist? Where do human beings come from?
What is it that causes sexual attraction between men and women,
since they've never been taught this? Why are male and female
animals of the same species attracted to one another? From where
did humans and animals learn this mutual attraction? Though I
can’t recall all the questions he was asked, these I do remember.
[ accept blame for any inaccuracies in what is recorded here as
my memory has always been somewhat faulty. Even recalling my
own words and other personal matters, I cannot avoid making
mistakes; so my recollection of Acariya Mun’s stories is bound to
be incomplete.

To the question “Do ghosts really exist?” Acariya Mun’s reply
was:

“If something truly exists in the world, whether a spirit or
anything else, it simply exists as it is. Its existence does not depend
on the belief or disbelief of anyone. People may say that some-
thing exists or doesn’t exist, but whether that thing actually exists
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or not is dependent entirely on its own nature. Its state does not
alter according to what people imagine it to be. The same princi-
ple applies to ghosts, which people everywhere are skeptical about.
In reality, those ghosts that frighten and torment people are actu-
ally creations of their own minds. They've come to believe that,
here and there, dwell ghosts that will harm them. This in turn
causes fear and discomfort to arise in them. Ordinarily, if a person
doesn’t mentally conjure up the idea of ghosts, he doesn’t suffer
from a fear of them. In a majority of cases, ghosts are just mental
images created by those who tend to be afraid of them. As to
whether there really are such things as ghosts in the world — even
if I were to say that they do exist, there is still not enough proof
to make skeptics into believers, since people have a natural ten-
dency to deny the truth. Even when a thief is caught red-handed
with stolen articles, he will often refuse to admit the truth. More
than that, he’ll fabricate an alibi to get himself off the hook and
deny any wrongdoing. He may be forced to accept punishment
due to the weight of the evidence against him; but, he will still
continue to protest his innocence. When he is imprisoned and
someone asks him what he did wrong to deserve that punish-
ment, he will quickly answer that he was accused of stealing, but
insist that he never did it. It is rare for such a person to own up
to the truth. Generally speaking, people everywhere have much
the same attitude.”

To the question “Where do human beings come from?”
Acariya Mun’s reply was:

“All human beings have a mother and father who gave birth
to them. Even you yourself were not born miraculously from a
hollow tree. We all obviously have parents who gave birth to us
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and raised us, so this question is hardly an appropriate one. Were
I to say that human beings are born of ignorance and craving,
this would cause more confusion and misunderstanding than if
I gave no answer at all. People have no knowledge whatsoever of
what ignorance and craving are, although they are present there
in everyone — except, of course, in the Arahants. The trouble is
people are not interested enough to make the necessary effort for
understanding these things, so that leaves the obvious answer:
we are born of our parents. This then opens me up to the criti-
cism that I've answered too briefly. But it is hard to give a reply
which goes to the truth of the matter, when the one asking the
question is not really much interested in the truth to begin with.
The Lord Buddha taught that both people and animals are born
of avijia paccaya sankhara. .. samudayo hoti." The ceasing of birth,
which is the cessation of all dukkha, stems from avijjaya tveva asesa-
virdaga nirodha sankhara nirodho. .. nirodho hoti." This condition is
inherent within the heart of each and every person who has kile-
sas. Once the truth has been accepted, it becomes clear that it’s
just this which leads to birth as a human being or an animal until
the world becomes so crowded one can hardly find a place to live.
The primary cause is just this ignorance and insatiable craving.
Though we haven't even died yet, we are already searching for a
place to be born into and where we can carry on living — an atti-
tude of mind that leads human beings and animals all over the
world to birth and constant suffering. Anyone wishing to know
the truth should take a look at the citta that’s full of the kind of
kilesas which are frantically looking to affirm birth and life at all
times. That person will undoubtedly find what he’s looking for
without having to ask anyone else. Such questions merely display
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a level of ignorance that indicates the inquirer is still spiritually
inadequate. The citta tends to be the most unruly, conceited thing
in the world. If no interest is taken in reigning it in, we will never
become aware of how really stubborn it is, and all our noble hopes
and aspirations will come to nothing.”

What is it that causes the sexual attraction between men and
women and animals of the same species, since theyve never been
taught this? Acariya Mun replied:

“Ragatanhd is not to be found in any book, nor is it learned
in school from a teacher. Rather, ragatanha is a stubbornly shame-
less condition that arises and exists in the hearts of men and
women, causing those who have this vulgar condition to come
under its spell and become vulgar themselves without ever real-
izing what'’s happening. Ragatanha makes no distinction between
man, woman, or animal, nationality, social status or age group.
If it is strong it can easily cause disaster in the world. If there is
insufficient presence of mind to restrain it and keep it within
acceptable limits, sexual craving will become like runaway flood-
water, overflowing the banks of the heart and spreading out to
flood towns and cities, leaving ruin everywhere in its wake. Such
a condition has always been able to thrive within the hearts of
all living beings precisely because it receives constant nourish-
ment and support — things which give it the strength to assert
its suffocating influence continuously, sowing havoc and causing
misery throughout the world. We hear only about floods occur-
ring in towns and cities, and how they cause destruction to people
and their belongings. No one is interested in noticing the flood of
ragatanhd engulfing the hearts of people who are quite content to
let themselves and their belongings be ravaged by those surging
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floodwaters all year round. Consequently, no one understands the
real reason for the on-going deterioration of world affairs because
each and every person is contributing to and encouraging this sit-
uation by failing to recognize that ragatanha is directly responsi-
ble for the worsening situation. If we do not focus our attention
on the real cause, it will be impossible for us to find any genuine
sense of contentment.”

The original question asked only about that aspect of raga-
tanha concerning the attraction between people, completely
ignoring the destruction instigated by ragatanha through hatred
and anger. But in his explanation Acariya Mun touched on the
full range of detrimental results stemming from ragatanha. He said
that it is ragatanha which dictates the passionate urges of men,
women, and all the animals, facilitating the pleasure they find
in each others company — this is a principle of nature. Nothing
other than this gives rise to mutual affection and mutual animos-
ity. When ragatanha uses its deceptive tricks for passionate ends,
people fall in love. When it uses its deceptive tricks to bring forth
hatred and anger, they inevitably hate, get angry, and harm each
other. Should it wish to control people using love as a means, then
people become so attracted to one another that there’s no sepa-
rating them. Should it wish those same people to fall under the
influence of hatred and anger, then they’ll feel an irresistible urge
to do just that.

Acariya Mun asked the lay people present: “Haven’t you
ever quarreled among yourselves? You husbands and wives who
have been in love since before you were married? You asked me
about it, but you should know a lot more about this matter than
a monk does.” To this they replied: “Yes, we've quarreled until we
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are sick of it and never want to again, but still we have another
argument.”

Acariya Mun then continued: “You see, this is the very
nature of the world: one moment there’s affection, another
moment there’s friction, anger, and hatred. Even though you
know it to be wrong, it’s hard to correct. Have you ever seriously
tried to correct this problem? If so, it shouldn’t happen very often.
Even a minimum effort should be enough to keep it under con-
trol. Otherwise, it’s like eating three meals a day: in the morn-
ing you quarrel, in the afternoon you quarrel, and in the evening
you quarrel — regularly around the clock. Some people even end
up in divorce, allowing their children to become caught up in the
conflagration as well. They are innocent, yet they too must bear
the burden of that bad kamma. Everyone is affected by this blaz-
ing fire: friends and acquaintances keep their distance due to the
shame of it all. Assuming both parties are interested in settling
the issue, they should be aware that an argument is a bad thing,
and stop as soon as it starts, and make an effort to correct it at
that point. The matter can then sort itself out so that in the future
such problems don’t recur. For instance, when anger or aversion
arises, first, think of the past you have shared together; and then,
think of the future you will share living together for the rest of
your lives. Now compare this to the malice that’s just arisen. That
should be enough to lay the matter to rest.

“Mostly, people who go astray do so because they insist on
having their own way. Without considering whether they're right
or wrong, they want to personally dominate everybody else in the
family — something which just isn’t possible to achieve. Such arro-
gance spreads and rages, singeing others until everyone is scarred.
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Even worse, they want to exert their influence over everyone else
in the world, which is as impossible as trying to hold back the
ocean with your hands. Such thoughts and actions should be
strictly avoided. If you persist in them they will bring your own
downfall. People living together must adhere to and be guided by
equitable standards of behavior when dealing with their husbands,
wives, children, servants, or co-workers. This means interacting
with them in a reasonable, harmonious way. Should others not
accept the truth, it is they who are at fault for being so unreason-
able, and it is they who will pay the price — not those who adhere
firmly to guiding principles.”

ON THOSE OCCASIONS when Acariya Mun had to teach large num-
bers of lay supporters, as well as the monks living with him, he
would allot separate times for giving instructions. He instructed
the laity from four to five PM. He taught the monks and novices
from seven P.M. onwards, at the end of which they returned to their
huts to practice meditation. He tended to follow this routine on
his first and second tours of the Northeast. On his third and final
trip, after returning from Chiang Mai to Udon Thani, he changed
this routine considerably. Rather than disrupt the sequence of
events, I shall explain the adjustments he made later.

Acariya Mun’s chief concern was teaching monks and nov-
ices. He took a special interest in those students experiencing var-
ious insights in their meditation by calling them in for a personal
interview. It’s quite normal for those practicing meditation to have
varying characters and temperaments, so the types of insights
arising from their practice will vary accordingly — although the
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resulting cool, calm sense of happiness will be the same. Dif-
ferences occur in the practical methods they employ and in the

nature of insights that arise during meditation. Some meditators

are inclined to know only things existing exclusively within their
own minds. Others tend to know things of a more external nature

— such as visions of ghosts or devas, or visions of people and ani-
mals dying right in front of them. They may see a corpse car-
ried along and then dumped right in front of them or they may
have a vision of their own body lying dead before them. All such

experiences are beyond the capability of beginning meditators to

handle correctly with any certainty, since the beginner is unable

to distinguish between what is real and what is not. People who

are not inclined to analyze their experiences carefully may come

to a wrong understanding, believing what they see to be genuine.
This could increase the likelihood of psychological damage in the

future. The type of person whose citta tends to go out to perceive

external phenomena when it ‘converges’ into a state of calm is

quite rare — at most, about one in twenty people. But, there will

always be someone in whom this occurs. It is crucial that they

receive advice from a meditation master with expertise in these

matters.

Listening to dhutanga monks as they relate their meditation
results to Acariya Mun, and hearing him give advice on ways to
deal with their experiences was so moving and inspirational that
everyone present became thoroughly absorbed in it. In explain-
ing the proper method for dealing with visions, Acariya Mun cat-
egorized different types of nimittas and explained in great detail
how each type should be handled. The monks who listened were
delighted by the Dhamma he presented, and so gained confidence,

125



resolving to develop themselves even further. Even those who did
not experience external visions were encouraged by what they
heard. Sometimes the monks told Acariya Mun how they had
achieved a state of serene happiness when their hearts ‘converged’
into a state of calm, explaining the methods they had used. Even
those who were as yet unable to attain such levels became moti-
vated to try — or to even surpass them. Hearing these discussions
was a joyous experience, both for those who were already well
developed and those who were still struggling in their practice.
When the citta ‘converged’ into calm, some monks traveled
psychically to the heavenly realms, touring celestial mansions
until dawn; and only then did the citta return to the physical
body and regain normal consciousness. Others traveled to the
realms of hell and were dismayed by the pitiful condition of the
beings they saw, enduring the results of their kamma. Some vis-
ited both the heavenly abodes and the hells to observe the great
differences between them: one realm was blessed with joy and
bliss while the other was in the depths of despair, the beings there
tormented by a punishment that seemed to have no end. Some
monks received visits from ethereal beings from various planes
of existence — the heavens, for instance, or the terrestrial devas.
Others simply experienced the varying degrees of calm and hap-
piness coming from the attainment of samadhi. Some investigated,
using wisdom to divide the body into different sections, dissecting
each section to bits, piece by piece, then reducing the whole lot to
its original elemental state. There were those who were just begin-
ning their training, struggling as a child does when it first learns
to walk. Some could not make the citta attain the concentrated
state of calm they desired and wept at their own incompetence;
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and some wept from deep joy and wonder upon hearing Acariya
Mun discuss states of Dhamma they themselves had experienced.
There were also those who were simply like a ladle in a pot of stew:
although submerged there, it doesn’t know the taste of the stew,
and even manages to get in the cook’s way. This is quite normal
when many different people are living together. Inevitably, both
the good and the bad are mixed in together. A person having
effective mindfulness and wisdom will choose to keep only those
lessons which are deemed to be really useful — lessons essential
to skillful practice. I regret I cannot guarantee my own skillful-
ness in this matter. In fact, it’s a problem we all face occasionally,
so let’s pass on and not worry about it.

On his second trip, Acariya Mun remained teaching in the
Northeast for many years. Normally, he did not remain in the
same place for more than a single rains retreat. When the rainy
season was over, he wandered freely in the mountains and forests
like a bird burdened only by its wings, contented to fly wherever
it wishes. No matter where it lands in its search for food — a tree,
a pond, or a marsh — it is satisfied and simply leaves all behind
to fly off with no lingering attachment. It doesn’t think that the
trees, bark, fruit, ponds, or marshes belong to it. Like a bird, the
monk who practices Dhamma, living in the forest, leads a life of
contentment. But it’s not easy to do, for people are social animals
who enjoy living together and are attached to their homes and
property. Initially, he feels a lot of resistance going out and living
alone as Acariya Mun did all his life. It is sort of like a land animal
being dragged into the water. Once his heart has become closely
integrated with Dhamma, however, the opposite is true: He
enjoys traveling by himself and living alone. His daily routine in
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every posture remains entirely his own, his heart unencumbered
by disturbing preoccupations. That leaves Dhamma as his preoc-
cupation —and Dhamma promotes only contentment. The monk
who is occupied solely with Dhamma has a heart that’s cheerful
and wonderfully content. He is free from the kind of hindrances
which cause dullness or confusion; he is empty of all defiling pre-
occupations. He basks in a full-fledged, natural inner peace, never
having to worry that it might alter or diminish in any way. This is
known as akalika Dhamma: Dhamma which exists beyond space
and time. It exists in the heart that has completely transcended
conventional reality,” the source of all deception. Acariya Mun

21 . . .
one completely contented in all his activi-

was one well-gone;
ties. Coming and going, sitting, standing, walking, or lying down
— he remained completely contented. Although he led his dis-
ciples along this path, relatively few of the monks reached a high
level of Dhamma. Yet even this small number is of great benefit

to people everywhere.

WHEN AcaRIYA MUN led his disciples on almsround he took var-
ious animals along the way as objects of contemplation, combin-
ing them with his inner Dhamma, and skillfully taught the monks
who were with him. They clearly heard his every word. This was
his way of teaching his disciples to be aware about the laws of
kamma, in that even animals must receive the results of their
actions. He would just point out an animal they came across as an
example. Acariya Mun insisted that animals should not be looked
down upon for their lowly birth. In truth, animals have reached
their time in the perpetual cycle of birth and death, experiencing
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the results of a past kamma. So it is with human birth as well. In
fact, both animal life and human life consist of a mixture of pleas-
ure and pain, each living according to the consequences of their
own individual kamma. In one respect, Acariya Mun brought up
the subject of animals such as chickens, dogs, or cattle simply out
of compassion for their plight. In another respect, he wanted to
make others understand the variations in the consequences of
kamma, indicating that — just as we have been brought to human
birth by certain types of kamma — we too have passed through
uncountable previous births of all sorts. Finally, he reflected aloud
upon the very mysterious nature of those things that are respon-
sible for birth as an animal — things that are difficult to fathom
despite their presence in everyone. If we are unskillful in solv-
ing these problems, they will always be a danger to us, and we
will never find a way to go beyond them. On almost every alms-
round Acariya Mun spoke in this manner about the animals or
the people whom he encountered along the way. Those who were
interested in investigating these themes stimulated their mind-
fulness and wisdom, gaining useful ideas from him in this way.
As to those who were not interested, they did not gain any bene-
fit. Some probably wondered who he was talking about, since the
monks had moved on by then and the animals he spoke about
were no longer present.

IN SOME OF THE NORTHEAST PROVINCES, Acariya Mun would give
Dhamma instructions to the monks late at night on special occa-
sions. Visible to Acariya Mun, terrestrial devas gathered at a
respectful distance and listened to his talks. Once he became
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aware of them he called off the meeting and quickly entered
samadhi, where he talked privately to the devas. Their reticence
on those occasions was due to the profound respect they had
for monks. Acariya Mun explained that devas of all levels were
careful to avoid passing by the monks’ dwellings on the way to
see him late at night. Upon arriving they circled around Acariya
Mun three times before sitting down in an orderly fashion. Then
the leader — dewas of every plane have a leader whom they obey
with great deference — would announce the realm from which
they came and the aspect of Dhamma to which they wished to
listen. Acariya Mun would return their greetings and then focus
his citta on that aspect of Dhamma requested by the devas. As this
Dhamma arose within, he began the talk. When they had com-
prehended the Dhamma that he delivered, they all said “sadhu”
three times, a sound that echoed throughout the spiritual uni-
verse.” This exclamation was heard by everyone with celestial
hearing, but not by those whose ears were like the ‘handles on a
pot of soup’.

When his discourse on Dhamma ended, the devas again cir-
cumambulated him three times, keeping him on their right, and
then returned to their realms in an elegant fashion — very dif-
ferent from we humans. Not even Acariya Mun and his monks
could emulate their graceful movements. For there’s a great dif-
ference between the grossness of our bodies and the subtle refine-
ment of theirs. As soon as the deva guests retreated to the edge
of the monks’ area, they floated up into the air like pieces of fluff
blown by the wind. On each visit they descended in the same
manner, arriving outside the monks’ living area and then walk-
ing the remainder of the way. Always very graceful in their move-
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ments, they never spoke making a lot of noise the way humans
do when going to see an dcariya they revere. This is probably
due to the refined nature of their celestial bodies, which restrict
them from behaving in such a gross manner. Here is an area in
which human beings can be considered superior to devas — talk-
ing loudly. Devas are always very composed when listening to a
Dhamma, never fidgeting restlessly or showing any conceit that
could disturb the speaking monk.

Acariya Mun usually knew beforehand when the devas
would be arriving. For instance, if they were planning to come
at midnight, by early evening he was aware of it. On some occa-
sions he had to cancel a scheduled meeting with the monks for
that evening. At the appropriate hour Acariya Mun left his walk-
ing meditation path and sat entering samddhi until the time
approached for the devas to come. He then withdrew his citta
up to the access level,” sending out the flow of his citta to see if
they had arrived. If they had not arrived yet, he continued with
his samadhi practice before sending his citta out again to check.
Sometimes, the devas had already arrived or were just in the proc-
ess of arriving. At other times, he had to wait, continuing his
samadhi practice for some time before they came. On rare occa-
sions, when he knew that they would be arriving late — like at
one, two, or three A.M. — he would practice for a while and then
take a rest, getting up to ready himself just before the devas were
expected to arrive.

Gatherings of devas, who came to see Acariya Mun, did not
happen very often nor in very large numbers while he lived in the
Northeast. They came only infrequently to listen in on his talks
to the monks. But when they did, he would dismiss the monks as
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soon as he became aware of their presence, entering quickly into
samadhi to expound on Dhamma for the devas’ benefit. After he
finished and the devas had departed, he would lie down to rest,
arising in the morning as usual to continue his normal routine
of practice. Acariya Mun considered receiving devas a special
responsibility. Since honoring one’s promises is very important to
them, he was always careful to be punctual. They were likely to
be critical of a monk who missed an appointment unnecessarily.
Discussions between devas and monks are carried on
entirely in the universal language of the heart, bypassing the
multitude of conventional languages used by human beings and
other types of animals. Arising from the citta, the substance of the
inquiries turns into questions in the language of the heart which
the inquiring individual clearly understands as if they were words
in conventional language. Each word or phrase of the respondent
emanates directly from the heart, so the questioner in turn under-
stands the reply perfectly well. In fact, the language of the heart
directly conveys the true feelings of the speaker, eliminating the
need for explanations to clarify further, as might be required in
conventional languages. Verbal communication is also a mecha-
nism of the heart; but, its nature is such that spoken words often
do not reflect the heart’s true feelings, so mistakes are easily made
in communicating its true intent. This incongruity will remain so
long as conventional language is used as a surrogate medium for
the heart’s expression. Since people are unfamiliar with the lan-
guage of the heart, their hearts cannot avoid using normal speech
as a mechanism to facilitate communication, even though it’s not
very accurate in expressing the heart’s true meaning. There is no
possible way to solve this common dilemma — unless people learn
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the heart’s own language and expose its mysteries.”’

Acariya Mun was extremely proficient in all matters per-
taining to the heart, including the skills needed to train others to
become good people. The rest of us, though we are quite capable
of thinking of these things for ourselves, insist on going around
borrowing from others. That is, we tend to constantly travel from
place to place studying under one teacher and then another. Even
then, we fail to properly safeguard what we've learned, letting it
slip through our grasp by forgetting what the teacher said. Thus
we are left virtually empty-handed. The things we do not forget or
let drop are our habitual failings: a lack of mindfulness, wisdom,
and contemplative skill. Lacking the very qualities of Dhamma
which instill a sense of hope in our lives, we are constantly disap-
pointed in whatever we do in life.

ACARIYA MUN’S OWN MEDITATION practice, as well as his teaching
duties, continued to progress smoothly, any undue disturbances
having long since passed. Wherever he went he brought a refresh-
ing calm and serenity with him. Monks and novices everywhere
respected and revered him. As soon as the laity in an area heard
of his arrival, they were delighted and rushed to pay him their
respects with heartfelt devotion. A case in point is Ban Thum
village in the district of Tha Khek where both Acariya Mun and
Acariya Sao resided at one time or another.

Shortly before Acariya Mun arrived, the entire village
began suffering from smallpox. The villagers were overcome with
joy at the sight of Acariya Mun’s arrival, running out of their
homes to welcome him and begging him to remain as their refuge.
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So in place of the spirits the whole village had been worshipping,
Acariya Mun had them take refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma, and
Sangha. He guided them in the correct way to practice, such as
paying daily homage to the Buddha and performing morning and
evening chanting, and they gladly followed his instructions. As
for Acariya Mun, he performed a kind of internal spiritual bless-
ing to help them; and the results were strange and marvelous to
witness. Before his arrival, many people died each day from the
smallpox. But from his arrival onwards, no one else died; and
those who were infected quickly recovered. More than that, no
new instances of the disease occurred, which astounded the vil-
lagers who had never seen or imagined such a miraculous reversal
of circumstances. As a result, the community developed enor-
mous faith in and devotion to Acariya Mun which have persisted
undiminished through each generation to the present day. This
includes the local monastery’s present-day abbot, who has a deep
respect for Acariya Mun. He always raises his joined palms in
homage before beginning to speak about him.

Incidents such as this were made possible by the power of
Dhamma in Acariya Mun’s heart which radiated forth to give
comfort and happiness to the world. Acariya Mun said that he set
aside three times each day to extend loving kindness to all living
beings. He would do this while sitting in meditation at midday,
before retiring in the evening, and after rising in the morning. In
addition to that, there were many times during the day when he
sent loving kindness out specifically to certain individuals. When
radiating all-encompassing loving kindness, he did so by focusing
his citta exclusively inward and then directing the flow of his citta
to permeate throughout all the worlds, both above and below, in
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all directions without interruption. At that time his citta had the
power to extend its aura of brilliance to all worlds: limitless, all-
pervasive, and brighter than a thousand suns — for there is noth-
ing brighter than a heart that’s entirely pure. The unique prop-
erties emanating from a citta of such purity brighten the world
and imbue it with peacefulness in an indescribable and won-
drous way. A citta having absolutely no impurities possesses only
the cool, peaceful qualities of Dhamma. A compassionate, kind-
hearted monk with an absolutely pure heart can expect protec-
tion and reverential devotion from people and devas wherever he
stays, while members of the animal kingdom feel no fear or danger
in his presence. His citta constantly sends forth a gentle compas-
sion to all beings everywhere without bias — much like rain fall-
ing evenly over hills and valleys alike.

Hardship and Deprivation

Upon leaving the province of Ubon Ratchathani, Acariya Mun
spent the next rainy season retreat at the village of Ban Nong Lat
in the Warichabhum district of Sakon Nakhon province accom-
panied by the many monks and novices under his guidance. The
lay men and women there reacted as if a truly auspicious person
had arrived. They were all very excited — not in a frenzied way, but
in an anticipatory way — at the prospect of doing good and aban-
doning evil. They abandoned their worship of spirits and ghosts
to pay homage to the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha. At the end
of the rains, Acariya Mun went wandering again until he arrived
in the province of Udon Thani where he traveled to the districts

135



of Nong Bua Lamphu and Ban Pheu. He stayed at the village of
Ban Kho for the rains retreat while spending the following rains
in the Tha Bo district of Nong Khai province. He remained prac-
ticing for some time in both these provinces.

As mentioned previously, Acariya Mun lived mostly in wil-
derness areas where villages were spaced far apart. Since the
countryside was relatively unpopulated then, he could easily
put the teaching into practice. Virgin forests abounded, full of
great, tall trees which were still uncut. Wild animals were every-
where. As soon as night fell, their myriad calls could be heard
echoing through the forest. Listening to such sounds, one is car-
ried away by a sense of camaraderie and friendliness. The natural
sounds of wild animals are not a hindrance to meditation prac-
tice, for they carry no specific meaning. The same cannot be said
for human sounds. Be it chatting, singing, shouting, or laughing,
the specific meaning is immediately obvious; and it is this sig-
nificance that make human sounds a hindrance to meditation
practice. Monks are especially vulnerable to the sounds of the
opposite sex. If their samadhi is not strong enough, concentration
can easily be destroyed. I must apologize to women everywhere
because my intention here is not to criticize women in any way.
It is the unsuccessful meditator that I am addressing here so that
he may arouse mindfulness as an antidote to counter these influ-
ences and not merely surrender meekly to them. It’s possible that
one reason monks prefer to live in mountains and forests is that
it allows them to avoid such things in order to relentlessly pursue
the perfection of spiritual qualities until they reach the ultimate
goal of the holy life.” Acariya Mun enjoyed living in forests and
mountains right up until the day he passed away, a preference
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which helped him to attain the Dhamma he has so generously
shared with all of us.

