
Chapter 12. Requisites of the Bhikkhu
A monk is like a house pet: helpless on his own,  absolutely and vulnerably 
dependent on the kind hand that feeds him, but at the same time of therapeutic 
value to that kind hand (not to mention cute as a kitten in his fluffy robes and 
under his bald head).  Like house pets bhikkhus live simple lives, need and 
possess little: they do not have a motorboat on the lake nor a puppy they are 
trying to put through college. 

Monastics are  also  deliberately  renunciates, which means that their lifestyle 
leaves almost no channels for the pursuit of sensual pleasures or accumulation 
of stuff, nor for the intractable issues that accompany these. The effect is that 
we settle into a state of quiet contentment, of not struggling with the world on 
the other side of the looking glass, not compelled as the laity is for financial or 
familial reasons to struggle in that world. 

At  the  same  time  the  presence of  monastics moderates  by  example the 
excesses of the laity, makes teachings and pastoral care readily available and 
incurs less expense than the support of virtually any other clergy.

Accepting the generosity of the lay graciously, having no resources at all of 
one’s own that are not donated, puts the monastic in an uncommon frame of 
reference, but also does the same for the lay donor.  Remarkably, every time 
the  monastic  accepts  something the  lay  donor  receives  a  gift.  This  is 
paradoxical to the Western observer, but if you look again, you cannot mistake 
the sugar plums dancing in the donor's eyes. 

Every  time the  lay  person accepts  a  teaching or  benefits  from a  social  or 
pastoral service the monastic receives a gift.  The relationship is unlike what 
one  finds  in  conventional  human  affairs.  This  is  an economy of  gifts  that 
provides  much of  the context of the most fundamental Buddhist  value and 
practice, that of dāna.

There is enormous joy in the monastic life, at least if passionate impulses don't 
get the better of of the monk such that he spends most of his time with nose 
pressed against glass looking out longingly onto the other side of the looking 
glass where most people dwell. 

The  bhikkhu  traditionally  has  Four  Requisites  that  substantially  form  the 
material world of the monk. These are:

• robes,

• food,

• housing and

• medicine. 

These  requisites offer  the  following  four perspectives on  the  monk's 
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experience and lifestyle.

Robes
The contract between monastic and laity requires the monastic to be clearly 
identifiable, much as police or  sales staff are. Monks are never to dress like 
lay  people.  The  Theravada  bhikkhu's  robes are archaic.  Apparently  the 
principle  is  not  to  involve  any  clothing-  or  fastener-technology  developed 
after  the  Buddha’s  Parinirvana.  This  seems  to  allow  belts  and  knots,  for 
instance, but not the belt loop nor the buckle. 

Generally two robes are worn: the upper robe is about the size and shape of a 
queen bed sheet, and the lower robe about half that size to be worn below the 
waist. In Myanmar both are most commonly burgundy in color. The less often 
used  outer robe, the size of the upper robe but twice as thick, supplements the 
others in cold weather. The lower robe wraps around like a skirt, with a large 
pleat folded in to permit walking and other necessary leg motions that may be 
required.  It  is  simply  rolled  at  the  top,  then  a  belt  is  tied  around  to  for 
upgraded security from embarrassment. 

The upper robe is quite versatile: It can easily become a blanket, a hood, a 
curtain,  a sunscreen. Should the bhikkhu find himself  stranded on a desert 
island,  it  could  provide  the  sail  for  a  driftwood  craft.  All  it  takes  is 
imagination.  In its  primary function as clothing it  proves no less versatile, 
providing a variety of options to ensure fashionable attire for any occasion.

For instance,  in informal  contexts the bhikkhu positions the  top of the  robe 
over the left shoulder and under the right, throws the right corner over the left 
shoulder  and  folds  the  left  edge  over  the  left  shoulder,  leaving  the  right 
shoulder bare. This turns the previously topless bhikkhu into the casual fellow 
about the monastery often found lounging under a mango tree, meditating in 
the shrine room or receiving homage from a devout family on Uposatha Days. 

Alternately,  the  exact  same robe  provides  attire  for  formal  occasions.  The 
basic principle of the formal robe is painstakingly to construct a sleeve for the 
left arm. Miraculously the leftover material drapes smoothly and evenly over 
the rest  of the body, covering both shoulders.  I  will  describe the Burmese 
variant of this technique,  which  gives a stylish ruffled neckline  (remember 
turtle-necks?).  The Thai is  a bit  different  and the sensible Sri  Lankans are 
barely on talking terms with the formal robe. In any case the proper folding of 
the upper robe transforms the bhikkhu into the elegant monk about town ready 
for  such  eventualities  as  meeting  dignitaries,  collecting  alms,  or  (dare I 
suggest?) the opera. 

