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Introduction

The daily schedule at Metta Forest Monastery includes a group
interview in the late afternoon and a chanting session followed by a group
meditation period later in the evening. The Dhamma talks included in this
volume were given during the evening meditation sessions, and in many
cases covered issues raised at the interviews—either in the questions asked
or lurking behind the questions. Often these issues touched on a variety of
topics on a variety of different levels in the practice. This explains the range
of topics covered in individual talks.

I have edited the talks with an eye to making them readable while at the
same time trying to preserve some of the flavor of the spoken word. In a few
instances I have added passages or rearranged the talks to make the
treatment of specific topics more coherent and complete, but for the most
part I have kept the editing to a minimum. Don’t expect polished essays.

The people listening to these talks were familiar with the meditation
instructions included in “Method 2” in Keeping the Breath in Mind by
Ajaan Lee Dhammadharo; and my own book, With Each & Every Breath. If
you are not familiar with these instructions, you might want to read through
them before reading the talks in this book. Additional Dhamma talks are
available at www.accesstoinsight.org and www.dhammatalks.org.

* sk ok

As with the previous volumes in this series, I would like to thank Bok
Lim Kim for making the recording of these talks possible. She, more than
anyone else, is responsible for overcoming my initial reluctance to have the
talks recorded. I would also like to thank the following people for
transcribing the talks and/or helping to edit the transcriptions: James
Babbitt, Cormac Brown, Thomas Cleary, Satarupa Das, Lori Elling,
Virginia Lawrence, Marilyn Lemon, Claude Le Ninan, Yam Marcovic,
Carol McDonald, Addie Onsanit, Barbara Pereira, Isabella Trauttmansdorff,
and Antony Woods; Vens. Balaggo Bhikkhu and Vijjakaro Bhikkhu. May
they all be happy.
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Free to Choose

July 4, 2015

One of the Buddha’s insights on the night of his awakening was that the
universe just goes around and around, life goes around and around,
sometimes up, sometimes down. Where it comes from, he says, is
inconceivable, and it’s capable of going on continually as long as there’s
craving. As long as there’s consciousness that feeds on craving, which gives
rise to more craving, the process can just keep on going indefinitely. It’s not
going anywhere in particular and it doesn’t serve any purpose.

Now, that insight can be depressing if you think about it in one way, but
it’s liberating if you think about it in another way: that you’re not here to
serve a part of some larger universal purpose. You can give your own
meaning to your life. You're free to choose what you want to do with your
life, what you want to do with the abilities you have.

The way the Buddha used that realization was to focus in on the
problem of suffering. We each of have our own sufferings. They’re part of
our experience that we don’t share with anyone else. You can sit and look at
somebody suffer, and you can feel sympathy for them, but you don’t actually
feel their pain. And no one else can feel your pain.

The Buddha’s basic message is that you can focus on that pain and
suffering as a worthwhile issue, and on getting rid of that pain as a
worthwhile goal. Other people may say that you should hang around and
help them with whatever issues they want to deal with in the world, but the
Buddha said you don’t have to. You can deal with your main issue: You can
put a total end to your suffering, and find total happiness. It would be nice if
we could clean up everybody else’s sufferings for them, but we can’t. Each
person’s suffering is the result of his or her own lack of skill: That’s one of
the meanings of avijja.

You can’t make other people skillful, but you can develop skills on your
own and you can use those skills to deal with this issue, because each of us



does have this area of our awareness that nobody else can know.

You look at the blue sky, and everybody agrees that the sky is blue, but
how do you know that other people’s blue is the same as your blue? Even
something as basic as that we don’t share. That’s not really a big issue, of
course, but the big issue inside this area of your awareness is the fact that
you are suffering, and the mind is causing itself to suffer, and yet the
suffering isn’t necessary. The Buddha is saying that you’re free to learn how
to put an end to it, you can devote your time to putting an end to it, and it’s
an honorable use of your time. It’s an honorable thing to get out of this cycle
of unskillfulness and suffering, regardless of how much the world may tell
us that we have to hang around and help them with their issues or their
causes or whatever.

If you want to be generous, you can help, but there comes a point where
all the causes you might fight for can’t help you when aging comes, when
illness comes, when death comes. And the Buddha is saying, “Go ahead.
You are free to focus on how to solve that issue so that when aging, illness,
and death come, you won’t suffer.”

That’s an independence that’s really worthwhile.

So look what you’re doing right now. See what you’re doing that’s
unskillful, that’s causing unnecessary stress, unnecessary suffering, and
work on that—remembering that if you keep on coming back, you may be
able to help people with some things, but you’re also putting a burden on
others.

To begin with, you’re putting a burden on your parents. One of the
traditional parts of an ordination in Thailand is a chant before the ordination
ceremony that sometimes can go on for hours—depending on how much the
parents want to hear it—teaching the young naga, the young monk-to-be,
about all the sufferings that his mother went through in raising him. Most of
the chant deals with the sufferings she endured while she was pregnant with
him. This is to give rise to a sense of gratitude and a desire to help pay her
back. One of the ways to repay that debt traditionally is to ordain and to
dedicate the merit to her.

But the chant should also be an incentive to say to yourself, “I don’t
want to come back because I’'m going to cause pain to somebody else.



Somebody is going to have to carry me around in her womb for nine
months.”

Think of all the time and energy that parents give to raising their
children. This thought can give rise to a sense of gratitude but it also gives
rise to a sense of samvega.

When the Buddha talks about how many mothers you’ve had, he said
that it’s hard to find someone who hasn’t been your mother at some point,
it’s hard to find someone who hasn’t been your father, someone who hasn’t
been your son or daughter, brother, sister. We’ve all been through this in all
the various combinations many, many, many times. And as he says, the
proper reaction to that is to want to get out. You want to find release from
this, because it’s oppressive when you think about it.

Today I was looking at the Internet. Tricycle has put my article on
samvega online, and one of the comments was, “This is why Mahayana had
to develop, to get past this very narrow view that the world is suffering.
After all, surely the pleasures of walking in the woods and sipping a cup of
tea are not temporary pleasures.” I read that and I kept thinking, “This must
be a satire. How can anyone sincerely think like this?”

If you think that this is what life is all about, that this is all there is and
you might as well just learn how to accept it—well, that’s one way of
looking at it, but it’s not the wisest. The Buddha said, No, you don’t have to
accept this. You don’t have to come back. You are free to put an end to this
suffering that you feel and that nobody else can feel for you and nobody else
can take away for you.

People can soothe the pain a little bit, but when you’re really suffering,
the only things that are going to get you past it are the skills you learn. You
learn the skills of vijja so that you replace the avijja that causes suffering,
and the Buddha is offering to teach you those skills. He sets them out and
says very clearly, “This is how it’s done.” Some of the instructions are easy
to follow, others are hard to follow, but they’re all worthwhile.

You know the analogy he gives: If you could make a deal that every
morning for 100 years they would stab you with 100 spears and every noon
they would stab you with another 100 spears and every evening another 100
spears—300 spears a day for 100 years, but you’d be guaranteed awakening
at the end—he said it would be a deal worth making. You wouldn’t even feel



that the awakening came through hardship. The freedom that comes, the
sense of total relief that comes when you’re past suffering, is that valuable
and all-encompassing.

Even with just stream entry: He says that the amount of suffering left for
someone who’s a stream enterer is like a little bit of dirt under your
fingernail, as compared to the dirt in the entire earth, which is like the
amount of suffering left for those who haven’t reached that point.

That’s a lot of suffering.

So this is our independence: our ability to focus on this part of our
awareness that we don’t share with anyone else, and to straighten it out so
that we don’t have to feel the suffering that weighs each of us down.

It’s an independence with a double meaning. One, you are free to focus
on this issue. The universe doesn’t have any larger purpose for you to which
you have to subsume your desire for happiness in service of some larger
purpose. And two, when you master these skills, you really are free. There’s
nothing that weighs the mind down at all.

From that point forward, what you have left in life you can give to
others, to help them learn these skills as well. That’s the kindest thing you
can do. This is why we pass these things on. We’ve found the value that
comes from following the Buddha’s teachings and we want to preserve them
so that other people can find that value as well.

So for this hour, you’re free to focus on the problem you find inside.
These opportunities don’t come easily. All too often, we have lots of other
responsibilities in the world, but at the moment you’ve got this freedom, so
make the most of it.



What We Have in Common
December 21, 2016

We come from lots of different backgrounds. What holds us together is
our desire to practice the Dhamma.

A couple of years after Ajaan Fuang passed away, a group of people
came from Bangkok and asked me if Ajaan Fuang had done any amazing,
miraculous things while he was alive. They were hoping to hear about his
psychic powers—his ability to read minds, his foreknowledge of events, that
kind of thing. And although I could have told them plenty of stories on
those topics, I thought it would be more useful to tell them something even
more amazing: that—even though he was Thai and [ was American—when
we communicated, the fact that he was Thai and I was an American didn’t
seem to matter. It was always just one human being to another. I thought that
was amazing.

