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Hong Kong is known for its good eating, offering tourists and locals alike a
variety of fine cuisines and street food. But when we eat, how much of this
good food do we really taste? Or do we usually wolf down our meals to get
to the next thing on our to-do list? Are we ever aware of what we are doing as
we eat? Awareness can transform eating — something we do every day - into a
richer experience.

There are many coffee connoisseurs among us today. In this issue of
the magazine, we interviewed an experienced barista from Taichung, Taiwan,
who spoke about how a bout of cancer in her early years made her realise the
importance of being aware of our food habits. In her teens, she won herself
the opportunity to train with a Japanese coffee company to be a coffee
blender. The two years of sensory training, akin to awareness training, opened
up her mind not only to the world of coffee, but also herself. In 2013, she
treated a group of Tergar students from around Asia to a session of "coffee
meditation", at the invitation of Taichung's IBS temple. It was an eye-opener.
For a few months starting late last year, one of Tergar's volunteers, Andrew Sit,
apprenticed himself at her cafe in Taichung, and he shares his experience in
this issue too.

Nurturing an open mind takes time. There are numerous techniques that
can help us to recognise our awareness, and it's important to find the one that
suits us. Meditation master Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche says often, the only way
to find the technique that works best for us is through trial and error. "The
most important thing is to learn how to rest your mind - to work with it instead
of being worked by it," he says in his book, The Joy of Living. This is why it is
important to bring meditation — the practice of recognising our awareness —
into our daily life, so that every moment provides an opportunity for waking
up to our innate ability. As the Chinese meditation masters of the past liked
to say: "Eat when you're hungry, sleep when you're tired." We don't lack for
opportunities to practise.

In this issue, the Venerable Thubten Chodron of the Washington-based
Sravasti Abbey also shared her teaching on how mindful eating can lead us
onto the path towards awakening. "Buddhist meditation is much more than
just paying attention to what we are doing in the present moment," she
says. "It is concerned with understanding the nature of the mind." Through
reflection, we can be guided towards a compassionate heart and an accurate
understanding of life.

Finally, the cover story also touches on the importance of being aware of
the thinking and emotions behind our eating habits. Have our relationships
with food and eating become more complicated over the years? What do
these habits reveal about the way we see ourselves? And what do we really
understand by health? In recent years, more and more people are concerned
about what they eat, and many are choosing to go meat-free. For some, this
has become a badge of exclusion, one more reason to build walls, rather than
dismantle them. How do we navigate this mass of information about what to
eat and what not to eat? Read on.

(Translated from Chinese)
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EAT THIN

MAN WOMAN

Text Chen Zhijun

A profusion of sometimes contradictory health and
diet advice has made eating more complicated today than ever before.

The Mid-Autumn Festival is a time for get-
togethers. What better way to celebrate it than

by eating together? So there we were, my ballet
classmates and I: for a change we weren't prancing
around the studio pretending to dance, but were
seated in a Thai restaurant, preparing to eat.

The job of ordering food had fallen to me and
I'd picked a varied spread. Nonetheless, as food
began to fill the table, we discovered that one of
us was on a temporary vegetarian diet, several
were trying to avoid fried food, two of us had given
up on eating rice at dinner and one simply could
not tolerate the "fishy taste of fish". All of us, it
turned out, had a "thing" about food, including
me. (I invited friends over for a BBQ recently and
neglected to tell them it would be meat-free.)

We all have ideas about food and eating
that may seem funny or trite to other people,
sometimes even to ourselves. Most are mere food
preferences that, in a society that offers access to
many affordable choices, do not create a problem -
most of the time. But things get more complicated
when worries about health and environmental
sustainability are thrown into the mix, not to
mention the body-image issues that some of us
struggle with.

In a column on the American fascination with
the gluten-free diet, New York Times columnist
Roger Cohen notes that forms of food intolerance
have reached "near epidemic levels" among the
global middle class, and one aspect of this "food-
intolerance explosion" was its convergence with
the narcissism of modern urban culture. "Having a
special dietary requirement," he wryly points out,
"is one way to feel special in the prevailing 'me'
culture.”

This makes me think about what our food
reveals about ourselves. Without going into a
debate about the rights and wrongs of the latest
dietary and health fad, or about whether coffee is

really good or bad for us, I'm interested to know

Are we overthinking it?

what our food and eating habits tell us about how
we see ourselves. Further, what do they tell us
about our ideas regarding health? In fact, what do
we really understand by "health"?

The subject here, then, is the mental world
behind eating. Putting it in these terms brings
to mind psychosis and pathology: try googling
"mental world of eating", and you'll find yourself
taken to websites and articles about eating
disorders. But what about the average person's
mental map when it comes to this basic human

need? What might such a map look like?

What's really cooking

First, let's admit we're a little lost. Sure, there is
no lack of easily accessible information about all
aspects of food and eating: from how to cook the
most fluffy pancakes to the best way to peel garlic;
from the latest research on the health benefits of
chillies to debate on the devastating ecological
impact of our depleting fish stocks. Yet, precisely
because so much knowledge is just a mouse-
click away, we can't help but be overwhelmed.
Bombarded by advice, much of it contradictory,
what should the health-conscious do?

One friend is ready to throw in the towel.
He's doing all he can to stay healthy, but worries
that he's making the wrong choices. He wages a
constant battle to keep his weight down, so he
goes to the gym and watches what he eats. He
has food cravings that he tries to suppress, and
feels guilty when he does give in. His dilemma
is not uncommon in urban Hong Kong, where
many people feel that the "eat right and exercise"
regime of government campaigns is beyond them
because they haven't the time, though they care
enough about their health to feel bad about it.

