
Chapter 10. The Burmese Monk

“You’re going to become a What?

“You are going to  do everything,  on purpose,  that  everyone else is 
trying  hard  to  avoid?  Like  Discipline,  Commitments,  Sitting  on  the  floor, 
Noble silence, Wearing a bed sheet in public and Waking up before dawn?

“All this,  so that you can renounce everything everyone else thinks 
makes life  worth living? Like Entertainment,  Parties,  Lavish food, Singing 
and  dancing,  Wine,  women  and  song,  Fast  cars  and  fast  women,  Gossip, 
Strong opinions, Being right, Self-promotion, Self-adornment, Revenge, Late 
nights, a Vacation house in Belize, Tacquilla sunrises on the beach with an 
awesome woman, Spiffy clothes, and Hair?

“What are you thinking?”

These were questions of my own mind, raised anew for the umpteenth time in 
many years.

“You  see,”  it  replied  to  itself,  “We  are  born  into  a  Looking-Glass 
World,  a  world  of  Misperception  in  which  Forward  is  really  Backward, 
Outside is really Inside, and what seems Soothing is really Too Hot to Handle. 
Things are not really as they seem.” 

A monk or a nun is someone who, generally even before fully understanding 
them completely,  boldly  acknowledges that  these misperceptions  exist and 
lives accordingly, thereby  stepping boldly  out through the Looking Glass to 
inhabit, as a matter of vow — bodily, verbally and mentally — the world as it 
actually is. As perplexing as this sounds to most, the life of the monk or nun 
there on the opposite side of the looking glass is actually one of great ease and 
satisfaction.  Detached from the petty concerns of the world  life is  no longer 
such a great problem. 

Monks and/or nuns have been an integral part of Buddhism in every Buddhist 
country in Asia since the time of the Buddha, and is in fact the cord that keeps 
the  beads  of  the  mala  of  the  sasana in  line.  The  voluminous  Vinaya,  the 
founding  charter  of  the  Saṅgha,  is  certainly the  most  widely  studied, 
consistently  respected  and observed Buddhist  scripture  across the Buddhist 
world, outside of  perhaps  a handful of individual original suttas/sutras.  And 
this is true only because there have always been those who out of faith or 
understanding  and  also  with  the  endorsement  and  support of  the  general 
Buddhist community dare to venture through the looking glass.

The Golden Land of Pagodas.
One by one  the seven  pilgrims stepped aboard the Singapore Airlines flight 
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from Houston, Texas, bound for Moscow, Russia. First class passengers, some 
by  now  comfortably  holding cocktails,  glanced  up as  Ashin  Mahosadha 
Paṇḍita, smiling in his voluminous bright burgundy robes entered, the revered 
leader of this pilgrimage. U Maho was one of the first monks I had met at the 
Sitagu  Buddhist  Vihara  in  Austin  on  my very  first  visit  years  before,  the 
elderly smiling monk who spoke but little English.

Many of  the  premium  travelers next  spied through the bottoms of  uplifted 
beverages two more monks in  similar  robes, Ashin Ariyadhamma and Ashin 
Nayaka. U Ariya was the abbot with whom I had  enjoyed an occasional  but 
long-lived and ongoing discourse about monastic practice, and who had now 
invited me on this expedition. U Nayaka was a young resident of a Burmese 
monastery near St. Paul, Minnesota.  

As the first class passengers opened their complimentary copies of the Wall 
Street Journal three less exotic passengers failed for lack of color to draw so 
much attention as they passed by: Wendy, Scott and U Aung Koe. Wendy had 
been my first connection with the Sitagu Vihāra as her early exploration of the 
Buddhist Way brought her for a short time to AZC. Aung Koe had not been in 
Burma since he had fled after participating in the 1988 student uprising. 

Finally  as  much of  the  priority class adjusted its overhead  air puff  thingies 
some of  their eyes couldn't help but alight on a shaved head dressed  all  in 
black  and  wearing  yet  another black garment  around his neck, much like a 
bib or maybe like a pouch, a man in his late fifties wrangling his bag down the 
aisle.