Now,  to  construct  the  sleeve,  the  bhikkhu  makes  two  seams,  consuming 
thereby three of the four edges of the robe material. A couple of zippers would 
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make this easy, but nooooo, that would be beyond the state of ancient fastener 
technology. Instead, the bhikkhu forms a seam by rolling two edges together. 
To understand the principle,  you may experiment with your bed sheet.  Go 
ahead, take one off your bed! Now try to make a “sleeping tube” by rolling 
two opposing edges together. It doesn’t exactly work, does it? However, in a 
remarkable  piece  of  ancient  engineering,  rivaling  that  of  the  modern,  uh, 
zipper, some monk or nun discovered that if you cinch the rolled edges at 
certain points and create lateral tension, the edges do not come unrolled! … at 
least not so quickly. In this case, the cinch points are the left elbow and under 
the left arm. This effectively immobilizes your left arm, except for a claw-like 
hand. Also, one wrong move causes the long seam to unravel, as I discovered 
on  a  very early  alms  round  at  Pa  Auk  Tawya,  much  to  the  delight  of  a 
meticulously attired twelve-year-old novice, who rushed to my aid.

The rest of the garment drapes nicely. The bhikku’s head pops out through one 
end of the first seam, providing the monk with the capability to see where he 
is going, as well as to be recognized by others. The second seam extends from 
the hand, up the left arm, cinches in the back under the arm, then continues 
over the left shoulder and down the front to below the knees,  but in theory 
permitting the right hand to communicate with the outer world at about  waist 
level by untwisting the seam, should the right hand be needed, for instance, to 
open a door, or receive a filtered juice drink. If the right hand is needed for an 
extended period, for instance to sit at a table to eat a meal, then the elbow can 
be tactically placed before the seam snaps shut.

Now, the formally attired bhikkhu is quite the dapper fellow indeed, ready for 
many formal occasions. However, lest this go to the bikkhu’s head, let me 
point out that the robe is best worn in situations where no fun is involved. The 
robe  has  a  way  of  enforcing  the  practice  of  disenchantment  with  sensual 
pleasures. For instance, consider ballroom dancing. 

In  this  situation,  if  the  bhikkhu,  in  his  excitement,  lifts  the  left  arm even 
slightly, the next dance steps …

ONE - two – three - ONE - two - three 

… will likely waltz the bhikkhu right out of the better part of his clothing, and 
also, create a situation of burgundy entanglement for others on the dance floor. 

The robes are not actually the only durable item a monk can carry about. In 
fact, in order to start one out as a monk in the first place eight requisites are 
necessary before ordination: 

• three robes,

• one belt,
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• one alms bowl,

• one razor,

• one needle and thread and 

• one water filter.

Early in our travels before my ordination we pilgrims checked one day into an 
international hotel  in which I was  delighted to acquire 25% of these eight 
requisites at once: a complementary razor and a little sewing kit with  both 
needle and thread! I ran through the list once more in my head to ascertain 
with some chagrin that shampoo and shower cap were indeed absent from the 
list.  However a  donor  would be found who  would  generously provided all 
eight  requisites,  all  of  which  are  among  the  most  easily  obtainable 
merchandise in Burma due to the great number of ordinations that take place 
every year.

The modern monk also generally possesses some books, unavailable or rather 
equivalently encrypted in the monk's memory at the time of the Buddha, nail 
clippers  reading glasses and other small items. Recently I was joking with a 
Burmese  monk  in  America  that  a  laptop  computer  has  become  the  Fifth 
Requisite of the  modern  bhikkhu, as it is  nearly  indispensable for study and 
research,  writing  and  blogging  (on  matters  Dharmic  of  course)  and 
downloading and playing talks by all the famous sayadaws. 

Food
When the Buddha returned to visit his princely home after his alms-financed 
Awakening, he continued his rounds in the streets of Kapilavastu much to the 
distress of his aristocratic father. The alms round was for the Buddha a key 
feature of the monastic  life.  Even when food was close at  hand, the alms 
round was not to be disregarded. He  once  criticized one of his disciples, an 
arahat  no less, who  developed the habit  of meditating for seven days at  a 
stretch without food, for neglecting his daily alms rounds. For the Buddha the 
alms round was not simply a  way to feed the monks and nuns: it had a social 
role to play in realigning the values of both monastic and lay. 

