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The need for simplicity

Talk on the 21st May 2007

When you stay and practice in Baan Taad monastery, please remember one thing. There’s 
a lot you have to do, but there is little to understand and little to know.  The fewer distractions 
the better and, particularly if you are developing the practice of samãdhi, it is best not to interact 
with other people by talking to them. At the moment you probably don’t realise it, but talking 
for 30 minutes or an hour will keep you off your meditation practice for hours afterwards. The 
mind will be occupied with the topics raised in the conversation; for instance, it will think about 
cleverer answers that it might have given. This is just a waste of time, and it is best not to talk 
at all. If you really want to attain samãdhi, you need to talk and interact with others as little 
as possible and have mindfulness as much as possible. Whatever activity you are doing, you 
can develop your mindfulness by using the parikamma word buddho or observing the breath 
coming in and going out. Whatever you are doing, you can maintain attention on one of these 
objects, but please don’t switch between the two. The aim is to reach one-pointedness – don’t 
forget this. During the day, if our minds constantly go out and try to interrogate this or that 
object in the world, whether feelings or anything else, this is not one-pointedness for the mind 
is reaching for many different points. 

To reach one-pointedness, you have to be able to throw out everything that comes into 
your mind or heart (citta), and you reach it sooner if you have as little interaction with other 
objects as possible – I’m referring mainly to objects called ãrammaõa in Pãli, which mainly 
refer to emotional states. The idea is to watch them as they come up without interfering with 
them, and then go back to the breath or the word buddho. This is what we have to do from 
moment to moment if we want to develop mindfulness of the breath or the mental repetition 
of the word buddho. The longer you can stay with this practice from the moment you open 
your eyes to the moment you close them again at night, the better will be the results and the 
faster they will come. So, please do not forget this. Whatever comes up, let it come and then 
give it no interest or throw it out. If whatever comes up is stubborn, just leave it to one side and 
continue with your practice. For instance, if the kilesas don’t want to practice, just tell them, 
“OK – you don’t want to, but I’m going ahead with my practice. Do whatever you want, but 
I’m interested only in my practice”.  If you are determined to go ahead with your practice in 
this way, the kilesas will have to leave. Please understand this; the kilesas can only live if we 
pay them attention, if we become interested in them. If you don’t give them any mental energy, 
they have to die away, at least for the time being. If our mindfulness slips, the kilesas may take 
all the energy we have built up, and we’ll have to struggle to get some of it back. We have to 
be careful about these lapses in mindfulness; if one has developed pretty good concentration 
and mindfulness lapses and hops off onto a topic one is interested in, it’s possible to lose all the 
energy built up in the previous two or three hours. It’s the interest in what is going on around 
us that keeps the kilesas alive – please understand this. The kilesas don’t like to observe the 
breath or repeat the word buddho – they want to play, play with all these things around us, 
with an object in the mind, with a sound in our ears, with an object before our eyes. But if we 
as practitioners do not have any interest in these things, do not pay them any attention, and 
just keep focussed on the breath or the word buddho, then the kilesas will be starved of energy 
and will have to die away. And this is what brings us peace and restfulness and happiness. The 
kilesas are constantly demanding our attention, like a little child hanging onto its mother’s skirt. 
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We can see this in shops, little children seeing objects and wanting them, wanting this and 
wanting that. If the mother gives in, the child wants more; if she doesn’t give in, the child 
cries and cries but then gives up crying because the mother is not paying any attention. So, 
in our practice, we shouldn’t pay any attention to these crying naughty little children called 
kilesas. And if we don’t pay any attention to them, they will stop bothering us because they 
will know they can’t fool around with us. This leads to stillness and peacefulness of mind. 

However, the kilesas are much cleverer than a little child; they know us much better than 
we know ourselves, so they will conjure up this and that – anger, greed, likes and dislikes, 
fear of death or fear of the unknown. And they catch us with these things. In Westerners, 
they commonly bring up doubt: this practice is not worthwhile; another practice would be 
better or bring more results. And after three days, we start another practice, and another 
and another. Later, when we look back, we can see that what happened was just the way 
of the kilesas which fooled us into doing this and that, just as they have fooled us our whole 
lives. Our whole lives have been like this, wanting this, not wanting that – the kilesas have 
made the decisions about our lives, and we have just said, “OK, go ahead, and I’ll pay the 
price”. But when we start the practice of mindfulness, we can begin to see this process and 
we can begin to interfere with the power of avijjã (fundamental ignorance) which has kept 
us in prison for such a long time. If we do not stand up against the wardens of the prison, if 
we do not take away their power, we will stay in this prison for ever. They will not let us go 
without a fight; we have to learn how to fight back, how to trick them and overcome them. 