Burma is almost opposite from America,  both  on the globe  and culturally,  a 
land  of  almost  perfectly  upside  down people  from the  Texas  perspective, 
rendering a route  through Moscow,  Russia nearly  equivalent  to  any  other 
route. After a brief stop-over in Moscow and during the night we looked down 
on Afghanistan, India, Burma and other exotic places finally to arrive at the 
great  transportation  hub of  Singapore  about dawn.  Although we had spotted 
the  lights  of  little  villages along  almost  all  of  the  route,  including  over 
Afghanistan, Burma itself had appeared eerily without light.  From Singapore 
a  short couple-hour  hop back  up  the  Malay  Peninsula brought  us  to  the 
Yangon (Rangoon) airport by the midmorning.

Although Ashin Ariyadhamma had invited me on this expedition, it had been 
at  first  unclear  how  my  participation  was  to  be  funded,  though  I  had 
anticipated that donations would materialize as they had for my knee surgery. 
The issue had resolved itself quickly when Mei Chu, who had once introduced 
me to Ven. Thubten Chodren and as a native of the devout Buddhist land of 
Taiwan  had taken an interest in the  ongoing  development  of my monastic 
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aspirations, upon hearing of this opportunity announced without hesitation,

“I'll raise the money for you.”

And so she did, through her Taiwanese contacts and in very short order. That 
this little network was so forthcoming meant  a lot to me; it meant I was not 
alone in  realizing  my aspirations.  It fortified my own resolve to know there 
were others who believed firmly in what I was doing and wanted to participate 
in this way. This was an early instance of a kind of generosity that would soon 
become thoroughly familiar to me as a Theravada monk.

Before  the trip I  had  informed myself of the political situation in Myanmar, 
about the landslide victory of the opposition in the 1990 election, the results of 
which the regime simply ignored, about the courage of Aung San Suu Kyi, 
daughter of the “George Washington” of Burma and leader of the opposition, 
about  the  huge  network  of  government-employed  spies  reporting 
conversations  of  common  citizens,  about  the  continual  insurrection  in  the 
ethnic states.  Myanmar at the time of our arrival  had suffered under a brutal 
military  dictatorship  for  almost  fifty  years.  When  Myanmar  made  the 
international  news  it  was  almost  invariably  in  the  context  of  government 
suppression.  In  September,  2007,  just  seventeen  months  before  our 
pilgrimage,  it  was  the  Saffron Revolution,  the  brutally  suppressed  monks’ 
demonstration. Myanmar had witnessed a series of what the press called “an 
uprising” or “a revolution,” actually in each case no more than a non-violent 
protest  albeit often on a massive scale,  but  nonetheless brutally  suppressed. 
The military response seemed to follow the same pattern: Stay in barracks for 
about two or three days, then come out and shoot people until the protests 
stop; finished. During one protest I had read that soldiers had grabbed a group 
of  demonstrators near a lake in Yangon, dragged them into the water and 
drowned them. 

I had expectations before I arrived in Myanmar of endless identity checks in 
which  passports,  visas  and  other  personal  documents  are  scrutinized  with 
gestapo-like attention, of huge posters proclaiming the merits of the regime's 
sparkling leadership.  In  fact  it  would  not  have  occurred  to  me  at  all that 
Myanmar was a place one could actually travel to, had I not been invited by 
monks who seemed to harbor the impression that it was more or less safe. The 
scarcity of the Westerners I would see in Myanmar, often none for months on 
end,  confirmed that this was indeed a forbidden, foreboding and foresaken 
land. 

After our pilgrimage group arrived at the Rangoon airport I was apprehensive 
as we moved with the other disembarking passengers toward customs with 
suspiciously  bloated  baggage. Sure  enough  embarking  passengers  were 
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backing  up  as  uniformed  officers  rummaged  painstakingly  through  the 
contents of the bags of those who preceded them. We had brought in addition 
to  our own  baggage  a huge number of large parcels for delivery to persons 
unknown to myself. I could only hope that nothing therein would be construed 
as contraband by coldly unsympathetic weapons-toting officials. 

Then  to  my  astonishment even  before  we  reached  the  line  of  customs-
challenged passengers an elderly man in civilian clothing waved us to the side 
where  we  passed  quickly  through  an  uplifted gate  bypassing customs 
altogether  along  with  the  entirety of  our  unwieldy encumbrances. This 
individual then collected our passports and returned them forthwith, as far as I 
could ascertain legally  stamped.  How mysterious; I  could not imagine at the 
time the basis for our special treatment. 