Acariya Mun said that if his meditation practice were com-
pared to an illness, it would be a near-fatal one, since the train-
ing he undertook resembled physical and mental torture. There
was hardly a single day when he could just relax, look around, and
enjoy himself as other monks seemed to do. This was because
the kilesas became tangled up with his heart so quickly that he
barely had a chance to catch them. Should his mind wander for
only a moment, the kilesas immediately gave him trouble. Once
they had established a hold on his heart, their grip became ever
tighter until he found it difficult to dislodge them. Consequently,
he could never let his guard down. He had to remain totally alert,
always ready to pounce on the kilesas, so they couldn’t gain the
strength to bind him into submission. He practiced diligently in
this manner until he had gained sufficient contentment to be able
to relax somewhat. Only then did he develop the strength of heart
and ease of body necessary to teach others. From that time for-
ward — monks, novices, and lay people from all over the North-
east sought him out. Acariya Mun understood their situation and
was very sympathetic toward them all. At certain times, so many
people came to see him that there wasn’t enough room for them
to stay. He also had to consider the safety of others, such as the
women and nuns who came to visit him. For in those days, many
tigers and other wild animals were in the outlying areas, but there
were very few people.

Acariya Mun once stayed in a cave near Ban Namee
Nayung village in the Ban Pheu district of Udon Thani prov-
ince. Since many large tigers frequented the area around the cave,
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it was definitely not a safe place for visitors to remain overnight.
When visitors came, Acariya Mun had the villagers build a very
high bamboo platform — high enough to be beyond the reach of
any hungry tiger which might try to pounce upon the sleeping
person. Acariya Mun forbade the visitors to come down to the
ground after dark, fearing that a tiger would carry them off and
devour them. He told them to carry up containers for their toilet
needs during the night. With so many vicious tigers there at night,
Acariya Mun refused to allow visitors to stay long. He sent them
away after a few days. These tigers were not afraid of people —
especially not of women — and would attack if given the oppor-
tunity. On some nights when Acariya Mun was walking in med-
itation by the light of candle lanterns, he saw a large tiger boldly
stalk a buffalo herd as it went past his area. The tiger had no fear
of Acariya Mun as he paced back and forth. Sensing the tiger, the
buffaloes instinctively headed for the village. Nevertheless, the
tiger was still bold enough that it continued to follow them, even
while a monk walked close by.

Monks who trained under Acariya Mun had to be prepared
for anything, including the possibility of death, for danger was all
around the various places where they practiced. They also had to
give up any pride in their own self~-worth and any sense of supe-
riority regarding their fellow monks, thus allowing for a harmo-
nious living situation as if they were different limbs on the same
body. Their hearts then experienced a measure of contentment
and, untroubled by mental hindrances, their samadhi quickly
developed. When a monk is constrained by living under certain
restrictions — for example, living in a frightening place where the
food is limited and the basic requisites are scarce — his mental
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activity tends to be supervised by mindfulness which continuously
restricts the thinking processes to the matter at hand. The citta
is usually able to attain samadhi faster than would normally be
expected. Outside there is danger and hardship; inside mindful-
ness is firmly in control. In such circumstances the citta might be
compared to a prisoner who submits willingly to his fate. In addi-
tion to these factors, the teacher is also there to straighten him
out should he go astray. The monk who practices while hemmed
in by hardship on all sides will see an improvement in his citta that
exceeds all expectations.

Nighttime in the forest is a frightening time, so a monk
forces himself to go out and do walking meditation to fight that
fear. Who will win and who will lose? If fear loses, then the citta
becomes courageous and ‘converges’ into a state of calm. If the
heart loses, then the only thing that emerges is intense fear. The
effect of intense fear in such a situation is a sensation of simulta-
neously being both hot and cold, of needing to urinate and def-
ecate, of feeling breathless and being on the verge of death. The
thing that encourages fear is the sound of a tiger’s roar. The sound
of roaring may come from anywhere — from the foot of the moun-
tain, from up on the ridge, or out from the plains — but the monk
will pay no attention to the direction. He will think only: “A tiger
is coming here to devour me!” Walking all alone in meditation
and so afraid that he’s shaking and useless, he is sure that it’s
coming specifically for him. Not considering the broad terrain, it
doesn’t occur to him that the tiger has four feet and might just be
going somewhere else. His only thought is that the tiger is coming
straight for his tiny plot of land — straight for this cowardly monk
who is shaken by fear. Having completely forgotten his medita-
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tion practice, he has only one thought in mind which he repeats
over and over again like a mantra: “The tiger’s coming here, the
tiger's coming here.” This negative train of thought merely inten-
sifies his fear. The Dhamma in his heart is ready to disintegrate,
and if, perchance, the tiger really were to wander accidentally into
that place, he’'d stand there mindlessly scared stiff at best; and at
worst, something very unfortunate could happen.

It's wrong to establish the citta with such a negative attitude.
The ensuing results are bound to be harmful in some way. The
correct approach is to focus the citta firmly on some aspects of
Dhamma, either the recollection of death or some other Dhamma
theme. Under such circumstances, one should never allow the
mind to focus outward to imagined external threats and then
bring those notions back in to deceive oneself. Whatever happens,
life or death, one’s attention must be kept squarely on the medi-
tation subject that one normally uses. A citta having Dhamma as
its mainstay doesn’t lose its balance. Moreover, despite experienc-
ing intense fear the citta is clearly strengthened, becoming coura-
geous in a way that’s amazing beyond description.

Acariya Mun taught his disciples that becoming firmly
established in the practice means putting everything on the line
— both body and mind. Everything must be sacrificed except that
aspect of Dhamma which is the fundamental object of atten-
tion. Whatever occurs, allow nature to take its course. Everyone
who is born must die — such is the nature of this world. There’s
no point in trying to resist it. Truth can not be found by deny-
ing the natural order of things. Acariya Mun taught that a monk
must be resolute and brave in the face of death. He was particu-
larly interested in having his disciples live in isolated wilderness
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areas infested with wild animals so that they could discover the
virtues of meditation. Such places encourage the development of
samadhi and intuitive wisdom. Tigers can definitely help to stim-
ulate Dhamma in our hearts — especially if we don’t stand in awe
of the Lord Buddha because we fail to trust his teaching, but we
do stand in awe of tigers because we are convinced how vicious
they can be. This conviction is a very effective aid for corralling
the mind and focusing it on Dhamma, using fear as an incentive
to meditate until Dhamma arises within. Consequently, when
that inner Dhamma is finally realized, belief in the Lord Buddha
and the Dhamma he taught will arise naturally. At that critical
moment, when one is alone in the wilderness, dormant faculties
of samadhi and wisdom will be stirred into action. If there is noth-
ing to put pressure on the citta, it tends to become lazy and amass
kilesas until it can barely function. A tiger can help to remove
those kilesas which foster such a lazy and easy-going attitude that
we forget ourselves and our own mortality. Once those insidious
defilements disappear, we feel a sense of genuine relief whatever
we do, for our hearts no longer shoulder that heavy burden.
Acariya Mun emphasized that monks should go to practice
meditation in places that arouse fear and avoid places that do not;
otherwise, they were unlikely to achieve any strange and mar-
velous results. More than that, the kilesas might well lead them
so far astray that they end up losing sight of the spiritual path,
which would be regrettable. He assured his monks that unless
they lived in an environment which forced them to focus inter-
nally on themselves they would find it difficult to attain a stable
state of calm and their meditation practice would suffer accord-
ingly. On the other hand, the results were bound to be good in
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places where they were always alert to the possibility of danger,
since mindfulness — the skillful means for directing the effort —
was inevitably close at hand. No one who genuinely hopes to tran-
scend dukkha should succumb to the fear of death while living in

what are imagined to be frightening places — like remote wilder-
ness areas. When faced with a real crisis situation, the focus of
attention should be kept on Dhamma and not sent outside of the

sphere of one’s own body and mind, which are the dwelling-place

of Dhamma. Then the meditator can expect to experience a per-
vading sense of security and an inspired mental fortitude that are

incontrovertible. In any case, unless that person’s kamma dictates

that his time is up, he will not die at that time — no matter what
he thinks.

Acariya Mun said that his inspiration for meditation was
derived almost exclusively from living in dangerous environ-
ments, which is why he liked to teach his disciples to be resolute
in threatening situations. Instead of merely relying on something
vague like ‘inherent virtuous tendencies’ — which are usually
more a convenient fiction than a reality — in this way, they had
a chance to realize their aspirations in the shortest possible time.
Relying on the rather vague concept of virtuous tendencies from
the past is usually a sign of weakness and resignation — an atti-
tude more likely to suppress mindfulness and wisdom than to pro-
mote them.”

To say a monk has confidence that Dhamma is the basic
guarantor of his life and practice means that he sincerely hopes
to live and die by Dhamma. It is imperative that he not panic
under any circumstance. He must be brave enough to accept
death while practicing diligently in fearful places. When a crisis
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looms — no matter how serious it seems — mindfulness should be

in continuous control of his heart so that it stays steadfastly firm

and fully integrated with the object of meditation. Suppose an ele-
phant, a tiger, or a snake threatens him: if he sincerely resolves to

sacrifice his life for the sake of Dhamma those things won’t dare

to cause him any harm. Having no fear of death, he will experi-
ence the courageous feeling that he can walk right up to those

animals. Instead of feeling threatened, he will feel deep within his

heart a profound friendship toward them which dispels any sense

of danger.

As human beings we possess Dhamma in our hearts, in a
way that animals do not. For this reason, our hearts exert a pow-
erful influence over animals of all types. It makes no difference
that animals are incapable of knowing this fact; there exists in
our hearts a mysterious quality that has a soothing affect on them.
This quality is the potent, protective power of Dhamma which
softens their hearts to the point where they don’t dare act threat-
eningly. This mysterious power of the heart is something experi-
enced internally by the individual. Others can be aware of it only
if they have special intuitive knowledge. Even though Dhamma is
taught and studied all over the world, it still remains a mystery if
the heart has yet to attain any level of understanding in Dhamma.
When the heart and Dhamma truly become one, all doubts con-
cerning the heart and Dhamma disappear on their own because
the nature of the heart and the nature of Dhamma share the same
exquisite, subtle qualities. Once that state is reached, it is correct
to say that the heart is Dhamma and Dhamma is the heart. In
other words, all contradictions cease once the kilesas have been
eliminated.
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Normally the heart has become such an extension of the
kilesas that we are unaware of its intrinsic value. This happens
because the heart is so thoroughly impregnated with kilesas that
the two become indistinguishable. The heart’s real value is then
obscured from view. If we allow this condition to continue indef-
initely because we are indifferent about finding a solution, neither
our hearts nor Dhamma will have any actual value for us. Even
were we to be born and die hundreds of times, it would simply be
a matter of exchanging one set of dirty clothes for another set of
dirty clothes. No matter how many times we change in and out
of dirty clothes we cannot escape the fact that we remain filthy.
Which is certainly very different from someone who takes off
his dirty clothes and exchanges them for nice clean ones. Sim-
ilarly, the interchange between good and evil within the heart
is an important problem that each of us should take personal
responsibility for and investigate within ourselves. No one else
can carry this burden for us and so give us peace of mind. It’s
extremely important that each and every one of us be aware
that, in both the present and the future, we alone are responsible
always for our own progress. The only exceptions are those, like
the Lord Buddha and the Arahant disciples, who carefully devel-
oped themselves spiritually until they attained a state of total
security. For them the job is completed, the ultimate goal secure.
These are the Noble individuals that the rest of us take as our
refuge, providing us hope for the future. Even miscreants who
still understand the difference between right and wrong will take
the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha as their refuge. They at least
have enough sense to feel some remorse. Just as good people and
bad people alike feel a natural dependence on their parents, so
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people of all kinds instinctively look to the Buddha as a depend-
able refuge.

ACARIYA MUN EMPLOYED many training methods with his monks
to ensure that they saw clear results in their practice. Those who
practiced with unwavering faith in his instructions were able to
achieve such results to their own satisfaction. By following the
power of his example, they became knowledgeable, respected
teachers themselves. They in turn have passed on these training
methods to their own disciples, so that they too can witness for
themselves, through their own efforts, that the paths and fruits
of the Buddha’s teaching are still attainable today; that they have
not completely disappeared. When looking at the life he lived and
the methods he employed in training others, it is fair to say that
Acariya Mun followed a practice of deprivation. He and his dis-
ciples lived in conditions of virtual poverty in places where even
the basic necessities were lacking. The simple daily requisites they
depended on were usually in short supply. Encountering such an
uncertain existence, those accustomed to living in carefree abun-
dance would probably be utterly dismayed. There being nothing
in this difficult lifestyle to attract them, they would surely find it
most disagreeable. But the monks themselves, though they lived
like prison inmates, did so voluntarily for the sake of Dhamma.
They lived for Dhamma, and accepted the inconvenience and
hardship associated with its practice. These conditions, which are
seen as torture by people who have never submitted to them, were
actually a convenient spiritual training ground for the monks who
practiced in this way. Due to their determination to endure hard-

145



ship and poverty it is appropriate to call this the practice of depri-
vation; for such living conditions naturally go against the grain.
Monks had to literally force themselves to live in this way. During
all their normal daily activities, they were required to resist the
physical and mental pressure to simply follow their natural incli-
nations.

Sometimes it was necessary to endure days of fasting and
hunger for the purpose of accelerating the practice of medita-
tion. These periods, when monks abstain from food altogether
despite their hunger, are days of uninterrupted dedication to the
practice. The physical discomfort at such times is obvious, but
the purpose of enduring hunger is to increase mental vigilance.
In truth, fasting is a very suitable method for certain tempera-
ments. Some types of people find that if they eat food every day
their bodies tend to be vigorous but the mental endeavor — med-
itation — fails to progress. Their minds remain sluggish, dull and
timid, so a solution is needed. One solution is to try either reduc-
ing the intake of food each day or going without food altogether,
fasting — sometimes for a few days, sometimes for a longer period
— and carefully observing all the while the method that gives the
best results. Once it becomes apparent that a certain method is
suitable, that method should be pursued intensively. For instance,
should a monk discover that fasting for many days at a stretch is
suitable to his temperament, then it’s imperative that he accept
the necessity of following that path. Though it may well be diffi-
cult, he must put up with it because he inevitably wants to gain
the appropriate knowledge and skill to go beyond dukkha.

A person whose temperament is suited to long-term fast-
ing will notice that the more he fasts the more prominent and
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courageous his heart is in confronting the various objects of the
senses that were once its enemies. His mental attitude is bold,
his focus sharp. While sitting in samadhi his heart can become
so absorbed in Dhamma that it forgets the time of day; for when
the heart contacts Dhamma there is no longer any concern with
the passage of time or pangs of hunger. At that time, he is aware
only of the delight experienced at that level of Dhamma which
he has achieved. In this frame of mind, the conditions are right
for catching up with kilesas, such as laziness, complacency, and
restlessness, since they are inactive enough then for the meditator
to get the better of them for the time being. If we hesitate, wait-
ing around for a more auspicious time to tackle them, the kilesas
will awaken first and give us more trouble. It’s quite likely we’d be
unable to handle them then. We could easily end up being ‘ele-
phants’ for the kilesas, as they mount us, straddle our necks, and
beat us — our hearts — into submission. For in truth our hearts
have been the ‘elephants’ and the kilesas the ‘mahouts’ for an infi-
nitely long time. A deep-rooted fear of this master makes us so
apprehensive that we never really dare to fight back with the best
of our abilities.

From the Buddha'’s perspective, the kilesas are the enemies
of Dhamma; yet, from the vantage point of the world, the kilesas
are considered our hearts’ inseparable companions. It is incum-
bent upon us, who practice the Buddha’s teaching, to battle the
thoughts and deeds that are known to be our enemies, so that we
can survive their onslaught, and thus become free of their insidi-
ous control. On the other hand, those who are satisfied to follow
the kilesas have no choice but to pamper them, dutifully obey-
ing their every command. The repercussions of such slavery are
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all too obvious in the mental and emotional agitation affecting
those people and everyone around them. Inevitably, the kilesas
cause people to suffer in a multitude of harmful ways, making it
imperative for someone sincerely caring about his own well-being
to fight back diligently using every available means. If this means
abstaining from eating food and suffering accordingly, then so be
it; one has no regrets. If necessary, even life itself will be sacri-
ficed to honor the Buddha’s teaching, and the kilesas will have no
share in the triumph.

In his teachings, Acariya Mun encouraged his monks to
be courageous in their efforts to transcend the dukkha oppress-
ing their hearts. He himself had thoroughly investigated the kile-
sas and Dhamma, testing both in a most comprehensive fashion
before he finally saw the results emerge clearly in his own heart.
Only after this attainment did he return to the Northeast to teach
the incomparable Dhamma that he then understood so well.

ONE PROMINENT ASPECT of Acariya Mun’s teaching, which he
stressed continuously during his career, was the Dhamma of the
fwe powers: faith, diligent effort, mindfulness, concentration, and
wisdom. He said the reason for emphasizing these five factors was
that a person who possessed them would always have something
worthwhile to count on, no matter where he went; and, there-
fore, could always expect to make steady progress in his practice.
Acariya Mun separated them according to their specific functions,
using them to inspire an indomitable spirit in his disciples. He
gave them his own heartfelt interpretation as follows:

Saddha is faith in the Dhamma that the Lord Buddha pre-
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sented to the world. There’s no doubt that each of us in this world
is perfectly capable of receiving the light of Dhamma — provided
we practice the way in earnest. We all accept the fact that we will
have to die some day. The key issue is: will we die defeated by the
cycle of kilesas and the cycle of kamma and its results? Or, will we
overcome them, defeating them all before we die! No one wants
to be defeated. Even children who compete at sports are keen on
winning. So we should rouse ourselves and not act as if defeated
already. The defeated must always endure suffering and anguish,
accumulating so much dukkha that they cannot find a way out.
When they do seek escape from their misery, the only viable solu-
tion seems to be: It’s better to die. Death under those conditions is
precisely defeat at the hands of one’s enemy. It is a result of piling
up so much dukkha inside that there’s no room for anything else.
Positive results cannot be gained from abject defeat.

If we are to die victorious, like the Lord Buddha and the
Arahants, then we must practice with the same faith, effort, and
forbearance as they did. We must be mindful in all our bodily and
mental activities, as they were. We must take our task very seri-
ously and not waver uncertainly like someone facing a crisis with-
out mindfulness to anchor him. We should establish our hearts
firmly in those causes that give rise to the satisfactory results that
the Buddha himself attained. The sasana is the teaching of a
great sage who taught people that they too can develop wisdom
in all its many aspects. So we should reflect on what he taught.
We should not wallow in stupidity, living our whole lives in igno-
rance. No one considers the word ‘stupid’ to be a compliment.
Stupid people are no use. Adults, children, even animals —if they
are stupid, they are hardly any use at all. So if we remain stupid,
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who's going to admire us for it? We should all analyze this matter
thoroughly to avoid remaining bogged down in ignorance. Wal-
lowing in ignorance is not the way to overcome dukkha, and it is
definitely not becoming for a dhutanga monk — who is expected
to skillfully analyze everything.

This was Acariya Mun’s own personal interpretation of the
fwe powers. He used it effectively in his own practice and taught
it to his disciples as well. It is excellent instruction for inspir-
ing mindfulness and wisdom, and an uncompromising attitude
towards practice. It is highly suitable for dhutanga monks who are
fully prepared to compete for the ultimate victory in the contest
between Dhamma and the kilesas. This ultimate attainment is the
freedom of Nibbana, the long-wished-for supreme victory.”

Graduated Teaching

Once a senior disciple of Acariya Mun recalled that the many
monks and novices living under his guidance tended to behave as
though free from kilesas. Although they lived together in a large
group, no one behaved in an unseemly manner. Whether they were
on their own, in the company of others performing their duties,
or attending a meeting, all were calm and composed. Those, who
had never heard the monks discuss their levels of meditation with
Acariya Mun, might well suspect from observing them that they
were all full-fledged Arahants. The truth became apparent only
when he advised the monks on how to solve specific problems in
their meditation. Each monk was advised according to his level
of achievement: from basic concentration and wisdom techniques

150



to the higher levels of concentration and insight.

Whether addressing the problems of individual disciples or
instructing the whole assembly, Acariya Mun always displayed
the same uncompromising self-assurance. His audience was fully
aware that the Dhamma he expounded was something he had
actually realized within himself. He never relied on speculative
assessments, such as, ‘it could be like this’ or ‘it might be like that’.
Those listening were also fully convinced that the Dhamma he
taught existed potentially within all of them. Even though they
had not achieved it yet, surely they would realize it for themselves
one day, provided they did not falter in their efforts.

Acariya Mun modified his talks according to the character
and the level of his listeners’ understanding, so that everyone who
was present gained some benefit from the assembly. He was care-
ful in explaining the teaching in all its stages, ensuring that listen-
ers at different levels of meditation were able to understand and
apply it to their individual practice in order to attain satisfactory
results. When teaching lay people, he usually emphasized aspects
of Dhamma that were suitable to their situation — such as, gen-
erosity, moral virtue, and meditative development — as the basis
for their practice. He explained that these three dhammas are the
basic criteria needed for birth in the human world and the foun-
dation of the sdsana. Someone born as a human being must nec-
essarily have cultivated these three dhammas in the past. At least
one of them must have been previously developed to serve as a
catalyst for being born fully human.”

Generosity is a means of demonstrating one’s goodwill.
People, who are noble-hearted and considerate toward fellow
human beings and animals in-need, sacrifice and share some of
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their own good fortune according to their means. Whether it’s a
gift of material goods, a gift of Dhamma, or a gift of knowledge of
any sort, it is a gift freely given to benefit others without expec-
tation of anything in return, except the good results of the act of
giving itself. This also includes the generous gesture of forgiving
those who behave wrongly or offensively. Those who are benevo-
lent and prone to selfless giving are bound to be gracious people
who stand out among their peers, irrespective of their physical
appearance. Devas, humans, and animals all revere and cher-
ish them. Wherever they go there will always be someone will-
ing to help them. They never suffer acute poverty and hardship.
Quite clearly, philanthropists in society are never out of fashion
and rarely disliked. Even a wealthy, but stingy person looks for-
ward to gifts from others — not to mention the hapless poor who
have little hope of someone helping them. Due to the power of
generosity, those who have developed a habit of giving will never
be born into a world where they must live in hardship. Donors
and their generosity have always served to maintain balance and
prosperity in the world. As long as people still value self-sacrifice
and extend a helping hand to one another, life on this earth will
always have meaning. Generous people are inevitably hospitable
and supportive which makes the world a better place to live. In
this sense, generosity is absolutely essential for us all. Without i,
life in this world would be a parched and barren existence.

Moral virtue is effectively a barrier that prevents people from
abusing or destroying each other’s material and spiritual wealth.
It’s the very basis of those special good qualities that every human
being should have, and should never let slip away. People who do
not have moral virtue to protect and maintain their inner wealth
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are like a fire raging through human society. Without morality’s
protective restraint, mistreatment and destruction would run
rampant in the world to the point where there would hardly be
an island of security left where a person could rest in peace. As
long as people believe that material wealth is more valuable than
moral virtue, they will have no real security. In such a case, even
if the world economy were to flourish until material wealth was
piled as high as the sun, the sun’s heat would be no match for the
scorching heat of an immoral world.

Moral virtue is the true foundation of human perfection
that was personified by the Lord Buddha. He uncovered this
truth, presenting it as a means by which a world confused and
fearful of dukkha might rely on its restraining power to live in the
cool, soothing glow of trust. Left to their own devices, people with
kilesas will tend to think in ways that make the world oppressively
hot. If these thoughts are allowed free rein, powered by the kilesas
and untempered by even a hint of moral virtue, they will surely
create innumerable poisonous ‘monsters’ that will spread through-
out the world to devour everything in their path. The thoughts
of a supremely virtuous person like the Lord Buddha, who totally
eliminated the kilesas from his heart, produce only welcome peace
and happiness in the world. Compare this with the thought pat-
terns instigated by the kilesas that cause us, and everyone else,
unimaginable trouble. The difference is obvious enough that we
should want to search for a way to resolve this problem and stem
the tide of such thoughts before it is too late. Moral virtue is like
a medicine that counteracts infectious diseases as well as chronic
ones. At the very least, a patient who is sick with the *%ilesa-fever’
can find some measure of relief and hope of recovery in the prac-
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tice of moral virtue. More than that, it may just effect a complete
cure.

Out of his compassion, Acariya Mun used to instruct lay
people on both the merits of moral virtue and the faults of having
no moral standard. These instructions went straight to the heart
and were so impressive that, in hearing his advice to lay people,
I found myself thinking that I too would like to keep the five
moral precepts — forgetting that, as a monk, I was already observ-
ing 227 monastic rules! I was overcome with enthusiasm to hear
him talk and lost my mindfulness for a moment. When I finally
came to my senses, I was rather embarrassed, and did not men-
tion it to anyone for fear that other monks might think me a bit
crazy. In fact, I was a little bit crazy at that time since I forgot my
own shaved head and thought about keeping the layman’s five
precepts. This is a problem we all face: when thinking in ways
that are wrong, we end up acting wrongly in that manner as well.
Therefore, we should be aware of our thoughts at all times — aware
of whether they are good or bad, right or wrong. We must con-
stantly rein in our own thoughts; otherwise, they can easily spin
out of control.

