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Y ears back, when I returned to Thailand to ordain, Ajaan Fuang told me that I would have
to become skillful in cvcrything in my life as a monk. He said, “It’s not just a mateer of getting
good atsitting with your cyes closed. There are lots of other skills you have to master, too.”

And it was true. In addition to mcditating, [ learned how to dyc robes, how to sew robes,
how to build a placc to dye robes, how to become a carpenter, how to mix cement, all kinds of
skills I had never known before.

And those are just the practical physical details around the monastery. You look at the
Buddha’s path and there’s never anywhcrc where he says just one skill will take care of
cvcrything. The path has cight factors, or can be divided into three types of training—training
invirtue, training in concentration, training in discernment. Meritorious activity has three
kinds—gcncrosity, virtue, and meditation. The Buddha was famous for making lists of all the
different qualitics that were rcquircd in the practice. There’s never a list of ones, which means
that as you practice you’vc gotto learn how to balance lots of qualitics and master lots of skills.
Andan important part of the practice is lcarning how to balance them out. So it’s not only that
you can do scparate things skillfully, but you can ﬁgurc out what's the appropriate thing to do
right now, which particular skills should get cmphasis. And alot of this has to do with your
motivation.

This is where the issue of skill gets tied togcthcr with the issue of merit. In Thai, the two
terms are used togcthcr very often—merit is puﬁﬁd, skill is kum[d, or in Thai, £#son—to the
point that most pcoplc assume that the two are part of the same concept. Actually, thcy’rc two
separate concepts that have to be dcvclopcd togcthcr. As the Buddha once said about merit,
the activities of merit are another word for happincss. In other words, these are the things you
do to be truly liappy. This ties in with the Buddha’s insight that cvcrything we do, every action
we take, is for the sake of liappincss. Of course, some types of happincss require sacrifice. Many
times our liappincss requires that other pcoplc sacrifice, but there are times when our own
happincss requires that we sacrifice somcthing as well. Even in an extreme case, where, say, a
mother is Willing to risk her life to protect her child. It's because she feels that she would be
happicr dead than having to live with the thought that, if the child had died, she hadn’t done
cvcrything to protect the child. So sometimes we're faced with difficule choices like that. But

we end up choosing which one we think is going to make us liappicr.



So Cvcrything we do hasa purpose. We think of the consequences of our actions, like the
merit of generosity. We like to think that we're hcing generous with totally selfless motives.
But actually, what we are doing is that we do have our own thought of gain, butitsa gain that
doesn’tharm anyone clse. That's the ideal. To be totally selfless, to putyour happincss aside, or
some outside power’s decision of what you should or shouldn’t do over your true happincss, is
avery unhcalthy situation to be in. Or to say that you’rc going to totally sacrifice yoursclffor
other pcople: Often there’salack of honcsty there. Somcplacc dccp down inside, there’s a
sense that there’s going to be areward coming from this.

So instead of dcnying the ancipation of areward, we have to frank about it. We are
generous because we want to gain somcthing out of the generosity.

There is a sutta where the Buddha ranks the various kinds of motivation for generosity. The
lowest one s, ‘Tl get this back with interest.” From there it goces to progrcssivcly highcr ones.
The middle one, intcrcstingly Cnough, is because it feels good to be generous. You dclight in
the sense of justyour own inner goodncss that comes when you’rc able to give somcthing
away. That, too, is a reward. That's a motivation. It’s only when you get to the level of non-
returning that you can give simply out of a sense that this is a natural ornament, as thcy say, for
the mind. It’s a natural expression of the mind state at that point. But prior to that poing, all
generosity is motivated by some thought of getting somcthing in return. It’s simply the
question of how sophisticatcd and how noble the motivation is.

The same gocs with the precepts. You can observe the precepts to bea good lictle boy ora
good litdle girl, and there is a certain satisfaction that comes from that. But as you getinto the
practice of the precepts, you hcgin to realize that the precepts hclp you live with yourself more
Casily. You know that you live in the world without harming anybody. Anditbecomesa gil‘t to
everyone if you’rc not going to harm anybody atall, under any circumstances. When your gift
of safety is univeral in that way, as the Buddha said, you gain a part of that universal protection
as well.

Meditation is also a meritorious activity. And again you can come to it with different
motivations. For some pcoplc, it's simply atime to relax. There are pcople who meditate in
order to gain power. There are peoplc who meditate because they want psychic powers. But
the highcst motivation the Buddha gave is that you realize that you’rc suffcring, and this is the
way out. You need to train the mind, because on the one hand, there’s the sense of ease and
well-hcing that comes when you get the mind to settle down. And then there’s this greater
happincss that comes as you’rc able to let go of your various defilements, gain the insights that
pecl away the fetters that tie you to the constant cyclc of birth and death and rebirth and
redeath, again and again and again. As you cut those fetters, there’s a lightness that comes into

the mind, a sense of extreme relief. That, too, is a form of happincss.
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So all these things we do are for the sake ofhappincss. Then you combine it with the
principic of skill, meaning that you try to do cach of these things in as skillful a way as possiblc.

