
Calama Sutta class week 3 review

Let’s start by redefining the term in the sutta from defilements to afflictions.

 For me, a defilement means something that, when it arises, somehow damages 
or makes us bad or ugly. Afflictions, on the other hand, are something we 
experience but does not define the nature of who we are. Please note from this 
point on, we’ll refer to ill will, greed and delusion as the afflictions.

Sharing about the homework from the last class, a couple of themes arose. One 
is that it’s both hard to see, and surprising when you do see, how much the 
afflictions visit us in our lives. While it can be intense and completely blow up, it 
also can be a subtle underpinning of our response to the friction of daily life. 
Another theme was that one of the afflictions tends to be prominent for each of 
us. A third was that when we can hold the experience of an affliction arising with 
some space, it felt much less compelling and powerful.

If you re a normal person, probably a lot of resistance arose, both in class and in 
the last two weeks in looking at these uncomfortable places.

We need to ask: why is it important to make the effort? It’s so natural to fear that 
if we really look at this brokenness, we will be overwhelmed, it will be depressing 
and feel like we are falling off a cliff edge and not be able to get back up.

We are developing wholeness. This means we cannot exclude anything. We 
need to work with everything: the good, the bad and the ugly.

 If we allow the fear of looking at, well, fear, to remain in control, not only does 
that preclude awareness of the whole picture and leave us fragmented, but our 
practice then develops as a practice that is in service to aversion. We walk into 
the trap that we are only OK when we are experiencing pleasant, or preferable 
arisings. Is that not the problem that brought us to practice in the first place? 

Freedom can never be found in only accepting certain experiences. That’s a 
cage - a cage whose boundaries are determined by our comfort needs and low 
tolerance for anything unpleasant. It tends to be rather small and cramped.

In the suttas, the Buddha is recorded as saying in bringing up the difficulties and 
traumas in life gladdens people’s hearts.
How can this be?
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There’s a freedom in being able to be with whatever comes up in life. This is the 
third Noble Truth, of moving beyond preferences to an acceptance of life as it is 
unfolding.

And, there is a positive outcome as well. The result of holding steady in presence 
with negative affliction is joy. In my own experience, the aftermath of staying 
open to something that is difficult is always the opening of the heart. And that is 
joy. The first time we can hold space with an affliction, until it recedes back into 
emptiness, and we remain, is a powerful moment.

 We are longer caught in the delusion that we are needing a certain set of 
conditioning or circumstances in which we can be free. In fact, that is an 
oxymoron.
____________________________________________________________

We did a writing exercise in class. We each jotted down some of the examples 
we noticed from the last two weeks of having an affliction arise.

 One of mine was reading an email from a customer who had left her order out 
on the porch for a few days, and it was stolen, and was demanding we re-ship 
her order for free to her.
Irritation was the affliction that arose.

 As others shared their examples, a couple of points:

 1) the circumstance and the affliction were not the same thing. They were two 
separate things. While the circumstance was just what happened in life, the 
affliction was not a mandatory part of it.

2) What all the examples had in common was the taste. The sense of stuck-ness, 
caught-ness, of being taken out of the moment into a projection of the past or the 
future.

3) That an affliction might arise is not the problem. They are simply part of life. 
The harm is in following the outflow of thought or action the afflictive energy pulls 
us into.
This is clear from the kalama sutta.
 Using the words of the sutta, harm is described as “being overwhelmed and 
vanquished mentally by the (affliction)”.
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4) Thus, when we can hold steady with these things when they rise and not be 
mentally vanquished by them, the harmful outflow does not happen. Is this not 
exactly what we are doing in our insight practice, watching things come up and 
noticing they are simply arising, but are impermanent and not part of a self?

 This led to some pointers of how to work with the afflictions 
 
1) Notice it. See it has arisen and is in your field.

2) Name it. This begins to let the air out of the balloon and shrink it by depriving it 
of the power of identification with it.

3) Decide not to go with the outflow. It may be possible to delay our response 
until it has dissolved a bit. In my example, I waited until the end of the business 
day to respond to my customer.

Remember that experiencing it is not the problem, it’s following the way the 
affliction wants to push you that has the karmic weight.

4)  Stay present with it. This is the space we cultivate in practice, where we can 
see something from the place of being the container of the experience, not as the 
content of the experience.

Why does Thich Nat Hanh’s “Breathing in, I feel my anger, breathing out, I smile 
to my anger ..” work?  Because it creates some space.

In the Kalama Sutta, the four exalted dwellings are offered as what is present 
when the afflictions are absent. This means the underlying nature of ourselves 
are kindness, compassion, joy and equanimity. These get covered up, like clouds 
in the sky, when an affliction arises, but the sky is always there in the 
background. This is good news indeed! We can trust ourselves, trust our 
experience, and expect that space we are cultivating in practice to be to our (and 
everyone’s) benefit. This is a great encouragement for continuing our practice.

 Thank you for sharing this teaching together, and wishing you all a wonderful 
summer.

 Susan


