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Mind
over
matter

Paralysed from the neck down after a
tragic accident, Kamphol
Thongboonnum discovered a meditation
technique that turned physical
constraints into limitless spiritual bliss

St by VASANA CHINVARAKORN
Prcture iy SOMKID CHAIITTVANIT

is head meticulously
shaved, his eyes serene,
Kamphol  Thongboon-
num exudes an aura of a
calm, kind monk who

has long forsaken all worldly fetters,
His physical condition would sug-
gest otherwise. An accident over two
decades ago left Kamphol paralysed
from the neck down. leaving him vir-
tually a prisoner trapped in his own

y
But the discovery of a meditation

n
proves that a mind well-trained can
transcend the limitations of the body.

: practising meditation. |
have learned that the body may be suf-
fmng handl(aps but the mind doesn't

tter can be jusi an
braedic ] phenomena. Now | feel
<o light and free. as if | have discovered
‘abode’ where | can be com-

however, only
arrived afier long, endless. bouts of
shock. denial. self-pity. bitterness at the
cruel fate which befell him. At 24, then
voung Kamphol had a bright future
packaged for him. Having
taught physical education for three
at a state-run college. he had

finally paid off his student debs

With a nice girlfriend. marriage
seemed a certain prospect. In less than
amonth. Kamphol was due to enter the
monkhood. 1o spend time studying
Dhamma and fulfilling customary
duties as a Buddhist son

That would never materislise. On

April 5 while demonstrating how
w dive. kamphol tragically knocked his
head against the bottom of the college’s
swimming pool. The fall was near fatal
The cervical bones (at the base of the
neck) were permanently broken. and
had to be replaced by grafts from his
hip bones. Numbness besieged his
whole body. and only after months of
strenuous physical therapy and the
transplant sugery was Kamphol abie 0
slightly move his arms agai

The once athictic kamphol then
found himself confined 24
hours a day. unable to control his legs.
fingers. nor his bowel movements.

In the beginning. evenything was a
blur and 1 couldn't elp feeling . st
have been just a nightmare, and that i
would soon pass. Sometimes, | could
see myself moving around like a nor-

up 1 an opy 2
the real me? | often asked myself. It
ook me months before | could accept
what = really happenin

Faci

back on his teaching career
parents. who eamed a meagre income.
from cmmdng an old barge along the
Chao were further burdened
with the ta of looking aher & pars
lysed <on
Tronically, throughout those dark
periods. Kamphol was sustained by a
belief that he would die soon. probably
within five years he the
Twas totally crushed by the tum of

W =

my life. to the point that | wished | had
gone insane. Later on. though, | came
10 the realisation that | would sooner or
later die. cither from some disease or
mental Ivn'dhlu\\l\ S0 before that day

arriv should try to make my lifc a
valuable.

little morl:
Not giving up. during the first few

years, his ageing mother ok her son

on an endless search for a miracle cure.

ometimes, the mother-and-son would

stay at a healer's house nine months of
ve:

s

In 1985, Kamphol's father buil
family's first_and only land-based
home, from the wood of their barge,
and started a small fruit orchard in
Nakhon Saw:

"To.comfort their troubled minds
both parents sought refuge in Budd-

hism. The father. Chit, undertook one
pilgrimage afier another. and every
time he would return home with some
Dhamma books or tapes to share with
his wife and son

Kamphol's mother. ~meanwhile.
devotod herself to a dally prayer, and
encouraged him to try a simple breath-

& “Buddh” when

inhaling and
uch routine has long been known and

practised throughout the country
Kamphol considered his mother his
first meditation teacher.

At the time. however. Kamphol pre-
sumed that practising Dhamma. or
meditation, was only for the able-
bodied. Conventional meditative meth-
ods prescribe following one’s breath,
with closed eyes. in four various ges-
wres: sitting, Iying, standing and walk
ing. Being bed-Rdden, no matier how
hard he tried to concentrate on his
breathing. drowsiness would soon take
over him. Worse. in tense moments, the
wandering nature of the mind would
come up with various guises of mental
‘meandering — fueling laments over the
past. worrics about the future — to

Kamphol Thongboonnum: “1 was totally crushed by the i of my life, to the point that I wished lhaﬂgrme insane. Later
make

on, though, I came to the realisation
mylife a little more valuable.”

further hurt L aumer.

