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Carola Andujo is a Mexican lady who has two PH.Ds from Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA. One PH.D is in mathematics, the other in Science.

 

Carola lived in the United States for seven years. And she is equally fluent in English and Spanish; Spanish being the language of Mexico.

 

Carola owns a macrobiotic restaurant in Mexico City. It was her background as a Scientist and a Mathematician that gave her an interest in Buddhism.

 

In 1985, when Phra Ajahn Tong came to Mexico to conduct a Meditation retreat for the first time, many Mexican men and women came to the retreat.

 

Later, several went to practice with Ajahn Tong in Thailand.

 

Among the people who went to see Phra Ajahn Tong in Thailand was a woman called Vicky, who became a Meditation teacher when she returned to Mexico.

 

One of Vicky’s students was Carola, who took a 23-day retreat in Mexico with Vicky.

 

However, this 23-day retreat was not enought for Carola. It only increased her interest. So she went to Thailand for three months: two months with Phra Ajahn Tong and one month at the Tam Dong Meditation Center in the province of Chiang Mai.

 

While in Thailand, Corola found the book “Insight Meditation” written by Ajahn Sobin S. Namto.

 

Ajahn Sobin was head of the first Thai Buddhist Missionary group to come to the United States some 25 years ago.

 

He helped to found Wat Thai in Los Angeles and, afterwards, founded another Wat Thai in Denver, Colorado.

 

After disrobing, he continued to teach meditation.

 

After Carola returned to Mexico from Thailand, she sought out Ajahn Sobin in Denver. She then did three retreats with him there: 10 days, 23 days and one month.

 

After studying Buddhism -- both theory and practice -- she decided she wanted to give friends and acquaintances healthy food for the mind (Dhamma) and healthy food for the body (macrobiotic).

 

As Carola often says: “How do we balance the body and mind? By eating macrobiotic and by practicing Insight Meditation.”

 

In September, 1993, she invited Ajahn Sobin to come and teach at Tequisquiapan, Queretaro -- which is about 150 km north of Mexico City.

 

I am one of Ajahn Sobin’s students. While he was teaching in Mexico in September, 1993, I was teaching Meditation in Europe.

 

On my return from Europe, I contacted Ajahn Sobhin who told me that Carola had invited him to return to Mexico for three months, from the end of March to the beginning of July, 1994. He invited me to visit him in Mexico while he was there.

 

Ajahn Sobin tried to make me a Meditation teacher after I did a one month retreat with him in 1984. And that is probably why he wanted me to go this time: to give me more teaching experience.

 

After checking my teaching schedule, I found that I could go to Mexico between teaching in Los Angeles and San Francisco and a planned trip to Thailand.

 

I accepted Ajahn Sobin’s invitation and went to Mexico in April, 1994. This was the fourth time I had been to Mexico. But the first time as a teacher. My previous three visits were as a tourist.

 

Mexico borders the southern part of the United States. And you can reach the Mexican border in about two hours driving from Los Angeles.

 

The capital of Mexico is Mexico City. I arrived there at night on Mexicana Airlines.

 

It wasn’t possible to go to Tequisquiapan that night so I stayed with a Thai friend, Mrs. Orapan Hernandez, whom I had known since we were at school together. Orapan’s mother is La-or Anakanont, a major lay supporter of Wat Thai in Los Angeles.

 

Ajahn Sobin came into Mexico City that night and visited us.

 

The traffic in Mexico City is similar to the traffic in Bangkok. We finally arrived at the Hernandez house at 10 pm. Ajahn Sobin was already there.

 

After Orapan had made us a delicious dinner of rice soup -- which for me is the best dish when I am tired -- we talked, then retired to bed.

 

In the morning we had rice soup again. But this time, plain rice soup accompanied by separate dishes of Thai-style omelette; pickles; dried shrimps.

 

Many people in Thailand wonder if Thai people eat Thai food when they travel abroad. The answer is “yes”, we eat the same kind of food we eat in Thailand.

 

At the time of my visit, Ajahn Tong and his group from Thailand were leading a Meditation retreat in Mexico City. So the following day, the Thai Ambassador’s wife and Orapan and other friends offered them lunch.

 

I met Ajahn Tong once when I did a retreat at Tom Dong Meditation Center. The Abbott had asked him to give a Dhamma to the meditators. I was glad to have the opportunity to see him again.

 

Ajahn Tong has visited Mexico many times. And many Mexicans have visited him in Thailand. Some have become monks in Thailand.

 

At the retreat center, there were about 30 Mexican meditators, dressed in white, all of whom had taken the eight precepts. It impressed me greatly that the Teaching of Buddha had come from a village in the East to a village in the West.

 

When Ajahn Sobin was a Monk, he was a good friend of Ajahn Tong. And it was good to see them together again.

 

The thought came to me that as Buddha’s children we all play a part in keeping the Buddha’s heritage alive.