To trick them, we need determination and effort to stay on one point; this is what they 
loath most because they find the breath or the word buddho extremely boring.  We have 
to become very interested in our meditation object, so that all our energy and all our at-
tention is focussed on one point. It is the interest that keeps us on the one point, and if it 
diminishes then the kilesas have the opportunity to take power. It’s as if there is a throne, 
and the occupant can either be the light  (Dhamma) or the darkness (avijjã). Only one of 
them can tell us what to do at any one time, and if we give the Dhamma the chance to rule, 
then we will do the practice. However, if our interest in the Dhamma diminishes because 
we think it is too boring or we think we haven’t had the expected results, we allow avijjã to 
rule. The kilesas whisper to us that we could be doing so many other things; they are very 
persuasive and we believe whatever they say. They are little birds behind our ears, and they 
twitter that this, that or the next thing would be nice to do; they are so honey-tongued that 
we think their suggestions are wonderful.

If we feel we can’t stay in the monastery and want to go out into the world and have 
developed some mindfulness in our practice, then we can at least check whether what the 
kilesas promise us really is true, whether what we are doing at their bidding leads to whole-
some results or not. If we really check, we’ll find that their promises are untrue, that they 
lead to a lot of agitation and restlessness of the heart. This agitation can be seen as either 
positive or negative; lust can be seen as positive but lust is also agitation, the lust for the 
senses is also agitation – reading a book or meeting a person agitates the heart making it 
either excited or angry. So, you need to check out whether the promises of the kilesas really 
are fulfilled. If you live as a layperson in the world, it’s not that you should not do this or 
that – as long as the five precepts are being kept it’s alright to do things – but you should 
still check out the promises of the kilesas, check that the results are what were promised. In 
life we check things out all the time; if we buy products with our hard-earned money, we 
expect to get what was promised, otherwise we will ask for our money back. So, we need 
to do the same with the mind. The kilesas tell us that if we do this, that or the next thing we 
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will be happy or satisfied, and we go along with it but never check out the results. If it were a 
shop, we would want our money back, so with the kilesas we should ask for our cittas back. We 
are all in trouble, our hearts are constantly agitated or as hot as fire, but we don’t see that we 
ourselves are causing the fires of greed and hate by thinking about this or that and by wanting 
or not wanting this or that. So, we should at least be honest with ourselves. Being honest with 
other people is difficult, but it’s more difficult to be honest with oneself. When you want to 
go to a movie or go out for a meal, ask yourself, “what state is my heart in at the moment?”, 
and if you truly investigate you’ll see that there are unpleasant feelings in the heart. Our reac-
tion to these unpleasant feelings is to think about doing things that promise us happiness or 
satisfaction – ‘satisfaction guaranteed’. In fact, the reality is ‘dissatisfaction guaranteed’. If the 
kilesas are making promises, dissatisfaction is guaranteed. In fact, satisfaction only comes from 
the pure heart, when the heart is still and no longer agitated. This doesn’t mean that we have 
to be vegetables lying around on the ground; we can go out into the world, but the world will 
just be the world and the heart is not involved with it anymore. However, this is something 
we have to learn through the path of investigation, and part of the learning involves checking 
whether the actions suggested by the kilesas produce the promised results; if they don’t, we 
should not repeat them. Another part is investigating why the kilesas keep coming up, and 
they come up because there is dissatisfaction. So, we need to remember anicca, whatever 
arises must cease, and stay with the dissatisfying thought or feeling until it fades away. We just 
observe the feeling as it comes and goes. When it goes, it changes into another feeling and 
then another feeling – and this is the nature of the citta that is defiled. It will always produce 
something whether negative or positive, most of the time more negative than positive which is 
why we can find so little happiness (sukha) or satisfaction with this world.  If you reflect back 
on your life, you may notice that in any one day you’ve had five or ten minutes of happiness 
while the rest of the time has been hard work with agitation, troubles and worries. But we latch 
on to these brief periods of happiness and then we feel better. 