Meditative development means training the mind to be clever
and unbiased with respect to basic principles of cause and effect,
so that we can effectively come to terms with our own inner pro-
cesses, and all other related matters as well. Instead of abandon-
ing the mind to unbridled exuberance, we rely on meditation to
rein in our unruly thoughts and bring them into line with what
is reasonable — which is the path to calm and contentment. The
mind that has yet to undergo meditation training is similar to an
untrained animal that cannot yet propetly perform its appointed
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tasks and is, therefore, not as useful as it might be. It must be
trained to do those jobs in order to gain maximum benefit from
its work. Likewise, our minds should undergo training as a means
of understanding ourselves as we carry out all our daily tasks, be
they mental or physical, significant or trivial, gross or subtle.
Those who develop meditation as a solid anchor for the

mind enjoy reflecting carefully on whatever they do. They are
not likely to take unnecessary chances in a situation they are
unsure of, when a mistake could hurt them or someone else who
is involved. Meditative development brings definite benefits, both
immediately and in the future, but the most significant are those
we experience here and now in the present. People who develop
an aptitude for meditation will be successful at whatever they put
their minds to. Their affairs are not conducted half-heartedly, but
are well thought out with an eye to the expected benefits of a job
well-done. In this way, people can always look back with satisfac-
tion on the fruits of their labor. Since they are firmly grounded in
reason, people who meditate have no difficulty controlling them-
selves. They adhere to Truth as the guiding principle for all they
do, say, and think. They are mindful not to leave themselves open
to the myriad temptations that habitually arise from the kilesa of
craving — wanting to go there, wanting to come here, wanting to
do this, wanting to say this or think that — which give no guid-
ance whatsoever to right and wrong, good and bad. Craving is a
very destructive defilement that tends to lead us repeatedly into
misery in countless ways. In truth, we have no one to blame but
ourselves, so we are left to accept the consequences as something
regrettable, trying to do better the next time. When sufficient
mindfulness is maintained we can reverse this trend. But if we do
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not have enough mindfulness to reflect prudently on these mat-
ters, everything we do will have adverse effects, sometimes irrevo-
cably so. This is the real crux of the kilesas — they inevitably lead
us toward misfortune.

Meditation is a good means for making a clean break with
the unseemly business of the kilesas. Meditation techniques are
arguably somewhat difficult to practice, but that’s because they are
designed to put pressure on the mind and bring it under control,
much like trying to bring a monkey under control in order to tame
it. Meditation techniques are actually methods for developing self-
awareness. This means observing the mind which is not content
to just remain still but tends instead to jump about like someone
who's been scalded with hot water. Observing the mind requires
mindfulness to keep us aware of its movement. This is aided by
using one of a number of Dhamma themes as an object of atten-
tion to keep the mind stable and calm during meditation. A very
popular method and one that gives good results is mindfulness of
breathing.” Other popular themes include the use of a word such
as ‘buddho”, “dhammo”, “sangho,3o or kesa, loma, nakha, danta, taco
in forward and reverse order,” or meditation on death,” or what-
ever theme seems most suitable. The mind must be forced to stay
exclusively with that object during meditation. Calm and happi-
ness are bound to arise when the mind depends on a particular
Dhamma theme as a good and safe object of attention,

What is commonly referred to as a ‘calm citta’ or a Citta
integrated in samadhi’ is a state of inner stability that is no longer
associated with the initial object of attention, which merely pre-
pared the citta by holding it steady. Once the citta has entered into
samadhi, there exists enough momentum for the citta to remain in
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this state of calm, independent of the preparatory object, whose
function is temporarily discontinued while the citta rests peace-
fully. Later, if time permits, attention is refocused on the initial
Dhamma theme when the citta withdraws from samadhi. When
this is practiced consistently with dedication and sustained effort,
a mind long steeped in dukkha will gradually awaken to its own
potential and abandon its unskillful ways. The struggle to control
the mind, which one experiences in the beginning stages of train-
ing, will be replaced by a keen interest in the task at hand.

The citta becomes unforgettably calm and peaceful once it
enters samadhi. Even if this happens only once, it will be an invig-
orating and indelible experience. Should it fail to occur again in
subsequent attempts at meditation, an indescribable sense of loss
and longing will linger in the citta for a long time. Only with fur-
ther progress, as one becomes more and more absorbed in increas-
ingly subtler states of calm, will the frustration of losing the ini-
tial state of calm be forgotten.

WHEN HEARING ABOUT MEDITATION, you may fret and feel mentally
and physically inadequate to the task, and be reluctant to try. You
may be tempted to think:

Fate has surely conspired against me. I can’t possibly manage
it. My duties and responsibilities both at home and at work make
it difficult. There are all the social obligations, raising children
and looking after grandchildren. If I waste time sitting with eyes
closed in meditation, I'll never be able to keep up and make ends
meet and I'll probably end up starving to death!

Thus, you become discouraged and miss a good opportu-
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nity. This way of thinking is buried deep within everyone’s psyche.
It may be just the sort of thinking that has prevented you from
ridding yourself of dukkha all along; and it will continue to do so
if you don'’t try to remedy it now.

Meditation is actually a way to counteract and alleviate all
the mental irritations and difficulties that have plagued us for so
long. Meditation is not unlike other methods used in the world
to relieve pain and discomfort; like bathing when we feel hot,
and putting on warm clothes or lighting a fire when we feel cold.
When hungry, we eat and drink; when ill, we take medicine to
relieve the symptoms. All these are methods that the world has
used to relieve pain and discomfort over the ages without anyone
ever dismissing them as being too burdensome or to difficult to do.
People of every ethnic and social group are obliged to look after
themselves in this way. Even animals have to take care of them-
selves by searching for food to alleviate their discomfort and sur-
vive from day to day. Similarly, mental development through med-
itation is a very important means of taking care of ourselves. It is
work that we should be especially interested in because it deals
directly with the mind, which is the central coordinator for all
our actions.

The mind is in the front line when it comes to anything
relating to ourselves. In other words, the citta is absolutely essen-
tial in everything. It has no choice but to accept the burden of
responsibility in all circumstances without discrimination or hes-
itation. Whatever happens, the mind feels compelled to step in
and immediately take charge, unfazed by ideas of good and bad
or right and wrong. Although some situations are so depressing
they’re nearly unbearable, the mind still boldly rushes in to shoul-
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der the burden, heedless of the risks and its own inherent limita-
tions. More than that, it recites its litany of thoughts over and over
again until eating and sleeping become almost impossible at times.
Still, the mind charges ahead refusing to admit failure. When
engaging in physical activity, we know our relative strengths and
when the time is right to take a rest. But our mental activities
never take a break — except briefly when we fall asleep. Even then,
the mind insists on remaining active, subconsciously churning out
countless dream images that continue overloading its capacity to
cope. So the mind lives with a sense of intolerable dissatisfaction,
never realizing that this dissatisfaction arises in direct relation-
ship to its heavy work load and the unbearable mental aggrava-
tion it generates.

Because it is always embattled, the mind could well be
called a ‘warrior’. It struggles with what is good and it struggles
with what is bad. Never pausing to reflect, it engages everything
that comes along. Whatever preoccupations arise, it insists on
confronting them all without exception, unwilling to let anything
pass unchallenged. So it’s appropriate to call the mind a ‘war-
rior’, since it recklessly confronts everything that comes across
its path. If the mind does not come to terms with this dilemma
while the body is still alive, it will keep on fighting these battles
indefinitely, unable to extricate itself. Should the heart’s endless
desires be indulged in without Dhamma to act as a moderating
influence, real happiness will always be out of reach, regardless of
how abundant material wealth may be. Material wealth itself is
not a true source of happiness, and can readily become a source
of discontent for the heart lacking inner Dhamma to serve as an
oasis of rest.

159



The wise have assured us that Dhamma is the power which
oversees both material wealth and spiritual well-being. Regard-
less of how much or how little wealth we acquire, we will enjoy
a sufficient measure of happiness if we possess some measure of
Dhamma in our hearts. Unsupported by Dhamma and left to its
own desires, the heart will be incapable of finding genuine hap-
piness, even with a mountain of valuable possessions on hand.
These are merely physical and emotional supports that intelli-
gent people can use wisely for their own pleasure. If the heart
is not intelligent in the way of Dhamma, or Dhamma is absent
altogether, the place where we live will resemble a wasteland, no
matter what our choice. The heart and all its wealth will then end
up as just so much accumulated waste — stuff that is useless for our
spiritual development.

When it comes to being stoic in the face of adversity, noth-
ing is as tough and resilient as the heart. Receiving proper assist-
ance, it becomes something marvelous in which we can take pride
and satisfaction under all circumstances. From the time of birth
to the present moment, we have exploited our hearts and minds
— mercilessly. Were we to treat a car like we treat our minds, it
would be pointless to take to a garage for repairs, for it would have
become a pile of scrap metal long ago. Everything that we utilize
must receive some sort of upkeep and repair to ensure that it con-
tinues providing useful service. The mind is no exception. It’s an
extremely important resource that should be well looked after and
maintained, just as we do with all our other possessions.

Meditation is a therapy designed exclusively for the
mind. All of us who are truly interested in taking responsibil-
ity for our minds — which, after all, are our most priceless posses-
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sions — should care for them in the correct and proper way. This
means training our minds with suitable meditation techniques.
To use the car comparison: it means examining the mind’s var-
ious component parts to see if anything is defective or dam-
aged; and then taking it into the garage for a spiritual overhaul.
This entails sitting in meditation, examining the mental compo-
nents, or sankharas, that make up our thoughts; then determin-
ing whether the thoughts that surface are fundamentally good
or harmful, adding fuel to the fires of pain and suffering. Thus,
an investigation is undertaken to ascertain which thoughts have
value and which are flawed. Then we should turn our attention
to the physical components; that is, our bodies. Do our bodies
keep improving with age or are they deteriorating as time goes by
— the old year inevitably turning into a new one, over and over
again! Does the body continue regenerating or does it inevitably
wear down and grow older with each successive day? Should we
be complacent about this by failing to mentally prepare ourselves
while there’s still time? Once we are dead, it will be too late to
act. This is what meditation is all about: cautioning and instruct-
ing ourselves by examining our shortcomings to determine what
areas need improvement. When we investigate constantly in this
mannet, either while sitting in meditation or while going about
our daily tasks, the mind will remain calm and unperturbed. We
will learn not to be arrogantly overconfident about life, and thus
avoid fueling the flames of discontent. And we will know how to
exercise proper moderation in our thoughts and deeds so that we
don’t forget ourselves and get caught up in things which may have
disastrous consequences.

The benefits of meditation are too numerous to address,
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so Acariya Mun kept his explanations to the lay audience at a
level appropriate to their practice. His explanations to monks
and novices were of a very different caliber. I have written down
just enough here to give the flavor of his teaching. Some people
may find that I've included certain things that seem excessive, or
even distasteful; but the account would be incomplete if I did not
convey all aspects of his teaching. I have made the effort to com-
pile these teachings in the hope that the readers will encourage me
with the benefit of their criticism. So you are welcome to criticize
me for whatever you find to be inappropriate; but, please do not
blame Acariya Mun because he had no part in writing the book.

Acariya Mun conducted higher Dhamma teaching only
within the circle of his close disciples. But the author has some-
what of an irrepressible nature and cannot sit still; so, I have gone
around, collecting oral accounts from all the dcariyas today who
lived with Acariya Mun in the past and are his disciples. I've
recorded this information so that the reader may know something
of his practice, even though it is not a complete account. Acariya
Mun’s mode of practice was so uniquely resolute and uncompro-
mising that one could almost say that none of his disciples can
match him in the austerities he performed, the noble virtues he
perfected, and the inner knowledge he so skillfully mastered. To
this day he remains unexcelled.

AcARIYA MUN saID that when he stayed in the forests and moun-
tains of Udon Thani and Nong Khai, devas from the upper and
lower realms occasionally came to hear Dhamma from him. Some
groups came regularly every two weeks, others only once a month.
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Devas from that area did not come to see him nearly as often
as those from Chiang Mai province. I shall relate those experi-
ences in due course; but, for now, let me continue following the
sequence of events so as not to confuse matters.

Acariya Mun spoke of a huge city of ndgas, located under
the mountain west of the Laotian city of Luang Prabang. While
he lived there, the chief of those nagas regularly brought his fol-
lowers to hear Dhamma, occasionally in large numbers. The nagas
tended to ask far fewer questions of him than the devas of the
upper and lower realms, who always had many questions for him.
All these groups, however, listened to what he had to say with
equal respect. During the time Acariya Mun lived at the base of
that mountain, the chief naga came almost every night to visit
him. Only on special occasions did he bring a large following; and
in that case, Acariya Mun always knew of their arrival in advance.
Due to the remote location, he had little contact with people at
that time, so he was able to be of particular service to the nagas
and devas. The nagas did not visit very late at night — they came at
maybe ten or eleven P.M. — which was probably due to his remote
location. As a sign of their profound respect, the nagas invited
Acariya Mun to remain living there out of compassion for them.
They even arranged to protect him both day and night, taking
turns to keep watch. They never came too close, maintaining a
convenientdistance always, yet close enough to observe anything
that might happen. The devas, on the other hand, usually came
later than the nagas — at about one or two A.M. If he was living in
the mountains, far from a village, the devas sometimes came ear-
lier, say ten or eleven P.M. There was never a sure time, but nor-
mally the devas came after midnight.

163



DURING MIDDLE AGE, Acariya Mun'’s normal daily routine was as
follows: After the meal he walked meditation until noon and
then took a short rest. Rested, he sat in meditation for an hour
and a half before continuing his walking meditation until four
PM. After that, he swept the area around his dwelling, bathed,
and again practiced walking meditation until about seven or
eight PM., when he entered his hut to sit again. If it did not rain
after seated meditation, he walked again, until late at night. Or,
if it was already very late, he retired for the night. He normally
retired at eleven pM. and awoke at three A.M. Acariya Mun usually
knew in advance when the devas would visit. If they were going
to arrive later than midnight, he rested before receiving them. If
they were expected to arrive between eleven pPM. and midnight,
he first entered into samddhi and waited there for them. This is

the daily routine that he maintained throughout that period of
his life.

WHEN BOTH HEAVENLY and terrestrial devas wished to come on
the same night, Acariya Mun would receive the first group, give
them a Dhamma talk, answer their questions, and then tell them
that another group was soon coming. The first group then left in
a timely manner and the other devas entered from where they'd
been respectfully waiting at a distance. He then began speak-
ing to the second group, discoursing on a Dhamma theme he
deemed suitable for their temperament and level of understanding.
Sometimes the chief of the deva group requested a certain topic.
Acariya Mun then focused his attention on that specific Dhamma
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theme. When he felt his heart in possession of this knowledge, he
began his discourse. Sometimes the deva leader requested a dis-
course on a sutta, using an archaic title with which Acariya Mun
was unfamiliar. So Acariya Mun asked and was told the present-
day title. Usually Acariya Mun could figure out for himself the
suttas which were being requested; but occasionally he had to ask
for clarification. At other times, the devas requested a sutta by a
title of which he felt certain. But, as soon as he began to eluci-
date it, they informed him that he had made a mistake; that it was
not the one they requested. To refresh his memory, they recited
some verses from the sutta. After one or two verses he could usu-
ally remember it correctly. He began his discourse only when he
was sure he had the right topic.

On rare occasions, the devas from the upper and lower
realms all came to listen to Dhamma at the same time as the
nagas. This is not unlike various groups of humans all showing up
to visit a teacher simultaneously. When this happened often, he
scheduled their arrivals at different times for the convenience of
all concerned. According to Acariya Mun, even though he lived
deep in the forests and mountains, he did not have much free
time because he had to deal with so many groups of devas from
different realms of existence. If on a particular night no devas
from the celestial realms came to see him, then there were bound
to be terrestrial devas from one location or another; so, he had
little free time at night. Fortunately, there were few human visi-
tors in those remote places. If he stayed near a village or a town,
however, then human inhabitants from the area came to see him.
He received these people in the afternoon or early evening, teach-
ing the monks and novices afterwards.
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The Difference is in the Heart

Having written about the devas, 1 shall now write about the

human visitors who came to see Acariya Mun. Being human, [
am also included in this matter, but I still wish to apologize to the

reader if there is anything unappealing or inappropriate in what
follows. In some ways I have an incurably roguish character, as you

will no doubt notice. However, I feel it necessary to record truth-
fully what Acariya Mun told his disciples privately. I ask for your
forgiveness, but I include this so that you may compare humans

and devas and learn something from it.

Acariya Mun said there was a great difference between
humans and devas in the way they communicated with him and
listened to his discourses on Dhamma. Dewvas of every realm, from
the highest to the lowest, are able to comprehend the meaning
in a discussion of Dhamma much more easily than their human
counterparts. And when the discussion is over, their exclama-
tions of approval — ‘sadhu, sadhu, sadhu” — echo throughout the
spiritual universe. Dewvas of every realm have enormous respect
for monks; not one of them show any sign of impropriety. When
coming to listen to a monk discourse on Dhamma, their com-
portment is always calm, orderly, and exquisitely graceful. Human
beings, on the other hand, never really understand the meaning
of a Dhamma discourse — even after repeated explanations. Not
only do they fail to grasp the meaning, but some are even crit-
ical of the speaker, thinking: What is he talking about? I can’t
understand a thing. He’s not as good as that other monk. Some
who themselves have previously ordained as monks cannot keep
their gross kilesas from surfacing, boasting: When I was ordained
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I could give a much better talk than this. I made those listen-
ing laugh a lot so they didn’t get tired and sleepy. I had a special
rapport with the audience which kept them howling with laugh-
ter. Still others think: It’s rumored that this monk knows the
thoughts of others. So whatever we think, he knows immediately.
Why, then, doesn’t he know what I'm thinking right now? If he
knows, he should give some sign — at least indirectly, by saying
that this or that person shouldn’t think in such and such a way
because it’s wrong. Then we would know if he deserves his repu-
tation. Some people come ready to find fault so they can show off
their own cleverness. These types are not interested in Dhamma
at all. Expounding Dhamma in their presence is like pouring
water on a dog’s back — they immediately shake it all off, leaving
not a drop behind.

Acariya Mun would often laugh when talking about this
type of person, probably because he was amused by his occasional
encounters with such ‘clever’ people. He said that some people
who came to see him were so opinionated they could barely walk,
the burden of their conceit being much heavier than that which
an ordinary mortal could carry. Their conceit was so enormous
that he was more inclined to feel trepidation than pity for them,
which made him disinclined to talk to them about Dhamma. Still,
there were certain social situations where this was unavoidable, so
he struggled to say something. But as he was about to speak, the
Dhamma seemed to vanish and he could think of nothing to say.
It was as if Dhamma could not compete with such overbearing
conceit — and so, it fled. All that remained was his body, sitting
like a lifeless doll, being stuck with pins, and ignored by everyone
as though he had no feelings. At such times, no Dhamma arose
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for discourse, and he simply sat like a tree stump. In cases like
that, where would the Dhamma come from?

Acariya Mun used to laugh as he described those situations
to his disciples, but there were some in his audience who actually
trembled. Since they weren't feverish and the weather wasn’t cold,
we can only assume that they were shuddering from feelings of
trepidation. Acariya Mun said that he would not teach very con-
ceited individuals unless absolutely necessary because his discourse
could actually turn into something toxic for the heart of someone
who listened without any feeling of respect. The Dhamma that
Acariya Mun possessed was truly of the highest order and of enor-
mous value to those who established their hearts in the princi-
ple of goodwill, not considering themselves superior to Dhamma
in any way. This is a very important point to keep in mind. Every
effect has its cause. When many people sit together listening to a
Dhamma talk, there will be some who feel so uncomfortably hot
they almost melt and there will be others who are so cool they
feel as if they are floating in the air. The difference, the cause, is
right there in the heart. Everything else is inconsequential. There
was simply no way he could help lighten the burden of someone
whose heart refused to accept Dhamma. One might think that
if teaching them doesn’t actually do any good, it also would not
do any harm. But that’s not really the case, for such people will
always persist in doing things which have harmful repercussions
— regardless of what anyone says. So it’s not easy to teach human
beings. Even with a small group of people, invariably there were
just enough noxious characters among them to be a nuisance. But
rather than feel annoyed like most people, Acariya Mun would
simply drop the matter and leave them to their fate. When no way

168



could be found to help reform such people, Acariya Mun regarded
it simply as the nature of their kamma.

There were those who came to him with the virtuous inten-
tion of searching for Dhamma, trusting in the good consequences
of their actions — and these he greatly sympathized with — though
they were far and few between. However, those who were not
looking for anything useful and had no restraint were legion, so
Acariya Mun preferred to live in the forests and mountains where
the environment was pleasant and his heart was at ease. In those
places he could practice to the limit without being concerned
with external disturbances. Wherever he cast his glance, what-
ever he thought about, Dhamma was involved, bringing a clear
sense of relief. Watching the forest animals, such as monkeys, lan-
guars, and gibbons, swinging and playing through the trees and
listening to them call to one another across the forest gave rise
to a pleasant inner peacefulness. He need not be concerned with
their attitude toward him as they ran about in search of food. In
this deep solitude, he felt refreshed and cheerful in every aspect of
his life. Had he died then, he would have been perfectly comfort-
able and contented. This is dying the truly natural way: having
come alone, he would depart alone. Invariably all the Arahants
pass into Nibbana in this way, as their hearts do not retain any
confusion or agitation. They have only the one body, the one
citta, and a single focus of attention. They don’t rush out look-
ing for dukkha and they don’t accumulate emotional attachments
to weigh them down. They live as Noble Ones and they depart
as Noble Ones. They never get entangled with things that cause
anxiety and sorrow in the present. Being spotlessly pure, they
maintain a detachment from all emotional objects. Which stands
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in sharp contrast to the way people act in the world: the heavier
their heart’s burden, the more they add and increase their load.
As for Noble Ones, the lighter their load, the more they relinquish,
until there’s nothing left to unload. They then dwell in that emp-
tiness, even though the heart that knows that emptiness remains

— there is simply no more loading and unloading to be done. This

is known as attaining the status of someone who is ‘out of work’,
meaning that the heart has no more work left to do in the sdsana.
Being ‘out of work’ in this way is actually the highest form of hap-
piness. This is quite different from worldly affairs, where unem-
ployment for someone with no means of making a living signifies

increased misery.

Acariya Mun related many differences between devas and
humans, but I've recorded here only those which I remember and
those which I think would benefit the discerning reader. Per-
haps these asides, such as the deva episodes, should all be pre-
sented together in one section according to the subject matter. But
Acariya Mun’s encounters with such phenomena stretched over a
long period of time and I feel it necessary to follow his life story as
sequentially as possible. There will be more accounts about devas
later; but I dare not combine the different episodes because the
object is to have the parallel threads of the story converge at the
same point. I ask forgiveness if the reader suffers any inconven-
ience.

What Acariya Mun said about devas and humans refers
to these groups as they existed many years before, since Acariya
Mun, whose reflections are recorded here, died over 20 years ago.
The devas and humans of that age have most probably changed
following the universal law of impermanence. There remains only
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the ‘modern’ generation who have probably received some mental

training and improved their conduct accordingly. As for the con-
tentious people whom Acariya Mun encountered in his life, prob-
ably such people no longer exist to clutter up the nation and the

religion. Since then, there has been so much improvement in the

education system; and well-educated people aren't likely to harbor
such vulgar ambitions. This affords people today some relief.

AFTER LIVING AND TEACHING the monks and the local popula-
tion in the Udon Thani and Nong Khai areas for a considera-
ble time, Acariya Mun moved eastward to the province of Sakon
Nakhon. He traveled through the small villages in the forests and
mountains of the Warichabhum, Phang Khon, Sawang Dan Din,
Wanon Niwat, and Akat Amnuay districts. He then wandered to
Nakhon Phanom through the district of Sri Songkhram, passing
through the villages of Ban Sam Phong, Ban Non Daeng, Ban
Dong Noi, and Ban Kham Nokkok. All these places were deep
in the wilderness and infested with malaria, which, when caught,
was very difficult to cure: a person could be infected the better
part of a year and still not fully recover. Assuming one did not die,
living through it was still a torment. As I've already mentioned,
malaria was called ‘the fever the in-laws despise’, because those
who suffered chronically from this illness were still able to walk
around and eat, but unable to do any work. Some became per-
manent invalids. The villagers in that area, as well as the monks
and novices who lived in the same forests, were frequently vic-
tims of malaria. Some even died from it. For three years Acariya
Mun spent successive rains retreats in the area around Ban Sam
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Phong village. During that time quite a few monks died of the
illness. Generally, those monks were from cultivated areas where
there was little malaria — such as the provinces of Ubon, Roy Et,
and Sarakham — so they were not used to the forests and moun-
tains. They could not live easily in those forests with Acariya Mun
because they couldn’t tolerate the malaria. They had to leave
during the rainy season, spending their retreat near villages that
were surrounded by fields.

Acariya Mun recounted that when he gave evening Dhamma
talks to the monks and novices near the village of Sam Phong, a
naga from the Songkhran River came to listen almost every time.
If he failed to arrive at the hour when the discourse took place, he
would come later when Acariya Mun sat in samadhi. The devas
from the upper and lower realms came only periodically, and not
as often as they did when he stayed in the provinces of Udon
Thani or Nong Khai. They were always particular about coming
on the three holiest observance days of the rains retreat — the first,
the middle and the last day. No matter where Acariya Mun lived,
whether in towns or cities, the devas always came from one realm or
another to hear his Dhamma. This was true in the city of Chiang
Mai while he was staying at Wat Chedi Luang monastery.

The Well-digging Incident

A strange incident occurred while he was staying near the village
of Ban Sam Phong. It was the dry season. About 60 to 70 monks
and novices were living there, and there was not enough clean
water available. The monks held a meeting with the villagers and
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decided that they would have to dig the existing well deeper in
order to acquire a clean, adequate supply. After the decision was
made, a senior monk requested permission from Acariya Mun to
proceed with the work. After listening to the request, Acariya
Mun remained quiet for a moment before he answered sternly in
a rough voice, “No, it could be dangerous.” That was all he said.
The senior monk was puzzled by the words “it could be dangerous.”
After paying his respects to Acariya Mun, he related the conver-
sation to the monks and the lay people. Instead of agreeing with
Acariya Mun, they decided to proceed secretly with the plan.

