Searching For Dhamma 
Across The Atlantic

By Traipitra Sarnsethsiri (Wisityuthsart)

An American Friend and I were visiting a bookshop last summer 1996, and I said to him, “Most people, when reading books think that the current book they are reading is the best book they have ever read, and then they discover that the next book turns out to be even better.” Then I explained to him about another friend in Switzerland who said something similar. When he reads one book about Theravada Buddhism, he wants to meet that author, and then after reading another book about Theravada Buddhism, he wants to meet that different author, etc.

My American friend wrote on the back of his business card: WORDS! The way is beyond language!

I sent that card to the friend in Switzerland, and he subsequently wrote the following message back to the American friend:

On the path, Right Understanding is needed and the beginning of Right Understanding need words.

Here is the reply from America to Switzerland:

“WORDS!

The way is beyond language!”

It is meant as a reminder that Ultimate Truth cannot com from someone’s views and opinions (not even our own!), no matter how scholarly or persuasive or well-reasoned or well-written or well thoughtout those views and opinions might be.

Ultimate Truth can only come from yourself on an intuitive, non-intellectual level.  (Hence the Zen School’s love of Koans, riddles which cannot be answered by logical thought.  And Krishna Murti’s constant exhortation to Western audiences: “Stop thinking”).

One illustration of this is the taste of honey. Or the experience of a kiss.

Countless people can give you endless descriptions.  Some of those descriptions may give you an idea of the taste of honey or a kiss. Yet not one of those descriptions can ever exactly match your own non-verbal experience of the taste of honey, or a kiss.  That is the failing of words when it comes to real experience.
I have many books on Buddhism.  They are a source of delight, they are a source of mundane learning.  Yet not one of them can take me to the Supermundane. Not one of them can give me the flashes of Truth and Insight that I have experienced through Meditation.

This is a difficult lesson for Westerners to learn. We are taught from childhood that knowledge and wisdom come from books.  So we pursue them avidly.  Not knowing that Real Knowledge and Wisdom do not come from books, but from within after we lose “views and opinions”.

In the meantime, “uneducated” (by Western Standards) Monks in Asia reach stages of Enlightenment that we cannot even imagine.  While we struggle on, burdened down by our views and opinions, and by the views and opinions of every author and teacher that we read or learn from.

We forget the Buddha’s teachings that even his words are meaningless until we put them into practice and experience them from ourselves.

I find it interesting that all of the great teachers in Thailand (Ajahn Mun, Ajahn Tate, Ajahn Chah, Ajahn Buddhadasa, etc.) did not come from the ranks of learned Monks, of scholarly Monks with great knowledge of the Abbidhamma, but were “lesser educated” Forest/Meditation monks.

As one forest monk told me recently: “The Buddha never read a book, but he did meditate a lot.”

Also, “Right Understanding is explained as the knowledge of the Four Noble Truths. In other words, it is the understanding of oneself as one really is” (The Buddha and his Teachings, Ven Narada)

Can an understanding of “oneself as one really is” come from a verbal or written plane? Can you think, talk or read yourself to that understanding?

Bhikku Nanamoli in Visuddhi Magga, The Path of Purification says: “… when a meditator is progressing towards the penetration of the four truths, his eye of understanding with Nibbana as its object eliminates the inherent tendency to ignorance, and that is right view.”

Note that Bhikku Nanamoli says “meditator” not “school” or “reader”.

Also note that none of this – absolutely none of this – gets you any closer to really knowing Right View/ Understanding.

All you have is three pages of words, but still no real understanding, no to-the-marrow-of-your-bones certainty about the meaning of Right View/Understanding.  That can only come from one source.  That source is you, at the non-intellectual, non-conceptual, non-verbal level.

I am just a student of Buddhism, very limited in my knowledge. And all that is written here is simply offered for your contemplation.  It is not meant to be, nor can it be, an answer.  It is just another bunch of words.

Sabbadanam dhammadanam jinati. (The gift of truth excels all other gifts.)

So, the search for Dhamma extended across the ocean between fellow-travelers who shared their understanding of Dhamma. 