The Pali  word for alms round is  piṇḍapāta,  which means “drop a  lump,” 
rhyming  with  “heffalump.”  and  describing  the  process  whereby  food 
accumulates in the alms bowl. The tradition is that monks or nuns leave the 
monastery, or wherever they are dwelling (most ideally, the root of a tree or a 
cemetery), either singly or in a group. As a group they typically walk single-
file according to seniority, that is, according to ordination date. The robes are 
arranged formally, covering both shoulders  as described above. The monks 
walk barefooted into a village and then from house to house, not favoring rich 
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nor  poor  neighborhoods,  accepting,  but  not  requesting  (!),  what  is  freely 
donated, that is, dropped as a lump into one’s bowl. 

Everything dropped into the bowl, according to the most ancient tradition, is 
simply mixed together,  since monks are asked not  to  favor one food over 
another, and by extension should not favor one blend of foods over another. 
Their stomachs will just blend them in any case. Carrying the ancient tradition 
into the modern context can result in some rather unique blends, for instance, 
curry and cake, beans and tofu,  tomato sauce and noodles, radish and yogurt. 
It is fun to speculate how much of today's haute cuisine may have first arisen 
as a chance combination in the primordial ooze at the bottom of some ancient 
monk's alms bowl.

There are a lot of rules for monks around eating. Foods must be offered by 
hand from a layperson, though a monk who has received food can thereafter 
share or trade offerings with other monks. Most foods must be consumed by 
noon the day they are offered, so cannot be saved for a snack or for the next 
day’s meal, a rule that clearly enhances the vulnerability of the monk. Filtered 
fruit juices may be offered and consumed after noon, until dawn the next day. 
“Tonics,”  which are sugar/molasses, honey, butter,  oil and a couple of other 
things that characteristically no one would mindlessly sit around snacking on 
in large quantity, may be consumed any time by the hungry monk desirous of 
not fainting for hunger and may be saved up to seven days after being offered.

Monastics are specifically instructed not to endear themselves to the laity with 
the  intention of  improving their  intake  during alms rounds,  not  to  ask for 
anything directly, and to receive without establishing eye contact. Accordingly 
they  by  convention  do  not express  thanks  for  donations  received,  This 
ritualized behavior can be seen every day in virtually any village or city in 
Myanmar.

The point of alms round is not just to feed the monks and nuns  nor just  to 
offer the joy of generosity.  It is also to bring monastics into daily contact with 
lay folks so that the latter will have the opportunity to learn Dhamma from the 
former,  not  only  from  the  example  of  their  dignified,  quiet  and  mindful 
presence, but at  laity request from actual words of inspiration or instruction. 
Accordingly some monks will simply pass silently from house to house to 
receive  offerings,  while  others  will  speak  with  the  lay  folks  and  invite 
questions concerning Dhamma or will simply make a habit of offering a short 
discourse at each house. 

Ashin Paññasīha leaves the Sitagu center in Rangoon each day around 9am to 
go on alms round, and offers what he had collected an hour and a half later to 
the Sitagu kitchen, where meals are prepared to obviate the necessity of such 
alms rounds for the other monks so that they may have sufficient time for their 
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studies. U Pañña does this because this is what the Buddha wanted monks and 
nuns to do and because it gives him the opportunity to teach at the houses he 
visits upon request. He is a teacher, in fact an exceptionally giften and popular 
teacher.

Shortly after my arrival at the Sitagu Center in Yangon U Pañña asked me if I 
would like to go with him  for alms,  so we began going together, in formal 
robes, single file, silently, mindfully, alms bowls slung over our shoulders held 
in front but concealed under our robes, eyes fixed on the road before our feet, 
never  glancing  around,  over  Bailey  Bridge  (which  carries  a  mixture  of 
vehicles in both directions with an emphasis on old grossly overloaded buses), 
down some stairs,  past a small  Burmese version of a  strip mall  (about five 
tiny abutting shops), across another busy road and into a small neighborhood 
with many closely packed dwellings squeezing in on muddy alleys trafficked 
by bicycles, feet and chickens and beslumbered by lazy mongrels. 

U Pañña had been following the same route in this neighborhood, visiting the 
same families  each day.  In  Sagaing a  monk would receive  offerings  from 
every house he passed, in the big city he  would learn which families were 
prepared to offer  and which were not. U Pañña  had developed an intimate 
relationship with some particularly devout families,  most of whom liked to 
learn of bit of Dhamma each morning. 

At most houses we were welcomed to enter and sit down in chairs waiting for 
us rather than receiving offerings out on the street,  would receive rice and 
curry  either  in  our  bowls  directly  or  by  yielding  our  bowls  to  see them 
disappear into the interior of the house then return still closed but  magically 
alms-enhanced. We  would  receive  from  everyone  present  three prostrated 
bows and if a Dhamma discussion or just a chat was in order the laity would 
sit on the floor at our feet, often with hands raised in anjali the whole time. A 
young woman who would be a nun except for her obligation to care for her 
mother always had a burning question and many follow-up questions and even 
took notes  with paper and pencil. Women traditionally placed a shawl over 
their  right  shoulder  while  talking  to  monks,  the  end of  which  they  would 
spread on the floor to receive their foreheads when doing prostrations. Men 
never used shawls.

