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All too often, the Buddha’s tcachings on karma are viewed as a holdover from his culture—
that without rcally thinking, he just pickcd up an assumption that cvcryhody clse shared and
tacked it on to his tcaching. The reason pcoplc say this is because thcy don’t want to have to
take on the teaching in karma—which is a shame, because it’s central to the Buddha's tcaching.
As he said, it’s the hcginning of right view, and it’s totally in line with his tcachings on the four
noble truths.

It you check through the Canon, you find there are only two sets of tcachings that he says
are catcgorical, in other words, true across the board. One is the distinction between skillful
and unskillful action—the word here is “karma”™—and the fact that skillful actions should be
dcvclopcd, and unskillful ones abandoned. The other catcgorical tcaching is the four noble
truths. And the two tcachings are connected.

Craving is an unskillful action because it leads to suHcring; all the other factors that lead to
craving are unskillful, too. As for the factors of the path, thcy’rc skillful karma. And skillful
karma exists on two levels: a skillful karma that kccps you going around in the cyclc of rebirth,
butina plcasant way; and then the very skillful karma that takes you out of the cyclc—thc
whole point hcing that the rcally important thing inyour life is what you’rc doing.

This is why we meditate. Karma, as the Buddha said, is intention. Where are you going to
see it? You have to see itin the present moment. When you’rc looking in the present moment,
that's the main thing you want to look for—that, along with all the other factors that cluster
around it. There’s attention, the things you pay attention to; perception, how you label things;
the intention itself; and then the contact among all these things. This contact is what spurs you
to act. You sce things ina particular way. You're focusing ona particular issue, and you’rc going
to act in line with that.

Now, the Buddha says the most useful way of attcnding to things is to look at them in
terms of the four noble truths—these catcgorical tcachings—and realize how important those
truths are. The rest of the world tells us that what other pcoplc are doing isimportant. Thcy try
to invade our homes; thcy even spcak of invacling our hrains—gctting aniPad and planting itin
your brain—and the message always is that what somchody elseis doing somcplacc elseis rcally
important, more important than what you might be doing right here and now, whereas the
Buddha says, “No, what's important is what you’rc doing right now.”

His tcaching on karma rcally was very different from all the other tcachings on karma that
were current in his time. Some pcoplc thought that karma was deterministic: Somcthing you’d
done in the past was going to totally shapc what you’rc experiencing right now. Others would

say ic’s all irrelevant; what you’rc doing has no impact on anything. But from the Buddha’s



point of view, things that come in from the past have an influence, but you have choices in the
present moment. Itsasif your pastactions yieid potentiais here, and you have the choice of
what you’re going to focus on, what you’re going to do with those potentiais. For exampie, as
you sit here with the body right NOW, cereain parts of the body have a potentiai for pain and
others have a potentiai for pleasure. How you’re going to experience this hour depends on
what you’re focusing on and how you focus onit.

It’s best to start with the potentials for pleasure. That's Why we focus on the breath. Find a
good sense of breath energy. It doesn’t have to be especialiy strong or outstanding right now.
Butif you shelter and protectit, give it some space, don’t squeeze itoutas you breathe out,
don't put too much pressure onitas you breathe in, and allow it to just feel reaiiy nice and
unhassled, then you find that the sense of weli-being carries over from breath to breath to
breath. And as it carries over, it gets stronger. It builds momentum. This shows you the power
of your present intention right here.

As for the potentiais for pain, you can put them aside for the time being. Sometimes they’ii
really seem to nagatyou, and other times they lose their importance. They don't press onyou
so much when you’re focusing on the breath. We were talking today about a rash that reaily
bothers you when you’re not meditating, but then seems to not reaily matter at all when you
are. That's because at that point, you’re focusing on the potentials for pieasure, and you’re not
getting into the vicious cycie of the rash.

[ was taiking this evening on the phone to someone who's gota reaiiy bad cold right now—
a realiy bad eough. He found that while he’s meditating, he can suppress the cough response,
and the body gets some rest; the lungs getsome rest; the muscles around the ribs getsome
rest. So this gives you a sense of the range of choice you have in the present moment. What
you’re going to focus on and how you focus on it is reaiiy going to make a difference in what
you actually experience.

When you have this sense of skill with the pieasure potentiais, you can start iooking at the
pain potentiais. Why is it that as soon as you focus on them, the mind gets pained as well?
That's the big issue. The simpie fact that there’s painin the body: That, you simpiy have to
acceptasa fact of life. It’s sufiering or dukkha in the three characteristics. But you don’t just
write it oft. You look at it. What are the ups and downs of that pain? What makes the pain
worse? What makes it better? Is there anything you’re doing right now that makes a
difference?

