Effective Self-Discipline
January 11, 2007

Mcditating on the breath is somcthing simplc, but it can be hard to do. It’s simple because
its right here. You don't have to borrow someone else’s breath. You don't have to go down and
buy it at the store. Its nothing far away or abstract. It's simply the sensation of the energy in the
body asit brings air into the iungs and when it CXpCiS it. Its right here.

What's hard about it is sticking with it—the quaiity of persistence. Looking atyour breath
every once ina while is not going to make much difference in the mind. It makes a difference
oniy if you rcaliy stick with it over time—continuousiy, again and again and again. That can
sound like drudgcry. Andan important skill in meditation is how to make it not—drudgery, to
make it interesting, somcthing you enjoy doing—or even when you dont enjoy i, simply
ﬁnding the inner strcngth to stick with it. And this requires discipiinc.

The word “discipiinc” in English has a lot of unfortunate associations. We tend to think of
stern discipiinarians, the pcoplc who beat children. Those are harsh disciplinarians—but thcy’re
not esscntialiy effective. Effective ones are like the teachers who discipiincd you and you hardiy
even noticed that you were bcing discipiincd: the ones who gotyou to behave by capturing
your interest. Aswhen youwere in school, thcy were the ones who made you want to learn or
feel inspircd by the subjcct, the ones who could reason with you to getyouon their side.

As a meditator you need these same skills. The Buddha'’s tcaching comes in a lot of lists.
And its interesting to notice the role that persistence has in almost all of them. Butit’s also
important to realize that persistence is not just brute effort. Its an effort to be skillful—to ﬁgurc
out what works in hciping the mind to alleviate its burdens, alleviate its suffcring.

So right cffort requires not only effort but also undcrstanding. This is Why its interesting to
see what prcccdcs persistence in the lists—for, after all, the lists are often meant to be
scqucntial. You dcveiop a certain quality first,and then it makes it easier for you to be
persistent.

In one of the lists, the quaiity that prcccdcs persistence is desire. You want the results—and
don't be ashamed of that desire. Its important to have the desire to get the mind to be pcaccful,
to get the mind to understand itself. If you didnt have that desire, you wouldnt be here. Youd
off some piacc else, down at the beach, iooking for happincss. So sometimes it’s useful to
remind yoursclf of Why you’rc mcditating, of what you want out of the meditation.

Desire comes from seeing the positive benefits that comes from meditation and also
thinking about the negative consequences of not mcditating, of not getting the mind under
control. We see horrendous peoplc give in to their anger, give in to their grecd, give in to their
tears, and they end up doing things that they regret for the rest of their lives. That’s simply

bCCQUSC thCy had no controi over thcir minds. Thcy O&Cl’l kl’lCW that Wi’lat ti’le WwCrce about to



do was going to have bad consequences, but thcy went for the quick fix anyway. Or thcy
couldn’ imagine themselves not giving in to those impulses.

Then there’s the whole issue of aging, illness, and death. Even if you live your lite Wiscly and
in a sort of a normal Cvcryday way and don't getinto trouble, theress still trouble waiting for
you. The body grows old and doesnt ask permission to doso. It gets sick—again without
asking permission. And then when it dies—it takes Cvcrything. And most peoplc are not
prcparcd for this. This is one of the things that meditation is rcaiiy good for—it getsyou
prcparcd, because you learn how to invest your happincss in somcthing that doesn't age, grow
ill, or die. It’s like lcarning to invest your money in a piacc thats not going to be subjcct to wars,
fires, floods, or carthquakcs. So one way to encourage yourscif to be persistentin meditation is
to think about the positive results that come: the genuine happincss, somcthing that goes dccp
down inside.

Sometimes its good to read the texts on this. The peoplc who struggicd with their practice
and then ﬁnaliy gaincd awakcning—thcy talk about how the strugglc may have been dithcult
but was more than worth it when the results came. So it's good to kccp that desire alive.

In another list, desire is prcccded by an undcrstanding of whats skillful and unskillful. In
other words, you realize that you cant justsit around and hopc for good things to magicaliy
happcn. This is not Barncy the dinosaur’s world. Ifyou want good results, you have to make
sure that the causes are good as well. This is what kecps desire from getting in the way of the
meditation. You realize that if you want results, you have to focus your energy on the causes.
You have to focus your attention on them and get them right. Right now the causes are bcing
mindful of the breath, bcing alert to the breath, and being ardentas you stick with the breath.
Those are the issues you focus on.

Sometimes it secems paradoxical. On the one hand, were iooking for big results here—the
deathless, the unconditioned, nibbana. And where are we told to look?>—“Look at your breath
and just kccp iooking atyour breath.” Butas Ajaan Lee says in one of his Dhamma talks, great
things start out from little things. Trees come from little seeds. Pcopic come from little tny,
tiny Cmbryos. Andits your sensitivity to the breath that's going to dcvelop the discernment
that hclps you see even more subtle things inside.

Were focusing on the breath not to get the breath but because being with the breath trains
alotof rcaily good qualitics in the mind—mindtulness, alertness, sensitivity, persistence. Atthe
same time, as you rcally pay attention to the breath, you bcgin to notice that certain ways of
brcathing are hcipful for concentration and others are not. This makes it casier to stick with the
breath as you sce that there's more than just sticking with it—coming in, going out, coming in,
and going out. You sce that there are variations in the breath, subtle changes in the breath that
can have an impact on the body and an impact on the mind.

