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When we consider these related areas of forgiving and
compassion, if we bring these together and reflect on
them, it can be seen that it’s a lot about realizing there’s
more space in the world than we usually presume.
There is more space in our lives than we had thought
and, what is more, we don’t have to fill that space up.






Forgiving and Compassion

Good afternoon to you all. The theme for the Sunday talk
this week is ‘Forgiving and Compassion’ so I will offer some

reflections around these significant areas of our lives.

I will start with forgiving. This is a very important
aspect of spiritual training and, as a way of life, it is a coun-
terpoint to the attitude of being unforgiving, the attitude
of wanting revenge, carrying grudges around. It’s about
working with those attitudes of mind where we are deter-
mined to hang onto our negativity and our hurts, and to
wear those proudly upon our sleeves - all the wrongs that
have been done to me, the things that were unforgivable
- that we are habitually conditioned to carry around and
make much of. Sometimes people find themselves building
their entire lives around wanting revenge, or resenting
something that’s happened to them in their life, there’s

something in the heart that can’t forgive.
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When I speak in this way, in case any of you are
wondering, 'm not reading anybody’s mind. Oftentimes
when one starts talking about these themes people think,
‘How did he know!” Please be reassured that it’s just
averages, the law of statistics and how life is for many of

us. [ cannot read people’s minds.

Forgiveness and the ‘Giving of Fearlessness’

So - forgiving: it’s an interesting word, ‘forgiving’,
‘forgiveness’. In the Thai language, the word for
forgiveness is 88 [pronounced a-pai]. When I lived in the
United States I helped to found a place in California called
Abhayagiri Buddhist Monastery. It was named after an
ancient monastery in Sri Lanka. The reason we chose the
name was because the land was given to us by the abbot
of a Buddhist monastery of the Northern Tradition, a
Chinese monk called Venerable Master Hsuan Hua. He was
very committed to the idea of bringing the Northern and
Southern Buddhist traditions together. He wouldn’t even
talk about ‘Mahayana’ and ‘Theravada’. He often said that,
when you look at the teachings and the essential practices,
you can’t really find so much that’s different, so it’s better

to talk about a division in terms of geography, but not in
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terms of principle. So, he would only talk about Northern
and Southern Traditions.

Interestingly, one of the emphatic statements he
made, many years ago when Luang Por Sumedho was
invited to their main monastery, The City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas, Master Hsuan Hua said, ‘It was always the dream
of my life to bring the Northern and Southern Traditions
back together again. And I never thought I could do it, until
I met Sumedho.” Luang Por Sumedho went a bit pale at that
point. He felt it was a bit of a daunting responsibility.

Master Hsuan Hua was the kind of person who would
put his money where his mouth is and so, to help bring
the traditions closer together, he gave us 120 acres of land
in California, and that became the substantial seed that
Abhayagiri Monastery was developed from.

Once we had been given this land I tried to think
of a name that might reflect that sense of shared purpose
and respect for different traditions. Many centuries ago, in
Sri Lanka, there were two main monasteries. There were
the Mahavihara and the Abhayagiri Vihara. Abhayagiri -
the name of which means ‘fearless mountain’ - was noted
for being a place that welcomed practitioners from all

different Buddhist traditions, from many and various
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different lineages. Thus the place housed monastics that
were from Theravada, Mahayana and Vajrayana origins -
practitioners from all different lineages were welcomed
there and seemingly lived harmoniously. The Abhayagiri
Vihara faded from prominence about eight hundred years
ago but I remembered reading that story about the
principles behind it, and I thought, ‘Well, that would be a
very good fit: it’s a Pali name, but it’s a Pali name that
reflects a spirit of ecumenism, a respect for different
traditions and how they can live harmoniously together’
So that was the reason why we chose the name.

However, when Thai people came to visit our new
Abhayagiri, they would ask us, ‘Why did you call it
“forgiveness mountain”?’ My Thai language skills are very
rudimentary but the other co-abbot, Ajahn Pasanno, was
very fluent in the language. He said, ‘The word as&) comes
from ‘abhaya’ in Pali, but the word asies in Thai means
“forgiveness”. So when the Thai people would hear the
name Wat Abhayagiri, they’d ask - since ‘giri’ means
‘mountain’: ‘Why is it called “forgiveness mountain”?’ I'd
say, ‘It’s not supposed to be “forgiveness mountain”, it’s

M|
!

“fearless mountain
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This was an interesting puzzle, this drift of meaning,
so Ajahn Pasanno and I looked into it. We explored how
the different shades of meaning had arisen over time, and
how that word had come to have the meaning that it does
today in the Thai language. It turned out that there is a
particular discourse, in the Anguttara Nikaya, Book of the
Eights, Sutta 39 (A 8.39), called ‘Streams of Merit’. In this
teaching the Buddha says:

There are these five gifts, five great gifts (mahadana)

- original, longstanding, traditional, ancient,

unadulterated, unadulterated from the beginning,

that are not open to suspicion, will never be open
to suspicion, and are unfaulted by knowledgeable
contemplatives and brahmins. Which five?

First, there is the case where a disciple of the noble

ones, abandoning the taking of life, abstains from

taking life. In doing so, he gives freedom from
danger, freedom from animosity, freedom from
oppression to limitless numbers of beings. In giving
freedom from danger, freedom from animosity,
freedom from oppression to limitless numbers of
beings, he, himself, in turn enjoys limitless freedom

from danger, freedom from animosity, and freedom
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from oppression. This is the first gift, the first great
gift - original, longstanding, traditional, ancient,
unadulterated, unadulterated from the beginning,
that is not open to suspicion, will never be open
to suspicion, and is unfaulted by knowledgeable

contemplatives and brahmins.

So too with the other four Precepts for the lay
community: abandoning stealing, abandoning sexual
misconduct, abandoning lying, and abandoning the use of
intoxicants. In the same way these are great gifts, as he says,
that bring freedom from danger, freedom from animosity
and freedom from oppression to limitless numbers of
beings.

