
The following is a speech written for 

the Sae Taw Win II 10th Anniversary 

Celebration Saturday, September 6th, 

2008. 

On this auspicious day I would like 

to pay homage to my lineage Master, 

the late Shwe Baw Gyun Sayadaw. 

Without his remarkable vision and in-

sight I would not be here doing what I 

am doing. I would have stayed home 

and kept writing Dhamma books. Yet, 

here I am. Instead of one of the great 

many capable men amongst his follow-

ers, he chose a woman to be sent to the 

West to carry forth his important work 

for Buddhism.  

What is most incredible is that now 

is the perfect time for a Burmese-

American woman to enter into the 

American Dhamma realm.  This is  

because America is where women have 

already gotten substantial emancipation 

to participate in all areas of the national 

life of the country. Here, I have the 

incredible freedom to establish a 

Dhamma Center in a way that I choose, 

fashioned to my heartôs content, with-

out anyone looking over my shoulder. 

It is to this that I will be mostly ad-

dressing my speech. 

In 1995, during my visit to see my 

Master, one of my closest American 

friends, Pam Taylor,  who accompanied 

me to his monastery, asked, ñThynn, do 

you think you will be replicating the 

Sayadawôs Dhamma Center in America 

if you get to build a Center.ò I told her 

that it would not be possible to replicate 

totally what the Sayadaw had done in 

Burma, but what I could carry over is 

the same kind of ambience, the same 

quiet joy and hominess of his monas-

tery.  That was the essence of his work 

and I wanted to bring that here to 

America, where the culture is com-

pletely different. If anyone asks me 

whether I have achieved what I had set 

out to do, I would have to say yes.  

A few years ago the eminent Bud-

dhist, deep ecologist Joanna Macy vis-

ited our Center with the great Sri 

Lankan community leader Dr. Ari-

yaratne.  Upon seeing my students 

laughing, joking and being hilarious 

amongst themselves, she commented, 

ñDr Thynn, I have never come across a 

Dhamma Center like this before. Your 

Center does not have the rigidity and 

form of the usual Dhamma Centers. Itôs 

full of joy.ò  

To me that is the best compliment I 

have ever received.  To bring Bud-

dhism here to the West is to bring the 

essence of the Buddhaôs teaching of 

non-violence, kindness, love, and joy. 

This can only be achieved  by a real 

inner transformation that liberates the 

mind from a rigid attachment to form 

and rules. We do have guidelines to 

live by here at the Center but they are 

loose enough for each of my students 

and long-term residents to have room to 

explore their own inner life, make mis-

takes, change and re-change until they 

discover what makes things tick for 

them.  The classes are just a venue for 

training the mindfulness skills that fa-

cilitate this inner transformation. These 

are, again, not rigid practices  that stu-

dents are required to adhere to.  Once 

they have embodied the practice, then I 

remove myself and they have to find 

out the rest for themselves and carve 

out their own path. That brings me to 

the question, ñHow is Buddhism having 

an effect on Americans?ò 

In my experience of teaching 

Americans, I feel it is exceptionally 

important not to thwart the American 

character of independence, dynamism, 

openness, humor, etc. I do not want my 

students to become carbon copies of 

Burmese Buddhists. I want them to be 

Americans, but Americans with a dif-

ference. Americans who still retain 

their innate characteristics and person-

alities but temper them with the wis-

dom and compassion they have devel-

oped through studying Buddhism and 

practicing the Daily Life Mindfulness 

Practice. If my students have achieved 

that, then all my efforts to bring Bud-

dhism to the West will have been worth 

it and I will be fully gratified and con-

tented.  

Last but not least, to all those who 

have participated in the experiment of 

building this Dhamma community, 

from day one up to this very day, I bow 

in gratitude and Metta.  
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Buddhism in the West - Dr. James Preston - Speech written for the Sae Taw Win II 10th Anniversary , Sept. 6, 2008. 

I am delighted to be here today.  

