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          While I was waiting to change planes at the food court in LA International Airport, going to Thailand by Thai International Airlines, I saw a Thai monk. I wanted to offer him in lunch, in accordance to Thai Buddhist beliefs. (Later I found out we were on the same flight)  With compassion, I approached him to get permission for my lunch request. Phra Maha Sobin Namto thanked me and directed me towards the woman taking care of his meals. This woman is his most prized pupil, and she has been teaching meditation for over twenty years.

          Fortunately, I had a seat next to Ajhan (teacher) Sobin on the plane. I had been interested in Buddhism for the last six years and had been studying at various meditation centers throughout that time. This experience was reminiscent of a time when I was a child, eyeing some candy. I wanted to grab it and eat it so badly.  This experience gave me that same excitement and anticipation, and I didn't want to miss my opportunity. The taste of that candy impressed on me greatly. Ajhan Sobin said the Four Foundations of Mindfulness are the path of Vipassana meditation. Mindfulness is doing the meditation, not I. One doesn't have to do anything. Only when mindfulness is on the path can seeing,understanding, and knowing be experienced.  I had a wonderful conversation with Ajhan Sobin from the time we left LA until we were nearly to Japan. I said good-bye, giving him time to rest, as the flight was almost nine hours.

          After coming back from Thailand, I contacted Ajhan Sobin's prized student, Ajhan Dtuk (Traipitra Visityuthasart), who lives in Michigan.  With compassion she accepted my request to teach me meditation at my home in New York.  With two months until she was to come, I questioned her on how I should prepare-what to read, what to do. Ajhan Dtuk gave me the short answer, "When I get there, you will know the answer. If you want to eat, you have to have an empty plate.  You need an empty container to be filled."

         The day that Ajhan Dtuk arrived, I picked her up at the airport.  We started the first lesson as soon as we arrived home.  She explained what Buddhism was and gave me the briefest explanation of Buddhist psychology (Buddhist psychology is what the mind is and how the mind works.) Then she gave me instructions to walk for 30 minutes, sit for 30 minutes, lie down for 15 minutes, being mindful of the breath in all.
          I followed everything, according to her instruction, until I completed the first session. I did two sessions in the afternoon. That evening I went to bed early and woke the next morning at four o'clock. I had an interview with Ajhan Dtuk at six o'clock.  She asked me how my experience was, how I felt.  I answered that during walking meditation I experienced that knowing walking and walking is not the same object.

          On the second day my instruction was changed- I was to walk 45 minutes, sit for 45 minutes, and lie down for 10 minutes. After the morning sessions went by, she explained my intention was too strong.  Too much intention is too much emphasis on focusing, which will create more concentration than mindfulness.  She asked me to remove intention, to just allow and not force. After the interview, she suggested we take a walk.  She explained to me the sensation of taking a walk with relaxation-having mindfulness on the First Foundation of Mindfulness, which is movement of the body.  The sensation of walking is like carrying dried hay as you walk.  After I understood the balance of mindfulness and concentration, we returned home and I continued practicing.

          On The third and fourth day I had a big obstacle. I received a order from the Thai government to attend an important meeting in Washington D.C.

        On the fifth day I woke up at 4 am and practiced until 6 am. Again, my concentration was too strong, I was falling off the Foundations of Mindfulness. Ajhan Dtuk called this getting off on an exit, not staying on the path, and not being in the present moment.  She said to begin again by taking a few deep breaths.  The more you experience mindfulness the quicker it returns to the path on its own.  That day she increased my walking and sitting to 50 minutes and reduced the lying to 5 minutes.  In the afternoon session I had a terrible headache on the right side. (Ajhan Dtuk had previously told me just to observe the pain and not be in it.)  Not long after this, I experienced that the pain was separate from knowing.  Pain is just a pain, it doesn't have anything to do with knowing the pain.  I experienced selflessness very clearly.   It is not me having pain.  It was like my walking experience on the second day; there are no words to say" I am walking"' just a phenomenon.  Walking is the body, knowing walking is the mind. Pain is a sensation, which is the mind. To know the sensation is also the mind. It's not "I have pain."  I understand what Buddha said very clearly that everything is no self, everything is out of control.  We all suffer because we want to control everything to the way we want it to be.  Ajhan Dtuk added, if you don't understand yet, you still have doubt.  If you don't see the path you are on a dead end street.

          On the sixth day, I tried not to try.  I caught a thought when it came.  I came out from my room and reported to Ajhan Dtuk right away.  She shot another question at me, "What was your sensation right before you caught the thought?"  I thought to myself “Who can tell that?!"  I went back to my room.  In the morning session before lunch, I experienced that before the thought came, I saw a thin cloud in my mind.  As soon as mindfulness recognized this, the cloud vanished.  Ajhan Dtuk explained that when mindfulness is on the Foundations, or being in the present moment, there is no suffering (suffering ceased).  I understood why she told me to bring an empty plate; being ready to accept the instruction and follow it.  I experienced more in depth phenomenon by continuing on the path, which impressed me and I will never forget.

          On the seventh day, I took Ajhan Dtuk to visit the monks at a Thai Buddhist Temple in Long Island, as well as one in Queens.  When we returned home I quickly resumed practicing.  I experienced the knowing, mindfulness, and understanding concentration which will uproot defilements (ignorance,hatred, and desire).  We don't need strong concentration, only momentary concentration.  Mindfulness and concentration balance on the Foundations.  This prevents the defilements from occupying the mind.  Whenever mindfulness is not present, one does not have to call for ignorance, it will replace mindfulness right away.  Ignorance has two good friends-hatred and desire, and they will come along.  It is this easy.  It is not easy to carry a piece of hay.  Ajhan Dtuk explained to me further about concentration in the Eight Fold Path. It is right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration.  Right concentration in Buddhism, which uproots the defilements, is not concentration by itself, but concentration and mindfulness balance on the Foundations.  To maintain this balance of mindfulness and concentration in every position of the body in the daily life is right effort.  Then The defilements (ignorance,desire,and hatred) will be weakened or uprooted.

         I am just beginning to understand Vipassana meditation, the mind objects of Vipassana are body and mind.  Buddha said the major path which the Buddhas and enlightened ones took are the Four Foundations of Mindfulness. I also recall the saying of a senior monk, Luang  Pu Tate in Thailand.  He said one can see and know negativity with out becoming it.

          From now on I will carry my valuable piece of hay as if I were guarding gold.
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