This kind of giving is called ‘abhayadana’, the giving
of fearlessness: A- ‘not or without’, -bhaya- ‘fear’, -dana
‘giving’. Thus ‘abhayadana’.

In other teachings the Buddha talks about the
various types of generosity. Firstly there is the giving of
material gifts, this is called ‘amisadana’ - like coming to
offer food here at Amaravati, or sending a cheque in the
post, that is ‘amisadana’. It is the giving of a physical object

or any other kind of material offering.
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Then he describes ‘abhayadana’ - the giving of fear-
lessness - and names it as being a kind of giving superior
to ‘amisadand’.

The highest kind, the most refined kind of giving
is Dhammadana, the giving of Dhamma. We will leave this
latter one aside for today as we are mostly exploring the
area of forgiveness, and why in the Thai language that’s
related to the giving of fearlessness.

In the English language we do have a clue that these
areas might be related since, in the word ‘forgive’, there’s
the word ‘give” and in ‘forgiving’, there is the word ‘giving’.
That’s not a coincidence, I would suggest. The Oxford
English Dictionary assures me that they are etymologically
related, and on reflection it’s easy to understand why.

If you consider those words from the sutta, if you
refrain from taking life, if you are committed towards
harmlessness, to respecting the lives of others, they don’t
have to worry that you're going to hurt them. This is why
you are giving them gift of fearlessness - abhayadana.

If you are not going to steal anything from some-
body, you're not going to take sexual advantage of them,
you're not going to lie to them, you're not trying to get

something from them, you’re not going to hurt them, then
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they don’t need to be afraid of you. You walk in the room,
they don’t have to shove their handbag under the chair.
They don’t have to hide the silver when you come to visit.
That people don’t need to be afraid of you, that’s a giving
of fearlessness. People don’t have to worry about you being
around - you're not creating a threat - and so it’s a gift.

I feel it’s very significant and interesting that the
Buddha said that this is a greater kind of gift than the giving
of material offerings. It is a very special kind of generosity.

Usually we don’t think that by keeping the Precepts
we’re being generous. We think of keeping the Precepts as
sort of limitation - on our speech, our conduct - it’s thought
of as a narrowing: ‘Me behaving well rather than freely
following my impulses.” But notice what is being presented
in this statement, in the way the Buddha speaks about it.

In effect he says, ‘Look! When you are non-violent,
when you are honest, when you are kind, when you are
respectful, you are doing a lot of favours to other people.
You have a good effect on others. You make the lives of
others better.” 1t’s like, to give an everyday example, if you
are on a motorway and then, when somebody comes from a
slip road, they hold back and let you go ahead. They restrain

themselves from screeching out in front of you. So you
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think, ‘Thank you! Thank you for holding back and letting
me carry on without interruption.” Or when two streams
of traffic are merging, somebody holds back and lets you
come in front of them, you think, ‘Thank you - there are
good and polite people in the world!” That simple gesture
has had a very positive and beneficial effect on you.

I'll give you another example, from many years ago
when I lived in America. It is very common there to have
tolls on the bridges. In a big city there will be a long string
of toll booths across the entrance to a bridge. Each car or
truck would pull up to the toll booth and pay their toll as
they go through the gate. However, there are usually a
couple of ‘toll-free’ lanes and, if you have three or more
people in your car, you don’t have to pay the toll. Those
toll-free gates would be at one end of the string of twelve
or fifteen booths.

One day [ was in a car driven by one of our devoted
laypeople, with a few other monks, and we were approach-
ing the Oakland Bay Bridge in lane Three. Suddenly our
driver realized, ‘Oh, we’ve got four people in the car - we
don’t have to pay a toll.” But the toll-free gates were at lanes
number Fourteen and Fifteen, and we were only about a

hundred yards away from the toll booths. So, since she was

57



Amaro Bhikkhu

a confident New Yorker and a very competent driver, and
knew how to assert herself, she started crossing the ten
intervening lanes of traffic to get to toll booth Fourteen.
As we edged forward and squeezed in here and there we
were getting a few grumpy looks and there was a certain
amount of honking coming from behind us.

As it turned out we didn’t quite make it to the toll-
free lanes - we only got across about five lanes before we
had all arrived at the gates. The people in the car behind
us were really upset because our trusty driver’s style of
road etiquette had perhaps been a little over-assertive. The
people in the car behind were shaking their fists, making
angry faces at us and were appropriately upset, righteously
indignant. You could see in the mirrors that they were
looking very annoyed. Us monks, I think out of trying not
to give Buddhism a bad reputation, were unconsciously
sliding down in our seats.

However, without any prompting, when we got to
the toll booth and our driver had paid her five dollars, she
said to the attendant, ‘And here is another five dollars.
This is to pay for the car behind us.” That couple in the car
following then drove up to the booth - we were watching

in our mirrors - and we could see the person in the toll
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booth saying to them, ‘The car in front paid for you.” They
were astonished. Then, as we were driving across the
bridge, they pulled along beside us and were waving and
smiling; suddenly Buddhism had a good reputation again.

Even though it was more than twenty years ago
that that happened, it’s likely that those people in that car
still remember the woman that paid for them when they
crossed the Bay Bridge that day. That kind of an encounter
tends to hover in the memory with a delightful afterglow.
So, forgiving, and letting yourself be forgiven, is a presence

that we can bring into the world. 1t is a kind of generosity.

Bearing Grudges

With respect to grudges and resentments, wanting
vengeance and those sorts of habits, we have particular
ways and means of dealing with that. First of all, internally,
in terms of meditation, it is important to be fully conscious
of what it’s like when someone has hurt your feelings -
they’ve done you wrong. This is especially if it’s not just
your paranoia or your projection - someone has indeed
done you wrong - you know: ‘T've got scars to prove it... I

lost all my money because that person bankrupted me!’ It is
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not a supposition or projection; you've got evidence, names,
dates. It did happen - you’ve got a reasonable complaint.

