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“May you look after yourself with case.”

That’s the message of the chant we recite every night, every morning, It'san expression of
goodwill.

“Looking after yourself " refers both to your physical and to your mental well—being. Physi-
cally, may you be healthy. Orif your health is bad, may it be the sort of problem that you know
how to take care of, and it doesn’t require too much effort.

But more importantly, you want to learn how to look after your mind with ease, so that the
issues in the mind are not a constant struggle, and you don’tneed to be depending on other
people to solve your problems for you.

You want to be able to see a problem come up in the mind and also to have another part of
the mind that can look at it and see what's wrong, recognize what’s wrong, and come up with
an antidote.

That requires training, Andalotof the training, a lot of looking after your mind, basically
means knowing how to talk to yourself.

Like right now, we re sitting here, getting the mind to settle down. This requires that you
do a certain amount of talking to yourself .Youwanttodoitina way that's skillful, that actu-
ally does bring the mind to a quicter state where you can put all that chatter aside.

Butin the beginning stages, talking to the mind is necessary. Don’t think of it as an unfor-
tunate obstacle as you’re trying to get the mind concentrated. It’s an essential part of the con-
centration, that you learn how to ropein the mind’s thoughts and gather them in closer and
closer and closer to a sense of stillness.

So, right now, talk to yourself about the breath. How is the breath going? Is it comfort-
able? Where do you feel the breath right now? When you breathe in, does it feel like you’re
fully nourishing your torso all the way down? Isit nourishing the nerves? Is it nourishing your
cyces, your cars?

Think of the breath as the flow of energy in the body, and where it would feel good for that
flow to go. Then, once it feels good, ask yourself how can you make it spread so that it suffuses
the entire hody with a sense of well-heing.

That's a skillful way of talking to yourself.

Then you begin to notice at what point the breath is as good asit’s going to be, and it’s
good enough to settle down with. That's when you put the inner chatter aside and just plow
into the breath. But to know when that spotis: That requires that you talk to yourself, too.



So these are some skillful ways of talking to yoursclf to get the mind to settle down.

There are other times when you’rc not in formal meditation, and you need to know how
to talk to the mind, Cspeciaiiy when it’s getting obsessed with somcthing that's realiy not good
forit. And here your internal chatter can be informed by some reflections on what the Buddha
has to say about right specch.

To bcgin with, right spccch grows out ofright resolve, as we chanted just now: resolve for
renunciation, resolve for non-ill will, and resolve for harmlessness.

In terms of renunciation: If you find that the mind is getting obsessed with sensual piea-
sures or sensual objects, ideas, desires, how do you talk to it so that it can bcgin to admit that
you don’t rcaliy need those things? Otherwise, the mind will kccp saying, “I need this picasure,
I need that picasure. [ can’t stand not having it.”

You have to learn how to counter that justiﬁcation because, after all, you don’t rcally need
these things. You can survive pcrfectly well without them. There are other plcasurcs that the
mind can feed on—like the plcasurc of good brcathing—that will nourish it in a much more
substantial way.

As for non-ill will: We don't usuaiiy think that we have ill will for ourselves, but it you find
yourscif thinking about giving up on the practice, you have to ask yourscif: Do you rcaily love
yoursclf? Ateerall, you started this practice because you realized that youwere causing yourscif
unnecessary suHcring. And this is the path out of that suffcring. Why would you want to give it
up? It you reaiiy loved yourscif, you wouldn’t think of abandoning it.

The same with the resolve on harmlessness: We don't like to think that we would harm
ourselves, but we kcep doing things that are rcally stupid because we don't rcaliy care about the
consequences. We say, “Well, let the consequences take care of themselves. 'm going to do
what I feel like doing right now.” That'sa way of harming yourscif.

You've got to think down the line. As the Buddha says, “Ask yourself: What would be for
my long—tcrm welfare and happincss.” When you find yourscif tcmpted togiveintoa desire to
do or say or think somcthing that you know is going to be bad for you, ask yourscif, “‘How will I
feel tomorrow from having done this?” Remember the times you were able to say Noto your-
selt, and how much better it felt the next day.

So these are some of the lessons from right resolve, which are also lessons from right cffort:
knowing how you motivate yourscif to kcep on going,

The Buddha has a list of what he calls three “govcrning principics,” which are different ways
of motivating yourscif to stick with the practice.

Firstis the Dhammaasa governing principic. You reflect on whata good Dhamma this is,
how it’s hard to find an honest Dhamma like this, and why it"d be a shame to wander away

from it. In this case, you usc a sense of inspiration to kecp you going.



Then there’s the selfasa governing principlc. This connects with that question I just men-
tioned: “Do you rcally love yoursclf? "You see that you’re suffering, and alot of the suffering
comes from you. In fact, all the unnecessary suficring comes from your actions. So when are
you going to stop? It you put it oft to some other lifetime or some time later in this lifetime, it
won't get casier with time. lfiyou’rc going to love yoursclf, talk to yourself in ways that l(cep
you going, This governing principle is based on goodwill.

