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We focus on watching the breath so that ultimatciy the mind can watch itself, because the
breath is probahly the closest thing that you could focus on outside of the mind. In the
beginning, it's alot casier to stay with the breath than itis just to stay with awareness, because
awareness is so largc and vague and has such ill-defined boundaries. But the breath is
somcthing that has ins and outs. And it’s also somcthing you can practice with, you can
dcvclop skill with.

This is important because when you’rc watching the mind, you’rc not watching a thl'ng.
You're watching the activities of the mind. So it’s good to get used to hcing with an activity like
the breath and with an intentional activity like staying with the breath. And even though in the
bcginning the focus is on the brcathing in and of itself, you can't hclp but notice how the mind
is handiing it, L., noticing when you’vc siippcd away, noticing when you’vc come back,
noticing, when you getangry at yoursclf for slipping away, noticing when you tell yoursclfto
have a more mature attitude, tcliing yoursclf that when it slips away, you can simply say, “Okay,
it slippcd away. Just hring it back again.” Be firm but matter-of-fact.

So even though you’rc watching the breath, you can’t hclp but notice things about the
mind. And the mind is most interesting when it’s trying to do somcthing skilifuily. So
approach the breath as a skill. What way of hrcathing feels best for the body? What perception
canyou hold in mind that hclps the breath become more comfortable? Sometimes we have
some hidden ideas based on who- knows-what from who-knows-when on how the hody
breathes, so that when we consciousiy breathe, we force itinto a particuiar pattern. You've got
to notice how that pattern changcs things from normal. Usualiy, in the bcginning, it makes
things worse. So you’vc gotto piay with your perception of the breath for a while.

Ajaan Lee gives a lot of different perceptions to play with. When you breathe in, you can
think of the energy coming in the back of the head. Once it's come into the back of the head,
you can allowit to go down the spine. Other times he recommends that you think of breath
energy coming up the spine. The same with the front of the hody: Sometimes you want to
think of the breath energy going from the nose down to the navel, and other times you can
think of it coming into the navel and going up. In other words, there’s a lot to piay with. Notice
that the perception that would work for you, the perception that would feel best for you atany
particuiar time, will differ from time to time. You can’t just hold one perception in mind all the
time. You need to have a whole range of them available.

This is how you become skilled. Brcathing becomes more comfortable, and it’s casier to
settle down in the present moment. And the way you breathe can put the mindina rcally good

mood so thatit’s easier to let go of outside distractions. Your old fricnds—grccd, aversion, and



delusion—can come knocking on the door, and you’re not as interested in them as you used to
be. You've gotnew friends. You've got directed thought and evaluation, you’ve got pleasure,
you’ve gotrapture or refreshment, singieness of mind. These are much more interesting friends
and they’re much more reliable.

So we focus on the breath, one, to give the mind a good plaee to stay, and then two, so that
it can get some practice in being skillful. Then it can turn around and watch itseifbeing skillful
to see what's going on, to see what qualities of mind you have to deveiop like mindfulness and
alertness. Mindfulness is simpiy keeping something in mind, like we're keeping the breath in
mind right now. And it’s interesting to watch: What does the mind do when it’s being
mindful? The same with alertness: How iong can you stay alert to something before you lose
focus, and how do mindfulness and alertness help cach other along? In other words,
mindfulness is what stitches together moments of alertness; alertness heips you to see when
you’re being mindful and when you’re not. This is how you learn some interesting things about
the mind.

But the important point s that you sce everything in terms of activities. There isa type of
thinking the Buddha calls papaiica, which is translated in lots of different ways, such as
proiiferation, compiication, differentiation. “Proliferation” is probahiy the worst of the
translations, because it makes paparica amatter of the qzumz‘ilfy of thinking—iots of thoughts
running rampant—rather than the categorics of thinking, which is the sense the Buddha gives
to the word. Perhaps the best way of transiating paparica is “objectifieation”: You think in
terms that make objects out ofthings. You first start by making an object out of yourseif. The
Buddha says the basis of all the different categories and classifications of objectification or
paparcais, “I am the thinker.” In other words, you’ve made an object of yourseif. You're the
thinker and that’s your identity now.

Once you have an identity, you have to live in a certain world. And then you try to ﬁgure
out what else youare besides the thinker. What is this thinker, where does this thinker live,
where does he go, where does he come from? And you’ve got all these other thinkers out
there, thinking in the same terms. It's no wonder the Buddha says obj ectification or paparica
gives rise to contflict, because everyhody elseis objectifying themselves and you, too.

