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Brcathing is one of the few processes in the body that’s both automatic and is subjcct to
your control. The way the heart beats has very little to do with your internal sense of how you
picture the body. The way you digcst your food has very litele to do with how you picture it to
yoursclf. But the brcathing is very much affected by your internal perception of what's
happening when you breathe and what has to happen for the breath to come in.

Oftenif you ask a child to breathe decp, the child will not only extend its stomach but also
pull its shoulders up, or sometimes icll pull its stomach in as it cxpands the ribcage. [eall
dcpcnds on how the child pictures the process of brcathing to itself. Well, we were children at
one point and we've carried a lot of those pictures along with us as we grew up. When you tell
someone to focus on the breath, immcdiatcly those pictures get kicked into action. This is why
one of the important parts of learning how to focus on the breath is also learning how to
skillfully picture the breath to yoursclf.

Ajaan Lee recommends some ways of imagining the breath energy moving through the
body. This doesn't mean moving the air though the body; you're moving the energy. Think of
the energy coming in the back of the neck right at the base of the skull, going down the spine;
coming in at the middle of the chest, going down through the heart, the scomach, the
intestines, down to the base of the spine. Think of it ﬂowing down the shoulders, out the arms,
flowing down the legs. Those are the instructions he gives in Method 2.

In his Dhamma talks, though, Ajaan Lee gives other instructions. When you breathe in,
think of the energy coming from the navel up the front of the body; then from the feet, up the
lcgs, and up the back, up the spine, up to the skull. The lesson you can draw from all this is that
imagining the breath to yourself in different ways is appropriate for different conditions in the
body.

When Ajaan Lee wrote Method 2, he'd just recovered from a heart attack. He'd gone into
the jungle, walked three days in. Soon after arriving, he had a heart attack. No doctors around,
no medicine. The only way he was able to treat his discase was with his breath energy. So his
instructions for breathing down the back are related very much to that.

Now, your physical condition right now may correspond to what he was suftering at the
time or it may not. In which case you can ask yoursclf, “What way of imagining the breath
would be helpful for me right now?”

When I'had malaria in Thailand, I found that the breathing process became very laborious
because the malaria parasite was eating up my red blood cells. The oXxygen was not getting to
the muscles that were doing the breathing, and they were getting fatigued. I realized I had to
imagine a new way of breathing. So I just thought, “Suppose the breath came in in the middle



of the forehead? Supposc it came down from the top of the head? What muscles would have
to be used in order to get the breath in, or to allow it in?” That thought allowed the muscles
that had been doing the work to rest, while other muscles pickcd up the work.

['ve also found when there was an injury in a part of the body that it hcipcd to think of the
breath energy coming in right there at the injury. You don’t have to pull it from anywhere else.
And then from there allow it to spread through any sense of tension or tightness around the
injury and out through the rest of the body.

So there’s up-flowing breath and down-flowing breath. Try to geta sense, when you
breathe in, if your picture of the way you breathe is aggravating the problem or actually helping
it. What youwantis a place where you can settle in and feel at ease in the hody. It your back is
fc‘:eling weak, think about the breath energy coming up the back, so that you feel more secure
here, more stable and solid.

Because this is your space. The way you sense the hody from within is somcthing that
nobody else can sense. But even though it's your space, you often let other pcoplc invade your
space with their energies. This is when you start fcciing threatened just by the presence of other
people around you. You're not tully inhabiting the body and so their energy finds an opening
to move in. An important skill in the breath meditation is that once you've found a
comfortable breath, think of its sprcading to fill the whole hody at the same time as your
awarencss sprcads to fill the whole body.

Now, you find that your awareness has two types. There’sa background awareness and
then there’s the more focused intentional awareness. You want to bring the two of those
together. The background awareness is already filling your body. Your intentional awareness
hasa tcndcncy to feel like it’s in one spot. Sowhen you tell yoursclf to focus on the breath, that
intentional energy in one spot feels like it's looking at the rest of the awareness of the body and
it’s creating a separation. What you've got to do is think of the intentional focus backing into
the hackground energy, because that's actually where it came from. Then it’s casier to think of
the whole body bcing filled with awareness of a conscious, intentional type.

As one step in this direction, you might start out focusing on two points in the body. I
knew an old woman in Thailand, a retired schoolteacher, who had very quick powers of
concentration. She'd sit down and bang! she was in strong concentration. She told me her trick
was to think of one spotin the middle of the head and one spotat the base of the spine and of a
line connecting the two, like an electric cord connecting two poles of a battery. Then she'd
focus her awareness on those two spots. It was as if her mind had two hands and she filled both
hands with something to do, and there were no hands left over to think about anything clse.
She said i she focused oniy on one spot, it was as if she had a free hand, and the free hand
would start grabbing on to other things.



So give thata try it you have trouble scttling down. If you like her two spots, use those two
spots. Or you can choose any two spots you want. But you may find that the task of
maintaining both spots at once can be pretty riveting.

