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Recently Carol forwarded a link to all the rest of us in Metta In Action, which said that Myanmar 

and the USA had tied as the most generous countries in the world (in the results of the World 

Giving Index for 2014). Anyone who has spent more than a few days in Burma might not be so 

surprised at its exalted place at the top of the global generosity scale, since the public evidence of 

giving is everywhere: in the plaques on monastery buildings and pagodas, in the announcements 

each day in meditation centres of the donors of that day’s meals—and much else.  

Giving. It’s the warp and weft of Burmese culture, and something most Burmese people do 

regularly, usually daily.  Even those who could never afford a big donation (meaning most of the 

inhabitants of the country) will routinely get up in the wee hours to prepare food, and offer it to 

the village or neighborhood monks as they go through the neighborhood early in the morning on 

their daily almsrounds. Even incredibly poor people are open-handed givers! 

One Sunday morning in late February, Ariya and I got to join our friend Mimmi and her parents 

in Yangon as they made their regular offering. A novice walked in front of the queue of monks, 

ringing the bell announcing to everyone that they were coming, that it was time to offer food. The 



sound of the bell came closer and closer, bringing little groups of 

people down from their flats. And one by one they (and we) placed 

food in the bowls of the long long line of monks as they silently 

walked along. It is a practice that has been repeated daily since the 

Buddha’s time and to participate in this way is always deeply 

moving. (Nuns also walk for alms, and each nunnery may have 

several neighborhoods where they are reliably offered support.) 

And all this giving does not only go in one direction. The monks (and nuns) in turn offer the 

teachings and the inspiration of lives devoted to renunciation, purification, and the Buddhist 

teachings. And in times of trouble (like after Cyclone Nargis in 2008), mostly it is they rather than 

‘official’ agencies who care for those in need. Monasteries around the country are de facto 

orphanages and places where children are offered education and sometimes health care—creating 

a safety net that would otherwise not be provided. (See “A Steep Learning Curve” and “Offering 

Bright Futures,” Metta In Action Updates, October and November 2014.) 

Monks who have the karma to be in charge of a monastery or meditation centre often have an 

added duty: to take care of the people in their home villages, providing much-needed infrastructure 

such as schools, medical centres, wells, and whatever else the people in the village may need. It is 

a joy as well as a responsibility: their way of giving back to the village and elders who raised them, 

and giving forward to future generations 

For several years now Metta In Action has had the good fortune to be able to participate in this 

beautiful exchange, thanks to our relationship with Sayadaw U Indaka, the abbot and teacher at 

Chanmyay Myaing Meditation Centre in Yangon and Pyin Oo Lwin, and U Sujana, who has a 

monastery East of Mandalay. For a number of years now we have offered support to people in 

Sayadaw U Indaka’s village: education and medical care for poor people, solar electricity for 

lighting the school, the pagoda, and the main streets, trees for the pagodas, and various kinds of 

support for the elders and children. And we 

have worked with U Sujana to assist 

students in need. 

Thaleba ~ A step back in time 

Sayadaw U Indaka’s village, Thaleba, is 

remote: a very bumpy 3 hour drive from 

Mandalay. It sits next to the Mu River, 

amidst lush fields of peanuts, watermelon, 

and sunflowers; people there live 

traditionally as they have for countless 

generations, coaxing a livelihood out of the 

fertile soil of the area.  For us, coming to 

the village is like stepping back in time to 

an era when people lived more simply and 

grounded in a connection with the earth. 

But it is not an easy trip, especially as in 

A world away from the rush of urban life: women processing the 

peanut harvest in a Thaleba farmyard. 

 



the past we had stayed at the village—sleeping dormitory-style in classrooms of the school and 

bathing in the cold water from a well nearby. And we are very aware that for the people of Thaleba, 

and thousands of other rural Burmese villages this ‘simple life’ that is so easy to admire is actually 

grindingly hard. So any support we can offer that eases the difficulties of life in the village is both 

needed and most appreciatively welcomed. 

Coming back to the Village 

This year, after a year’s hiatus, we were again able to 

travel to Thaleba offer your dana, but this time as a day 

trip in order to make it less of a physical challenge. So 

while it was a very long day, it was also an exceedingly 

rich and busy one!  

Sayadaw was already there when we arrived, so we 

missed the traditional fanfare of his arrival, when the 

entire village comes out to greet him and all the schoolchildren in their green and white uniforms 

line the road chanting loving-kindness chants. Instead we simply 

drove into the clinic compound, to be very warmly greeted by 

Ma Thwet and the friends we have met over the years here or at 

CMMC. It was wonderful to be back. 

The first thing on our formal schedule was a ceremony for the 

elders that would be held here at Thaleba Metta Clinic. We had 

arrived well before the ceremony was to begin but there were 

already grannies waiting there in the pale ‘winter’ sunshine, their 

heads wrapped in towels—both to ward off the chill and to 

protect their skin from the sun. The Burmese ideal of beauty is 

the palest skin possible, so women are particularly careful to 

cover up. Western dermatologists would definitely approve!  