In the early days everyone was very curious about me, asking me, through U 
Pañña's able interpretation:

"Are you a temporary or a permanent monk?" 

"Can you speak any Burmese?" 

"Is your family Buddhist?" 

"Are your children now Buddhist?" 
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"Why did you become a monk?" 

And of course, "How old are you?" 

I got used to hearing the phrase  "ameyikan phongyi"  when the conversation 
reverted  to  Burmese  in  reference  to  myself.  “Phon phon” was usually  the 
vocative form for either of us. Sometimes adults would parade little children 
before me to practice the English they were learning in school:

“Hello. How are you?”

“I am fine. How are you?”

“I am fine.”

“Bye bye.”

“Bye bye.”

One of the children sometimes referred to me as the “bye bye phon phon.”

I quickly came to appreciate the alms round. It makes a wonderfully formal 
mindfulness  practice  as  the  monk walks  silently  with  lowered eyes  from 
house to house.  It gives the monk an intimate connection to the lives of the 
laity and the laity a similar connection to that of the monk, presumably just as 
the Buddha intended. This keeps the monk from disappearing into a monastic 
bubble, or rather lets the laity come in to share it. The laity exhibit an awe-like 
respect for the monks and yet  at the same time an affectionate familiarity.  I 
know of no counterpart for this blend in my own culture.

I appreciated the opportunity to see how people live, generally  very poor by 
any American standard, houses for the most part leaky shacks almost on top of 
each other with plank walls and light visible between the planks, intermittent 
electric  power passing through funky wires.  At the same time there was no 
sense of deprivation; they lived with a sense of dignity and  in intimacy with 
their neighbors.  Every act of generosity toward monks reminded them that 
they have wealth to share. Most of the families  had cats, sometimes several, 
living inside,  dogs relegated to the no-man's land of the streets. One family 
had  two  pet  rabbits,  a  white  one,  and  a  brown  which  they  had named 
“Obama.”

U Pañña once admonished me, “When you go back to America you 
should continue doing alms rounds.”

“I don't think you can do alms rounds in the States. Nobody will know 
what I am doing.”

“I did.”

Indeed, U Pañña had lived in America for one and a half years where he had 
attended  Vanderbilt  University  in  Nashville.  He  explained  he  had  been 
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determined to walk for alms no matter where he lived because of the Buddha's 
injunction. He described how he had printed up fliers and distributed them 
through his neighborhood to head off people's bewilderedness, and how he 
ended  up  with  about  seventy new  students  of  Buddhism.  He  has  a  very 
captivating smile.

“In a lot of places in America, including Austin, I could be arrested for 
'begging'!”

“I wouldn't have minded getting arrested. I could teach Buddhism in 
jail.” 

Whew: U Pañña argued an awfully strong case.

The bowl itself is the symbol of the monk. The bowl in Theravada lands it is 
shockingly large, far larger than most appetites, but this allows it to serve as a 
kind of suitcase for mendicant forest monks, or to be used to collect alms for 
more than one monk, for instance, if another monk is too sick to go on alms 
rounds. The bowl has a strap, which is slung over the right shoulder to carry 
the weight of the bowl when walking, and a lid. The lid was added sometime 
after the Buddha; I can imagine two scenarios that might have motivated this 
originally, both involving birds. 

There seem to be many variations in alms paraphernalia that have to do with 
the issue of mixing foods. For purists  and traditionalists all of the offerings 
just go in the big bowl. However, the lid turned upside down allows foods and 
other offerings to be apportioned:  The bhikkhu can collect noodles, sauces, 
beans, cooked vegetables into the big bowl, but turn the lid upside down to 
form a tray to receive whatever might be difficult to imagine as part of the 
stew accumulating in the big bowl: mango slices, cookies, soap, razor blades, 
candles (notice that some non-food items are also occasionally offered). One 
custom in Myanmar, which U Pañña had been observing and which I followed 
after a generous donation, is to carry little containers within the main bowl to 
separate the different kinds of sauces, beans, cooked vegetables and such.