How did eating get so complicated? To
find some answers, | asked clinical psychologist

and fellow meditation student Cherry Lin for her

views about the relationship between thinking and
food. The two are much related, she said. "As a
psychologist, | see patients with eating disorders, so
this is something | can immediately see. We can be
very affected by our thoughts and emotions about
food. Some even fear it or feel guilty about eating.
A glass of Coke, to take an example, can trigger a
lot of thinking - 'Should | drink it? What if | get fat
drinking it? There's so much sugar!' Whereas, most
of us would just decide to drink it or not."

Is such overthinking a modern affliction,
generally? "It's hard to generalise, but | think it's
true to say that many people like to analyse things
but neglect how they feel, or they simply don't know
that it's important to take care of their emotions,"
Cherry said. "We experience many emotions every
day but are not always aware of them. Some are not
even aware that emotions are closely connected to
our thoughts and behaviour."

This is a pity, since our awareness is a
wonderful resource. Being a meditation practitioner
herself, Cherry is an advocate for living with more
awareness. "When we eat mindfully, that already
makes a huge difference. With awareness, we tend
to be more relaxed, and we enjoy and appreciate
the food more. But, more than that, any kind of
meditation practice — whether it involves being
mindful of our breathing, walking, or, in this case,
eating — helps us to recognise our awareness. Once
we become more adept at recognising it, we begin
to use it to see what's really going on in our lives.
Slowly, with practice, we become more aware of not
just our senses, but also our thoughts and emotions
and, further, our deeply held points of view and

values."

Clear and present

You may ask: so what? How does being aware of
our thoughts and emotions and values really help

us when we run into problems?
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In meditation practice, beginners are asked
to rest their mind in the present, or on an object
or sense perception, and simply allow whatever
happens to occur. The point of the exercise is not
to try to suppress or change our thoughts and
emotions. But if we're not trying to change our
unpleasant thoughts and disagreeable emotions,
then what good is meditation?

One advantage I've found is that it helps me
to take my thoughts and emotions less seriously,
so they are a little less overwhelming. The simple
act of paying deliberate attention to thoughts and
emotions helps me see I'm not really one with
them. This gives me some breathing space in which
to consider my actions, so | find it easier not to
overreact.

Furthermore, in meditation, we adopt a non-
judgmental attitude. This open-minded approach
helps us to take a more holistic view of how our
thinking and emotions come to be — not just the
causes and conditions that shape them, but also
the choices we make along the way. Such insights
can be tremendously helpful. When our concepts
and emotions reveal themselves to be the arbitrary
creatures that they are, they have less of a hold on
us. When Dorothy finally saw that the mysterious
and powerful Wizard of Oz was really no more than

a middle-aged man with some skill in machinery

operation, he just wasn't so awe-inspiring any more.

Meditation helps us gain mastery over
ourselves, but it doesn't happen overnight. It takes
patience, and a willingness to be open to our

experiences and to use them for benefit.

It all comes back to ourselves

All that we do relating to food provides great
opportunities for us to examine our experiences,
since eating is what we do several times a day,
every day. Everyone, it seems, has a food story to
tell.

| asked vegetarian-turned-occasional-
vegetarian Miranda Chan to share her food story.
Once she went to a dinner with fellow Buddhist
friends, and got really angry that they ordered
meat. A vegetarian at the time, she felt eating

meat would go against what the Buddha teaches

about compassion. "What Lama Yadie said then,
after | told him how | felt, helped me see things
differently," she said. Lama Yadie, the abbot of
Tergar's meditation centre in Hong Kong, told her
it all came down to "habits". "He told me, "You got
angry because you had a different habit from your
friends. Your habit is to eat no meat; their habit is to
eat meat. It's just a habit of mind'. His words did not
fully sink in at the time, but they inspired me. What
he essentially said was — it was no big deal, just a
habit of mind."

Miranda now takes a more flexible attitude,
and eats whatever is available. "When | have a
choice, | will pick whatever | feel like eating at the
moment. Otherwise, | will go with what is available
or what the situation requires." In this way, our
relationship with food becomes simpler and more
direct.

It's fair to say that an intense attachment or
aversion to a food or an eating habit, particularly
when it comes with a lot of painful emotions, is bad
for our health. So when we find ourselves often
preoccupied by the how, when or what we eat,
it's time to start paying attention to what's really
going on in our minds. Deep-seated emotions of
inadequacy, for example, sometimes lie buried
within us, and are triggered by a stressful event.

For another fellow student at Tergar meditation
centre, the signs that he might be under stress
were too faint to notice at first. When Albert (not
his real name) started having digestion problems,
he blamed his diet. Certain foods were labelled as
causes of his poor digestion. He avoided them, and
grew more and more conscious about what he ate.
"| went to so many doctors to try and find out what
was wrong," he said. "But | never thought, or could
not admit, it was because | was stressed out." The
physical sensations of pain and discomfort became
so intense that he started to fear food, and ate
less and less. Occasionally, however, a craving for
a certain food would strike and he would lose all
control and binge-eat.

The binge-eating was his wake-up call that his
problem was more than a physical ailment, he said.
The recovery is a gradual process. With meditation
training, he tries to eat more mindfully. At the start,

it was a painful process of forcing himself to slow

down and taste every bite. "l would then get a more
accurate sensation of being full, then | could stop
and not overeat." Albert could see that his problems
with eating ultimately had to do with self-esteem
issues and a feeling of helplessness. "When we feel
that some aspects of our lives are not as we wish
and difficult to control, we will try and find a way to
regain control, and our diet is one of those ways,"
he said.

Many of us may not have gone through what
Albert did, but it's useful to ask: how sane are our

own eating habits?

A healthy start

In the process of trying not to overthink food, how
will we know what's really good for us? We go
back to my bewildered friend's dilemma over the
profusion of health warnings and fad diets.

