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Interview Session with Phra Ajahn Plien Panyapatipo in Singapore

12 December 2007 by Vaidurya Magazine (Vol. 49)
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Driven by an innate wisdom to renounce a worldly
life even as a child, Phra Ajahn Plien now shows

others the path to meditative bliss.

While other little boys may have dreams of being a
fireman or an astronaut, 12-year-old Wongsachan
knew exactly what he wanted to do with his life: be
a monk. This was no wishful thinking of a young
child. In fact, so serious was his aspiration that he
held this wish for the next 13 years, only ordaining

at the age of 25.

Now, he is better known as Phra Ajahn Plien
Panyapatipo, one of the most highly respected Thai

forest teachers based in Chiangmai, Thailand.
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Renowned for his power of meditation and his
teaching of it, he often travels around the world to

teach the Dharma and lead meditation retreats.

Phra Ajahn Plien looks twenty years younger than
his 74 years. A well-built man, he strikes an
imposing figure, with lay and Sangha minders
attending everywhere he goes. Yet, behind the
seemingly authoritative disposition is an easy-
going personality. He proudly reads out some of
his teachings translated in English, though he’s
never been schooled in the language before. When
he comes to the end of the passage, he looks up
and with a twinkle in his eyes and a crooked grin;

he asks with child-like playfulness. “How?”
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The third child of a family of five brothers and one
sister, Phra Ajahn Plien was raised by his
grandmother in a devout Buddhist family
environment. In fact, his brothers were ordained as
monks. Even at a tender age of 11. He had a
reputation of being straightforward, trustworthy
and truthful. He always had a love for maintaining
the precepts as a boy. Unlike young boys at that
time, he never wanted to fool around with his
friends or get into fights. He was never punished in

school because he wanted to practice right action.

It’s no wonder why his mother asked him to help in
the family business and many of his relatives
entrusted their monies with him. There were no

banks at that time.
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So the little boy was tasked to take care of cash —
some 60,000 Baht that his relatives entrusted in his
care. He devised his own technique where he
would wrap them in banana leaves so that every

single note would be safely kept.

But he soon got bored with it all, carrying other
people’s ‘baggage’. He couldn’t go anywhere
because he had to care for the actual cash. He was
always fearful that he would be robbed. Recalling
his younger days with a laugh, Phra Ajahn Plien
explains through a translator “I would hide 4,000
Baht under my pillow and so that if | were robbed,
this would be what I'd hand over to the robbers.
The rest of the money was hidden somewhere

else. “
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In fact, there were three robbery attempts but
somehow, he was never robbed — something he

attributes to the protection of his prayers.

He soon understood how this responsibility of
having material wealth brought a lot of suffering: a
lot of worry. He became disinterested in money.
Funnily enough, he did not get paid for all his
troubles. He laughs reminiscing. “Goodness is in

the practice and not in the possessions.” He adds.

Phra Ajahn Plien has always been interested in
Buddhism, especially as a disciple of the famous
Luang Phu Mun who encouraged him to become a

monk.
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He was interested in Buddhism because he was
curious why these wealthy men, disciples of Luang
Phu Mun , ordained as monks. He thought, “They
must have a very compelling reason that they
weren’t interested in raising a family and living a
moneyed life.” In fact, they gave away all their
assets. As such, Ajahn Plien asked his parents if he
could ordain as a monk too. But they turned him

down.

And so every year for the next 13 years, he
persistently asked his parents for permission. In
the meantime, he’d learnt chanting and meditation
from  well-respected monks around him.
Regardless of the fact that he couldn’t ordain as
early as he would have liked, he practiced dana

daily and chanting at the temple.
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He was never angry or frustrated with his parents.

He just had to wait.

At 25 years old, his parents finally consented to his
request to be ordained as a monk — but only for
seven days. This meant that he had to return all
the money he was taking care of before his
ordination. “l remember that it felt very good — like
| was floating up in the air.” He recalls. Phra Ajahn
Plien realized that carrying the money around
brought a lot of concern and worry for him. “My
only worry then was how to get by with only one
meal per day, instead of my usual four | was used

to.” he laughs.
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Seven days grew into 18 days. His mother ordered
him to disrobe. His paternal grandfather wanted
him to study medicine in the Chulalongkorn
University in Bangkok. But Phra Ajahn Plien
negotiated. “Please let me finish one rains retreat,”
he pleaded with his mother. Though she cried and
was very upset by how skinny he had grown. She

relented.

After 21 days as a monk, Ajahn Plien could sit for
three hours in utter peace. He drew an enormous
amount of happiness from meditation, and wanted
everyone to benefit from the peacefulness. On the
first day after the rains retreat, his mother came to
collect him. Again, he negotiated with her, asking
for a reprieve till after the Kartina celebrations.

Again, she gave in.
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But as soon as Kartina ended, Ajahn Plien went
into the jungle to look for good teachers, before

his mother could come to collect him home.

If you’re expecting him to feel any animosity
towards his parents from delaying his dream of
becoming a monk, then you’d be hard pressed to
find it. In fact, during his early days as a monk, he
would  practice loving-kindness = meditation,
focusing on being grateful towards his parents. He
thought of the goodness of his parents having
taken care of him from birth and bringing him up

as a Buddhist so he can escape from suffering.
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In fact, this was how he protected himself from a
wild tiger which he came face-to-face with in the
jungle during his early days as a novice monk.
Though the jungle posed many dangers, he was
intent on his practice and wasn’t scared. His desire
to see results from his meditation practice was
more than his fear of the animals and spirits that

roamed the area.

He feels blessed for having good teachers. It is
almost like he is destined to be a monk, as he was
well guided. His teachers would always look out for
him and guide him until he got better in his
practice. To him, the real test of a good teacher is

someone who shows you how to rid suffering.
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As a teacher of the Dharma himself, he aims to
help people to see the illusion enshrouding their
suffering, contemplate the situation and find a
solution to rid the suffering. “If they can
understand the true teachings but they don’t have
the world,” he explains. “Most importantly, you

must realize the teaching for yourself,” he adds.

At his senior age, Phra Ajahn Plien can be still for
18 to 20 hours at a time, meditating. Ask if he has
any regrets in his life, and he laughs like it’s the
funniest joke he’s ever heard. He has no regrets,
only happiness, he replies. His formula to life is
simple: practice more meditation, get rid of

defilement and you’ll inevitably be happier.
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He wishes everyone understands the Dharma, “so
you can experience happiness when you live in the
proper way,” he says. That’s why he travels widely
teaching the Dharma, maintaining an exhaustive
schedule wherever he goes. Given his happy
disposition, and his generous intention of
spreading happiness, you are glad that he held on

to his dream of becoming a monk.
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