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We have different traditions of the events in the Buddha’s life being associated with certain times of the year. His birth on the full moon in May. His awakening on the full moon in May. His passing away on the same day. His first sermon, the full moon in July. The full moon in February, marking the time when he gave the Ovadapadimokkha to 1,250 Arhats. And the time toward the end of his life, when he abandoned the Kothayusankara, his intention to keep alive. He said, “I’m going to die in three months.” It’s kind of ironic that you don’t find those dates anywhere in the suttas. They’re all later traditions. But there is one event that is associated with a specific date, and that’s the Buddha’s discourse on mindfulness of breathing. The full moon in November, one month after the end of the rains retreat. That’s tonight. So it’s good to think about how the Buddha taught breath meditation. There was once another time when he taught the Sixteen Steps of Breath Meditation, which was after he had told the monks that it was a very fruitful practice to keep the breath in mind. One of the monks said, “I do that all the time already.” The Buddha asked him how he did it, and the monk basically said, “Well, I don’t let my mind hanker after the future, and I don’t let it get upset about the past. I try to keep it equanimous in the present moment as I breathe in and breathe out.” The Buddha said, “There is that kind of breath meditation, but that’s not the kind that gives the best results.” Then he taught the Sixteen Steps. And it’s interesting to note how many of the Sixteen Steps are a matter of training. You’re training yourself. You learn how to do it. It’s not simply passively watching the breath coming in and going out. In the beginning, the first two steps, you are simply asked to be aware of when the breath is long and when the breath is short. Then you train yourself. In each of the trainings, the Buddha just gives a very simple statement of what’s to be done, without much explanation. That means you have to engage in trial and error and figure out how to bring his instructions into your experience. The first training is to be aware of the whole body as you breathe in and breathe out. You could write a whole book on just that topic, how to spread the awareness of the body, and also what you’re supposed to notice as you breathe in and breathe out. Why is it important to be aware of the whole body? There are lots of reasons. One is as the breath gets more subtle, which it’s going to do in the fourth step. If your awareness is narrow, has too small a focal point, it’s very easy to slip into a little air pocket. In other words, you lose track of the breath because it’s so subtle. Hopefully, as you gain an awareness of the whole body, breathing in, breathing out, you get more sensitive to the whole body. You get more sensitive to how the energy flows in the body, through the in-breath, through the out-breath. But if you have trouble being aware of certain parts of the body, you have to work on it. For example, you may notice that you’re not sensitive to your shoulder. Well, it’s there. But there may be a blockage. Look to see where the blockage is. What parts of the body near the shoulder do you feel? How much of your arm are you aware of? How much of your chest and your back? Can you trace the connection between the chest and the back on the one side, and your arm on the other? That locates your shoulder for you. And the fact that there’s a blockage in the shoulder, does that come from the shoulder, or is there a blockage someplace else? Say, near your spine, in the neck, or in the small of the back? How do you work up to being aware of the whole body? Ajaan Lee recommends that you do it section by section. And in the steps he gives in Method Two, I’ve talked to people who’ve had heart ailments, and they say those are precisely the areas the body has to work on when your heart is not functioning well. And we know that Ajaan Lee basically came up with Method Two, when he was recovering from a heart attack. He was out in the jungle. The closest road was a three-day walk away. If he was going to get back out to civilization, he was going to have to put himself together. And so he used the breath. Then we look at his later teachings, and we find that he would conceive of the breath energy and working in different parts of the body, in different ways. And that fact encourages us to look at our own bodies to see what works. Which parts of the body need a special dose of breath energy, and which ones come first, which ones come second. You can work it out in different ways, depending on your own condition. I’ve often found that people with chronic illnesses or chronic ailments really get into the meditation in just this way, seeing how the breath can help with the ailment. John Foreman once said a nun was a student who had just one illness after another. And so you’re told every morning, “Get up and do your breath meditation as kind of a medical check-up to see where things are in the body today, what needs work.” It gives you a specific goal to work with, a specific issue to work with. And as you work around that issue, you get more and more sensitive to the breath energy in the body and what it can do for you. Because one of the basic principles in the meditation is that you’re going to need as much help as you can get. And staying with a meditation requires that you get sensitive to the breath in the body. As those steps in the breath meditation continue, after calming the breath, calming the movements of the breath in the body, the intentional element of the breathing, Buddha suggests that you try to be sensitive to a rapture or a refreshment, piti, and then sukha, ease or pleasure. Because the ability to stick with a meditation requires that you get some physical pleasure out of it. And it gives you the strength to keep going. With that path, the