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Translator’'s Introduction

After reviewing this text by Buddhadasa
Bhikkhu, it became clear that the title and
sustaining metaphor of this book would trans-
late well into English. The Thai title — Ahan
chai — could actually be rendered in several
ways: “mind food,” “spiritual food,” or “food
for thought.” Ichose thelast possibility as the
most accessible and, if you will, tantalizing
title.

Thisworkisadiscussion of differentkinds
of food that is simultaneously intended to be
fodder for thought and further contemplation
that can lead beyond normal thought. In this
text, Buddhadasa Bhikkhu consistently makes
a distinction between two kinds of “food” or
sustenance— physical and spiritual (or “men-
tal”); through a variety of teachings and ex-
amples he discusses whatit means to be “hun-



gry” in terms of physical senses and spiritual
needs. The overall theme of this work in-
volves showing the difference between the
quests for these two different kinds of food
and the values associated with and derived
from each type of seeking. His similes and
metaphors dealing with food are especially
clear and useful as teaching devices since they
strike so close to home.

Naturally, mixed in with a discussion of
these two kinds of hunger are descriptions of
whatitmeans tobe “full,” satisfied, orsated —
both in physical and spiritual terms. In En-
glish, we occasionally refer to a person who
does not know what he is talking about as
being “full of it.” While this same idiom does
notoccurin Thaiin quite the same way, we can
say its meaning fits the spirit of what
Buddhadasa Bhikkhu has to say about those
people who are solely interested in satisfying
their physical desires and impulses at the ne-
glect of their spiritual needs.

In this text, Buddhist terms appear in
modified Theravada Pali forms rather than
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the Sanskritic forms that many people might
beused to: thatis, Dhammainstead of Dharma;
kammainstead of karma; and nibbana instead
of nirvana.

Iwouldlike to thank Buddhadasa Bhikkhu
for the great gift of the abundant teachings he
has bestowed upon us and all of the time he
sacrificed for me on my visits to Southern
Thailand. After his passing this last July of
1993, I hope that the republication of this
booklet might help in some small way to make
his teachings endure. I want to thank Phra
Banyat and Phra Sunthorn, Buddhadharma
Meditation Center, Chicago, for suggesting
that this work be translated into English. Mary
Roddy deserves special thanks for her stead-
fast help and encouragement. I thank
Chalermsee, Teal Metta, and all my teachers,
who are too numerous to list here.

Grant A. Olson

Center for Southeast Asian Studies
Northern Illinois University
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

1

Being full in terms of physical sensations —
sounds, smells, tastes, and feelings — is to be
full of worldly food; but being filled with the
highest joy — which comes from a peaceful
mind free from the disturbance of sense-ob-
jects —isto be full of the food of the Dhamma.
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Buddhadasa Bhikkhu

2

The goal of thislife is to reach the loftiest levels
of whatitmeanstobecivilized, bothin worldly
terms and in Dhammic terms. Life, therefore,
requiresboth worldly food and Dhammic food;
if you partake of only one of these, then life is
merely half full.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

3

Physical happinessisnot thathard tocomeby,
but spiritual happiness is difficult to attain.
Physical happiness is easy to see and know,
but spiritual happiness is more elusive. Still,
there are few people who accept these truths,
becauseé they believe that when the physical
body is happy, the mind automatically be-
comes happy, too — and they are convinced
that there is no other happiness to be found
elsewhere.
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4

Physical or worldly happiness has to be con-
tinually “drunk” or “eaten” to sustain it. But
really these actions should be done only to
stop or allay hunger whenever we feel its
pangs. As for spiritual or Dhammic happi-
ness, no drinking or eating is required to bring
it about.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

5

Those who love physical and worldly happi-
ness say that “the mind resides in the body.”
But those who love the spiritual happiness of
the Dhamma say that “the body resides in the
mind.” The first group only knows one hemi-
sphere. of this world, and the second group
knows the whole sphere.
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6

Those who enjoy physical happiness stuff
themselvesuntil sated. Those who enjoy spiri-
tual happiness overcome their hunger by con-
trolling the senses until they are extinguished
and calmed.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

7

The first group increases the things that re-
spond to the needs of hunger and takes this to
be happiness; the second group decreases the
things that respond to the needs of hunger and
takes this to be happiness. The first group
feels that the more they yield to craving the
better; the second group feels that the more
they overcome craving the better.
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Buddhadasa Bhikkhu

8

Those who enjoy physical happiness are will-
ing to yield to craving without a second
thought. They invite friends and relatives to
seek only this type of pleasure, because they
don’t know any better.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