To make the right choices for ourselves, we
need to know ourselves. That means being attentive
to what our bodies and minds are telling us about
the true state of our health. Mindfulness helps —
especially in today's world of hyperfast change.

| find it useful, too, to reconsider what "health"
means. Realistically, being healthy cannot mean
staying in the same physical and mental state as we
were in our prime. Change is inevitable. Perhaps
being healthy really means embracing change
and making the best of it. To do that, we cannot
sleepwalk through life — leading busy lives on the
outside but remaining oblivious to what's really
going on within ourselves.

When | spoke with Cherry about the stresses of
urban living, she said she has noticed a restlessness
among many of us. "We Hong Kong people like to
do a lot to occupy ourselves, make ourselves busy
all the time, as if we don't know how to stop. But |
don't know how many of us really know what we are
doing from day to day," she said. "I'm like that, too.
I am lucky that, with my professional and meditation
training, | feel a little better equipped to deal with
the restlessness, or at least am more aware of it."

With awareness, we can begin to feel more at
ease with ourselves, and relate to the outside world
more simply. Food is needed for nutrition, and it is

enjoyable, so let us enjoy it.
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WHEN EATING,
JUST EAT

Text / lllustration Andrew Sit Translation Vanessa Yung

Wu Yuchen, the owner of the BAFA Cafe in Taichung, Taiwan,

is a barista of 25 years' experience and a student of meditation.
She tells how a bout of illness in her early years taught her

the importance of eating with awareness

A: | think so. Take sourness. Different receptors A | can share my experience with cancer. | was

Q' You cook really well. | especially remember

a tasty soup you made. Can you tell us your

thoughts about what makes a delicious dish?

. The cook has to be enthusiastic about food.
Those who love to eat are always on the hunt
for good food, and their palates are thus
more refined. They are more imaginative and
have a stronger memory of different flavours.
That's why, when they cook, they need only
a few trials and errors before they can whip
up something delicious. For instance, it's
easy to cook soup; it does not require much
technique. But if you add inappropriate
ingredients, the soup will not taste good.
Effort and attention are also essential. Even
when you have great produce, if the cook
does not handle the ingredients with care,
the food won't taste good. A person who
knows about love, care and respect will also

know how to handle food properly.

: Speaking of our sense of taste, is there
a standard or a systematic way to

understanding and learning about flavours?

on our taste buds — at the tip, two sides
and the back of our tongue - all perceive
sourness differently. What's more, there

are so many different types of sourness,
from the sourness of an apple, a lemon to
even minerals. There should be a proper
way to comprehend the different types of
sourness. When we train our sense of taste
and smell, I think it should be measured
systematically, like how a refractometer can
measure sweetness. This is the first part of
what constitutes a systematic understanding
of smell and taste.The second part involves
our feelings and perceptions. For instance,
I may feel that a cranberry is more sour
than a lemon. This is very personal. There
is no right or wrong, nor any system to it.
This has to do with our life experiences
and subjective perceptions. People are less
patient in this modern age, so when we feel
strongly about something, we are quick to
reject objective standards or theories. We
may insist, "But | think this is sweeter and
that is more sour!" So | think this is a two-
step process: our knowledge of flavours
should first be based on standard and
measurable values, before we begin to rely

on our so-called "instinct".

: Many people love delicious food, but also

feel they are not eating healthily enough. So
they feel guilty when they do eat something
considered unhealthy. What do you think?

diagnosed when | was 23. When | found
out, my condition was already quite serious.
The first doctor | went to wouldn't tell me
how much time | had left. | went to a second
doctor, who told me | likely had only half

a year left to live. | remember asking him
what kind of diet | should follow. He told
me to eat whatever | wanted. | say this
easily now, but | was devastated then. At
that time, a friend enrolled me into a camp
for cancer patients organised by Ouyang
Ying, a naturopath known as the father of
raw food in Taiwan. We fasted in the camp,
and our only sustenance was nine glasses

of juice every day. It was only when | started
paying attention to my diet that | recognised
my bad food habits. | loved cheese. | had
uterine cancer and it was only after reading
many books that | discovered eating a lot
of cheese has a high correlation with such

a cancer. | also loved pork bone soup that
has boiled for a long time, and this was

one more thing | needed to avoid. All in all,
after attending the camp and doing my own
research, | came to the conclusion there
wasn't much | could eat. Cancer patients
desperately need nutrition, so | was in a
really awkward position because there was

little | could eat.

I'll skip the details of my treatment, but,
miraculously, | did recover. In the process,

| had an epiphany. Whenever | felt low and
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didn't know what to eat, | would remember
the second doctor, who told me to eat
whatever | wanted. He meant that since |
didn't have much time left to live anyway,
there was no point in restricting my diet. So
sometimes | let myself go and ate whatever

| liked. That got me thinking: when it comes
to eating, do we regard our food with fear
or happiness? What kind of messages are
we really sending out from the depths of our

hearts?

Let's say my friends and | go to McDonald's
today and order whatever we want — French
fries, burger and Coke. If | am made happy
by the food, thinking "Oh, this is delicious,
and | am happy to be eating it", my attention
is focused on my enjoyment. This is different
from focusing on my fear, thinking "Oh

no! The fries are toxic and Coke is horrible
for my health. What if | gain weight eating
them?" Which of the above is worse for our
health? In my opinion, negative emotions are
more destructive than the fries can ever be.
But don't forget, we all have awareness. If
we eat with awareness, we won't find the
fries tasty at all. Mos Burger and McDonald's
are two fast-food chains we see in Taiwan.

| had the impression that the food at Mos
Burger was healthier, so between the two |
would pick Mos Burger when | had a choice.

