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TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:

I am writing to recommend, without reservation, Mrs.Traipitra Sarnsethsiri as an instructor of Buddhist doctrine and meditation. I have known her for four years, and in that time she has worked sedulously for the sole purpose of a Buddhist teacher, she has sought only the joy of sharing in her pupils’ progress as a reward for her guidance.

I have had several years’ experience as a university lecturer myself, and, of course, as a student. I believe that there is nothing more crucial to a teacher’s effectiveness than his or her ability to find examples, create metaphors, and point to daily life in order to make abstract concepts palpable to the student. Mrs. Sarnsethsiri’s images make real sense to the meditator because despite her extensive reading and years of practice, she has never ceased to regard herself as a colleague, a fellow student. Never has she been reluctant to discuss the obstacles in her own path, and so her explanations always have a quality of immediacy and spontaneity: she can easily quote from the theory, but she doesn’t hide behind it. Once, when I voiced my abhorrence of loud noises, the look on her face showed her own disdain for them, but then she replied that my aversion produced even louder noises in my head. Such a response could only have come from someone who was still operating in my world, but doing so with a clearer mind.

According to Buddhism, wisdom is open to everyone. So is Mrs. Sarnsethsiri. Her students know that there is always a quiet space to practice in because she provides her own home as a retreat center. I have spent entire days, even four or five in a week, practicing with greater intensity because I knew that I had no responsibilities to anything other than vipassana. At my house, my mindfulness would have been impinged on by the telephone and the doorbell. Mrs. Sarnsethsiri’s open house provides a level of freedom for which there is no substitute, not to mention the benefits at her interview and encouragement.

Without Traipitra Sarnsethsiri, there would be many more stones in my path.

John Stella

--------------------------------------------------------
I first underwent vipassana training in Bangkok, Thailand in 1982/ 2525. One day, while returning home from my teaching job at Thammasat University, I noticed a sign that advertised “Meditation Classes in English” every Wednesday evening, under the auspices of the World Fellowship of Buddhists; they were conducted by a British monk from Wat Mahatat, a large temple that was located, coincidentally enough, across the street from the university. I attended the weekly talks given by Anavilo Bhikku Phra George for about six months. During that time I often crossed the Prachan Road to visit him and take advantage of the opportunity for one-on-one instruction. I remember how humorously he dealt with my mind, so full of aversion at the time towards all the chaos around me, and managed nonetheless to lead it to an understanding of vipassana practice, and to guide me through the step-by-step process of walking and sitting meditations.

Unfortunately, I left Thailand the following year, and I lost contact with Bhikkhu George. I returned to the United States, and I for months meditated on my own; but after a while, I felt I had lost direction, I needed to consult a sextant and a compass, so to speak; to determine latitude and magnetic North after drifting alone in an open boat for months on end. There were no Theravada temples on Detroit, so I joined the Washington Buddhist Vihara in Washington, D.C., since I at least found myself there once a year.

Some month after a long weekend at the Vihara, I received a brief postcard from one of the residents. Noting my interest in vipassana, the message indicated that Achan Sobin Namto, a

former monk and internationally recognized lay teacher, would be staying at the home of one of his disciples, Mrs.Traipitra Sarnsethsiri, who lived within 10 miles of me.


I saw Achan Sobin twice during his brief stay in the Detroit area, and he did much to set me back on course: he offered to walk with me, and he noted immediately that I was walking too slowly, concentrating too hard on the movements of my legs and feet; he watched me sit, and then said that I was obviously uncomfortable, sitting too rigid and erect. After just those two short lessons from him, I was able to reform the physical aspects of my meditations so that they were more relaxed and serene, so that I could practice longer and more often.


Since vipassana was now physically, I was ready to enter my first retreat. Achan Sobin returned to this center in California, but luckily Mrs. Sarnsethsiri was a competent teacher in her own right, a longtime veteran of vipassana retreats in Thailand and Burma, as well as most recently under Achan Sobin, she graciously offered her home and her expertise to me during a week-long retreat the following spring.


To her was assigned perhaps the more difficult that of making my mind more relaxed and more serene, and it became increasingly difficult as I began to perceive defilements more clearly and acutely: I saw naked greed behind my every action, hatred in my every judgment of other people, and pettiness on my every thought; I started to detest myself so much that I was reluctant to breathe or eat, to do anything that would sustain this existence, so seemingly reprehensible and tawdry. I sat in stillness, I walked swiftly, I lay in repose, but all the while, all alone, I wrestled and suffered.


Most often, when we are in these moods of self-criticism or denigration, those around us try to comfort us by presenting the opposite, by saying that we really aren’t so bad, that we are overlooking our virtues; or they make excuses for us and recount what obstacles and disadvantages have worked against us. Maybe that’s what we want to hear, but such consolations, at least in my experience, have never succeeded. At best they are momentary pacifiers and distractions.


Mrs. Sarnsethsiri, however, lis​tened quietly to my villous despair. She did not try to contradict or mollify it; instead, she encouraged me to look more closely at it, to use it as a meditation object when it interfered with mindfulness, because obviously I could not be mindful while being depressed, and because any aversion prevents us from seeing thing as they are. Instead of letting go of it, I was giving life to the demon.


She related a helpful analogy to one in an intense retreat: when we look at the water of a pond, it appears still and clear to us because all of the mud is settled at the bottom. But if we were to take a great stick, and splash the water and stir the mid, then the pond would look dirty and cloudy and contaminated. At the time, however, when the dirt is suspended, we can filter the water and clean the pond completely of impurities. So too when we look at ourselves: if we are never mindful, we can delude our selves into thinking that all is clear and pure, but all the while the mud will be collecting at the bottom. Vipassana, like the great stick, disturbs the placid scene and forces all of our impurities to the surface, and we might yearn for the peaceful routine of ignorance. But of course at such times what we need to do is to apply our minds like a filter, paying attention to all the contaminants while they are still water-borne, and not let them settle another time.


This was precisely my predic​ament, and Mrs. Sarnsethsiri gave me enough patience and encouragement to “get back in the water” continue my retreat, and rid myself of so much draft that had collected in my consciousness over the years. With a mind cleared of concern over how good or bad I was, or how noble or ignoble my intentions were, I started to watch phenomena come and go, first at high-speed and then at slow-​motion, and finally I noticed NAMA and RUPA separate and combine, and so many things suddenly made sense to me - so much that I didn’t even mention these realizations until after the retreat was over. At the time I spent our interviews just remarking how the water muddied by self-hatred was clearing and letting light in after many consecutive dark hours in her basement.


Achan Sobin and Mrs. Sarn​sethsiri thus unintentionally and “coin​cidentally” continued the work of my first teacher, Bhikkhu George of Wat Mahatat, who first taught me the four postures and calmed my aversions: in his absence, be soft and swift; in his absence my aversions had been sublimated, while with Mrs. Sarnsethsiri they were expurgated.