9

Those who only seek to satisfy their desires do
nothaveasatisfied mind even after desires are
met. They still need new and strange things to
keep them tantalized. They experience tem-
porary pleasure while eating and, afterwards,
atemporary reprieve from their pangs of hun-
ger.
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10

Those caught up in the delusions of physical
happiness often complain about their excep-
tionally bad kamma and bad fortune. When
they areill —an occasional and natural occur-
rence for this body — they protest about their
incomparable mistortune. And when they are
unsuccessful in their search for elusive good
luck, they conclude that there is no justice in
this world, only cruel fate.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

11

Those who let the mind become deluded with
material things eventually give in to their
lower nature and work against the world.
They are fraught with a kind of perpetual
kamma that they perceive as insurmountable.
The best they can do is tolerate their suffering
and cuss their bad luck.

*

Page 11



Buddhadasa Bhikkhu

12

The gods know full well that those who only
seek physical happiness and make merry are
deluding themselves, just fantasizing — even
though these peoplehave deceived themselves
into thinking that this happiness is fashion-
able and fulfilling.
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13

Some people have to vacillate between crying
and laughing several times in the course of
each day —their minds constantly expanding
and contracting. They go up and down, back
and forth, according to the expansion and
contraction of their purses and wallets or their
ability or inability to get what they want.
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14

There s little left of the minds of these people.
Whatever they are able to feel, they conclude
that “themindisin thebody,” thatis, the mind
is at the whim of the body. Therefore, when-
ever, they experience complete physical plea-
sure, they believe that they have experienced
the highest “happiness.”
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

15

Even though sometimes these people may
refer to spiritual happiness, this really only
amounts to name dropping in place of their
usual references to physical happiness. Their
“spiritual happiness” issomething completely
different from the real thing. How can it be
true spiritual happiness when their mind is
incessantly vacillating? Whether the mind
expands or contracts, both amount to mental
suffering and stress and only differ in form.
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16

Those whoenjoy physical pleasures— wealth,
status, fame, and entertainment — experience
a certain kind of mind expansion; but as soon
as they lose their wealth, are demoted, ig-
nored, or bored, their minds contract. But
both of these can disrupt the heart and mind
with equal force.
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17

As soon as these people get what they want,
they become disturbed! And ifthey donot get
what they want, they are disturbed! As soon
as darkness pervades their lives, they think
that pleasure seeking is “nibbana.” But actu-
ally these people have yet to distance them-
selves from the whole heap of suffering. The
happiness they experience is a false one that
binds people and immerses them in quick-
sand.
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18

Those who are endowed with eyes of wisdom
truly see worldly, bodily, or material happi-
ness for what it is. They know what happens
when you become deluded and only partake
of the foods of one realm. Knowing only one
realm of happiness is like knowing only one
hemisphere of our world.
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19

Those who know this world well pay homage
to the happiness of the Dhamma, to theimpor-
tance of true spiritual happiness. They look at
physical and material things as matters of
expedience, and they see themselves as people
who only put these things to proper usein the
search for spiritual happiness.
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20

People who know both realms of this world
are certain that “thebody residesin themind.”
They know that when compared to the mind,
thebodyisinsignificantand must still depend
on the mind. The mind’s power is always
foremost, constant, and of the highest quality.
The people who know both realms are certain
that it is better to seek spiritual sustenance.
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21

The development and prosperity of the mind
is far reaching and continues to evolve until a
person attains nibbana— when this liberation
isattained it constitutes the highest, most infi-
nite happiness.
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22

Physical happiness leads nowhere. Atbest, it
leads to being full and fat after consuming
forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touches, and
mental images.
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23

No one in the past, present, or future has ever
been completely sated by worldly things. This
isbecause the worldly realm requires “dissat-
isfaction” as the fuel of contentment. Assoon
as you feel full, the party is over. No matter
how much you seek in thisway, you will never
quench the “fires of craving”; because when-
ever these flames start to subside, you set out
to look for more firewood — with no time left
to realize true fulfillment.
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24

Foraging for spiritual sustenance is a worthy
and honorable activity embodying the most
noble ideals — it is more difficult, more admi-
rable, more pleasing to the senses, and more
soothing than seeking any physical satisfac-
tion.
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25

The quest for physical happiness leads to war;
the quest for spiritual happinessleads topeace.
As long as the world continues to worship
materialism and is caught up in a search for
physical happiness, there can be no hope for
peace. You can establish as many League of

Nations for peace as you like — it will still not
matter.
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26