It’s interesting to note that the types of questions that come from this kind ofthinking are
the ones the Buddha has you put aside. For exampie, the question of how to define yourself:
He never asks that question, he never answers it. He points out, though, that your self—your
sense of yourseif—is an activity. It takes as its raw material the five aggregates, which also are
activities. Even “form” the Buddha defines with a verb. He says it de-forms. In other words,
once there’s a form, then there’s going to be Change initall time. Feeiing feels, perceptions
perceive, fabrications fabricate, consciousness cognizes: That's how he defines these things. So
they are activities too. And yetwe turn them into things, latch onto them, turn these things

into our self, and then they turn on #s, entangiing us in conflict.



The same with the world. He says that our basic ideas about the world come from our six
senses, and then from the six senses we create our sense of the world in which our self lives—
and that creates all kinds ofproblcms. “What is the world? Whatiis myself? How does it relate
to the world?” And then there is the concern, “What if I become awakened, what's going to
happcn to me? Do I have to leave the world? What's that going to be like if T can’t get back to
the world?” In other words, as we give rcaiity to this “Tam” and to the world, that gets us
worried.

Anditdoesn’t hclp that Buddhist thought over the centuries has tended to goin the
direction of obj ectification, too, saying that you don’t have a self to bcgin with. That doesn’t get
around the problcm of objcctiﬁcation, because some of the most basic questions of
objectification are “Am [?” “Am I not?” “Do I have a self?” “Do I not have a self?” In trying to
answer these questions, you come to the conclusion either that you have a self or you don’t
have a self. And cither way, it’s all a thicket of views, a writhing, awilderness of views, a
contortion of views. In other words, these thoughts assail you and getyou all tanglcd up.

The way out is to look at all these things as kinds of karma. “When is it skillful to create a
sense of self? What kind of self is it skillful to create and what kind of self is not> When is it
best not to create a self?” The same with your sense of the world. “What sense of the world do
you want to create? And when is it good not to hold that sense of the world in mind?” Even
the word samsara, which we tend to think is a placc, is an activity.

When you sce Cvcrything as activities, then cvcrything changcs. You're not going to worry
so much about what’s going to happen to this thing, Le., your self, or about whether you’rc
going to be scparatcd from that range of things, i.c., the world. It's more, “Here’s an activity that
you’vc been doing for who knows how iong and creating all kinds of suffering for yoursclf and
for other pcoplc, and here’s your chance to stop doing that activity.” And when you stop doing
that activity, it's nota selfish thing. It's not like you’rc running away and lcaving cvcrybody
stranded. You're giving them an Cxamplc as to how to act, because thcy’ve been doing the same
kind of activity, too, and thcy are suEering justas you are. You show them thatit’s possibic that
thcy don’t have to suffer.

So learn to look at things as activities, as actions. And you start right here: You've got the
activity of the breath and you’VC got the activity of the mind trying to stay with the breath. Try
to getto know these actitivities rcaily well. As you get more and more skillful at chis, yougeta
greater and greater sense of other areas in which the mind is skillful and unskillful, how its
thinking can be used to drop the unskillful activities and continue with the skillful ones until
ﬁnaily you reach somcthing that's notan activity at all, and is not objcctiﬁcd atall. Is just there.
That, the Buddha says, is the ultimate happincss.

So you’rc cngagcd inan activity here. You're Cngagcd in a skill with the purpose of seeing
which other activities you’vc been Cngagcd in that you didn’t even realize were activities. You

thought thcy were things. You thought thcy were objccts that were just givcns, without



rcalizing how much you’VC done to create them and how you don’t have to. That's the lesson all
along the line. When you let go, it's not that you’VC been holding a thing inyour hand. You've
been doing an activity over and over and over again. And you’vc been doing it, one, because
you don’t see the stress and, two, you think you have to do it: You think you have to “selt,” you
think you have to “world.” But the Buddha points out the skill that you can dcvclop where you
don’t have to do these things.

Then, when you sce that these things are stressful and that you don’t have to do them and
you can behave in another way, or that you don’t have to behave in any way at all: That's when
you can let go. This is what letting go means. You sce that the actvity is harmtul, stresstul, a
disturbance, and you see that you don’t have to do it. That's a crucial factor. Otherwise, we can
see things are stressful and yet still hold onto them because we think we have to do things that
way, that there’s no alternative. Even though we see the stress, we're not going to let go. But
when we see that there’s an alternative free of stress then, as the Thai ajaans say, you don’t have
to tell the mind to let go. Itlets go onits own, as soon as it rcally sees that.

So realize that the things you’rc holding onto are not things, they’re activities, and thcy’rc
causing stress and you don’t have to do them. chp looking at them from that anglc and you
find it alot easier to let go, and find the true happincss that the Buddha says is there when you

let go.