It is an honor to be invited to address 

you briefly on this day of celebra-

tion.  My background is in the field 

of anthropology and religion.  I have 

taught at the State University of New 

York and now I lecture at Santa 

Rosa Junior College, Sonoma State 

University and occasionally at the 

University of California at Berkeley. 

For at least 40 years I have been 

a student of religion and a seeker.  I 

have conducted fieldwork on Hindu-

ism in eastern India and on Native 

American Catholic populations.  All 

along I have been asking questions 

about how religion can be made rele-

vant and meaningful in our time.  

What ways are there to fit ancient 

traditions into the chaos and rapid 

pace of the 21st century? 

I myself have returned to Cali-

fornia from exile in the northeast, 

partly to come home physically to 

where I was born and raised and 

partly to return to my spiritual roots.  

There is no place like Northern Cali-

fornia for that.  I left the Haight 

Ashbury in the 1960s to get away 

from the hippies, most of whom 

were not really interested in spiritual 

transformation, even though, they 

pretended to be.  But little did I 

know that there would be so little 

seeking in the east.  California re-

mains the frontier.  Witness the large 

number of thriving religious groups 

that continue to live and grow here. 

A long time ago I became fasci-

nated and attracted to the Buddhist 

tradition for several reasons: 

1) Its inclusiveness.  We can 

practice Buddhism along with other 

traditions.  And ñinclusivismò must 

be the watch word of our time.  For 

we can ill afford the inflated arro-

gance of any religious tradition that 

claims to have the whole truth.  

ñExclusivismò in this global market-

place will not survive.  It is maladap-

tive, even dangerous. 

2) Science of consciousness.  

No other world religion had devel-

oped as sophisticated and profound 

an understanding of the nature of 

consciousness.  All of the Buddhist 

traditions, even though they differ in 

emphasis and method, help the indi-

vidual to develop consciousness.  

Thus, Buddhists have a sophisticated 

psychology that fits perfectly into 

the modern age.  Many other reli-

gious traditions have virtually no 

psychology at all. 

3) Freedom from dogma and 

theology.  Any particular belief sys-

tem that requires blind belief gets 

bogged down under the heavy 

weight of dogma (rigid beliefs and 

doctrines that require faith and alle-

giance).  The open questions about 

gods, self, soul and spirit make Bud-

dhism dynamic, accessible and un-

burdened by human concepts con-

ceived as though they were derived 

from some divine creator.  Bud-

dhism is free of such heavy theologi-

cal speculation. 

4)  Impermanence.  Like Hindu-

ism, Buddhism celebrates the transi-

tory nature of life, its impermanence.  

Today, more than anything else, es-

pecially in a materialistic world, im-

permanence teaches detachment and 

the ability to move with the flow of 

life.  It teaches humbleness and is an 

antidote to ego-centricity.  It is the 

very opposite of what we have be-

come in the West, clinging as we do 

to every object, idea and emotion. 

5)  Compassion and identifica-

tion with all living creatures.  Here is 

the root concept that must ultimately 

be invoked to have a true notion of 

sacred ecology.  The earth cries out 

for the nurturance it deserves.  We 

have ravaged the planet and have 

disrespected the very source of our 

lives.  Every sign points to an eco-

logical disaster on the horizon that is 

Dr. Thynn, Burmese youth and friends from the San Francisco Bay Area, and some 

of her American Dhamma teachers and friends at the 10th Anniversary celebration. 
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global in scope.  Buddhism has 

evolved an intricate awareness of the 

web of life and our fragile place in it.  

Compassion teaches humility, con-

nectedness, empathy, and identifica-

tion will all life forms.  What could be 

more valuable for us today? 

6)  Finally, I am attracted to the 

essential existentialism that is embed-

ded in the Buddhist tradition.  Instead 

of clinging to all manner of ideas, ob-

jects and to time itself, Buddhism 

stresses being in the moment with con-

sciousness so that everything is experi-

enced as it actually is, devoid of all the 

accretions (or as I like to sayð

barnacles) that accumulate to the point 

where the ñreal worldò becomes con-

taminated with our thoughts, our pro-

jections, our attachments. 