 

Both layman and monk have five aggregates and four elements in order to practice sattipattana and to keep Buddhism alive.

 

Vicky, the Mexican lady who was Carola’s teacher, is one of the organisers of Ajahn Tong’s retreat. At one time, she shaved her head and became a nun at Tam Dong for five months.

 

Vicky recognised me and greeted me and gave me her address and wanted me to let her know when I was coming to Mexico again.

 

We all had lunch at the Retreat Center in Mexico City. After lunch, we said our goodbyes and Orapan asked a friend, Srichai, to take Ajahn Sobin and myself to the bus station.

 

In addition to working at the Thai Embassy, Srichai also owns many Thai restaurants in Mexico City.

 

In the evening, Srichai visits each of the restaurants.

 
He had just come back from Thailand and was about to open the first Thai grocery in Mexico City. So it is not just Buddhism from Thailand which comes to the West, but also Thai food, which gives Westerners the opportunity to discover just how good it is.

 

Srichai has lived in Mexico for 17 years and speaks Spanish fluently. Without his help, Ajahn Sobin and I would have had a difficult time -- particularly in buying our bus tickets and in finding the right bus.

 

We would also have missed the bus. It left immediately we boarded.

 

After two hours on the road, the bus stopped for the first time and did not move again for another hour. After it started again, it went on for another 30 minutes before reaching Tequisquiapan.

 

The scenery on both sides was very similar to the countryside outside Bangkok. Even the people had dark complexions and dark hair.

 

I told Ajahn Sobin that if I were blindfolded and brought here without knowing where I was, I would speak to them in Thai. The only exception: the store signs and billboards, which were in Spanish and which I couldn’t read.

 

Before we got off the bus, the conductor told us in sign language that we were approaching our stop.

 

When we got off the bus, Ajahn Sobin talked to a taxi driver. But the taxi driver did not understand. He just stood still.

 

I found a retreat flyer in my suitcase and showed it to the taxi driver. He nodded that he understood and put my cases in the trunk.

 

Ajahn Sobin sat in the front to give directions, but soon I noticed that we seemed to be going in circles. Ajahn Sobin said “No, we are going in the right direction.”

 

After about ten minutes we arrived at the Retreat Center. The fare was five pesos. (About 39 Bahts, or U.S. $1.66). Compared to the U.S. it was very inexpensive.

 

The building housing the Retreat Center was very large, two stories high, with concrete walls and extensive landscaping.

 

It was built as a Health Club. It has guest rooms for about 50 people, upstairs and downstairs. Each bedroom had two beds, a shower, but no telephone or television.

 

The owner, a friend of Carola’s was going to sell it. When Carola heard this, she asked if she could use it as a Meditation Center.

 

Ajahn Sobin named it: Lay Monastery (Nibbana Retreat Center)

 

Of course, all the food served there is macrobiotic. (Room and board for meditators -- not including the teacher’s expenses -- is U.S. $40 a day. For more than a five day stay, U.S. $35 a day. For ten days or more, U.S. $30 a day.)

 

You can compare this to an average U.S. motel/motel room which would cost $49 a day, without food.

 

The first night I arrived Ajahn Sobin introduced me to the meditators. During the first month there were thirty, now there were ten. The others had had to return to their jobs.

 

I introduced myself and talked about my meditation background.

 

The second night, Ajahn Sobin gave me the opportunity to interview each of the meditators as a group and to give a Dhamma teaching.

 

Most of the meditators were Mexican. Although one came from the United States and one from Australia.

 

The meditator from Australia was a nun with ten years seniority from Ajahn Sumedho’s monastery in Perth, Western Australia. Sister Candima’s interest in Buddhism began over 20 years ago. Now she also teaches meditation in Perth.

 

Sister Candima’s meditative mind has reached a jhana stage. However, in order to do Insight Meditation a meditator needs only momentary concentration which has Nama/Rupa (Body and Mind) in the Four Foundations of Mindfulness as a mind object. Seeing the rising and passing away of NamalRupa will allow true Wisdom to arise.

 

I talked to Sister Candima three times for more than an hour each time, trying to explain this theory and how she could experience this theory in her practice. It was important to have her know the difference between having too much concentration and having the correct balance between concentration and mindfulness.

 

If you condense the Four Foundations of Mindfulness, Insight Meditation is essentially about Nama/Rupa (Body and Mind).

 

The American, Tom Heron, came from Colorado where he is an executive with the telephone company, AT&T. He was spending one month in the retreat.

 

I had met him in Denver in December, 1993, when he was taking a ten-day retreat with Ajahn Sobin, where Ajahn had me teaching him. So Ajahn asked me to refresh the meditation instruction with him again. On Monday, April 25, 1994, Ajahn Sobin had Carola take me to a meeting of the American Yoga Association, which was about two hours away by car.

