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Book Review & Personal Reflections: by Leslie Young 
 
"MAE CHEE KAEW - HER JOURNEY TO SPIRITUAL AWAKENING & ENLIGHTENMENT" – 
by Bhikkhu Silaratano  
 
When I first saw this book, I was immediately drawn to look inside.   Partly because it's 
a story of awakening, and partly because it's about a woman's journey.  Historically in 
life and in some spiritual traditions, women have been relegated to a secondary 
position.   Many times lip service is done to equality among gender, ethnicity and race, 
but in practice, we often see otherwise.  In today's world, women continue to rally for 
equal rights; it is an ongoing issue. Sakyadhita recognizes the vital contribution being 
made by women in the Buddhist community and honours the need to establish greater 
support and connection among the female sangha.   Even though meditation allows us 
to see beyond our stories, one of the ways to connect is to share our stories.   
 
The story of Mae Chee Kaew is one of a dedicated and spirited woman who overcame 
many challenges on her spiritual path.   
 
As a young child growing up in a Thai rice farming community, she faces the pain of 
loss in the death of her mother and brother.  Going to the temple with her father 
becomes a source of healing and solace, as she is moved by the chants, calm 
atmosphere and puja festivals.   Tapai (her given name) experiences visions of past 
lives and receives information from other realms, even at an early age.   As her father 
re-marries and daily life continues, she learns lessons of patience, determination and 
change in the hard work of the fields, with no formal schooling.  Exposed to wandering 
Buddhist monks supported by the village, she is attracted to their peaceful presence.  
Eventually one of the monks, Ajahn Mun, instructs her to focus on the mantra "buddho" 
in order to calm the mind, a practice which she continues for years and later stubbornly 
clings to when advised by another teacher to move on.  As Tapai grows, marries and 
takes on the responsibility of a child, there remains a pull to going deeper through 
renunciation, even though it seems impractical.  It takes years to convince her husband 
to allow her a "brief window of freedom” finally letting her go for 3 months of ʻtemporary 
ordination.ʼ 
 
The Buddha maintained that women are just as capable of attaining enlightenment as 
men. Although some texts recount his initial hesitancy to ordain women into the 
monastic sangha, after some convincing from Maha Pajapati (his aunt and foster-
mother), the Buddha started an order of nuns. This was an unique opportunity for 
women to transcend social and cultural constraints in order to pursue a monastic path.   
Tapai's husband however saw that her role was to be at home working and caring for 
family.  After a lot of tension and discord, the couple finally end the marriage allowing 
her to fully commit to the path of renunciation.  Thus begins a deep inquiry into the 
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nature of body, mind and awareness.  Mae Chee Kaew's "body and mind seemed to fall 
abruptly, as if off a steep cliff, or down a well and everything vanished into absolute 
stillness.  Nothing registered in her awareness but the awareness itself - awareness 
permeated with a knowing presence so profound and so vibrant that it totally 
transcended body and mind."   
 
This experience was just getting a foot in the door so to speak!   It took her years of 
practice to see and let go of attachments to body, mental projections, clairvoyance and 
ultimately even the subtlest sense of self.  Fortunately, Mae Chee Kaew's teacher Ajahn 
Maha Boowa was skilled enough to point out to her that there is a difference between 
emptiness, radiance, clarity and happiness, as subtle conditions of the mind versus the 
transcendent emptiness of Nibbana.   She continued in her practice until radiance of 
mind dissolved, all delusion gone, leaving only unconditioned pure awareness.  "As in 
the case of a person in an empty room, we can say that the mind is truly empty only 
when the self leaves for good." 
 
As spiritual seekers, we all enter a path of practice and/or inquiry for different reasons, 
some of which change along the way.  It can be important for us to reflect personally- 
"what am I in this for?", "what is the search about?"  Perhaps it's existential questioning 
or dukkha (suffering) that brings us to the door.   In my own explorations, at a certain 
point, differentiating between awareness and consciousness became of interest.  One of 
the pointers in the book that spoke to me was that "the knowing mind is the only real 
constant… states of mind exists in conjunction with the knowing of them, therefore 
happiness and suffering are realities separate from the mind that knows them.”  This 
understanding leads to detachment. From the perspective of awareness, there is a 
sense of freedom from the changing states of consciousness or arising thoughts.  For 
me, this is an invitation to feel into: what is it that knows impermanence?   It seems to 
me that as we approach truth, we meet paradox.  With the sense of detachment, (ie. 
being free from changing experiences), we can still be left with a subtle sense of self as 
the "knower.”   Therefore, there is yet, an invitation to look further and see: can a 
separate "knower" be found?  As we look into our own experience, do we find anything? 
 
It has been said that the Buddha gained nothing from supreme awakening.  Certainly, 
Mae Chee Kaew's path was one of letting go.  Ultimately, we all have to walk our own 
path and realize the truth for ourselves, even if there is no self to realize it. 
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