As there was some time before the ceremony would start, Ma 

Thwet brought us to the local tea shop for some glasses of the 

delicious Burmese tea and I Kya Kwe (a Burmese deep-fried 

pastry). As we walked down the road, we could see that 

the morning routine of the village was in full swing—

people were standing by the side of the road sharing the 

news of the day, women were walking home from the 

river with pots of water on their heads—and a pair of 

guys went by, each driving a wooden cart drawn by 

huge but placid-looking bullocks. As we sipped out tea 

we accumulated an audience of local kids; Ma Thwet 

asked them to please leave us alone, but who minded? 

Like all kids, they were cute, friendly, and very 

curious. 

Banner announcing the Thaleba Clinic Ceremony 

Elders wait for the ceremony to begin. 

Morning on the main street of the village 



Soon enough it was time for the ceremony and we went back 

to find an almost full house seated in the marquee that had 

been set up for the occasion. As the time got nearer, a few 

open trucks chugged into the yard, each full of passengers—

elderly men and women from nearby villages who were 

supported by a medical fund that had been set up with 

previous years’ donations. They were helped out by children 

and ushered to their seats on bamboo mats near the front. 

The ceremony (to celebrate our offering and the 2nd 

anniversary of the medical clinic in the village) began with 

the eight monks offering blessing chants—and then it was time for the many speeches. Sayadaw 

gave a speech, as did various important people in the village…and each of us representing Metta 

In Action had to give a speech; we spoke about mettā, about 

our joy at being able to support the village, and about the 

clinic. The audience listened to all of this with respect and 

remarkable patience (even, mostly, the young 

rambunctious boys!). Sayadaw had asked that I gave my 

little speech in Burmese and as it was the first time I had 

attempted this, it was a big relief to be done and to listen to 

everyone else! 

However, the real excitement for the elders came after it 

was all this was finished, when they got the chance to enjoy a delicious meal offered by Sayadaw. 

Old men and women sat together over big bowls of Kyasan Cheq, a soup made with rice vermicelli 

with lots of fiery dried red peppers, lemon, and cilantro on the side. These elders could eat! So 

there were plenty of seconds being ladled out to the 

appreciative crowd. 

For us after lunch, the meeting and greeting continued. 

In school assembly hall, we were introduced, one class 

at a time, to the students who have been supported by 

our education fund for kids whose families could not 

afford to send them to school. The room was packed, 

and as each class was called, all the children in that class 

stood up, from the many little kindergarteners up to the 

two nearly-adult girls in 10th Standard.  

Then Ma Myint Sanda, one of the students in this year’s 

10th standard class gave a speech in English, expressing 

the students’ appreciation and intention to try hard at 

their studies. We were invited to ask questions, and so 

we asked her what she would like to study in University 

if she can attend, and she said English and Engineering. 

Ma Mya Thingan, another 10th Standard student who 

Listening to the speeches 

Ma Myint Sanda does a poised and polished job. 



was present at the gathering, also said she wants to study engineering. When we asked what they 

would do with a degree in engineering and they told us construction, design, or architecture. 

The headmaster told us that for him, the most important thing in teaching the kids is to foster 

discipline and a keen mind: if students are disciplined and try hard, they can succeed. There were 

a total of over 100 kids at the gathering, and the majority of them were in the elementary grades; 

overall there are hundreds students in the school, so he has a big job! 

At the end of the gathering, there was the obligatory group photo, with Sayadaw, the teachers, and 

the headmaster showing their formidable powers of organization by very quickly getting everyone 

organized and still, each class in its correct place. It was wonderful to see all these children 

together, and wonderful to know that because of your dana, they will be able to attend school and 

hopefully complete their education.  

 

Once the public ceremonies were done, the harder work started—the meetings with Sayadaw and 

villagers to discuss various requests and proposals we had received. We had already spoken to 

Sayadaw about what was needed and what we could offer—but, of course, on the spot there were 

always other things to consider. So this took up a big chunk of the afternoon. 

 

Once again this year we continue to give towards this wonderful education fund that supports the 

learning of so many village kids—as well as whatever they need for fees, uniforms, books, and 

supplies. Separately from the rest, the fund also supports one student who is in their second year 

of university studies and this will continue. 

We also offered to the Thaleba Metta Clinic, to help expand the 

services to more people with the greatest need. Sayadaw told us 

that the clinic is doing very well, and has expanded from helping 

only the elders in the village to treating the very poor people, from 

seven villages. Part of the support we offered was to subsidize the 

poorest people who might need to go to the hospital in far-off 

Mandalay but can’t afford the transportation costs.  (The ‘original’ The Thaleba Metta Clinic 



Mettā Clinic at CMMC is running very well now without outside support, so we no longer need to 

subsidize its operations.) 

Finally, we funded the necessary upkeep 

of the solar system that we offered 3 

years ago. In the future Sayadaw wants to 

expand the system so that the school has 

its own panels—now, when the kids 

come to the school for tuition in the 

evenings it depletes the batteries leaving 

the rest of the village is in the dark! 

After all that, at the end the day there was 

a little time for us just to enjoy being in 

this beautiful village. I went to the 

pagoda to enjoy the quiet, and was happy 

to see that the trees we offered three years ago are thriving. Nearby in the river, people were bathing 

and doing their washing, and the sound of laughter joined the chiming of the pagoda bells.  