Outside  the  terminal we  encountered churning  masses,  small  cars, 
motorcycles with stuffed trailers, bicycles overloaded with families and wares, 
dogs, rusted out buses with missing windows peopled atop and within, and a 
disarray of vehicles at the curb in front of the terminal haphazardly absorbing 
people and baggage. Our party shuffled out to the curb — one of the few curbs 
in  Burma  — and  strangers  began  relieving  us  of  our  baggage,  things 
disappearing in one direction or another including my bag, for all I knew into 
the hands of outlaws and sneaks,  and  still  other strangers  herded the non-
monks including this Zen priest into the back of a small pickup outfitted with 
all-too-tiny benches  under an all-too-low canopy over the all-too-small bed, 
forcing all-too-lanky American knees to face level. 

The  truck  into  which  we  had  squeezed zoomed  forth  through  the  streets 
amassed with people, bicycles, small vehicles and livestock all in  a disarray 
that obscured the prevailing flow of traffic, but undaunted the truck zoomed 
along one street then turned into another, after twenty minutes pulling up at a 
spacious modern building of three floors, where, extricating myself from our 
transport, I spied  our monks already scrambling out of another  vehicle and 
heading up the stairs,  clearly feeling at  home  in familiar  surroundings.  We 
were  at the  Yangon  Sitagu  center  near  Bailey  Bridge,  a  place  that  would 
become quite familiar also to me over the next thirteen months. Here we were 
each assigned a surprisingly modern room and allowed to rest for a few hours 
before flying up to Mandalay in Central Burma that afternoon. 

In this trip I was enacting a well conceived plan  into which this scheduled 
time of  rest  fit  like  a  glove. You see,  on numerous trips  to  Europe I  had 
invariably suffered from jet lag. I had before this trip contrived a scheme for 
avoiding  this  vexing  affliction for  the  far  more  seismic Burmese  shift of 
eleven and one-half time zones:  About a month before the trip I had started 
making  a  point  of  taking  a  nap  after  lunch,  then  with  each  day  I  took a 
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progressively  longer  nap  while reducing my  nightly slumber an equivalent 
amount.  As the trip  neared I had  succeeded in snoozing about three or  four 
hours at  night, and napping, almost an equivalent amount at  midday,  often 
with Miao Shin,  happily  no stranger to cat naps,  thus putting myself  on a 
twelve-hour cycle cycle that accorded equally well with Burmese time as with 
Texas time. In Burma I had only to shift my sleep pattern increasingly in favor 
of  the  Burmese  nights  (Texas  days).  Remarkably  it  would  work  like,  uh, 
clockwork, beginning with this very first Burmese midday nap.

It was a good thing too that I could get my sleep under immediate control 
because we were about to embark on a whirlwind tour of the Land of Pagodas, 
with far more whirl  than wind and far more wind than I had imagined. This 
tour was mostly led by U Ariyadhamma as the other monks, already familiar 
with the Land of Burma, broke off for other destinations  and other monks 
already residing in Burma joined our party for various legs of our journey. The 
constants in our party were U Ariya, Wendy, Scott, U Aung Koe and myself. 
The pace, with U Ariya as pacemaker, was relentless. We traveled up Burma 
and  down,  from  side  to  side,  we  traveled  from Chaungtha  Beach  on  the 
Andaman Sea to the hight of Mt. Popo, where hungry monkeys panhandled 
for corn, through the hot and arid central region around Mandalay, once home 
of kings, to the higher elevation of Maymyo, built up by the British attracted 
to its much cooler climate,  down to Bagan, famous for its oodles of  ancient 
pagodas, to Inle Lake, where we took a boat ride across the water, while gulls 
panhandled for corn, to the remote Kassapa State Park bordering on India, 
where  we  visited  a  cave  that  Mahakassappa,  an  important  disciple  of  the 
Buddha,  was said to have dwelt and where we rode elephants. We visited  U 
Ariya's home town where he is considered a hero because of his fund raising 
efforts on behalf of the local school and at which little green-clad schoolgirls 
danced in greeting with pom poms in hand and music in ear as we arrived. We 
visited one of the largest Buddha statues in the world near Monywa, standing 
380 feet.