Understand one thing. Whatever arises does so within our hearts, and that’s where we have 
to observe. The things in the outside world, including other beings, are just the triggers for the 
things that arise in our own hearts. If you love a material object such as a vase, you don’t think 
that the love exists in the vase itself but rather that the love is in your own heart. But when 
the object is another being, you think that the person is the cause of your love or, perhaps, 
the cause of your loneliness. They are just the trigger; all that has happened is that the other 
person has set something in motion within your heart. The love that we feel is the love within 
our own heart, it’s not the love of the other person. Remember this; whatever arises does so 
only within our own hearts, nowhere else. The other person, say of the opposite sex, is just 
the trigger; it has nothing to do with us. When we recognise that triggering has occurred, we 
need to investigate what has been triggered. Perhaps longing has been triggered, and so we 
need to investigate what we want; what do we really want from this person or object? What 
is this person or object promising us? In most cases, they are promising something that we do 
not have, at least at that moment. However, as all things arise within our own hearts, if we 
look for the promises within our own hearts, it follows that we don’t need the external objects. 
Isn’t that fantastic? This realisation makes us completely self-sufficient, completely whole, 
not lacking anything at all and not worrying about anything at all. If we truly understand that 
everything arises within our hearts, then we can find within our hearts those things that are 
lacking. Everything is already there, whole. We have separated ourselves from what we really 
are, from our true nature, and this is what produces the feeling of loneliness within us. And 
this feeling of loneliness makes us do so many things. We cannot stay alone, because we are 
afraid of loneliness, so we have to look for friends, for a partner, for a society, for a group that 
thinks like us – all because we cannot be alone. We look for people who have similar thoughts 
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to us or have similar views about life so we feel comforted and have our own opinions 
confirmed. But when no-one in the world has the same opinions, and no-one shares our 
views, then we are alone. Except of course for the ‘fool’ called an Arahant, a ‘fool’ because 
he is crazy in the sense that he sees things from a different point of view. The German word 
verrückt means crazy, and it simply means taking another point of view, stepping aside to 
see things from a different angle. So, in this sense an Arahant is completely crazy – he’s a 
person who is completely satisfied and completely whole and who does not want anything, 
and this makes him seem crazy to the beings in the cosmos who all have so much wanting.

Humans and other beings want to change the world, to make it good, but what is a 
good world? It’s one that conforms to our views and opinions about what good is, but other 
people might have different views. That’s why we look for people who think like ourselves, 
and then we feel safe with our views and opinions. But if you live alone, you have to get 
rid of your views and opinions because no-one shares them, and you can come to see that, 
actually, they are just a damned nuisance. Get rid of all your opinions and you will see 
the truth. We are all so attached; that’s why Buddhists run to Buddhists, and Christians to 
Christians, and peacemakers to peacemakers, and so on. They all share the same opinions 
about life. Human beings are like herds of cows; they need a leader to follow because they 
cannot stay alone. Even if there are very few animals in the herd, we still feel safe, but we 
do not feel safe alone. This is the reason why the Lord Buddha taught his disciples to go out 
alone into the forests, the caves, the hills, to isolated places. In these places, the teacher is 
the forest, the wind, the heat, the rain, nature itself; it’s called the forest university because 
the forest is teaching us the truth. When you are alone in the forest, you cannot find fault 
with anyone else because you are the only one there. You can only find fault with yourself, 
and this is helpful because you have to realise that everything is within yourself. The trees 
or the leaves don’t hold any fault – they just grow there. If we run against one, it’s because 
of our lack of mindfulness but it’s not the fault of the trees, and we can see this clearly. Or 
if we tread on a snake, it’s our fault because our mindfulness was lacking; we were think-
ing about this or that and didn’t see the snake. There’s no-one else to blame, we can only 
blame ourselves, and this is why the Lord Buddha said that forests are the most auspicious 
places for practice. However, we should only go into the forests when our practice rests on 
a firm foundation. It needs a pretty stable mind to be able to deal with all the difficulties 
that arise, and these difficulties are not small. You may feel happy for a week, but if you 
stay in the forest for months it can become difficult. Yet, the simplicity of nature can show 
us the truth; that’s why we should go there. I remember a story in the Zen tradition where 
the Abbot of a monastery kicked out one of the monks who was trying to be cleverer than 
the Abbot himself. He told him to go off and live in a cave and to sweep it, and to come 
back when he had finished. So, the monk stayed there for one, five, ten years sweeping 
every day from morning until evening. Only after 20 years did he realise the truth, whether 
of sweeping or anything else. Once he had found the truth, there was no need to go back 
to the monastery, because he had finished his work, finished the work of getting rid of the 
kilesas that had made the 20 years of sweeping the cave the most dreadful task imaginable. 
After his realisation, the Abbot came to see him and asked, “you’ve finished your sweeping, 
so why haven’t you come back?” He answered that there was no need to come back – he 
was whole in himself, he had realised the truth, so why go back? Wherever he was, he was. 