The well was some distance from the monastery. At noon,
when they thought Acariya Mun was resting, they quietly went out
to dig. They had not dug very deep when the earth around the top
edge gave way and collapsed into the well, leaving a gaping hole
at ground level and ruining the well with loose earth. Everyone
was terrified: Having disrespectfully ignored Acariya Mun'’s warn-
ing, and showing a lack of mindfulness by failing to call off the
project, they had caused the earth to cave in, almost killing some-
one in the process. They were afraid he would find out what they
had done against his express wishes. They were extremely wor-
ried and felt chastened by their error. Together they quickly gath-
ered wood to repair the mouth of the well, praying all the while for
Acariya Mun’s assistance in their efforts to dig out the loose earth
and restore the well for use again. Fortunately, once they appealed
for Acariya Mun’s help, everything was put into good order with
amazing ease so that some of them even ended up smiling.

As soon as the work was completed everyone fled the scene,
afraid that Acariya Mun might suddenly show up. Back in the
monastery the monks and novices remained in a state of con-
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stant anxiety about what they had done. The closer it came to
the evening meeting, the more apprehensive they became. They
could all vividly remember Acariya Mun’s scoldings in the past
when something of this nature had happened. Sometimes when
they did something inappropriate and then forgot, Acariya Mun
knew and eventually brought it up as a way of teaching a lesson.
The well incident was a serious misdeed that was committed by
the whole monastery behind his back. How could he possibly have
not known about it? They were all certain that he knew and that
he was bound to mention it that evening, or at the latest, the very
next morning. They were preoccupied with these uncomfortable
feelings for the rest of the day.

As it turned out, when the time arrived no meeting was
called. Instead of scolding them, Acariya Mun mentioned noth-
ing about the incident. Acariya Mun was very astute in teach-
ing his disciples. He knew very well about the incident and about
many other mistakes made by the monks and novices. But he also
knew about their anxiety. Since they obviously realized their mis-
take, scolding them at this point would have needlessly increased
their deep remorse.

Acariya Mun’s early morning routine was to rise from seated
meditation at dawn, then do walking meditation until it was time
to put on his robes at the meeting hall before going for alms. The
next morning, when Acariya Mun left his walking path and entered
the meeting hall, the monks were still worried about how he would
deal with them. While they waited in anxious anticipation, Acariya
Mun turned the whole affair around by speaking gently and in a
comforting manner designed to relieve their distress:

“We came here to study Dhamma. We should not be unrea-
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sonably audacious, nor should we be excessively afraid. Anyone
can make a mistake — the value lies in recognizing our mistakes.
The Lord Buddha made mistakes before us. He realized where
he had gone wrong and strove to correct his errors as soon as he
became aware of them. This kind of intention is noble, but still
through ignorance mistakes can happen. From now on you should
all take care to control yourselves under all circumstances. Using
mindfulness at all times to watch out for oneself is the way of the
wise.”

That was all he said. He just smiled broadly at the monks in
a disarming way and took them on almsround as usual. There was
no meeting later that evening, Acariya Mun merely told everyone
to be diligent in their practice. Three nights passed without a
meeting. All during that time the monks and novices were still
scared he would scold them about the well-digging incident. On
the fourth night a meeting was called. But again, no mention was
made of the incident, as though he knew nothing about it.

A long time later, after everyone had forgotten about the
matter, it quite unexpectedly cropped up. No one had ever told
him about the mishap, for the whole affair had been hushed up.
Acariya Mun himself never went to the well, which was quite a
distance from the monastery. He began a Dhamma discourse as
he usually did, speaking about various aspects of a monk’s prac-
tice, about being reasonable and about having respect for the
teacher and Dhamma. These, he said, led to the correct behavior
of those coming to train and practice under a teacher. He stressed
that they should especially take the issue of cause and effect very
seriously, for this was the true Dhamma:

“Although you're constantly under pressure from your desires,
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you shouldn’t allow them to surface and intrude into the sphere
of practice. Otherwise, they will destroy Dhamma, the tried and
true way to go beyond dukkha, gradually spoiling all of your hopes.
Never should you go against Dhamma, the monastic discipline, or
the word of a respected teacher, as this is equivalent to destroying
yourselves. Disobedience merely gives impetus to those bad habits
which are destructive to you and others as well. The earth around
that well was more than just clay. There was also sand underneath.
Digging too deeply can cause the sand, then the clay to collapse
into the well, possibly burying and killing someone. That was why
[ forbade it. I thoroughly investigate everything before giving or
refusing permission for any type of work. Those who are here for
training should consider this. Some matters are exclusively inter-
nal, and I don’t feel it necessary to reveal every aspect of them.
“What I did reveal was clear enough for you to understand;

so why did you behave as if you didn’t? When I forbid something,
you go ahead and do it anyway. If I tell you to do something, you
do the opposite. This was not a matter of misunderstanding —
you understood perfectly well. Being contrary like this displays
the stubborn side of your character, dating from the time you
lived with your parents who tolerated it just to keep you happy. It
has now become an ingrained characteristic, buried deep inside
monks who are now adults. To make matters worse, you flaunt it
in the face of your teacher and the spiritual life you lead. Stub-
bornness in a monk of your age is unforgivable and cannot be tol-
erated as mere childish behavior. It deserves a stern reprimand. If
you persist in being stubborn, it will further entrench this unfor-
tunate trait in you, so that you will be appropriately branded as
‘obstinate dhutanga monks’. Thus all your requisites should be
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labeled ‘the belongings of an obstinate monk. This monk is stub-
born, that monk is shameless, the monk over there is dazed —
until the whole monastery ends up doggedly disobedient. And I
end up with nothing but hardheaded students. Once obstinacy
becomes the norm, the world will break up from the strain and
the sasana will surely be reduced to ruin. Which of you still want
to be a hardheaded monk? Is there anyone here who wants me to
be a teacher of hardheaded monks? If so, go back tomorrow and
dig out that well again, so the earth can collapse and bury you
there. Then you will be reborn in a hardheaded heavenly para-
dise where the devas can all come and admire your true greatness.
Surely no group of devas, including those in the brahma realms,
have ever seen or lived in such a peculiar paradise.”

After that the tone of his voice became gentler, as did the
theme of his talk, enabling his audience to wholeheartedly reflect
on the error of their stubborn disobedience. During the talk, it
seemed as if everyone had forgotten to breathe. Once the talk was
over and the meeting adjourned, the monks excitedly questioned
one another to find out who might have dared inform Acariya
Mun of the incident, prompting this severe scolding which
nearly made them faint. Everyone denied informing him, as each
dreaded a scolding as much as another. The incident passed with-
out a definitive answer to how Acariya Mun knew.

SINCE HIS TIME AT SARIKA CAVE, Acariya Mun possessed a mas-
tery of psychic skills concerning all sorts of phenomena. Over the
years, his proficiency grew to such an extent that there seemed
to be no limit to his abilities. As the monks living with him were
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well aware of these abilities, they took strict care to be mentally

self-controlled at all times. They couldn’t afford to let their minds

wander carelessly because their errant thoughts could become the

subject of a Dhamma talk they might receive at the evening meet-
ing. They needed to be especially vigilant during the meeting

when Acariya Mun was actually speaking to them. In those brief
moments when he stopped speaking — perhaps to catch his breath,
perhaps to observe something — if he detected any stray thought

among the monks, he immediately made an issue of it. The tone

of his voice changed dramatically as he mimicked the unmind-
ful thoughts of one of those present. Although Acariya Mun did

not mention anyone by name, his tone immediately startled that
individual who became quite frightened to ever dare think like

that again.

Another time to be careful was when they followed him on
almsround. Those who were unmindful then were bound to hear
about their wayward thoughts at the next meeting. Sometimes it
was very embarrassing to have to listen to a talk on one’s own way-
ward thoughts as other monks cast sidelong glances around the
assembly, not knowing who among them was being reprimanded.
But once discovered, all the monks and novices tended to react
similarly in a positive manner. Instead of feeling angry or disap-
pointed after leaving the meeting, all would appear cheerful and
content; some even laughed as they inquired of each other: “Who
was it today? Who got caught today?” It’s remarkable how honest
they were with their fellow monks about their errant thoughts.
Instead of trying to keep his indiscretion a secret, the guilty monk
would confess as soon as someone asked: “I'm really stubborn and
[ couldn’t help thinking about... even though I knew I was bound
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to get told off for thinking like that. When those thoughts came
up, | forgot all about my fear of Acariya Mun and just felt full of
myself thinking such crazy thoughts. I deserved exactly what I got.
It will teach me a good lesson about losing my self-control.”

I would like to apologize to the reader because I don’t feel
very comfortable about writing down some of these matters. But
these stories are factual — they actually happened. The decision
to include them was a difficult one to make. But if what I recount
is the truth, it should be all right. It could be compared to a sit-
uation in which a monk confesses to a disciplinary offense as a
means of eliminating any sense of guilt or anxiety about its recur-
rence in the future. Thus, I would like to relate a few incidents
from the past to serve as food for thought for all of you whose
thoughts may cause you similar problems.

In most cases, practicing monks received a severe rebuke
from Acariya Mun because of affairs pertaining to external sense
objects. For example, sights and sounds are the most likely sense
impressions to cause trouble. And the most likely occasion for
monks to be scolded was the morning almsround. Walking to the
village for alms is an essential duty of every monk. On these occa-
sions, monks encounter sights and sounds, and are bound to think
about them. Some become so infatuated with what they encounter
that their thoughts switl into disarray without their actual know-
ledge. These are the primary causes of mental distraction, enticing
the mind even when one has no desire to think about them. By
the time a monk regained mindfulness, it was time for the evening
meeting and the tongue-lashing he received would prompt him
to try to be more controlled. After a time, he again encountered
the same enticing objects and reopened the sore. Upon return-
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ing to the monastery, he would receive another dose of ‘strong
medicine’, in the form of another scolding, to apply to his sore. A
great many monks and novices lived with Acariya Mun and most
of them had such festering sores. If one monk didn’t get a dose
of his medicine then another did. They went to the village and
were confronted by attractive sights and sounds until they were
unable to stay out of trouble. Consequently, upon their return to
the monastery, when the opportunity arose, Acariya Mun would
have another go at them. It’s natural for someone with kilesas to
have a mixture of good and bad thoughts. Acariya Mun did not
give a lecture for every bad thought. What he criticized was the
tendency to think in harmful ways. He wanted them to think in
terms of Dhamma, using mindfulness and wisdom, so that they
could free themselves from dukkha. He found that, instead of
easing their teacher’s burden with rightful thinking, monks pre-
ferred to think in ways that troubled him. Since many such monks
lived with him, there were scoldings nearly every evening.

All of this serves to illustrate that Acariya Mun’s subtle abil-
ity to know the thoughts of others was very real.” As for those
reprehensible thoughts, they did not arise intentionally but acci-
dentally, due to occasional lapses in mindfulness. Nevertheless, as
a teacher imparting knowledge and skill to his students, Acariya
Mun quickly sounded a warning when he noticed something
inappropriate, so that the perpetrator could become conscious of
his lapse and learn to be more self-controlled in the future. He
did not want his students to get trapped into such thinking again,
for it promotes habitual thought patterns that lead directly to mis-
fortune.

Acariya Mun’s teaching for the monks was thoroughly metic-
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ulous, showing great attention to detail. The rules of monastic dis-
cipline were taught in detail and samddhi and wisdom, belonging
to the higher Dhamma, were taught in even greater depth. During
the time he lived in Sarika Cave, he had already begun to master
all levels of samadhi and all intermediate levels of wisdom. As
for the highest levels of wisdom, I shall write about them later in
the story when Acariya Mun’s practice finally reached that stage.
After continuing his training in the Northeast region for a while
longer, he became even more proficient. This enabled him to use
his expertise to teach the monks about all levels of samadhi, plus
the intermediate levels of wisdom. They in turn listened intently
to his expositions, which never deviated from the authentic prin-
ciples of samadhi and wisdom.

Acariya Mun’s samadhi was strange and quite extraordin-
ary, whether it was khanika samadhi, upacara samadhi or appana
samadhi.”* When his citta entered into khanika samadhi, it remained
only for a moment, and instead of returning to its normal state,
it then withdrew and entered upacara samadhi. In that state, he
came into contact with a countless variety of external phenom-
ena. Sometimes he was involved with ghosts, sometimes dewvas,
sometimes nagas — innumerable worlds of existence were con-
tacted by this type of samadhi. It was this access level samadhi
that Acariya Mun used to receive visitors whose forms were invis-
ible to normal sight and whose voices were inaudible to normal
hearing. Sometimes his citta floated up out of his body and went
off to look at the heavenly realms and the different levels of the
brahma world; then, it traveled down into the regions of hell to
look at the multitude of beings tormented by the results of their
own kamma.
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The terms ‘going up’ and ‘going down’ are relative, conven-
tional figures of speech, referring to the behavior of gross physi-
cal bodies. They have very little in common with the behavior of
the citta, which is something so subtle that it is beyond tempo-
ral comparison. In terms of the physical body, going up and going
down require a degree of earnest effort, but in terms of the citta,
they are merely figures of speech with no degree of effort involved.
When we say that the heavens, the brahma realms, and Nibbana
are progressively ‘higher’ and more refined levels of existence or
that the realms of hell consist of progressively ‘lower’ levels of
existence, we are in fact using a physical, material standard to
measure that which exists in a spiritual, psychic dimension. We
might say that hell and heaven, which are considered to be lower
and higher respectively, are in some respects analogous to hard-
ened criminals and petty offenders who live together in the same
prison, which itself is located in a community of law-abiding cit-
izens. There’s no distinction in kind between the two types of
prisoners because they all live together in the same prison. And
there’s no distinction in kind between them and law-abiding cit-
izens because they are all human beings living on the same land
in the same country. What distinguishes them is the fact that
they've been kept separated.

At least the prison inmates and the general public can
use their normal sense faculties to be aware of each other. But
beings in the different spheres of existence are unaware of each
other. Those living in the hell realms are unable to perceive those
who are in the heavenly realms; and vice versa. Both groups are
unable to perceive the brahma world. And human beings, in turn,
are unaware of all who are in these different realms of existence.
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Even though the flows of consciousness from each of these beings
intermingle constantly as they pass through one another’s sphere
of existence, they are as oblivious of others as if theirs is the only
group in existence.

Ordinarily, our minds are unable to know the thoughts of
others. Because of this inability, we might then reason that they
do not really exist. No matter how persistent these denials might
be, we would be wrong because all living beings possess a mind.
Even though we are not aware of the thoughts of other beings,
we have no right to deny that they exist simply because we can’t
perceive them. We cannot afford to hold hostage the existence
of things which are too subtle to see and hear within the limi-
tations of our sense faculties. If we do, we are just fooling our-
selves.

When we say that the heavens and the brahma worlds are
arranged vertically in a series of realms, one shouldn’t understand
this in the gross material sense — such as, a house with many sto-
ries requiring the use of stairs or an elevator. These realms exist
in a spiritual dimension and they are ascended in the spiritual
sense by spiritual means: that is, by the heart which has devel-
oped this sort of capability through the practice of virtue. When
we say that hell is ‘down below’, this does not mean descending
into an abyss. Rather, it refers to descent by spiritual means to
a spiritual destination. And those who are able to observe the
hell realms do so by virtue of their own internal psychic facul-
ties. But those beings who ‘fall’ into these realms do so through
the power of their own evil kamma. They remain there, experi-
encing whatever torment and agony is imposed on them by their
own misdeeds, until they have completed their punishment and
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are released, in the same way that prison inmates are released at
the end of their sentences.

From the very beginning of Acariya Mun’s practice, upacara
samddhi and khanika samadhi were bound together because the
nature of his citta was inherently active and adventurous. As soon
as his citta entered khanika samadhi, it instantly began to roam
and experience the different phenomena existing in the sphere of
upacara. So he trained himself in samadhi until he was proficient
enough to make his citta stay still or go out to experience vari-
ous phenomena as he wished. From then on it was easy for him
to practice the samadhi of his choice. For instance, he could enter
momentarily into khanika samadhi and then move out to access
samadhi in order to experience various phenomena, or he could
focus intensively and enter into the full absorption of appana
samaddhi, where he would rest for as long as necessary. Appana
samadhi is a state of perfect calm that’s absolutely serene and
peaceful. Because of this, meditators may become attached to it.
Acariya Mun said that he was attached to this type of samadhi for
awhile, but not for long, since he was by nature inclined toward
wisdom. So he was able to resolve this matter himself and find a
way out before complacency set in.

Anyone who is transfixed in appana samadhi will make slow
progress if they do not try to apply wisdom to examine it. Because
it fills one with such happiness, many meditators are held fast by
this kind of samadhi. A strong, lingering attachment forms, and
the meditator yearns for more, overwhelming any inclination to
examine things with wisdom, which is the way to eradicate all
kilesas. Meditators who fail to receive timely advice from a wise
person will be reluctant to disengage themselves and realize the
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path of wisdom. When the citta remains attached for a long time
in such samadhi, conceits of various kinds may develop; such as,
believing that this calm and happy state is none other than Nib-
bana, the end of dukkha. In truth, when the citta ‘converges’ into
the one-pointedness of appana samadhi so that its focal point is
experienced with the utmost clarity, it dwells fully absorbed in
serene happiness. But, the kilesas that cause birth in all realms
of existence simultaneously converge at the same focal point as
well. If wisdom is not used to penetrate and destroy those kilesas,
there is no doubt that future rebirths will take place. Therefore,
regardless of the level of samadhi one practices, wisdom should be
incorporated into the practice as well. This is especially true of
appana samadhi. Otherwise, the citta will only experience tran-
quility without evincing a capacity for resourcefulness and dis-
cernment.

By THE TIME OF HIS SECOND TRIP to the Northeast, Acariya Mun was
well-experienced in the intermediate level of wisdom, since suf-
ficient wisdom is necessary for having advanced to the Anagami
level of Dhamma. Otherwise, he would not have been capable of
effective investigation at that level. Before reaching that level, one
must employ wisdom to successfully pass through body contem-
plation. This requires seeing the attractive as well as the repulsive
aspects of the body without getting caught up in either extreme.”
The citta uses wisdom to isolate the attractive and repulsive
aspects and then passes through the midpoint where these two
extremes meet, having resolved all doubt and attachment con-
cerning the body. This passage, however, is nothing more than
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a transitional stage along the way. It is analogous to taking an
examination and passing with the minimum requirement, neces-
sitating further study to achieve the maximum grade. Those who
have penetrated to the Anagami level of understanding must still
train their wisdom until it reaches an even more refined degree of
expertise before it can be said that they are full-fledged Anagamis.
Should such a person then die, he would immediately be reborn
in the fifth or akanittha plane of the brahma world without having
to pass through the four lower brahma planes.

Acariya Mun recounted how he was delayed at that level
for quite some time because he had no one to advise him. As he
struggled to familiarize himself with the Anagami level of prac-
tice, he had to be very careful not to make any mistakes. He knew
from his experience in analyzing subtle aspects of Dhamma that
the kilesas might undermine his efforts, for they were as equally
subtle as the mindfulness and wisdom he was using to counter
them. This made it very difficult to penetrate each successive
level of Dhamma. He said it was absolutely incredible how hard he
struggled to negotiate that dense, thorny thicket. Before he made
his way through to come and kindly teach the rest of us, he suf-
fered great hardship, making the arduous journey all alone.

When the occasion was right, he used to describe this part
of his practice to us. I myself was moved to tears in two instances
while listening to his description of the terrible ordeal he faced at
that time, and the amazingly subtle and profound nature of the
Dhamma he attained. I wondered whether I had enough inher-
ent virtue to enable me to crawl along in his footsteps, or whether
[ was destined to go the way of ordinary people in the world. But
his words were very encouraging and always helped to sustain my
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resolve to persevere. Acariya Mun said that whenever he acceler-
ated his efforts to apply wisdom, his citta became weary of asso-
ciation with others and he became even more committed to his
meditation practice. He knew at that stage that his practice still
needed strengthening; yet he felt obliged to stay and train his dis-
ciples so that they might also develop some Dhamma principles
in their hearts.

AcARIYA MUN LIVED for three or four years in the area of Ban Sam
Phong village in Sri Songkhram district, Nakhon Phanom prov-
ince. He spent one year at Ban Huay Sai village in Kham Cha-ee
district of the same province, as well as the villages of Nong Sung
and Khok Klang. He particularly liked staying in those places
since they were all very mountainous. Nearby in the Pak Kut
mountains were many devas — and tigers there were particularly
abundant. When night descended, tigers would wander around
his living area while the devas came to rejoice in hearing the
Dhamma.

In the middle of the night, the roars of huge tigers echoed
through the forest close to where he lived. On some nights a whole
host of them roared together, much like a crowd of people yell-
ing back and forth to one another. When the terrifying sounds of
those enormous cats resounded through the darkness, the effect
was indeed very frightening. There were nights when the monks
and novices failed to get any sleep, fearing that the tigers would
come to snatch and devour them. Acariya Mun cleverly found
ways to use their fears of tigers to spur the monks to practice dili-
gently. Rather enigmatically, he would say: “Anyone who'’s efforts
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are lazy — watch out! The tigers in this mountain range really love
lazy monks. They find them especially tasty eating! So if you want
to avoid becoming a tasty meal for a tiger, you had better be dili-
gent. You see, tigers are actually afraid of anyone who's diligently
striving, so they won'’t eat that person.” After hearing this, all the
monks redoubled their efforts as though their very lives depended
on it. They forced themselves to go out and do walking medita-
tion, despite the roar of tigers all around the vicinity. Although
they remained afraid, they believed what Acariya Mun told them:
that lazy monks could expect to be a tiger’s next meal.

Their precarious situation was made even worse by the fact
that they didn’t have huts as they would in a monastery — only
small platforms just big enough to sleep on which were very low
to the ground. If a tiger became hungry there’d be no contest.
Acariya Mun related that on some nights huge tigers wandered
into the monk’s area, but then simply walked harmlessly past. He
knew that tigers normally would not dare do anything for the
devas were always on guard. When devas came for a Dhamma
talk, they mentioned to him that they were protecting the area
and would not let anything trouble the monks or cause them
harm. Those devas also invited Acariya Mun to remain in the
area for a long time.

In truth, Acariya Mun’s admonition to the monks was simply
a means of arousing fear so that they would take an increased
interest in their practice. As for the tigers, they seemed to know
that the monks’ living area was a safe haven. Various kinds of
wild animals, too, felt no need to be wary of hunters entering the
monks’ vicinity, for when the villagers knew where Acariya Mun
was staying, they rarely dared to hunt the area. They were con-
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cerned about the dreadful moral consequences. They were ter-
rified that if anyone shot a gun in that area it would explode in
his hands and kill him. Strangely enough, whenever he went to
stay in an area teeming with tigers, those beasts would stop kill-
ing the domesticated cows and buffaloes around the local vil-
lages. Nobody knew where they went to obtain their food. These
remarkable incidents were related by Acariya Mun himself and
later confirmed by many villagers in those localities where he had
stayed.

An Impeccable Human Being

Another mysterious incident happened when a gathering of devas
visited Acariya Mun. Their leader began a conversation with him,
stating:

“Your stay here has caused much delight in all the dewvas.
We all enjoy an extraordinary sense of happiness due to your all-
embracing aura of compassionate love that permeates through the
heavens and spreads across the earth. This aura that radiates from
you is indescribable and wonderful beyond compare. Because of
it, we always know where you are. This aura of Dhamma ema-
nates from you and streams out in all directions. When you are
teaching Dhamma to the monks, novices and lay people, even the
sound of your voice resonates unbounded through the higher and
lower realms. Wherever devas live they hear your voice — only the
dead are deaf to it.”

I would like to write a bit more about this conversation
between Acariya Mun and the deva. Although I cannot vouch for
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its accuracy, | heard it from a reliable source. Acariya Mun took
up the conversation with this question: “If my voice really reso-
nates as you say, why don’t human beings hear it as well?”

The leader of the devas replied:

“What would humans know about moral virtue? They
couldn’t care less. They use their six senses to make evil kamma
and create the conditions for hell within themselves all the time.
They do this from the day they are born until the day they die.
They are not nearly as concerned about moral issues as they
ought to be, given their status as human beings. There are very
few indeed who are interested in using their senses in any morally
beneficial way. The amount of moral virtue in their lives is really
quite limited. By way of comparison: in the time that it takes
one human being to die and be reborn, repeatedly ten or even
one hundred times, the average deva has yet to pass away even
once—not to mention the brahma devas who have exceptionally
long lives. The population of humankind is vast, and this in turn
means a vast amount of negligence, for those who are heedful are
few and far between. Mankind is supposed to safeguard the sasana,
and yet people themselves know precious little about the sasana or
moral excellence.

“Bad people know only evil. Their sole claim to being
human comes from the fact that they are breathing. As soon
as their breathing stops, they are immediately buried under the
weight of their own wickedness. The devas know about this. Why
shouldn’t they? It’s no secret. When a person dies, monks are
invited to chant auspicious verses of Dhamma for the deceased.
Why would an evil person listen then? From the initial moment
of death, his consciousness is completely bound up by his evil
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kamma. So what chance would he have to come and listen to
Dhamma? Even while alive he wasn’t interested. Only the living
can hear Dhamma — if they have the interest and desire. But it’s
obvious that they’re not really interested. Haven’t you noticed
them? When have they ever shown an interest when the monks
chant Dhamma verses? Because they show no interest, it’s obvious
that the sasana is not truly embedded in their hearts. The things
that they’re most infatuated with are sordid and disliked even by
some animals. These are just the kinds of things that immoral
people have always enjoyed more than anything else; and they
never ever grow tired of them. Even when they are near death
they still hanker after such things. We devas know much more
about humans than humans know about devas. You, venerable
sir, are a very special monk. You are quite familiar with humans,
devas, creatures of hell, and beings of all sorts. That is why devas
everywhere pay homage to you.”

When the deva had finished speaking, Acariya Mun asked
him for clarification: “Devas possess divine sight and divine hear-
ing, enabling them to see and hear over great distances. They
know about the good and bad of human affairs better than do
humans themselves. Couldn’t you find a way to make humans
more aware of right and wrong!? I feel that you are more capable
of it than we human teachers are. Is there any way you could do
this?”