Take generosity, for instance. Years back there was a group of pcoplc who would come
rcguiarly and thcy would always bring big donations of toilet paper. It never occurred to them
to look to the side of the sala where we were overﬂowing with toilet paper. We could have
opcncd a toilet paper store here, with practicaliy every brand available, until someone ﬁnally
took the group aside and said, “I—lcy look, could you bring something we rcaiiy need?” And this
is where the merit ofgcncrosity moves into the skill of seeing, “‘Aml reaily bcneﬁting the other
person with my generosity or am | just doing it because I like that particular gift, or feel thatit’s
impressive [

Years back I was in chargc of Ajaan I3 uang’s funeral commemoration, which we did once a
year. Part of it involved inviting monks from some ncarby monasteries to come and chant. So
onc year [ went into town with a iaypcrson to get the gifts for the monks. We went to different
stores in Rayong and gotsome things I thought were really cooi—rcaily nice soap, a realiy nice
little bowl or dippcr—what thcy call £han in Thai, a nice stainless steel one—some nice towels,
some nice liquid dctcrgcnt—things that monks rareiy got. And thcy made a nice, compact
licele packagc.

Then the pcople who came from Bangkok said, “You're going to give that lictle package to
the monks?” I said, “Well, look what’s in the packagc. Nice stuff.” They said, “That’s not what
matters. It has to be big.” So thcy went out and gotmore toilet paper anda big box of Tide.

So there are lots of different motivations for why pcopic give, and it’s all meritorious. But
the question ot how skilltul it is, is somcthing else. It requires that you look at what's realiy
needed. “What can I afford so 'm not harming myscif, and what would rcally be of help to that
other pcrson?” That's where the skill comes in.

The same with the precepts. You may hold to the precept that you’rc not going to gossip—
ie, you’rc not going to engage in idle chatter. And you find yourscif gossiping with somcbody
clse. If you suddcnly stop and say, “Oh my gosh, this is gossip, we shouldn’t be doing this,” the
other person is going to teel miserable. It's more skillful to steer the conversation away from
the gossip ina scamless way so that you don’t come across as censorious.

In other words, all these practices require that you usc your intclligencc to look for the best
results of your actions.

All these activities are meritorious. Thcy dolead to happincss, but you can alsoadd your
intcliigcncc. That's another translation of the way the Thais understand the word kusala: it’s
intclligcnt, chalaad. You combine your desire for happincss with your intclligcncc. That way,

you find the right motivation, the right gift, the right person to receive the gift, the right



motivation for your precepts, the right ways to observe the precepts in ways that don’t offend
other people.

When you can carry both of those qualities into the meditation, the combination of
happiness and skill will serve youin good stead. Because, as I said, in the meditation there are
lots of qualities you’ve gotto balance.

So think of this patli asa path ofmany skills. Ajaan Lee’s image is of atree with lots of
branches. Banana trees just have one shoot that comes up, but they don’t last very long. Tlle
grow fast but then they rotout very quickly. Big trees have lots of branches. They take time to
grow, but the fact that tliey have all those branches means that they lastalot longer, give much
better shade. So all the skills that we need to develop here in the monastery, everything from
learning how to clean the monastery, how to take care of things—there’s the plirase in Thai,
“everything from Washing the spittoons on up”—it’s all part of the practice in getting a sense of
well-being and in developing your intelligence. Afeerall, intelligence doesn’t just come from
reading books or thinking about them. It comes from actually doing something, looking at the
results, and then ﬁguring out how you can do it better. That's the kind of intelligence the
Buddha s looking for on the path. Andit'san intelligence that ultimately can bring a balance
to all the variables, all the different qualities you need to develop here.

You're trying to develop conviction and persistence and mindfulness and concentration
and discernment. And that’s just one list. But as you gain a more and more intuitive sense of
balance, and of how to combine lots of skills together, that's what's going to keep your practice
from going off course.

There'sa tendency in Western Buddhism to look down on the practice of merit, butit'san
essential part of the path, realizing that you’re here for happiness. Youdo expect results. Butit's
going to depend onyour willingness to put something into the practice. That's part of the
lesson you learn from the practice of merit.

And the other, as you get more and more familiar with the practice, is that your sense of
who you are is going to change tlirough what you do. You begin to find that old ways of
ﬁnding happiness really aren’'t worth holding onto anymore. So you learn to let go of them.
This is one ofyour first lessons in not-self. The things that used to define who you are start
falling by the wayside.

So even tliougli the practice of merit may seem like a selfish practice, it’s not. It’s training in
looking atyour motivation, training in looking atactions, training in how you think about
happiness and how you going about try to find your happiness in a harmless way. It asks you to
really look seriously atyour desire for happiness instead of pretending that you’re not in this for

anytliing. Y ou admit freely that you’re initto gain true happiness. Then the next question is,



what is the “true” in true happincss? And as you try to dcvelop both merit and skill in the

practicc, you ﬁnd that you gCt ClOSCr and ClOSCI' to thC ANSwcCr.



