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The teaching of Acharn Mahã Bua

Talk on the 24th November 2006

All of you have come to this monastery looking for something. You have come here to 
find the teaching of Than Acharn Mahã Bua; you have come here to find the way to nibbãna. 
Whether you have the intention of reaching nibbãna or just want to find a way out of dukkha, 
it amounts to the same thing.

 You all have the merit (vãsanã1) to be here at this time. It needed a lot of merit to be reborn 
in the time when the Lord Buddha was teaching, and to meet him. If one hadn’t acquired the 
merit, one wouldn’t have been able to be born in the age when the Lord Buddha attained 
enlightenment. And it’s the same with meeting great teachers here in Thailand; if we hadn’t 
acquired the necessary store of merit, we could never have come to Baan Taad monastery. 
Even if we knew of its existence, it would have been impossible for us to come and listen to the 
teachings. The very fact that we are in this monastery means that we have acquired enough 
merit to be able stay here and listen to the Dhamma or practice in the way that Than Acharn 
Mahã Bua or his teacher Than Acharn Mun so kindly taught. So, I urge you to use this merit 
well – put this store of merit to good use.

I recently listened to a few talks on the Internet by different Western bhikkhus. And I thought, 
“Oh, that is nice. They are talking about compassion, about awareness and about mettã”. Then 
I listened to a talk by Than Acharn Mahã Bua, and it was very different. He was talking to the 
general public, and from the beginning he was drumming the Dhamma. He wasn’t talking 
about the world, he was talking about Dhamma. At first, he banged the drum very slowly, and 
then he hit the percussion to talk about sati (awareness) and how important it was. Then he 
talked about kamma – our actions at present, how we should be aware of what we are doing 
and the results that our actions will have. He also talked about rãga taõhã (the desire for sense 
pleasures), and went on to discuss hell and heaven, how easy it is to get into hell and how long 
we will be there depending on the grievousness of our deeds. We can spend up to 150,000 
years there. We need only kill our mother or father; kill an Arahant; draw blood from the Lord 
Buddha; or cause a split in the Saçgha to go to the deepest level of hell for 150,000 years. 
That’s all we need to do. Than Acharn Mahã Bua usually talked about greed and hate; about 
rãga taõhã, the greed for the unsatisfying sense pleasures that we so desire; and sïla (morality) 
and the need for virtue. His talks to the general public almost always concerned these topics; 
if necessary, he might have elaborated on another topic, but in general his talks to the public 
were always on these themes.

He also talked about the danger of the kilesas, of the power of avijjã (literally ‘not knowing’, 
i.e. wanting to know or understand in line with the truth but not being able to) and how easily 
we are deluded. He certainly didn’t talk nicely or compassionately about the kilesas – he made 
it quite clear that they are dangers. What are the kilesas? The kilesas are the fangs of avijjã, 
which is fundamental ignorance, not knowing, not wanting to know. Avijjã is the magician, 
the creator of this whole universe. Avijjã paccaya  sankhãra. Avijjã is the condition for all phe-
nomena to arise, and we live in the universe of these phenomena. So, avijjã is the creator of 
this universe, avijjã is the creator of what we call our ‘self’. Remember this well: Avijjã paccaya 

1 Impressions and tendencies from the past, also meaning accumulated good and bad merit from the past.
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sankhãra. Avijjã is the condition for all these phenomena to arise, and these phenomena 
include ourselves.