Even if that’s the case, in meditation we can look
into our heart and reflect, ‘What does it feel like to carry
that around? What is the feeling in the heart when I think
of that person’s name? When I bring up the incident of that
hurt, the damage that was done? What does it feel like in
the heart?’ This kind of reflection is best carried out with
as little commentary as possible, and for it to be as free of
‘shoulds’ and ‘shouldn’ts’ as possible. It is particularly help-
ful not to get lost in thoughts such as, ‘It’s reasonable for
me to hate them! They deserve it. I would be letting down
the family honour not to hate them!’

Instead, simply and directly, when you bring up that
event or that person, or that feeling of resentment, explore
it: What is it like? What’s the felt sense of that grudge in
your heart, the idea of that person who’s done you wrong?
What does that feel like?

Let that be fully known, fully conscious, with no
‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’ - simply, ‘How does it feel to pick
this up and to hold it?’

Then ask yourself, ‘Do I want to carry this around?

This is painful. Do I really want to carry this around? Do I
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need to carry this around?’ Again, without commentary,
without ‘shoulds’ and ‘shouldn’ts’ - just feel that, acknowl-
edge that.

This, in my experience, is the most direct and
personal way of dealing with forgiveness. This is not a
matter of being numb, it’s not a matter of trying to
approve some egregious act or try to convince ourselves
it’s OK - that we’re quite happy that they bankrupted us
or that we've got scars from the wrongdoing that someone
else was responsible for.

Rather we consider, ‘Yes, this was painful. Yes, this
was awful - but do I need to build my life around this event?
Do I need to limit myself by this? Do I need to carry this
burden around? Because not only do I have the pain of that
wrong having been done to me, but now I've got the pain
of carrying this great pile of psychological luggage around
with me as well. I'm adding to the suffering that came from
that particular event.’

When I was growing up [ was greatly inspired by my
grandfather. My mother’s father was a businessman in the
grain import and export world in London. He had a little
company, Carl Goldschmidt Ltd., on the Baltic Exchange.

He was famous for never giving anybody the sack so he had
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employees who had worked for him for decades. He ran his
business for a long long time - he started when he was in
his twenties and he was still running the company when
he was ninety-five, and blind.

He was seriously defrauded by his business partners
twice over in his lifetime. He had been shamelessly ripped
off but he never complained. For other members of the
family the name of the worst miscreant, ‘Barnard’, was
spoken through clenched teeth. (My apologies to any
Barnards - no offence intended!). My grandfather,
however, had no bitterness, he had no complaint, he never
expressed resentment towards that person. He obviously
wasn’t happy about it - he had had to build his business up
again - he had lost all his money and he had had start again
from scratch, as I remember the story. But he just took it
on the chin and kept going, and didn’t make it into an extra
form of misery for himself.

Thus it is important to look at, to feel, the painful-
ness of bearing a grudge. There is also a clue in the term
itself - ‘bearing a grudge’, you're bearing it; it’s something
heavy that you're carrying around.

Another aspect of this process is that the thinking

mind is unusually adept at making long lists of really good
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reasons why you're right and they’re wrong, or it shouldn’t
have been this way, it should have been that way. Even
though there’s a certain satisfaction in that sort of list-
making, it doesn’t come to an end. You can’t think yourself
to peacefulness, in my experience. The endless conceptual
proliferation only serves to complicate everything and
create more tension in the heart.

Thus it’s far more helpful to simply and directly
know that feeling of hanging on to a grudge, of bearing a
grudge, and to recognize: ‘This is burdensome, this is pain-
ful.” And then the letting go of that happens not because: ‘1
should let go because that’s what a good Buddhist should
do’ or ‘The Ajahn gave this talk and told me I should let go,’
rather, something in the heart knows directly: ‘I don’t need
to be doing this to myself anymore. What a pointless, tiring

thing.” And it is dropped.

The ‘Asking for Forgiveness’ Ceremony

Another aspect of forgiving is a ceremonial one. Probably
many of you who are familiar with Theravada traditions
and practices will know that there is a ceremony that is
done quite regularly when you have been a group living

together, say, in a monastery, or you've been on a retreat
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together, or someone’s been living in a monastery and
then they go traveling. In addition, when it’s some senior
person’s birthday, there’s a communal asking for forgive-
ness from them as a gesture of gratitude and respect.

When you ask for forgiveness in a formal, ceremonial
way, you recite in Pali to the person, ‘Whatever I have done,
through the three doors of body, speech or mind, that
has been done intentionally or unintentionally, that has
been painful or obstructive in some way, I ask for your
forgiveness for that.’

Even if I don’t know that I've done something to
upset or annoy you, I'm assuming that it’s likely that I
have. Or it’s possible. And so, if that’s the case, I ask for
your forgiveness.

In this way we’re humbling ourselves and acknow-
ledging, ‘Not all my actions are going to be perfect or
pleasing to everybody all the time.” No matter how hard
we try, all of us manage to irritate each other at some time.

Is there anybody who has never annoyed anybody
else? If you believe that to be so, I would suggest that
that is a serious delusion on your part because all of us,
even the Buddha - who was a totally enlightened being of

extraordinary wholesomeness and who embodied infinite
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goodwill - even he still managed to upset and annoy some
people. Even if you're a Buddha you can still be irritating.

So, we all annoy each other from time to time and
this gesture - asking for forgiveness - is a humble recog-
nition that that is the case: ‘Not all my actions are totally
pleasing all the time so I ask you to be kind enough to
forgive that.” The person who is being asked to forgive
then customarily responds, ‘I forgive you and please forgive
me also.’

