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There'sa question that the Buddha recommends we ask ourselves every day. Ic goes like
this: “Days and nights ﬂy past, ﬂy past. Whatam I doing right now?" Ajaan Fuang once asked
me, “Supposc the Buddha were right here, right now, asking you that question. How would
you answer? What kind of answer would you not feel embarrassed to tell the Buddha? Okay,
then. Just do that.”

It you were to tell the Buddha that you’rc trying to comprchcnd suﬁcring, trying to let go
of the cause, develop the path sO you can realize the end of suffering, that's an answer you
wouldn’t be ashamed to give him. So let’s spend the next hour doing one of those four,
whichever one seems appropriate for you right now.

Notice that all these questions and all the answers have to do with doing. What are you
doing right now? The four noble truths don’t justsit there. Thcy have tasks that follow in line
with them. You see this Cmphasis in the Buddha’s tcachings again and again and again: actions
and their results; actions and results. Which actions are worthwhile, i.c., skillful, and which ones
are not? That's the basic dividing line in his tcaching.

And notice that there’s no question there of what you are. What are you truly? What is
your true idcntity? As the Buddha said, any attempts to answer these questions, on the one
hand, Cntangic youina thicket of views, which simply kccp you cntangicd, and you can't get
anywhcre. On the other hand, he said that however you idcntify yoursclf, you’rc limiting
yoursclf . Whether it's in terms of your gender, your race, your occupation: Whatever the
identification, it's a limitation. So we're not here to define ourselves, or to find out what we
truly are or who we rcaily are. We're trying to find out: What are we doing that's causing
sufiering? What can we do to zo# cause suffering?

Now you realize that you can have a strong sense of who youare around those activities.
The Buddha said that part of comprchending suHcring is to see that we cling to these five
agoregates of form, fccling, perception, tabrication, and consciousness. Each of the agoregates
is defined by averb; it'san activity. We build a sense of who we are around the activities, and
that getsin the way of seeing which activities are skillful, which ones are not. If you have a
strong sensc of idcntifying with something, cither you like the idcntity oryou don’t. Or you
run up against resistance from other peoplc, which makes you ciing even more strongiy to that
identity. All of that gets in the way of really seeing what you’rc doing, what's skillful, what's not,
and ifyou see that it’s unskillful, what you can doto change.

[ don’t know how many times I've been asked the question, “The Buddha says we have
Buddha nature. So why do pcoplc behave the way thcy do?” Let’s go back to the assumption:
The Buddha never talks about Buddha nature. If anyonc would have the right to talk about



Buddha nature, he'd be the one. But he doesn’t. He doesn’t assume that we're good; he doesn’t
assume that we're bad. If you start with the assumption that you’re basically good deep down
inside, then all the problems inyour life are things imposed onyou hy socicty, and your quest
for the end of suHering means learning how to resist society. Orif you teel that you’re hasically
bad inside, then you need somebody else to come down rrom above and help you. In other
words, both assumptions getin the way doing the work yourself.

The Buddha's only assumption is that we want happiness. It you don’twant happiness,
you’re not ready for his teaching. But I don’t know anybody who would not want happiness.
He simply asks you to take the desire seriously, responsihly. Look at your habits. Which of
your habits are helpful; which ones are not? Which ones can you change it they’re not helpful?
Which ones can be changed quickly? Which ones are going to take time? The ones that take
time, that's where the issues of patience and equanimity come in. Patience, cquanimity,
acceptance: These are not the goal of the path. They’re qualities you want to learn how to
develop, habits you want to learn how to develop in cases where the changes take time.

Youve gota mind that refuses to settle down? Well, that’s something that's just going to
take time. This doesn’t mean it will never settle down, or that your naturc is unsettled — that
you can never doit. It simply means that you’ve gota lot of habits to work through. That's
where patience and cquanimity are important because you have a long—term goal. Our society
encourages people to want quick results, and so, very often, we don’t have any experience with
long—term goals and how to relate to them in a mature way. This is why we have to work on
patience and cquanimity because they are essential to being ona path, realizing that you’re not
there at the end yet, but you’re taking steps in the right direction. You may take afew missteps,
but that's how you learn.