He talked about the importance of samãdhi and of keeping our mind fixed to a parikamma 
object, such as the breath or the word buddho, to get into the still space of samãdhi, to 
get to a safe haven where we can rest. We rest our body daily, but when do we ever rest 
our mind? When you come to Baan Taad monastery and have never meditated before, 
you have never rested your mind. What kind of turmoil must your citta (heart–mind) be 
in if you have never rested it? Think about your own life; if you go on working for 5 days 
without taking a rest or food for nourishment, how depleted will your energy become? Yet 
the citta goes on and on; this turmoil is happening because we have never put our citta to 
rest. And when we have not put our citta to rest, we do not perceive things as they really 
are. Our mind is scattered because we have never tried to rein it in. Let’s rein it in by do-
ing the practice of samãdhi, by getting the mind still and firm, so firm that we go beyond 
the world of thoughts. When we first enter “the world beyond thoughts”, it is the first safe 
haven we have ever experienced. It’s called upacãra samãdhi (access samãdhi), and when 
we come out, we are back to the world as it was before. No matter how often we enter 
upacãra samãdhi, the same kinds of problems are still there when we come out; upacãra 
samãdhi is not the cure for our ills. 

In the deep state of samãdhi (appanã samãdhi), not only do our thoughts disappear, 
but our body disappears as does the whole world around us. Only knowingness is left; 
knowingness and one-pointedness are the same thing. As long as we are in this world of 
duality, there are opposites: ‘I’ and you’, heaven and hell, dukkha and sukha.  The moment 
the citta enters one-pointedness, all the opposites disappear, and because of this all the 
phenomena of duality must disappear as well. So, our body and the world have to disap-
pear; all that is left is knowingness, peacefulness and happiness. The moment we come 
out, everything goes back to the way it was before – our troubles, worries, fears, thoughts 
and imaginings have not changed. But we know that we have been to a place where we 
feel at home, where there is safety, where there is no dukkha, where there is happiness, 
peacefulness and complete stillness. Than Acharn Mahã Bua calls this state of samãdhi, ‘the 
nibbãna of the little man’, meaning that everyone who puts in his interest and effort can 
attain it and experience a preview of nibbãna, a glimpse of what things would be like if they 
made the effort to overcome greed (lobha), hatred (dosa) and delusion (moha). Once we 
get rid of these defilements, we are back in our true home, nibbãna. If we have attained this 
state while still alive as a human being, the five khandhas  – body (rýpa), feeling (vedanã), 
memory and association (saññã), thoughts (sankhãra) and consciousness (viññãõa) – are 
‘pure’. Normally, these are ‘impure’ because they are under the power of the kilesas, and 
the kilesas are the fangs, the arms, the soldiers of avijjã. Avijjã sends them out to bother and 
burn us, and to keep us in their power. As long as we stay under their rule, they won’t give us 
much trouble. It’s similar to being a prisoner; if we don’t try to break out of prison, no-one will give 
us trouble, but the moment we try to escape, the guards will come and try to keep us in.

So, the way of practice is to fight these kilesas. If you are nice to them, if you have com-
passion for them, you will never get out of the prison. You cannot have compassion for 
the forces that keep you in prison. So, when Than Acharn Mahã Bua talks about the fight 
against the kilesas, he compares it to getting into a boxing ring. The first time you get into 
the ring and fight against the champion (avijjã), it will knock you out. But once you regain 
your consciousness, you get back in the ring – and all your effort is needed to get back 
into the ring and try to understand the blows of avijjã. Once you have been in the ring for 
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a while, and have been able to observe the champion’s style, you may be able to duck from 
a blow. And after a while, you can begin to see the places where avijjã is vulnerable, so that 
you can land a blow yourself. The first blow against avijjã is a great victory, and we feel very 
happy that we have landed a blow, but we will be hit again very soon. And this will go on and 
on until we are finally able, through our investigation, through our awareness, to land the final 
blow.  If we are not mindful enough to observe where avijjã is landing the blows, we will never 
understand how to duck and never see its weak spots. We have to develop mindfulness to 
observe this champion and see the techniques and tactics it is using. And once we see them 
and understand them, we can hit back. This fight goes on and on and on until we give avijjã 
the blow that knocks it out of the ring; that destroys it. And so, from the day we start on the 
path until the day we give the final blow to avijjã, we are in a boxing ring. Of course, in the 
beginning it is not very nice to receive all the blows, but once avijjã is destroyed, we will have 
gained our freedom. Nothing in the universe will be able to trouble us again because avijjã, 
the source of all our troubles and all our dukkha, will have been eliminated. So, if you want to 
take the shortest path of practice to the last blow where avijjã is destroyed, then every minute, 
every hour, every day you have to get back into the boxing ring and start the fight again. We 
cannot just persuade avijjã to go away; whatever we give it, it just takes and still hits us. It has 
reigned over us for such a long time that it will not give up its rule peacefully; we have to fight 
our way out.

