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Reading a lot of modern Dhamma books, you’d come away with the impression that acceptance is a major concept in the Buddhist teachings. Whatever comes along, you have to learn how to accept it. The mind is wild, well, learn to accept it. Things outside aren’t going well, learn to accept it. Things inside aren’t going well, learn to accept it. But going through the Pali Canon, I still haven’t found what Pali term would be used for acceptance. It’s definitely not a major concept there. There are some similar concepts. There’s patience, there’s equanimity, there’s contentment. But the Buddha doesn’t use those in a totally blanket way. In other words, you have to be discerning in when to be content and when not to be content, when to be patient and when to be impatient. When to be equanimous and when to not be equanimous. The simple rule of thumb is that you’re content with things as they come from the outside, but you’re not necessarily content with what’s going on inside your mind, what you’re doing with the present moment. Make a distinction between the results of your past karma and the results of your present karma. Results of past karma you’ve got to accept, because that’s the way things are. You can’t go back and erase them. But you can make a difference right here in the present moment. And that’s not a place to be simply accepting of what’s happening. If things aren’t going well, you have to look in to see what you’re doing that’s causing them not to go well. The same principle applies for contentment. If you look at the Buddhist teachings, there’s a topic called the customs of the noble ones. There are four specific customs. The first three have to do with contentment. They focus on your food, your lodging, the clothes that you wear, specifically aimed at monks, that you’re content with whatever you get in terms of the clothing, the food you get, the lodging you live in. Things may not be ideal, but you learn to make allowances for them not being ideal. This is something you have to be content with, otherwise your attention gets focused away from your mind. The interesting custom of the noble ones is the fourth one, and that’s not a matter of contentment. It’s a matter of delight. It’s a matter of delight in doing things and, specifically, developing skillful qualities and abandoning unskillful qualities in the mind. In other words, greed, anger, and delusion come along in the mind, and you’re not simply content to wallow in the greed, anger, and delusion. You realize you should do something about them. This teaching on developing and abandoning is directly related to the Four Noble Truths. Developing is the task that applies to the path, all the qualities in the mind that would bring an end to suffering. Abandoning applies to the second noble truth, which is craving. When you find craving, you let go of it. Each of the Four Noble Truths has its duty. It’s something to be done. The role of accepting might simply come in the area of accepting that something is suffering, not trying to deny the truth. Accepting the fact that there is craving in the mind, recognizing when it’s there, but you don’t stop with the acceptance. There’s a further duty to be done. In terms of the suffering, you try to comprehend it, understand where it is. Where is it coming from? Why is it happening? When you see it’s coming, you look for any possible craving that might be coming along with it, because the craving is what underlies it. Craving together with ignorance. That’s something you want to abandon. You want to let go. You want to stop it, to put it that way. Put it simply, if the craving is something you’re doing, then you learn how to stop doing the craving. As for the factors of the path, you want to develop them. Meditation is not simply a matter of sitting here and watching things come and go. You look at the Buddha’s instructions on breath meditation, sixteen steps in all. The first two simply say, “Be aware of long breath in, long breath out, short breath in, short breath out.” That’s simply a matter of knowing, being alert. From the third step onward, it all becomes a matter of training. You train yourself to breathe in a certain way, to be aware of the body in a certain way, to adjust the breath in a certain way. The third step is training yourself to breathe in, aware of the whole body. That’s something you do. It involves an element of will. That whole body awareness is something you want to develop. You may start with one spot, as Ajahn Lee recommends. Get that one spot comfortable, and then think of allowing that sense of comfort, that sense of ease, to permeate throughout the body. This is part of the Buddha’s explicit instructions in developing strong concentration. Once there’s a sense of ease, once there’s a sense of rapture, he says, let it permeate and suffuse the entire body. So you start with one point, and then you work that sense of ease throughout the body as much as you can. You may find parts of the body that aren’t cooperating, but you go around them. You go right through them. There’s a pain in your elbow. Think of the comfortable breath sensation going through the elbow and out to the hand. There’s a pain in your hip. Think of the breath going right through that pain and out to the tips of your toes. In other words, don’t give prior reality to the pain. Give more reality to the comfort of the breath. Often when there’s a pain in the body, we try to use that pained part of the body to participate in the breathing, and it just places constrictions on the breath. But if you think of the breath as something prior to the pain, and it is, you wouldn’t know of the pain unless the breath were already there. When you look at it that way, you realize the breath can go through anything. It can penetrate anything in your experience of the body. So allow that to happen. See what happens as a result. Learn how to play with the breath. Sometimes one way of breathing that feels good today may not necessarily feel good tomorrow. It’s the image of a cook. If the cook fixes the same food day in, day out, day in, day out, after a while, the person the cook is working for is going to have to go looking for a new cook. But if the cook knows how to change her food from day to day, so there’s something new, something interesting, then her employer will be happy. It’s the same with the mind. Learn how to play with the breath, adjust the breath. Think of new ways of making the breath do things in the body. Also look at the way you have preconceived notions about the breath and learn to flip those around. See what happens as a result. One of the best ways of learning something in the meditation is if something comes up to the mind that seems this is this and that’s that, ask yourself, “What if the opposite were true?” Take that as a hypothesis for a while and see what happens. You’ll learn to switch things around like this many times. Sometimes your idea of which is the cause and which is the effect turns out to be not right. If you switch them around, you suddenly realize that you can deal much more effectively with problems in the mind, problems in the body, dealing with energy. So there’s a lot to play here, a lot to work with. Remember, it’s a doing. You don’t just sit here and have to put up with whatever comes along in terms of the breathing. You may have to sit and put up with things that come from outside, the noise, the other meditators are making, discomfort here, discomfort there that you can’t do anything about. Those are things that you learn to contend with as part of learning to adopt the customs of the Noble Ones. But as for what you’re doing in the mind, don’t just sit here and accept it. Realize there are further duties, things to be done. Whatever comes up in your range of awareness, ask yourself, “Precisely which of those four Noble Truths does this come under?” And then when you see which one it comes under, then you can know the duty, the task to be done with it. That way you find that you’re much more in control of what’s happening right here. You don’t have to simply accept things. You learn how to shape things in a positive direction. If we want to attain the Noble Attainments, we have to follow the customs of the Noble Ones. Get used to acting the way they do. Get used to thinking the way they do. Develop their attitudes. That’s how the meditation progresses, in their direction. Think of the Buddha. He wouldn’t have developed all those powers of a Buddha if he simply sat around and accepted things. He wouldn’t even have left the palace. Think of him living in his palace. He had a lot more that was a lot more acceptable than most of the stuff we encounter in our lives, and yet it wasn’t good enough for him. But he realized it wasn’t a matter of getting prettier dancing girls or a fancier palace. He had to work on his mind. So he went out in the forest, learned how to be content with just ordinary food that he got in his alms round, the shade of a tree, cast-off rags for his ropes. Those things he had to learn how to develop contentment with. But as for the qualities of his mind, he never sat back. He never simply accepted what came and what went. He realized that what he was doing right now, the intentions in the mind, could be made more skillful if he watched carefully, if he experimented. So that’s the example he set. If we want to have some of the same experience of the Deathless that he had, we follow his example, discerning as to which things we have to accept, which things we have to accept with equanimity, and which things we have to change, which things we refuse to simply accept. It’s that way that our practice goes in a noble direction.
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