 

Four of us (the driver; Carola; Christina, a friend of Carola; and myself) left the Retreat Center at 5 am in order to arrive before 8 am. However, the traffic was O.K. and we arrived with enough time to have breakfast.

 

Carola took us to a restaurant and our driver suggested to me what to eat. I had a tortilla with beans and cheese on top. When I ate it with hot sauce and without any expression on my face, they asked me: “Isn’t that hot?” I said, “No”. So they asked the waiter for some chili peppers. I ate three and surprised them that I could eat hot peppers.

 

Later, at lunch at the Center, they bought me more peppers. This time I was sweating and wiping my nose almost immediately. The following day I had a pain in my stomach and I understood the English saying: “It is hot to get in, it is hot to get out.” I also discovered that Mexican mangoes are just as delicious as Thai mangoes.

 

Most of the audiences at Yoga Association, where I gave a talk, were retired couples from the U.S.A. There were about 24 people in all. When I saw them I wondered “Am I still in Mexico or back in the United States?” There were only a few Mexicans in the group.

 

These Americans must be getting away from cold weather, because the weather in Mexico is like the weather in Thailand. Plus they all seemed to have Mexicans maids and help around the house.

 

In the northern parts of America it is very cold and snowy in the winter. Going places is not always easy or convenient. If the weather is too bad, we don’t go out. Sometimes for a couple of days. Even schools and businesses are closed. Because driving on snow and ice can be very difficult. And very dangerous. Imagine trying to drive on an ice skating rink where the ice is covered with cold and slippery snow.

 

At the Yoga Association, the President introduced Carola and Carola introduced me. I explained the method of mind training through meditation for 30 minutes. Then I showed them how to do walking meditation and sitting meditation. After that we had fifteen minutes of questions and answers.

 

Some of the people present used to attend retreats with Ajahn Sobin. After I finished my talk, they asked me if there is anywhere in the U.S. that teaches Insight Meditation, and where did I teach as they would like to attend.

 

In order to make them understand clearly why it is necessary to do mind training, I told them how the mind is always in the past or the future, which causes liking and disliking.

 

The mind works so fast, even though we know that we have liking and disliking, without training we would not be able to catch it. Besides, we are unable to tell which thought is Wisdom and which is not.

 

For example, once upon a time there was wolf walking along who met a cat. The cat asked the wolf, “Where have you been? You walk like a big shot.” And the wolf replied: “I went to school and learned how to escape the hunter. I’ve read 500 books about it. So when the hunter comes, he can’t hurt me.”

 

While the wolf was talking, the hunter came. The cat ran to the top of a tree. But the wolf stayed where he was and started to think: “Which book? Which page?” And while he was trying to remember how to protect himself, the hunter killed him.

 

As you can see from this story, our thoughts can get us into trouble. Fish die because of their own mouths. So how do we free ourselves? By not being a slave to our thoughts. From mind training through meditation, we see clearly that whatever we say, think or do comes back to us as a positive or negative result. Negative thoughts bring negative results. To do Meditation is to cultivate mindfulness. The nature of the mind is always to be with the past or the future.

 

There were so many questions at the Yoga Association that session continued beyond the time limit. There was a question from a woman who said that when she was doing the dishes she found it enjoyable to think about something else.

 

I said if you like to do that there is nothing wrong with it. But if you want to solve your daily life problems right away and correctly, the way is to train the mind, put the thoughts in order, think one thing at a time. If we put things in order nicely and neatly we can always go back and find them. In order for the world to experience peace, each of us individually, has to achieve peace of mind. If thoughts are not in order, thinking many things at one time, that’s the way to be forgetful. You won’t be able to make decisions right away, you’ll be unsure, you can make the wrong decision.

 

There was another question: Is the nature of the Western mind different from the Eastern mind? Is there any conflict to practice Meditation?

 

I replied that the nature of the Western mind -- learning theory, concepts, philosophies from school -- is conventional truth. What we need for Meditation is Body and Mind, which is the Ultimate Truth. It doesn’t matter if you are a Westerner or an Easterner if you have Body and Mind.

 

After I finished my talk a gentleman came to me and said that he was in Thailand for 3 months and that he liked Thai food very much. I asked him about the traffic in Bangkok. He said that mostly he was in the North and the North-East of Thailand so the traffic didn’t bother him.

 

When we returned to the Meditation Center, both Carola and I reported to Ajahn Sobin, who told us that he wished to train more Meditation teachers in order to maintain the Ultimate Truth.

 

Every time Ajahn Sobin gave a talk, or I interviewed the Mexican meditators, Carola was the interpreter. She had to work very hard, not only at interpreting, but also taking care of the administrative work and getting up at 3 am to cook for everyone. (She had put both of her cooks in the retreat for a month.) Each day finished at 9 pm.

 

I had such gratitude for this Mexican lady with two PH.Ds, as she did her job so truly and seriously, helping to share the Truth with the world.

 

 