The deva replied:

“We devas have seen many humans, but we have never seen
one as impeccable as you, sir. You have always extended loving
kindness to devas and humans alike while acquainting them
simultaneously with the great variety of beings in existence, from
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the grossest to the most refined. You have tried to teach them to
accept the fact that devas, and countless other spheres of exist-
ence really do exist in this world. But still, generation after gener-
ation, from birth to death, people have never actually seen these
beings. So what interest would they have in devas! At most, they
may catch a glimpse of something strange, and, without consider-
ing the matter carefully, claim they have seen a ghost. How could
they possibly hope to receive any advice about matters of good and
bad from us devas? Although devas are constantly aware of them,
humans aren’t the least interested in knowing anything about us.
By what means would you have us teach people? It’s really a hope-
less situation. We just have to let kamma and its results take their
course. Even the devas themselves constantly receive the results
of their kamma. Were we free from it, we would all attain Nib-
bana. Then we wouldn’t have to remain in this difficult situation
so long.”

“You say that one may attain Nibbana when one’s kamma
is exhausted. Do devas know about Nibbana? Do they experi-
ence pain and suffering like other beings?”

“Why shouldn’t we, venerable sir? All the Buddhas who
have come to teach the world have taught without exception
that we should transcend dukkha. They never instructed us to
remain mired in suffering. But worldly beings are far more inter-
ested in their favorite playthings than they are in Nibbana. Con-
sequently, not one of them ever considers attaining Nibbana. All
devas remember and are very impressed by the concept of Nibbana
as it was taught by each and every Buddha to living beings every-
where. But dewas still have a dense web of kamma to work through
before they can move clear of their celestial existence and go the
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way of Nibbana. Only then will all problems cease and this oppres-
sive, repetitive cycle of birth, death and rebirth finally come to a
halt. But as long as some kamma remains in an individual — be it
good kamma or bad kamma — regardless of his realm of existence
dukkha will be present as well.”

“Are many monks able to communicate with devas?”

“There are a few but not many. Mostly, they are monks who
like to practice living in the forests and mountains as you do”

“Are there any lay people with this ability?”

“There are some, but very few. They must be people who
desire the way of Dhamma and who have practiced the way until
their hearts are bright and clear. Only then can they have know-
ledge of us. The bodily form of celestial beings appears relatively
gross to those beings themselves, but is far too subtle for the aver-
age human being to perceive. So only people whose hearts are
bright and clear can perceive devas without difficulty.”

“In the scriptures it says that devas do not like to be near
humans because of their repugnant smell. What is this repugnant
odor? If there is such an odor, why do you all come to visit me so
often?”

“Human beings who have a high standard of morality are
not repugnant to us. Such people have a fragrance which inspires
us to venerate them; so we never tire of coming to hear you dis-
course on Dhamma. Those, exuding a repulsive odor, are people
whose morality stinks, for they have developed an aversion to
moral virtue even though it is considered to be something excep-
tionally good throughout the three worlds. Instead, they prefer
things that are repugnant to everyone with high moral standards.
We have no desire to approach such people. They are really offen-
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sive and their stench spreads far and wide. It’s not that devas dis-
like humans; but this is what devas encounter and have always
experienced with humans.”

When Acariya Mun told stories about devas and other
kinds of spirits, the monks were mesmerized: They forgot all about
themselves, the passing time, and their feelings of fatigue. They
wished that, someday, they also would come to know about such
things; and this hope made them happy to practice. This was also
the case when Acariya Mun thought it necessary to speak of his
past lives or the past lives of others. His audience became eager
to know about their own past lives and forgot about overcoming
dukkha and attaining Nibbana. Sometimes a monk was startled
to find his mind wandering in this way and admonished himself:
Hey, I'm starting to get craxy. Instead of thinking about freedom from
dukkha, here I am chasing after shadows of a past that’s long gone.
In this way he regained his mindfulness for a while, but as soon
as it slipped again he would revisit those same thoughts. For this
reason, many monks found it necessary to censure themselves on
a regular basis.

ACARIYA MUN’s STORIES about the devas and other visiting spir-
its were quite fascinating. In particular, he spoke about how the
ghost world has its share of hooligans just like we do. Bad charac-
ters, who cause disturbances, are rounded up and imprisoned in a
place which we humans would call a jail. Different types of offend-
ers are imprisoned in different cell blocks, and all the cells are full.
There are male hooligan ghosts and female hooligan ghosts. And
then there are the very brutal types, again either male or female.
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Acariya Mun said that it was clear from the cruelty in their eyes
that they would not respond to kindness and compassion.
Ghosts live in cities, just as we humans do. They have huge
cities with leaders who supervise and govern them. Quite a few
ghosts are inclined to be virtuous and thus earn high respect from
both the ordinary ghosts and the hooligans. It’'s natural for all
ghosts to stand in genuine awe of those among them who tend
to possess great power and authority. This is not merely a matter
of flattery. Acariya Mun always claimed that the effects of evil
are less powerful than the effects of goodness; and what he him-
self encountered in the ghost cities was further evidence of this.
There are beings with accumulated merit who are nonetheless
born into the ghost state as a result of their kamma, but, their
virtuous characters never change, so they exercise great author-
ity. One such individual is even capable of governing a large com-
munity. These ghost communities do not segregate into groups or
castes as humans do. Instead, they adhere strictly to the authority
of Dhamma principles. The effects of their kamma make it impos-
sible for them to hold the kind of prejudice that people do. The
nature of their existence is governed by the nature of their kamma
— this is a fixed principle. The way we use authority in this world
cannot, therefore, be applied in the world hereafter. Acariya Mun
explained this matter in great detail but, I'm sorry to say, I can
remember only a little of it.

Acariya Mun’s visits to the ghosts were done psychically
through samadhi meditation. As soon as they saw him they hur-
ried to tell everyone to come and pay their respects to him, just
as we humans would do. The chief ghost, who was very respect-
ful of Acariya Mun and had great faith in him, guided him on a
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tour past the many places where the ghosts lived, including the
‘jail’ where the male and female hooligans were kept. The chief
ghost explained to Acariya Mun the living conditions of the dif-
ferent types of ghosts, pointing out that the imprisoned ghosts
were mean-hearted types who had unduly disturbed the peace
of the others. They were sentenced and jailed according to the
severity of their offense. The word ‘ghost’ is a designation given
to them by humans; but actually they are just one type of living
being among others in the universe who exist according to their
own natural conditions.

ACARIYA MUN INVARIABLY liked to remain in and around moun-
tains and forests for long periods of time. After having been in
Nakhon Phanom for quite a while instructing the monks, he
began to necessarily consider his own position. He often reflected
on the nature of his own practice. He knew that he still lacked
sufficient strength of purpose to finish the ultimate task before
him. It became clear that as long as he continued to resist this call
and remain teaching his disciples, his own personal striving would
be delayed. He said that ever since he had returned from the Cen-
tral Plains in order to instruct monks in the Northeast, he felt that
his citta had not advanced as fast as when he was living alone. He
felt that he had to accelerate his efforts once more before he could
achieve the final goal and be free of all concerns about himself.
At that time, Acariya Mun’s mother had been living with him for
six years as an upasika. . His concern for her made it inconven-
ient for him to go anywhere. So, having secured her agreement, he

decided to escort her to Ubon Ratchathani. He then left Nakhon
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Phanom with his mother and a large following of monks and nov-
ices, cutting straight across the Nong Sung mountains, through
Kham Cha-ee, and coming out at the district of Lerng Nok Tha
in the province of Ubon Ratchathani. That year he spent the
rains retreat at Ban Nong Khon in the Amnat Charoen district
of Ubon Ratchathani province. Many monks and novices stayed
there with him, and he trained them vigorously. While he was
there the number of monks and lay devotees, who gained faith
and came to train under him, steadily increased.

LATE ONE EVENING Acariya Mun sat in meditation and as soon as
his citta dropped into calm a vision appeared of many monks and
novices walking respectfully behind him in a nice, orderly fashion
which inspired devotion. Yet, there were other monks who hurried
past, walking ahead of him without respect or self-control. Others
looked for an opportunity to pass him in a completely undisci-
plined manner. And finally, there were some who held pieces of
split bamboo, using it to pinch his chest so that he could hardly
breath. When he saw these different monks display such disre-
spect — even cruelly tormenting him — he focused his citta care-
fully to look into events of the future. Immediately, he understood
that those, who walked respectfully behind him in a nice, orderly
fashion which inspired devotion, were the monks who would con-
duct themselves properly, faithfully putting his teaching into prac-
tice. These were the monks who would revere him and uphold the
sasana, assuring that it would flourish in the future. They would
be able to make themselves useful to the sasana and to people
everywhere by maintaining the continuity of traditional Buddhist
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customs and practices into the future. Honored and respected by
people on earth and beings throughout the celestial realms, they
would uphold the integrity of the sasana following the tradition of
the Noble Ones, so that it did not decline and disappear.

Walking past him carelessly without respect were the pre-
tentious ones who thought they already knew it all. They con-
sidered their own meditation to be even superior to that of their
teacher, disregarding the fact that he had previously guided them
all in its proper practice. They were not the least bit interested in
showing gratitude for his tutelage in matters of Dhamma because
they already considered themselves to be clever experts in every-
thing. And thus they behaved accordingly, which was ruinous not
only to themselves, but also to the entire sasana, including all the
people who might come to them for guidance. Their minds poi-
soned by the errors of such monks, these people would in turn
harm themselves and others, including future generations, with-
out discovering whether they were on the right path or not.

The next group consisted of those who waited for the
chance to pass him, signaling the start of a bad attitude that would
develop and have repercussions for the future sasana. Much like
the previous group, they held a variety of erroneous views, caus-
ing harm to themselves and the religion as a whole. Together, they
were a menace to the sasana, the spiritual focus of all Buddhists.
Because they failed to rightly consider the consequences of their
actions, the sasana was in danger of being utterly destroyed.

The monks who pinched Acariya Mun’s chest with pieces of
split bamboo considered themselves to be astutely well-informed
and acted accordingly. Despite their wrongful actions, they did
not take right and wrong into consideration in thinking about
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their behavior. On top of that, they were bound to cause Bud-
dhist circles and their teacher a great deal of discomfort. Acariya
Mun said that he knew exactly who were among this last group
of monks, and that they would cause him trouble before long. He
was saddened that they would do such a thing since they were his
former disciples who had his consent and blessing to spend the
rains retreat nearby. Rather than treating him with all the respect
he deserved, they planned to return and bother him.

A few days later, the provincial governor and a group of gov-
ernment officials came to visit his monastery. The delegation was
accompanied by the very same disciples who had led the assault on
him in his vision. Without revealing his vision to them, he care-
fully observed their actions. Together they requested his support
in soliciting money from the local people in order to build several
schools in the area. They explained that this would help the gov-
ernment. They had all agreed to approach Acariya Mun for assist-
ance since he was highly revered by the people. They felt that the
project would surely be a success if he were involved. As soon as he
knew the reason for their visit, Acariya Mun immediately under-
stood that these two monks were the principle instigators of this
troublesome business. It was represented in his vision of the assault.
Later, he asked both monks to come to him and instructed them
in appropriate behavior for a practicing Buddhist monk —someone
who’s way of life is rooted in self-restraint and tranquillity.

This story is recounted here to help the reader under-
stand the mysterious nature of the citta: how it is quite capable of
knowing things both apparent and hidden, including knowledge
of things past and future, as well as of the present. Acariya Mun
exemplified this ability on numerous occasions. He conducted
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himself with total detachment. His thoughts never concealed
any ulterior, worldly motives. Whatever he said stemmed from
his knowledge and insights and was purposefully spoken to make
people think. His intention was never to fool credulous people or
to cause harm.

What is recorded here was told to his close inner circle of
disciples — not just anyone. Thus the writer might be showing bad
judgmentin exposing Acariya Mun’s affairs. But I think this account
offers those who are interested something useful to dwell upon.

Among present-day kammatthana monks, Acariya Mun’s
experiences stand out for being uniquely broad in scope and truly
amazing — both in the sphere of his meditation practice and the
insights derived from his psychic knowledge. Sometimes, when
the circumstances were appropriate, he spoke directly and specifi-
cally about his intuitive knowledge. Yet at other times, he referred
only indirectly to what he knew and used it for general teaching
purposes. Following his experience with the elderly monk, whose
thoughts he read during his stay at Sarika Cave, he was extremely
cautious about disclosing his insights to others despite his earnest
desire to help his students see the errors in their thinking.

When he pointed out candidly that this monk was think-
ing in the wrong way, or that that monk was thinking in the right
way, his listeners were adversely affected by his frankness. They
invariably misunderstood his charitable intent instead of benefit-
ing from it as was his purpose. Taking offense at his words could
easily lead to harmful consequences. Thus, most of the time
Acariya Mun admonished monks indirectly for he was concerned
that the culprits would feel embarrassed and frightened in front
of their fellows. Without identifying anyone by name, he merely
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gave a warning in order to foster self-awareness. Even so, the cul-
prit sometimes became terribly distressed, finding himself rebuked
amidst the assembled monks. Acariya Mun was very well aware of
this, as he was of the most expedient method to use in any given
circumstance.

Some readers may feel uncomfortable with some of the
things that are written here. I apologize for this; but I have accu-
rately recorded everything that Acariya Mun related himself.
Many senior disciples, who lived under his tutelage, have con-
firmed and elaborated on these accounts, leaving us with a vast
array of stories.

(GENERALLY SPEAKING, external sense objects pose the greatest
danger to practicing monks. They enjoy thinking about sights,
sounds, smells, tastes, bodily contact and mental images concern-
ing the opposite sex. Though this is unintended, the tendency to
do it is deeply ingrained in their personalities. Inevitably these
were the primary subjects of Acariya Mun’s admonitions, whether
given directly or indirectly. Monks had other kinds of thoughts of
course, but unless they were particularly serious he wouldn’t take
much notice.

The evening meeting was the most important time by far.
Acariya Mun wanted the members of his audience to be both
physically and mentally calm. He didn’t want anything to dis-
turb them, or himself, while he was speaking, ensuring that his
disciples received maximum benefit from listening. If someone
allowed wild, unwholesome thoughts to arise at that time, he was
usually struck by a bolt of lightning — right in the middle of the
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thoughts that absorbed him, right in the middle of the meeting.
This made the monk, who dared to think so recklessly, tremble
and almost faint on the spot. Although no name was mentioned,
Acariya Mun'’s disclosure of the content of the offensive thoughts
was enough to send a shock through the guilty one. Other monks
were also alarmed, fearing that in a moment of carelessness they
themselves might fall prey to similar thoughts. When lightning
struck continuously during the course of a Dhamma talk, his audi-
ence succumbed to the pressure and sat very attentively on guard.
Some monks actually entered into a meditative state of complete
tranquillity at that time. Those who did not attain such a state
were still able to stay calm and cautious from fear that lightning
might strike again if their thoughts strayed — or perhaps the hawk
they feared was swooping down to snatch their heads!

For this reason, those monks residing with Acariya Mun
gradually developed a solid foundation for centering their hearts.
The longer they remained with him, the more their inner and
outer demeanors harmonized with his. Those who committed to
stay with him for a long time submitted willingly to his vigorous
teaching methods. With patience, they came to understand all
the skillful means he used, whether in the daily routine or during
a discourse on Dhamma. They observed him tirelessly, trying to
thoroughly follow his example as best they could. Their tendency
to desire Dhamma and be serious about all aspects of daily prac-
tice increased their inner fortitude little by little each day, until
they eventually stood on their own.

Those monks who never achieved positive results from
living with him usually paid more attention to external matters
than to internal ones. For instance, they were afraid that Acariya
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Mun would berate them whenever their thoughts foolishly strayed.
When he did rebuke them for this, they became too scared to think
of solving the problem themselves, as would befit monks who were
training under Acariya Mun. It made no sense at all to go to an
excellent teacher only to continue following the same old ten-
dencies. They went there, lived there, and remained unchanged:
they listened with the same prefixed attitudes, and indulged in the
same old patterns of thought. Everything was done in an habitual
manner, laden with kilesas, so that there was no room for Acariya
Mun’s way to penetrate. When they left him, they went as they had
come; they remained unchanged. You can be sure that there was
little change in their personal virtue to warrant mentioning, and
that the vices that engulfed them continued to accumulate, una-
bated. Since they never tired of this, they simply remained as so
many unfortunate people without effective means to oppose this
tendency and reverse their course. No matter how long they lived
with Acariya Mun, they were no different than a ladle in a pot
of delicious stew: never knowing the taste of the stew, the ladle
merely moves repeatedly out of one pot and into another.
Similarly, the kilesas that amass immeasurable evil, pick us
up and throw us into this pot of pain, that pot of suffering. No
doubt, I myself am one of those who gets picked up and thrown
into one pot and then into another. I like to be diligent and apply
myself, but something keeps whispering at me to be lazy. I like to
follow Acariya Mun’s example; and I like to listen and think in
the way of Dhamma as he has taught. But again, that something
whispers at me to go and live and think in my old habitual way. It
doesn’t want me to change in any way whatsoever. In the end, we
trust the kilesas until we fall fast asleep and submit to doing every-
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thing in the old habitual way. Thus, we remain just our old habit-
ual selves, without changes or improvements to inspire self-esteem
or admiration from others. Habitual tendencies are an extremely
important issue for every one of us. Their roots are buried deep
inside. If we don’t really apply ourselves conscientiously, observ-
ing and questioning everything, then these roots are terribly dif-
ficult to pull out.

ACARIYA MUN DEPARTED from Ban Nong Khon with his mother at
the beginning of the dry season. They stayed one or two nights at
each village until they arrived at his home village, where Acariya
Mun resided for a time. He instructed his mother and the villag-
ers until they all felt reassured. Then he took leave of his family
to go wandering in the direction of the Central Plains region.

He traveled leisurely, in the style of a dhutanga monk: he
was in no particular hurry. If he came upon a village or a place
with an adequate supply of water, he hung up his umbrella-tent
and peacefully practiced, continuing his journey only when
he regained strength of body and mind. Back then, everyone
traveled by foot, since there were no cars. Still, he said that he
wasn't pressed for time; that his main purpose was the practice
of meditation. Wandering all day on foot was the same as walking
meditation for the same duration of time. Leaving his disciples
behind to walk alone to Bangkok was like a lead elephant with-
drawing from its herd to search alone for food in the forest. He
experienced a sense of physical and mental relief, as though he
had removed a vexatious thorn from his chest that had severely
oppressed him for a long time. Light in body and light in heart,
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he walked through broad, sectioned paddy fields, absorbed in

meditation. There was very little shade, but he paid no atten-
tion to the sun’s searing heat. The environment truly seemed to
make the long journey easier for him. On his shoulders he car-
ried his bowl and umbrella-tent, the personal requisites of a dhu-
tanga monk. Although they appeared cumbersome, he didn’t feel
them to be burdensome in any way. In truth, he felt as though he
were floating on air, having relieved himself of all concern about
the monks he left behind. His sense of detachment was complete.
His mother was no longer a concern for him, for he had taught
her to the best of his ability until she developed a reliable, inner
stability. From then on, he was responsible for himself alone. He
walked on as he pondered over these thoughts, reminding him-
self not to be heedless.

He walked meditation in this manner along paths free of
human traffic. By midday the sun was extremely hot, so he would
look for a pleasant, shady tree at the edge of a forest to rest for
awhile. He would sit there peacefully, doing his meditation prac-
tice under the shade of a tree. When late afternoon came and
the heat had relented somewhat, he moved on with the compo-
sure of one who realized the dangers inherent within all condi-
tioned things, thus cultivating a clear, comprehending mind. All
he needed were small villages with just enough houses to sup-
port his daily almsround and, at intervals along his journey, suit-
able places for him to conveniently stay to practice that were far
enough from the villages. He resided in one of the more suitable
places for quite some time before moving along.

Acariya Mun said that upon reaching Dong Phaya Yen
forest between the Saraburi and Nakhon Ratchasima provinces,
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he discovered many forested mountain ranges that brought special
joy to his heart. He felt inclined to extend his stay in the area in
order to strengthen his heart, for it had long been thirsting to live
again in the solitude of the mountains and forests. Upon coming
across a suitable location, he would decide to remain awhile and
practice meditation until the time came to move on again. Stead-
ily he wandered through the area in this way. He would tell of the
region’s forests and mountains abounding in many different kinds
of animals, and of his delight in watching the barking deer, wild
pigs, sambor deer, flying lemurs, gibbons, tigers, elephants, mon-
keys, languars, civets, jungle fowl, pheasants, bear, porcupine, tree
shrews, ground squirrels, and the many other small species of ani-
mals. The animals showed little fear of him when he crossed paths
with them during the day when they were out searching for food.

Those days, the forested terrain didn’t really contain any
villages. What few there were consisted of isolated settlements of
three or four houses bunched together for livelihood. The inhab-
itants hunted the many wild animals and planted rice and other
crops along the edge of the mountains where Acariya Mun passed.
Villagers there had great faith in dhutanga monks, and so he could
depend on them for alms food. When he stayed among them, his
practice went very smoothly. They never bothered him or wasted
his time. They kept to themselves and worked on their own so
his journey progressed trouble-free, both physically and mentally,
until he arrived safely in Bangkok.

*%%%%%*
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A Heart Released

enerable Acariya Mun said that he often traveled back and

forth from the Northeast to Bangkok, sometimes taking

the train to ‘the end of the line’, which extended only part
of the distance in those days. All other times he walked dhu-
tanga. Upon arriving in Bangkok on this trip, he went to Wat
Pathumwan monastery, and stayed there through the rains retreat.
During the rains he frequently studied Dhamma texts with the
Venerable Chao Khun Upali Gunupamacariya at his monastery,
Wat Boromaniwat. Chao Khun Upali invited Acariya Mun to
accompany him to Chiang Mai after the rains. So, during the dry
season, they went to Chiang Mai by train. On the train Acariya
Mun remained in samadhi almost the whole time. Between Bang-
kok and Lopburi he laid down to rest; but after the train departed
Lopburi and reached the foothills of Uttaradit, he entered samadhi
and remained there for the duration of the trip to Chiang Mai. At
the start of his meditation, he made a decision to withdraw from
it only upon arrival at Chiang Mai, and then focused exclusively
on his meditation. After approximately twenty minutes, his citta
completely ‘converged’ into the very base of samadhi. From that
moment on, he was no longer aware of whether the train was
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moving or not. Absolute stillness was all that his heart knew; all
awareness of external phenomena, including his body, completely
ceased. Any perception, that might have disturbed it, vanished
from the citta, as though the world no longer existed, having dis-
appeared along with all thoughts and inner sensations. The noise
of the train, the other passengers, and all the things that were
associated with the citta earlier were extinguished from his aware-
ness. All that remained was his state of samadhi. The external
environment faded out of consciousness from the moment his
citta first ‘converged’ until he arrived in Chiang Mai, where his
previous determination restored him to his normal state of con-
sciousness.

When he opened his eyes to look around, he saw the sur-
rounding buildings and houses of the city. As he began collecting
his things in preparation for leaving the train, he noticed that the
passengers and railway officials around him were staring at him in
astonishment. When it was time to disembark, the railway offi-
cials approached him and, smiling cheerfully, helped him with his
things, while everyone else in the passenger carriage stared curi-
ously at him. Even before he had stepped off the train, he was
asked what monastery he was from and where he was going. He
replied that he was a forest-dwelling monk without a fixed resi-
dence, and that he intended to go wandering alone in the remote
mountains of the North. Inspired by faith in him, some of them
asked where he would stay and whether anyone had agreed to
take him there. He thanked them, replying that there was some-
one to receive him since his traveling companion was Chao Khun
Upali, a very senior monk and one who was highly respected by
all in Chiang Mai, from the governor to the merchants and the
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general public. So it happened that a crowd of monks, novices,
and lay supporters awaited to receive Chao Khun Upali. There
were even automobiles in waiting, which were quite rare in those
days. Official government cars as well as private ones were there
to escort them to Wat Chedi Luang monastery.

Once people learned that Chao Khun Upali had returned
to reside at Wat Chedi Luang, they came to pay their respects
and hear him expound the Dhamma. Chao Khun Upali took
advantage of the many people present to invite Acariya Mun to
give a discourse on Dhamma. Speaking eloquently, Acariya Mun
enthralled the large audience so much that they wished it would
not end. Starting from the basics, he gradually climbed step by
step to the higher levels of Dhamma, where he ended his dis-
course to the sincere regret of all who were absorbed in his pres-
entation. He then paid his respects to Chao Khun Upali before
he left center stage to find a place to relax by himself. Meanwhile,
Chao Khun Upali praised his talk before the whole assembly:

“Acariya Mun expounds Dhamma so eloquently that it
is difficult to find anyone to equal him. He clarifies muttodaya

— the heart released, the land of absolute freedom — in a way
that leaves no room for doubt. Everything is so precisely illus-
trated that I myself couldn’t possibly match his unique, engross-
ing style. The rhetorical fluency of this dhutanga monk is most
extraordinary. Listening to him is a pleasurable, learning experi-
ence. His discourses never become stale or boring. He speaks of
common, everyday things — things we see and hear all the time
but never pay attention to utilize. We recall their significance
only after he mentions them. Acariya Mun is an important kam-
matthana monk who uses mindfulness and wisdom to faithfully
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follow the path taught by the Buddha. He never tramples upon
it in an unseemly, worldly manner. His talks employ a full range
of expression: sometimes casual, sometimes serious, sometimes
emphatic, stressing specific points. He elaborates the profound
complexities of Dhamma in a way the rest of us are hard pressed
to do so candidly. He is quite capable of analyzing the disparate
aspects of Dhamma and articulates them in a way that deeply
affects our hearts. His commentary is so brilliant that it’s hard
to keep up with him. I myself have needed to ask him questions
about problems I couldn’t solve on my own, and he quickly and
adeptly solved those problems with his wisdom. I have benefited
in innumerable ways from his counsel.