From there you can think of various ways of noticing when you breathe in: Do you pull the
energy up? Do you push the energy down? When you breathe in, at the end of the breath do
you tend to pinch the end of the breath to mark the fact that it’s distinct from the out-breath?
Can you let the in-breath just flow into the out-breath? Breathe out as much as you can, and
the body will automatically reacha spot where it's going to breathe in on its own, so you don’t
have to make it breathe in. In that way, the brcathing process becomes more seamless.

There are lots of ways of playing around. And it's not just playing around. You're learning
something important, in the same way that scientists learn when they play around with things.
Thcy’rc experimenting.

The Buddha talks about how you dcvclop your Cstablishing of mindfulness. You make
yourself be aware of the origination of phenomena and the passing away of phenomena as it
relates to whatever your frame of reference is. Sometimes the word “origination” is translated
as “arising,” which gives a sense you're simply sitting there passively watching things coming
and going. But that's not what the word means. It means the process of causation. How are
things caused in the body? How are things caused in your fcclings? In your mind? Asyou
know, it you’rc going to find causal rclationships, you have to play with the factors.

So, play with your perceptions. Adjust them. Perceive things in one way for a while;
perceive them in another way for awhile. Play with your sense of the form of the body: Breathe
in one way for a while; breathe in another way for awhile. You'll getasense of how different
perceptions and different ways of brcathing have an impacton how you sense the body, on
what'’s going on in the mind. You'll getmore ofahandle on things. Because that's why were
looking for cause and effect: It’'s to geta handle on howwe can create a path out of all this—a
path where we feel secure, and the mind is in a much better position to make skillful choices in
what it says, what it does, what it thinks about, how it gets more skillful in its meditation. It’s all
a seamless whole.

The Buddha’s tcachings on karma are not justa curiosity unrelated to the meditation.
Thcy’rc very much related to the meditation. He taught karmaina way that was not
deterministic. In other words, past actions lead to tendencies that get mixed up with other
causal factors, other actions either further from the past or more in the present. A
combination of these tendencies is what produccs what you experience. It karma were totally
deterministic, we couldn’t be sitting here making choices at all. But because things have
tendencies like this and because your present karma plays arolein how you experience what'’s
coming in from the past: That gives you some freedom of choice.

It also means that if you’ve got past bad karma you don’t have to sufter from it—if you

train your mind well. As the Buddha says, you train it in discernment, you train it in virtue, you



train it in the unlimited (by which it means unlimited goodwill, compassion, Cmpatlietic joy,
and Cquanimity), and you train it so thatit’s not casily overcome by plcasurc or pain. With that
state of mind, any past bad karma, when it yiclcls its results, is barcly going to have an impacton
the mind atall.

So we're training ourselves in ways of learning how not to sufter, how not to pile more
suflcring on top of what we've alrcady got. As the Buddha said, all too often a physical pain
comes and we get worked up about it. Well, the first pain was an arrow, and then you get
worked up and that’s more arrows that you shoot yoursclf with. A lot of the tcaching is
learning how even though the pain may be there, you don’t have to suffer from it. That's related
to the tcachings on karma as well.

The Buddha denied not only determinism or fatalism, but also materialism, the idea that
cvcrything is the result of material forces. It it were, the mind would just be on the receiving
end of Cvcrytliing. But here the mind can make choices, and it can use those choices to impress
changcs on its experience. That's why the Buddha said, in the first verse in the Dhammapacla,
“The mind is the forerunner of all phenomena.” The way you approach experience is going to
determine whether or not you suffer from it—and you can learn how to approach it in new
ways, which again is Wliy we're mcclitating.

The Buddha also taught karma to counter the idea of no causality at all—that tliings were
just random, that plcasurc and pain come without any causcs, so you just grab the plcasurc
when you can: Thatwasa tcaching that was around at his time, too. But if you believe that,
there’s no skill that you can clcvclop in mcditating. Mcditating would be random: Youssit
down and whatever happens is going to happen. There'd be no way to develop any skill, there'd
be no patterns that you could learn and use to your advaritagc.

The Buddha also taught karma to counter racism. It’s not the case that pcoplc of one race
or one caste or one social group have all the good karma or are the only ones who can attain
high spiritual attainments. Everybody, regardless, can gain those attainments. It has to do with
the quality of your intention, which is somcthing we can all changc.

All'of this is very relevant to how we're meditating right now. So learn how to use this
teaching that's very empowering, You have the power to shape your experience. You learn
how you’rc alrcady sliaping it, and then you use your ingenuity to ﬁgurc out new and better
ways of shaping it. The Buddha gives you some hclp, but sometimes the particulars, like issues
around the breath, are things you've got to learn how to explore things on your own. But we
explore notjust to play around; we play around notjust to play around. We play around to
learn. From learning, then we can shape the rest of our experience in good ways as well, even
while we're not here meditating,

Learn how to inhabit your bocly fully, so thatitis your placc. Nobody else can invade it.
And then you'll go through the world with a lot more solidity, both in body and in mind.