The traditional alms round, whereby monks walk from house to house, does 
not work so well for a large monastery such as a monastic university because 
so many monks taking to the street would overwhelm the local community, let 
loose  like locusts  sweeping  over  fields.  In  such cases  the monastery must 
depend on a widely dispersed base of donors.  Sometimes individual families 
travel  from  afar  to  make  occasional  offerings  to  the  entire  monastery. 
Sometimes the local lay staff of the monastery prepares food on behalf of lay 
donors  who send financial  contributions.  Most  generally  a  combination  of 
these two strategies prevails, with the local staff at least cooking the daily rice. 

Outside  donors  generally  wear  their  fanciest  cloths,  and  bring  cameras  in 
order to pose over the feeding monks, generally bring particularly sumptuous 
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delights and want to be involved in every step of the preparation and offering 
process. The resulting overstaffing of the kitchen for donor meals  invariably 
leads to turmoil and confusion, such that meals take longer to serve.

Nevertheless even in large monasteries the traditional form of the alms round 
may be retained. Such is the case at Pa Auk Tawya, which feeds around 400 
monks daily  in a  dedicated building  called Piṇḍapāta  (Drop-a-Lump) Hall 
constructed with this in mind. The monk walks with his bowl and with his 
robes formally arranged as if entering a village, but instead finds  a gauntlet of 
people  all  offering food in one  congested area. The first  person encountered 
by the monk generally offers rice and the others various curries and vegetables 
which go into the same bowl and fruits and other items which can be accepted 
into the inverted lid of the bowl.

Many  other  monasteries,  including  the  Sitagu  monasteries, forgo  the 
traditional form of the alms round in favor of offering food “family-style” at a 
table  in  dishes  from  which  the  monks  can  help  themselves.  Generally 
conventional  plates  and  bowls  are  used  for  eating  and  silverware  or 
chopsticks,  though most  Burmese monks eat  with their  fingers  rather  than 
with Western or East Asian eating implements, as in India.

A third alternative to village alms rounds and food offerings at the monastery 
is  the  food  offering  in  a  private  home.  The  greatest  difference  between 
monastery and home dining is the ratio of monks to laity. Generally if a family 
invites monks over, they also invite zillions of neighbors and friends, the more 
monks  the  more  zillions.  At  this  point  the  pet-like  nature  of  monkhood 
resembles feeding time at the zoo. 

In family-style service it  is important to offer the food items clearly lest a 
confused  monk  take  what  is  not  freely  given.  Though  each  item  need be 
touched by only one  of the seated  monks, the clever Burmese will typically 
make things easy by offering a whole table of food at once as if it were one 
giant dish. Because lay people are so eager to give, a flash mob often forms 
around the table; if someone cannot reach the table through the human mass, 
they have only to touch someone who can and that counts. Afterwards people 
hover around the table ready and waiting for a monk to need something; a 
mere movement of the hand toward a dish of curry or the touch of a teacup 
evokes  immediate  intervention.  And  those  who  perceive no  obvious  clues 
imagine future needs: 

“It is just possible that monk will be desirous of a paper napkin; I'll 
move the napkins closer to him.” 

“That monk has already taken fried beans but no bitter leaf; I'll switch 
the two.”

When multiple people are applying their imaginations in this way, items on 
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the table begin shifting around like the pieces on a board game. 

Burmese lay  people  will  not  sit  at  the  same  table  with  monks  and will 
generally eat what the monks have left behind, supplementing it as necessary 
with other food that has been prepared.  Monks need to finish eating before 
noon; lay folks can linger. Sometimes the monastic and lay meals will overlap, 
but in that case always at separate tables. 

One interesting  and clever variant of the  lifting the  whole table  as a formal 
offering that I once saw was the use of two tables, table A for the main course 
and table B for desserts, fruit and coffee or tea. When the monks  who were 
sitting on the floor around table A had finished  the main course,  two strong 
men reached between adjacent monks at opposite edges to lift table A up clear 
over the heads of the monks and then place it right into the midst of a group of 
hungry  laypeople  already  configured  correctly  around  the table  as  they 
imagined it would be.  The men then placed table B,  which had stood to the 
side, into the midst of the monks right where table A had been. That way the 
laypeople began the main course just as the monks began the second.

Food offers the laypeople a kind of loophole through which they are free to 
arouse sensual desire in the monks, a loophole that is often exploited by those 
rascals through offering sumptuous and costly dishes to test  the resolve of 
even the most well-intentioned monks. So don't be surprised when monastics, 
those renunciates of sensual pleasures, express dismaying enthusiasm for food 
or  even start  to  get  chubby.  Sometimes  laypeople bend monastic  passions 
through  their  skills  in  the culinary  arts.  This  is  probably  better  for  lay
practice than for monastic practice,  gaining merit for the former and yummy 
for the latter.   