The first 16 years were thus spent
oyl ing ing to
Dhamma. The soothing feclings he
gained from learning the essence of
Lord Buddha's teachings via letiers
were. as yet. only transitory. Every time
the mind wrned itself back to his physi-
cal ailments. Kamphol found himselfas

later die. So

mu(h agitated and bitter as before.

level. IUs like spreading a map inside a
i onareal

done simply by reading o listening (to
Dhamina), | would have long achieved
that. Were sufferings like a snake, no
matter how hard I tried to flee. | would
never escape unless | could unu.rsxand
the snake’s nature through

through, not just af the heoretical

Techniques for the disabled

Fur many people. meditation can seem like an
impossible mental exercise. or torture. a yawn-
inducing subject. To those suffering from a disability.
the spiritual pursuit can be doubly hard. especi
Awththe mobile meditaton echnique, kamphu!
T

ially

1o tackle the uhﬂ:n \m

ary that he or she arrange a quiet comer for meditation.
Constant practice will, moreover. strengthen the mi
to withstand disrupting sensations.

# During the course of meditation. a host of
thoughts will keep arising and cven when they appear
10 be of a good nature,

ind

all result in steering the mind

away from cultivating mindfulness. Be aware that the

mobility.

variery of new movements with any part of body that is
still moveable. To keep the mind alert all the time, the
practitioner may need to do this “mobile’” meditation
ata faster pace than usual. changing his o her pose techni
more often. and putting strong emphasis on every

wre.
# Chronic iflness, such as numbness and stomach
ache, pose a big challenge. and are a big test of both the

f mental symp-

toms — ot the mind itsel.

® Sleepiness is a universal symptom when practis-
ing any form of meitation. For the bedridden. certain
iques may be helpful, such as

journey.

‘Then Kamphol's father came back
from a retreat with a buok. Written by
Luang Pho Kamkhian Suwanno, who
studied an innovative meditation tech-
nique from Luang Pho Thian Jittasu-
ight n the

nes a very
simple ~ procedure cutivating
mindfulness. Stripped of all elaborate
protocol. the technique prescribes only
tua the pracitoner pay atention 1o
movement of the body
open, observing. how cach thought
arises. lingers on. and finally evapor-
ates, but never o follow nor hinder the
mental process itself.
mingly elemental medi-
tation. however, would take Kamphol
tme before e came to understand and
master it.In July 1995, h a letier
to Luang Pho "kamkhion, a‘kmg the
monk to be his spiritual mentor. Twelve
days later, Kamphol received a reply.
Luang Pho said he s wiling o be

water in the mouth. The diffcult in réathing will
prevent the person from falling asleep.

Another technique is to concentrate one’s mind on
the mlddle ofthe eyebrows, with the yes wide apen.

practitioner’s mind and degree ol

Sometimes, medicine or other rreatment hm buta

short-term effect. In such circumstanc
ract

P
until symptoms subside.
- I

‘may have 10 stop meditating o awhile

an

Like dealing

wn® :mughh i mmponam o realise that drowsi-

stances.

o
han usual. Itis

evaporate when the ind becomes trong,
h new event, sensation.

comsidered an exereie for conternplation, anda

reminder i

and nmugm should be

my in virtues)
By oo, At e, . I
could practise meditation. as the gist is
the cultvaon of misiulness
advised me to always keep my
mind ales, i every preaens omene
Whatever happens. be it to the mind or
to the body, just remain an observer.
Whether it s an arising of happiness or
suffering, just contemplate it, but not to
let_oneself be trapped by any sen-
sation
Thus began another arduous stage of

training — this ime of the mand Fvery
moming. as his parents started theis
gardening work. Kamphol set off on his

At first. he could mave only his right
palm. turning it upwards and dows-
wards. By the end of the day, the pain
would be so excruciating he had o
deep with his hand hung up in the air

The first week was also a ferce .
of war between his old habit and the
new practice. the clinging and compar.
ing mind versus the mind alert in the
present. After initial failure. Kamphol
decided o abandon all the Dhamma
teachings he had learned. and w0 stick
10 one sole endeavour. awareness of
physical movements

“The beginaer's excitement, glad-
ness. vearning o end all the suffering as
quickly as possible

the mind away from where it should be
At the same time. there was physical
discomfort, boredom. doubt, sleey
ness. But | made up my mind not (o pay
attention to any of the distractions.