This leads me to say a few words 

about the Theravada tradition of Bud-

dhism arising out of Southeast Asia 

and Sri Lanka.  It is curious that this 

form of Buddhism arrived in the West 

many decades after Zen and Tibetan 

Buddhism.  Theravada Buddhism was 

not permanently established and prac-

ticed in the United States until 1966 

(which marked the founding of the 

Buddhist Vihara in Washington DC).  

This is partly due to the changes in 

immigration laws in 1969.   

At that time 500,000 immigrants 

from countries where Theravada Bud-

dhism was practiced arrived in the 

United States.  By the year 2000 over 

300 Theravada Buddhist temples had 

been started in this country (24 of 

them were Burmese).  By the year 

2000 there were 250 meditation 

groups (vipassana) established in the 

country.  Estimates are that between 

500,000 and a million people practice 

Theravada Buddhism in the United 

States today, the majority born in Asia 

or to Asian families in the United 

States.  There are basically two Bud-

dhisms in America: 1) the Buddhism 

of immigrants and 2) the Buddhism of 

converts (Cadge 2005).* 

As Buddhism becomes integrated 

into the main stream of American life, 

it risks the loss of its cultural integrity.  

As I searched around for a place for 

my students to experience a taste of 

Buddhism, I deliberately and quite 

consciously selected Sae Taw Win 

because of its roots in Burmese cul-

tural tradition.  I am sure the task of 

figuring out how much Burmese cul-

ture should be kept has been a daunt-

ing one on the part of Dr. Thynn.  

Many Americans have been attracted 

to Tibetan Buddhism because of its 

colorful music, art, magic and ritual.  

Others prefer the austerity of the Japa-

nese Zen tradition with its strong sense 

of discipline and monasticism. 

Dr. Thynn has provided the per-

fect mix of Burmese cultural tradition 

with the kinds of Buddhist practice 

most suited for the contemporary 

American lifestyle.  Dr Thynn is to be 

praised for her clarity and down to 

earth practicality.  Most important is 

her insistence that the benefits of 

meditation and mindfulness can be 

attained anywhere, any time, and un-

der any circumstances.  What could be 

more important for us living in the 

busy work-a-day world than a method 

for achieving a kind of mindfulness 

that connects us back to the present? 

I sing the praises of Dr. Thynn for 

another reason.  She is one of the very 

few women who have established their 

own Dhamma Center.  This makes her 

a pioneer who is forever struggling to 

communicate the clear vision available 

to all who will take charge of their 

lives.  She is an instrument of the six 

Buddhist gifts given to the 21st century 

that I mentioned before:  inclusive-

ness, science of consciousness, free-

dom from dogma, impermanence, ex-

istentialism and compassion. 

No world religion will thrive or 

even survive that rejects science and 

does not offer people the kind of con-

sciousness and compassion they need 

to cope with the chaos of our kaleido-

scopic world civilization.  Buddhism, 

perhaps more than any other world 

religion, is best equipped to carry us 

forward as the globe collapses inward 

so that we become one people, one 

ecology, one family of nations. 

*These data are derived from the following 
source Wendy Cadge.  Heartwood:  The First Gen-

eration of Theravada Buddhism in America.  Chi-

cago:  University of Chicago Press, 2005. 

American community members, adults and children,  participate in the 10th anni-

versary procession to offer flowers and greenery at the pagoda..  
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Ten years ago my husband, Tom, and I 

relocated to California. Within two years I 

had developed a mysterious and progres-

sively debilitating illness that began to shat-

ter our lives. In response to my call for help, 

a wise and wonderful doctor appeared who 

just happened to be a student of Dr.Thynnôs. 

Included in her bag of tricks was the abso-

lute conviction that I would never get well 

without first letting go of my prodigious 

anger.  

As it happened, she had a suggestion 

for how I could go about it.   

A class was beginning the next week 

called óMindfulness in Daily Lifeô. She 

thought it would help me. With sixty-six 

years of trigger-reaction anger under my 

belt, a weekly class sounded much too sim-

plistic but I trusted her and, with the pros-

pect of becoming more mindful, I agreed to 

give it a try.  