And that wasn’t true just with Ajaan Fuang. The people who came to the
monastery—especially when we were working together on building the
chedi, building the Buddha image—had a very strong sense of extended
family, a lot of camaraderie, a lot of fellowship, and I was simply part of the
family. But as I got to know the people, I began to realize that, when we
weren’t working on Dhamma projects or talking about the Dhamma, when
they started talking about their backgrounds, they were all coming from
places and attitudes very foreign to me, not only in terms of their culture,
but also in terms of their social and economic status. They were people with
whom I otherwise would have probably never connected. But the fact that
we were able to step out of our backgrounds and look at them from the point
of view of the Dhamma made all of the differences okay and understandable
—familiar, even—because everybody was willing to step out.

This is what the Dhamma does. It helps us step out of our culture. Ajaan
Mun’s favorite teaching was the customs of the noble ones. He was accused
of not following traditional Thai customs, or traditional Lao customs, and in
response he’d always say, “Those are the customs of people with



defilement”—a comment that applies to any country’s customs. He was
interested in putting an end to suffering, which meant becoming a noble one,
and to do that required that he follow the customs of the noble ones, the
culture of the noble ones.

After all, the problem of suffering is pre-cultural. Even before we know
we have a culture, we’re already experiencing pain, getting upset over
physical pain and mental pain. As soon as we start coming out of the womb,
there it is: pain. It’s a problem we’ve been relating to ever since. So the
extent to which we focus on that as our priority is what brings us together
regardless of our backgrounds.

The Buddha did have an appreciation of diversity, but the kind of
diversity he appreciated was that of diverse talents. He gave a list of his pre-
eminent monk-, nun-, layman-, and laywoman- disciples, pointing out the
distinctive talents or virtues of each. Each had something distinctive to offer
to the group—in terms of wisdom, harmoniousness, or the sacrifices he or
she made on the path. But it was all for the same purpose, which added to
the honor of the group as a whole.

So here we are, coming from many different backgrounds ourselves:
different parts of the world, different strata of society. What brings us
together is the fact that we have a common aspiration, a common goal. We
focus on the Buddha’s analysis of suffering, which is the same for
everybody. He focused on what we all have in common, in terms of why
we’re suffering. We may be clinging to different things, but the clinging
itself is the problem, not the things. And the dynamic of clinging and the
dynamic of putting an end to it is the same for everybody. There are minor
differences in terms of the particulars of your clinging, and these are things
that we all have to work out for ourselves. But the basic structure is the
same.

That was the Buddha’s genius. He came from a particular stratum of
society: Indian society, the noble warrior class. But his analysis of suffering,
the causes of suffering, and the end of suffering was not limited to India or
the noble warrior caste. It was simply a matter of how the mind, every mind,
works. So as we focus on this, it’s what keeps us working together,
belonging together.
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The Buddha talked about how a group can stay together. We look at our
society now and everything seems to be tearing apart. It’s good to think
about how we can put it back together. There are six qualities in all. The first
three have to do with goodwill. The Buddha could have stated all of them
simply as one factor, goodwill, but I think he wanted to emphasize goodwill,
goodwill, goodwill. This is what underlies everything: a wish for true
happiness, a wish that everybody can find true happiness, a happiness that
harms no one. So, one, you express goodwill in your actions. Two, you
express goodwill in your words. Three, you express goodwill in your
thoughts. As long as we’re extending thoughts of goodwill to one another,
it’s a lot easier to live together, to sympathize with one another’s desire for
happiness across our cultural differences.

The fourth quality is generosity. If you have something to share, you
share it with the group. This creates a sense of camaraderie. I have a student
who, years back, was living up northwestern Thailand, out in the woods.
And there was a sizable group of monks scattered around in the woods.
Once every month or so, someone would come and bring provisions for
them. And as long as everybody was sharing, they were happy. But they
found out that the monk who was looking after the storehouse for the
provisions was holding extra portions all for himself. And immediately,
there was conflict in the group because of that. So the lesson is, when you
have something to share, you give it. That’s what creates and cements a
bond of fellowship.

Then the last two qualities are holding virtue in common and right view
in common. As long as we’re all holding by the precepts, we can all trust
one another. When we’re not lying or sneaking off with things, it’s so much
easier to live with one another.

The same with having views in common: We start with the views of the
Buddha’s teachings on kamma, that you do have choices as to how to act,
and that different actions have different consequences, based on the quality
of the intention behind the action. So you want to be careful about how you
act. That’s the essence of right view right there. It doesn’t require that you
be Buddhist in order to believe it. I’ve run into some nominal Buddhists
who thought that their actions were totally determined by their genes, which
means that deep down inside they don’t feel that they’re responsible for what
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they do. It’s hard to live with someone who thinks like that. If you want to
live together, you have to admit, “I do make choices and my choices are
going to have consequences, so I’d better be careful.” As long as everybody
shares that view together, we can live with one another.

Basically, what it comes down to is that we all have the same goal in
common—we’re trying to head to the same place, to the end of suffering—
and the same basic ideas of what’s required to get there.

The Buddha talks about people who are born in darkness; people who
are born in brightness, people who go in darkness, and people who go in
brightness. He works out all the permutations: i.e., you can come in
darkness and go in darkness, come in darkness and go in brightness, come
in brightness and go in darkness, or come in brightness and go in brightness.
Coming in darkness means starting out life in a situation where the family is
poor, it’s not educated, and it holds to wrong view. In other words, you’re
born into really difficult circumstances as far as your ability to find and
practice the Dhamma. Coming in brightness is when the circumstances are
easy. But there are people born in brightness who go in darkness. In other
words, they behave in ways that are going to pull them down. And there are
people who are born either in brightness or darkness who are going in the
bright direction: observing the precepts, training the mind. And that’s what
matters: where you’re going, not where you’re coming from. As the Buddha
said, his teaching is essentially a path. And the image of the path means
basically that: We’re going someplace. The goal is what matters.

Even as we’re sitting here focusing on the present moment, it’s not just
the present moment that’s at stake here. What comes afterwards is at stake
as well. There are ways of finding happiness in the present moment that are
going to be okay for the present but they’re going to turn into something else
down the line. You don’t want those. Sometimes there’s pain in the present
moment, but you learn how to relate to it in the proper way, so that it
actually leads to something good down the line.

So the question always is, where do these things go? That’s what we’re
focusing on. And having a sense that we’re all heading in the same direction
is what enables us to live with one another. We’re all trying to put an end to
suffering. We’re trying to see our sufferings, the particulars of our sufferings
within the framework that the Buddha provided. We have that common
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framework that enables us to live with the differences in where we come
from so that even though they’re there, they don’t get in the way. We’re not
trying to obliterate them, but ultimately, they don’t matter because we’re
focusing on something that matters more, something that everyone has in
common: We’re all suffering from our own actions and we all want to learn
how not to do that.

We realize that our suffering from our own actions doesn’t stop just with
us. It makes us a burden on other people, too. This is why practicing the
Dhamma is a gift, both to ourselves and other people. It’s one of those forms
of generosity that allows us to live together so that our differences don’t
scrape up against one another. And as for whatever special talents we may
have to offer to the group, to offer to the practice, they’re all welcome
because we’re all headed in the same direction.
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For Your Benefit Here & Now
August 5, 2015

When we meditate, we’re working on a skill: how to bring the mind into
the present moment in a way that’s alert and quiet at the same time. You
come to the breath because that’s your anchor in the present moment, and
you try to stay here. To stay here solidly, figure out how to keep the mind
interested in the breath. This is one of the reasons why Ajaan Lee teaches
that you work with the breath energies. Notice how you feel the breath in the
chest, how you feel the breath in the abdomen, how you feel it in your
shoulders, your arms, your legs—*“breath,” here, being the energy that
allows the air to come in and out of the lungs, more than the air itself. This
energy flow can be anywhere. As you get more acquainted with this breath
energy, you begin to realize that there are lots of other breath energies in the
body, and that they can be beneficial for both body and mind.

If you have any chronic illnesses, this can be your beachhead: getting
familiar with the breath. For example, if you’ve got a chronic pain in your
foot or your leg, think of the breath energy going down the back, out the leg,
out through the foot, out to the toes, and out through the toes. Doing this
improves the circulation there, and the general energy flow gets improved.
Things can actually get better. Now, as you experiment, you’ll find that in
some cases, working with the breath doesn’t have much of an impact on
some problems of the body, but you’ll be surprised how many it does have
an impact on. That’s one way you can get interested in the flow of the breath
and in wanting to stay with the breath.

Then there’s the realization that the present moment is where you’re
creating suffering for the mind and you don’t have to. If you want to see that
suffering—how you’re creating it so that you can put an end to it—you’ve
got to stay right here. So that gives you even more motivation to stay here.