Housing
The monk is ideally homeless, lives in the forest and meditates at the root of a 
tree. Sometimes he builds a make-shift shelter for protection from soak of rain 
or bite of insect or  with luck  finds a cave  in which no tiger dwells. Some 
monks still live that way, but that way of life began to give way to monasteries 
even during the Buddha's day. As the numbers of monks and nuns burgeoned 
wealthy donors began giving land, parks and gardens, to the Saṅgha, and then 
building structures on them and these were accepted graciously as they were 
given with  good intentions  and therefore  were a  source  of  merit  for  their 
donors. Vinaya rules limit  what a monk can build for himself  or ask from 
others,  but donated housing might or might  not be quite substantial  and is 
accepted graciously  in either case,  with any luck without too much attach-
ment. 

The owner of offered housing came to be not the specific monk or the band of 
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monks who  actually made use of it, but  rather abstractly  the entirety of the 
Buddhist monastic Sangha, past, present and future.  The monasteries in turn 
have  became  very accommodating of lay visitors, particularly on Uposatha 
days, every quarter moon, when families would show up, pay respects to the 
monks, make food offerings, enjoy each others' food, listen to a Dhamma talk, 
volunteer some upkeep and otherwise socialize with friends and have a good 
time. Larger monasteries typically have one or two lay residents who help in 
maintenance and cooking and are able to accept monetary donations on behalf 
of monks  with which to provide for some of the monks' material needs.  By 
rule  monks  are  allowed  to  share  the  donations  the  receive  with  these 
assistants.

In Buddhist Burma any village has a monastery, housing at least one monk, 
more often four or more. This serves as the center of the religious and social 
life of the village. Some monasteries are quite large, with up to two thousand 
monks. These are generally training monasteries, often attracting many novice 
monks because of the educational opportunities they provide or more senior 
monks because of the intense meditation practice, or monastic universities, 
hearkening back to the massive early Buddhist monastic universities of India 
that produced scholar-monks like Nagarjuna or Shantideva. 

My experience is that monasteries can differ widely, not only in the degree of 
comfort  or amenities they offer  to the monks,  but also in the character  of 
practice. One week I was invited by one of the teacher monks at SIBA, Ashin 
Issariya, to visit his home town especially his home monastery. U Issariya was 
rather  unique  among  the  monks  at  SIBA in  that  he  smoked.  His  wealthy 
donor,  the proprietor of a lumber yard, had given us access to a car and a 
driver for the trip, which plowed through the pigs, bicycles toting housewares 
and  building  supplies,  dogs,  ox  carts  and  women  carrying  precariously 
balanced things on their heads. 

We slept not at the monastery where U Issariya had once practiced but on a 
small building on the grounds where a pagoda stood nearby visited. That left 
U Issariya  free to visit with his family,  his two sisters, one of whom  was a 
nun, who also stayed at the pagoda.  The pagoda has little built-in outdoor 
meditation  niches,  each  with  a  little  altar,  and a  lot  of  space  for  walking 
meditation in a beautiful area with many trees. Since I had a lot of time to kill 
while U Issariya was catching up on things with his family, I meditated very 
happily for about two and a half hours in the evening then for another two and 
a half hours in the morning.

The Burmese  certainly conceptualize living spaces differently than we do in 
the West. In general the boundary we draw between inside and outside is more 
permeable for them. This is certainly partially a function of the weather and 
the common lack of real windows and doors for most buildings.  As a result 
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the Burmese generally share their “inside” spaces with insects, but  then  use 
mosquito nets to produce small mosquito free environments around their beds 
as they sleep.  It  is also reflected in attitudes about privacy. Burmese enter 
houses without knocking, often with no real intention of  even  visiting. As I 
had been reading in the inner room of my apartment in the Guest House  at 
SIBA one day I  had  heard someone enter the outer room from the balcony. 
Curious  about  who that  might  be  I  had  put  my book down stood up and 
peeked into the outer room in time to see a visitor senior monk whom I had 
recognized as the inhabitant of a unit at the other end of the Guest House on 
his way out the door, looking around casually. He had been merely curious in 
his stroll. 

On  another  occasion  an  SIBA monk  and  I  had  gone together  to  Petra's 
apartment  to  summon her  to  some task or  discussion.  I  had seen that  the 
Burmese monk was about to open the door and simply walk in. Knowing that 
a  German woman would likely have a  strong sense of privacy in  spite  of 
living in Myanmar so many years, I  had  suggested he not do that. The first 
alternative that had occurred to him was not to knock on the door but rather to 
try to peer through the blinds in the bedroom part of her apartment to see what 
she was doing, at which point I had been compelled to bodily pull him away.