We have to understand freedom correctly – there can be no freedom in the body, feeling, 
memory and association, thoughts and consciousness, because each of these five khandhas  
are part of the universe and therefore follow the laws of avijjã. The freedom that we gain 
when avijjã is destroyed is the freedom of the citta – the freedom from being troubled by the 
five khandhas , by fear, greed, hate, doubt or worries. This is the freedom we can gain, but 
it is not freedom as we usually think of it, i.e., the freedom of the body or the freedom to do 
what we like. In the end, wanting will cease; the freedom we obtain is freedom from wanting 
this or that and not wanting this or that. This is the freedom we reach – no wanting. Once the 
wanting has been quelled, there is peacefulness and stillness – paramaÿsukhaÿ, the ultimate 
happiness. If we are still alive in this body, however, this ultimate happiness will not affect 
the body or the other khandhas . Please understand this; if you are looking for the freedom 
of the body, or from the dukkha of the body or dukkha vedanã, this you cannot get because 
freedom from these can only be gained in nibbãna after death; when there is no body, there 
are no five khandhas , and this is the end – parinibbãna, the nibbãna after death. As long as 
we are alive in this world, even if we have been victorious and destroyed avijjã, we still have 
a body that can get sick and have pleasant or painful feelings. These things, however, do not 
trouble the mind of the Arahant, who sees them for what they are.

Normally, we don’t want to face up to these things. We run away from our pleasant and 
unpleasant feelings; we run away from the truth, never daring to look. But when we are in 
the boxing ring fighting avijjã, we have to dare to look. How did avijjã hit us? How did avijjã 
the magician fool us? How does it make us stay in our seat, even though we have made the 
determination to go behind the stage and see how he does the tricks, how he fools us? Even if 
we stand up, avijjã uncovers a new trick, and we sit down again because we have never seen 
this kind of trick before. Whether you describe avijjã as a champion boxer or as a magician 
doesn’t matter. The point is that contending with it is not easy. It’s tougher than the hardest 
work in the world, but each step of progress, each stone that we remove from our path, is more 
satisfying than anything else we can achieve in the world. Our worldly achievements vanish 
the moment we die. The wealth we have accumulated, the status we have attained…all gone. 
And in the next rebirth, we have to start from scratch to acquire these things all over again.
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If you come from Europe, you might remember the myth of Sisyphus who was sen-
tenced by the Greek Gods to roll a huge boulder up to the top of a steep hill, only to see it 
roll back down again, repeating the task over and over again. It was a never-ending task 
for no reward. Another story concerns Prometheus who was chained to a rock so that an 
eagle could eat out his liver every day, only for the liver to regrow during the night, and the 
process to be repeated every day and night thereafter. Imagine the dukkha; imagine the 
suffering of Prometheus, suffering without end. These two stories illustrate the fruitlessness 
of the work involved in this life and future lives, and the dukkha involved. We just roll the 
stone up; the higher we roll it, the better we think we are, but the moment we die, it rolls 
back down again. When are we going to stop? When are we going to stop this fruitless 
work? When are we going to end the dukkha of Prometheus, always having our livers torn 
out only to grow back again? This is what it means to be born, to grow old, get sick and 
die… to be born, to grow old, get sick and die. When will we reach the end? When will we 
have the determination to get out of the cycle of rebirth? When?