Once | was with my son and we went to Mos

Burger for fries because McDonald's had

sold out. At the time | had just completed
the Joy of Living level two meditation course,
so | resolved to eat the fries properly. | ate
deliberately, paying attention to every bite,
and realised that the fries at both outlets
tasted equally bad [laughs]. The fact is, fries
aren't tasty. We believe our cravings are
lodged deep within us [making them hard
to shake], but even deeper is our awareness,
which is a more fundamental aspect of our
nature. So, are we free to choose or are

we controlled by our cravings? If we can
appreciate the freedom we have, we won't
be held hostage by such desires.

For example, | love beer. But when | drink
beer with awareness, | don't drink much; half
a bottle is enough. We all possess the innate

wisdom that knows what's really good for us.

. You kept a food diary when you were ill. Can

you tell us more about it?

: A Taiwanese gynaecologist named Dr

Ho Shih-chu was studying the correlation
between emotions and breast/uterine
cancer, at that time. | took part in her
research, and one of my tasks was to write

a food diary to record what | ate every

hour. | had to try my best to note down
everything, even the cooking methods and
all the ingredients used. If | ate a grilled bun
with egg at 8am, say, I'd write "8am: grilled
sesame bun with fried egg and scallion”.
Having to write everything down in hourly
grids made me pay attention to what was
happening. In separate grids, | also had to
document my thoughts and feelings. After
writing in the diary for only one day, | could
see what my food problems were. | was

not eating in the present and | didn't eat in
accordance with my body's natural functions.
My thoughts and emotions were all negative.
Even the amount of water | drank varied

widely. There's a regularity to our bodily

functions, so the amount of food and drink we
take in should be more or less the same over
time. But | could see from my food diary that |

wasn't doing that at all.

. I've read that dharma practitioners in

Tibet record their thoughts as a way of
understanding themselves. Your food diary

seems similar.

. Yes, | was very lucky to have been able to do

this in a modern health-care setting. It was a
gift from the universe. | was only 23 or 24 years
old. Most people at that age have no concept
of spiritual development. It helped that | had

received some sensory training when | was 14.

: Can you tell us more about that sensory

training?

. | took part in a competition held by a

Japanese coffee brand that was looking for
someone to create a coffee blend for the
Taiwanese market. A coffee blender must
know well the different types of beans and
then formulate a new, tasty blend. Single-
origin coffee was not popular then. In Japan,
coffee blending has always been a man's job.
Biologically, men have a sense of taste and
smell superior to women's, perhaps because
of their traditional role as hunters. But at the
time, the president of the coffee company's
Taiwanese branch was a woman and she was
keen to recruit a female coffee blender, which
could be a great marketing gimmick. She
commissioned a university in Japan to find
out if a woman could ever develop a sharper
sense of smell and taste than a man. The
researchers found that girls between 12 and
16 years old and pregnant women could in
fact beat the men in smell and taste tests. As
too much caffeine is bad for pregnant women,
the company decided to recruit girls aged 12
to 16.



JOY OF LIVING @ STUDENT SHARING Thoughts, stories, quotations and more

1

When it comes to eating, do we regard

our food with fear or happiness?
What kind of messages are we really sending out? ...
In my opinion, negative emotions are more
destructive than the fries can ever be. ]

| was one of them who took part in

the competiton. There were about 400
candidates and we had to take a smell
test, then a taste test. In the first test we
were each given a test tube filled with a
substance. Except for a small hole to insert
a straw, the tube was all wrapped up so

we could not see what was inside. It was

an elimination match. One wrong answer
and you were out. | and another girl were
the only two candidates left after the first
round; | won the competition in the second
round and didn't even need to do the taste
test. The substance in the first test was tap
water; the second was salt water. | got both

answers right.

The teacher who set the tests was also the
teacher who trained me. Much later, | asked
him why he set such difficult tests. He said
he didn't want the candidates to guess

the answer: you either know the answer

or you don't. Tap water isn't easy to smell.
My teacher said people become fearful
when faced with an unknown [in this case,
because they couldn't smell anything],

and would overreact by giving a random
answer or even start to imagine things.

In our competition, some people actually
answered orange juice and soya sauce. That
was a powerful insight. | was lucky to have

met my teacher.

: Didn't you feel the fear of not being able to

smell anything?

. No, because | could tell it was tap water. |

used to live in an old house, and every day
when | brushed my teeth | found the taste
of the water so strong that | wondered if
maybe the pipes were rusting, or something.
| learned later that the taste | disliked is that
of chloride. I'm very sensitive to that taste;
that's why | knew right away that it was tap

water.

: Did you start your training immediately after

the competition?

. Yes. | received two years of training. The

first year was spent wholly on mindfulness
training. My teacher was a chado master

in his 70s. He didn't give me many rules or
instructions on how to sit, or where | should
place my hand, and so on. The only rules
were that | could not lie down, stand, or sit
with my back supported. He took me to sit
at many different places: the beach, a flower
market, garbage dump, and a hilltop - you
name it. He and his translator would take me
to a place and leave me there. They would
watch me from a location where | couldn't
see them. My teacher would not tell me
how long | had to sit that day — it could be

10 minutes or two hours. He wanted me

to get rid of any expectations | might have
about time. By not telling me anything, he
stopped me thinking about time. I'd met

a true master. When it was time to go, the
translator would come and fetch me, and
my teacher would start asking me questions:
"What did you see? What did you hear?
How did your skin feel? How did your scalp
feel? What thoughts did you come across?
What emotions did you feel?" | gave my
answers; he never questioned them or gave
any comment. He simply recorded what |
told him. After the first few times, | started to
relax and enjoy this practice of "feeling my

senses”, because there was no pressure.