“Since I was coming to Chiang Mai I wanted Acariya Mun
to accompany me, and he readily agreed. Although he did not
specifically mention this to me, he probably agreed to come here
because he knows Chiang Mai abounds in mountains and for-
ests suitable for the spiritual life. Monks like Acariya Mun are
extremely hard to find. Even though I am his senior, I wholly
revere the Dhamma within him — and vyet, he is still so humble
and gracious towards me that I sometimes feel embarrassed. He
has intended to stay here for only a short while before going off in
search of seclusion. I must allow my friend to follow his inclina-
tions as I dare not contradict them, for it is rare indeed to find such
a monk. With his intentions being solely focused on Dhamma, we
should wish him the best as he strives to improve himself. He can
then be of greater benefit to us all in the near future.

“Those of you who have problems with your meditation
practice, please go to him and seek his advice. You certainly won’t
be disappointed. But please don’t ask him for powerful amulets,
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magic spells, or lucky charms to ward off danger, for they are all
outside the way of practice. You will just make yourself a nuisance
to him for no good reason. You may well receive a reprimand —
don’t say I never warned you! Acariya Mun is not that kind of
monk. He is a genuine monk, sincerely teaching people to know
the difference between right and wrong, good and bad, virtue
and evil. His teaching never deviates from the path of Dhamma.
His way of practice and knowledge of Dhamma are true to the
teachings of the Lord Buddha. No one else nowadays can convey
such incredible ideas as he has presented me from our discussions
on Dhamma. That has been my experience. I hold an immense
respect for him in my heart, but, I have never told him this. Nev-
ertheless, he may already know of it from his powers of intuition.
“Acariya Mun is a monk truly worthy of the highest respect,
and is unquestionably ‘an incomparable field of merit for the world’.
He himself never makes claims of noble attainments, though this
is apparent to me when we discuss Dhamma in private. I am
wholly convinced that he is firmly established in the third level of
the Noble Dhamma. It is obvious from the way he expresses him-
self. Although he has never made statements of his specific level
of attainment, I know for certain what it is: for the knowledge of
Dhamma he has conveyed to me is absolutely consistent with that
level as described in the Buddhist texts. He has shown me nothing
but loyalty and respect, and I have never known him to be in any
way stubborn or disdainful. He conducts himself with such humility
that I cannot help but admire him from the bottom of my heart.”
These were the words of praise that Chao Khun Upali
addressed to the lay followers, monks, and novices after Acariya
Mun gave his Dhamma talk and returned to his hut. Afterwards,
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monks who were present reported this speech to Acariya Mun, who
later recounted the story to his disciples when a good opportunity
arose. The term muttodaya means “a heart released”. Its mention
in the short biographical sketch distributed at Acariya Mun’s cre-
mation stems from that occasion in Chiang Mai when Chao Khun
Upali praised his noble virtues. The name stuck and was then
passed down to future generations by word of mouth. According
to Chao Khun Dhammachedi of Wat Bodhisomphorn monastery
in Udon Thani, Acariya Mun remained practicing in Chiang Mai

from 1929 to 1940 when he left for the province of Udon Thani.

More will be written later concerning his stay in Udon Thani.

HaVING LIVED AT Wat Chedi Luang monastery for some time,
Acariya Mun paid his respects to Chao Khun Upali and took
leave to wander in search of solitude in the remote wilderness
areas of the North. Chao Khun Upali readily gave his permission,
and so Acariya Mun departed alone from Chiang Mai, beginning
another journey. He had eagerly awaited the ideal seclusion he
needed for a long time, and the perfect opportunity finally arose.
Having been long involved in teaching others, it was the first
time in many years that he had time alone. Initially, he wandered
through the Mae Rim district in Chiang Dao, staying in the for-
ested mountains there throughout the dry and rainy seasons.

His efforts had reached the crucial, final stage. He exhorted
himself to strive earnestly to reach the final goal, whatever hap-
pened — live or die. Nothing whatsoever would be allowed to
interfere. Out of compassion he had taught his fellow monks to

the best of his ability — of this he had no doubt. The results of his

212



guidance already began to show in some of his disciples. Now it
was time to have compassion for himself, to educate and lift him-
self above and beyond those obscuring inner factors which still
needed to be overcome.

The life of someone with social obligations and responsibil-
ities is a life of distraction and of almost unbearable stress, never
allowing adequate time for being alone. One must admit that this
kind of life is a perpetual struggle to be endured, even though a
person may have enough mindfulness and wisdom to avoid this
burden somewhat and alleviate the stress so that it doesn’t over-
whelm him. The opportunities to practice meditation are limited;
the results are likely to be minimal and not worth all the disap-
pointments and difficulties.

This solitary excursion into the untamed wilderness was an
ideal opportunity for him to disengage and live alone, aloof from
all entanglements. Wild, remote forests are just the right kinds of
places to live and practice for someone aiming to sever all resid-
ual attachments, both internal and external, from his heart. He
can discard all the remaining concerns that might form the seeds
of future existence — the source of all forms of dukkha that brings
menace in its wake and causes endless suffering. Remote for-
ests are the right environment in which a persistent and diligent
person can zero in on the fundamental causes of existence — the
great internal masters of deception leading us astray — and excise
them quickly from his heart. While one is still far from reaching
the shores of Nibbana, little benefit can be gained from involve-
ment in other people’s affairs; for that is comparable to overload-
ing a barge that is ready to sink even before it starts going. When
the coveted goal of the holy life seemed within reach, Acariya
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Mun’s compassionate concern for others dropped away, replaced
by motivations of a more personal nature. He was no longer con-
sidering the suffering of others. His resolve was focused firmly on
the realm of purity and he was concerned, lest he not reach it this
time. Thus he reflected:

“Now I must worry about myself — pity myself — so that as a
diligent disciple of the Tathagata, I can live up to his exalted
virtue of unwavering perseverance. Am I fully aware that
I have come here striving to cross beyond the world of
samsara and attain the goal of Nibbana — the freedom from
all anxiety and dukkha? If so, what methods should be used
by someone attempting to cross beyond the conventional
world? The Lord Buddha first led the way and then taught
us the Dhamma — what kind of guidance did he give? Did
he teach us to forget our purpose and start worrying about
this and that as soon as we have gained a modest under-
standing of Dhamma?

“In the beginning, the Lord Buddha publicly proclaimed the

sasana with the help of a small number of Arahants, get-
ting his message rapidly spread far and wide — most prop-
erly so. But I am not in the same exalted position, so I must
view my own development as paramount right now. When

[ have perfected myself, then benefits to others will inevi-
tably follow. This view befits one who is circumspect and

reluctant to waste time. I must reflect on this carefully, so |

can learn a lesson from it.
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“Right now, I am striving for victory in a battle between the
kilesas and magga, the way of Dhamma, in order to win free-
dom for the citta. Until now its loyalties have been divided
between these two rivals, but I aim to make Dhamma
its undisputed master. If my persistence slackens and my
powers of discernment are inadequate, the citta will slip
from my grasp and fall under the ignoble influence of the
kilesas; and they will ensure that the citta keeps turning in
a never-ending cycle of birth and despair. But if I can keep
up my persistence and keep my wisdom sharp, the citta will
come under my control and be my own priceless treasure
for the taking.

“The time has come for me to put my life on the line and
engage the kilesas in a fierce all out assault, showing no hes-
itation or weakness. If I lose, then let me die while battling
it out. I will not allow myself to retreat in disarray so that
the kilesas can ridicule me — that will be a lasting disgrace.
If I am victorious, I shall remain perfectly free for all eter-
nity. So now, there is only one path for me to take: I must
fight to the death with all my might for the sake of this vic-
tory. There is no other choice.”

This is the kind of exhortation that Acariya Mun used to embolden
himself for the impending realization of the goal he had set for him-
self. It reflected his uncompromising decision to accept the obli-
gation of striving for Nibbana steadfastly both day and night —
whether standing, walking, sitting, or lying down. Except when
he rested to sleep, his time was wholly devoted to diligent effort.
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His mindfulness and wisdom circled around all external sensa-
tions and all internal thought processes, meticulously investigat-
ing everything without leaving any aspect unexplored. At this level
of practice, mindfulness and wisdom act in unison like a Wheel
of Dhamma, turning continuously in motion, irrespective of the
body’s action.

Later, when Acariya Mun described his tremendous efforts
during that time, his audience was so awe-struck by his Dhamma
exploits that they sat motionless with bated breath. It was as
though Acariya Mun had opened the door to Nibbana, allow-
ing them a glimpse inside, without their having ever experienced
Nibbana before. In truth, Acariya Mun was then in the proc-
ess of accelerating his efforts toward the realization of Nibbana.
Although only a stage in the course of his development, it never-
theless moved those who had never before heard of such a thing,
and they were always carried away by the awesome power of his
achievement.

ACARIYA MUN saID that his citta had long attained the third ariya
level of Anagami; but, because of his continual obligations to his
followers, he had no time to speed up his efforts as he wished.
Only when he had the opportunity to go to Chiang Mai was he
able to maximize his practice and accomplish his objective.
Chiang Mai’s environment was conducive and his citta
was well prepared. Physically, he was in excellent shape, fit to
exert himself in every activity. His fervent hope was like the radi-
ant sun, streaming forth continuously to reach the shore free of
dukkha in the shortest possible time. He compared his inner strug-
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gle between Dhamma and the kilesas to a hunting dog, which, at
full run, corners its prey, and it is only a matter of time before the
prey is torn to shreds in the jaws of the chasing hound. There
could be no other ending, for the citta was armed with mahdsati
and mahapaniia — supreme-mindfulness and supreme-wisdom.
They never lapse for a single moment, even when one has no
intent to be vigilant. At this level, mindfulness and wisdom are
fully present, reacting automatically to all matters arising within
oneself. As soon as their cause is known and their true nature is
clearly understood, one simply lets go of them. It is not necessary
then to be in command, giving orders, as is the case in the ini-
tial stages of practice. When equipped with habitual mindfulness
and wisdom, there is no need for specific directions and calcu-
lated decisions to practice this or to investigate that, while having
to simultaneously guard against lapses in attention. “Reason and
result” are integrated into the nature of automatic mindfulness
and automatic wisdom; so, it is unnecessary to search on one’s
own for reasons and skillful methods to encourage their operation.
With the exception of sleep, all daily activities are the working
arenas for this level of mahasati and mahapanna. Just like spring
water which flows steadily out of the ground all year round, they
work ceaselessly.

The thinking process is taken as the focal point of the
investigation, in order to find the true source of these thoughts.
The four nama khandhas —vedana, sannd, sankhara, and vifinana —
are the appropriate battleground for this superior degree of mind-
fulness and wisdom. As for the riipa khandha — the physical body
— it ceased to be a problem when one achieved the intermediate
level of wisdom. This form of wisdom performs the tasks neces-
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sary for realizing the Anagami stage of the Nobel Path. To attain
this exalted level, one must focus on the physical body, investigat-
ing it scrupulously in every detail until all misunderstandings and
concerns about the body are forever banished.

When one comes to the final stage — the path to Arahant-
ship, it is absolutely essential to investigate the nama khandhas so
that one gains a deep and clear understanding about how all phe-
nomena arise, briefly exist, and then vanish. These three aspects
of the investigation converge in the truth of anatta. This means
examining all phenomena as being empty of a permanent self:
empty of being a man or woman, empty of being me or them. No
self-entity — whatsoever — exists anywhere within mental phe-
nomena.” To comprehend the true nature of the nama khandhas,
one must discover the fundamental principles underlying them
and understand them deeply and clearly with wisdom. It’s not
enough that we anticipate results or speculate about their nature,
as is the common tendency of most people — people who just
prefer to do guesswork.

A theoretical understanding, acquired from learning, differs
from a genuine understanding based on wisdom as the earth dif-
fers from the sky. People whose understanding is founded upon
knowledge gained through memorization are very preoccupied
with their own ideas, always assuming that they are highly intel-
ligent. In truth, they are completely deluded. Consequently, they
become overly conceited and are reluctant to accept help and
advice from anyone.’

This arrogant tendency is quite apparent when a group of
scholars discuss Dhamma, each one constantly trying to cham-
pion his own intellectual theories. These meetings usually degen-
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erate into verbal sparring matches, spurred on by this common
attitude of self-importance, until everyone — regardless of age,
race, gender, or clan — forgets to observe the proper etiquette
expected of such ‘civilized’ people.

Understanding, based on wisdom, is ready to uproot all
types of speculative views that continually manifest our con-
ceit. Wisdom is prepared to ferret out and expose these errone-
ous views, penetrating every niche until the whole edifice of these
kilesas comes crashing down. There is not one kilesa that can suc-
cessfully withstand the penetration of the highest degree of mind-
fulness and wisdom.

In the Dhamma’s arsenal, mindfulness and wisdom are the
foremost weapons. Never have the kilesas been intrepid enough
to defeat them. The Lord Buddha became the Supreme Teacher
because of mindfulness and wisdom. His disciples became
Arahants because of mindfulness and wisdom. Because of mind-
fulness and wisdom, they were able to see with insight into the
true nature of things. They didn’t uproot their kilesas by using
learning, supposition, or mere guesswork. In the initial stages of
practice, concepts recalled from memory can be used to delineate
the boundaries of the way forward; but, one must exercise great
caution lest this kind of conjecture causes delusion appearing in
the guise of genuine truth.

When the Lord Buddha and his Arahant disciples pro-
claimed the Truth of his teaching to the world, they were pro-
claiming the way of wisdom — the way that brings us to see the
true nature of all phenomena. We practitioners of meditation must
be extremely careful that the master of speculation doesn’t sneak
in and conjure up his tricks in place of wisdom. If we don’t, we
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will be led to mistake mere concepts for true understanding, with-
out ever removing a single kilesa from our hearts. We may find
ourselves inundated with knowledge about salvation, yet unable
to save ourselves. This is exactly what the Lord Buddha meant
when he advised the people of Kalama not to believe in specu-
lation or conjecture, and not to believe teachings handed down
from the past or teachers who are considered to be reliable; but
to believe that the principles of truth can be discovered within
themselves — by the wisdom within themselves. This is the surest
kind of knowledge there is. The Lord Buddha and his Arahant
disciples didn’t need anyone to validate the authenticity of their
attainment, for sanditthiko is there within everyone who practices
the Buddha’s teaching in the right way.'

Acariya Mun said that when he came to this last level of
advanced practice, he became so intrigued with it that he lost
all sense of time. He completely forgot the time of day, forgot to
sleep, and then forgot how tired he was. Fearless and unshakable,
his citta was constantly in position to oppose every type of kilesa,
ready to excise them by their roots. From the time he left Wat
Chedi Luang in Chiang Mai, he did not allow a single day to pass
in vain. And before long, he reached the point of ultimate under-
standing.’

At the moment he set off alone, his citta began to express
the dynamic characteristics of a daring thoroughbred stallion. It
wanted to soar high and glide through the air, dive underground
and then shoot up into the sky again. It felt inclined to venture
out to experience the many countless variety of phenomena in
the universe. He felt as if his citta was about to dig up and remove
all of the kilesas in a single instant. The adventurous nature of
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his mindfulness and wisdom had long been hemmed in by social
obligations. They were unable to move freely about in their pre-
ferred domain — the observation and analysis of just those things
Acariya Mun had wanted to know about for such a long time.
Now he was blessed — blessed with the opportunity of leaping
away and vanishing, finally able to give mindfulness and wisdom
the chance to display their considerable prowess as they explored
throughout the three worlds of existence.

Acariya Mun investigated thoroughly, internally and exter-
nally. His mindfulness and wisdom penetrated all around — con-
stantly moving in and out, up and down — all the while resolving
issues, detaching himself, and then letting go as he cut, slashed,
and pulverized every manner of falsehood with all the strength he
could muster. Feeling unbound as a giant fish swimming happily
in the ocean, he looked back on his entire past and saw only dark
obstructive times lurking there, fraught with all kinds of danger-
ous, inevitable consequences. His heart beat faster at the prospect
of finding a way to save himself. Looking to the future, he saw
before him only a majestic, empty expanse of brilliant illumina-
tion — a view that completely surpasses any conventional under-
standing and is utterly beyond all description. So much so, that
I find it difficult to elaborate any further for the benefit of the
reader. I sincerely regret that I am unable to do justice to all the
inspiring things Acariya Mun said.

Acariya Mun sat in meditation late that night, not too long
after supreme-mindfulness and supreme-wisdom had reached the
peak of their performance. Like a Wheel of Dhamma, they moved
in unison as they rotated non-stop around the citta and every-
thing related to it. He was residing at the base of a mountain, in
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a broad, open area covered with enormous flat rocks. Clear, open
space surrounded him as he sat at the foot of a solitary tree — the
only tree in that entire area. This tree had abundant cool shade
during the day, so he sometimes went to meditate under it.

I regret that I cannot recall what type of tree it was, or its
exact location. As Acariya Mun described this amazing event, I
was so thoroughly overwhelmed by the magnitude of his achieve-
ment that I failed to remember any of the pertinent details —what
district and township he was in, or even the name of the moun-
tain range. Hearing him talk of his great victory, I couldn’t help
thinking about myself. Was I going to simply waste my birth as a
human being, carelessly throwing away the wonderful opportu-
nity it gave me? Did I have enough spiritual potential to one day
succeed in realizing that same Supreme Dhamma? Reflecting in
this manner, I forgot everything else. I had no idea that, someday,
[ would be writing his biography.

At dusk Acariya Mun began walking meditation, focus-
ing on paticcasamuppada, as the theme of primary relevance to
this level of contemplation.’ Starting with avijia paccaya sankhara,
he became so intrigued by the subject of ‘dependent origination’
that he was soon investigating it to the exclusion of all else. By
the time he sat down at about nine o'clock, his mind was concen-
trated solely on scrutinizing avijja, examining each of the inter-
dependent conditions through to the logical conclusion, then
reversing the order to arrive back at avijja. Contemplating thus,
he deliberated back and forth, over and over — inside the citta —
the focal point where birth, death, and kilesas converge with the
principal cause — avijja.

Seated in meditation late that night, the crucial moment
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had arrived. The battle lines were drawn: supreme-mindful-
ness and supreme-wisdom — the razor sharp weapons — against
avijja, an enemy especially adroit at repulsing their advances then
counterattacking, leaving its opponents in total disarray. Since
time immemorial no one has dared to challenge its might, allow-
ing avijja to reign supreme and unopposed over the ‘kingdom
of birth and death’ inside the hearts of all living beings. But at
three AM. that night when Acariya Mun launched his final, all
out assault, the result was the total destruction of the king’s mighty
throne and the complete overthrow of his reign in the ‘kingdom of birth
and death’. Suddenly impotent and deprived of room to maneuver, the
king could not maintain his sovereignty. At that moment avijja per-
ished, victim to a lightning strike of magnificent brilliance.

Acariya Mun described how that fateful moment was
accompanied by a tremor that appeared to shake the entire uni-
verse. Celestial beings throughout this vast expanse immediately
paid tribute to his supreme accomplishment, roaring an excla-
mation of approval that reverberated across the sentient universe,
and proclaimed the appearance of another disciple of the Tatha-
gatha in the world. Overjoyed to have witnessed this event, they
were eager to offer their congratulations. Human beings, however,
were unaware of the momentous event that had just taken place.
Occupied with worldly pleasures, they were too oblivious to care
that, only a moment before, the Supreme Dhamma had arisen in
the heart of a fellow human being.

When the awesome moment passed, what remained was
visuddhi-dhamma.” This pure Dhamma — the true, natural state of
the citta — suffused Acariya Mun’s body and mind, and extended
its light in all directions. The experience aroused an indescrib-
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able feeling of great awe and wonder. His customary compas-
sion for the world virtually disappeared, and with it, his interest
in teaching other people. He was convinced that this Supreme
Dhamma was far too profound and overwhelming in its greatness
for people to ever truly understand. So he became disheartened
in this respect, feeling disinclined to teach others. He felt it was
enough to simply enjoy this wonderful Dhamma alone while still
living in the midst of the conventional world.

Acariya Mun reflected at length that night on the benefi-
cence of the Lord Buddha. This Supreme Teacher, having fully
realized the Truth, taught people who were receptive to his mes-
sage so that they too could attain genuine deliverance. It was obvi-
ous that not a single falsehood was concealed anywhere within
the Buddha’s teaching. He spent the rest of that night tirelessly
paying homage to the supreme virtues of the Lord Buddha.

Acariya Mun had always been compassionate — he was
deeply sympathetic to the spiritual state of fellow human beings.
But his citta had just attained a clarity that was so extraordi-
nary in its brilliance and purity that he felt he could not possi-
bly explain the true nature of this Dhamma to others. Even if he
tried, ordinary people with kilesas could never hope to attain this
exalted state of mind. More than that, hearing him speak in such
superlatives, they could accuse him of insanity for daring to teach
the world something that no good, sane person would ever dis-
cuss. He believed it unlikely that there would be enough sympa-
thetic people to generate his enthusiasm for teaching. He was free
to live a life of solitude for the remainder of his years. It was suffi-
cient that he had fully realized his life-long ambition. He saw no
reason to burden himself with difficult teaching responsibilities. It
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could end up being an example of good causes with bad effects:
that is, his compassionate intentions could well turn into harm-
ful results for contemptuous people.

Such was Acariya Mun’s frame of mind shortly after attain-
ing the Supreme Dhamma — a time when he had yet to focus on
the wider picture. Eventually, his thoughts gathered on the Lord
Buddha’s guiding role in revealing the correct path of practice.
Reviewing his attainment of Dhamma and the path he took, he
saw that he, too, was a human being in the world just like everyone
else, and undistinguished from others by any special characteris-
tic that would make him the only person capable of understand-
ing this Dhamma. Certainly, others with strong spiritual tenden-
cies were capable of this understanding. By failing to broaden his
perspective, his initial outlook had tended to disparage the spirit-
ual tendencies of his fellow human beings — which was unfair.

The Lord Buddha did not reveal the path of practice lead-
ing to magga, phala and Nibbana for the benefit of only one indi-
vidual. This revelation was a gift for the whole world, both his
contemporaries and succeeding generations. In total, the number
of those who have reached magga, phala and Nibbana, following
the Buddha’s teaching, is enormous beyond reckoning. In this
respect, Acariya Mun’s achievement was definitely not unique,
though he initially overlooked the capacity of others for similar
achievement.

Carefully reviewing all aspects of the Buddha’s teaching, he
saw its relevance for people the world over, and its accessibility
to anyone willing to practice correctly. These thoughts gave him
a renewed desire to help others. Once again, he felt comfortable
with the idea of teaching people who came to him for guidance
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and were receptive to his instructions. For in teaching Dhamma,
the teacher has an obligation to treat Dhamma with respect by
refusing to instruct anyone who is disrespectful or indifferent to
what is being taught.

Some people can’t help making noise while listening to
Dhamma: they are obviously apathetic to the value of the Dhamma
and the opportunity they have for hearing it. They appear oblivi-
ous to where they are or how they are expected to behave at that
time. Such people see Dhamma as something quite ordinary. They
have adopted a typically worldly attitude of being thoroughly indif-
ferent to Dhamma, to the monastery, and to the monks. They see
the whole lot as just commonplace. Under such circumstances, it
is unconscionable to teach Dhamma: the teacher is then censur-
able and the audience fails to gain any real benefit.

Before he realized the Supreme Dhamma and then made it
available to others, Acariya Mun nearly gave up his life in the for-
ests and mountains as he struggled relentlessly with every ounce
of strength. After such heroic effort, the notion of bringing this
precious Dhamma and having it simply dissipate in the ocean was
inconceivable. When has that ever happened? After all, a monk is
the type of person who considers everything scrupulously before
he acts. Dhamma exists in a class by itself, so special attention
must be paid to when and how it is presented to a public audience.
Should these considerations be neglected in the presentation of
Dhamma, the outcome might well prove harmful.

Dhamma is taught for the purpose of helping people in the
world — much like a doctor, desiring the well-being of his patients,
prescribes medications to cure sickness and relieve pain. But when
people are unwilling to accept help, why should a monk worry
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about teaching them? If he really has true Dhamma in his heart,
he is perfectly content to live in solitude. It’s unnecessary for him

to seek students in order to alleviate the discomfort and stress

caused by an irrepressible urge to teach others the way — an urge

which merely adds to a person’s sense of discontent, anyway. Lack-
ing sincerity in the Dhamma that the Lord Buddha strove so ear-
nestly to realize, such a person, though he calls himself a teacher,
is one only in name.

Acariya Mun said he had complete confidence that he was
mentally and physically attuned to living alone because his heart
was supremely tranquil, possessing genuine Dhamma. Dhamma
means tranquillity. A heart filled with Dhamma is a heart whose
serenity transcends everything. Acariya Mun naturally preferred
living in forested mountain areas since these places were condu-
cive to dwelling sublimely with Dhamma.’ He considered teach-
ing others to be a special situation. It was an obligation he per-
formed occasionally and not an actual necessity as was living by
Dhamma — an essential aspect of his life to the very end. Other-
wise, he would not have enjoyed a convenient daily existence.

When we posses Dhamma, understand Dhamma, and
abide in Dhamma, we are unperturbed by things in the world,
and so do not go searching for dukkha. Where Dhamma abides,
there is happiness and tranquility. According to natural principles,
Dhamma abides in the hearts of those who practice it; so happi-
ness and tranquility arise in the hearts of those practitioners. It
cannot arise in any other place.

Acariya Mun was always extremely circumspect when teach-
ing Dhamma. He never taught indiscriminately, for Dhamma itself
is never indiscriminate. He never practiced Dhamma in a random
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fashion but always followed well-established principles, practicing
within the confines of the Noble tradition recorded in the Bud-
dhist scriptures. Understanding did not arise in him in a random
fashion either — it arose in progressive stages following the prin-
ciples of truth. Acariya Mun advised practicing monks to guard
against being indiscriminate by always keeping the strictures of
the Teaching and the Discipline in mind, since they represent
the Buddha and the path of practice he followed. He stressed
that the monk who maintains magga and phala — and maintains
the Teaching and the Discipline — is one who is humble and un-
assuming, and always careful not to let his actions, his speech, or
his thoughts go astray. Practicing thus, he will be able to stand on
his own — indefinitely.