And as with any skill, as we’re working on this we find that sometimes
there’s too much effort, sometimes there’s not enough. Sometimes things are
discovered by indirection. In other words, you see something out of the
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corner of your eye that you didn’t expect. But you do that by having a
regular regimen to follow. When you stick with that regimen, you begin to
see minor variations and little subtle things you otherwise would have
missed.

It’s like a bus driver who drives the same route day after day after day.
As he gets used to the basic features of the route, he begins to notice slight
changes here and there, in the road, on the sidewalk, in the buildings he
drives past. If he didn’t drive there everyday, he wouldn’t notice the slight
changes.

This is why we keep coming back to our basic meditation topic. As we
keep coming back, coming back, we gradually see more clearly what we’re
doing as we come back. We also see more clearly what we’re doing when
we wander off or are getting ready to wander off. That allows us to head
things off at the pass. In some cases, problems can be solved by approaching
things systematically. In others, they can be solved only if you’ve tried
everything you could think of, and then, if nothing works, you just stop and
watch for a bit. Allow things to run on their own for a while.

But you’re not giving up; you’re just being strategic. Obviously, there’s
something that you’re missing. Perhaps the way you’re framing the issue to
yourself is wrong. So you want to put that frame down and watch for a bit.
Be open to different possibilities. When you catch something new, okay, try
that out. Pick that up as your approach.

But always, as with any skill, it’s not only the indirection and the
balance that work. Sometimes you’ve just got to put in the effort. You put in
time, you observe, and you apply lessons you’ve learned from the Dhamma
you’ve heard.

There’s a tendency in the forest tradition to take some of the Buddha’s
basic teachings on everyday Dhamma, and see how they can be applied to
the practice of meditation. One very basic teaching lists the
recommendations the Buddha gave on how to work for your own benefit in
this lifetime. It’s pretty basic stuff.

One, be industrious and take initiative in your work.

Two, when you’ve done your proper work and have gotten some income
from it, you’re vigilant in looking after what you’ve gained. You don’t throw
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things away; you’re not careless about them.

Three, you hang around with the right people—people who won’t lead
you astray.

And four, you conduct your life in a way that’s appropriate for your
income. In other words, you’re not too stingy and you’re not too extravagant.
You’re not too miserly, and yet you don’t waste what you’ve got. You try to
find just the right balance between working, denying yourself the pleasures
you may want, and then supplying yourself with some of those pleasures as
they’re appropriate.

These are basic good instructions for how to lead your life so as to reap
happiness in the present lifetime: Take initiative in your work; look after
your gains and take good care of what you’ve got; be careful of who you
hang out with; and live your life in a balanced way.

These same principles apply to meditation.

To begin with, you’ve got to take initiative. You’re sitting here and your
mind is not settling down. You have to ask yourself, “What’s wrong?” And
try things out. Where are you focused in the body? Is your focus the right
place to be focused right now? There are lots of places where you could be
focused in the body—the tip of the nose, the middle of the forehead, in your
palate, in the middle of the head, in your throat, your chest, your abdomen.
If you find that focusing up in the head puts a lot of pressure up there, well,
move your focus down. If you’re focused down in the body and you find that
you’re getting drowsy, move your focus back up.

Then look at the breath. How are you breathing? Is this the best way you
could be breathing right now? Sometimes the body seems to have a way of
knowing how to breathe and sometimes it’s totally clueless. In other words,
the body—Ieft to its own devices—can sometimes get into some really
weird breath rhythms. So sometimes you listen to the body and what it
seems to want to do, and other times you have to push things in another
direction.

Back in the days when I had migraines, occasionally I’d get into a cycle
where the way I was breathing was aggravating the migraine, and the
migraine was aggravating the breath. To get out of that cycle, I had to very
consciously breathe in a way that was not at all pleasant—I had to fill up the
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abdomen as much as possible, expand the abdomen in all directions as
much as possible, breathing long for quite a while. And even though it
wasn’t pleasant, it would get me out of the unhealthy breath cycle and help
alleviate the migraine.

So sometimes you have to push things in another direction, against what
the body seems to be wanting to do. Again, you learn this by trial and error
—which means that you have to take the initiative in trying to figure things
out and experimenting with different approaches. Read the instructions in
the book, give them a try, and if they don’t work, you ask yourself, “Okay,
where do I make adjustments?”

The next step is that, once you’ve got something good, you don’t throw it
away. When you’re sitting here and the mind finally settles down, you do
your best to maintain that sense of ease, that sense of stability. There’s a part
of the mind that may say, “Well, I’ve had enough now and I can move on to
something else.” That kind of enough is not enough. You want to stay here.
You want to learn how to make staying here a skill. You’re not here to just
give yourself a little hit of pleasure; you’re here because you want to see the
present moment continuously—because this is where things are going to
come up. The stress and suffering that weigh down the mind come from
your present actions. So you want to catch those actions in the act, and you
want to keep your gaze steady so that when unexpected things appear, you're
here to see them. That’s being vigilant in the course of your meditation.

When you leave meditation, try not to fully leave. In other words, when
you get up from here, you don’t have to spill your concentration all over the
floor. You carry it with you in the same way you’d carry a bowl full of oil or
water—try not to let it drip. Maintain a sense of balance and poise as you
get up and walk around. That’ll keep you connected with the breath. And as
you’re connected with the breath, sometimes interesting things will come up
as you're getting up, leaving the meditation, walking away. So again, don’t
throw away the possibility of seeing something unexpected during those
unexpected times. It’s so easy to have the attitude, “Well, the time to
meditate is over and I’ll meditate a bit more before I go to bed tonight,” but
in the meantime you’ve dropped things. So try not to drop things. Look after
them; maintain them.
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As for admirable friends, this of course refers to the different voices in
your mind. The voices that are on the side of greed, aversion, and delusion
don’t advertise themselves as greed, aversion, and delusion’s henchmen, but
they are. You have to learn how to recognize them. Ajaan Suwat used to say
that our problem is that we see pain as our enemy and craving as our friend.
It’s actually the other way around. If you learn how to get intimate with
pain, you're going to be able to understand it and benefit from it, so in that
way it’s your friend. As for your cravings, you have to learn how to put a
question mark against what they say. So be very careful about who you hang
out with inside.

And finally with the principle of a balanced livelihood: We’re
meditating here both for clarity and for ease. There are times when the mind
really needs just to plug in with a really comfortable breath and stay there
without having to think much of anything else, because it needs the rest, it
needs to regain its energies. But there will come a point when you can pull
out of your concentration a little bit—don’t pull all the way out—pull out a
little bit and ask yourself, “What’s going on in the mind? What am I latching
onto? What am I doing right now that’s causing some unnecessary stress?”’
In other words, ask yourself questions about the process of what the mind is
doing right now.

When you learn how to balance these two things—the drive for pleasure
and the questioning—that’s how the meditation can maintain itself. Your
concentration leads to discernment and your discernment leads to more
concentration. They work together.

Just be careful, though, when you’re going for the pleasure, that you
don’t abandon the breath. This is something that’s all too easy, especially
when there are people out there telling you that that’s what you’ve got to do.
I was talking to someone this morning who was saying that he had been
listening to teachers saying that if you want to get into deeper jhana, you
abandon the breath and go jumping into the pleasure. Well, the pleasure is
made steady by being steadily with the breath—either the in-and-out breath,
or the background breath energies in the body. If you abandon the cause,
everything begins to blur out. If you want to get solidly into concentration,
stay with the breath and just allow it to grow more subtle. Even when the in-
and-out breath grows still, there’s still a breath energy in the body—Ilike a
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buzz in your nerves. That can be enough to keep you grounded—if you’ve
developed a full-body awareness—so that you don’t go drifting away.

So even as you realize, “Okay, this is a time when I really need to just
settle in and be quiet,” you’ve still got to be vigilant, you’ve got to look after
what you’ve got, protect it. At the same time, when you’re asking questions
of the mind, don’t go too far away from your concentration. If the analysis
starts heading away from the present moment, you’re just going off into
perceptions. Remember that the questions should always be related to what
you’re doing right here, right now.

This is true for all meditation methods. When you’re analyzing the body
parts, the questions are, “What are the perceptions I’'m forming right now,
what are they doing to the mind?”—the perceptions that you’re using in
your analysis. You want to learn how to see which kinds of perceptions are
there for the sake of saying, “I want this to be beautiful,” and the ones that
say, “I want this to be unappealing.” What’s the choice aiming at? Who is
making the choice? You want to look back into the mind.

It’s the same with the breath. You want to learn to look at what the
Buddha calls the process of fabrication going on in the mind. That’s where
the insight comes. It’s right here as you’re doing the concentration. So
maintain this balance between going for the pleasure and going for the
insight. They can’t be two radically separated things; they have to come
together if they’re really going to give good results.