The second year, | started training on the
36 scent bottles that are used for studying
coffee. Scent bottles are commonly used in

sensory training. To learn the smell of rose,

for instance, you repeatedly smell the rose




JOY OF LIVING @ STUDENT SHARING Thoughts, stories, quotations and more

£ We believe our cravings are lodged deep within us,
but even deeper is our awareness,
which is a more fundamental aspect of our nature.
If we can appreciate the freedom we have,
we won't be held hostage by such desires.

bottle. You may not remember the scent
after the first time, but you will after smelling
it every day. But my teacher does not like this
approach because he thinks it is no different
from training a police dog. He used a
different approach. The first time he showed
me the bottles, he didn't tell me what they
were but asked to me to smell them and
write down the answers, all 36 of them. | got
every single one wrong! | was so upset that

I burst out crying. | had been feeling good
about myself — after all, | was the chosen
one among hundreds of people and | went
through a year of training, so | thought |
knew a lot. But | got everything wrong! My
teacher just laughed and said: "It's too cute,
too funny! It's great!" He meant that he

was glad | was no robot. Then he told me:
"Now write down what you sense and feel
about each bottle. | will tell you the correct
answers for each bottle and you go find the
relationship between your answer and the
correct answer." What a wonderful way to

learn. This is also how | teach others, now.

Take the first scent | studied — honey. The
honey collected in Taiwan has a longan
flavour, but the scent bottle for honey comes
from France so the honey smells different.

| let my imagination go: there's something
hormonal about the scent, like something

from a bug's gland. What does honey really

consist of, and how is honey made? | began
to look for answers and soon | had a clear
knowledge of how honey is produced, which
in turn affects my feelings towards it. | got

to know it so well that, now, | can always
identify the scent of honey — even in a cup of
coffee. | didn't rely on rote learning, but on

my senses. The two-year training gave me a

solid foundation.

Q : How should we pay more attention to our

A

diet and health?

The best way to start is by eating more
slowly. | eat very quickly because | have
always worked in the food and beverage
industry, and often there's only a brief,
30-minute break to eat our meal. That's how
| developed the habit of eating quickly. But
even if a person has not had any meditation
or sensory training, it would be helpful to

start by eating a little slower. When we eat

more slowly, we tend to eat less since our
body actually doesn't need that much food.
You can do a little test and count the number
of times you chew before you swallow.
Usually, we chew only three or four times,

or even less, before swallowing. What's
more, very often we habitually chew using
only the teeth on one side of our mouth. |
know one person who used to weigh 100kg,
then lost 35kg in a year. All he did was chew
every mouthful of food 20 times. | tried

it myself, and realised that chewing even
eight times is already plenty. The enzymes
in our saliva help to break down the sugars
in our food, but we never let that happen
because we don't give it time to work. This
explains problems such as bloating and
upset stomachs. My friend became slimmer
because his digestion and metabolism grew
stronger. His appetite shrank, too, but since
his food is broken down properly, his body
is getting enough nutrition and no longer

sends out so many hunger signals.
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Postscript

In October 2014, | went to Taichung to work at Wu Jie's (Elder sister Wu)
cafe to learn from her. | was there for four months. My motivation for going
was twofold: first, | was very interested in specialty coffee. | wanted to turn
this passion into a career, and to do so | needed to improve my knowledge
of coffee. And there is no better teacher than Wu Jie. Second, | wanted to
experience living elsewhere for a period of time. | was a little tired of the
lifestyle in Hong Kong, and wished to explore and see how other people
live before choosing my own path.

The Wu Jie | know is a remarkable person. Her personality is widely
admired: she loves sharing — from good food to her own stories — and
never keeps things to herself. It is always rewarding to hear her stories.
She is caring, and willing to embrace everything and everyone around her.
Although we were strangers at first, she took the time and effort to teach
me, and trusted me as a member of her cafe. She loves her job and treats
her guests with great hospitality. Whenever | encounter problems and
feel depressed, | simply remind myself of her qualities and | feel my heart
reignite. She will always be my mentor and role model.

I'm an introvert, which in a way poses obstacles for my learning since
I lack imagination and seldom ask questions. When | look back, | see that
| learned through influence and observation. What I've gained is not only
knowledge about coffee, but also a sense of having shared something. |
remember Wu Jie once said there is a reason why people encounter each
other at a certain point of their lives. There are always lessons we can learn
from one another, and then grow together. We should always adopt such a
humble attitude with people, regardless of class or status.

Because of Wu Jie's example and BAFA's wonderful environment,
| saw how blessed | was to be able to serve others. | treat every coffee |
make and every dessert | prepare for our guests as an interaction between
us. Through such daily practice, | started to understand my guests'
preferences better. The more considerate | am, the happier | become. How
lucky am | to be blessed with such an opportunity! Giving others what they
really need is actually what we should all be doing every day. After | came
back to Hong Kong and started working again, there were of course times
when | felt troubled or stressed. But | am beginning to understand that the
root of all pressure arises from my own thoughts, and the desire to look
good in other people's eyes. | am trying now to change my attitude, from
a desire to protect my ego to really caring for others. Being with Wu Jie
and working at her cafe sowed a seed in my heart as to what is the right
attitude, and from this | am able to continue improving myself. | am very
grateful for her open heart towards me, and | thank the heavens for giving

me this beautiful encounter in Taiwan.

Andrew Sit
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THE NOURISHMENT
OF EVERYDAY LIFE

An excerpt from The Joy of Living Chapter 14
Photography Joyce Fang

Apart from the formal practice of meditation,

we can also use our daily life — what we see, hear, say,

feel and think — as a support for mindfuless, to help us get in touch
with the innate quality of mind with which we are born but

so often do not recognise — our timeless awareness.
In this excerpt from his book, Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche talks about
the usefulness of informal practice in day-to-day life

One of the questions I'm often asked is "Why are
there so many methods, and which is the right one
for me?"