Materialistic people see the body as all impor-
tant and are willing to sacrifice everything to
fattening it. Spiritual people see the mind as
all important and are willing to sacrifice ev-
erything to its peace and tranquillity.
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27

Those who seek physical happiness necessar-
ily come into conflict with others, because
physical happiness comes at the expense of
others or is obtained by depending on other
surrounding things and conditions. Wher-
ever there is selfishness, there is conflict,
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28

Wars are clashes of personal interests over
differing notions of worldly happiness. World
wars arise due to the opposition of the selfish-
ness of nations.
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29

The quest for spiritual happiness does not
come into conflict with anyone, because it
makes no demands on others, does not de-
pend on others, and only involves sacrifice for
others.
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30

Personal or social conflicts, which often esca-
late into wars, are not caused by those in
search of spiritual happiness — a blazing fire
cannot be started with something cool.
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31

The quest for physical sustenance is simple
and shallow, and it leads to war; the search for
spiritual sustenance is difficult and deep, and
itleads to peace. For this reason, most people
in this world go with the flow of their instincts
or lower natures. Sometimes it appears as if
there are only materialists as far as the eye can
see.
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32

One day, people will not be able to muster the
inspiration nor recall the way to seek spiritual
sustenance. In the end, the minds of human
beings will be empty except for thoughts of
sensuality and selfishness. This is when fire
will wash the face of the earth.

Page 32



FOOD FOR THOUGHT

33

There are few people on this earth who are in
search of spiritual happiness. However, these
few seekersactlikea plumb holding the world
in check and keeping it from succumbing to
the final fires of the dark ages.
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34

Those in search of spiritual happiness should
be fair to others saying, “We are a balancing
force holding you back from running into the
firetooquickly. If we were tobecomelike you,
you can be sure that the world would disinte-
grate even faster — this is why we have de-
cided to stay the course of our vocation.”
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35

Lord Buddha was the foremost leader of a
community of people in search of spiritual
happinessinabygone era. Heis known as the
“Great One,” and he has become a refuge to
people in later times because of the power of
the Dhamma. The teachings that he propa-
gated have held the world in check and have
kept it from disintegration; even those who
have never heard his name havestill benefited
from the principles of his Dhamma.
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36

When the world discards the quest for spiri-
tual sustenance and progressively seeks more
and more physical pleasure, as people are
doing today, Lord Buddha cannot be of any
help.
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37

Aslong as Buddhists still care about the quest
for spiritual happiness, we can say that the
family line of the Buddha will remain unbro-
ken. This spiritual quest will function like a
plumb, giving direction and remaining poised
forits own safety and that of the world —even
though there are others who detest those on
the spiritual path.

Page 37



Buddhadasa Bhikkhu

38

True Buddhists must maintain that the body
resides in the mind and that spiritual nourish-
ment is more important than physical suste-
nance; they must care about all doctrines that
advocate a spiritual quest. Practicing Bud-
dhism by means of lip service or rituals does
not make you a Buddhist. True Buddhists will
not become materialistic nor overly national-
istic.
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39

A Buddhist who impedes the progress of oth-
ersismore dangerous than any non-Buddhist!
When the dark ages come upon us, only the
true Buddhists will survive due to the merits
of their search for spiritual sustenance.
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40

Since the world deals with materialism and
the Dhamma deals with freedom from materi-
alism, the two can never be the quite same. It
is this freedom from materialism that pro-
vides spiritual nourishment.
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41

The body demands worldly food; the mind
requires the food of the Dhamma. Those who
see the mind as foremost, as the coordinating
faculty of the body, consume with moderation
for the basic sustenance of their physical be-
ing. Aside from this, their time is spent in
search of spiritual food.
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42

It is difficult to see the way to freedom from
materialism, because normally no one wants
to think that he has become a slave to materi-
alism. There are many people consuming and
using material goods to raise their status and
impress friends; they believe that they are the
masters of these goods and that they are al-
ready free of them. No one thinks of the
variety of sorrows that come from attachment
to materialism. These sorrows are due to the
influence of material goods that have over-
come the mind; they trample over the mind
according to their whims.
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43

The mind loses all possibility of tranquillity
when its stupid owner gets involved in mate-
rialism, which poisons the mind. The truly
tranquil mind cannot come into being because
its owner has neglected to nurture it with the
special food it requires.
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44

All of the lower instincts invite us to ascend
the throne and proclaim the desires of the
mind; thus overcome by the lower instincts,
the normal state of mind, or what we can call
our higher nature, cannot manifest. People
continue to busy themselves in search of sus-
tenance according to their lower senses, or
that which we call the “physical.”
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45

