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In one way, were very good at thinking: We can think all day long—and think nothing ofit. It
seems like the most normal and natural thing for the mind to do. But in another way, were not very
good at thinking, because so many times our thoughts make us suffer. Peoplc can even kill themselves
over the issues that their thinking hrings up. And even it your thoughts don'lead you to the point of
dcspair, they can just drive you crazy, like a dog that barks at nothing all night long. [t doesnt
accompiish anything; its a waste of time and effort.

So when we'e mcditating, one of the purposes is to get so that we rcally are good at thinking—in
other words, thinking when its useful and resting when its not. So first you want to think about how
important it is to be able to rest. Give the mind a chance, so that it doesn't have to kccp churning its
wheels all the time. Think about how nice that would be. This is called a useful, beneficial use of your
thinking. And then think about ways that you could get the mind to settle down. Again, this is another
useful use of thinking.

For instance, you can kccp the breath in mind. Just kccp rcminding yourseif, “Stay with the breath.
Be sensitive to the breath.” That kind of thinking is called mindfulness, and its very useful.

You want to couplc it with alertness, which is watching the breath, noticing how the breath feels.
When it doesn' feel good, you can changc it. You don' have to put too much pressure on it to changc.
Just think, “Try longer breathing,” and see what happens. See how the body responds. Or think, “Try
shorter brcathing.” See what happcns. Then “dccpcr,” “more shallow, “faster, “slower, “heavier,
“iightcr’f.. Expcrimcnt with the breath for a while, to see how it feels, what feels best.

If you find the mind slipping oft, just bring it right back. And try to get the breath more
comfortable, asa way of getting the mind more interested in the breath again. This combination of
mindfulness and alertness is a skillful use of thinking. Aswith any skill, it takes a while to master, so
dontbe upsct if you cantdo it right away. Its like playing the piano: Vcry few pcoplc can sit down at
the piano for the first time and play Mozart. Most of us have to work with the scales. When we bcgin,
it doesn't sound all that good, but after a while we bcgin to dcvclop the muscles in our fingcrs, and we
also bcgin to dcvelop the abiiity to listen: to see what sounds good, what doesn't sound good.

Sobe patient. Just kccp atit. And over time, you get more and more skilled in this skillful use of
your thinking—thc purpose of which is to get the mind to quict down. And no matter whatever
interesting thoughts, fascinating thoughts, or important-seeming thoughts may come up in the mind
asyou try to getit to calm down, you don' have to pay them any attention. You can think those
thoughts any other time. Right nowisa good time to practice this new skill: the skill of bringing the

mind to stillness, to oneness. And it takes thought—mindful thought—comhincd with alertness, to



get the mind to settle down and be still.

As these skills get stronger, the Buddha changes the names he gives to them. He calls them
directed t/oaught and evaluation. In other words, you Vm[[y are focused on what you’re doing. All
your thinking relates to the breath, and then you evaluate with more and more skill what rcally feels
best right now—not only in terms of the breath, but also in terms of the pressure of your focus.
Ssometimes you can bear down too hcaviiy on the breath, so that Cvcrything in the hody teels
confined and clampcd down. That's not good. Orif your focus is too light, itjust floats away. Thats not
good cither. You want the amount of pressure to be just right. The classic simile is of trying to hold a
hahy chick in your hands: If you squeeze it too tight, itdies. It you hold it too looscly, it flies away.

So again, through practice you hcgin to getasense of how much pressure is too much pressure,
how much is too little, and exactly where is just right—rcmcmbcring that “just right” may change with
circumstances. Thats somcthing you learn through experience. The basic principle is always the same:
chp directing your thoughts to this one thing, and then evaluate to see how it's going, making
adj ustments wherever necessary. This is how you use thinking in order to get the mind to rest from its
thinking. Because there will come a point where the breath feels good enough, cverything teels settled
within the hody, and you can just let your awarencess become one with the breath. You can drop all that
evaluation. You don't have to kccp rcminding yourself to stay with the breath, because you’rc right
there. That's when the mind gets rcally focused on its ohject: It seems like the breath permeates your
AWAreness; your awarcness permeates the breath. You feel solid and at home, and cvcrything teels just
right.

Some peoplc will eell you, though, that after you’ve hrought the mind to this state of broad, open
awareness—oze in the present moment—you can trust whatever comes up in the mind, whatever
insights arise. The Buddha never taught that way, though. He said that you have to put these things to
the test. You start hy iearning to ask the right questions. Thisisa quaiity that the texts call yoniso
manasikara: appropriate attention. Atter all, once the mind is still, and you come out of that stillness,
you could focus in on anything atall with your imprOVCd powers of concentration. Or if it so happcns
thatan interesting idea or insight comes popping into your mind when the mind is still, it's very easy to
latcch o it, saying, “Oh, this must rcaliy be true, because it comes out of the stillness.” But the Buddha
said you cant be so sure.

This is why you want to direct your attention in the right direction, which is to watch whatever
comes up in the mind as an event, as partasa causal process: “When this thought comes up, where
doesitlead? When that thought comes up, where doesitlead? Doesitlead you where you want to
go? Or, if you believe this particular thought, where would it lead you? It you believe the opposite,
where would it lead you? What difference would it make ?” There are alot of thoughts that just dont
make any difference atall in how you conduct your lite. As the Buddha said, the hig question in lite is,

“\X/hat arc you dOiﬂg that’s Causing SU_H:CI'il’lg? Can you lcarn l’lOW to StOP?” Othcr qucstions can carry



you away to abstractions: “Where does the world come from? Are there deities out there that can help
you? s the world finite? Is it infinite? Is it eternal? Is it not eternal?” For most religions, most tcachings,
those are the hig questions: “What am I? Who am I? Who made me? What is the meaning of my
lite?” The Buddha said you can never come to the end trying to answer those questions. He called
them a thicket of views, a wilderness of views: You just get lost.