As spiritual awareness was strength-
ened, such thoughts ebbed away
Gradually. Kamphol discovered a sim
ple joy in meditation. From turning his
right palm up and down. he exper
imented with his left hand, then the
whole arm. then each part of his face.
Kamphal has found rudimentary body
gestures — turning his face to the left
then to the right. raising eychrows,
synchronising the movements of his
nose and lip muscles — could be trans-
formed into sublime meditative pose.

My meditation is. in a way, a f
of physical therapy. For instanc
left arm used to be so weak: now it is
quite strong, Typlcally,a diabled per.

m

nited nuovements. Bat |

iry 0 make wse of any organ that is still
e e
awareness.

Kamphol has expanded the reper

Folding  blankets,
drinking water, moving his wheelchair
back and forth — each posture s a vital
step toward the spiritual goal.

“The true wisdom will arrive when
cnejfean e alert [l evenyfainge

nt. It is wisdom from contem-
plzllon ot fust from riorliation.”

From days into weeks, months into
years, eventually, Kamphol realised the

eaning of a Buddhist axiom: Where
there is suffering, there is the cessation
of the suffering.

“Before | was always puzzled by the
teaching — how could we ever end our
suffering here and now? Now I under-
stand at we suer because e bocomne
that g B

sehves fram T, g
ol bsmmg ‘we will be able t0.end the

Spirital insight, for Kamphol. is no
surreal magic, but realisation of the
rue natur of mind and bod

‘calmness than awareness of what con-
sttues the cssenic of the mind
is the positive affect of medi.

taton Hited by practitioner. Kam-
phol described how his family is called
a family of Dhamma-ism, whom nei

urs usually come 10 ask for advice.
and whose lfesyle wes emulate.

his disability. Kamphol can-

ottt i ulimate dream of becom
ing a monk. However, ever e
stned praciising meditation, he has
spent every Buddhist Lent at the Wat Pa
Sukhato forest monastery in Chai-
yaphum province, under the guidance
of his mentor, Luang Pho Kamkhian.

Up until last year, Kamphol s father
would ccompacy his cdestson n this

iritual retreat. it, wh
recently, had o
respected as a Dhamma teacher. Kam-
phol’s mother has since taken over the
task.

After six years of meditation, Kam-
phol said he now sees his physical dis-
ability in a completely new  light
Instead of hindering the spiritual pur-
suit, his physical impediments are the
Key Impetus to grasp how al wordly

endless cyce of suf.
fering_and |mpermznenne beyond
control of any individual self.

“All o hay to me is a

« leads me toward

Dhamma. Had 1 not suffered, 1 would

not_have to appreciate its
ty.

necessi

“Suffering is thus a foundation to
cultivate mindfulness. | may have a
handicapped body. but | have long
enjoyed a new mind that is bound by
neither disabiliry nor suffering.”
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‘mind over matter’
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BANGKOK POST
(Outlook Section)
30 September 2001
IN SPIRIT

Mind over matter

Paralysed from the neck down after a tragic accident,
Kamphol Thongboonnum discovered a meditation technique

that turned physical constraints into limitless spiritual bliss.

Story By Vasana Chinvarakorn
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His head meticulously shaved, his eyes serene,
Kamphol Thongboonnum exudes an aura of a calm, kind
monk who has long forsaken all worldly fetters. His physical
condition would suggest otherwise. An accident over two
decades ago left Kamphol paralysed from the neck down,
leaving him virtually a prisoner trapped in his own body.
But the discovery of a meditation technique has opened the
door to boundless spiritual freedomand proves that a mind

well-trained can transcend the limitations of the body.