Even if you are doing this ceremony with someone
who has the reputation of being a great and enlightened
being, whom you might hold in great reverence and think
is absolutely perfect and flawless, they will still say, ‘Please
forgive me too.” They will recognize that even the Buddha
could annoy and upset people, even without knowing it,
without intention. And so they say, ‘I forgive you, and
please forgive me as well.’

This is an ancient ceremony, a formal ritual, but it is
also something that you can employ within your own lives,
your own homes. I often mention how you can develop this
as a family practice. One year at a Buddhist family camp in
the United States I introduced this forgiveness ritual, showing

how it could be carried out between parents and children.
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The children would bow to the parents and say,
‘Whatever I've done, by body, speech or mind that’s been
upsetting, please forgive me.” The parents would then say,
‘I forgive you.” And then the parents would say, ‘Whatever
I've done, by body, speech or mind that’s been upsetting
for you, please forgive me too.’

It was very touching to see a full-grown adult,
say a bearded Dad and his three-year-old child, with Dad
solemnly asking for forgiveness from the youngster.

This kind of process establishes the parent-child
relationship in a slightly different but beneficial way from
the customary dynamic. Similarly you can conduct this kind
of ritual in your work situation - although perhaps your

co-workers will think you're a bit cracked if you suggest it.

‘Patience With The Inability To Forgive’

This can be seen to be a very beautiful and helpful
practice. That said, sometimes when you're carrying out
this ceremony (going back to the subject of grudges) it
can be the case that you don’t want to forgive - that you're
determined to carry a grudge about the Ajahn around
with you; or the Ajahn is carrying around a grudge about

a particular person. This situation can be very impactful!
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However, when you conduct the ceremony, it at least
brings to mind the stuff that you don’t want to forgive. As your
mouth is saying, ‘By body, speech or mind whatever I have
done, I forgive you, and please forgive me too,” meanwhile
a little inner voice is saying, ‘T’'m not going to forgive that
one! There’s a couple of things I'm not ready to let go of!’

It is important to notice those aberrant reactions.
Because the ceremony isn’t magic - it doesn’t automati-
cally wipe out any negative karma, just like the beliefs of
bathing in the Ganges River at Benares or suchlike. It isn’t
superstition. What the ceremony does, in such a case, is
that it highlights what’s been going on inside us: ‘Look
- there’s still some attachment there, there’s still that
little knot, that nugget of grasping that says, “He won’t get
away with it, you know; I'm not going to let him get away
with that.” And it gives us an opportunity to see that - to
know, ‘There’s still some knotted up, impacted attachment
here. And that’s going to need some attention.’ Because the
longer it’s there, the longer we’ll feel burdened by that.

Many years ago, I think it was actually one of these
Sunday afternoon talks, Luang Por Sumedho gave a talk
entitled, ‘Patience With the Inability to Forgive’. The whole

talk was around not forgiving.
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The noble mind that says, ‘I should forgive
everybody’ - that’s one member of the inner committee.
Another member of the committee is saying, ‘No! Not yet!’
And you can’t just blithely overrule that, because the thing
that’s doing the grasping and the clinging is not the same
as the thing that’s doing the forgiving. They’re on different
sides of the table. You cannot simply order the mind to be
spacious (it reminds me of that statement in The Lord of the
Rings: ‘One does not simply walk into Mordor!’); you can’t
just decide, ‘From today on, I'm not going to get angry
ever again,” and then have that come about. Have you ever
tried that? Somebody earlier today said to me, ‘Six times
last year I determined that I was going to be enlightened.
I kept failing!” Because the mind that says, ‘T'm not going
to rest until I've reached full enlightenment,” that’s one
member of the committee - very noble and worthy. And
then another member of the committee says, ‘Yeah, but
what I really want is more chocolate cake!” Or, ‘That person
stole my parking space, how dare they! I'll show him!” That’s
the way that the mind works.

The most helpful advice on this area, coming from
Luang Por Chabh, is to reflect that: ‘Fifty to seventy percent

of Dhamma practice is knowing that you should let go but
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not being able to.” What a wise and wonderful teaching! And
transformative, since it is precisely the wisdom that knows
the ‘should but not able to’ dynamic that is the liberating

element in the mix.

Giving time and attention

‘Asking for forgiveness’ is a kind of practice whereby we
are learning to recognize the limitations that we have as
human beings and being ready to make space for each
other. It is another kind of giving. Just as is our being ready
to give time to people, to be patient and to give them the
space to say what they want to say, to be ready to give our
attention to someone, no matter whether we're interested
in what they’re doing and what they’re saying or not,
nevertheless we’ll give our time, we’ll give our attention.
These are all a kind of giving as well as a giving up - we're
giving up our pride, we're giving up our self-righteousness
and we're offering an openness instead.

Oftentimes at the end of a ten-day retreat, people
ask about, ‘How do I bring Dhamma practice into my daily
life?” - it’s a very common question. On virtually every
retreat people ask about this, wondering, ‘It’s all very well

when no one’s talking, when we've got a fixed routine,
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when other people are doing the cooking and the washing
up, and the environment is very supportive - but how do
I carry on the practice of Dhamma in my everyday life?’

In different locations and with varying groups of
people, one talks about numerous things that can be done,
like meditating every day, and keeping the Precepts, and
amongst these is always the practising of generosity. What
I like to do, when I talk about practising generosity, is that I
make a particular point of saying, ‘You know, with respect
to being generous - Amaravati is a big place, it’s very ex-
pensive to run, so we do appreciate the amisadana, it keeps
the electricity on, and helps the place to stay in good shape.’
However, [ will often say that more important than being
materially generous - with your family, with your friends,
with the people that are close to you - is being ready to give
time. When somebody is talking to you, you're not looking
for a means to get away. You are paying attention. You are
giving your attention. You are giving your time. You're not
too busy to talk, not too busy to help.