This is what cquanimity is all about: learning how to admit your mistakes, pick yourself up,
dust yourself oft, and keep on going, realizing that you can't go backand undoa past mistake.
You do have the opportunity to make the resolve not to repeatit. But cquanimity and patience
also require understanding how you’re going to go about this because otherwise, you’re sitting
there with yourself, and you’re heing taught to accept yourself, which isa good thing anda step.
But you’re not being asked to just stay there stuck if that self is unhappy, if it's miserable. There
are ways out.

This is another place where it’s useful to remember that you’re not stuck with a permanent
identity, cither good or bad. You've got what you hasically need in that desire for happiness.
The teachings arc here to hring wisdom to that desire.

In dependent co-arising, the Buddha starts out with ignorance: ignorance of the four noble
truths and the tasks appropriate for the four noble truths. When you’re ignorant of those tasks,
you start doing unskillful things. With ignoranceasa condition, there are fabrications. In other
words, what you think youare is something you tabricate. Sometimes you’re doing the

fabrication right here and now. Sometimes it’s the result of past fabrications. Butit's all



fabricated. It's all put togcthcr, which means that it can be taken apart and put togcthcr in
other ways.

The basic elements are five, which are divided into three kinds of fabrication. The first one
is the physical tabrication, which is the breath. If you breathe in ignorance, it's going to
contribute to your suHcring. This was one of the reasons Why the meditation tcchniquc the
Buddha taught most frcqucntly was breath meditation, to hring some awareness to the breath
and particularly, bring awareness to whether the breath is comfortable or not — whetherit's a
causc of suffcring orapart of the path lcading to right concentration with a sense of ease, a
sense of fullness, rapture or refreshment.

That ties into the next level of fabrication, which is verbal fabrication. There are two kinds:
directed thought and evaluation. Directed thought is when you focus your attention on a
particular topic to kccp it there. Evaluation is chccking to sec: How does this feel? Does this
feel good? Does this feel right? Is this a comfortable placc to stay? [s it an uncomfortable placc
to stay? How about my mind? Is it rcady to settle down right now, or does it need a few other
reflections before it'll be willing to settle down in the breath in the present moment? It your
mind refuses to settle down, analyzc it. What direction is it going in? s there too much energy,
too little cncrgy? Is the energy hcading oftinto the side of irritation or of desire? There are
reflections that can hclp you with these things. But notice that once you get the mind rcady to
settle down, you come back to the breath. So you put the directed thought and the evaluation
togcthcr with the breath. In other words, you apply verbal fabrication to your physical
fabrication.

Then the third level of fabrication, mental fabrication, has two elements as wcll:fccling and
perception. Once you’rc dirccting your thoughts to the breath, cvaluating it, then the question
of how you perceive the breath and the fcclings that arise as a result are important things to
look into. How do you conceive the process of hrcathing? What s this breath energy in the
body? What kind of mental picture do you have of the breath? Does the mental picture hclp
make the breath a plcasant oran unplcasant placc to stay’? And the way to test that, of course, is
to changc your perceptions. This is why Aj aan Lee talks about so many different ways of
conceiving breath energy in the hody. You try them on and see what seems to work best, and
you’ll find that different perceptions will work best at different times. So it’s good to have a
whole range of perceptions available.

So what you’vc got here are all the elements of fabrication, all brought togcthcr in one
placc, with knowlcdgc, rather than ignorance. As you work with them around the breath, you
find that you get more and more skilled at idcntifying them and lcarning to work through the
difficult ones. Not so that you do this only while you’rc Working on the breath— you bcgin to
learn how to deal with other issues that come up in lite as well, lcarning how to break them

ClOWIl into tl’lOSC Same clcmcnts.



You'll find that your thoughts, as thcy come througb the body, will be associated with a
particular kind ofbrcathing and directed thought and evaluation, feclings and perceptions.
Your emotions will as well. When a strong emotion comes in, check to see: Howare you
brcatliing? Exactly what are you thinking about? How are you Cvaluating the situation? What
are the perceptions that underlic it? If you can recognize that the emotion or the thought is
somcthing unskillful, how do you cbange those different elements? This is how you
deconstruct a fabrication.

