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Tonight's the beginning of the rains retreat. It's a night for making vows: looking at your
life, looking at your mind, and secing what you'd like to see improved—and realizing that the
improvement has to come from within, by developing qualities in the mind. So even though
we're living in a land where it doesn’t rain much during the rains retreat, we can still make use of
the tradition to decide that for the next three months we're going to try to do something
special with our lives, in terms of generosity, virtue, or meditation.

The word meditation here, bhavana, means developing, You're trying to develop qualities
of the mind. So you can ask yourself: What kind of qualities would you like to see? More
patience? More circumspection? More restraint? More energy in the practice? More
mindfulness in your daily lite?

Looking atyour mind in this way is one of the first quaiitics ofa good determination,
which is discernment: seeing what needs to be done, having a clear sense of where you’rc
lacking and what needs to be done in order to make up for that lack. And having a sense of
what you’re capable of. You want a determination that stretches you but not to the point of
snapping—stretching you in the sense of taking the mind to a new level, taking the mind to a
new placc it's never been before. Because as the Buddha said, the practice is all about rcalizing
what you've never realized before, seeing what you've never seen before, and that means in
some cases doing what you've never done before. If you haven’t had a daily practice of
meditation, this might be a good time to start. If there are any of the precepts that you haven't
followed, this might bea good time to start.

Once you’vc made up your mind what you need to do, then the next quality is truthfulness.
You rcally stick with your determination regardlcss of the obstacles. For instance, you make up
your mind you're going to be more circumspect around that principle of not engaging in idle
chatter. Then you meet up with somcbody with whom you’vc had a long history of idle chatter.
So whatare you going to do? Howdo you steer the conversation in directions that are actually
useful? This isa good practice, a good chalicngc. Because if you want your lite to go ariywhcrc,
you have to be really true to yourself, to see what is really good and then be really true to what
you see. That means every day, once you've made the vow, you stick with it every day, every day,
regardless of whether it's casy or not.

And part of the mind says, “Whoa, it’s alittle bit too much.” One time Ajaan Fuang, aftera
long day of work, said out of the blue, “Tonight were going to sit up and meditate all night.” I
was all ready to hit the sack. I'said, “Oh, I can’t do that.” He said, “Butis it going to kill you?”
“Well, no.” “Okay, then you can do it,” he said.



So this involves strt‘:tching your concept or your idea of what you’rc capablc of. Again, it's
the power of your truthfulness that gives you the impetus to do that. Otherwise, we start
making excuses for ourselves, saying, “Well, maybc not tonight. I've got good reasons not to do
it.” But once you’vc made avow to yoursclf, if you can't trust yoursclf to carry it through, who
are you going to trust? So once you’vc drawn this line in the sand, you try to stick with it. That’s
the quality of truthfulness.

The next quality is rclinquishmcnt. When you make a vow, there will be things that you
have to give up ifyou’rc rcally going to stick with the vow. And often thcy’rc things you like.
But you have to see the advantagc of giving them up. Atter all, the Buddha said when youscea
greater happincss that comes from abandoning alesser happincss, the cnlightcncd person will
be willing to abandon the lesser happincss for the sake of the greater one. Itsa very basic
principlc—so basic that the translator who was translating that passage for the PTS once said,
“This can’t possihly be the meaning of this statement because it’s so obvious, cvcrybody would
knowit.” Well, we may know it but we don’t live by it. All too often we think about the
happincss m’gbt now, the plcasurc rz'gbt now, rcgardlcss of whether the future plcasurc is
going to be greater or not. So we have to be prcparcd for the fact that there are some things we
like but thcy getin the way of some things that are actually better for us and will lead to greater
happincss for us. We have to be Willing to give them up.

This is the bcginning of wisdom. That means lcarning how to talk yoursclf into bcing
willing to give these lesser plcasurcs up. Wisdomisa strategy. All of this comes back to
discernment, that first quality. It kccps popping up again and again. To be truthtul requires
some discernment: How are you going to stick to your vow? Say that you make a vow you’rc
not going to lic atall, not even little white lies. Then a friend comes and asks you a question
about somcthing you’d just rather not talk about—or somcthing you know that would get
them upset for no real reason atall if you told them the truth. What are you going to do?You
can't lie. It takes discernment to ﬁgurc out how you’rc going to get around that question, how
to avoid that topic without the pcrson’s rcalizing that you’vc avoided it. This isa good exercise
for your discernment, a good exercise in diplomacy.

The fourth quality is calm. This means both the point to which you’d like to bring the
mind through your vow—that you finda greater peace in life—and the means to get there.
When you realize you’VC gotto do some things that are hard and give up some things that you
like, how do you kccp your mind calm in the face of all that? How do you dCVClop the
equanimity you need to realize, “Well, this is what needs to be done, so I want to do it”
rcgardlcss of whether it’s casy or hard, plcasant or unplcasant? Again, you dcvclop the
discernment to kccp the mind calm through this practice. It you make a slip, you learn to kccp
yoursclf calm, but you don’t stay with the slip. You learn how to recover your balance. When
the going gets tough, how do you kccp going? How do you talk yoursclf into staying
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your own teacher? How do you learn the strategies for training yoursclf so that you rcally do
grow in the practice?

This is important to remember. When the Buddha was teaching, he was mainly teaching
adults. There were some of his teachings that are for children. But he wasn’t the sort of person
who said, “Well, once a person becomes an adult, that’s it. There’s no more dcvclopmcnt;
there’s no more growth,” the way our society tends to think. He said that growth is still
possiblc. As long as you’rc brcathing, as long as you’rc still alive, there are areas in which the
mind can grow. But it requires determination.

The impetus has to come from within. You have to see that you’re suffcring in ways that
you’rc tired of and you realize that the solution has to lie inside, has to be found inside, has to
be dcvclopcd inside. That's the realization that kccps us on the path. At the same time, we see
other pcoplc who are doing well in the practice and it should encourage us. Thcy have
somcthing that we don’t have, but it’s somcthing we can dcvclop.

[ was reading awork a while back about a man back in the thirties who said that looking at
Buddha images with their sense of peace and calm was maddcning—as if the Buddha had
somcthing spccial that we didn’t have. He said, however, that that look of peace became less
maddcning when you realize that the Buddha’s saying, “You can have this peace too. You can
find this peace within your own mind as well.” It's not like he has somcthing we can't have. He
has somcthing good and he wants to show us how we can have it too: through dcvcioping our
own minds, all the good qualitics, the skillful qualitics that we have in potcntiai form.

So kccp these thoughts in mind as you make your vow and as you try to kccp your vow for
the next three months. Begin with discernment in choosing the right vow, learning how to
read yoursclf to see what would be a good vow to take. And then use discernment in ﬁguring
out how to maintain that vow, how to stay truc to the vow, how to give up what you need to
give up and how to maintain calm in the face of whatever difficulties you may encounter. This
is how we grow; this is how we dcvciop. This is how we take advantagc of this tradition of
setting aside three months to do somcthing rc‘:aily spcciai in the area of bccoming more skillful
in what we do and say and think.

That way, we have somcthing rcally solid to look back on as we look back on our lives. If
you make your sense of accomplishmcnt in life dcpcnd on having succeeded at that job or on
gaining this belonging or that rc‘:lationship or whatever, that’s all very uncertain, because the
ways of the world can turn at any time. Burtif you dcvclop good solid qualitics of the mind,
those quaiitics are indcpcndcnt of the world. It you make the mind solid, then you have
somcthing solid to look back on and somcthing solid to take with you. Afrerall,it’s all right
there in the mind. It’s right where you need it.