Often when I say this kind of thing, people are
surprised - ‘Oh, really? What!?’ - because they don’t think
of that as a kind of generosity. But I feel it is and so, along

with forgiving, as in not carrying grudges around, the
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kind of generosity involved in the giving of time, giving of
attention, is a very important part of our practice and helps

to support us living skillfully in the world.

Forgiveness and the Cultivation of Compassion

Forgiveness relates to compassion in quite a direct way.
Compassion, and the readiness to empathize, to have a
fellow-feeling with others, is part of forgiving. It is respect-
ing the fact that we are not our actions - that our actions
are not all or everything about us.

For example, when the Buddha met Angulimala -
who was a mass murderer, a bandit, a killer - and even
though Angulimala had been trying to kill him, the
Buddha didn’t focus on that or the fact that Angulimala
had previously killed 999 other people, with the fingers of
his victims hanging around his neck. The Buddha did not
focus upon any of that. Rather he acknowledged the noble
human qualities that were there. He didn’t negate the
fact that Angulimala was a murderer and a bandit. He
was aware of that but he didn’t let that define the all and
everything that Angulimala was. But rather he gave the
message, ‘Yes, you're abloody-handed killer and a murderer,

but that’s not all of you, that’s not everything.’
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Compassion has many different aspects to it. One
of the important things in terms of reflecting on it is that
the very word ‘compassion’ in English is not really an
accurate translation for the quality called ‘karund’ in Pali.
Perhaps ‘empathy’ is a little bit closer. This is because the
English word ‘compassion’ literally means ‘to suffer with’.
It comes from the Latin ‘com’ (meaning ‘with’) and ‘passio’
(which means ‘to suffer’) as in the expression ‘the passion of
Christ’ - this does not mean Jesus getting passionate about
something. Rather it means ‘the suffering of Christ’. Thus
‘compassion’ means ‘to suffer with’.

However, the quality of ‘karuna’, which is most often
translated as ‘compassion’, is not a state of suffering. In
Buddhist psychology karuna is a great brightness. It’s one
of the brahmaviharas - it’s a sublime abiding. It’s a great radi-
ance of the heart, an enormous spaciousness: ‘Abundant,
exalted, immeasurable’ are the kind of adjectives used to
describe it.

Thus karund is not a state of suffering. When it’s
talked about in the teachings, it is said that if you are
suffering on the account of the suffering of another, that’s
not true compassion - it’s a distorted or mistaken kind of

karuna. That is not true karuna.
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There’s another word in Pali that’s also used for
‘compassion’, which is ‘anukampa’. When the request for a
Dhamma talk is made, there are the words, ‘... anukampimam
pajam.” Meaning, ‘Please, out of compassion, offer some
teachings.’

‘Anukampd’ literally means ‘to resonate’, or ‘to be
concerned for the well-being of others’. Sometimes it’s
translated as ‘trembling for the welfare of all beings’, which
can make it sound a bit like a kind of anxiety, which is not
the case. Rather it’s an active, engaged concern for the well-
being of others. It is an empathizing with the suffering of
others whilst not suffering on account of that.

I feel it’s important to understand and reflect upon
compassion in this way. To be truly compassionate in the
Buddhist sense doesn’t mean that you're worrying about
everybody. That would be a distorted or a misguided karuna.
The essential quality of compassion in Buddhist psychol-
ogy is an attunement, a concern, an empathizing with the
suffering of others. And then a giving of the heart, a giving

of attention, a giving of care arising from that empathy.

Benefactors Can be Perilous

In the West we customarily think of compassion as meaning
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‘compassionate activity’, as in going out and doing things
to help others. Of course that aspect is extremely helpful.
We're a very compassionate society in terms of the number
of charities that exist; the amount of people’s income that
is spent helping others is very impressive in this country -
the UK is a very admirable nation in that regard.

However, we don’t need to define or limit ‘com-
passion’ as merely meaning helping other people - to be
providing material support. If we think of compassion in
that narrow way we can also miss the fact that, sometimes,
so-called compassionate activity is more about making
ourselves feel OK than it is about genuinely empathizing
with other beings. In this instance the motivation to help
others is more about finding ease for ourselves, settling
our own heart. We feel, ‘Something should be done! I've got
to do something, it makes me so upset,” and as long as we
feel we're doing something to help, then it makes us feel
better. Useful things are still being done, for sure, but it can
drift into being more about me and my feelings, than about
the other. Does that sound familiar at all?

Many years ago they did a comprehensive set of
psychological tests on the tens of thousands of social

workers active in the various parts of the UK. (Here I
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should apologize to any social workers in advance of
mentioning this, I mean no offence). One very surprising
but informative result of the tests was that they found
that there was an enormous percentage, something like
eighty-five or ninety percent of social workers, who had
an almost compulsive need to be helpful. They were shown
to have a deep personal need to be appreciated and to be
helpful. And when they couldn’t be actively helpful, then
they felt hollow, unsatisfied. I'm not criticizing social work
in any way whatsoever - perish the thought! - but if I can’t
feel whole unless I'm helping others, if I need you around

so that I will feel fulfilled, that’s a dependency in me.

Everything Hinges upon Attitude

When we talk about compassion, therefore, it’s not just
about doing. It’s not just about the things that we engage
in to help others but it’s far more to do with the attitude. In
developing a genuine quality of compassion it needs to be
free of anxiety. It needs to be free from worry. It’s a concern
which is not worried. It’s a caring which is not agitated. It’s
a love which is not personal. Agreed this is not easy! This

is not easy to actualize at all.
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When we reflect on the Buddha’s teachings and look
at his advice, we can see that the Buddha was extraordinar-
ily compassionate. From the time of his enlightenment -
for the forty-five years of his teaching - he was constantly
engaged in helping people, in compassionate activity,
establishing the Dhamma teachings, establishing the Sangha,
resolving conflicts, giving advice at all different levels of
society. He was astonishingly active in establishing the
Dhamma and in helping others - and his dispensation has
lasted for two thousand six hundred years. But throughout
the process of travelling and teaching he was never worried.
He was not agitated. Even though he worked constantly for
the welfare of others he was never in a state of anxiety over
what he did and the results of that. If he gave advice and
people didn’t follow it, he wouldn’t get upset.