Whenever a person lacks spiritual sustenance,
even at a basic level, he cannot thrive well
enough tobe able to see or maintain any ideals
pertaining to spiritual happiness. Life is
gloomy and sorrowful without completely
knowing why.
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46

Mere babes cannot think for themselves about
these matters. Only the study of Dhamma can
help usinitially. The study of the Dhamma as
a discipline of knowledge is one of the basic
foods for the mind; the second step involves
digesting this knowledge for yourself; and
then the attainment of joy and tranquillity
follows. You can be said to be fully developed
when nibbana is manifest and applied to daily
life.
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47

Studying the principles of the Dhamma helps
usto first realize that we have two facets to our
body: the bodily form and the Dhamma-
body. Our body develops due to our parents’
care — we grow due to a number of factors,
such as vegetables, proteins, and other nour-
ishment — but the Dhamma-body concerns
the overall health of our physical form, our
speech, and our mind. Both of these aspects of
ourbeing are the foundations of freedom; they
sustain and nourish all kinds of growth,
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48

Studying the principles of the Dhamma helps
us to gradually come to the realization that if
we nourish only our physical being we are
fattening up only one aspect of ourlives, while
the other aspect — the mind — remains mal-
nourished. The end result is that the body is
the picture of health, while the mind is foggy,
melancholic, and thin.
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49

As children, our melancholy hardly ever sur-
faced because we had people looking after us
and we were not yet fully grown and able to
experience the full force of all our senses. As
soon as we are fully developed, melancholia
arises more frequently because we are out of
balance — the body has developed, but the
development of our Dhamma-body has not
kept pace with it.
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50

In summary, the study of the principles of the
Dhamma helps us to know that we should
practice the Dhamma for the good of our
Dhamma-body, otherwise one-half of our be-
ing will be dead. Once we know these prin-
ciples well enough, we nourish the mind with
knowledge, and thisbecomes a foundation for
spiritual practice; these principles constitute
proper views, the light of the dawn in the
initial stages of our practice.
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51

The study of the principles of the Dhamma is
a major factor in controlling and overcoming
the senses; as the senses are overcome, in-
creasing tranquillity and realization are expe-
rienced. Tranquillity comes from stilling the
senses; realization of the truth comes from
opening the curtain of sense-related frustra-
tion that has obstructed your view for so long,.
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52

According to Buddhism, we overcome the
power of the senses by abstaining from evil
and performing good deeds instead. After
this, we try to find a way to purify the mind
and keep it free from the root causes of depres-
sion, revealing the easily and not-so-easily
seen — including all bad habits that serve as a
catalyst in the incessant formation of bad hab-
its.
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53

Toputthisanother way, overcoming the power
of the senses is accomplished by bringing
actions and speech under control, which is
called “ethics”; bringing the mind under con-
trol is called “concentration”; and using a
trained mind to attain deep, difficult truths
and understand them with clarity is called
“wisdom” — a wisdom that is able to channel
the senses in a proper direction only.
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54

Controlling the senses gives the mind a break
andstopsitfrom beingbombarded by impres-
sions; we can cease being controlled by im-
pressions, whether good orbad. The deep rest
that comes from gaining control of the senses
serves as food for the mind, food that will
sustain us in our efforts to attain higher levels
of spiritual practice.
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55

A person can experience penetrating insight
into disturbances and delusions, into phe-
nomena that could overcome the mind be-
cause it could not keep up with them. This
insight severs the roots of all types of delu-
sions: it does away with doubts related to
misunderstanding, misguided infatuations,
hatred, and confusion. It makes the mind
supremely bright, calm, and tranquil.
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56

Merely studying the Dhamma yields specula-
tion or hypothetical knowledge based on rea-
soning; penetrating insightoccursin the minds
of those who have experienced truth in the
course of their studies. True practice of the
Dhamma involves piercing the curtain of ig-
norance.
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57

Isn’titamazing how mentally disturbed people
can treat their own disorders by opening up
being willing to listen to the teachings of other
people — they can continue to treat and ob-
serve themselves, until they gradually over-
come their condition.
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58

People who realize that they are hung up on
one of life’s problems — and are incessantly
being dragging down by delusion (atabase or
subtle level) — can overcome this problem by
thinking for themselves and asking advice
from others who know. Once people have
correctly assessed the situation, they can com-
pletely overcome their problems, receive clear
insight, and experience true happiness.
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59

