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As a child, I could never have
imagined a journey from a small
village in Sri Lanka to a federal
correctional institution in Canada.
Looking back, I see a series of
unlikely connections: a farming
village, a Buddhist monastery, a
university classroom, a counsel-
ling program and finally the
secure gates of Warkworth Insti-
tution. On the face of it, these
places appear unrelated. But each
taught me something about
suffering, compassion and the
human search for meaning. 

Discovering the Basic Human
Issues

I was born in a small village in
southern Sri Lanka called Lunu-
gamwehera. Life was simple, yet
not easy. My family worked hard
to make ends meet. We were
close to the earth, according to
the rhythms of planting and
harvesting. From an early age, we
were taught that life took
patience and effort. The long walk
to school, helping with the
everyday chores and witnessing
the sacrifices our parents made
were normal parts of life. Looking
back, these early experiences
shaped my understanding of
resilience long before I ever saw
the word in a psychology text-
book. I was nine years old when I
became a monk. One of the
hardest things I remember from
my childhood was leaving my
family. But the monastery became
a second home. There I learned
discipline, meditation, study and
service. Gradually, the Buddha’s
teachings became more than a
system of religious instruction.  

They were a framework for under-
standing the joys and sorrows of
human existence. 
 
Later, I earned a bachelor’s degree
in Buddhist Philosophy at the
University of Kelaniya, and then I
took postgraduate studies at the
Buddhist and Pali University of Sri
Lanka. Years later, another
chapter began when I moved to
Canada in 2017 to serve the Sri
Lankan Buddhist community in
Toronto. Canada has exposed me
to a world of different cultures,

faiths and life experiences. I was
also studying counselling psycho-
logy and mental health whilst
working in the community. I be-
came more and more interested in
the relationship between spiritual
care and psychological well-being.
I found that the deeper I went, the 

more I discovered that no matter
what path one takes to address
suffering, whether religious,
psychological or communal, the
basic human issues tend to be
surprisingly similar. 

My Journey as a Site-Based
Prison Chaplain

Studying at the University of
Toronto, I felt drawn to correc-
tional chaplaincy. I wanted to
serve the people who were often
ignored and misunderstood. That
led me to contact the Chaplaincy
Branch of Correctional Service
Canada. I am grateful for the op-
portunity to serve at Warkworth
Institution with the kindness of
the Director General of Chaplain-
cy Services, the Ontario Regional
Director, Ms. Lana Lewis-Swim
(COO-Bridges of Canada) and Mr.
Desmond Khanoo (Lead Site-
based Chaplain at Warkworth
Institution).  

I still remember my first day at
the institution. The gates opened
and closed one after the other
behind me. Corridors clanged
with security doors. As a Buddhist
monk who had spent most of his
life in temples and educational
institutions, stepping into a
prison was like stepping into
another world. But I soon learned
that behind the institutional
structures were human beings
with stories worth telling. Many
inmates had not met a Buddhist
monk before. People were in-
terested in my saffron robe. Some
had questions about Buddhism.



An unfortunate reality of doing
time is that our loved ones are also
doing time in their own way, which
can put a lot of stress on relation-
ships. It can also make us lose our
partners as the sentence is a reali-
ty too difficult for them to bear.
Sometimes, not only does the
relationship end, but your ex-
partner will find someone else
while you are still in prison, and
you find out by accident or more
suddenly than you would normally.
This pain burns you up inside; the
feeling of helplessness and having
to simply witness it must be so
difficult. This practice that I am
about to share has helped me a lot
in my difficult times, it’s called
“sitting in the fire.”

The Buddha’s first noble truth is
that people experience dukkha,
that feeling of dissatisfaction or
suffering, that feeling that some-
thing is wrong. The emotions you
feel from your breakup are pro-
nounced (which is completely
normal). When the pain is pro-
nounced like it is right now, it’s
completely normal to turn to
meditation to relieve it. But, as you
soon realized, the meditation you
were trying can’t relieve the pain
you are feeling – breathing medi-
tation won’t give you a break or
mental calm. So, the best option/
solution is to just sit in the middle
of this pain (of your inner fire). Just
sit for the whole time of medita-
tion in the fire and try not to find a
particular meditation to put out
the fire – just sit there.

It’s normal that during these mo-
ments you might feel like a little
child sitting on a chair with your
feet off the ground. Like you have
experienced, ending a long-term
relationship feels like losing your
feet. This is where you need to un-
derstand that you need to learn to
relax in the face of pain. It’s normal
that you want to avoid this place
within yourself,  that you feel that
it hurts, that you are unloved, or
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There is nothing wrong with your
thoughts and emotions, but you
identify with them and make
them feel solid. But if you don’t
identify with them, you begin to
see life as a kind of movie in
which you are the main character.
You need to let go of the script
and have an immediate experi-
ence of what is really happening,
without blaming yourself – or
anyone else. So, you must not
become addicted to the story
ruminating in your mind. In this
moment, as history constantly
repeats itself, we lose our balance
and our intelligence. But if you
notice it happening, you can
catch it and choose a different
path—a new alternative. If you
keep doing what you’ve always
done, you’ll never break free.