The occasion for our visit to Ashin Issariya's hometown was a festival at the 
monastery in honor of the eightieth anniverary of its abbot and U Issariya's 
preceptor. The two of us  ate meals at the monastery with about 200 monks. I 
could not help but notice  that almost all the monks, like U Issariya, smoked. 
Actually not many people at all seem to smoke in Myanmar, they chew betel 
instead, which makes their spittle vampire-red. At this monastery, not only did 
the monks smoke, but lay people  made offerings to the monks of cigarettes 
after meals; a cup of cigarettes is placed in the center of each table and next to 
it a lighter so that monks can just reach over and help themselves. 

This  peculiarity  of  this  monastery inspired me  one  day  to  reflect  on the 
bewildering range of choices of monasteries available to the monk. I imagined 
what data would be elicited if there were such a thing as a monk placement 
service:

“Village or Forest?” 

“Smoking or Non-Smoking?”

“Meditation, study or public service?”

“Strict Vinaya?”

Monks in fact have a lot of freedom of movement. Most monks join the Sitagu 
monasteries from an interest Either in academic training or in public service. 
Many of the Sitagu monks have only secondarily strong training and interest 
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in Vinaya and meditation as well. 

The  Sitagu  monasteries  are  also  certainly  very  comfortable  by  Burmese 
standards, particularly the Sitagu Center in Yangon, which is in many respects 
a real Western-style building. Its rooms have heavy doors, glass windows, and 
fine  meshed  window screens,  just  like  in  America.  This  led  me to a  very 
curious observation:  In America  window screens keep flies and mosquitoes 
outside very effectively. But here I was using a mosquito net over my bed at 
night. How were the mosquitoes getting into the room? I examined all the 
window screens,  but they seemed sound. I  looked for every other possible 
point of entry, even the drain in the bathroom, but to no avail.  I  was very 
careful when entering my room to open and close the door quickly, then look 
for any mosquitoes that might have taken that opportunity to slip in. This still 
puzzles me. The only  theory I have is  simply  that Burmese mosquitoes  like 
Burmese  people lack a  proper  Western  understanding  of  the  difference 
between inside and outside.

Medicine
Sickness, old age and death are the lot of monks as well as laity. The means of 
allaying the  immediate  effects  of  these circumstances  constitute  the  fourth 
requisite of the bhikkhu. Originally understood as medicine --- for all that was 
available in the Buddha's day would be considered home remedies today and 
generally involved pickling something in urine --- it would have to include 
today whatever falls under health care.  Originally obtained on request, how 
this is obtained in a land like America, with exorbitant health care costs and 
no universal insurance,  is  a significant  practical  question  for monastics.  In 
Burma health care is scarce, inexpensive and widely supported in a variety of 
clinics  through  charitable  contributions.  Some  clinics,  Sangha  hospitals, 
specialize  in  serving  monks.  Monks  themselves  are  often  involved  in  the 
founding of clinics for laity.

Petra became very ill while I was in Sagaing. She had an extremely high fever. 
Since there is a Sitagu hospital, medical care was not far away, but they do not 
provide all of the services a Western hospital would. For instance, they do not 
seem  routinely  to  draw  blood  and  analyze  it.  As  a  result there  was  no 
diagnosis for several days. After the fever already subsided, but while she was 
still  not  eating,  and  was  feeling  lousy,  she  was finally  diagnosed … with 
typhoid!  Luckily  she  survived  (not  everybody  does).  Typhoid  is 
communicated in food and water under unsanitary conditions. She says she 
has been eating many places, including restaurants and nunneries. 

Sitagu generally has a pretty good record in the kitchen, though I know they 
sometimes serve certain dishes for too many days in a row, which results in 
stomach complaints. I generally had some kind of stomach upset, occasionally 
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accompanied  with  more  alarming  symptoms,  about  once  a  month  in 
Myanmar,  while most of the natives were largely immune to most upsets. I 
had a bunch of vaccinations before I left home, including for typhoid. 

Speaking of aging, On September 27, 2009, while living in Sagaing, I became 
officially old: I turned 60! 