Having addressed the issue of teaching Dhamma to others,
Acariya Mun again turned his attention to the nature of his inner
Dhamma. He said that the moment of realization, when Dhamma
arises in all its glory within the citta, is a moment that’s completely
unimaginable. Dhamma’s true nature reveals itself in a totally
unexpected manner, as it is inconceivable and impossible to spec-
ulate about beforehand. At that moment, he felt as though he
had died and been born again into a new life — a uniquely amaz-
ing death and rebirth. The quality of awareness, intrinsic to this
transformation, was a state of knowing that he had never before
experienced, even though it had always been there, unchanging.
Suddenly, then, it became apparent — spectacular, and incon-
ceivably amazing. It was this quintessential quality that caused
Acariya Mun to consider — somewhat unconventionally — that it
would not be possible to teach others this Dhamma because they
would never be able to truly understand it.
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Since his early days of practice, Acariya Mun always pos-
sessed a very dynamic character. That distinguishing character-
istic was evident at the moment of his final attainment, which
was so unforgettable for him that he would later tell this story to
inspire his disciples. Once his citta had completely overthrown
the cycle of repeated birth and death, it appeared to make three
revolutions, circling around the newly-arisen vivatta-citta. Upon
conclusion of the first revolution, the Pali term lopo — cutting off
— arose together with its essential meaning: at that moment the
citta had completed the function of totally excluding all vestiges of
relative, conventional reality. Upon conclusion of the second rev-
olution, the Pali term vimutti — absolute freedom — arose together
with its essential meaning: at that moment the citta had com-
pleted the function of attaining total release. Upon conclusion of
the third revolution, the Pali term analayo — total detachment —
arose together with its essential meaning: at that moment the citta
had completed the function of wholly severing all attachments.
Citta and Dhamma were then one and the same — ekacitta eka-
dhamma. The true nature of the citta is synonymous with the true
nature of Dhamma. Unlike relative, conventional reality, there is
no duality. This is vimuttidhamma pure and simple." It is absolute
in its singularity and devoid of any trace of relative, conventional
reality within. This pure Dhamma is fully realized only once. It
never requires further perfection.

The Lord Buddha and the Arahants become fully enlight-
ened only once: the citta and Dhamma being exactly of the same
nature, they have no need to search further. The khandhas, that
make up their conventional existence, are then just khandhas
pure and simple — they contain no defiling elements. The khand-
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has of an Arahant remain the same as before, for the attainment
of Nibbana does not alter them in any way. For example, those
khandhas responsible for thought processes continue to perform
this function at the behest of their boss, the citta. By nature, the
release of vimutti is already freed of any intermingling with the
khandhas, the citta and the khandhas each existing as separate,
distinct phenomena, each one true within its own natural state.
They no longer seek to deceive or disrupt one another. Both sides
exist peacefully in their distinct natural states, performing their
specific functions until, at death, each constituent element goes
its own separate Way.11

When the body finally dies, the purified citta attains yatha-
dipo ca nibbuto: just as the flame in a lamp is extinguished when
all of the fuel is exhausted, so too goes the citta according to its
true nature. Relative, conventional realities like the khandhas
are no longer involved with the purified citta beyond that point.
In truth, nothing of the relative, conventional world accompa-
nies this citta to create a cause for coming to birth in the future.
Such was the essence of Dhamma that arose in Acariya Mun’s
citta at the moment it completed the three revolutions expressing
its dynamic character. That was the final occasion when the rel-
ative reality of the khandhas and the absolute freedom of the citta
joined forces before finally separating to go their separate ways —
forever.”

Throughout the remainder of that night Acariya Mun con-
sidered with a sense of dismay how pathetically ignorant he had
been in the past, being dragged endlessly from one existence to
another — like a puppet. He wept as he thought of how he finally
came upon a pool of crystal-clear, wondrous-tasting water. He
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had reached Nong Aw,"* that sparkling pool of pure Dhamma that
the Lord Buddha and his Arahant disciples encountered and then
proclaimed to the world over 2500 years ago. Having at long last
encountered it himself, he tirelessly paid heartfelt homage, pros-
trating himself over and over again to the Buddha, the Dhamma,
and the Sangha. Should people have seen him then, tears stream-
ing down his face as he prostrated over and over again, surely
they would have assumed that this monk was suffering immensely,
shedding tears so profusely. They probably would have suspected
him of beseeching the guardian spirits, living in all directions, to
help ease his pain; or else of being on the verge of madness, for
his behavior was extremely unusual. In fact, he had just arrived
at the truth of the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha with utmost
clarity, as epitomized in the maxim: He who sees the Dhamma, sees
the Tathdagata, and thus abides in the presence of the Buddha, the
Dhamma, and the Sangha. Acariya Mun was simply engaged in the
kind of conduct befitting someone who is overwhelmed by a sin-
cere sense of gratitude.

That night celestial devas of all realms and terrestrial devas
from every direction, paid tribute in a resounding exclamation
of approval that reverberated throughout the world systems, and
then gathered to listen to Acariya Mun expound the Dhamma.
But being still fully engaged in his immediate commitment to the
Supreme Dhamma, he was not yet ready to receive visitors. So, he
signaled to the assembled devas that he was occupied, indicating
they should return on a later occasion. The devas then left, thor-
oughly delighted that they had seen a visuddhi-deva on the very
night when he attained Nibbana."

At dawn, Acariya Mun rose from his meditation seat,
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reflecting still on the unforgettably amazing Dhamma. Thinking
back to the moment of final release, he recalled the three revolu-
tions together with the profound subtlety of their essential mean-
ings. He also reflected with appreciation on the tree that had shel-
tered him as he sat in meditation, and the local villagers who had
always supported him with food and other basic needs.

At first, Acariya Mun considered foregoing his morning
almsround that day. He reckoned that the happiness he felt from
his attainment was all that he needed for sustenance. But he
could not help feeling compassion for the local villagers who had
done so much for him. So, while he had no desire to eat, he never-
theless went on almsround. Entering the village that morning he
fixed his gaze firmly on the people, having paid little attention to
them before. As he gazed intently at the people who came forward
to put food in his bowl, and at those milling around the houses
with children at play in the dirt, he experienced an extraordi-
nary sense of love and compassion for them all. The whole village
appeared to be especially bright and cheerful that day, with smil-
ing faces beaming at him as people saw him come.

Upon return at his mountain retreat, his heart felt replete
with Dhamma, while his body felt fully satisfied even though he
had yet to eat. Neither body nor citta was the least bit hungry.
Nonetheless, he forced himself to eat for the body’s sake, since
it requires nourishment to sustain its life. The food, however,
appeared to have no taste. The taste of Dhamma alone perme-
ated the whole of his body — and his heart. As the Buddha said:
The taste of Dhamma surpasses all other tastes.

Eager to hear Dhamma, all the devas came to visit Acariya
Mun the following night. Both terrestrial devas and celestial devas
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arrived in groups, hailing from neatly every direction. Each group
described the amazing radiance caused by the incredible power
of his Dhamma the previous night. They compared it to a mag-
nificent tremor that passed through all the celestial abodes in the
vast realms of all the world systems. This tremor was accompa-
nied by a fantastic incandescence that rendered the length and
breath of the upper and lower realms ineffably translucent. They

told him:

“Those of us with intuitive knowledge were able to see
unobstructed throughout the entire universe due to the
luminous quality of the Dhamma pouring forth from your
person, venerable sir. Its brilliance was far more radiant
than the light of a hundred or even a thousand suns. It is
truly unbearable to think that there were those who missed
seeing such a wonder. Only humans and animals, living
futile earthbound existences, could be so incredibly blind
and unperceptive as to have been unaware of last night’s
splendor. Devas everywhere were so stunned, astonished,
and utterly amazed that they let out an emphatic exclama-
tion of approval to express their exultation at the perfection
of your achievement. If it were not such an absolutely amaz-
ing achievement, how could knowledge of it have been so
widespread?

“You, venerable sir, are a person of saintly virtue, majestic
power, and vast influence, capable of being a refuge to a
great number of beings in numerous realms of existence. All
will be able to find blessed comfort in the shadow of your
greatness. Beings of every class — be they humans, dewvas,
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or brahmas, living underwater, on land, or in the air — are
rarely fortunate enough to encounter such perfection. We
devas consider ourselves especially blessed to have met you,
venerable sir, having the precious opportunity to pay our
respects to you and to receive your beneficent teaching. We
are grateful to you for expounding the Dhamma to brighten
our hearts, leading us on the path of practice so that we can
gradually become aware of how to improve ourselves.”

When the assemblies of devas finally returned to their respective
realms, Acariya Mun began to reflect on the tremendous diffi-
culties he had experienced in his effort to realize this Dhamma.
Because his practice had entailed such exceptional hardship, he
regarded it as Dhamma at the threshold of death. Had he not come
so close to death, while struggling to reach freedom from dukkha,
then surely he would never have attained that freedom.

The Spiritual Partner

Sitting in meditation after his final attainment, Acariya Mun
recalled a certain personal matter from his past — one which he
had not taken much interest in before. Here I would like to tell a
story relevant to Acariya Mun’s past. I feel it would be a shame to
leave out such an intriguing story, especially as this type of rela-
tionship may be following every one of you like a shadow, even
though you are unaware of it. Should the story be deemed in
any way unseemly, please blame the author for not being prop-
erly circumspect. As you may already have guessed, this is a pri-
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vate matter that was discussed only by Acariya Mun and his inner
circle of disciples. I have tried to suppress the urge to write about
it here, but the more I tried to suppress it, the stronger this urge
became. So I finally gave in and, after writing it down, the urge
gradually subsided. I must confess that I'm at fault here, but I hope
the reader forgives me. Hopefully, it will provide everyone, caught
in the perpetual cycle of birth and death, something worthwhile
to think about.

This story concerns Acariya Mun’s longtime spiritual part-
ner." Acariya Mun said that in previous lives he and his spiritual
partner had both made a solemn vow to work together toward the
attainment of Buddhahood. During the years prior to his final
attainment, she occasionally came to visit him while he was in
samadhi. On those occasions, he gave her a brief Dhamma talk,
then sent her away. She always appeared to him as a disembodied
consciousness. Unlike beings from most realms of existence, she
had no discernible form. When he inquired about her formless
state, she replied that she was so worried about him she had not
yet decided to take up existence in any specific realm. She feared
that he would forget their relationship — their mutual resolve to
attain Buddhahood in the future. So out of concern, and a sense
of disappointment, she felt compelled to come and check on him
from time to time. Acariya Mun told her then that he had already
given up that vow, resolving instead to practice for Nibbana in
this lifetime. He had no wish to be born again, which was equiv-
alent to carrying all the misery he had suffered in past lives indef-
initely into the future.

Although she had never revealed her feelings, she remained
worried about their relationship, and her longing for him never
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waned. So once in a long while she paid him a visit. But on this
occasion, it was Acariya Mun who thought of her, being con-
cerned about her plight, since they had gone through so many
hardships together in previous lives. Contemplating this affair
after his attainment, it occurred to him that he would like to
meet her so they could reach a new understanding. He wanted to
explain matters to her, and thus remove any lingering doubts or
anxieties regarding their former partnership. Late that very night
and soon after this thought occurred to him, his spiritual partner
arrived in her familiar formless state.

Acariya Mun began by asking her about her present realm
of existence. He wanted to know why she had no discernible form
like beings from other celestial realms, and what exactly was her
present condition. The formless being answered that she lived in
one of the minor ethereal states of being in the vast sentient uni-
verse. She reiterated that she was waiting in that realm because
of anxiety concerning him. Having become aware of his desire to
meet her, she came to him that night.

Ordinarily, she didn’t dare to visit him very often. Though
sincerely wanting to see him, she always felt shy and hesitant. In
truth, her visits were in no way damaging to either of them for
they were not of such a nature as to be harmful. But still, her
long-standing affection for him made her hesitant about coming.
Acariya Mun had also told her not to visit too often, for although
not harmful, such visits could nevertheless become an emotional
impediment, thus slowing his progress. The heart being very sensi-
tive by nature, it could well be affected by subtle emotional attach-
ments, which could then interfere with the practice of meditation.
Convinced that this was true, she seldom came to visit him.
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She was quite aware that he had severed his connection to
birth and death, including former friends and relatives — and of
course the spiritual partner who was counting on him — with no
lingering regrets whatsoever. After all, it was an event that had
a dramatic effect throughout the world systems. But rather than
rejoice with delight, as she would have done in the past when
they were together, this time she felt slighted, prompting an unor-
thodox reaction. She thought instead that he was being irrespon-
sible, neglecting to consider the loyal spiritual companion who
had shared his suffering, struggling together with him through
so many lifetimes. She felt devastated, now left alone in misfor-
tune, clutching dukkha but unable to let go. He had already gone
beyond dukkha, leaving her behind to endure the burden of suf-
fering. The more she thought about it, the more she felt like one
bereft of wisdom who, nonetheless, wanted to reach up to touch
the moon and the stars. In the end, she fell back to earth clutching
her misery, unable to find a way out of such grievous misfortune.

Despondent, hapless being that she was, and struggling to
endure her misery, she pleaded with him for assistance: “I am des-
perately disappointed. Where can I possibly find happiness? I so
want to reach up and touch the moon and the stars in the sky! It’s
just terrible, and so painful. You yourself are like the moon and
the stars up in the sky shining brightly in every direction. Having
established yourself in Dhamma, your existence is never bleak,
never dreary. Youre so completely content and your aura radi-
ates throughout every part of the universe. If I am still fortunate
enough, please kindly show me the way of Dhamma. Please help
me bring forth the bright, pure knowledge of wisdom,® releasing
me quickly from the cycle of repeated birth and death, to follow
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you in the attainment of Nibbana so that I will not have to endure
this agony much longer. May this vow be strong enough to pro-
duce the results my heart desires, allowing me to attain the grace
of enlightenment as soon as possible.”

Convulsed with sobs of anguish, such was the fervent plea
of that sorrowful formless being as she expressed her hopes of
gaining enlightenment.

Acariya Mun replied that his intention in wishing to see her
was not to elicit regrets about the past: “People who wish each
other well should not think in that way. Haven't you practiced the
four brahmaviharas: metta, karuna, mudita, and upekkha?”

The formless spirit replied: “I have practiced them for
so long that I can’t help thinking about the closeness we once
shared practicing them together. When a person saves only him-
self, as you have, it is quite natural for those left behind to be dis-
appointed. I'm in misery because I have been abandoned with-
out any concern for my welfare. I still can’t see any possibility of
easing my pain.”

He cautioned her: “Whether practicing on your own or in
concert with others, goodness is developed for the purpose of reduc-
ing anxiety and suffering within yourself, not for increasing them
until, being agitated, you become all upset. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, but the tendency of people with kilesas is to somehow
muddle through, not knowing which path is the right one for a
smooth, safe passage. We don’t know if what we are doing is right
or wrong, or whether the result will be happiness or suffering, We
know the pain in our hearts, but we don’t know the way out of it. So
we are left to fret about our misfortune, as you see me doing now.”

Acariya Mun said that the formless spirit was adamant in
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her complaints about him. She accused him of making his escape
alone, showing no pity for her —she who for so long had struggled
together with him to go beyond dukkha. She complained that he
had made no effort to assist her so that she too could gain release
from suffering.

He tried to console her: “When two people eat food together
at the same table, inevitably one will be full before the other. It’s
not possible for both to be fully satiated at the same moment. Take
the case of the Lord Buddha and his former spouse, Yasodhara.
Although for many ages they had jointly developed goodness of all
kinds, the Lord Buddha was the first to transcend dukkha, return-
ing then to teach his former spouse so that later she also crossed
over to the other shore. You should consider this lesson carefully
and learn from it, instead of complaining about the person who's
right now trying his best to find a way to help you. I am earnestly
searching for a means to help you cross over, yet you accuse me
of being heartless and irresponsible. Such thoughts are very inap-
propriate. They will merely increase the discomfort for both of us.
You should change your attitude, following the example of the
Lord Buddha’s former spouse — an excellent example for everyone,
and one giving rise to true happiness.

“My reason for meeting you is to assist you, not to drive you
away. | have always supported your development in Dhamma. To
say that I have abandoned you and no longer care for your welfare
is simply not true. My advice to you emanates from a heart whose
loving kindness and compassion are absolutely pure. If you follow
this advice, practicing it to the best of your ability, I will rejoice
in your progress. And should you receive completely satisfactory
results, I will rest contented in equanimity.”
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“Our original aspiration to achieve Buddhahood was made
for the express purpose of crossing beyond the cycle of rebirth.
My subsequent desire to attain the status of sauaka’ instead, was
actually a desire aimed toward the same goal: a state free of kile-
sas and asava,” free of all dukkha, the Supreme Happiness, Nib-
bana. As I've followed the righteous path through many differ-
ent lives, including my present status as a Buddhist monk, I have
always done my utmost to keep in touch with you. Throughout
this time, I have taught you as best I could with the immense
loving compassion that I feel for you. Never was there a moment
when I thought of forsaking you to seek only my own salvation —
my thoughts were constantly full of concern, full of sympathy for
you. I have always hoped to free you from the misery of birth in
samsara, leading you in the direction of Nibbana.

“Your abnormal reaction — feeling offended because you sup-
pose that I've abandoned you without any concern for your well-
being — is of no benefit to either of us. From now on, you should
refrain from such thinking. Don’t allow these thoughts to arise,
trampling all over your heart, for they will bring only endless
misery in their wake — a result incompatible with my objective, as
[ strive with heartfelt compassion to help you out.

“Escaping without a care? Where have I escaped to!? And
who is it I don’t care about!? At this moment I am doing my
utmost to give you every possible assistance. Doesn’t everything
I've taught you arise solely out of such compassionate concern as
I am showing you right now?! The constant encouragement I have
provided comes straight from a heart full to the brim with a com-
passion that exceeds all the water in the great oceans, a compas-
sion that pours forth unsparingly, without concern that it might
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run dry. Please understand that helping you has always been my
intention and accept this Dhamma teaching that I offer. If you
just trust me and practice accordingly, you will experience the
fruits of inner happiness for yourself.

“From the day I first ordained as a monk, I have sincerely
practiced the way of Dhamma — never for a moment have I
thought ill of anyone. My motive in wanting to meet with you was
not to deceive you, or cause you harm, but to assist you as best I
can with all my heart. If you refuse to trust me, it will be difficult
for you to find anyone else so worthy of your complete faith. You
said you were aware of the universe trembling that night. That
trembling, do you think it was caused by the ‘Dhamma of decep-
tion’ arising in the world? Is that why you're so hesitant about
taking to heart the advice I have so graciously offered you? If you
understand that Dhamma is indeed the Dhamma of Truth, then
you should consider the trembling of the universe that night as a
decisive factor in your faith, and take comfort in the fact that you
still have great resources of merit. You are still able to listen to
a timely exposition of Dhamma, even though your birth in that
formless realm of existence should render such a thing impos-
sible. I consider it my good fortune to be able to teach you now.
You should feel proud of your own good fortune in having some-
one to come and rescue you from the hopeless gloom that your
misguided thinking has caused. If you can think positively like
this, I shall be very pleased. Such thinking will not allow dukkha
to bind you so tightly that you can’t find a way out. It won't allow
Dhamma to be seen as something mundane, or compassionate
concern to be seen as something malevolent.”

As she listened to Acariya Mun present these reasoned argu-
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ments with such loving compassion, his spiritual partner felt as
though she was being bathed in a stream of celestial water. Grad-
ually she regained her composure. Enchanted by his discourse, her
mind soon became calm, her manner respectful.

When he finished speaking, she admitted her mistake: “My
affection and my hopeless yearning for you have caused so much
trouble. I believed that you had discarded me, going your own way,
which left me feeling neglected. I became terribly disappointed. I
couldn’t stop thinking how useless and rejected I felt, with no one
to turn to. But now that I have received the light of Dhamma, my
heart is cool and contented. I can now put down the burden of
misery that I've been carrying, for your Dhamma is like a divine
nectar washing over my heart, cleansing it and making it bright.
Please forgive me whatever wrong I have done to you through my
ignorance. I am determined to be more careful in the future —
never shall I make such a mistake again.”

When she finished speaking, Acariya Mun advised her to
take birth in a more appropriate realm of existence, telling her
to cease worrying about the past. Respectfully, she promised to
follow his advice, then made one final request: “Once I have taken
birth in a suitable realm, may I come and listen to your advice as
before? Please give me your blessing for this.” Once Acariya Mun
had granted her request, she immediately vanished.

The formless spirit having departed, Acariya Mun’s citta
withdrew from samaddhi. It was nearly five A.M. and almost light.
He had not rested the entire night. Having begun sitting in
samadhi at around eight P.M., he had spoken with the formless
spirit for many hours into the night.

Not long afterwards, the same spirit came to visit him
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again. This time she came in the bodily form of a beautiful dewva,
although in deference to the especially revered monk she was vis-
iting, she was not adorned in the ornamental style customary of
the devas.

Upon arriving, she explained to him her new situation:

“After listening to your explanation, which removed all my doubts
and relieved me of the misery that was tormenting me, I came
to birth in the Tavatimsa heavenly realm — a celestial sphere full
of delightful pleasures, all of which I now enjoy as a result of the
goodness we performed together as human beings. Although I
experience this pleasant existence as a consequence of my own
good deeds, I can’t help remembering that you, venerable sir, were
the one who initially encouraged me to do good. On my own, I
would never have had the wisdom capable of accomplishing this
to my complete satisfaction.

“Feeling fortunate enough to be reborn in heavenly splen-
dor, I am wholly contented, and no longer angry or resentful. As
I reflect back on the immense kindness you've always shown me,
it becomes apparent to me how important it is for us to choose
discretely in our lives — concerning everything from our work to
our food to our friends and companions, both male and female.
Such discretion is crucial for leading a smooth, untroubled exist-
ence. This is especially true when choosing a spouse to depend on,
for better or for worse. Choosing a spouse merits special attention,
for we share everything with that person — even our very breath.
Every happiness and every sorrow along the way will necessarily
affect both parties.

“Those who have a good partner, even though they may be
inadequate in terms of their intelligence, their temperament, or
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their behavior, are still blest to have someone who can guide and
encourage them in dealing with all their affairs — both their sec-
ular affairs, which promote peace and stability in the family, and
their spiritual affairs, which nourish the heart. All other matters
will benefit as well, so they won't feel they are groping blindly in
the dark, never certain how these matters will turn out. Each part-
ner being a good person, they compliment each other to create a
virtual paradise within the family, allowing everyone to remain
peaceful, contented, and free from strife at all times. Always cheer-
ful, such a household is undisturbed by temperamental outbursts.
All members contribute in creating this atmosphere: each is calm
and composed, firmly established in the principles of reason —
instead of just doing whatever they like, which is contrary to the
very moral principles that insure their continued peace and con-
tentment. Married couples work together to construct their own
future. Together they create good and bad kamma. They create
happiness and misery, virtue and evil, heaven and hell, from the
very beginning of their relationship onwards to the present and
into the future — an unbroken continuum.

“Being blessed with the chance to accompany you through
many lives, I've come to realize this in my own situation. By your
guidance, venerable sir, I have made goodness an integral part of
my character. You have always steered me safely through every
danger, never letting me stray in the direction of evil or disgrace.
Consequently, I've remained a good person during all those life-
times. I cannot tell you how deeply moved I am by all the kind-
ness you've shown me. I now realize the harm caused by my past
mistakes. Please kindly forgive my transgressions so that no lin-
gering animosity remains between us.”
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Assenting to the deva’s request, Acariya Mun forgave her. He
then gave her an inspiring talk, encouraging her to perfect her-
self spiritually. When he had finished, she paid him her respects,
moved off a short distance, and floated blissfully up into the sky.

Some of the resentful comments she made when she was
still a formless spirit were too strange to record here, so I've been
unable to recount every detail of their conversation; and for that
I ask your forgiveness. I am not really that satisfied with what
has been written here either, but I feel that without it a thought-
provoking story would have been left out.

The Most Exalted Appreciation

On the nights subsequent to Acariya Mun’s attainment of vimutti,
a number of Buddhas, accompanied by their Arahant disciples,
came to congratulate him on his vimuttidhamma. One night, a
certain Buddha, accompanied by tens of thousands of Arahant
disciples, came to visit; the next night, he was visited by another
Buddha who was accompanied by hundreds of thousands of
Arahant disciples. Each night a different Buddha came to express
his appreciation, accompanied by a different number of Arahant
disciples. Acariya Mun stated that the number of accompany-
ing Arahant disciples varied according to each Buddha’s relative
accumulation of merit —a factor that differed from one Buddha to
the next. The actual number of Arahant disciples accompanying
each Buddha did not represent the total number of his Arahant
disciples; they merely demonstrated the relative levels of accu-
mulated merit and perfection that each individual Buddha pos-
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sessed. Among the Arahant disciples accompanying each of those
Buddhas were quite a few young novices.” Acariya Mun was skep-
tical about this, so he reflected on it and realized that the term
“Arahant” does not apply exclusively to monks. Novices whose
hearts are completely pure are also Arahant disciples, so their
presence did not raise issue with the term in any way.

Most of the Buddhas who came to show their appreciation
to Acariya Mun addressed him in much the following manner:

“I, the Tathagata, am aware that you have escaped from the harmful
effects of that monstrous suffering which you endured in the prison of
sarr'lsa_m,24 so I have come to express my appreciation. This prison is enor-
mous, and quite impregnable. It is full of seductive temptations which so
enslave those who are unwary that it is extremely difficult for anyone
to break free. Of the vast number of people living in the world, hardly
anyone is concerned enough to think of looking for a way out of dukkha
that perpetually torments their bodies and minds. They are like sick
people who cannot be bothered to take medicine. Even though medicines
are plentiful, they are of no use to a person who refuses to take them.

“Buddha-Dhamma is like medicine. Beings in samsara are
afflicted with the painful, oppressive disease of kilesas, which causes
endless suffering. Inevitably, this disease can be cured only by the med-
icine of Dhamma. Left uncured, it will drag living beings through an
endless succession of births and deaths, all of them bound up with
physical and mental pain. Although Dhamma exists everywhere
throughout the whole universe, those who are not really interested in
properly availing themselves of its healing qualities are unable to take
advantage of it.