So this is one of the ways you can take a very basic teaching—the
Buddha basically telling people how to find some success in the present life,
get some wealth, and benefit from it—and apply it to the wealth of your
concentration, the wealth of your meditation. Have initiative. Be vigilant in
protecting the good things you’ve got. Be very careful about who you hang
out with. And try to find the right balance between your desire for pleasure
and your desire for knowledge. This way your concentration will develop in
a way that will benefit you right here, right now, in this present life. And it
will have a good impact on into the future as well.
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In Alignment

December 24, 2014

Ajaan Lee used to say that when you sit up straight in meditation—not
leaning to the left or the right, forward or backward—you want to make that
a symbol for your mind. The mind is sitting up straight, too. It’s not leaning
forward toward the future, back toward the past, left to things you like, right
to things you don’t like. So try to get your mind in alignment here with your
body. Your body’s sitting right here; you want your mind to sit right here,
too. Don’t go running off. And try keep everything balanced. Keep the
breath balanced. Experiment a bit to see what feels just right.

Just like a balance trying to find its point of an even keel, it’ll lean a
little bit to the left, a little bit to the right, but just enough so that you
eventually know what’s straight up and down. Then try to keep it there.

This i1s our point of normalcy: the mind at ease in the present moment,
just being aware. For most of us, that’s not normalcy. Our normalcy is
something else, thinking about all kinds of things all the time. But that’s the
normalcy of someone who’s bent over or whose body is out of alignment, so
try to bring things back into alignment. After all, this is the middle path and
this is the middle: right concentration with its requisites of all the factors of
the path.

This evening I was looking at a little video clip on Buddhism in
Thailand, and the narrator was a guy from England who at the very end of
the show says, “Obviously, Buddhism in Thailand is facing a crisis point; on
the one hand, there is rampant materialism, and on the other hand, there’s
moral purity.” He had been to a forest monastery and that was moral purity.
He said, “Of course, as good Buddhists, we should all find the spot in
between.”

What does that mean, though?—*“the spot in between.” There is the
phrase, “Just the right amount of wrong,” but that’s the advertising slogan
for a casino hotel. And as Ajaan Maha Boowa says, the defilements have
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their sense of what’s just right, too: right in the middle of the pillow, right in
the middle of all kinds of activities that actually are pulling you off, out of
alignment.

What you want is the Buddha’s middle, and it may be a little bit hard to
get used to if we’ve broken precepts in the past, or if our life is involved in a
lot in greed, aversion, and delusion. It’s like any process where, say, you try
to get your body into alignment. You go for a treatment, and the first couple
of times it’s hard to keep things in alignment after the treatment; you find
yourself going back to your old ways of walking, sitting, etc. But if you keep
at it long enough, you begin to realize that this new middle here, the new
alignment, is actually a lot better, and you’re more inclined to try to
maintain it.

So even though it may feel unusual at first, you begin to gain a sense that
this is the point of just right. As for what happened in the past, what you did
in the past: Remember the Buddha’s statement that someone who used to be
heedless and then becomes heedful illumines the world in the same way that
the moon at night, when it’s released from the clouds, illumines the world
below. In other words, don’t let the clouds get in the way of your new
brightness. They may come back a little bit, but you realize, okay, this is
where you’d much rather be, and over time it does become your point of
normalcy.

So think of yourself sitting here with the body perfectly balanced, your
mind perfectly balanced; everything is in alignment, and try to get used to
this new alignment. If there are any fears that you won’t be able to keep it
up, remember that it’s natural for there to be some slips, but the more time
you spend at it, the easier it becomes to recover from the slips. And again, as
Ajaan Maha Boowa has said, “The practice is not a chopping block waiting
to execute those who give their lives to it.” It actually gives you a deeper
sense of well-being, a higher sense of well-being, a more secure sense of
well-being. Regardless of what you thought were normal ways of practicing,
normal ways of living, you come to see this state as true normalcy. This is
balance.

Or again, with Ajaan Lee: He said, “Look at the Buddha image in front
of you. He’s not disturbed by anything. People bring flowers, he’s not
disturbed; if people created a mess here in the hall, he wouldn’t be
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disturbed.” Try to have that same sense as you’re sitting here, both with
regard to things outside and to things happening inside the mind. You want
to find the point of awareness that’s aware and that’s it: knowing these things
as they come, as they go, not getting thrown off balance. It’s when you’re
not thrown off balance that you have a much better sense of what’s up and
down, what’s right and left, what’s something that should be done, what’s
something that shouldn’t be done. These things become a lot clearer when
the mind itself is clear and at normalcy.

There was a famous Southern writer who was asked by a Northerner
why Southern writers like to write about freaks so much, and she said,
“Because we recognize one when we see one.” In the same way, you want to
have the ability to notice the freaks in your own mind and to recognize them
for what they are. But to do that you’ve got to side with the point of balance
and normalcy. So keep working on making this your default position, the
position to which the mind always returns. That’s how you’re able to set
things straight inside.
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In the Present
December 22, 2014

The verse we chanted just now, An Auspicious Day, is one of the few
places in the Canon where the Buddha talks about being in the present
moment: “Don’t go longing after the past, don’t go placing your
expectations on the future,” he says, but when he talks about the present, it’s
not just being in the present or accepting the present as it is, without any
judgment. He says, one, you clearly see what’s happening, particularly in the
mind. That’s where you want to focus. And then two, you do your duty with
regard to what’s coming up in the mind.

So there’s something you actually do. And when the Buddha talks about
being in the present, it’s always in the context of heedfulness: If you don’t
do your duties now, you don’t know how much longer you’ll have the
opportunity to do them. But if you can do your duties now, you can find
happiness “surviving on the present”: i.e., on the good things you’ve
developed right here.

The duties here, of course, come from the four noble truths. If you see
that there’s any suffering in the mind, you want to comprehend it. If you
comprehend it to the point where you can see what’s causing it, then you
want to abandon the cause so that ultimately you can realize cessation; and
you do all of this by developing the path: all the good qualities that need to
be developed, which includes abandoning the things that need to be
abandoned.

So there are choices to make here. You’re not just hanging out in the
present moment to enjoy it or accept it. You're realizing that the present
moment has consequences. It leads to the future, and you have those duties
to keep in mind. That gives you a reference back to the past, so it’s not just
pure present awareness. There are states of concentration where things get
narrowed down to a very precise time in the present moment, but you’ve got
to maintain the concentration. It doesn’t maintain itself—so even there,
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there’s a duty. Other times, when the mind is not in concentration, you’ve
got to figure out, “What do I need to do? What are my duties right now?”

Here at the monastery, things are pretty simple. You don’t have too
many conflicting duties. We’re all here for training the mind. There’s work
we have to do, but the work periods are not overwhelming. We don’t have to
multi-task too much. All we have to do is focus on what we’re doing right
now, what we should be doing right now.

This ties in with another passage where the Buddha says to remind
yourself, “Days and nights fly past, fly past. What am I becoming right
now?” You become, of course, through your actions, so what are you
becoming by the way you act, what kind of person are you turning into by
the habits you’re following, and is that the direction you want to go?

This, too, points to the fact that the present moment is not an isolated
moment. It builds on the past and it flows into the future. You focus on the
present because you have a choice: You can continue flowing in the way
you’re going, or if you don’t think it’s wise, you can change the direction of
the flow.

The Buddha gives a sense of urgency to being in the present by
reminding you: Do your duty now, because who knows: Tomorrow may not
come. Tomorrow may be death for you.

In other words, you’re in the present moment because you’re heedful,
not because you want to enjoy how nice the present moment is or to squeeze
what little bit of pleasure you can out of it. You’re here because your choices
have consequences and you’ve got this opportunity right now to make good
choices that have good consequences.

So what should you be doing right now? At the moment, you’re focusing
on the breath. If the mind slips off, you bring it right back. That involves the
three qualities that the Buddha said need to be brought to the establishing of
mindfulness.

There is a popular belief that mindfulness simply means being in the
present moment, but the Buddha never said that. Mindfulness is a quality of
memory. You remember certain things—in this case, you remember your
duties, and they’re good duties. The duties assigned by the four noble truths
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are there for the sake of your own true happiness. They’re not arbitrarily
imposed by somebody out there who just wants to push you around.

They’re taught by the Buddha because he saw that these are the most
valuable things that human beings need to know, the most valuable duties
they need to follow. So you keep your duties in mind and then you bring in
the second quality: alertness. You’re alert to what you’re doing and what the
consequences are right now. After all, sometimes the consequences don’t
wait until tomorrow or next week or your next life. They appear right now. If
you spit into the wind, it comes right back at you. If you put your hand into
a fire, you can burn it right now. So you’re alert to look at what you’re doing
and to see what consequences you can detect right now.

Sometimes nothing seems to be happening, and that’s when you have to
fall back on your memory to encourage you to stay, and to remember that
this practice takes time. The mind has been jumping around all day. You sit
down, and it’s going to want to continue jumping because that’s its habit.
This is where you have to bring in the third quality: ardency. If the mind
jumps away, you just drop whatever it was following and you find yourself
back with the breath.

And you try to stay here—with sensitivity. The effort to be sensitive is
also a function of ardency.