Penetrating insight comes as the result of sur-
mounting difficult problems; and this insight
is a form of spiritual nourishment that comes
from the confidence we experience after hav-
ing successfully solved our problems. This
kind of insight is of a higher crder; it is more
valuable than the resources of a clever sales-
man, and even materialists will admit that this
insight constitutes happiness.
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60

True artists seek happiness by knowing them-
selvesand successfully attaining difficult goals.
Artists are not satisfied with the money or
prizes they receive — these things are the
possessions of businessmen.
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Nibbana is the result of penetrating insight; it
provides the spiritual sustenance that comes
from completely penetrating all of life’s prob-
lems. At its initial stage, this penetration can
be called embarking on the Path, beginning
the way.
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62

When the mind is progressively fed and nur-
tured to the point of attaining nibbana —
having eliminated all stains and misguided
tendencies — it continues to be nourished by
the taste of nibbana. Peace is the flavor of
nibbana! And the peaceful mind provides
sustenance for other things!
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63

Peace means the tranquillity that comes from
a mind that has attained nibbana or a condi-
tion of openness and emptiness that consti-
tutes freedom, a going beyond all things: be-
yond body and mind, and beyond all the laws
limiting body and mind. It is something that
no one can put limitations on, except in a
hypothetical sense.
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64

When we bathe, we experience the freshness
of the water. When the mind attains the final
goal, itexperiences the tranquillity of nibbana.
This tranquillity is a special, spiritual food of
the highest order.
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65

Assoon as we partake of the highest penetrat-
inginsight, allmental obscurities aresloughed
off, and the tranquillity of nibbana is experi-
enced. It is difficult to make this generally
understood; it is a taste difficult to describe.
Even though I would like to tell you about it,
['am not exactly sure how to put it.
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66

Don’ttalk frivolouslyabout the taste of nibbana
—even the taste of solitude or the initial stages
of concentration are difficult to describe and
pin down. This is because these flavors are
strange, exotic, and different from those usu-
ally experienced by worldly people.
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67

Those who havenever tasted something sweet
cannot describe whatit is like — they can only
goaround saying “sweet, sweet.” This tasteis
difficult to explain, justlike the taste of nibbana.
The taste of nibbana is many times more diffi-
cult to explain than the tastes on your tongue
—and similes and hypotheses still do not help
to convey it.
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68

Those who have never tasted sweetness should
not contend that it does not exist in this world.
They should look for some sugar to taste in
order to find out for themselves what sweet-
nessisallabout. Similarly, those who have yet
to attain nibbana should not deny its exist-
ence. They should strive to taste it for them-
selves,
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69

The sea and the land meet and are only sepa-
rated by a fine line. Fish, however, cannot
know or imagine what life on land is like.
Nibbana is like an island of refuge, but there
are very few people who make the supreme
effort to swim to it. The same is true for birds
caught in a trap — very few ever escape the
grasp of the hunter.
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70

Those who become immersed in the world
and drowninitonly realize the material world
and its desires, which we have called physical
ormundanesustenance. When you only know
this one dimension, you refuse to believe that
the land or the transmundane exists — just
like a fish.

Page 70



FOOD FOR THOUGHT

71

Getting up on land involves eating the spiri-
tual food we have been talking about. These
days, there are very few people who are inter-
ested in this spiritual food, because few know
that there is “land” or even think of climbing
up on “land.”
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72

There are many levels of spiritual food with
many different tastes. Therefore, at any given
time it is only natural that people will go
around tasting and getting their fill of differ-
entthings. We can see, however, that there are
some people who do not over indulge in this
world in the same way that their peers do.
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Letusimagine that weareatthe seaside: Some
people are out there drowning, while some
people’sheadsbob up and down managing to
stay above water as they search for the shore.
If we expand our view of people in this way,
we can see that some are looking for the shore,
others can see the shore, others are swimming
towardsland, some are veryclose to thebeach,
others are standing in shallow water, and
some have madeit ashore and are able to walk
on the beach and sit comfortably. What group
are youin? Noone can answer this better than
yourself!
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74

Aslong as the flavor of Lord Buddha's words
lingers, there will always be some people who
have had more than enough material food, are
fedup and bored, and will begin searching for
a higher quality of nourishment. These spiri-
tual people will continue to encounter some
form of “mind-food” and ponder its flavor
anew. There are many higher paths to take
after getting your fill of the world.
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The goal of thislife is to reach the loftiest levels
of whatitmeanstobe civilized, bothin worldly
terms and in Dhammic terms. Life, therefore,
requiresboth worldly foodand Dhammicfood;
if you partake of only one of these, then life is
merely. half full.
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