But there is one question that you caz answetr, that you can find a solution for, and that rcaiiy
makes a difference. Thats, “Why arcyou suffcring? \X/hy is there suficring?” Wisdom, the Buddha says,
comes from lcarning to ask the question, “What, when I do it, will lead to my long—term welfare and
happincss 2" Now, this may seem selfish, focusing on your own happincss, but true happincss, long—
term happincss, cant rcly on the suffcring of other peopic. Iticdid, they would be doing Cvcrything
thcy could to stop i, and it wouldn't last very long. So that’s one of the first things you have to realize
about long—tcrm welfare and happincss: It has to dcpcnd on the welfare and happiness of other pcoplc,
too. That way, thcy won't harm it.

But this question is wise also because it comes from the realization that long—term happincss is
going to dcpcnd on your actions. You cant blame your happincss or sorrow on other pcople. Its not
that you blame them on yourscif—the world blame is not appropriate hcre—you simply try to ﬁgurc
out where these things come from, so that you can solve the problcm. So instead of saying that, Tm to
blame, you say, “What mental states are to blame?” Tthe mind has all kinds of mental states: There’s
mindfulness, and there’s lack of mindfulness. There's sensual desire, ill-will, torpor and icthargy,
restlessness and anxicty, uncertainty, which are all things that getin the way, that cause you to do
unskillful things. Ona decpcr level, passion, aversion, and delusion: These are the quaiitics of the mind
that cause you to do unskilltul things. But there are also times in the mind when there’s no passion, no
aversion, no dclusion—cverything isvery clear. And in times like that, you tend to actin skillful ways.

Soits notan issue of, “You are a bad person causing suficring.” Its just that some of your thoughts,
some of the qualities inyour mind, cause suHering. Other qualitics don’t cause suffering. You've gotto
learn how to sort them out. And a still mind is the best placc to do that. The more you can resist the
pull of thoughts, the easier it is to see them for what they are. Most of us are like someone who's
standing by the side of the road: Somchody drives upona motorcyclc and says, “Hop on!” So you hop
onand go. And only then do you stop to ask, “Who are you? Where are you taking me? Are youa
Hell's Angei? Who are you?” And hy that time, it’s too late. If it rcally isa Hell’s Angei, youre in big
trouble. You want to be confident cnough in where you’rc standing, so that when someone drives up
ona motorcycic and says, “I—lop on, you can say, “Why? Who are you? I'm not going to go with you
unless you cxpiain alotof things. Where are you going to take me?” Then, if you get good answers,
and the motorcyclc driver seems honest and trustworthy, you can hop on.

In other words, there are patterns of thoughts that are hclpful. It's not that we're trying to snuff out

thought forever. The Buddha never said that “Thinking is suﬁering; therefore, stop thinking.” He never



said that. He said that C[ingingis suHering. We hold onto things with the hopc that thcy’ll give us true
happincss, and yet thcy don'. Butif you can put the mindina position where it doesn't have to ciing—
where it can use things simpiy as tools and then put them down when thcy’vc succeeded in their
intended purposc—thcn you don't have to suffer.

Sowe get the mind still so that we can understand its thinking Cnough to sort it out. This is called
anaiysis of quaiitics—that’s the technical term. What it iitcraiiy means is that you look at whats coming
up in the mind, and you decide whether it's going to be skillful or not. You see cicariy: Itics skillful, it's
going to lead to true happincss; if its unskillful, it's going to lead youin the other direction. And then
you can make your choice.

So it's not that thinking is bad. It’s just that some thinking leads to suffcring and other thinking
doesnt. We want to put ourselvesina position where we can see clcariy which is which. That’s why
were Working on getting the mind still right now—Dbecause it's oniy through getting the mind still that
you can put it into that position: the position where it can see things clcarly for what thcy are, where it
canask the questions that are rcaily useful to ask, and get clear answers—answers thatll make a
difference in our lives, that lead us aiong the path to true happincss. Along the way, even though we
may not be all the way there yet, at least we find that we are getting more skillful in how we use our
minds. Its not that we're trying to figurc out abstract probicms, but we see more cieariy what were
doing and what the results are going to be, so we can choose more Wiscly. The Buddha said this was
what wisdom is all about: There are things that you like to do, but you know thcy’rc going to cause
harm, and so you learn not to do them. There are things that you don’t like to do, that you know will
causc happincss, and you ﬁgure out ways to get yoursclf to do them. As for the things that cause harm
and you dont like to do: those are no-brainers. The same with things that you like to do that will cause
happincss: those are no-brainers, too. It's those other two: They’rc the probicms. Butif you approach
them stratcgicaiiy, dcveloping insight, devcioping the proper sense of values, dcvcloping appropriate
attention—icarning how to look at your life in away that asks the proper questions and gets you to act
in skillful ways—that’s what real wisdom is all about. It rcaiiy does make a difference in how you live.

So this s why this skill of hringing the mind to stillness is so important: because it putsyouina

position where you can dcvclop the skill of thinking to the full.