This is where the pleasure in the present moment comes in as you try to
stay with whatever pleasant sensations in the body you create through the
way you breathe, through the way you perceive your breath. Think of the
breath coming in and out through all the pores. It can flow anywhere in the
body, so wherever there’s a sense of tightness or blockage, hold in mind the
perception that allows your mind to believe, okay, the breath can go through
the blockage, no matter how solid your bones or the pains or any other
solid-seeming parts may seem. There’s a lot of space inside the atoms of the
bones, so you can think of the breath flowing through that space, to create a
sense of ease, fullness, refreshment throughout the body.

The present moment is not a wonderful moment on its own. It’s a good
place to stay because you’ve learned how to make it that way with
mindfulness, alertness, and ardency. You remember what to do with the
breath, you’ve learned to remember to be alert to what you’re doing with the
breath, and you’ve learned how to be ardent in doing it well.

25



At other times, when you’re not meditating, there may be other chores
you have to do. There are times when you do have to think about and plan
for the future, times when you have to remember specific things that
happened in the past, so you’re not totally abandoning the past and future as
you practice. But when you’re sitting here doing concentration, you want
your attention to be more and more totally right here—but still with that
sense of mindfulness, of holding the right things in mind. If you lose your
mindfulness, the concentration drifts into what Ajaan Lee calls “delusion
concentration,” where you lose sense of where you’re focused, where you
are in time and space. When you come out, you wonder: “What was that?
Was I awake? Was I asleep?” You’re quiet and still, but there’s no
mindfulness, very little alertness, and no real ardency at all.

Now, ardency doesn’t mean that you have to sweat and strain. In fact, if
you do a lot of sweating and straining, it’s not going to be pleasant to be
here. Ardency means that you’re on top of things: what you’re doing right
now, what you should be doing right now. Are you doing what you should
be doing? If not, what can you do to get the mind to want to do it?

So the establishing of mindfulness is very intimately related to the duties
of the four noble truths. That quality of ardency is what carries out those
duties; mindfulness keeps those duties in mind.

Ajaan Mun, toward the end of his life, when he was talking about his
teaching style, commented that there were some things that he didn’t reveal
to everybody. He was very quiet about his psychic powers. We can now read
about them in books and magazines everywhere, but when he was alive, he
very rarely talked about them. He would mention them to students who
were having similar experiences in their meditation, and the lesson was
meant for them to apply the next time they met up with that kind of
problem.

But the teachings he said that he taught with an open hand to everybody
were two: one, the four noble truths, and two, the four establishings of
mindfulness. Those go together. The four noble truths have their duties, and
establishing mindfulness means using your powers of mindfulness to
remember those duties and to carry them through as you stay here with the
breath, as you maintain this awareness of the present moment.
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There’s no conflict between the two teachings. They’re intimately
related. We always have to keep that point in mind. Mindfulness isn’t a state
where you’re not doing any duties. We’re not here just to hang out in the
present and enjoy the present moment and think that that’s all there is. The
breath here is part of the path described in the four noble truths. Your
concentration centered in the breath and mindful of the breath is part of that
path. It’s going to take you someplace if you keep at it.

So try to keep these points in mind: that we’re here to figure out what’s
our duty right now. Think: “What duty needs to be done? I'll do it today, I’ll
do it right now, because who knows, I may not have this chance tomorrow,
or even a few moments from now.” If we die, it takes a long time to get back
to the practice. Think how long it took you in this lifetime to find your way
to sitting right here, learning how to train the mind. If you’re not careful, the
next time around may be a lot longer than that. So you’ve got this
opportunity right now. Focus on the “right now” because it’s a place where
the practice is done and where you can make a difference.

That is what it means to be with the present: to see it clearly and—once
you see clearly what’s going on—to realize what your duties are right now.
Then you do them. That’s when being in the present moment is really
auspicious.
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Remember This

January 16, 2014

One of the really useful qualities we’re developing as we stay with the
breath is mindfulness. If you’re going to stay with the breath, you have to
keep the breath in mind. As soon as you forget the breath, you’re off
someplace else. This training in remembering plays a huge part in the
practice—and it bears repeating again and again and again that mindfulness
1s remembering. It’s your active memory. It’s how you apply your memory
to what you’re doing right now, what you’re experiencing right now—
because there’s a lot to remember about how to shape your experience
skillfully, and in particular, how to shape it into the path.

Usually when a thought comes up, it’s your thought. If an opinion
comes up, it’s your opinion. A feeling, an emotion, a mood: The first thing
you think is, “This is my mood,” “my feeling,” or “my opinion.” We don’t
get to look at these things carefully—in the Buddha’s terms, as something
separate, in and of themselves. We just ride with them, and we end up
dealing with these thoughts and opinions in very unskillful ways, because of
that framework of “my.”

So we need a new framework, a different framework for looking at these
things, and that’s what we’ve got to remember.

The Buddha said to look at the body in and of itself; feelings in and of
themselves—*“feelings” here meaning feelings of pleasure, pain, and neither
pleasure nor pain; mind-states, which is where moods, emotions, and
opinions all come in; and then mental qualities—specific mental qualities
that are skillful or unskillful and go into making up mind-states. In each of
these cases, the Buddha gives you a framework for looking at these things in
and of themselves so that, for the time being, you can take away the “my”
and “mine,” and instead look at these things as events, as part of a causal
chain. Where do these things come from? Where do they lead?
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Take feelings, for instance. There are feelings of pleasure, pain, and
neither pleasure nor pain. As the Buddha points out, in the abstract, there’s
nothing really wrong either with pleasure or pain. But there are specific
pleasures that are worth cultivating and specific pleasures that are not. It’s
the same with pains. A lot of pains are totally useless. The Buddha gives an
example of all the pain that went into the huge sacrifices kings and queens
used to perform back in his time. They were painful in the doing and painful
in the result. That kind of pain doesn’t accomplish anything.

Then there are pleasures. Some are worth developing, others are worth
dropping. There’s the pleasure of concentration. There’s the pleasure of
being generous. Those are skillful pleasures, pleasures worth developing.

For, as he also points out, we’re not here just watching things arising and
passing away on their own—because they don’t arise and pass away on their
own. There’s an element of intention in how we shape our experience.

Simply focusing on the breath, you’re changing the feelings in the body.
If you learn how to apply your attention to the breath in the proper way, you
can create what the Buddha calls “pleasure not-of-the-flesh.” This doesn’t
happen on its own. There may be moments when it comes and goes, but
you’re not here just watching the moments. You're trying to develop the ease
and pleasure that comes with being with the breath, to make it continuous.
And that’s a good pleasure, something worth cultivating.

As for unskillful pleasures: The Buddha says you want to stay away
from them because of their impact on your mind—and through that, their
impact on your actions and the way you affect other people.

So this is the framework you’re trying to remember when a feeling
comes. It’s not so much, “It’s my feeling,” or “I like it,” or “I don’t like it.”
The question is, “Where does this feeling lead?”” This brings your feelings
and mind-states into the realm of right resolve.

As the Buddha said, the first thing that really got him on the path was
his ability to separate his thoughts into two types: those worth pursuing and
those worth letting go. What was the distinction? Basically, the distinction
was: “Where do these thoughts lead? What kind of intention is motivating
them? Where does the intention lead?” If the thoughts had to do with
sensuality, ill will, or harmfulness, he would drop them—beat them down,
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actually, because they led to affliction, either for himself or for others. That’s
part of right resolve.

But if the thoughts were thoughts of renunciation, goodwill, or
harmlessness, he’d allow them to roam around, because they caused no
affliction. That’s right resolve, too. He said it was like watching over cattle
during the dry season, when there’s no danger of their getting into the crops.
All you have to do is just be mindful: “Okay, they’re there. Remember that
they’re there.” That was it. But he noticed that if you continued thinking in
those ways, even if they were skillful, it would eventually tire the mind—
and when the mind is tired, it’s not only wearisome. It can weaken itself so
that it can’t keep its unskillful thoughts in check. That’s why he brought the
mind to concentration.

The same principle applies to all the different thought patterns and
mind-states that can go through the mind. You have to figure out which ones
you can allow to roam around and which ones you’ve got to bring under
control—and specifically, which kind of thinking is useful to get the mind
into concentration. If your energy level is down and the mind is getting
depressed, what can you do to lift your spirits? When the mind is wired and
scattered all over the place with lots of frenetic energy, what can you do to
calm it down? If the mind isn’t concentrated, what can you do to get it
concentrated? If the mind isn’t in an expansive state, what can you do to
expand it?

These are the questions the Buddha has you ask. This is the framework
you want to keep in mind. This is your frame of reference; this is where you
want to establish your mindfulness.