“Dhamma exists in its own natural way. Beings in samsara spin

246



around, like wheels, through the pain and suffering of each successive
life — in the natural way of samsara. They have no real prospect of
ever seeing an end to dukkha. And there is no way to help them unless
they are willing to help themselves by holding firmly to the principles of
Dhamma, earnestly trying to put them into practice. No matter how
many Buddhas become enlightened, or how extensive their teachings
are, only those willing to take the prescribed medicine will benefit.

“The Dhamma, taught by all the Buddhas, is invariably the
same: to renounce evil and do good. There exists no Dhamma teach-
ing more exceptional than this: For even the most exceptional kile-
sas in the hearts of living beings are not so exceptional that they can
transcend the power of Dhamma taught by all the Buddhas. This
Dhamma in itself is sufficient to eradicate every kind of kilesa there is
—unless, of course, those practicing it allow themselves to be defeated
by their kilesas, and so conclude that Dhamma must be worthless.

“By nature, kilesas have always resisted the power of Dhamma.
Consequently, people who defer to the kilesas are people who disre-
gard Dhamma. They are unwilling to practice the way, for they view
it as something difficult to do, a waste of the time they could otherwise
spend enjoying themselves — despite the harm such pleasures cause
them. A wise, far-sighted person should not retreat into a shell, like a
turtle in a pot of boiling water — it is sure to die because it can’t find
a way to escape. The world is a cauldron, boiling with the consuming
heat of the kilesas. Earthly beings of every description, every where,
must endure this torment, for there is no safe place to hide, no way
to elude this conflagration burning in their own hearts — right there
where the dukkha is.

“You have seen the truly genuine Tathdagata, haven’t you?
What is the genuine Tathagata? The genuine Tathagata is simply
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that purity of heart you have just realized. The bodily form in which
I now appear is merely a manifestation of relative, conventional
reality.” This form does not represent the true Buddha, or the true
Arahant, it is just our conventional bodily appearance.”

Acariya Mun replied that he had no doubts about the true nature

of the Buddha and the Arahants. What still puzzled him was: how

could the Buddha and the Arahants, having attained anupadisesa-
nibbana” without any remaining trace of relative, conventional

reality, still appear in bodily form. The Buddha explained this

matter to him:

“If those who have attained anupadisesa-nibbana wish to interact with
other Arahants who have purified their hearts but still possess a phys-
ical, mundane body, they must temporarily assume a mundane form
in order to make contact. Howewer, if all concerned have already
attained anupadisesa-nibbana without any remaining trace of relative,
conventional reality, then the use of conventional constructs is com-
pletely unnecessary. So it is necessary to appear in a conventional form
when dealing with conventional reality, but when the conventional
world has been completely transcended, no such problem exists.

“All Buddhas know events concerning the past and the future
through nimittas that symbolize for them the original conventional
realities of the occurrences in question.” For instance, when a
Buddha wishes to know about the lives of the Buddhas who pre-
ceded him, he must take the nimitta of each Buddha, and the partic-
ular circumstances in which he lived, as a device leading divectly to
that knowledge. If something exists beyond the relative world of con-
ventional reality, that being vimutti, then there can be no symbol rep-
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resenting it. Because of that, knowledge about past Buddhas depends
on mundane conventions to serve as a common basis for understand-
ing, as my present visit illustrates. It is necessary that I and all of
my Arahant disciples appear in our original mundane forms so that
others, like yourself, have a means of determining what our appear-
ance was like. If we did not appear in this form, no one would be able
to perceive us.”

“On occasions when it is necessary to interact with conventional
reality, vimutti must be made manifest by the use of suitable conven-
tional means. In the case of pure vimutti, as when two purified cittas
interact with one another, there exists only the essential quality of
knowing — which is impossible to elaborate on in any way. So when we
want to reveal the nature of complete purity, we have to bring in con-
ventional devices to help us portray the experience of vimutti. We can
say that vimutti is a ‘self-luminous state devoid of all nimittas represent-
ing the ultimate happiness), for instance, but these are just widely-used,
conventional metaphors. One who clearly knows it in his heart cannot
possibly have doubts about vimutti. Since its true characteristics are
impossible to convey, vimutti is inconceivable in a relative, conventional
sense. Vimutti manifesting conventionally and vimutti existing in its
original state are, however, both known with absolute certainty by the
Arahant. This includes both vimutti manifesting itself by means of con-
ventional constructs under certain circumstances, and vimutti existing
in its original, unconditioned state. Did you ask me about this matter
because you were in doubt, or simply as a point of conversation?”

“I have no doubts about the conventional aspects of all the
Buddhas, or the unconditioned aspects. My inquiry was a con-
ventional way of showing respect. Even without a visit from you
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and your Arahant disciples, I would have no doubts as to where
the true Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha lie. It is my clear convic-
tion that whoever sees the Dhamma sees the Tathagata. This means
that the Lord Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha each denote
the very same natural state of absolute purity, completely free of
conventional reality, collectively known as the Three Jewels.”

“I, the Tathagata, did not ask you that question thinking you
were in doubt, but rather as a friendly greeting.”

On those occasions when the Buddhas and their Arahant
disciples came to visit, only the Buddhas addressed Acariya Mun.
None of the disciples accompanying them spoke a word as they
sat quietly composed, listening in a manner worthy of the high-
est respect. Even the small novices, looking more adorable than
venerable, showed the same quiet composure. Some of them were
quite young, between the ages of nine and twelve, and Acariya
Mun found them truly endearing.

Ordinarily, the average person would see only bright-eyed,
adorable children. Being unaware that they were Arahants, one
would most probably be tempted to fool around, reaching out play-
fully to stroke their heads, without realizing the impertinence of
doing so. When Acariya Mun spoke about this, I thought mis-
chievously that I would probably be the first to succumb to the
urge to reach out and play with them, despite the consequences.
Afterwards, I could always beg their forgiveness.

Acariya Mun said that, although they were young nov-
ices, their behavior was very mature. They were as calm, com-
posed, and impressive to see as all the other Arahant disciples.
In short, all the Arahant monks and novices who accompanied
each Buddha exhibited impeccable behavior worthy of the high-
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est respect. They were neat, orderly, and pleasing to the eye — like
immaculately folded robes.

Acariya Mun had always been curious to know how walk-
ing and sitting meditation were practiced at the time of the
Buddha. He also had questions about the proper etiquette to be
used between junior and senior monks, and whether it was nec-
essary for a monk to wear his formal robes while doing medita-
tion. When such questions arose in his mind, invariably one of
the Buddhas, or an Arahant disciple, appeared to him in samadhi
and demonstrated how these practices were originally performed
in the Buddha’s day. For example, Acariya Mun was curious to
know the correct manner of practicing walking meditation so as
to show proper respect for Dhamma. A Buddha or an Arahant
then appeared, demonstrating in detail how to place the hands,
how to walk, and how to remain self-composed. Sometimes, these
demonstrations included explicit instructions; at other times, the
methods were demonstrated by example. They also showed him
such things as the proper way to sit in samadhi, including the most
suitable direction to face and the best seated posture to assume.

Acariya Mun had some strange things to say about how
junior and senior monks showed their respect for each other.
Acariya Mun wanted to know how monks at the time of the
Buddha conducted themselves with appropriate respect toward
one another.” Shortly after this thought arose, the vision of
a Buddha and many Arahant disciples appeared to him. The
Arahants were of all different ages — some were young, others
older, a few being so old that their hair had turned completely
white. A considerable number of small novices of all ages accom-
panied them. However, the Buddha and his disciples did not arrive
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together — each Arahant arrived individually. Those arriving first
sat in the front, while those arriving later sat further away — with-
out regard for seniority. Even those novices who arrived earlier sat
ahead of the monks who arrived later. Finally the last monk, a
very elderly man, arrived to take the last available seat — way in
the back; but the others showed no sign of shame or embarrass-
ment. Even the Buddha himself sat down in whichever seat was
available at the time he arrived.

Seeing this, Acariya Mun was somewhat incredulous. Could
it be that the monks at the time of the Buddha did not respect
seniority! It was definitely not an inspiring sight. How could the
Buddha and his disciples proclaim the sdasana and then expect
people to have faith in it when the sasana’s leader and his closest
disciples behaved in such an indiscriminate fashion? Instantly, the
answer arose in his heart without the Buddha and his disciples
having offered any comment: This was an instance of pure vimutti-
dhamma devoid of any trace of relative, conventional reality — so
there was no fixed order of propriety. They were demonstrating
the true nature of Absolute Purity,” being perfectly equal for all,
irrespective of conventional designations such as young and old,
or high and low. From the Lord Buddha on down to the youngest
Arahant novice, all were equal with respect to their state of purity.
What Acariya Mun had witnessed was a conclusive indicator that
all the Arahant monks and novices were equally pure.

This having been made clear to him, he wondered how
they deferred to each other in the conventional world. No sooner
had this thought arisen, than the vision of the Buddha and the
Arahants seated before him changed. Whereas before they had
been sitting together in no special order, now the Buddha sat at
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the head of the assembly, while the small novices, previously in the
front, sat in the last seats. It was an impressive sight — worthy of
the highest respect. At that moment Acariya Mun clearly under-
stood that this image represented the traditional way in which
monks at the time of the Buddha showed each other respect. Even
Arahants who were junior in rank were obliged to respect those of

their seniors who were practicing correctly but still had kilesas in
. 32 .
their hearts.” The Buddha then elaborated on this theme:

“The Tathagata’s monks must live in mutual respect and friendship, as
though they were all one single entity. This does not mean that they
are friendly in a worldly way, but rather that they are friendly in the
equal, unbiased way of Dhamma. When my monks live together, even
in large numbers, they never quarrel or display arrogance. Monks who
do not respect their fellows according to the principles of the Teach-
ing and the Discipline of the Buddha, are not worthy of being called
the Tathagata’s monks. Even though those monks may imitate the dis-
ciples of the Buddha, they are merely impostors making false claims.
As long as monks respect each other according to the principles of the
Teaching and the Discipline — which substitute for the Buddha himself
— and never violate these principles, then wherever those monks live,
whenever they were ordained, whatever their race, status, or national-
ity, they remain true disciples of the Tathagata. And whoever is a true
follower of the Tathagata must surely see the end of dukkha one day.”

The Buddha and all his disciples vanished instantly the moment

he finished speaking. As for Acariya Mun, all his doubts had van-

ished the moment that vision appeared to him so clearly.
Concerning Acariya Mun’s doubts about the necessity of
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wearing the formal robes when doing meditation: one of the
Arahant disciples appeared to him, demonstrating how it was
unnecessary to wear them every time. He personally demon-
strated when and how sitting and walking meditation should be
practiced while wearing the formal robes, as well as the instances
when it was unnecessary to wear them. Every aspect of a monk’s
robes was made clear to him, including the correct color for a
monk’s three principal robes. He showed Acariya Mun ochre-
colored robes that were dyed from the heartwood of the jackfruit
tree in three different shades — light, medium, and dark brown.”

Careful consideration of these episodes is enough to con-
vince usthat Acariya Mun always had sound, acknowledged prec-
edents for the way he practiced. He never jeopardized his vocation
by merely guessing about things he was unsure of. Consequently,
his practice was always smooth, consistent, and irreproachable
from beginning to end. Certainly, it would be hard to find his
equal nowadays. Those adopting his mode of practice are bound
to exhibit a gracefulness befitting disciples of such a fine teacher,
and their own practice is sure to progress very smoothly. How-
ever, those who prefer to flout convention are like ghosts without
a cemetery, or orphans without a family. Having forsaken their
teacher they may well modify the practice to suit their own opin-
ions. Acariya Mun possessed a mysterious, ineffable inner com-
pass to direct him in these matters, one which none of his dis-
ciples could ever match.

*%%%%%*
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The Clliang Mai Years

enerable Acariya Mun wandered dhutanga in the north-
ern province of Chiang Mai for many years, spending the
annual rains retreat in a different location each year. He
spent one rains retreat in each of the following places: Ban Chom
Taeng in the Mae Rim district, Ban Pong in the Mae Taeng dis-
trict, Ban Kloi in the Phrao district, Ban Pu Phraya in the Mae
Suai district, and Mae Thong Thip in the Mae Sai district of
Chiang Rai province. He also spent rains retreats at Wat Chedi
Luang in the city of Chiang Mai; in the mountains of Mae Suai
district; and in the neighboring province of Uttaradit. Outside of
the retreat period, he wandered extensively through the provinces
of Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai for a total of eleven years, making
it impossible to give a strict chronological account of all the vil-
lage communities he passed through on his travels. In the follow-
ing account, I shall mention by name only those villages having
a direct bearing on the story as it unfolds.
Except for his stay at Wat Chedi Luang monastery, Acariya
Mun always wandered in solitude, staying in the wilderness,
mountainous areas where danger was ever-present. It is the excep-
tional nature of his wandering dhutanga practice and the many
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insights into Dhamma, that arose along the way, which make

Acariya Mun’s life story so significant. This strange and wonder-
ful tale is unique among the stories of all the dhutanga monks who

wandered alone. Ordinarily, such a lifestyle is believed to be bleak
and lonely. Living in an inhospitable environment, oppressed by

danger, and unable to eat or sleep normally, the sense of fear can

be stifling. But Acariya Mun was perfectly content living a soli-
tary existence. He found it conducive to his efforts to remove the

kilesas from his heart, having always relied on the method of striv-
ing in seclusion to accomplish that goal.

It was only later that other monks began to seek him out.
For example, Acariya Thet of Tha Bo district in the province of
Nong Khai, Acariya Saan, and Acariya Khao of Wat Tham Klong
Phen monastery lived with him for short periods of time. After
training them for a while in the way of practice, he sent them off
alone to find secluded places in sparsely populated forests where
villages were far apart — perhaps at the foot of a mountain, per-
haps on a mountain ridge. Villages in that region were quite small,
some consisting of only 4 or 5 houses, others 9 to 10 houses — just
enough to support an almsround from one day to the next.

The kammatthana monks who followed Acariya Mun
during that period were extremely resolute, fearless individuals.
They constantly showed a willingness to put their lives on the line
in their search for Dhamma. Therefore, Acariya Mun preferred
to send them to live in places teeming with wild animals, such as
tigers, for such places tended to automatically dispel complacency
and stimulate mindfulness and wisdom, boosting the strength of
the citta faster than could otherwise be expected.

Acariya Mun himself thrived comfortably in the peace and
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quiet of these virtually unpopulated mountain regions. Though
human contact was scarce, communication with devas, brah-
mas, nagas, and other spirits from various realms of existence was
normal for him — much in the same way that a person knowing
foreign languages regularly communicates with people from other
countries. Due to his long-standing fluency in this type of com-
munication, his time spent living in mountainous regions was of
special benefit to celestial beings.

[t was also beneficial to the local hill tribes, who tended
to be straightforward, honest, even-tempered people. Once they
came to know his character and to appreciate his Dhamma, they
revered him so much that they were willing to sacrifice their lives
for him. Hill tribes and forest peoples such as the Ekor, Khamu,
Museur, and Hmong are generally considered to be rather scrufty,
unattractive, primitive people. But Acariya Mun found them to
be handsome, clean-looking people who were courteous and well-
behaved, always treating their elders and local leaders with great
respect. They maintained a good community spirit, and there
were hardly any troublemakers in their villages back then. They
placed so much trust in their elders, especially the village head-
man, that when he spoke everyone paid attention and obedi-
ently complied with his wishes. And they were not opinionated,
making them easy to teach.

Those so-called wild, uncivilized jungles were actually inhab-
ited by good, honest, moral people. There, unlike in the jungles
of human civilization, theft and robbery were virtually unknown.
Jungles consisting of trees and wild animals aren’t nearly so dan-
gerous as the civilized jungles of human society — places teeming
with all kinds of perilous kilesas where greed, hatred, and delusion
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are constantly on the assault. They inflict deep internal wounds,
gradually eroding a person’s physical and mental health until the
damage becomes acute. Such wounds are extremely difficult to
treat. In any case, most people can’t even be bothered to look for
suitable care. Though such kilesa-inflicted wounds tend to fester
menacingly, those who are afflicted usually neglect their injuries,
hoping they will somehow heal by themselves.

This sort of kilesa-infested jungle exists in the hearts of
all human beings — men, women, monks, and novices — with-
out distinction. Acariya Mun said that he used life in the wilds
as a means of cutting back this wild inner jungle, which other-
wise could be so savage and disturbing that the heart never expe-
rienced any peace and quiet. At least by living alone in the wil-
derness he could quell the kilesas enough to feel comfortable and
relaxed. He felt that this was the only sensible way to use our nat-
ural human intelligence, and thus not squander the good fortune
inherent in human birth.

Monks who sought out Acariya Mun in the wilderness tended
to be especially courageous and self-sacrificing, so he trained them
in ways that suited their uncompromising attitude and the harsh-
ness of their environment. Training methods that he found appro-
priate for himself were suitable for them as well. If necessary, they
were willing to die to achieve their goal. As long as they lived, they
were dedicated to the struggle for Dhamma in order to transcend
the world and end the perpetual cycle of birth and suffering.

The training methods that Acariya Mun employed with the
monks he encountered in Chiang Mai differed from those he pre-
viously used. They were far more rigorous and uncompromising.
The monks who came to train under his guidance were mostly
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resolute individuals. They paid scrupulous attention to the kilesas
arising within themselves in an attempt to reduce their strength
and choke them off. They were not concerned that his admo-
nitions might be too harsh or too intense. In fact, the intensity
of his tone increased as the Dhamma under discussion became
more profound. Those focusing on a certain level of tranquility
were reinforced in that calm state, while those concentrating on
investigative analysis followed every nuance of his reasoning to
discover new techniques for developing wisdom.

The discourses that Acariya Mun delivered to his students
in Chiang Mai were especially profound because his knowledge
of Dhamma was by then complete. Another factor was the high
degree of understanding that the monks who sought his guidance
already possessed. They were absolutely determined to strive for
higher and higher levels of Dhamma until they reached the ulti-
mate goal. Besides his usual admonitions, Acariya Mun also had
some very unusual techniques for thwarting the monks whose
thoughts tended to go astray. He used these techniques to trap
‘thieves’ and catch them in the act. But these were no ordinary
thieves. The thieves that Acariya Mun caught lurked inside the
hearts of monks whose thoughts liked to steal away to everything
imaginable — in the usual way of the kilesas.

A STRANGE INCIDENT occurred while Acariya Mun was staying in
the mountains of Chiang Mai — an incident that should never
have happened in the circle of kammatthana monks. I hope you
will forgive me for recounting what I heard. I feel it may be a
thought-provoking lesson for anyone who finds himself in a sim-
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ilar situation. This story was known exclusively within the inner
circle of Acariya Mun’s senior disciples, and Acariya Mun’s own
assessment of the whole matter was crucial. A certain senior monk
living with him at the time related the story as follows:

One afternoon he and another monk went to bathe in a
rock pool located near a path leading to the fields of the local vil-
lage, which was quite a long distance away. While they were bath-
ing, a group of young women happened to pass by on their way
to work in the fields — something that had never before occurred
while they were bathing. When the other monk spied them walk-
ing past, his mind immediately wobbled, his mindfulness failing
him as the fires of lust flared up and began smoldering inside
him. Try as he might, he couldn’t manage to reverse this situa-
tion. While fearful that Acariya Mun might become aware of his
predicament, he was equally afraid that he might disgrace him-
self. From that moment on, his mind was constantly fluctuating
as he desperately tried to come to grips with the problem. Noth-
ing like this had ever happened to him before, and he felt miser-
able about it.

That same night Acariya Mun, investigating on his own,
became aware that this monk had encountered something unex-
pected and was consequently very distraught, caught between
feelings of infatuation and apprehension. The monk struggled
through a sleepless night, trying to resolve the dilemma. The
next morning Acariya Mun did not say anything about it, for
he knew that the monk was already fearful of him; confronting
him would only make matters worse. When they met, the monk
was so ashamed and apprehensive he was almost trembling; but
Acariya Mun just smiled amicably as though he didn’t know what
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had happened. When it came time to go on almsround, Acariya
Mun found an excuse to address the monk.

“I can see how earnest you are in pressing on with your med-
itation practice, so you needn’t go on almsround today. The rest
of us will go, and we will share our food with you when we return.
Providing food for one extra monk is hardly a problem. Go and
continue your meditation practice so that the rest of us may share
the merit you make as well.”

He said this without looking directly at the monk, for
Acariya Mun understood the monk better than the monk under-
stood himself. Acariya Mun then led the others on almsround
while the monk forced himself to do walking meditation. Since
the problem arose due to a chance encounter and not an inten-
tional one, it had been impossible to prevent. Realizing that,
Acariya Mun did what he could to assist him. He was well aware
that the monk was doing his utmost to solve the problem; so, he
was obliged to find a clever means of helping him without further
upsetting his mental state.

When they returned from almsround, the monks shared
their food with the monk, each putting some in his bowl. Acariya
Mun sent someone to inform the monk that he could take his
meal with them or alone in his hut, whichever he preferred. Upon
hearing this, the monk quickly went to eat with his fellow monks.
Acariya Mun ignored him when he arrived, but, later spoke gently
to him in order to soothe his injured psyche and mitigate his sense
of remorse. Although he sat with the other monks, he ate only a
token amount of food so as not to appear impolite.

Later that day, the other monk, who had also bathed at the
rock pool — the one who would later tell this story — became sus-

261



picious, being as yet unaware of the whole story. He wondered
why Acariya Mun treated that monk with a deference he had
never seen before. He figured that since Acariya Mun was being
so supportive, his friend’s meditation practice was undoubtedly
very good. When he found the opportunity, he went to ask about
his meditation. “Acariya Mun said that you didn’t have to go on
almsround because you're intensifying your efforts, but he didn’t
indicate how good your meditation is. So, how is your meditation
going! Please tell me about it.”

The monk gave a wry smile. “How could my meditation be
good? Acariya Mun saw a poor, miserable soul and he’s just trying
to help, using his own skillful methods. That’s all.”

His friend persisted in attempting to get to the truth, but
the monk continued to deflect his questions. Finally his friend
confronted him directly. He asked, “What did you mean when
you said that Acariya Mun saw a poor, miserable soul? And how
is it that he’s trying to help?” Exasperated, the monk relented.

“There is no need to tell Acariya Mun about this. Anyway, he
already knows me better than I know myself, so I feel fearful and
ashamed in his presence. Did you notice anything unusual when
we were bathing together at the rock pool yesterday?”

The other monk said that he hadn’t noticed anything,
except for a group of women passing by. So, the monk con-
fessed, “That’s just it. That’s why I'm so miserable right now, and
why Acariya Mun wouldn'’t let me go on almsround this morning.
He was afraid I would pass out and die right there in the village
should I happened to see her again. How could my meditation be
any good? Do you understand now how good the meditation
of this miserable fellow is?”
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The other monk was stunned. “Oh, my gosh! What is it
between you and those women?”

“Nothing,” answered the monk, “except blindly falling in
love with one of them and having my meditation going to pieces.
What appeared in its place was a beautiful image — a crazy infat-
uation crushing down on my heart all night long. Even now this
madness continues unabated, and I just don’'t know what to do
about it. Please, can you do something to help me?”

“You mean it still isn’t any better?”

“No.” The monk’s voice sounded wretchedly pathetic.

“In that case, I have a suggestion. If you can’t suppress this
thing, then it is not prudent for you to stay here any longer —
things will only get worse. I think it’s better that you move away
from here and find another place to do your practice. If you don’t
feel up to asking Acariya Mun about this, then I will speak to
him for you. I'll inform him that you wish to go look for another
secluded place because you don'’t feel so well here. I'm sure he will
immediately give his permission because he is well aware of what's
happening to you. He just hasn’t said anything about it yet for fear
of shaming you.”

The monk readily agreed. That evening his companion
went to speak with Acariya Mun, who immediately gave his con-
sent. But there was a caustic element latent here. Acariya Mun
said rather cryptically: “A disease arising from karmic attraction
is hard to cure. Contagions spread quickly when their original
cause still remains.” And that was all he would say on the matter.
Even the monk who went to speak with him didn’t understand
his connotation.

Everyone kept quiet about this matter. The monk never
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spoke directly to Acariya Mun about it; his friend never mentioned
it to anyone else; and Acariya Mun kept the whole thing to himself.
Although fully aware of the truth of the matter they all behaved as
if nothing had happened. No one spoke openly about it.

The next day the monk went to take leave of Acariya Mun,
who consented without mentioning the matter. The monk then
left and went to stay near another village quite a distance away.
Had this not been a true case of karmic attraction, as Acariya
Mun had hinted, then surely the monk would have been well out
of danger there. But, alas for the uncertainty of karmic conse-
quences: things turned out exactly as Acariya Mun had suggested.
Shortly after the monk left Acariya Mun, the young woman, who
shared the same karmic connection, ended up moving to the
other village by a fortuitous coincidence, and their paths crossed
again. This itself is very interesting, since it was most unusual for
hill tribe women to stray so far from home.

Later, after Acariya Mun and his group of monks had de-
parted from the first village, they heard that the monk had disrobed,
returning to lay life because he couldn’t put up with the constant
strain. His kamma had come full circle: he married the pretty
Museur woman and settled in that village.

This was a genuine case of mutual kamma. Without such a
karmic connection, how could it have been possible? The monk
who told this story insisted that his friend became infatuated the
moment he saw the woman, having never seen or spoken with her
before. This was confirmed by the other monks who were living
there. They lived together in the monastery the whole time, never
having any occasion to get involved with the villagers. Besides
that, they were living with Acariya Mun in a place safe from such
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liaisons. There can be no doubt that an enduring karmic bond

existed between them. The monk once told his friend that mere

eye contact with her was enough to make him feel giddy and lose

all presence of mind, and an irresistible passion gripped his heart
so tightly he could scarcely breath. Those powerful emotions

plagued him relentlessly, leaving him in such an emotional quan-
dary that he felt completely demoralized. Re