And thatôs how Tom and I found our-

selves among thirty others on a cold and 

rainy January night in Graton for an intro-

ductory lesson in Buddhism. Those who 

knew me then will remember an anxiety-

ridden, restless, remote kind of person. 

However, my long journey with Dr.Thynn 

Thynn and Sae Taw Win II had begun. 

Now, letôs fast forward ahead four 

years.   

My 98-year-old mother has fallen and 

fractured her pelvis. As her advocate I am 

responsible for negotiating three full weeks 

of intense interactions among mother, hospi-

tal, nursing home and assisted living facility. 

At the end of the three weeks, two adminis-

trators I had come to admire and a family 

member with lots of advocacy experience 

complimented me for my ñgrace under 

fireòðan outcome I could not even have 

imagined four years earlier. So the question 

isðhow did I get from there to here?  from 

then to now?  

What happened in those four interven-

ing years is the real story of this celebra-

tionðnamely, the success of Dr.Thynn 

Thynn and the Sae Taw Win II community 

in transforming the lives of the students who 

come here by bringing the living presence of 

the Buddha to our tiny corner of Sonoma 

County on the North Coast of California. 

Looking back, there was nothing I actu-

ally did to make those advocacy weeks go 

smoothlyðI never consciously held my 

tongue, or counseled myself patience, or 

suppressed anger at something that was done 

or not done, said or not said.  Ratherðand I 

can only guess at thisðit must have been 

something that was absentðthe absence of 

ill -will perhapsðthat allowed the space for 

the appropriate interactions to occur. 

In any event, it was the culmination of a 

process that began in fear and anger on a 

cold winter night and progressed, week by 

week, month by month, insight by insight 

through a caring exposition of basic Bud-

dhist principles and their orderly integration 

into daily life. It was seasoned at workshops, 

weekend intensives, week-long retreats, 

Abhidhamma studies, and festivals and cele-

brations like this one.  

I found myself deeply in tune with the 

concept of personal responsibility. I loved 

the incontrovertible logic of the Eightfold 

Path, even the endless lists with their un-

canny reflection of every conceivable human 

sensation, perception, emotion and reaction. 

The mind-stretch of the Abhidhamma con-

tinues to amaze and challenge me.    

Along the way, Dr. Thynn Thynn 

showed us how it feels to be encouraged 

rather than judged, and honored despite our 

failings. We learned from her example about 

remaining present and equanimous in times 

of personal turmoil. Coming together 

through exposure to kindness, we developed 

the trust to expose our true feelings within 

the safety of the class.  

And supporting it all, class by class, 

lesson by lesson, was an unmatched exposi-

tion of classic Theravada Buddhism. 

This could only have happened within 

the structure of a Daily Life Practice.  

It is easy to forget how unique this 

teaching is because under Dr. Thynn 

Thynnôs guidance it is so fully formed and 

comprehensive. But believe me, Daily Life 

Practice is a ground-breaking experiment in 

the teaching of Theravada Buddhism. It is an 

alternate path tailored by Dr.Thynn Thynn to 

the talents and needs of her American stu-

dents.   

And to think that this is taking place 

right here, right now. We are all so very 

fortunate. 

And so I say from the bottom of my 

heart: 

Thank you, Dr. Thynn Thynn. 

And Happy Birthday Sae Taw Win II! 

Reflections of a Student - Elinor Burnside - Speech written for the Sae Taw Win II 10th Anniversary, Sept. 6, 2008. 

Elinor Burnside (R), together with other Americans and Burmese, participates in 

alms rounds for the venerable monastics at the 10th Anniversary Celebration. 
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Mingalabla everybody! 

In mid-January of 2003 my wife, Elinor, told me she was 

going to check out ñSae Taw Win IIò.  My response was 

ñWhat in the world is Sae Taw Win II?ò  So she told me what 

she understood.  The Press Democrat had had a small an-

nouncement about the start of a 

new class for ñBeginners to Bud-

dhismò at the end of the month 

at 7pm on a Wednesday night. 