The best advice I can give you is
to stay in the immediacy of the
experience. The solution is to
start breathing in and out. It
doesn’t have to be a big spiritual
act, just something to replace
your usual reaction. This ensures
that if you don’t have the usual
response, the urge will pass, and
you will move on to something
else. Also, when you don’t have
the usual reaction, you see that
there are at least two possible
outcomes and your desire for the
old outcome quietly disappears. I
hope this will help you during
difficult times, I know it can be
very difficult. 🪷

Sit in the Fire
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that it is a pain that is unaccept-
able. So, you start to breathe, you
realize that this is a pivotal
moment (the story is changing,
and it’s a big change), you have to
learn to get to the bottom of this
pain – even if it can feel like death.

When you hit rock bottom in pain,
you feel that you have misinter-
preted the situation as something
wrong with you. When you relax
into this feeling, you can see how
it flows through you and that you
are not dead after all. It will go
away; you understand that your
resistance to the idea that you are
not lovable only makes the pain
worse. 

Remember that there is nothing in
your life that can serve as a basis
for your spiritual practice. Your
spiritual practice is your life, 24
hours a day – there’s no escaping
it. The reason you have your
formal meditation practice is
because it brings you closer to the
states of mind that you experience
in your life during times of crisis.
So, when you practice meditation,
you must not run away from what
is happening to your body and
mind; they are simply present
moment experiences.

Over time, you may realize that
turning toward your discomfort
becomes a source of happiness.
Because when you avoid pain –
you are locked in a cycle of suffer-
ing. The Buddha teaches that
what you think is solid is not solid
– it is fluid. It is a dynamic energy.

These difficult moments become
like portals, doors that take us to
a different state of mind. Typical-
ly, when you experience pain,
your instinct to avoid it is often
reinforced, or the pain leads to
other habits rooted in the miscon-
ception that something is inher-
ently wrong. However, if you fully
embrace the experience, as I
encourage you to do, it opens the
door to what we call “a timeless
now.”  

This article has been excerpted
with permission from The Inner
Path: an introduction to Buddhist
practice for those in prison.
(Sumeru Press Inc., 2024). 

 Acharya Samaneti
is a Canadian Budd-
hist prison chaplain,
philosopher, lover of
the written word
and seeker of truth.
He wishes to bear
witness to the uni-
versality of suffering
and actions of love 

that awaken  hearts.
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The Sutra of Forty-Two Chapters
佛說四十⼆章經

Chapter 38: The Impermanence of Life 

The Buddha asked a shramana, “How long can one
be sure of staying alive?” “A few days,” was the
reply. The Buddha said, “You do not know about
life.” He asked another shramana, “How long can
one be sure of staying alive?” “The length of a meal,”
was the reply. The Buddha said, “You do not know
about life.” He then asked another shramana, “How
long can one be sure of staying alive?” The reply was
“A single breath.” The Buddha said, “Well said, you
know about life!”

第三十八章    生即有滅

佛問沙門：人命在幾間？對曰：數日間。佛 言：子
未知道。復問一沙門：人命在幾間？ 對曰：飯食
間。佛言：子未知道。復問一沙 門：人命在幾間？
對曰：呼吸間。佛⾔：善哉！⼦知道矣！

Chapter 42: Seeing the Illusions of the World 

The Buddha said: “I look upon positions of nobility
as dust drifting through a crevice. “I look upon trea-
sures of gold and jade as mere rubble. “I look upon
garments of fine silk as worn-out rags. “I look upon
the universe as a small haritaki fruit. “I look upon
the water of the Anavatapta Lake as oil applied to
the feet. “I look upon expedient means as a cluster
of imaginary jewels. “I look upon the supreme
vehicle as a dream of gold and silk. “I look upon the

Buddha Way as a flower in the air. “I look upon
samadhi as the great pillar Mount Sumeru. “I look
upon nirvana as being awake both day and night. “I
look upon deviancy and orthodoxy as six dancing
dragons. “I look upon the doctrine of impartiality as
the absolute ground of reality. “I look upon the
flourishing of the teaching as a tree in four seasons.” 

Having heard the Buddha’s discourses, the great
bhiksus joyfully accepted and followed the teaching. 

第四十二章  達世知幻 
佛言：吾視王侯之位，如過隙塵。視金玉之寶， 如
瓦礫。視紈素之服，如敝帛。視大千界，如 一訶
子。視阿耨池水，如塗足油。視方便門， 如化寶
聚。視無上乘，如夢金帛。視佛道，如眼前華。視
禪定，如須彌柱。視涅槃，如晝夕寤。視倒正，如
六龍舞。視平等，如⼀真地。 視興化，如四時⽊。

諸大比丘，聞佛所說，歡喜奉行。

The Sutra was translated into
Chinese by Kashyapamatanga
and Gobharana of the Later Han
Dynasty. We have selected some
chapters with their English tran-
slations from buddhagate.org to
be shared in this newsletter. 
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Some wanted to talk about their
families, their regrets, their hopes
for the future.