It’s the same with mental qualities. The hindrances? You want to
recognize: “These are hindrances.” Sensual desire comes up and, all too
often, we don’t think, “This is a hindrance.” We think, “Let’s run with it.”
Thoughts of ill will come up. We can think of all the harm that other people
have to done us, and we can stew in that for quite a while, thinking that
we’re perfectly justified in wanting to see those people suffer. The mind gets
sleepy? You tell yourself, “Ah, a sign that I’'m getting drowsy. I’m getting
tired. I need to rest.” In other words, you side with the hindrances because
they’re yours. The Buddha wants you to take off that little label of “me” and
say, “Okay, look at this simply in terms of this framework; keep this
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framework in mind.” If any one of these five hindrances comes up, it’s
something you want to understand so that, through understanding it, you can
drop it.

This is where another main aspect of mindfulness practice comes in,
which is ardency. What can you do to develop the skillful states, and what
can you do to get rid of the unskillful ones? You want to keep that in mind
as well. Whatever lessons you’ve learned in the past, try them all out. And if
nothing seems to work? Then try to use your ingenuity to figure out what’s
wrong. Keep watching until you can see the connection between a particular
mind-state and what’s giving rise to it—and then, how you can cut it off at
the source.

As for the factors for awakening—mindfulness, analysis of qualities,
persistence, rapture, calm, concentration, and equanimity—how do you give
rise to them? How do you recognize them when they’re there? Sometimes
they come as just little seeds or little tiny sprouts. How do you recognize a
moment of concentration, a moment of mindfulness? How do you recognize
the potential for rapture? You want to look for these things. Learn how to
recognize them and nurture them when they’re there. When you’re having
trouble settling down, where in the body is there a sense of calm or
serenity? If you’re all tied up in tension—say, in your head—which part of
the body is not tense? Focus there.

It’s like that old book, Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain, which
recommends, when you’re drawing a face, instead of drawing the eyes, the
nose, and the mouth, that you draw the spaces between the mouth and the
nose, between the eyes and the nose, between the edge of the hair and the
eyebrow, and so forth. In other words, focus on the spaces you tend to
ignore. You’ll find that you can draw much more accurate pictures because
you don’t let your preconceived notions of the shape of an eye or a nose get
in the way. You don’t have preconceived notions about the shape of a
forehead or the shape of the space between eyebrows and eyes. Those are
the areas where you tend not to focus. So by focusing on the areas where
you tend not to look, you find there’s a space, and you can draw the shape of
that space with a fresh eye. You get a much better picture.

It’s the same with areas where there are bands of tension in the body.
You don’t focus on them; you don’t connect them up; you focus on areas
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between them, where things are going well. The “going well” here may not
be all that impressive to begin with, but if you give it some space, give it
some time, it’ll develop. One of the advantages of the kind of mindfulness
practice that encourages you to be accepting and equanimous and patient is
just that: You develop powers of patience and equanimity, so that when you
can’t figure something out, you have the patience to watch. And when
you’ve figured out something and you know it’s going to take time, well, you
have the patience and equanimity to stick with it.

But mindfulness practice doesn’t sfop with equanimity. Equanimity is
simply one of the elements of the practice. Remember that mindfulness is
the remembering and the framework you’re trying to keep in mind so that
you recognize, when something comes up in the mind, what you can do
with it—for example, when it’s skillful to be equanimous and when it’s not.
This way, mindfulness practice fits ultimately into the four noble truths.
Each truth has a duty. When something comes up, is it part of the truth of
stress? Okay, remember: What do you do with stress? You try to
comprehend it. You try to see where the clinging is—which particular
aggregate you're clinging to—and then you learn how to depersonalize these
things so that you can get the upper hand.

Part of you may resist, thinking, “Well, this is me. These are my feelings.
This is me, mine”—whatever. But what’s happened is these things have
taken you over. You're enslaving yourself to these things: the clingings and
the things that you cling to so much. Through your taking possession of
them, they take possession of you.

So what the Buddha’s giving you is a framework for freeing yourself. It
requires effort and ardency, but it’s all to the good. It’s in this way that
mindfulness guides right effort and leads to right concentration, and to all
the other right elements of the path that take you to freedom.

So remember this: Mindfulness is about remembering, holding a certain
framework in mind, and then using that as a guide to what needs to be done
with whatever comes up.

And you’re not just waiting for things to come up willy-nilly. You realize
that certain things, when they come up, you have to let go. You have to get
rid of them. Other things, when they come up, you want to encourage—to
keep them going so that they can grow. As the Buddha says, this is what it
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means to have mindfulness as your governing principle: not just watching
things coming and going, but realizing that some things, when they come,
should be allowed to go really fast. In other words, you get rid of them as
quickly and effectively as you can. Other things, skillful things, that haven’t
yet come should be encouraged to come because they’re helpful. If they
don’t arise on their own, you remember to make them arise—and to try to
keep them from passing away.

So remember this, because this is the framework that helps you find
freedom from all the things you used to lay claim to. But then, when you
learn that you can pull off that label of “me” or “my,” you’re not deprived.
You're freed.
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The Governing Principle
May 5, 2014

In the passage where the Buddha describes the different functions of the
qualities you want to bring to the path, he describes mindfulness as the
governing principle. In another passage, he explains what that means.
Essentially, when you see that there’s a good quality that hasn’t arisen
within you yet, you’re mindful to give rise to it. Once you’ve given rise to it,
you try to maintain it. That’s what mindfulness does, so keep that in mind.

This is the exact opposite of what you often hear: that mindfulness
simply watches things arising and passing away without interfering. But here
its duty is to remind you: You’ve got to give rise to skillful qualities in the
mind. And once you’ve got something skillful, you want to maintain it, to
try to make sure that it doesn’t pass away.

So always keep this in mind as you’re practicing, because the teachings
that tell you otherwise are all over the place. When we were trying to find a
good translation for “mindfulness of breathing” in French, a French
Buddhologist objected to the rendering that corresponded to “keeping the
breath in mind” on the grounds that “To say that you could keep something
in mind is to say that things could actually last, that you could actually
conserve them and keep them going, whereas everything arises and passes
away momentarily.” That statement is a real misunderstanding of the
teaching on inconstancy.

Your duty with regard to the four noble truths is to comprehend
suffering, abandon its cause, realize its cessation, and develop the path. To
“develop” means that you give rise to it; and once it’s there, you keep it
going. That’s the function of desire and right effort as well: the desire to
abandon unskillful qualities, to develop qualities that are skillful, and once
you’ve got them there, to keep them going and to keep developing them so
that they get better and better. This may seem to be fighting against
inconstancy, stress, and not-self—and that’s precisely what it is. We're
trying to create a state of mind that lasts, that’s easeful, and that’s under
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your control—to see how far you can go in that direction. This requires a
special set of skills. You want to maintain the good things you’ve got, and
that means recognizing them for what they are.

In the very beginning, concentration comes in little tiny pieces—
moments of stillness, moments of clarity, moments of ease. You want to
learn how to recognize them, even as you’re just working with each in-and-
out breath. Where in the breath is it comfortable? Where is it not? Can you
smooth out the uncomfortable parts while maintaining the comfortable ones
and learning how to appreciate them?

That’s one of the functions of the teaching on emptiness: When you
realize that your mind has settled down to a certain extent, you realize that
it’s empty of a lot of the burdens and troubles it had before. The Buddha
makes a comparison with leaving a village and going into the wilderness.
You sit down in the wilderness and you realize all the hustle and bustle of
life in the village is not there: The concerns about people, the concerns
about your belongings, are not there. There’s just the lesser disturbance that
comes from being in the wilderness and perceiving it as wilderness.

Then you learn how to drop that perception because, after all, the
perception of wilderness contains perceptions of dangers. So you drop the
perception of wilderness and just think about earth. Everything that’s there
is just earth—the earth in your body, the earth in trees around you, the land
around you. Even if there were an animal that would come and eat you, that
would be earth, too—just earth eating earth. When you think in those terms,
there’s a lot less to get concerned about, because, after all, it’s not eating
you, it’s eating the body. But you don’t even think about those details; you
just think about the earth-ness of everything. That’s an even more refined
state.

The Buddha recommends that before you try to move on from that, you
first learn to appreciate it: Notice that there’s a lessening of the burden of
stress, there’s a greater sense of openness, and indulge in that, delight in
that, because this is what gives energy to your path.

So as you’re focusing on the breath here, keep the same principle in
mind. Whatever ease there is, appreciate that, cupping it in your hands,
protecting it. It may just be one spot in the body to begin with, but think of
it as like a small fire that you try to light in the midst of a windy plain.
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You’ve got to use your hands to cup whatever little flame you’ve got to
protect it from the wind. There will come a point when the fire is strong
enough that you don’t have to cup it quite so closely. You can pull back a bit,
but you still have to do what you can to protect it, because the wind is
blowing. It’s an open plain. So you put up a piece of metal or a piece of
wood or something to shelter the flame. You keep looking after it. This
principle of maintaining is very important because it’s only when you
maintain concentration that it can really develop into a strength. So you
always try to keep this in mind: Take that sense of well-being and do what
you can to keep it going.