We both knew where the 

small town of Graton and the 

local restaurant Willow Wood 

were, but where to find Sae Taw 

Win II was a mystery to us both.  

You may remember that January 

as being very cold; it also rained 

cats and dogs.  The idea of Eli-

nor floundering around on a wet 

dark night heading to an un-

known destination did not cut 

the mustard for me.  So I said, 

ñIôll drive and come in with 

you.ò  Elinor said, ñAre you 

really sure?  Remember you 

have to take off your shoes be-

fore you go in.ò  I was sure 

about the driving but a little 

wary about what Buddhism was 

all about.  Elinor remembers 30 

people squeezed into the 

Dhamma Centerðactually there 

were 36.  Let me share a secret 

with youðDr. Thynn was stag-

gered to find so many of us 

thereðalmost hanging from the 

rafters. 

As an ex ñBig Appleò resi-

dent who had been exposed to 

lots, this was some evening.  

This ñLittle Asian Dumpling 

Ladyò who took charge of the meeting in her brown costume 

with her Brit English got to me in less than ten minutes.  Dr. 

Thynn grabbed my attention at the get go and still has it.   

We both happily signed up. The first nightôs group was 

immediately split into three classes, and weôre still around.  

The beginning was tough for meðthose Pali words, all the 

reading and the practice.  At one pointðin exasperationðI 

told Dr. Thynn the reason I did not play tennis was because 

ñpracticeò was not my thingðshe looked at me knowingly and 

said ñTom, youôll get there.ò 

What has Sae Taw Win II, Buddhism and, most impor-

tantly Dr. Thynn, done for me?  That is very hard to put in a 

few words.  Where do I start?  The teachings make sense be-

cause they do not suffer the absolutism of other faiths. Early 

on, I realized the study of Buddhism is the most profound and 

wholesome education directed towards all people. Treading 

ñThe Noble Eightfold Pathò 

moves us towards faithðin one-

self.  ñMindfulnessò to me is the 

single most important tenant of 

Buddhism followed very closely 

by the understanding of imper-

manence and how they both 

shape our lives.   

For me this adds up to becoming 

more and more attuned to my 

emotional changes and learning 

to look at each second as if it 

were the first and only second in 

the universe, and look with 

awareness.  From this came an 

understanding of how to have 

compassion for others, restrain-

ing myself from thoughts, 

words, or deeds that might do 

harm to others or myself. 

Over these few years of studying 

at Sae Taw Win II and with Dr. 

Thynn, an inner peace and 

strength has flooded into my life.  

And this is something I had not 

enjoyed before in my 77 years.   

It is Dr. Thynn who pointed me 

through the woods of delusion, 

opening the closed doors of my 

mind towards a sensible way of 

life, and for this I am deeply in 

her debt. 

Sae Taw Win II, Buddhism and 

Dr. Thynn are all cut from the same bolt of cloth, and it is 

comfortably wrapped around all of us whether we are here in 

Graton or a million miles away. 

Happy Birthday Sae Taw Win II!  This may be your 10th, 

but, in reality, it is only the beginning. 

Reflections of a Student - Tom Burnside - Speech written for the Sae Taw Win II 10th Anniversary , Sept. 6, 2008. 

Students and Friends participate in the procession carrying 

Buddhist flags and white ceremonial umbrellas 
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Top Left: Venerable Sayadaw U Tayza Wanta 

(L) from  Yadanar Nyan Yaung Monastery in 

Daly City and Venerable U Nanika (R) of Met-

tananda Vihara in Fremont preside over the 

ceremony. 

 

Middle Left: Burmese and American Yogis at 

the ceremony dressed in traditional Burmese 

Yogi attire. 

 

Bottom Left: Burmese friends and American 

community members listen to chants by the  

venerable monks at our Ananda Suriya Metta 

World Peace Pagoda (Cedi). 

 

Above: Jan Vannatta (L) and Jane Sipe, Sae 

Taw Win II assistant teacher, (C) lead the pro-

cession at the anniversary event.  