We traveled by private car, for which we hired a driver, then for longer trips 
by stylish  Japanese bus  with TV  at  front  allowing the passengers  to  view 
Burmese music videos and situation comedies as they sat in crowded comfort, 
by Sitagu car  with a Sitagu staff person driving and for shorter distances by 
horse  cart  or  betrailered  motorcycle.  We  stayed  overnight  at  monasteries, 
where  we  generally  slept  on  a  straw mat  over  a  piece  of  plywood,  or  in 
people's  houses,  where  we  were  bedeviled  by  mosquitoes  or in  delux 
international hotels, which were largely empty of fearful tourists. 

Our many drivers sped through little towns with surprising speed, given how 
incoherent the traffic appeared to me. However everyone seemed to know to 
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give cars the right of way, even the chickens, pigs and water buffalo.  Each 
town through which we passed was usually just a muddy or dusty coalescing 
of  a  few  tiny  open-air  shops,  always  including  a  tea  shop  where  people 
indulged in that beverage until the wee hours at night, generally with a bright 
golden pagoda nearby set back from the road. Gas stations displayed plastic 
bottles of  that automotive beverage, each enough to fill a motor scooter, but 
also possessed large drums of the stuff which two people would have to carry 
out on demand to a customer's car and pour into his gas tank with the aid of a 
funnel. 

Almost  all  houses  in  Burma  are  basically wicker  baskets,  thin  but  rigid 
structures of bamboo and straw with thatched roofs, simple holes for doors 
and windows, sometimes with a wooden flap but no glass, and an outhouse in 
the back. Farmers plowed the fields with oxen, oxen that would also pull carts 
of families or produce into town. An even slower alternative was a kind of 
motorized tractor that looked like a small open-air two-stroke engine  with a 
big fan belt on it, with two big wheels on either side and with a hitch in the 
back to which any desired trailer or farm implement could be attached so long 
as it provided some place  for the driver  to sit  and at the same time to reach 
said steering wheel. If we stopped in a small town children would press their 
noses  to  the  windows of  the  car,  fascinated  by  the  European-style  people 
therein, clearly of a color and size previously witnessed only on TV.

We occasionally encountered a military checkpoint in our travels,  at which 
soldiers would  check  our  passports  but  take no particular  interest  in 
foreigners. I noticed however that on those occasions in which we were riding 
in a  Sitagu  car,  marked  as  such in  Burmese  script  across  the  top  of  the 
windshield  and  carrying  a  little  Buddhist  flag  attached  to  the  hood,  the 
soldiers would simply wave us through, oddly reminiscent of the mysteriously 
special treatment  we had  received  in bypassing customs  at the airport.   On 
those  occasions  in  which we encountered  a  military  checkpoint  while 
traveling on an intercity bus everyone would have to get out to present their 
papers … except for monks; the soldiers out of respect came into the bus to 
check the monks' papers and actually half the time did not check at all. On 
those occasions  in  which by car  we encountered  the frequent  toll  gates  at 
which no passports but instead a fee was demanded for passage, I noticed that 
the sight of burgundy monk's robes in the car entailed with a wave immunity 
from the fee.

Indeed  I  was  struck  by  the  great  reverence  shown  to  the  monks,  the 
representatives of the Third Refuge  of Buddhism.  This is enacted in bows, 
sometimes placing palm to palm as a monk walks by, or should one spot a 
sufficiently stationary monk, performing a full bow with forehead to the floor 
or ground. It is enacted by feeding monks, giving them alms on their daily 
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rounds, or attending to other needs they might have, whether it is a glass of 
water or a new robe. It is enacted by sitting on the floor at the feet of monks to 
listen to their words of wisdom. It is enacted simply by gravitating toward 
monks, by trying to be in the presence of monks. I would learn that it is also 
enacted by the language used when talking with monks, not only vocative 
forms of respect, but even a specialized vocabulary for referring to the acts of 
eating and drinking and so on. 

And the monks were everywhere, in every city, in every village, sometimes 
seemingly running a  private  errand,  sometimes in  rows mindfully carrying 
alms bowls, sometimes riding in any of the many means of transportation we 
had experienced. There are half a million monks in Burma and about one third 
as many nuns, the latter generally in pink. We visited many monasteries, met 
many young and senior monks, the latter with much bowing and assuming of 
lower seats.

Wherever we  went, I was introduced  as  an American Mahayana priest  who 
was about to be ordained as a Theravada monk. Each time I  could catch the 
words “American” and “Mahayana” and sometimes “Zen” among the stream 
of Burmese words  shortly  after  which the generally  elderly  Sayadaw  would 
turn,  and everyone else's  gaze would follow,  to  scrutinize me and make a 
proclamation  in  Burmese  which  was  quickly  translated  for  me.  These 
proclamations varied widely. This was at one end of the spectrum:

“You should read the Buddha's discourse on the sixty-two erroneous 
views.” (None of these erroneous views, it turns out, actually characterizes the 
Mahayana.)