If you look around, you can't help but
recognise that no two people are exactly the same
in terms of their temperaments and capabilities.
Some people are very good with words; they
easily understand verbal instructions and are
comfortable explaining things verbally to others.
Other people are more "visual"; they understand
things best when they're explained with diagrams
and pictures. Some people have a keener sense
of hearing than others, while some have a better
sense of smell. Some people are analytical and find
it very easy to work out complicated mathematical
formulas. Others are "poets at heart", extremely
adept at explaining the world to themselves and
others through metaphors and analogies.

Different circumstances require different
measures, so it's always helpful to have a number
of options at your disposal. In terms of meditation,
the most appropriate technique depends as much
on the particular situation as on your personal
temperament and capabilities. When you're
dealing with emotions like sadness, anger, or fear,
for example, sometimes tonglen practice might be
the best approach. Sometimes simply using the
emotion itself as a focus for basic shinay practice
might work better. Often the only way to find the
technique that works best for you is through trial
and error.

The important thing is to learn how to rest

your mind — to work with it instead of being

worked by it.

Many opportunities for practice

Establishing a formal practice is one of the most
effective ways to cut through the long-established
neuronal gossip that creates the perception of

an independent or inherently existing "self" and
independently or inherently existing "others".
When you set aside time for formal practice, you
develop a constructive habit that not only weakens
old neuronal patterns, but effectively succeeds

in establishing new patterns that enable you to
recognise the participation of your own mind in
how you perceive.

Sometimes it's just impossible to make
time for formal practice every day. You might
have to spend hours preparing for a crucial
business meeting, or perhaps you might have to
attend an important event, like a wedding or a
birthday party. Sometimes you've promised to do
something special with your children, your partner,
or your spouse. Sometimes you're just so tired
from everything you had to do during the week
you just want to spend the day in bed or watching
TV.

Will skipping a day or two of formal practice
make you a bad person? No. Will it reverse
whatever changes you've made when you had
the time to devote to formal practice? No. Will

skipping a day or two (or three) of formal practice

mean you have to start all over again working with
an untamed mind? No.

Formal practice is great, because sitting
for five, ten, or fifteen minutes a day creates an
opportunity to begin changing your perspective.
But most of the Buddha's early students were
farmers, shepherds, and nomads. Between taking
care of their crops or animals and looking after
their families, they didn't have a lot of time to sit
down nicely with their legs crossed, their arms
straight, and their eyes correctly focused for even
five minutes of formal practice. There was always
a sheep bleating somewhere, or a baby crying, or
someone rushing into their tent or hovel to say
that a sudden rain was about to ruin their crops.

The Buddha understood these problems.
Although the fanciful stories about his birth and
upbringing describe him as the son of a wealthy
king who raised him in a fabulous pleasure palace,
his origins were actually a lot more humble.
His father was only one of several chieftains of
the sixteen republics battling to resist being
swallowed up by the powerful Indian monarchy.
His mother died giving birth to him; his father
forced him to marry and produce an heir when he
was just a teenager. He was disinherited when he
ran away from home to pursue a life that might
have a deeper meaning than political and military
scheming.

So, when we talk about the Buddha, we're
talking about a man who understood that life

doesn't always afford the opportunity or leisure
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( Often the only way to find the technique
that works best for you is through trial and error.
The important thing is to learn
how to rest your mind — to work with it
instead of being worked by it." ))

to practice formally. One of his greatest gifts

to humanity was the lesson that it's possible to
meditate anytime, anywhere. In fact, bringing
meditation into your daily life is one of the main
objectives of Buddhist practice. Any daily activity
can be used as an opportunity for meditation.
You can watch your thoughts as you go through
your day, rest your attention momentarily on
experiences like taste, smell, form, or sound, or
simply rest for a few seconds on the marvelous
experience of simply being aware of the
experiences going on in your mind.

When practicing informally, though, it's
important to set some sort of goal for yourself
— for example, twenty-five informal meditation
sessions lasting no more than a minute or two
throughout the day. It's also helpful to keep track
of your sessions. Monks and nomads in the Third
World often keep track using prayer beads. But
people in the West have a much wider range of
options — including portable calculators, PDAs,
and even those little counting machines people
use in grocery stores. You can also keep track of
your sessions simply by writing them down on a
notepad. The main thing is to count every informal
meditation practice so you can track it against
your goal. For example, if you're using objectless
meditation, count it as one. Then you lose it, try
again; and count it as two.

One of the great benefits of organising
your meditation practice in this way is that it's
convenient and portable. You can practice
anywhere — on the beach, at the movies, on the

job, in a restaurant, on the bus or subway, or

at school — as long as you remember that your
intention to meditate is meditation. No matter
what your opinion might be about how well you've
meditated, the point is to keep track of your
intentions to meditate. When you come up against
resistance, just remember the story about how the
old cow pees while walking along throughout the
day. That should be enough to bring a smile to
your face and remind you that practicing is as easy,
and as necessary, as relieving yourself.

Once you're comfortable with twenty-five
short sessions a day, you can push your goal up
to fifty informal sessions; then gradually up to a
hundred. The main thing is to make a plan. If you
don't, you'll forget about practice altogether.
Those few seconds or minutes out of each day
during which you allow yourself to rest or focus
help you to stabilize your mind; so that when you
finally do get a chance to practice formally, it won't
be like sitting down to dinner with a stranger.
You'll find your thoughts, feelings, and perceptions
much more familiar, like old friends you can sit
down with and talk to honestly.