There was one particular incident where he was
travelling through the countryside with an attendant monk;
they were on their way to Rajagaha and they came to a fork in
theroad. The Buddha headed down the right-hand fork but his
attendant said, ‘Venerable sir, the left-hand road, this is
the road to Rajagaha.’

The Buddha replied, indicating the road he was on,
‘No - this is the road to Rajagaha.’
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‘Excuse me Venerable sir, I know that you are the
Enlightened One, but this is the road to Rajagaha, I know
it well.”

The Buddha said, ‘No...".

‘Excuse me Venerable Sir, but...’

This being a story in the Buddhist tradition of course
everything happens three times over. So for the third time
the attendant monk said, ‘This is the road to Rajagaha.’

And the Buddha said, ‘No. This is the way that we
need to go to get to Rajagaha.’

Then, to his discredit, his attendant monk said, ‘Well,
Venerable Sir, you're on your own.’

He gave the Buddha his bowl, which he had been
carrying for him, and he walked off down the left-hand
path by himself. Meanwhile the Buddha went down the
right-hand one.

A few miles down the road the attendant was
attacked by bandits, was beaten up and had his bowl
broken and his robes torn. Eventually, after scrambling
back through the countryside, he managed to rejoin the
Buddha. He was very apologetic.

The Buddha had been going the long way round

to Rajagaha because he knew there were bandits on the
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regular road. But the attendant had been determined to
go his own way and did not think to ask why the Buddha
was choosing that path - this was ironic especially since he
knew the Buddha was blessed with all sorts of psychic abili-
ties, as well as having comprehensive worldly knowledge
into the bargain.

To me this story shows that the Buddha was very
compassionate but that he was prepared to exercise his
compassion by letting his attendant get beaten up. That
way it was a lesson he was never going to forget; if you can
go face to face with a fully enlightened Buddha, in whom
you have great faith, and still you say that, ‘I'm going this
way, so you've got to carry your own bowl,” then that’s
your business but it will show you the painful results that
can come from attaching to your own views, your own
rightness.

When Luang Por Chah would quote this or similar
stories, he would recount the statement of the Buddha:
‘Akkhataro tathagata - the Tathagata can only point out the
way. He might say, “This is the road to Rajagaha,” he can
point out the way, but whether or not someone follows

that, it’s their choice, it’s their business.’
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When we are practising to develop compassion there
needs to be a sense of ease in our heart, a sense of not be-
ing fixated on a particular outcome. Earlier today someone
was asking me about her son’s university exams. She was
worried that he wouldn’t get a very high mark and what
could she do, what could the family do, what could I do
about that? How could I help her son to get a good mark? I
said, ‘Well, it may be that your son is brilliant and he’s well-
informed, he’s intelligent, but if he’s in a class with forty
other people even more brilliant, even more well-informed,
even more intelligent, it’s good to acknowledge that it’s
beyond your power to do anything about that.

‘What you can do, however, is that you can bring
an attitude of non-anxiety into your home. You can let go
of worry, let go of concern, and that will help there to be
greater peace in the household. The greater peace in your
home, where your son is still living, will then allow his abili-
ties to develop as much as humanly possible. If the home
is agitated and filled with tension and stress, then that will
make it a more challenging, a less conducive environment.
Attitude is everything.’

When we wish to practice compassion, we do what

we can do and then let things unfold as they will. If we're
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fixated on a specific outcome - as soon as we're locked onto
that, there’s bound to be suffering, right there. As it turned
out, this good woman was able to understand this principle
and could empathize with what I suggested.

As soon as you think, ‘It has got to be this way...
I've got to help this person in this way... I've got to get this
result... If that happens it will be awful...” if we fix the mind
on a particular result like this, as they say in the USA ‘you
are toast’. That might seem like a very strange expression
but it means you are finished, you're dead in the water -
suffering is inescapable.

Instead, it is much wiser if you do the best you can
- you judge the situation as well as you can, you trust your
own concern for another and you do what is possible -
and then you let go. You do what you do and if the result
comes that is what you would like and it’s fortunate, then,
all well and good. If that result doesn’t come, then OK, you
try something else or just leave it alone. You do what you
can do and let the world make of it what it will.

That attitude might seem a bit lackadaisical - it
might lack the Euro-anguish of, ‘If you cared you would
be angry and upset! - but, if you look into your heart you

see that the evenness of this attitude is not at all because
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you don’t care. Far from it. It’s because you recognize that
there are limits to your capacity. As the Buddha said, ‘The
Tathagata can only point the way.” Not even the Buddha
could enlighten another person. He could point the way
but if that person didn’t want to go, that was completely
up to them. The other monk, in that story, was convinced
of his own rightness and received the appropriate result.
The Tathagata pointed out the way but the other person

chose not to follow it.

Three Core Principles

The kind of attitude just described is the basis on which
compassionate action is best formed. In terms of such
action there’s a good example that I like to share with
people. A friend of Abhayagiri Monastery, back in the USA,
was a massage therapist who had developed a system of
mindful exercises in physiotherapy and suchlike. His name
was Kondafifia - he was the first lay person in the San
Francisco group to ask for a Pali name so he was given the
name ‘Kondafnfia’, who was the first disciple of the Buddha
to understand the teaching.

