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Part of bcing ahuman bcing, liVing in human society, is that you get domesticated. You
learn how to live in your family, you learn how to live with the pcoplc around youin the
ncighborhood. There are certain rules, some of which are spokcn, some of which are
unspol(cn, that you learn how to follow. Some of those rules may be wise and some of them
can be very unwise. And alot of us come to meditation from having suffered from the unwise
rules.

When we come here, we find that the rules are different. Out in society, the trade-oft is, say,
you play by the rules and you get protection from other pcoplc, thcy look after youin different
ways. But here the basic rule is you have to learn how to look after yoursclf.

At the end of the Buddha's life, he would repeat a teaching many times telling people they
had to be an island to themselves, and they could do that by Cstablishing mindfulness.

Mindfulness of what? We're rcmcmbering to stay with the bocly, say, in and of itself,
ardent, alert and mindtul, putting aside greed and distress with reference to the world—the
whole shebang, the whole formula. Mindfulness is not just being aware of the present moment.
Mindtulness is remembering. And basically what you're remembering is the Buddha’s rules.

The first rule is tha skillful qualitics—i.c. qualitics of the mind that don’t harm anybody—
should be dcvclopccl. %litics that are unskillful should be abandoned.

This means not harming yourself or other people. This is very different from the rules of
society, some of which ask you to harm yoursclf, or others, as part of atrade-off. In fact, there
are many cascs where the more thcy ask you to do harm, the more thcy pay you and protect
you. But the Buddha says it's possiblc tofinda happincss where there’s no harm to anybody,
and in that way you protect yoursclf.

The second set of rules are the duties of the four noble truths: to comprchcnd suffcring,
abandon its cause, realize cessation of suffcring, and clcvclop the path to that cessation. These
rules and duties are very different from the rules and duties that the world placcs onyou.

Soas you engage with the world, engage with your family, with pcople around you,
cspccially outside of the monastery, you have to remember that you’rc playing by different
rules from theirs, and thcy may not like it. Thcy’vc gota particular game in mind that thcy’rc
playing. Thcy expectyou to know those rules and play by them. There’s going to be some
friction when you don’t. But then the question is, the pcoplc you clcpcnd on around you: How
far can you depend on them?

[ think I've mentioned that when I was in Thailand there were times when I'd stay ata
Bangkok monastery where they had cremations. One of the customs in Thailand is that when
somcbocly dies, a book is often printcd to be distributed at the funeral, either a Dhamma book



or abook about some topic that the dead person liked when he or she was alive. The hut where
| stayc‘:d had a whole pilc of these. Almost always, there’d be a little biography at the bcginning
of each book. I found the biographics fascinating, but thcy aiways came to the part where thcy
would say that as this person got older, traces of a disease would bcgin to show themselves. At
first the doctors were able to hclp, but then there came the point where the doctors couldn’t
help anymore.

The question, of course, is that when you get to the point where the doctors can’t hclp
anymore, what are you going to do ? What are you going to depend on? It's not just the
doctors who can’t hclp. Nobody around you can help. The pcoplc who love you, the pcoplc
who care for you, the pcopic you’vc been associated with: There are pains inside that thcy can't
help you with. There’s suffcring inside that thcy can't hclp you with.

So the Buddha’s of{cring you tools to deal with that suffcring, to free yoursclf from it, but
thcy require that you play by different rules. When you play by the Buddha’s rules, you’rc
making an island for yourself, a place of protection. You're above the flood. But there’s going
to be resistance, so you have to be really confident in what you're doing. And remember, we're
doing this so that we can find true happiness that's not going to harm anybody.

The pcople who Complain about the fact that you’rc not playing along with their games are
not bcing harmed by what you’re doing, it's just that thcy have certain expectations and you’rc
saying No, for your own protection—and, ultimately, for their good, too.

So create an island for yoursclf. Stay with the breath. The whole point of using mindfulness
as your protection is that you remember the duties that the Buddha laid out. If anything
unskillful comes up in the mind, you're going to try to abandon it. If anything skillful comes up,
try to develop and maintain it. And he gives you techniques and recommendations for how to
do these thing, and you need mindfulness to remember them.

It’s all too casy when you find yoursclf in a different group that you remember their rules
and you start forgetting the rules the Buddha laid down. But if you're going to find happiness,
his way is how it’s done. And his rules are not arbitrary. Thcy’rc the result of his observation as
to what works and what doesn’t. There are alot of things out there that don’t work.

So you take the breath as your rcfugc, asaway of rcminding yourself to be alert here in the
present moment. Because this is where skillful and unskillful qualitics arise: right in the mind,
right next to the breath. As for influences coming in from outside, think of the breath as your
shield. Get good at filling the body with your good breath and filling the body with your
awareness. If you occupy your space in this way, nobody else can invade.