There are a couple of other benefits to
informal practice. First, when you integrate
practice into your daily life; you avoid the trap of
being calm and peaceful during formal meditation
and then turning around and being tense
and angry at the office. Second, and perhaps
more important, practicing informally in daily
life gradually eradicates the all-too-common
misconception that you have to be someplace
absolutely quiet in order to meditate.

No one in history has ever found such a

place. Distractions are everywhere. Even if you
climb to the top of a mountain, at first you may
feel some relief in the relative silence there
compared to the sounds of the city or the office.
But as your mind settles, you'll undoubtedly

begin to hear small sounds, like crickets chirping,
the wind rustling through leaves, birds or small
animals poking around, or water dripping through
rocks — and suddenly the great silence you were
seeking is interrupted. Even if you try meditating
indoors, closing all the windows and doors, you're
bound to be distracted by something - itching,
back pain, the need to swallow, the sound of water
dripping from a faucet, a clock ticking, or the noise
of someone walking on the floor above. No matter
where you go, you'll always find distractions. The
greatest benefit of informal practice lies in learning
how to deal with these distractions, no matter
what form they take and no matter how irritating

they are.

Anytime, anywhere

With this in mind, let's take a look at some of the
ways you can practice during daily life, and even
use what might ordinarily seem to be distractions
as supports for resting your mind. The old texts
call this "taking your life as the path".

Simply walking down the street can be
a great opportunity to develop mindfulness.
How often do you find yourself setting out on a
particular task, like heading out to the grocery
store or walking to a restaurant for lunch, and find

yourself at your destination without even realising
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1

While formal practice can help us to

develop direct experience of emptiness,

wisdom and compassion,

such experiences are meaningless unless
we can bring them to bear on our daily lives. yy

how you got there? This is a classic example of
allowing the crazy monkey to run riot, spinning
out all sorts of distractions that not only keep
you from experiencing the fullness of the present
moment, but also rob you of the chance to focus
and train your awareness.

The opportunity here is to decide consciously
to bring your attention to your surroundings. Look
at the buildings you pass, at other people on the
sidewalk, at the traffic in the streets, at the trees
that may be planted along your route. When you
pay attention to what you see, the crazy monkey
settles down. Your mind becomes less agitated,
and you begin to develop a sense of calmness.

You can also bring your attention to the
physical sensation of walking, to the feeling of
your legs moving, your feet touching the ground,
the rhythm of your breathing or your heartbeat.
This works even if you're in a rush, and is actually
a great method of combating the anxiety that
generally accompanies trying to get somewhere
in a hurry. You can still walk quickly while bringing
your attention to either your physical sensations
or the people, places, or things you pass along
your way. Just allow yourself to think, Now I'm
walking dawn the street... Now ['m seeing a
building... Now I'm seeing a person in a T-shirt
and jeans... Now my left foot is touching the
ground... Now my right foot is touching the
ground... When you bring conscious awareness
to your activity, distractions and anxieties will
gradually fade and your mind will become more
peaceful and relaxed. And when you do arrive

at your destination, you'll be in a much more

comfortable and open position to deal with the
next stage of your journey.

You can bring the same sort of attention
to driving or to day-to-day experiences in your
home or your workplace, simply by bringing your
attention to various objects in your visual field,
or using sounds as supports. Even simple tasks
like cooking and eating provide opportunities for
practice. While chopping vegetables, for example,
you can bring your attention to the shape or color
of each piece as you chop it, or to the sounds of
soup or sauce bubbling. While eating, bring your
attention to the smells and tastes you experience.
Alternatively, you can practice objectless
meditation in any of these situations, allowing your
mind to rest simply and openly as you go about
any activity, without attachment or aversion.

Meditation isn't a one-size-fits-all practice.
Every individual represents a unique combination
of temperament, background, and abilities.
Recognising this, the Buddha taugh a variety of
methods to help people in all walks of life and in
any situation recognise the nature of their minds
and true freedom from the mental poisons of
ignorance, attachment, and aversion. Mundane as
some of these methods may appear, they actually
represent the heart of Buddhist practice.

The essence of the Buddha's teachings was
that while formal practice can help us to develop
direct experience of emptiness, wisdom, and
compassion, such experiences are meaningless
unless we can bring them to bear on every
aspect of our daily lives. For it's in facing the

challenges of daily life that we can really measure

our development of calmness, insight, and
compassion.

Even so, the Buddha invited us to try the
practices for ourselves. In one of the sutras, he
urged his students to test his teachings through
practice, rather than accepting them simply at face

value:

As you would burn, cut, and rub gold,

Likewise, the wise monk examines my
teachings.

Examine my teachings well,

But don't take them on faith.

In the same spirit, | ask you to try the
teachings for yourselves to see if they work for
you. Some of the practices may help you; some
may not. Some of you may find a certain affinity
with one or more techniques right away, while
other methods require a bit more practice. Some
of you may even find that meditation practice
does not benefit you at all. That's okay, too. The
most important thing is to find and work with a
practice that produces a sense of calmness, clarity,
confidence, and peace. If you can do that, you
will benefit not only yourselves, but also everyone
around you; and that is the goal of every scientific
or spiritual practice, isn't it? To create a safer,
more harmonious, and gentle world, not only for

ourselves, but for generations to come.
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WISDOM YOU
CAN TASTE

Text Venerable Thubten Chodron

Practising mindfulness
while we eat helps us to
live in the present moment,
but our awareness is good
for so much more