This was at the other end of the spectrum:

“Mahayana  Buddhism is  perfectly  good Buddhism.”  (This  last  was 
from the 93-year-old head of the Shwedyin Nakaya and was delivered with a 
refreshingly puzzled expression.)

Others would offer specific advice:

“Don't ever eat meat.” 

This  surprised  me  since  almost  all  Theravada  monks,  in  contrast  to  the 
Mahayana norm, will eat meat if it is offered. The reason has to do with the 
monastic obligation to accept donations graciously. 

I asked, “What if it is offered with good intentions? Isn't it unkind to 
refuse it?”

“If a layperson offered you a glass of alcohol would you accept it?”

“Uh, no.”
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“It is the same with meat.”

Sagaing Hills.
Ashin Ñanissara is a very famous monk in Burma, now in his mid-seventies, 
known for his preaching and his huge social welfare projects. As a young man 
he had lived in the forest with two buddies for years in a very traditional way, 
meditating under a tree, walking for alms to the nearest village in the morning. 
He  had  once  gotten  sick  and  was  brought  back  to  health  at  a  clinic  and 
wondered why it was that this and most clinics in this Buddhist land were run 
by Christians and not by Buddhists. 

Ven. Ñanissara later gained fame as a preacher and became abbot of the Sitagu 
Monastery in the Sagaing Hills of Central Burma.  He therefore was known 
primarily  as  “Sitagu  Sayadaw”  (“Teacher  of  Sitagu”),  as  is  customary  in 
Burma. During the 1988 student uprising in Burma Sitagu Sayadaw delivered 
a radio address on the Responsibilities of Kings that apparently went viral 
among the cassette  recorder  class.  This forced him into exile,  primarily  in 
Nashville, Tennessee, from which he had to negotiate his return to Burma with 
the angered brutal dictators. 

As one of the most famous preachers in Burma he was also in a rather unique 
position to raise  funds and organize projects  to  address many of the acute 
needs of Burmese society.  One of the first needs he identified was that for 
running  water  in  the  Sagaing  Hills.  The  Sagaing  Hills,  considered  a  holy 
region in Burmese lore and dotted with monasteries, lie in the relatively arid 
central region of Burma overlooking the vast Irrawaddy river. Sitagu Sayadaw 
foresaw that the region could thrive if water were pumped up to holding tanks 
then distributed through pipes rather than hauled from the river a bucket at a 
time. These holding tanks  today  are generally found on monastery grounds 
and the flow of safe water, treated according Western standards,  even with 
chlorine, has allowed the Sagaing Hills to flourish. 

Consequent  to  the  water  distribution  project  Sitagu Sayadaw also founded 
fifteen hospitals in Burma along with a program for rotating foreign surgeons 
to serve stints, established two monastic academies and founded the Sitagu 
Buddhist Vihara in Austin, TX, where my path had first intersected with that 
of  the  Sitagu  Association.  Sitagu  Sayadaw also  set  up  a  massive  relief 
organization in response to the devastation caused by Cyclone Nargis in the 
Irrawaddy Delta region along the coast of Burma. He is known indeed as “the 
monk who gets things done.”

Astonishing in Sitagu  Sayadaw's  projects  is  that  they  proceed  with  little 
government interference in a land notorious for corruption, pilfering and self-
enrichment  on  the  part  of  generals  and  bureaucrats. Sayadaw  seems  to 
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maintain what must be a precarious relationship with the authorities under the 
implicit,  or maybe explicit, agreement, “You leave me alone and I will leave 
you alone.” This is how I account for our preferential treatment at the airport 
as  we  skipped  customs  altogether  on  arrival  and  our  ability  to  move 
unimpeded by military checkpoints when traveling in a marked Sitagu car.

