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My tather once went to visit me in Thailand. suggcstcd he might want to try lcarning a
little meditation. So the first night, wewent up to the porch of Ajaan Fuang’s hut. His first
question to Ajaan F uang was about being a Christian. Was this going to be an obstacle in his
mcditating?

Ajaan Fuang said, “No, notatall. We're going to focus on the breath. The breath is
common property. It's not Christian, not Buddhist, not Hindu; it's common property
throughout the world. It you focus on the breath, you get to know your mind. Then when
issues come up in the mind, we can talk about the mind without having to talk about what
rcligion we're coming from,” he said. “That way, we can understand each other. We talk about
what we have in common.”

So focus on the breath. Why focus on the breath? It'sa way of training the mind, because a
mind, like anything elseifit’s going to live in civilized socicty, needs to be trained. This isa
principlc that holds across the board. If the mind isnt trained, it causes itself a lot of suﬁcring. It
causes suffcring for other pcople as well.

In fact, the Buddha once said that this is the difference between a fool and a wise person:
The fool doesn’t see the necessity for training the mind, whereas a wise person does. You
realize that if the mind isn’t trained, no matter how many wonderful things you have in life, you
can destroy them - thcy can destroy you - because you don’t know how to use them. You
don’t know how to relate to them properly. It the mind’s out of control, you can't really trust it.
But if the mind zs trained, then you can live in any situation, deal with anything, and not add
any extra suffering on top ofit.

So telling the mind to stay is like training a puppy. Tellit, “Stay!” and in the hcginning it's
not going to stay. It’s going to come running to you. You say, “No, stay!” And you have to use
both the carrot and the stick—well, puppies don’t like carrots, but whatever puppies like.In
other words, you have to reward it when it stays, and come down hard Cnough when it doesn’t.

Now, you can't use a stick on the mind because there’s nothing there to hit, but you can
talk to it. You can say, “Look, you can't stay put for even five breaths while you’rc sitting here
healthy. What's going to happcn when you start getting old, when you start getting sick, or as
you approach death? What's your mind going to do then?” That's why we have that reflection
which, in Pali, litcrally says that we haven't gone bcyond aging; we haven't gone beyond illness;
we haven't gone bcyond death. These things are normal, and you’vc got to prepare for them.

So that’s the stick. The carrot is that you make the breath comfortable. Learn how to play
with it. Expcrimcnt with it. See what different ways ofhrcathing do to the hody, and see what
kind of effect they have on the mind. Stay with long hrcathing for a while; see what that’s like.



You can also try shorter breathing, shallow breathing, deep breathing, fast, slow, heavy, light.
Think of the breath coming in and out of the body through all the pores. See what that
thought does to the breath, and what that way of breathing does to the body and mind. There’s
alotto explore here. You find that the mind benefits; the body benefits as well. So that’s the
reward.

This is really important, this principle of being trained. We all want happiness. This is the
basic assumption the Buddha makes. Sometimes you hear that he assumes that we're all
basically good down inside, but he never actually says anything about that topic at all. What he
does assume is that everybody wants happiness. But through our ignorance and through our
lack of training, the things that we do to find happiness often end up causing suffering. This is
the big paradox in life. So he doesn’t tell us to stop trying to find happiness; he says try to find it
inan intelligent way. That's Why we need training, because otherwise we keep piling the
suHering on.

Things come up — and you notice this in the meditation — issues will come up and you find
that you’re afraid of them. So you try to push them away, push them away. Youdon'teven
really know them yet, and yet you’re afraid. Like today, we talked about the sensation of heat in
the body. When it comes up, there’s really nothing to be afraid of; it’s not going to kill you.
Whether you like it or not, put that aside for the time being. Ask yourself what happens if heat
fills the body, and allow it to do just that. See how far it gocs. You find that even in that heat,
there’s going to be a sensation of coolness. If the heat gets too much, then you can switch to
the coolness. Focus on that for a while. See what that does.

Or when the body gets really heavy: Sometimes you find yourself.clamping down on the
body to keep the mind really, really still, but then the breath gets uncomfortable. It feels like
the whole body’s made out of metal. Well, remind yourself that even in metal, there’s lots of
space between the atoms. Think of that space penetrating throughout all those solid
sensations. As you tune in to the space, your experience of the body is going to ehange, lighten
up.

What this means is that as you learn the ins and outs of the mind - the way its perceptions
affect things, and the way you tend to add unnecessary suffering on top of things. You can look
for what you’re doing and then Change it because experience is not totally agiven from your
past karma. Some of the things you’re experiencing in the present moment are actually the
result of your intentions in the present moment. It's a combination of both.