Theresalotto CXPlOl‘C in the brcathing. Theres not just the in-and-out breath. There's also
the sense of energy that flows along the nerves throughout the whole body. Can you sense



that? There's a sense of energy that flows through the blood vessels. Can you sense that? Do
you see how they are related to the way you breathe in and out?

Theres also a very still level of energy in the body—you focus on certain spots on the body
where everything stays still no matter what. Even with the breath going in, the breath coming
out, theres a sense of stillness there. Can you locate those spots in the body? And when you’ve
located that stillness, can you think of it spreading to fill the whole body, so that you can tune
into that level ofenergy. It’s like there are many levels of energy, many frequencies of breath in
the body. If you’re really skilled, you can tune in to them by choice.

So there’s alot more to see here than justin and out, in and out, in and out—"When the
hellis it going to end?” Theres lots to explore; there’s alot to understand. If you’re the sort of
person who likes puzzles, enjoys ﬁguring things out, then theresalot to figure out here—how
you relate to the sense of body asyou feel it from inside. When you look at the breath as
something to explore this way, you’ll find it alot easier to stick with it—because there’s always
something new to learn.

Another quality that precedes persistence in some of the lists is conviction: conviction
that all of this is worth it, that this really will work. In the beginning of the practice, you gain
conviction from the fact that it simply makes sense: that training the mind is going to help in
other arcas of your life, and that what you do does really have an impacton the happiness or
unhappiness you experience. You may have seen this principle at work in some parts of your
lite, but it's one of those things you cant really know for sure until you’ve really explored it. So
in the beginning you have to take it on faith—that were not living ina totally deterministic
world or totally random world, and that it really is worth the effort to try to develop a skill,
particularly in the area of the mind. There’s enough orderliness in this world that the skills you
learn today are going to help tomorrow. At the same time, things are not so deterministic in an
iron-clad way that you cant make any difference. You caz make a difference by the choices you
make, in the lessons you learn. And making good choices today will help you make better
choices tomorrow. Thats something you take on conviction. That can help further your
persistence in the practice as well.

Soits good to keep in mind these qualities: the ability to remind yourself of Why you want
to meditate, conviction that it really will make a difference, and then understanding that you’re
working on cause and effect here. You're not simply sitting here waiting fora spiritual accident
to happen or hoping that awakening will come up and whack you across the head. The
discernment, the understanding that lead to awakening are things that you develop through
your discernment and understanding of little things that are happening right here, right now.

This principle applies not only to your meditation but also to your daily life. This is Why
right action, right speech, and right livelihood are part of the path. Be caretul about what you
do, be caretul about what you say, notice cause and effectin your actions, because the actions

themselves have an impact; words have an impact. And your ability to understand that impact



is going to be rcally important all the way down the line.

Finally, one quality that's not mentioned in the lists, but you notice throughout the
tcachings: Theresa part of the Canon called the Vinaya, which is the monastic disciplinc. This
is what were Working on here—we're disciplining ourselves. And cach of the rules in the Vinaya
hasa story. The story is there to hclp you understand the rule—and you dont obcy the rules
simply because the Buddha said so or somebody else said so. There's a reason for each rule, and
it hclps to understand the reason. Its also interesting to notice that a lot of the stories are rcally
humorous—with a wry, quict kind of humor. I think that's for a purpose. If the disciplinc were
nothing but harsh and hcavy rules, pcoplc would rebel. But bcing able to look with humor at
the misdeeds that inspircd the rule gets youon the side of the rule. You see through those
pcoplc’s hypocrisy, you sce through their denial of what thcy’rc doing. And their foibles are
prcscntcd inaway that's funny. Your ability to laugh at them hclps yougeton the side of the
rule.

The way this translates into the practice is that you have to have a good sense of humor
about what you’rc doing. When things dont go well, don' get frustrated. Learn to laugh at
yoursclf and move on—because what does a laugh do? It hclps you distance yourself from
small, narrow ways of thinking. You step back a bit. You step out of that particular pcrsonality,
that particular idcntity, that's so wound up and tight ina particular issue. Stcp back from it a bit.
Geta largcr perspective. That largcr perspective is part of wisdom.

So these are some of the qualitics that hclp with persistence, hclp with disciplinc. Theres
the desire for the results; the conviction that what you do does make a difference, and then
thata genuine happincss rcally is possiblc; the undcrstanding of cause and effect; and ﬁnally a
wise sense of humor.

We tend to live very much in our own little worlds, and an important part of meditation is
lcarning to step back from our worlds and not believe thcm.Just stay with the sensation of the
breath coming in going out. Thought worlds come along and thcy can tell you all kinds of
things, using all kinds of voiccs—shouting voices, whispcring voices, seductive voices, harsh
voices—that in normal circumstances gets you running with them. But now you’rc trying to
step out of those worlds. You'e trying to resist the allure of those voices.

As you do, you come to understand that the perspective providcd by the breath is what
makes the disciplinc liveable, so that it doesn't feel harsh. But it is effective.

Part of the wisdom of lcarning tobea good meditator is lcarning how to disciplinc
yoursclf well. There's nobody standing here with a whip to force you to stay with the breath.
When you sit here quictly with your cyes closed, you could be thinking about anything in the
world. Its up to you to disciplinc yoursclf to make sure that you rcally are sticking with the
breath and that you are getting somcthing out of the experience. So learn how to do it

cffcctivcly—bccausc it makes all the difference in the world.