But then the kilesas come and whisper, “Oh, just one more life. This one wasn’t so perfect, 
but maybe the next will be better. If I do some merit, the next one will be better”. But in the 
next life we just do the same thing again, rolling the stone up to the top of a mountain, only 
to see it roll back down again when we die. At the same time, in that life too, the eagle is 
eating at our internal organs, ripping them out while we are still alive. How long are we going 
to go on doing this? Why don’t we step out? It’s because avijjã, the master of persuasion, 
is behind our ears saying that the next life will be better, that we will be in heaven or that 
we can achieve this or that; it always tells us lies and we always believe it. If we sit for half 
an hour, avijjã tells us that sitting is too painful and that we should go out and have some 
fun. And we believe it; we never investigate whether these other activities really are fun or 
whether the promises of avijjã live up to expectation. Have you ever investigated the kind 
of effects that the things you do have on your heart? Do they bring the heart trouble; do 
they set it on fire, what are the results of our actions? Why don’t we prove this avijjã wrong? 
Why not investigate its promises and see if it keeps them? In fact, avijjã doesn’t care about 
its promises; it promises and promises and promises – next time, in the next life, in ten lives 
things will get better. The further away the lie is, the more we believe it and the more we 
can’t prove it wrong. Avijjã has had power over us for so long and has so much become 
‘us’ that we just cannot find the way out.

The way out has three aspects. First, we have to maintain sïla (morality and virtue) by 
keeping the five precepts. Second, we need to train our minds to stay on one point, to attain 
one-pointedness so we can see the fruits of our efforts and get a preview of what is possible. 
Unless we can see where the path leads, it’s very difficult to put up with all the difficulties that 
come along the way. It’s good to have a place where we can rest our citta and feel safe; this 
is the importance of samãdhi. Samãdhi trains  awareness2 (sati) and sati supports samãdhi. 
The last aspect is investigation, and this involves keeping up with the tricks of avijjã – what 
is it promising, and are these promises kept? Most of us never check these promises, we just 
believe them. We think that if we get this degree, that job, this salary, that partner, these 
children then we will be happy for the rest of our lives, just like in the story books. But do 
we ever actually get happiness? No; every moment we experience dukkha, dissatisfaction, 
restlessness and sometimes physical or mental pain. For some moments during the day we 

2  In the process of training samãdhi, we develop concentration and sati. In the beginning both seem to be 
the same, but the more subtle samãdhi becomes, sati and concentration seperates out into two factors: 
concentration and sati, where sati is the knowingness about the object, that concentration tries to pinpoint 
down.



5

The teaching of Acharn Mahã Bua

might experience something pleasant, and this pleasure is what avijjã uses to keep us on the 
track. It gives us sugar and keeps us in prison, and we are willing to stay there because of all 
the sugar. Than Acharn Mahã Bua compared the kilesas to sugar-coated poison. When we 
put the suggestions of avijjã into practice, the first taste is sweet but the second taste kills us; it 
is poison that slowly kills us. In the end, we will have no mindfulness left to be aware of what 
is going on. How long are we going to do the work of Sisyphus, how long are we going to 
endure the suffering of Prometheus? When are we going to break out of the cycle? 

If we decide to step out, it is a tough road, a stony path. But there is no comparison in the 
world. Every step we take along the path, even if we cannot reach the end of the road in this 
lifetime, is work that is more satisfying than any other kind of work in the world. We go one 
step at a time, picking up one stone and putting it out of our way, and doing the same with 
the next. We establish our determination and effort to pick up one stone at a time and put it 
aside, and then another, and then another. The moment we have cleared the last stone from 
the path, we will realise that all the stones have been removed. Avijjã has been destroyed and, 
we have attained our freedom. So, determination, patience and effort are some of the key 
elements of our practice. We have to train ourselves to maintain sïla and develop our samãdhi, 
the one-pointedness on an object. Then we can investigate impermanence (anicca), not self 
(anattã) and restlessness or discomfort (dukkha) in the body, feelings, memory, thoughts and 
consciousness that make up the five khandhas . We do not have to investigate anything else. 
It’s also possible to investigate the four elements – air, fire, earth and water; all the phenomena 
in the universe consist of the four elements. 