The primary project  that  was demanding Sitagu Sayadaw's attention at  the 
time  of  our  small  pilgrimage's  arrival  in  Burma  was  the  Second  Annual 
Conference  of  Theravada Buddhist  Universities to  take place  in  a  month's 
time at the newly completed Convocation Center on the campus of the Sitagu 
International Buddhist Academy in Sagaing Hills. The secondary project was 
actually to compete the construction of the Convocation Center in time for the 
conference, where oodles of workers and craftspeople were still hard at work 
on the inevitably time-consuming finishing touches of adding molding and 
various ornamental objects, painting, hanging doors and such. At first glance, 
with discernment rooted in personal years of experience in the construction 
industry and as the son of a building contractor, I determined,

“They'll never make it!”

Yet miraculously, going right to the wire, right before my eyes, the center was 
completed just hours before the flood of monks, nuns and scholars from all 
over the Buddhist world arrived. That could never have happened in America, 
thought I.

The conference was arranged like many of the academic conferences I had 
attended in one of my careers, and much like the ones I had been involved in 
organizing. It had plenary sessions then simultaneous subsections on topics 
from Pali  language,  Vinaya and Abhidhamma to  Engaged Buddhism,  the 
current state of Buddhism in many Buddhist-minority lands such as my own. I 
was glad that the conference highlighted a couple of distinguished Burmese 
scholar-nuns, since nuns tend to be neglected in the Theravada countries. 

I met many interesting people, such as Ven. Buddharakkhita of Uganda, Ven. 
Nandisena of Mexico, monks of India, some dangerously outspoken Burmese 
dissidents, many Thai and Sinhalese monks mixed in with those of northern 
Mahayana lands, Sitagu Sayadaw's American disciples Paula, Happy, Lee and 
Jennifer, some of whom had first met the Sayadaw during his Nashville days. 
Also from America had come the Sinhalese monk Bhante “G.”  Gunaratana, 
author of the runaway classic on meditation Mindfulness in Plain English. Ten 
years Sitagu Sayadaw's senior Bhante G. was treated with great reverence by 
all.

Entertainment was also built into the schedule, particularly music and dance 
from Nepal and Thailand. Lee seemed to fall into love at first sight with the 
very exotic dancer, who danced with her eyes as much as with her body  to 
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steal  the  Nepalese  show.  The  Thai  performers  were  from  a  Buddhist 
university, the traditional/modern music of the young men setting the context 
for  the  traditional  dance  of  the  young  women.  Thai  women  are  known 
throughout Asia for their  remarkable  beauty and these were no exception as 
they  floated in to  occupy the stage  in unison as smoothly and gracefully as 
fog moving in between San Francisco hills, but with brighter smiles. Cameras 
clicked continuously, U Aung Koe  invariably obstructively front and center 
with his. But Paula got the most revealing shot of all, encompassing a number 
of young Burmese monks who had produced an array of little cameras to take 
snapshots of the lovely Thai dancers. 

Sagaing  Hills  was  a  happening  place.  Two days  after  the  conference  was 
Sitagu  Sayadaw's  birthday,  an  annual  occasion  of  much  circumstance  and 
pomp. Each year he invited one thousand monks and one thousand nuns to 
participate,  along with a gauntlet  of many  hundreds of lay people  snaking 
around the monastery grounds who would make offerings to the monastics as 
they passed by. Offered were soap, toothpaste, toothbrushes, towels, blankets, 
incense,  candles,  disposable lighters,  more soap,  containers of fruit  drinks, 
tamarind candy,  note pads, pencils, pens, small books,  calendars, envelopes, 
more soap, flash lights, money in envelopes and soap. Each monk or nun was 
assigned a kappiya, usually a young man, who would hold a big plastic bag 
into which the monastic hand would drop items as they were offered. The first 
monks in  line would receive more substantial  gifts  until  these ran out,  for 
instance, battery-operated wall clocks with Sitagu Sayadaw's picture on the 
face went to perhaps the first one hundred monks.

Of course Sitagu Sayadaw himself  would attract  a particularly enthusiastic 
flood of donations as he snaked through the line of donors ahead of most of 
the other monks because of his age and seniority. The following year he would 
engage the services of the American Charges D'Affairs to Burma and of the 
Pakastani ambassador, whom he had invited to this birthday celebration, to act 
as dual kappiyas to collect his offerings in plastic bags. 

Bhikkhu Ordination 
Right after my ordination, on March 10, 2009, in Sagaing Hills in Burma, one 
of  the  Burmese  monks  asked  what  felt  different  to  me  after  ordination.  I 
replied, “I know what I am!” He seemed to understand and be pleased with 
my answer, but after thinking about it, I realized it does not quite get to the 
heart of it.