I give these examples to show you that it is the simplicity of life that teaches us the truth. 
The complex world of aeroplanes, buses, shops, eating places, beaches, mathematics, physics 
or whatever does not teach us the truth. No – it’s the simplicity of walking up and down or 
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sitting in samãdhi or sweeping in front of a cave. This simplicity will teach us the truth about 
everything if it’s done correctly. So, please remember this; we think that the more complicated 
life is, the more enticing and exciting it is. This is why we find it hard to stay with the simplicity 
of life. But life itself is so simple, and the path of the Lord Buddha teaches us to investigate 
the five khandas – the five groups that make up our ‘personality’. If we understand how these 
five groups work together to produce what we see as ‘I’, we will find it amazing. It’s so simple, 
just like the workings of a clock going round and around. Once we take off the hands of the 
clock, and once we take off the numbers around the edge, there is no meaning left; it’s just a 
mechanism that turns and turns and turns. It doesn’t tell us the time, it doesn’t tell us anything, 
but it still turns around and around. Once we have understood that it simply turns around and 
that there is no meaning to it at all, then we will find freedom, the freedom of the mind. The 
clock continues to turn around until the body is dead, and then it’s finished. There will be no 
more clock and no more body, because the maker of the clock has been discarded.

So, for the time being, try to remember this; it’s the simplicity of things that makes us un-
derstand, the simplicity of touching the fire to know that it is hot. We can discuss forever if the 
fire is hot, warm or cold, because we see the interaction of the fire with the other elements. 
But if we touch it, we will know for ourselves, and we don’t have to ask any more questions.  
Whatever anyone else says, we know for ourselves. So, touch the fire of truth for yourselves and 
you will know; you’ll understand and you won’t need any diploma to confirm the truth. You 
won’t have to go and ask another teacher to confirm the truth, and even if the Lord Buddha 
sits in front of you, you won’t have any more questions because the Dhamma and the Lord 
Buddha are one and the same thing. And because you are the Dhamma the moment you are 
relieved of avijjã, the Dhamma is you and you are the Buddha – it’s all one and the same. 
There are no more questions. 

So, I want you to go in this direction; I want you to see the truth. Remember that things are 
simple. Don’t distract yourselves with complexities, with complicated questions that can never 
be solved, such as the future of human life. Similarly, thinking about or trying to change the 
past is futile. Look at the present and you’ll find that everything is completely there. Everything 
in the whole cosmos makes sense; there is nothing that we have to change. All we need to do 
is comply with the truth, not to go against it. Identifying with the five khandas is going against 
the truth. Once we realise that the truth is as it is and that there is no way to change it, then 
we comply with it and find relief. And that is the end of the matter, the end of all our troubles 
and worries and fears. And what remains is paramam sukham, the ultimate happiness. At this 
stage, the five khandas, if they still exist, can still give us trouble, just as the workings of the 
clock still work; the wheels will grind against each other and this will create some unpleasant 
feelings. But once we die, once the clock stops, that’s the end of it. 

So, put some effort in. You know how to go along the path, and the first thing to do is to 
find the inner stillness; this is where you have to put all your effort. If you really want to find 
it, you can do it. There’s no question about this; you really can do it. It just depends on your 
mindfulness, determination and effort not to let go of your mediation object. That’s all that is 
required, nothing else, just not to let go of it. Imagine you are drifting on the high seas and need 
to keep hold of the plank of wood that keeps you afloat. You wouldn’t let go of the plank. So, 
the word buddho or the breath is your plank that keeps you alive so don’t let go of it. And this 
will bring you very quickly into the deep state of samãdhi or at least to upacãra samãdhi, and 
then you can go down to find a preview of nibbãna. There’s no doubt that you really will like 
the experience; I’ve never seen anyone who doesn’t like it. But there are only a few people 
who really put their effort in because the world, the kilesas, intervene. These are little birds 
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behind our ears that promise us honey and sugar; this is why Than Acharn Mahã Bua calls 
them sugar coated poison; the outside is sweet and the inside is poison. How long have 
you been taking this sugar-coated poison? You have died so many times because of this 
poison, and been reborn and reborn to take more and more poison. When are you going 
to stop taking poison? 

As Westerners, we are all so concerned about poisonous food, but we’re unconcerned 
about having a poisonous citta. Why? We go through so much hardship to make sure we 
get proper food, proper food for a body that has to die in any case. But we never think 
about giving the mind (citta) proper food. We take in anything that is poisonous because 
the poison is exciting, and excitement is what we are looking for, but never consider its 
after-effects; that it makes us feel like prisoners. So take a good look, especially if you are 
living a lay life in the world; take a good look at the sugar-coated poison that you are tak-
ing all the time. And when you are concerned about chemicals or poisons that might be in 
your food, have a thought for the mind that gets sprayed with the chemicals or poisons of 
the kilesas, the poisons that you love to eat, love to follow, and love to swallow.

And with this I end the talk.