This is where Ajaan Lee recommends that, when you’re evaluating the
breath, you not only look at where it’s comfortable and adjust it to make it
comfortable; but then also, when it is comfortable, you try and get some use
out of it, because that amplifies the sense of well-being, at the same time
making it more solid. Think of your awareness filling the whole body. The
breath energy fills the whole body. You might ask yourself—holding the
perception in mind that there should be breath energy filling the body—to
notice where it’s strongest, where the breath energy feels most healthy. Then
notice where it’s weak. Can you think of good breath spreading from the
healthier spots into the weaker ones? Is there any blockage? Do the energy
channels feel like they’ve been squeezed out? Are they pinched at the end of
a breath? Then think that you can open, open, open them up and protect that
sense of energy. Once you realize that it’s there, hold onto it. Again,
“holding onto” it is not like grabbing hold of it, it’s more like protecting it,
cupping it in your hands. Protect it from the winds out there, because winds
can come from all directions.

For example, dealing with other people, you suddenly run into their
energies. Or you go to certain places where the place itself has strange or
unfriendly energies. You don’t want them to invade your space, so you try to
protect yourself, because the breath, as it flows through the body, is like an
electric current. It creates a magnetic field around the body that can act as a
protection against negative energies coming in from outside. That way, even
though you’re dealing with difficult people, you don’t have to inhale their
difficulty, you don’t have to absorb their difficulty, you don’t have to let it

36



come and occupy parts of your body. You were there first. You’ve got this
protective shield.

It’s when you sense this that you realize the value of maintaining. This
gives the mind a good, safe place to stay. You become more and more
sensitive to what’s been invading your space all along and now you don’t
have to suffer from it. You’ve got something to help you battle against those
negative energies, both within and without. So once things settle down and
they feel good, try to maintain that.

Now, there are times when you hit something really good and you get so
excited that you drop it. It’s not so much that the desire to keep it going is a
bad thing. After all, that’s part of right effort. The trick lies in learning how
to make that desire skillful, remembering that to keep it going requires
certain causes that you’re trying to learn; and that getting the mind in place
and keeping it in place are two different things. The keeping requires a little
bit less energy. It’s a more consistent, looking-after kind of energy, a
hovering-around kind of energy. But it’s something you’ve got to do
continuously for it to really get the best results. So you focus the desire on
looking for the causes and maintaining what causes you can.

Try to be gentle with the concentration. Learn to appreciate it. Learn to
treat it with care, because when you look after it, it’ll do a lot of good things
for you as well. It’s like that story of the lion and the mouse. The lion
catches the mouse and the mouse pleads with him, “Let me go and maybe
someday I’1l be able to help you.” The lion is so amused by the mouse’s
offer that he lets it go. And, of course, later on the lion is caught in the large
hunter’s net, and the mouse is able to come along and chew the net and free
the lion. So this little bit of concentration, this little spot of being centered
here in the body: If you look after it, maybe someday it’ll be able to set you
free.
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The Easy Way Out
July 28, 2015

As the Buddha said, we’re all born into this world with an arrow stuck
into our hearts: the arrow of suffering, greed, aversion, delusion. We all
want to find a way to take the arrow out.

Some of us, of course, don’t realize that the arrow is there. We feel the
pain but we think that it’s coming from something else.

We grow up when we really realize that, okay, the arrow is here, and that
we’re the ones shooting ourselves.

There’s another discourse where the Buddha says that whenever physical
pain comes, it’s like one arrow being stuck in us—and then we shoot
ourselves with another arrow. Or actually it’s more arrows than that: a whole
quiver of arrows—being upset about the pain: “Why is this happening to
me? Why is this suffering happening to me? Why can’t I get rid of it right
away?” And all those arrows just make the problem worse.

So, as he said, there is a path for the extraction of arrows—which is the
noble eightfold path. This, he also says, is the only path. Sometimes you
look at the path and it seems long and difficult. We’d like to see a shorter
path, an easier path—we’d like to find the easy way out.

But this is the easy way out. If we can strip away all the complications
that we add to the path, we find that it actually is an easy path: easy for the
good side of the mind. It’s asking you to do things that are honorable, things
that are noble, things that feel really good deep down inside when you do
them.

So ask yourself, “What obstacles are you putting in your own way?”” And
be patient but persistent in learning how to put them aside.

The difficulty, of course, is that a lot of these obstacles are things that we
identify with.

I was reading a Dhamma talk by Ajaan Maha Boowa the other day and
he was talking about how the problem with the defilements is we think
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they’re us, and the idea of removing any of those defilements is like cutting
off an arm, taking out your liver, taking out things that you think are vital to
you. An important part of the skill of the meditation is learning to see them
as something separate, that they really aren’t you. You don’t really need
them.

So you want to develop a part of the mind that doesn’t identify with
them. Learn how to identify with the part that wants to be on the path and is
not looking for shortcuts. Because all too often the shortcuts short-circuit
everything, and the signs pointing to the shortcuts were put there by the
defilements themselves.

You’ve got this breath, then you’ve got the next breath. We can’t take a
shortcut to the last breath of the hour without going through all the breaths
in-between. If you try to find some other way, you’re just creating more and
more difficulties for yourself. And yet this is what the mind likes to do: It
finds other things to think about, other places to go—anything but staying
right here.

As aresult, it doesn’t get anywhere new. After all, this is a path that not
only takes out the arrows in the heart but also helps you to realize things you
haven’t yet realized, to see and experience things you haven’t yet seen or
experienced, to attain something you’ve never attained before. It takes you to
someplace that’s really special.

So sometimes it requires learning some patience; other times it requires
learning persistence. All the unglamorous but good qualities of the mind get
to play their role—Ilike the house-elves in Harry Potter. They’re not very
glamorous; they seem to be very minor. But it turns out that they’re
essential to the plot.

The same with patience, persistence: sticking with this breath and then
this breath. And, oh, here comes another breath: Well, stick with that one,
too. And then, here’s another one. There may not be that much difference
among them, but if you stay with them, you begin to see that there are
differences.

And this is an important element in learning how to develop your own
discernment. You can take other people’s beautiful concepts—emptiness
sounds wonderful, Oneness sounds wonderful, interconnectedness all
sounds wonderful—but they’re just words, ideas, perceptions. You’ve got to
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learn how to question perceptions as part of the practice—and you need to
develop your own sensitivity if you’re going to see things as they’re actually
happening.

That means looking at things that may not seem all that different to
begin with, but then as you get used to them you can see, “Oh, this is
different. This breath was different from that one. This mind-state is
different from that one.” You want to be able to see when there’s more stress
in the mind: Okay, what did you just do? Sometimes what you just did was a
very subtle thing.

This is why the path is gradual. The Buddha’s analogy is of the
continental shelf off of India. It gradually, gradually, gradually slopes
downward, and then finally there’s a sudden drop-oft. The sudden drop-oft
happens because the deathless is always there. What makes the process
gradual, though, is the fact that your ability to discern these things can
develop only gradually with patience, with practice, as your sensitivities
develop.

We tend to think of wisdom as concepts but it’s actually a matter of
sensitivity, noticing when something has happened, noticing when
something has been different, seeing minor distinctions. What'’s the
difference between a desire that’s part of the path and a desire that’s a cause
of suffering? You can probably describe it in words if you’ve been reading
the texts, but actually to see it acting in the mind: That’s a different matter
entirely.

And so the purpose of this practice is to make you more sensitive. When
the Buddha describes the steps of breath meditation in all the different
tetrads, that’s basically what it is: training in sensitivity. First you sensitize
yourself to a particular aspect of your experience. Then you ask, “To what
extent are you fabricating this element of your experience?”” Then you try to
notice, when you’re fabricating that aspect—such as with the breath or with
feelings or with your mind-states—which ways of fabricating are more
stressful and which ones are less? Which ones add a burden to the mind and
which ones take a burden off? Then you calm down the fabrication to move
in a direction of less and less stress.

It’s sensitivity training. You’re becoming sensitive to the actions in your
mind: things you’ve been living with all along but you don’t really see
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clearly because you’ve been looking at them in another way or just looking
past them, looking through them.

These events that come up in the mind: They’re like signs, a finger
pointing someplace. And for most of us, when we see the finger pointing,
we look in the direction the finger’s pointing. But as we meditate, we’re
learning to turn around and look directly at the finger: What is that finger?
Who’s pointing? Why? And is it good to follow the finger or not?

These are things you need to learn how to perceive for yourself. The
instructions are there and they’re all complete. You can’t look for any hidden
teachings that would make them easier. The Buddha laid everything out as
clearly as possible and as simply as possible.

This is the easy way out. Just make sure that you don’t add any
unnecessary complications.
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The Sport of Wise People
June 19, 2015

Ajaan Fuang once called concentration practice “the sport of wise
people.” Like any sport, it’s something you want to do well but you also
want to enjoy yourself while you’re doing it. So you’ve got to find that right
balance between sticking with it, mastering the technique, and having some
fun in the process. Otherwise it gets grim and serious. Of course, our
purpose is serious, the practice is serious—we’re dealing with a big
problem, the problem of suffering—but if you’re grim about the path, that
grimness begins to grind you down. So you have to learn how to develop a
light attitude around what you’re doing.