Theravada or Mahayana ordination happens in two stages: (1) novice ordi-
nation, (2) higher ordination. Most typically novice ordination is undertaken 
by  youngsters  under  the  age  of  20  and  full  ordination  at  the  age  of  20. 
However for oldsters already over the age of 20, like me, for instance, both 
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can happen in quick succession, at least this is common in Burma. Novice 
ordination involves shaving the head, donning the robes and taking the refuges 
and  ten  precepts.  It  requires  only  one  monk  to  perform;  it  is  a  private 
ceremony not requiring approval of a Sangha, a group of monks.

In my case, I was a novice for one day. U Ariyadhamma, abbot of the Sitagu 
Buddhist Vihara in Austin, TX, with whom I had traveled to Burma, gave the 
Precepts. Another monk, U Lokanaṭṭha, who lives in Jamaica, assisted and a 
few lay people, Burmese and American, were present.. We went outside to a 
large  community  outdoor  bathing  facility,  basically  a  well-like  structure 
common in Burma, where I got my hair wet and let U Loka shave my head. I 
had been shaving my head since April, 2003, when I ordained in Zen, but I 
had let my hair, or what was left of it, grow for about 3 weeks for just this  
occasion.  The procedure attracted many curious  Burmese of  all  ages,  who 
were of course quite familiar with the procedure, but not so much with the 
race of the candidate for ordination.  Back inside U Loka helped me put on the 
lower and upper robes in a side room after U Ariya had ceremonially offered 
them to me. These had been donated to me, as had each of the eight requisites 
necessary for my full ordination the next day.

In  the  main  room  the  Refuges  and  Precepts  were  administered  in  Pāli. 
Tradition requires that this be pronounced precisely, since Pāli is respected in 
Theravada as the language of the Buddha. The Burmese have their unique way 
of pronouncing Pali, so we followed what is considered internationally to have 
been the correct pronunciation. After repeating the lines a couple of times in 
the hopes that I would get it right at least once, Ariyadhamma had me repeat 
the Burmese pronunciation, just in case the Burmese had been right all along.

After  novice ordination we reported to Sitagu Sayadaw, Ashin Nyanissara, 
who would be my Preceptor  the  next  day,  me sporting  my new burgundy 
outfit,  just  like  U’s  Loka  and  Ariya,  as  well  as  Sayadaw’s.  At  this  time 
Sayadaw came up with my name as follows:

Sayadaw-dyi said, “I think of  name for you. I am going to give you a 
little name. It's my experience, if someone has little name they do great things, 
big name little things. Hmmm. How long you think about ordain as Theravada 
monk?”

I answered, “Um, for about four years.”

“Four  years  long  time.”  Then  he  pondered  and  finally  concluded, 
“'Sayndita'! It means, ‘Good Thinker’. In International Pali pronounced “'Cin-
tita'. ”

For the rest of the day I felt like Lawrence of Arabia, testing out my new 
clothing, except that mine  was much more primitive, and did not include a 
dagger. In fact it  was like wearing a beach blanket in public, which might 
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happen if you are at the beach  and, say, an octopus  got ink on your regular 
clothes, but you had promised to stop at the deli on the way home. Except in 
my case I would have to dress like this for the whole day ... no matter where I  
went … every day … forever! Apparently such fasteners as buttons, straps, 
zippers and velcro just didn’t exist at the time of the Buddha, so the outfit 
stays on more or less by willpower. In the evening a Burmese family came to 
visit  and greeted me with three full  prostrations each. I discovered what it  
feels  like  to  be  a  Buddha  statue:  just  clay but  the  recipient  of  so  much 
reverence.

So, why did I want to become a monk? First, so that life would not be a  
problem for myself or for the many others whom my misguided actions would 
otherwise harm. Second, so that I could bring the fruits of life and practice to  
my people: America is spiritually crippled; its people by and large lack any  
semblance  of  inner  fortitude, they  live  desperately, often  in  the  midst  of  
wealth and splendor, encountering the world with fear all the while seeking in 
vain  any bit  of  personal  advantage  that  might  make it  all  right. I  believe  
Buddhism will become a positive force in America’s future as it has in my 
present. But history shows Buddhism never exists long or healthily, and never 
ever enters new lands, apart  from its Sangha, its  third Jewell, its monastic  
community. I wanted to dedicate myself, on behalf of Buddhism in the West,  
to the development of an American community of nuns and monks, and what  
better way … than to be one!