Always the Buddha has you explore this line between where you can make a difference and
where you can't. This is the line between self and not-selt: your sense of who youare, and what
your powers are on the one hand, and what you can't control on the other. He doesn’t have
you write things oft totaiiy as beyond your control. He tells you to expiore. Where is that line?
Does the line Change positions? Why would it change? What does that tell you about your

sense of self? In the sutta on not-self, the Buddha starts his discussion with the issue of control.



It the body or feclings or perception, fabrications, consciousness were self, then you could say,
“I'want it to be like this,” or “I want it to be like that.” But you can't have total control over any
of these.

The Buddha's Constantiy focusing on the issue that your sense of selt is built around
control. Some peopic say when the Buddha's tcaching not-self, he’s saying there rcaily isno
permanent essence to anything. But that just makes ita tautoiogy with what he said about
inconstancy: Things Changc. And that’s not rcaily the issue. The issuc is that you’rc C[ingz'ng to
things that changc—ciinging to things that are rcaiiy not totaily under your control and, asa
result, you’re going to suffer.

You're going to suffer even if you try to ciing to things that are permanent, like the
experience of the deathless. It is actualiy possiblc to Cling to that—rto feel passion and desire for
it, and that passion and desire constitute what ciinging is. That's because you try to control it.
At that poing, the suffcring comes in the clinging totaliy in and of itself, which at that pointis
supcrﬂuous. You've got somcthing really good, and yet you’rc afraid that you’rc going to lose it.
Butin trying to ciing toit, you do lose it. That's Why the experience of the deathless comes to
stream-cnterers as somcthing that thcy realize and then lose contact with: because thcy’rc
trying to control it. So the issue is not whether it’s permanent or nog; the issuc is the fact that
the mind constantly wants to cling, constantly wants to control.

Now there are some areas where your control is useful, and this is why we have the path.
You need a certain amount of control over your mind so that you can follow the path. This is
why the Buddha has us cxplorc that line between what we can and cannot control. How far can
you push those three characteristics, and what can you find thatis rciativciy constant, rciativciy
caseful, rclatively under your control?

The best you can do with the amount of control you do have is to get the mind in a state of
concentration. So cxplorc that. Get to know how well you can exertan influence on the
present moment. This is where you rcaiiy learn about the issue of karma: the extent to which
you do have some control in the present. Things arc not totaiiy determined. Otherwise, the
question of skillful or unskillful action would be mcaningicss. It things were totaily determined
by the past, cvcrything would have been determined beforehand. You would have no choices.

The Buddha wants you to Cxplorc the choices you actualiy do have right here. What are
you going to focus on? How are you going to focus onit? You can focus on the picasurc
potcntiais inaway that can give rise to rcaiiy intense picasurc. You can focus on the pain
potcntiais inaway that gives rise to intense pain. Or you can focus on themina way in which
you know there’s the potcntiai there, but you don’t let it have inroads on the mind.

This is the opportunity we have. This is where we rcaliy do have a choice, and we have a
choice in the piacc where we really want it. Some pcopic like the idea of determinism because
it lets them oft the hook. Whatever bad things thcy did, well, they weren't rcaily rcsponsibic.

Bucif you come at themata point where thcy’rc suffcring from pain, and you say, “Would you



like to have the choice not to suffer?” that's where nobody rcally wants determinism. They
want to have that opportunity not to suffer, and the Buddha says it's real.

So take thatasa Working hypothcsis. As he said, if cvcrything were determined from things
you’d done in the pastor from some god in the past, or if things were totally chaotic, then it
wouldn’t make sense to try to follow a path. It wouldn’t make sense for him to even try to teach
a path. So this is the undcrlying assumption that we work on, and the reason we take on this
assumption is because we'd like to have that choice not to suffer. Liking not to suffer is not
what makes it true, but it is what allows us to take it as our Working hypothcsis. It’s our
conviction in the Buddha's awakcning that convinces us that this is a worthwhile path to
Cxplorc.

So focus on what you can do right now to create a sensc of case, plcasurc, wcll-bcing,
refreshmentin the present moment. Breatheina way that feels Cspccially rcfrcshing to the
heart and any other parts of your breath-cncrgy body that feel Cspccially sensitive. Allow them
to have the energy thcy need.

Explore the potentials you have right here because it’s through this kind of Cxploration and
mastery that you come to understand what the Buddha taught about karma. It’s not justa
thcory. It's somcthing that allows you to act and to benefit from your actions in a way that you

might not otherwise have believed possiblc.