One of the skills of meditation is learning how to gladden the mind as
you’re practicing. So, what would gladden your mind right now? Maybe
some thoughts of goodwill. Try to think of someone you’ve never extended
goodwill to before and spread goodwill to that person. You might want to
choose someone a little bit challenging, and take it as you’d take a challenge
in any sport: Here’s a problem, here’s a difficulty, but there must be a way
around it, and you’re going to find it. This is one of the hallmarks of people
who are not just good at a particular sport but really good. Once they’ve
mastered one problem, they figure out where the next problem is, and the
next, and they take joy in posing questions and learning how to answer
them.

Once you’ve spread thoughts of goodwill, the next question is, how are
you going to stay with the breath? Where would be a fun place to focus on
the breath right now? Some place you haven’t thought of before, something
new, something different. Ajaan Fuang would sometimes talk about thinking
of a pole of light inside the body, extending down from the middle of the
head, down through the spine. As you breathe in, think of the breath coming
in from all directions into that pole of light, and as you breathe out think of
it going out in all directions from that pole of light. This way, you’re not
staying with just one spot. You’ve got a line in the body for your focus.
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Another time I heard him talking about breathing into your bones—
think of all the bones in the body and the breath energy going into the
marrow.

What this means is that you’ve got to ventilate the mind a little bit.
Otherwise, it gets stagnant like the huts here when they’re closed during the
heat of the day. I’ve been going into the empty huts and opening them up in
the evening and they’re really stuffy because there’s no circulation at all.
Sometimes the temperature inside is actually cooler than the temperature
outside, but because nothing is moving, because there’s no ventilation, it
feels hotter. And the mind can be that way, too. If you’ve got a particular
idea about the meditation in mind and you just hold, hold, hold to it and
don’t have any opportunities for changing things a little bit, it gets stuffy. So
think of things that will gladden the mind, things that will bring some
novelty to your meditation, and that way you give yourself some staying
power.

Also, think about things you’re carrying in from the day or carrying in
from other aspects of your life. Can you let go of them? A lot of things we
hold onto as being really important in life: We define ourselves around
them, but if we can’t let them go at all, it’s like having a muscle that’s
tensed up all the time. So think of something you tell yourself would be
impossible to let go of and then see if you can put it down for right now.
Think the opposite thought.

Like that character in Through the Looking Glass who said he liked to
think about three or four impossible things every morning before breakfast:
Think of something that would be ordinarily impossible for you to let go of,
something you would define yourself around, and see if you can un-define
yourself, at least for the time being. After all, everything you’re holding in
mind right now, you’ll have to let go of at some point—all of your
perceptions, all of your ideas. When the time comes to leave the body,
you’re going to have to leave a lot of those behind as well—and it’s good to
get practice in letting go, because the path requires staying power, and the
trick to staying power lies in letting go of things that are really unnecessary.

It’s like going camping. If you want to hike for a long time, you take a
light burden: the lighter the burden, the longer you can hike. But most of us
have too many things in our knapsack—we’re afraid we’re going to miss this
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little convenience or that, we’ve got to hold onto this, hold onto that—and as
a result we hardly get away from the trailhead at all.

So with any distraction that comes up in the meditation, just say, “Let
go, let go, let go.” You hold onto the breath, or whatever you’ve taken as
your object, and just say to yourself, “That’s it, that’s all I'm going to hold
onto.” And have a light attitude toward it. As Ajaan Fuang would say, you
play with the meditation. But you don’t play in a desultory or scatterbrained
way. You play in the same way that a professional sportsperson would play
at a sport—you keep at it, keep at it, keep at it, but find ways of making it
interesting, ways of making it challenging, and learn how to encourage
yourself to be up for the challenge, to enjoy the challenges. This is what
gives you staying power.

I’ve been working on a project having to do with humor in the Pali
Canon. There are two basic ways it’s used. One is to let go of the values of
the world, to encourage you not to be impressed by things that people in the
world are generally impressed by, such as the fact that there are devas out
there. There are some people who think, “Wow, if I get to talk to a deva |
must be really special. The deva might give me important information.”
Well, the Buddha has you question that, by pointing out in a humorous way
that there are a lot of devas who don’t really know very much.

Or you might think that people who are rich and wealthy and powerful
have something that’d be worth aspiring to—well, you look at the lives of
the kings in the time of the Buddha. For all their power, they had a lot of the
problems that everybody else has: nothing special there. In fact, they have a
lot of problems that ordinary people don’t have. People who want a share of
their power will feel no compunction about lying to them.

So use the discernment of humor to give yourself a sense of distance
from the values of the world. You can step back and realize, “I’m not
enmeshed in those things; I don’t have to be enmeshed in those things; those
are things that I don’t have to believe in or be impressed by”’—and there’s a
lightness that comes from that.

The other use of humor is to look at the practice as something enjoyable.
There’s a really nice image of a bull elephant who’s tired of being in a herd
of elephants: When he goes down to bathe, all the other elephants bump up
against him. He tries to drink clear water, but all the elephants have muddied
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the water. So he goes off alone and bathes without anybody bumping into
him. When he drinks water, it’s clear. Whenever he itches anywhere, he
takes a branch off a tree and scratches himself with it. And the Buddha
interprets this image as being like a person who’s going off to meditate: You
use your concentration to scratch wherever you feel an itch.

So, where does your mind itch right now? Where does your body itch
right now? Can you use the breath to scratch it? Can you use whatever your
concentration topic is to scratch it? The image is nice and light-hearted, and
so even though we’re serious about the practice—and, as I say, we’re dealing
with a serious problem, the suffering in the mind—we want to have a light
touch. Otherwise things get bogged down.

I think I’ve told you about the Englishman who walked across the
Northwest Territories way back in the 1820s—the first recorded instance of
an English person entrusting his life to a band of Dene. As they were going
across the land, of course, they were hunting. On some days they’d catch
some game and on other days they wouldn’t. On the days when they couldn’t
catch game, he said, they tightened up their belts and spent their time joking
with one another as they walked along, to keep up their spirits. Otherwise,
you start focusing on how hungry you are and you get more and more
miserable and the trail seems more and more impossible. But if you can
keep a light spirit about things, a long trail becomes shorter, and a heavy
load becomes light.

So do what you can to keep your spirits up and to enjoy the meditation
as a game.

Building a Home for the Mind
November 25, 2015

The texts often talk about concentration as being a home for the mind—
vihara-dhamma—the place where the mind can settle in. Before you can
settle in, though, you have to build a house. And as Ajaan Lee said, the
work in building this house lies in the directed thought and evaluation. You
find a topic that you like to think about and then you evaluate it here in the
present moment.

For example with the breath, you’ve got all kinds of in-and-out breathing
that you can focus on: long, short, heavy, light, deep, shallow, fast, slow. Or
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you can start with the breath energies in the body. Some people, in the
beginning, find them easier to focus on than the in-and-out breath. Just scan
through the body. Notice where there’s any tension or tightness. Think of it
relaxing. And then move on until you’ve been through the body several
times. As you do that for a while, you’ll find that the in-and-out breathing
will find its own rhythm that’s just right for the needs of the body.

The important point is that you’re focused on the sensations in the
present moment. That’s what you’re thinking about and that’s what you’re
evaluating. It’s not that you’re thinking about something someplace else or
analyzing things in abstract terms. You're asking very practical questions,
focused on what you’re doing. How does this feel? Is this a place where you
can settle in? How’s the living room? How’s the dining room? Is it big
enough? Or do you feel cramped or tight? You’ve got to expand the house.

Think not only of the body but also of the area immediately around the
body. Can you sense an energy field there? Some people can; some people
can’t. If you can, how do you make use of it? That’s a lot of what the
evaluation is about. It’s like looking at the lumber and the other things
you’ve got for the house. What can you make with this lumber? You may
have had one house in mind, but when you actually get your materials, you
see they’re not quite what you expected. Well, make the best of what you’ve
got.

You’ll find that there are some parts of the body where the energy is
hard to work with. Well, work around them. If there’s a blockage someplace,
think that the breath can go right through it. If there’s a pain in one part of
the body and the more you focus on it, the worse it seems to get, ask
yourself, “What is my perception adding to the pain? Can I think about the
pain using other perceptions?” So the evaluation here evaluates the breath
and other physical aspects of the body together with what you’re doing, in
terms of your perceptions and thoughts, to see what can be changed.

One perception game that I’ve found useful is that, if you feel that
there’s a pain in your back, ask yourself, “Suppose that pain was actually a
pain in the front of the body and I’'m misperceiving it?”” And hold the
perception in mind that it’s actually a pain in the front. Or if the pain is in
the front,