My full, or higher, ordination as a bhikkhu was at 7 AM the next day. Many 
people had mentioned that this timing was auspicious: It was a full-moon day; 
it was Sitigu Sayadaw’s birthday, and it was the first ordination held in the 
newly built magnificent 600-seat conference center, which also serves as an 
ordination  hall  at  Sitagu International  Buddhist  Academy,  designed on the 
model of the famous Sanchi Stupa in India.

Full ordination involves acceptance into a Sangha consisting of at least five 
monks. It is an act of the Sangha, meaning, as the Buddha instructed, that all 
of the monks present must concur; if even one objects, the ordination cannot 
proceed. After examination of qualifications, including a check of the eight 
requisites, and then instruction in the basic parameters of one’s vows, one’s 
Instructor, who in fact does most of the talking during the ceremony, presents 
the candidate to the Preceptor and Sangha. The new bhikkhu will take on a set 
of 227 vows, though only the first four, those whose violation can get you 
kicked out of the Sangha for good, are explicitly mentioned in the ceremony. 
In  my ordination  Sitagu Sayadaw acted  as  Preceptor,  Ashin  Ariyadhamma 
acted  as  Instructor,  a  group  of  almost  one  hundred  monks  including  the 
students  of  SIBA acted  as  Sangha,  and  the  new  novice Cinitita  acted  as 
Candidate.  Also  about  30  lay  people  were  present,  including  all  of  the 
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Americans and the Burmese in the pilgrimage group with which I had traveled 
around Burma.

As  written my  ordination  occurred  on  Sitagu  Sayadaw's  birthday,  in  fact 
immediately  before  the  offerings  to  the  two  thousand  monks  and  nuns 
commenced. Since I was clearly the monk with the latest ordination date I was 
prepared to fall into the obscurity of the end of the line of monks, but when I 
emerged from the convocation center  great crowds of people had gathered, 
some of whom were gesturing this gentle white giant as if to say,

“Go to the front of the line.”

Suspecting a jest, I gestured back as if to say,

“Don't you know who I am? I am the most junior monk in the whole 
world!”

And they gestured back as if to say,

“Our  custom  is  that  when  a  group offering  occurs  right  after  an 
ordination the ordainee  is given the privilege of going to the head of the line, 
ahead of even the most senior monks.”

And so I proceeded, awkwardly carrying my alms bowl the use of the strap of 
which was obscure to me, wearing my new sandals that hurt my feet, and ill-
fitting my shiny new robes which were beginning to drag on the ground with 
no free hand to adjust them, and at the very head of one thousand monks 
followed by one thousand nuns. I managed to make it back to my room 
followed by two kappiyas needed to tote my haul, for no one had had a chance 
yet to run out of soap nor even Sitagu Sayadaw clocks when I had passed 
through. Aung Koe and a couple of his old friends waiting in my room 
performed full prostrations to me and proceeded to sort out my haul, 
particularly to count the cash donations I had received: About 350,000 kyat! A 
year's wages for many Burmese. The cash donations embarrassed me since I 
knew they were not strictly permitted under the Vinaya. They had become 
customary for monks in Burma, but seldom in such a substantial quantity. I 
would later donate this amount to a monastery for novices.

A monk or a nun is someone who makes a bold choice, a choice that few 
others see clearly they have the freedom to make. That choice is, 

“This will be the shape of my life!”

Specifically for the Buddhist monk or nun it is the choice to live, as a matter 
of vow, as if the Buddha’s teachings were true. Vow is the mold that gives the 
clay of one’s life a recognizable shape. The idea of exercising the freedom to 
live a life of vow seems contradictory to most people. The value of living such 
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a life is enormous.

My initial reply to the Burmese monks who had asked what felt different to 
me after ordination, “I know what I am!” did not quite get to the heart of it. 
What was different after ordination was that now, for the first time, more than 
a few others, in fact an entire culture, recognized the shape of my life. It’s not 
so much that I know what I am — I  had chosen to be it  years before at the 
beginning of the good thinking that had earned me my name — but that others 
now also know who I am, and not only that, but through their respect for the 
robes show that they fully endorse and share my faith in this way of life. My 
gratitude for being held by this kind of support  was and  is  to this  very  day 
boundless. 
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