Before we can do ordinary worldly work, we have to train the body or the mind. Similarly, 
we have to train the citta for spiritual work, by keeping it on one object. If the mind is jump-
ing around, it’s impossible to set it to the task in hand, so we have to concentrate it on one 
thing. For instance, if we want to investigate the body, we can reflect on what the body is like. 
Whatever comes in contact with the body, we either have to wash or throw away. We have 
to wash our clothes, our bed sheets, our sleeping bags, and the parts of the body themselves. 
Where does all this dirt come from?  It comes from the inside of the body but, when we look 
at the body, we never see it as the source of all the dirt and loathsomeness. We only see the 
beauty of the skin and of the form. The body of the opposite sex, for instance, has a special 
impact on us. This is how we are fooled. What is skin but a covering as thin as tissue paper 
that hides from our sight the puss, blood, sinews and flesh underneath? If you took away this 
tissue-thin layer, we would have no interest in the body at all. If you looked in the mirror and 
saw your face without the skin, you wouldn’t look a second time, you wouldn’t want to see. 
As long as there is a covering of tissue paper skin around our face, or hair covering our head 
or partly covering our bodies, we feel satisfied, but tear it off and our interest goes. When we 
imagine the skin stripped away, all our interest in the body ceases for a moment. All our sensual 
pleasures vanish – and disgust and loathsomeness come up, for the fine layer of skin disguises 
what is really there. This is the way we practice investigation of the body.

These are the subjects that Than Acharn Mahã Bua mostly talked about to the general 
pubic or to his disciples or his monks. He hardly talked about anything else. He talked about 
some things in detail. Sometimes, he spoke about the path from the beginning, through stream 
entry (Sotãpanna) all the way up to arahantship. But he never spoke about the niceness of 
the kilesas or how we should be compassionate towards the soldiers of avijjã that keep us in 
prison. He said that we have to stand up and fight against them, and he was adamant about 
this. Maybe some of you do not like the language of the warrior or the soldier, but that is the 
language that Than Acharn Mahã Bua and his teacher Than Acharn Mun used. Even the Lord 
Buddha said that it is easier to fight against an army of soldiers than it is to fight oneself. So 
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the Lord Buddha used the analogy of the fight, and so did Than Acharn Mun and Than 
Acharn Mahã Bua. If I told you that you should have mettã and compassion for the soldiers 
of avijjã, it would not help you reach freedom from suffering. It’s a fight, and from my own 
personal experience it’s a fight from minute to minute. We always have to fight against our 
inner wanting, wanting this or not wanting that. I’m sorry, but if the Lord Buddha talked this 
way, and if Than Acharn Mun and Than Acharn Mahã Bua did the same, how can I dare 
teach any other way. Maybe there are other paths – the Lord Buddha said that his path was 
the shortest path, but that there were other paths to nibbãna – but if you want to get free 
from this mess, why not take the shortest path – standing up, getting out of prison, getting 
to freedom, the freedom of the citta where all troubles have ended.  Think about all the 
troubles you face 24 hours a day. At night you dream, sometimes nice dreams sometimes 
nightmares, and during the day you think things that are sometimes nice and sometimes 
awful. You have worries, doubts, and fears. The freedom I am talking about is the freedom 
from dukkha; from doubt, greed, hate and wanting. Don’t think you can persuade avijjã 
to give up its reign. You have to go behind the stage, and see through the tricks of avijjã, 
the master magician and the master champion boxer. There is no other way that I can see. 
It’s the way I myself have gone, and it’s the way that I know leads to the end of dukkha.

And with this I’ll stop.