The third governing principlc is based on a sense of shame. The Buddha calls it “the world
asa governing principlc.” You remind yourself that there are pcople in the world who can read
other pcople’s minds. Supposc thcy were to read your mind right now: What would thcy
think? Wouldn't you be ashamed if thcy saw the unskillful thoughts that you’rc fccding on
right now?

These are some lessons from right resolve and right effort to kccp in mind as you’rc chat-
ting to yoursclf about the practice, about where you’rc going in the practice, and how you want
to stick with it.

Then, of course, there are the lessons from right spcech itself.

As the Buddha said, the things he would talk about would have to be:

1) true,
2) benehicial, and
3) timely.

You can apply the same standards to your thoughts. It somcthing comes up in the mind,
ask yoursclf: “Is this rcally true?” Some parts of the mind might say, “Yesit's rcally true, but
you have to question them: To what extent is the opposite truc? What happcns it you think in
that opposite way? Which is better?

Thisisa good brake on the type of obsessive thinking that grahs on to one little detail, one
little idea, and justruns with it, without any concern about where it’s going to go. You have to
be able to check yoursclfz To what extent is this thought out of balance, even it itis true? And
is it really true? The mind can convince itself of the truth of all kinds ofstupicl things. You've
gotto learn how to step back and question them.

I sawa case in my own family years back when my father was going through asevere de-
pression. I came back from Thailand to talk to him, and I found that the best approach was,
one, was not to mention the B word as we were talking, and two, to let him talk.

Aftera couplc days of talking, he sat bolt upright in bed, and said somcthing that indicated
what the real prohlcm was—somcthing he had been kccping to himself all along. He had been
fceling guilty about his first marriage to my mother, and now he was involved in a rcally bad
second marriage. But now he sat up in bed and said, “Well mayhe if this marriage fails, too, it’s

not my faule”



That was what had been weighing on him for months before I was able to get back.]ust
learning how to question that—that the failure of another marriage would be his faule—he got
well within the next three days.

So you may find that you’re obsessed with something that you think is really true, some is-
sue that weighs the mind down, but you don’tsee any way out ofit: You've gotto learn how to
question it. Sometimes talking to yourself in the right way can hring these things outinto the
open and clear up all kinds of problems.

And of course even if things reaiiy are true, then the next question is: Are they beneficial?
Isit good for you to be thinking this thought, talking to yourself in this way? Where is this go-
ing to lead? Think about the consequences of your thinking.

Finaiiy, have a sense of time and piace. When is the right time to think, when is the time
not to think, when is the time to come down harsh on yourseifand your internal chatter, and
when is it time to be comforting?

One of the main defilements that keeps people from staying on the path isa tendency to
be overcritical with themselves: “This is no good, that’s no good, I might as well give up.” That’s
what the mind is saying—that’s what its defilements are saying, But those thoughts are never
beneficial. Those are the times when you have to talk to yourseifin a comforting way. Part of
the mind will object, saying that comforting thoughts are just Poilyanna—ish ideas. But remem-
ber, Pollyanna did well. She wasn’t that stupid.

You look atall the great ajaans. They were reaily good at encouraging themselves. They rec-
ognized their faults, that’s for sure, but they also recognized that they had good potentiais
within them, and they found those potentiais where other peopie might not have secen them.

Atfter all, most of the ajaans came from realiy poor families in a very backward area of Thai-
land. They didn’t have much education. Peopie from outside iooking at them would have said,
“There’s no chance, there’s no way these peopie are going to gain awakening.”

Yet they found that they could. They proved the rest of the world wrong,

So you, too, can prove your defilements wrong by defying them. Tell yourseif, “There’s got
to be something good here, otherwise I wouldn 't have even thought of practicing.” Kearn to
ferret out your good qualities.

This abiiity to know how to talk to yourseif is how you look after your mind. And it can
make all the difference in the world as to whether you’ii stick with the practice or not. Sobe
very careful about what you say to yourself. It anything that the mind is talking about begins to
seem harmful, question it.

Because another thing that keeps people from making progress on the path is getting ob-
sessed with some idea that proves to be harmful. So you have a to learn how to step back from

your obsessions.



This is Cspccially important as you’rc dcveloping powers of concentration because the
stronger your concentration, the more you do tend to get obsessed. Afterall, you re supposcd
to be obsessed with the breath right now. Butif you’rc alert, the basic method gives you the
tools for turning that obsession into a kind of balance.

You're noticing, as the Buddha says, what you’rc doing to fabricate your sense of the body
by the breath, what you’rc doing to fabricate your sense of the mind by the way you perceive
things—i.c., by the images you hold in mind, the words you hold in mind as you meditate. Then
you notice what you can do to calm that fabrication—in other words, to bring things into bal-
ance, so that a centered state of mind is somcthing you can maintain with ease, something you
can stick with for long pcriods of time and not feel out of balance.

The more you gain a sense of balance with this exercise, the more you’ﬂ be able to recog-
nize when your own mind is getting out of balance in other areas.
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