“Through practising meditation, I have learned that
the body may be suffering handicaps, but the mind doesn't
have to. The latter can be just an observer of all phenomena.
Now I feel so light and free, as if I have discovered a
new ‘abode’ where I can be completely liberated.” “His
'awakening”, however, only arrived after long, endless,
bouts of shock, denial, selfpity, bitterness at the cruel fate
which befell him. At 24, then young Kamphol had a bright
future readily packaged for him. Having taught physical
education for three years at a state-run college, he had
finally paid off his student debts. With a nice girlfriend,
marriage seemed a certain prospect. In less than a month,
Kamphol was due to enter the monkhood, to spend time
studying Dhamma and fulfilling customary duties as a
Buddhist son.
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That would never materialise. On April 3, 1979, while
demonstrating how to dive, Kamphol tragically knocked his
head against the bottom of the college's swimming pool.
The fall was near fatal. The cervical bones (at the base of
the neck) were permanently broken, and had to be replaced
by grafts from his hip bones. Numbness besieged his whole
body, and only after months of strenuous physical therapy
and the transplant surgery was Kamphol able to slightly

move his arms again.

The once athletic Kamphol then found himself
confined to bed, 24 hours a day, unable to control his legs,

fingers, nor his bowel movements.

“In the beginning, everything was a blur and I couldn't
help feeling it must have been just a nightmare, and that it
would soon pass. Sometimes, I could see myself moving
around like a normal person in my dreams, only to wake up
to an opposite reality. "Which was the real me?' I often asked
myself. It took me months before I could accept what was
really happening.” Facing his new reality would take time
and patience. He had to turn his back on his teaching career.
His parents, who earned a meagre income from chartering
an old barge along the Chao Phraya, were further burdened

with the task of looking after a paralysed son. Ironically,
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throughout those dark periods, Kamphol was sustained by
a belief that he would die soon, probably within five years
he thought. “I was totally crushed by the turn of my life, to
the point that I wished I had gone insane. Later on, though,
I came to the realisation that I would sooner or later die,
either from some disease or mental breakdown. So before
that day arrived, I should try to make my life a little more
valuable.” Not giving up, during the first few years, his
ageing mother took her son on an endless search for a
miracle cure. Sometimes, the mother and son would stay at
a healer's house nine months of a year. In 1985, Kamphol's
father built the family's first and only land-based home, from
the wood of their barge, and started a small fruit orchard in

Nakhon Sawan.

To comfort their troubled minds, both parents sought
refuge in Buddhism. The father, Chit, undertook one pilgrim-
age after another, and every time he would return home
with some Dhamma books or tapes to share with his wife
and son. Kamphol's mother, meanwhile, devoted herself to
a daily prayer, and encouraged him to try a simple breathing
exercise, by reciting ‘Buddh’ when inhaling and ‘Tho’
when exhaling. Such routine has long been known and
practising throughout the country. Kamphol considered his

mother his first meditation teacher.
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At the time, however, Kamphol presumed that prac-
tising Dhamma, or meditation, was only for the ablebodied.
Conventional meditative methods prescribe following one's
breath, with closed eyes, in four various gestures: sitting,
lying, standing and walking. Being bed-ridden, no matter
how hard he tried to concentrate on his breathing, drowsi-
ness would soon take over him. Worse, in tense moments,
the wandering nature of the mind would come up with
various guises of mental meandering-fueling laments over

the past, worries about the future to further hurt its owner.

The first 16 years were thus spent mostly reading and
listening to Dhamma. The soothing feelings he gained from
learning the essence of Lord Buddha's teachings via letters
were, as yet, only transitory. Every turned itself back to his
physical ailments, Kamphol found himself as much agitated

and bitter as before.

“If attaining enlightenment could be done simply by
reading or listening (to Dhamma), I would have long achieved
that. Were sufferings like a snake, no matter how hard
I tried to flee, I would never escape unless I could understand
the snake's nature through and through, not just at the theo-
retical level. It's like spreading a map inside a house without

ever embarking on a real journey.” Then Kamphol's father
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came back from a retreat with a book. Written by Luang
Pho Kamkhian Suwanno, who studied an innovative medita-
tion technique from Luang Pho Thian Jittasupho, Sawang
thi klang jai (Light in the Centre of One's Heart) outlines a
very simple procedure for cultivating mindfulness. Stripped
of all elaborate protocol, the technique prescribes only that
the practitioner pay attention to each movement of the body,
with eyes open, observing how each thought arises, lingers
on, and finally evaporates, but never to follow nor hinder

the mental process itself.

This seemingly elemental meditation, however, would
take Kamphol time before he came to understand and
master it. In July 1995, he wrote a letter to Luang Pho
Kamkhian, asking the monk to Ibe his spiritual mentor.