Kondanfia had a little clinic and centre in San

Francisco where he used to teach his particular kind of
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bodywork/massage therapy and he had had many students
over the years. He contracted bowel cancer when he was in
his fifties and sadly died from that. I was with him when he
died in a hospice in San Francisco. We held his funeral at
Abhayagiri, taking his ashes and interring them under the
roots of an oak tree in the forest. Many of his students came
to say their farewells and gathered around for the funeral.
One of his students, Rachel Starbuck, couldn’t make it as
she was living in Taiwan. She wrote a very moving letter,
that was read out at the funeral, that also carries some very
important meanings. I'd like to share this letter as it is a

very good example of actualizing compassionate action:

Kondafifia was my teacher. I had the good fortune to
study shiatsu with him at the San Francisco School
of Massage. He really did teach bodywork as nothing
less than a spiritual practice. He said, ‘The heart
of our work is simply to offer our presence. Don’t
push - just use the weight of your own body. Don’t
diagnose - just be aware. Don’t try to help. But also,
don’t turn away. Just be with the person. That’s all
you have to do.” And he really practised what he

preached. You could see it as clear as day, watching
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him work. It was an amazing and beautiful thing.
When I attended my first week-long silent retreat at
Spirit Rock Meditation Center, he was there too. The
retreat wasn't easy for me, and on the last day I felt
quite overwhelmed. I couldn’t stop the tears stream-
ing down my face, even when it was time for lunch. I
remember standing in line, holding my plate weep-
ing, and embarrassed to be weeping - thoroughly
miserable. I took my plate to the furthest corner of
the furthest table and sat down. But I was too upset
to eat. Then I noticed that someone had come to sit
beside me. It was Kondafifia. He didn’t say anything.
He didn’t do anything. He didn’t even look at me. He
did exactly what he always taught us to do - he just
sat there, slowly eating his lunch, being with me in
my suffering, neither trying to help, nor turning
away. It was so profoundly comforting to me. Even
now, tears come just to think of it.

Some years later, my sister was birthing her first
child at home, and I was there to assist her.I'd taken
aspecial class on massage for birthing mothers, and
once my sister’s labour had started, she couldn’t

stand for anyone to get anywhere near her, much
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less touch her. All she did was scream and scream,
and there was nothing we could do. Then I remem-
bered what Kondafina had showed me. I sat down
next to her on the floor. I didn't say anything. 1 didn’t
look at her. I didn’t touch her. I just sat there with
her, while she suffered through her labour pains,
neither trying to help, nor turning away. I don’t
know how long we sat together like that, but later,
after her son was born, she told me how profoundly
comforting it had been for her. My just sitting there
had somehow allowed her to relax and feel less
afraid.

Now Kondafifa has died. But what he taught us is
still moving through those of us who had learned
from him. Now, when Isee my sister quietly holding
her son after abad dream, neither trying to help nor
turning away, and I then see the comfort he feels as
his little body starts to settle and relax - then I see

Kondanna’s work, alive.
When we consider these related areas of forgiving
and compassion, if we bring these together and reflect on

them, it can be seen that it’s a lot about realizing there’s
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more space in the world than we usually presume. There
is more space in our lives than we had thought and, what
is more, we don’t have to fill that space up. The principles
embodied in Kondanfia’s approach are about allowing that
fertile space of the heart to receive and respond to each
situation intuitively, with stillness or action as appropriate.

So easily we find ourselves rushing in to help, filling
up that space out of our compulsive need to be a helper -
and I speak as something of compulsive helper, explainer
and fixer myself. If instead we pause, reflect, ‘Wait a
minute, wait wait wait - is there something to be said here?
Is there something to be done? Or is there not? Then, lo
and behold, it’s remarkable how much more space there
is - in our lives, in our relationships, in our work, in what
we do. There’s much more space than we realized.

When we stop and ask ourselves, ‘Do I have to carry
this person around?’ The reaction might come, ‘Yes! That
person should be punished. I don’t want to forgive them.’
With this encouragement towards forgiveness and compas-
sion, however, we can take a step back and reflect, ‘This is
the feeling of not wanting to forgive. This is the “I'm never

going to forgive you!” feeling. That’s what this is.’
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The reactive emotion is there yet something in the
heart recognizes, ‘Oh. This is just a feeling. It arises, it does
its thing, and passes away. Ahhhh.’ It is the ‘T'm never going
to forgive you’ feeling. But it exists within a space, within a
context. That fertile space,  would suggest, is always here.
We can always refer to that, we can always draw upon that,
and that knowing spaciousness is the essence of forgiveness
and compassion.

When exploring this principle it’s useful to look at
the life of the Buddha as an example. If you think your life
is challenging and difficult take a moment to ponder what
he had to deal with. He had numerous attempts made on
his life. He had disciples like Angulimala - can you imagine
having someone who had killed 999 people here as a monk
at Amaravati? There would be a lot of explaining to do! I'm
pretty sure most of the lay community would feel a little bit
concerned, if not quite a lot of the nuns and monks. Imagine
how it would be if there was someone living here who
had been a mass murderer, who’s been given the bhikkhu
precepts because the Ajahn thought it was a good idea:
‘We’re not sure about this, Ajahn!” The Buddha also took
on a massive amount of criticism and projection concern-

ing establishing an egalitarian religion - both establishing
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an order of nuns and having people who were from the
lowest strata of society being sometimes senior to those
from the highest. If somebody who was from the dalit com-
munity (which was the lowest strata of the caste system)
had taken the Precepts before a brahmin, then they would
sit above them. The brahmin has to bow to the dalit. That’s
the order of the Sangha. Can you imagine carrying out
such a transformation of protocols in Indian society two
thousand six hundred years ago? The Buddha did, and
received an incredible amount of complaints and criticism
along the way, yet he was completely at peace with it all.
Forgiving and compassion is based on that quality
of spaciousness and a quality of respect for fundamental
human values - whether someone has been a murderer,
or whether they’ve done something that has harmed you
or others, we respect them for what they are, as a human
being, and they’re not defined by their past actions. Space
is given to accommodate past karma. In terms of compas-
sionate action, sometimes we can lend a hand and we can
help, sometimes there’s nothing to be done and all we can
do is to leave things alone. As I said to the mother of the
young man at university, you simply do your best and leave

it alone, and that’s the most compassionate response.
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Self-compassion, Self-forgiveness

The last thing to explore is how, mysteriously, sometimes
the most difficult person to forgive, and the person
that’s most problematic to have compassion for, is
yourself. This is not an uncommon issue: ‘Everyone else
can be forgiven except for me. Everyone else is worthy
of compassion except for me. I deserve to be punished -
I can’t be forgiven. My wrongs are so awful that I can’t
be redeemed. It would be cheating to forgive myself, I
mean, that’s just shameless!” We easily carry those kinds
of judgments around, especially in Western society.