There's a well-known Buddhist parable about a
man who slips and falls off the edge of a cliff. As
he's falling, he grabs a branch of a nearby tree and
holds on for dear life. He knows there are monsters
below that are going to eat him, and he can't
get back up the cliff. Then he sees a strawberry
growing on a bush above him. The strawberry is
very beautiful. He remembers what strawberries
taste like and imagines how delicious this one
would taste. So he picks, and eats, the strawberry.
| have heard this story used to explain what
it means to be mindful of the present moment,
since the man is completely focused on eating the
strawberry regardless of his dire situation. | have
sometimes wondered, though, how mindfulness
about eating a strawberry can help us when
we're hanging on to our precious human life? My
teachers said this story is about the foolishness of
sentient beings who get distracted by samsaric
pleasure, instead of doing something of spiritual
benefit that will help them avoid the suffering of
many rebirths. When we think of the story that way,
we don't want to reach out for the strawberry!
Being mindfully aware that you're eating
a strawberry is certainly better than gobbling it
down without thinking; or getting angry that your
brother never shared strawberries with you; or
reminiscing about strawberries you once ate in
France. However, Buddhist meditation is much
more than just paying attention to what we are
doing in the present moment. It is concerned
with understanding the nature of the mind. How
does the mind work? What are virtuous and non-
virtuous mental states? Which mental factors do
we want to subdue because they are antithetical
to spiritual progress, and which ones do we want

to cultivate because they help us along the path
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towards awakening? The Buddha gave a wealth of
teachings about impermanence, the unsatisfactory
nature of cyclic existence, selflessness, emptiness
and bodhicitta. He did not teach being attached
to the present moment because it's so wonderful!
How can we eat mindfully in a way that helps
us create the causes for awakening? For a start,
look at the whole variety of things we could be
doing with our minds while we're eating. Let's
say you're eating a strawberry and thinking, "Oh,
it's so delicious. Yum, yum, yum. Sweet, delicious
strawberry." And then the strawberry is finished. All
that you thought about, all that you were focused
on, was the taste of the strawberry. Is this a mind
that's going to lead to awakening? No, a neutral
state of mind like this will not lead us to liberation.
All Buddhist traditions do a food offering
before meals, which helps us to generate a
virtuous state of mind while eating. Especially
when | eat something delicious, | think either
of the prison inmates to whom | write or of
the bodhisattvas and buddhas, and | offer the
delicious taste of the food to them. I'm taking
delight in being generous, and it takes me out of
being focused on just my own happiness. Eating
in this way reduces my self-centredness and helps
me to cultivate love and compassion for others.
Sometimes | focus on the impermanence
of the food, which helps me to counteract
attachment. Once I've put the strawberry into
my mouth and start chewing, it no longer looks
appealing. Would you want to eat a strawberry
that I've chewed and spit out? Then the strawberry
gets digested and comes out the other end
as poop. | can generalise this to all samsaric
pleasures, which are impermanent and don't last.
Thinking like this isn't depressing, it's realistic.
Instead of building up unrealistic expectations that
cannot be fulfilled, we develop an awareness of
the disadvantages of samsara. This strengthens
our determination to be liberated from samsara,
which spurs us to understand the nature of reality.
Another way to eat is to look at what we're
eating, and ask, "Why do | call this a strawberry?
What makes this a strawberry?" At Sravasti Abbey,
where | live, we recite the five contemplations

from the Chinese Buddhist tradition as part of our

food offering prayers. The first contemplation is, "I
contemplate all the causes and conditions, and the
kindnesses of others, by which | have received this
food." We could spend an hour or two meditating
on this, and we'd never get to have lunch!

Whenever we eat, we can think of all the
causes and conditions by which we've received
the food. In terms of physical causes, there are
the seeds, the ground, sunshine, water and so on.
Those are the substantial causes, which actually
turn into the result, which is the food. Then there
are the co-operative conditions, such as the people
who help cultivate the crops and who harvested,
packaged and transported them. This connects
us to the kindness of sentient beings, and to
how we receive everything we have through our
dependence upon them. Reflecting in this way is
part of the method side of the path, which helps us
to generate bodhicitta — the wish to become a fully
awakened buddha, in order to repay the kindness
of all sentient beings.

On the wisdom side, we investigate how
things are produced by causes and conditions and
therefore do not exist inherently. They do not have
their own essence, and exist only because their
causes existed. The mere fact that the existence of
things depends on other things that came before
them, shows that they cannot be independent. They
can't possibly have their own inherent essence. In
just this one line of the food offering, we have both
the method and wisdom sides of the Buddhist path.

So we can eat a strawberry mindfully in many
different ways. We can use our minds in ways that
promote progress on the spiritual path, instead of
eating just to enjoy something that disappears in
a moment. Our lives are far too short and precious

for us to spend them in that way.

Bhiksuni Thubten Chodron is the founder and
abbess of Sravasti Abbey in Washington state,

USA, and is the author of several best-selling books
including Buddhism for Beginners. Her latest book,
co-authored with the Dalai Lama, is Buddhism: One
Teacher, Many Traditions.
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JOL and you

Since its launch in 2013, the Joy of Living magazine has been happy to share
the words and teachings of Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche with anyone who

may find them useful. As students of the Joy of Living meditation course will
know, Mingyur Rinpoche began an extended period of solitary retreat in the
Himalayas in June 2011, in the tradition of the great meditation masters of
times past, wandering from place to place with no plans or fixed agenda.
After nearly four-and-a-half years, Mingyur Rinpoche has emerged from his
retreat!To celebrate this wonderful news, we invite all JOL students to tell

us which teaching of Mingyur Rinpoche you find useful and why. Is there a
sentence or passage from any of his books or letters that especially speaks
to you? How have these words guided you to discover something about
yourself? Please make your choice and tell us how it has helped you. Some of

your contributions will be selected for publication in an issue in 2016.
Deadline for contribution: March 1, 2016
Send us your contribution by email: jolmagazine.hk@gmail.com

or post it to Tergar Meditation Centre (address on Page 2).

We welcome all sharing. Please let your generosity benefit others.