One of the rules of society is that in order to understand pcoplc you have to open yourself
to their energy. This is one of the unspoken rules. Some people are extremely good at sensing
the energy of other people, but then they find themselves invaded. And there are people who
take advantagc of the ones who like to open themselves to other pcoplc’s energy asa way of

showing sympathy. But even when you're not playing those games, you can sce perfecty well



what's going on in the other person, even as you don't let their energy into you. In fact, you can
see things alot more clearly, because you're right there in the present moment. The other
person has a mind ping-ponging all over the place, while you're the one occupying the present.
That it puts you in a position of power. But again, you're not going to abuse that power. You're
trying to use your inner power to ﬁgurc out what's the most skillful thing to say, the most
skillful thing to do, the most skillful thing to think right now.

Then you learn to associate the Buddha's tcachings with your breath. As long asyou stay
anchored with the breath, that’s your conduit to what you’vc learned about how to
comprchcnd suffering and how to abandon its cause. It’s as if your mind has lots of file drawers.
As you stay with the breath, you’rc in the open spot where you can access themall. If you’rc
running around to the past and future, you can’taccess all the drawers. And when you're sill
and with the breath, not only do you remember things more easily, but you're also ina better
position to come up with new solutions if none of the old solutions are working.

This is how you create an island for yourscif. Human society is like a flood. No matter what
pleasures it promises us, there comes a point where it can’t withstand aging; illness, and death,
try as people might. You read about those people up in Silicon Valley who've decided they
don’t want to die, as if that were somcthing new. What's new is that thcy feel thcy have the
right not to dic. But theyre going to dic anyway, and theyre not going to be prepared.

Here we're preparing ourselves. There will be death, there will be aging and illness. The way
to solve those problcms is not to not get ill or not die. You solve them by looking at the mind:
Why does the mind create suftering around these things? Through its clinging. Where is the
clinging?

You often hear it said that the Buddha says that life is suchring, whichis nota very useful
message. He actuaily says that Ciinging is suffering. And that's useful, somcthing you can do
something about. And he gives you the tools. It's important simply that you don’t forget them.
All too often in the heat of the moment you switch back to the old rules, the old ways of
interacting. This is what mindfulness is for, is to say, “No. Weve gotnew rules, remember?
Rules that make sense, rules that, if you stick by them, will actuaily lead you toatrue happincss,
take you to somcthing that doesn’t age, doesn’t grow ill, doesn’t die.”

These are rules for your own good, your own true wcli-bcing. Which is why thcy should
take priority over the rules of society at largc. Because their rules are for what? To kccp society
going, But that’s not ncccssarily for the good of the individuals. Here are some rules that a7e
good for youasan individual, so that you can find your own true goodncss, your own true
happiness, in a way that doesn’'t harm anybody, doesn’t inflict anything on anyone. People may
not like it, may not be happy, but you're not harming them.

That idea that's ﬂoating around a lot right now, thatif you say things to pcoplc thcy don’t
like or feel offended by, you)rc harming them: That'sa very dangcrous idea. That's another one



of the ways of trying to domesticate pcoplc. “Youve gotto do tbings my way,” thcy say,
without really thinking what the long-term consequences of “my way” might be.

Your response is, I'm trying tbings the Buddha's way.” Because the Buddha’s way has been
tested, it's been found to work. And as long as the Buddha’s way is followed, then nobody gets
harmed, which is why it's for Cvcryonc’s benefi.

So when you’rc dcaling with the world, it is kind of like a culture clash. And in some cases,
you’rc acting as if you’rc undomesticated. But nobody gets harmed that way. Solearn to putup
with a little bit of friction, and puta Thai smile on your face, with moderation.

I think I've told you about the time when my older brother was going to give me some
advice on how to run a monastery. And of course, he has no experience running monasteries,
so I'smiled. He said, “Stop giving me that Thai smile!”

So use the Thai smile in moderation, and have lots of compassion for cvcrybody. Becausca
lot of people are following rules they learned from other people, and they're not really
beneﬁting from them, but that’s all thcy know. Sometimes you can hclp and sometimes you
can't. The clash or the area where the different sets of rules don’t fit which each other is going
to be normal. It’s to be expected. But as the Buddha said, when you're protecting yourself
through mindfulness, you're also protecting others.

Remember the image of the acrobats: As long as you maintain your balance, you make it
casier for other people to maintain theirs. That's what you're doing when you're developing
skillful qualities: maintaining your balance.

And whatare the skillful qualities the Buddha recommends? Equanimity, patience,
goodwill: all good tbings. It’s just that his Cxplanation of them doesn’t quite fit with other
peoplc’s ideas of what goodwill or patience may be. But who are you going to trust? We've
trusted society at largc for Wbo-knows-how-many lifetimes. It’s time to give the Buddhaa try.