In Buddhism we have  this Self thing, or rather don’t have it. To be a Self 
requires  the  view  that  there  is  something  in  or  around  this  body  that  is 
unchanging, besides a Social Security Number. That unchanging Self is what 
is known in Buddhism as “a mental formation,” and also as a “Wrong View.” 
In my case this delusion of a mental formation must have arisen many years 
ago complete with many wonderful unchanging characteristics. So it is not 
surprising  that  that  Self  is  someone  actually  much  younger  than  me.  The 
landmark  event  of  turning  60  put  me  once  again  face  to  face  with  that 
unchanging youthful Self, and gave me three choices:

The first choice is denial. Under this choice I try all the harder to convince 
myself  that  I  am this  youthful  unchanging Self.  After  all,  I  have  the  still 
unchanged energy to be an international globetrotter, like I was in my 20’s, 
and now without depending on Youth Hostels. My health is excellent, except 
when I’m sick. I can always grow my lush head of hair back (I think; I haven’t 
actually checked for a while). I’ve had many more years of experience being 
young than any of the young of today — the whippersnappers — so I should 
be really good at it. Why, I just might get me a skateboard, and what I think 
they call a “Walk Man” so I can listen to the latest “Disco” music, just like the 
youth  of  today.  Monks  don’t  have  hats  to  speak  of that  they  could  wear 
backwards, but maybe I’ll express my youthful rebellion by wearing my robe 
over my right shoulder.

After I began with such thoughts to settle into a happy state of denial  my 
daughter  Kymrie emailed from America, “I  don’t  think the skateboard is a 
good idea. After all, you are 60.” That suddenly took the wind out of my sails. 
I  then  began  to  realize  how  denial  must  always  slide  the  slippery  slope 
gradually into despair. So I placed my mind there to see how it felt.

So, the second choice is despair. Under this choice I lament the unfairness of 
the universe for not being the way it is supposed to be, for failing to respect 
who I really am, for not according me what was promised to me, for being 
like a fancy restaurant that has inexcusably lost my dinner reservation or a 
hotel that has put me in a room next to the elevator or over a, uh, disco. I  
might even try to organize something to do about it, like a gray folks' protest.

Or I might just relish the despair. You know, I would probably make a really 
great Bitter Old Man, famous for my Bodhidharma frown. I would learn the 
art of striking fear in the hearts not only of children, but even of dogs and cats. 
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And it would just get better as I get older and older and older, and more and 
more bitter.  The Despair  I  would experience with Flair,  with a Penetrating 
Frown and a Horrifying Glare. Wigglet would no longer want to come to my 
door, relieved instead by the mangiest mongrels of Sagaing, my kinda dog. I 
would learn to peal paint and wilt flowers as I walk by. Ha ha. If I have to be a 
Bitter  Old  Man,  I’m going to  do  it  right.  By next  rainy  season my mere 
presence  will  pop  meditators  right  out  of  Samadhi  into  a  thicket  of 
unwholesome impulses. My former fans will say, “Don’t do It, Bhante, don’t 
become a Bitter Old Man,” and “No, Not Bhikkhu Cintita.”

… But  wait,  what  am I  thinking?  Am I  not  just  replacing  one  Self  with 
another, the Young with the Old, then clinging equally to the new (Old)? Do I 
really think I can find satisfaction with the Old (new) Self, any more than I 
could  with  the  old  (Young)?  Is  not  the  new  (Old)  equally  subject  to 
dissolution?  Oh,  Impermanence,  What  Vexation  Have  You  Wrought?  And 
what would the Buddha say? One of his monks turning into a modern (new 
but Old) Mara. Besides, I can see that this Bitter Old Man bit will wear thin 
pretty quickly. “Oh, Wigglet! Wigglet!”

The third choice is acceptance. Under this choice I regard this situation as a 
good Practice Opportunity and Topic for Contemplation. This is the Buddhist 
Way! It goes something like this:

If I am not this unchanging youthful Self, then who is that guy, and who am I? 
I seem to have his memories of who he is supposed to be, so we must have 
intersected at some point, maybe that time in 1965. If he is not me, he must be 
around here somewhere, since he is unchanging. And I must be another Self, 
so two Selves. And if there can be two Selves that I identify as me, aren’t 
there  likely  to  be  more?  But  I  know  that  guy  used  to  be  me,  so  what 
happened? The mind not able to wrap itself around any of this, exhausted, all 
the Selves shatter and what is left is nothing but the recognition of change, a 
continual relentless flux of the whole universe morphing into new forms. Even 
as the idea arises that  this is me, all the parts and their relations are already 
morphing into something else. Any Self that tries to hold onto itself does not 
fit into the way things really are, is no more than the product of a very active 
imagination trying to find something solid in an ocean of change. It is silly to 
try to hang onto something I never was and could not possibly be.

Thinking this way gives me the ability to lighten up, … and to sound very 
philosophical while I’m at it.

Just when I had not only resigned myself to no longer being a youth, or a Self, 
but also thought I was joyfully present with this reality, one of the monks at 
Sagaing told me he thought I was already 70! That suddenly propelled me 
back to Square One. I began to picture myself the following spring once again 
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zipping around Austin on a skateboard wearing full burgundy robes over my 
right shoulder. 
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