We had been invited to the family home of 

U Kyaw Soe one of the helpers at CMMC, 

so before we left we wanted to pay them a 

visit. Four generations Kyaw Soes’ family 

live under one roof In a two-story 

traditional wood and bamboo farmhouse, 

surrounded by a spacious yard for animals 

and all the necessities of an agricultural 

life. The beautiful smiles and warm 

welcome of the family were so touching—

although I was secretly glad to have the 

protection of the nun’s precepts which 

prohibit eating after noon. After the feast 

we had been served for lunch, once again 

there was a table laden with delicious local treats! As the others partook of the bounty, the family 

shared stories of their lives with us—thus giving us a taste as well of the 

richness and challenges of village life. As Kyaw Soe’s grandfather 

casually smoked a huge Burmese cigar, he gave us a lesson about the 

peanuts that are one of the main crops here, and about the backbreaking 

labor that it takes to grow and harvest them. 

As we walked back to the school before leaving, it felt like time had 

paused for the brief time we had been in this beautiful place. Oxen 

placidly settled into their late afternoon supper, while the nearby women 

laughed and chatted as they plucked peanuts from piles of harvested 

plants. But this rural idyll hides the universal challenge of rural Burma: 

Young trees and youngsters on the village pagoda grounds 

Peanuts are one of the most imprtant crops in Thaleba, and a main  

source of income for Kyaw Soe’s family. 



how to make the transition to the 21st century, and how to keep the children from leaving for the 

far-off cities? The adjustment to the 21st century economy  is a daunting task, but we were 

heartened that most of the students we spoke to expressed a desire to succeed in the world so that 

they can go back (as doctors or engineers or teachers) to help their village. 

Offerings for Higher Education 

In Mandalay, we had met one such remarkable young woman 

through U Sujana, who administers the education fund and lending 

library in Thaleba, and who also offers support for a number of 

students at his own monastery near Mandalay. He came from a very 

poor family, but now has a Master’s degree, so U Sujana is devoted 

to the cause of opening doors to kids through education. Two years 

ago we started an education fund to support the poor students staying 

at his monastery, and it has been very successful. 

So when we arrived in Mandalay, he came to share the news of the 

all students who are being supported by your donations. As a special 

treat, he also brought along Ma Aye Mwin Kyaw, a medical student 

who has been supported by this fund, who is now she is her final 

year of studies. Fees for medical school in Burma are very small 

compared to what they are in the west (about 118 USD per month 

for the 10 months of the school year), but even this is unaffordable 

for the vast majority of the population—and it certainly was for her 

parents, who are simple farmers in a rural village in the Shwebo area northwest of Mandalay. It 

has taken Ma Aye Myin Kyaw a huge amount of determination and grit—to say nothing of 

countless hours of work—to overcome the many obstacles she has faced along the way. So we 

were thrilled to be able to personally offer her the dana to cover her fees that will allow her to 

reach her goals and then return to help the village that raised her.  

To meet and get to know Ma Aye Mwin Kyaw was a privilege and yet another lesson about the 

challenges of Burmese life. She was very shy at first, and seemed a bit uncomfortable around all 

of us foreigners—but when we asked her about her studies and dreams, she began to speak fluidly 

and with quiet strength. She told us that when she finishes her training, she wants to go back to her 

village and family home because there are 300 

households in her remote village and only one 

doctor. Years ago, when she was only in 8th 

Standard, she realized that she could farm and 

take care of her parents when she grew up like 

all her other friends, but that she actually 

wanted to do something more to help 

everybody in her community. And thanks to 

you, she can!  

Of course, this dana supports many others, too. 

U Sujana gave us the current list of the students 

Ma Aye Mwin Kyaw: determined 

to help as many people as possible. 

A very joyful offering (L-R): Ma Aye Myin Kyaw, Virañani, U 

Sujana, Carol, and Narayan.  



whose university fees are paid by the fund. In addition to Ma Aye Mwin Kyaw, the fund 

completely supports Ma Phyo Phyo Win, who is completing her Engineering degree; 28 other 

students are also being helped through university—either by a complete scholarship, or one-time 

grants. As a result, each one of these students will have the chance to finish their education, and 

so make a bigger difference to their families and communities. 

Gifts that Keep on Giving 

We are very fortunate that Sayadaw U Indaka and Sayadaw U Sujana give so generously of their 

considerable work and organizational skills so that Metta In Action can offer your dana in such 

remote places. And together we all give the gifts that keep on giving: healthcare, education, and 

keys to opportunity in the future. But it all begins with your concern and kind generosity—the rest 

of us are simply conduits of your mettā energy. Just as the solar electricity we offered provides 

physical light for the streets in Thaleba, your gifts lights up literally thousands of lives—and a 

little goes a long way! And the light of the goodness that we have created here together will radiate 

far into the future in ways we will never know. So, many grateful blessings to you all, for making 

these beautiful offerings possible and for touching so many lives in the process! 

 

   

   

With much gratitude and mettā! 

~Virañani 