Twelve days later, Kamphol received a reply.

“Luang Pho said he was willing to be my kalayana-
mitta (friend in virtues). He confirmed that even an invalid
could practise meditation, as the gist is the cultivation of

mindfulness.”

“He advised me to always keep my mind alert, in
every present moment. Whatever happens, be it to the mind

or to the body, just remain an observer. Whether it is an
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arising of happiness or suffering, just contemplate it, but not
to let oneself be trapped by any sensation.” Thus began
another arduous stage of training this time of the mind.
Every morning, as his parents started their gardening work,

Kamphol set off on his own ‘spiritual career’.

Accompanied by a clock's rhythmic beats. the deter-

mined man practiced this ‘mobile’ form of meditation.

At first, he could move only his right palm, turning
it upwards and downwards. By the end of the day, the pain
would be so excruciating he had to sleep with his hand hung

up in the air.

The first week was also a fierce tug of-war between
his old habit and the new practice, the clinging and compar-
ing mind versus the mind alert in the present. After initial
failure, Kamphol decided to abandon all the Dhamma teach-
ings he had learned, and to stick to one sole endeavour:

awareness of physical movements.
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“The beginner's excitement, gladness, yearning to end
all the suffering as quickly as possible all these steered the
mind away from where it should be. At the same time, there
was physical discomfort, boredom, doubt, sleepiness. But
I made up my mind not to pay attention to any of the
distractions.” As spiritual awareness was strengthened, such
thoughts ebbed away. Gradually, Kamphol discovered a
simple joy in meditation. From turning his right palm up
and down, he experimented with his left hand, then the
whole arm, then each part of his face. Kamphol has found
rudimentary body gestures-turning his face to the left then
to the right, raising eyebrows, synchronising the movements
of his nose and lip muscles-could be transformed into

sublime meditative pose.

“My meditation is, in a way, a form of physical
therapy. For instance, my left arm used to be so weak; now
it is quite strong. Typically, a disabled person has very
limited movements. But I try to make use of any organ that
is still moveable as a means to nurture this awareness.”
Kamphol has expanded the repertoire of his meditative
techniques. Folding blankets, brushing teeth, drinking water,
moving his wheelchair back and fortheach posture is a vital

step toward the spiritual goal.
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“The true wisdom will arrive when one can be alert
in every single moment. It is wisdom from contemplation,
not just from rationalisation.” From days into weeks, months
into years, eventually, Kamphol realised the meaning of a
Buddhist axiom: Where there is suffering, there is the

cessation of the suffering.

“Before 1 was always puzzled by the teaching how
could we ever end our suffering here and now? Now I
understand that we suffer because we become that suffering.
But if we can detach ourselves from it, from ‘being’ to
‘observing’, we will be able to end the cycle. “Spiritual
insight, for Kamphol, is no surreal magic, but realization of
the true nature of mind and body. Lord Buddha's enlighten-
ment, he surmised, has less to do with attaining perpetual
calmness than awareness of what constitutes the essence of

the mind.

Nor is the positive affect of meditation limited to
the practitioner. Kamphol described how his family is called
a family of Dhammaism, whom neighbors usually come to
ask for advice, and whose lifestyle was emulated. Due to
his disability, Kamphol cannot fulfil his ultimate dream of
becoming a monk. However, ever since he started practising

meditation, he has spent every Buddhist Lent at the Wat Pa
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Sukhato forest monastery in Chaiyaphum province, under

the guidance of his mentor, Luang Pho Kamkhian.

Up until last year, Kamphol's father would accom-
pany his eldest son in this spiritual retreat. Chi who passed
away recently, had also been widely respected as a Dhamma

teacher. Kamphol's mother has since (nursing) task.

After six years of meditation, Kamphol said he now
sees his physical disability in a completely new light. Instead
of hindering the spiritual pursuit, his physical impediments
are the key impetus to grasp how all worldly phenomena
are an endless cycle of suffering and impermanence, beyond

control of any individual self.

“All that has happened to me is a passport that leads
me toward Dhamma. Had I not suffered, I would not have
learned to appreciate its necessity. 'Suffering is thus a foun-
dation to cultivate mindfulness. I may have a handicapped
body, but I have long enjoyed a new mind that is bound by

neither disability nor suffering.”
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