meditation dries up. And here again, you’ll find that the way you perceive the body, the way you perceive the breathing, plays a huge role. You become sensitive to that, and seeing which perceptions help to calm the breath, which perceptions help to calm the mind. If you have this image of the body needing to just struggle to pull the breath in, that perception is going to make the breathing a lot more labor than it has to be. How else can you perceive the breath? John Lee talks of the breath centers in the middle of the forehead, the top of the head, the back of the neck, lots of places in the body. Think of those spots opening up. Or you can think of the breath coming in and out of all the pores of the body. My last year in Thailand, I had a bad case of malaria, and after several days I found that it was more and more difficult to breathe. Because with the parasite eating your red blood cells, the muscles were getting less and less oxygen, and the ones that were doing most of the work on the breathing were getting tired out. And I found that simply by changing my perception of where the breath was going to come in, it engaged a whole different set of muscles. And the breathing became a lot less laborious. So learn how to play with the perceptions you have of the body and of the breathing process. And the more the perceptions allow the breath to be a whole body experience, the calmer the breathing will be. This enables you to be more and more aware of the awareness in the present moment, that’s aware of all these things. And when you watch that awareness and see how it relates to the breath, there will be times when its energy level falls. Then you need to gladden it, give it more energy. What kind of breathing gives you more energy? What kind of way of thinking about the breath gives you more energy? If you want, you can think about other topics that gladden the mind. The traditional ones are thinking about the Buddha, the Dhamma, the Sangha, whatever you find specifically inspiring about the Buddha that’s helpful right now, or the Dhamma, or the Sangha. Or if you’re discouraged about your own lack of progress in the path, you can think about the good things you’ve done in the past, in terms of generosity, precepts, times when you’ve refrained from doing harm to other people that you could very easily get away with, and the times when you’re simply out of pure generosity of your heart. You did something that wasn’t really necessary, that was helpful to somebody else. Those things are like water to the heart, they nourish it. Other times you find that the mind is too scattered, running all around with its thoughts. So you need ways of thinking of the breath that give it more solidity, help the mind stay more firmly planted right here in the present moment. If you find the mind is burdened with something, how do you release the mind from that burden? Again, the breath can help, but it’s not the only technique you have. Maybe home base. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t use other techniques as you find that they’re helpful. Once you’ve learned how to bring the mind into balance like this, then you’re ready for the last four steps. Start focusing on the theme of inconstancy. The best place to look for this is when the mind is really still. And you notice how much more solid this pleasure is, this sense of well-being, than any other thing else you could gain from outside. So at that stage you’re looking at the inconstancy of things that would pull you away from the meditation, pull you away from the concentration. But after a while you begin to notice the inconstancy in your own concentration. So you follow that theme. You get less and less enamored of your concentration and realize, “There must be something better,” as the Buddha says. So you focus on the theme of inconstancy, and that can bring in a lot of other contemplations as well. Stress, not self. You see things arising and passing away. What is arising and passing away? It’s the stress. It comes and goes. Well, why does it come and go? What’s going along with it? You’ve got some intentions. You’ve got some perceptions. They cause it to arise. Well, when you see that connection, you realize that they’re unnecessary. You don’t have to function with those perceptions and intentions. You let them go. You get dispassionate for them. And as you get dispassionate for them, they stop. And when you get the mother load of intentions, things really stop. At that point you can let go of the stress. Let go of everything, even the past. We’ve covered all sixteen steps in the meditation, and it shows that, as John Furman once said, “The breath can take you all the way to nirvana.” As the Buddha said, “The practice of these sixteen steps encompasses all four frames of reference of establishing sublime fullness, and all seven factors for awakening leads to knowledge and release.” So that’s the introductory technique for something you want to get through before you get to the real work of the meditation. The real work is right here. So do your best to keep the breath at the center of your awareness. Learn how to train the mind around the breath. Because right here is the path. You follow the path of the breath. You get to the deathless through the body, staying with the breath like this, and training the mind around it, rather than training the mind out in terms of what you’ve read, or what you’ve thought about, or what preconceived notions you have about how things should go. The practice has its own rhythms, if you follow it. This is where the path is. It’s all centered around, it’s all centered on the breath. It’s an embodied awareness that’s going to ultimately touch the deathless. So do your best to be aware of the whole body as it relates to the breath, and the whole mind, all the activities of the mind as they relate to the breath. That’s where everything becomes clear.
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