As the mind gets more trained — as you learn how to keep it still for longer periods of time
and keep coming back, coming back, coming back to the same issue of the mind with the
breath, with the body —you start seeing subtle things you didn’t see before. One of the lessons
you learn is that some of the things in your experience 4re a given. No matter how you change
your intentions, they’re just going to stay the way they are. But other things really do depend

onyour intention in the present moment, and that you can change. Your intention is related



to attention, the things you choose to look at, and to perception, the labels you give to things.
Those things can be more malleable than you might have thought.

So when you realize there’s a broader range of ways that you can approach the present
moment, you can approach it with less fear, with more confidence. As Ajaan Fuang once said,
there’s no problcm that comes up in meditation that can’t be solved. It’s simply that you might
have trouble thinking up the solution on your own. This is one of the reasons Why we read, one
of the reasons why we have Dhamma talks: to remind you that there are other ways of doing
things, of conceiving things. The range of possihilitics open to you is more than you might have
thought up on your own.

These are some of the benefits that come from training the mind. The image of training is
one that kccps appearing over and over again in the Canon. There’s a story ofanun coming
out of the forest. She'd been mcditating all day, and her mind was a mess. She happcncd to see
an Clcphant trainer. The elephant trainer was telling the Clcphant, “‘Give me your foot.” The
Clcphant gave him his foot. Then the clephant trainer got up on the Clcphant’s footand
climbed up on his back. The nun thought to herself, “‘Here it is, a wild animal, and still it can be
trained! My mind is not a wild animal.” With that thought, she went back into the forest, sat
down, and was able to get the mind into concentration.

Your mind is not a wild animal. You can talk to it; you can reason with it. And remember,
even wild animals can be tamed. The one problcm, as another clcphant trainer once said to the
Buddha, is that he can take an Clcphant and within a week he knows all the tricks that clcphant
has —all the ways it tries to get out of doing things. But, he went on to say, with a human hcing,
it'salot harder to see the end to the tricks. The human mind is alot more complcx than an
Clcphant mind, and so are its tricks. This is why it takes more than justa week to meditate and
get all the results. But it's a worthwhile project. Think of how much better your life would be if
your mind were totally under your control. A mood comes up, and you have the choice to
decide whether to go with it or not. Just that ability can rcally changc your life alot for the
better.

This requires getting the mind to stay still, having it stay when you tellitto stay, having it
come when you tell it to come, then looking into how you shapc your experience, and not
being afraid to experiment. Sometimes the meditation takes more than you might want to
give, but it doesn't kill you. I remember one time when I was first with Ajaan I3 uang, he told me
to stay up and meditate all night. My immediate reaction was, ‘I can't do that!” He looked at
me and said, “Is it going to kill you?” “Well, no.” “Then you can doit”

So you go back and think about that. Which part of you doesn’twant to do it — “can’t’ do
it And often, you findit’s your laziness or your unwillingncss to put yoursclf out — somcthing.
Butif you don’t put yoursclf out for the practice, what are you going to gain in return? You
givea litdle, and you get only alitte in return. You givea lot, and you bcgin to find Cxactly how

much is too much, how much is too little, and how much is just right. But you’rc not going to



learn the point of J ust right” unless you give a little bit more than you want to. Push the
Cnvclopc some, and when you find yoursclf rcally trazzled, okay, then you know: Thatwas too
much. You can back upa bit.

It’s like the avocado trees here in the orchard. For years, we'd been giving them too little
water, and the trees were hcginning to look a little bad. So we checked with an avocado expert.
It turned out that even within the range we had been ﬁghting over as to how much was too
much, how much was too little, the expert said the trees needed a lot more water than even the
high-cnd person thought. It’s the same with meditation. You put some effortin and you say,
“Well, 'm getting some results. This must be good Cnough.” Youdon't rcally know how much
is good cnough until you push yoursclf. There comes a point and you realize, “Okay, that was
too much.” Then you can back upa lictle bi.

This is one of the tricks of the mind you’ve gotto learn to see through because the mind,
like an clcphant, has its tricks. There are times when it’s lying toyou, and you have to be willing
to push italitdle bit before itll 'tess up with the truth. But when you’vc learned thatlesson,
you’vc gota mind that's more and more your friend.

Again like training an Clcphant: When you’VC trained elephants, thcy can pull hugc logs
through the jungle - somcthing you could never do on your own. When the mind is well
trained, it can accomplish alot more than you might have even thought of trying,

So take advantagc of the fact you’vc gota mind that can be trained and you’vc gotan

opportunity to train it now. And see what difference that makes.