To investigate this type of habitual judgement I
would like to suggest a little exercise. This will probably
be useful to you if you find that (in your own estimation)
you are the one person who can’t be forgiven, or you're
the one person who’s not worthy of compassion - you've
made such a terrible mistake and it was all your fault - if
you feel your badness can never be absolved and you are

unredeemable. The exercise is as follows:

Start by thinking of your own name and repeating
the usual criticisms. ‘1am Ajahn Amaro [insert your

own name here]. 'm Ajahn Amaro and I consider
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myself to be an awful person. I'm really terrible,
really bad. I feel I can’t be forgiven.’

Then you imagine stepping out of your own life and
that, instead, you are your own [anonymous] best
friend.

Somy friend Ajahn Amaro comes to[anonymous] me,
and he says, ‘T'm so awful, 'm so terrible, I've made
such dreadful mistakes.’'m a weak and shallow, con-
fused person. I'm really terrible and I'm not worthy
of any kind of true friendship or compassion.’

If my friend Ajahn Amaro comes to me and says
that, what is my immediate reaction? What’s my
immediate response? If my friend Amaro says, ‘I'm
such an awful person, I've made so many mistakes.
I'm really deceitful and shallow and stupid.” If my
friend Amaro comes to me and says that, what’s the
first response that comes up in the heart?
‘Forgive!” Without question, every time. There is
no hesitation whatsoever. The heart moves im-
mediately to compassion and forgiveness: “You're
not that bad! Don’t be so hard on yourself! You talk
like you are a terrible criminal with no redeeming

features - that’s nonsense! You are a fine person!’
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I have done this exercise with people for about thirty
years and it brings a positive result every single time. I've
never known anyone to say that what came up for them
was, ‘Well actually yes, you should be punished! Come to
think of it, here’s a list of tortures that you deserve.’

Compassion and forgiveness are instantaneous
every time. If you were your own friend - if my friend
Amaro came to me and said, ‘I'm so awful and...” then my
immediate response is, ‘That’s not so bad! Put the kettle
on and let’s talk about it. Don’t be so hard on yourself.’ It’s
immediate, without a thought.

So, I suggest carrying out that little exercise for
yourselves from time to time. And then take note of the
immediacy of forgiving - how automatic compassion is
when it’s for the other. Allow that truth into the heart, let
it sink into your bones, and let that inform a more direct
forgiving and compassionate attitude for yourselves - for

this life, for this being as well as for all others.

These thoughts are offered for your consideration.
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Born

Education

1978

1979

1983

1985

1990

1996
1997

J.C.J. Horner.

September 1956, England.

Received BSc in Psychology and Physiology

with Honours from University of London.

Took up residence at Wat Pah Nanachat, in the
lineage of Ven. Ajahn Chah in Ubon Province,
North-east Thailand.

April - Ordained as a Bhikkhu (Upasampada),
Phra Bodhiyana Thera (Luang Por Chah Subhaddo)
was his preceptor.

October - returned to England to join Ven. Ajahn
Sumedho at Wat Pah Cittaviveka, a newly founded
forest monastery in Chithurst, West Sussex.
Journeyed 830 miles on foot to the newly opened
Harnham Vihara (now called Aruna Ratanagiri
Monastery) in Northumberland and spent 2 years
there.

Was invited to Amaravati Buddhist Monastery by
Luang Por Sumedho, to help with teaching and
administration.

Was invited to start coming to the USA,

spending a few months each year teaching there.
June - established Abhayagiri Monastery.

Led the community of Abhayagiri Monastery in

collaboration with Ven. Ajahn Pasanno, as co-abbots.
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2004

2010

2011

2015

2019

Spent one year visiting the Buddhist holy places

in India, Nepal, and Bhutan.

Returned to England and took up the role of abbot
at Amaravati, on the retirement of the founding
abbot, Ven. Ajahn Sumedho.

Was granted permission to be an upajjhaya
(ordination preceptor).

Along with Ajahn Pasanno, Ajahn Amaro was
honoured by the King of Thailand with the
ecclesiastical title ‘Chao Khun'. Together with this
honour he was given the name ‘Videsabuddhiguna’.
Along with Ajahn Pasanno, Ajahn Amaro was
honoured by the King of Thailand with the
ecclesiastical title ‘Chao Khun Raja’. Together with this

honour he was given the name ‘Rajabuddhivaraguna’.

Ajahn Amaro has written or edited more than 20 books, including

an account of an 830-mile trek from Chithurst to Harnham Vihara

called Tudong, other titles include: Small Boat, Great Mountain;

Rain on the Nile and The Pilgrim Kamanita; five books were

co-written with Ajahn Pasanno, one of these is The Island - An
Anthology of the Buddha’s Teachings on Nibbana.

His books have been translated to 9 languages; Thai, Sinhala,

French, Spanish, Italian, German, Portuguese, Chinese and

Vietnamese.
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The quality of ‘karund’, which is most often
translated as ‘compassion’, is not a state of
suffering. In Buddhist psychology karuna is a
greatbrightness. It's one of the brahmaviharas
- it's a sublime abiding. It's a great radiance
of the heart, an enormous spaciousness:
‘Abundant, exalted, immeasurable’ are the
kind of adjectives used to describe it.