I soon learned that people don’t
typically start conversations with
theology. They start talking about
their lives. One of the biggest sur-
prises to me was to learn what it
meant to be a site-based chaplain
rather than simply a Buddhist
chaplain. When people hear that I
work in a prison, they usually
assume that I was just there to
provide Buddhist services. Actual-
ly, the role was much broader. A
site-based chaplain rather than

simply a Buddhist chaplain. A
site-based chaplain is called to
serve the spiritual life of the
entire institution, regardless of
religious affiliation. For a Bud-
dhist monk, this became one of
the most enriching aspects of the
work. 

Sometimes on Sundays I would
attend Christian services. One
time I was asked to lead part of
the service and give reflections
on the life and teachings of the
Lord Jesus Christ. In my Buddhist
robes, standing before a Christian
congregation and speaking about
Christ was certainly not what I  
had imagined when I entered the

monastery as a  young novice.
But it was a very meaningful
experience. The more I studied
Jesus’ teachings, the more I saw
themes that echoed Buddhist
ethics: compassion for those who
suffer, forgiveness, love, humility,
the marginalized. The experience
reminded me that, although
religious traditions use different
language and hold different
doctrines, they often share a
commitment to reducing 

Continued on P. 4
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About Us
This newsletter is published by
Buddhism in Prisons Canada. It 
is intended to help inmates learn
and practice Buddhism, and for
prison chaplains to provide
Buddhist spiritual care. 

P.O. Box 1048, Stratford PO MAIN
ON N5A 6W4
info@BuddhismInPrisons.ca
www.BuddhismInPrisons.ca

Take Our Study Courses
with Certificates

Please inquire about these
courses with your chaplain:
1. An Introduction to Buddhism
2. Mindfulness Practices for
     Inner Peace
3. How to Live When a Loved
     One Dies
4. Understanding & Transform-
     ing Anger with Mindfulness.

listening. It means being with the
other person without judgment.
That is, to see dignity where
others see only failure. Thinking
back to my journey from Lunu-
gamwehera to Warkworth Institu-
tion, I find a common thread that
links each stage of my journey:
compassion.

I found it in the community of my
village. I learned it from the teach-
ings of the Buddha. I came into
counselling psychology to re-
search it. I watched it change lives
behind a prison wall. My time at
Warkworth reinforced my belief
that everyone has the ability to
grow, heal and change. No matter
where we come from, our mis-
takes or our circumstances, we all
have the potential for transforma-
tion. Sometimes, that change
begins with something remarkably
simple: being listened to, being
respected, and being treated like a
human being. In a world that often
emphasizes division, chaplaincy
reminded me of a profound truth:
compassion has no religious
boundaries. And perhaps that is
the most important lesson of all.

May all beings be free from suffer-
ing. May all beings cultivate wis-
dom, compassion, and peace. 🪷

Bhante Rewatha is a Buddhist
monk serving the community at the
Toronto MahaVihara.

and institutional staff, I also
directed mindfulness programs
for staff and inmates. The
sessions provided spaces for
people to pause, reflect and
develop awareness. For short
spells, the institutional roles felt
less significant. All that remained
was our shared humanity. 

Some of my most vivid memories
are of watching the birds fly over
the prison fences. The picture
stuck with me often. The inmates
had access to programs, health-
care, education and religious
services, but many still struggled
with the reality of confine-ment.
Seeing those birds made me
understand that freedom is not
only a physical state. There are
many outside the walls of prisons
who are imprisoned as well, by
fear, anger, resentment,
addiction, or despair. Yet others
behind prison walls begin to find
paths of inner freedom through
reflection, accountability, and
personal growth. This awareness
deepened my appreciation of
chaplaincy and my understand-
ing of Buddhism. 

Compassion, the Common
Thread

The thing I learned most from
Warkworth is that compassion
does not mean we have all the
answers. Often it begins with  

A BUDDHIST MONK/Con’t from P. 3

suffering and promoting human
flourishing. 

This became one of the most
precious gifts of my chaplaincy
experience. I saw Muslim inmates
gather to pray at Warkworth,
Christian chaplains lead worship
services, Indigenous Elders offer 
 spiritual guidance and people
from many traditions seeking
meaning in difficult circum-
stances. The institution became a
living example of religious
diversity in action. 

The prison also challenged a lot of
my preconceptions. There was a
personal story behind every in-
mate number. I met men weighed
down with guilt, grief, addiction,
loneliness, trauma, regret. But I
found kindness, courage, humour,
generosity and hope as well.
These experiences confirmed a
fundamental Buddhist truth: no
human being can be reduced to a
moment, to a mistake, to a label. 

Everyone has the Ability to
Grow, Heal, and Change

All conditioned things are imper-
manent, said the Buddha. Man has
the ability to change. This teach-
ing becomes particularly relevant
in correctional settings. With Mr.
Khanoo’s support, wellness staff, 
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