And thisis important. When an emotion comes up, we're often just blown away by it. We
tend to idcntify with it strongly. The idea of not identifying with emotion, for a lot of pcoplc,
almost becomes a political issue. You feel like you’rc bcing told by somcbody clse that you
can't have this emotion; you can'tbe your true selt. But again, if you try to look at your true self,
all you find are fabrications. So why would you want to do somctbing, Why would you want to
create and idcntify with somctbing, that’s unskillful

It's not that anybody clseis forcing you not to identify with it. Simply look at it for yoursclf
and see. Does this hclp bring about true bappincss? If not, learn how to look at it wiscly. Take it
apartin its various parts. This is where cquanimity and patience are bclpful. You step back and
see: “Whatam [ doing here that's causing suflering? What can | cbange?” In this way, you
come to realize that whatever comes up in the mind, you’rc not dcnying thatit’s there. You
simply ask the question: Is this rcally skillful ?

The Buddha once said that that was how he goton the path to bcgin with, just dividing his
thoughts and his emotions into two kinds: those that led to self-harm or harm of others, and
those that didn’t lead to harm for anyonc at all. Then he learned how to check and curb the
unskillful ones. It wasn’t a matter of just forcing them down. He also had to take them apart,
and then take those elements and put them togethcr inanew way.

So you learn how to look at tbings inanew way — to have new perspectives, new
perceptions, and new fcelings. These are part of your repertoire. You're not limited to what
you’VC been idcntifying with all along - good or bad. You've gota wider range of tools for
ﬁnding true happincss. Some pcoplc don’t like the idea of not-self. You dig down a little bit
into their reasons Wliy, and ﬁnally it comes down to the question: How could you function? In
other words, it sounds like you’rc being deprivcd of some very basic tools. But actually, the not-
selt tcaching givesyoua wider range of tools than you’d have by holding toa spcciﬁc way of
identil'ying yoursclf. You're free to idcntify with tbings Or not, as you sce fic.

When I first went to stay with Ajaan Fuang, [ had a dream one nigbt that I was in Ajaan
Fuang’s closet, and he had lots and lots of different kinds of hats — some Thai hats, some
American hats, all kinds of hats in his closet. As I later got to know him, I realized he did wear
lots of different hats, taking on different identities as thcy were appropriate to the occasion.
Sometimes you hear pcople talking about famous teachers, “You're around them and it seems

like chere’s nobody there.” Well, it's not chat there’s nobody there. It’s simply that the teacher is



iooking at the situation not in terms of who he is, but in terms of what needs to be done, and
then he just does what needs to be done — which can often be surprising, out of character. But
ifit's appropriate, it it's skillful, if it rcally does help lead to less harm, then Why should your
character or pcrsonality be allowed to getin the way? Solearnto be a person of many hats.

There was a Zen teacher who once identified Buddha nature as changc. Well, it’s even
better not to have an idea about Buddha nature or whatever — just that there is the possibility
of changc. You don't have to have a particuiar nature at all. All you’rc asked is to take your
desire for happincss scriousiy. Doit wisely, rcsponsibly, with compassion and with purity. That
way, you find that it realiy can reach to a true happincss, a happincss that's not affected by
conditions, that’s not fabricated. It’s not limited by anything atall.

Don'tlet your idea of who youare — cither bad or good or whatever — limit you. It you
think you’rc good by nature, then you start bclicving that when the mind is quiet, its natural
wisdom will arise, and you can trust it. That kind of teaching teaches pcoplc to be compiaccnt
in the practice. That gets in the way. It you think you’rc bad by nature, you can't trust anything.
Youve only gotto do what you’rc told by other pcoplc, or hopc that other pcoplc will do the
work for you. That gets in the way as well.

So don’t be either good or bad. Just rcaily, sinccrcly desire true happincss. Andactwellin
line with that desire. Taking this perspective liberates youina lot of ways right there.



