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During the first year [ knew Ajaan F uang, [ was there at the monastery right after the end
of the rains retreat, and they were getting rcady for the kathina.In a dream I had one night, he
had a big closet. He went into the closet and came out with a big hat on. Then he went back in
the closet, came out, and had another hat on. I looked in the closet, and he had a hat rack with
all kinds of hats.

Of course, it’s pretty obvious what the dream symbolizcd. He could take on different tasks
and different identities with the ease with which we can putona hat, take off a hat. And as he
told me another time, it didn’t come all that Casily to him. There were alot of things he didn't
like to do. Espccially asayounger monk; he staycd away from construction work and tended to
look down on the monks who were getting involved in construction work—until one time
around 1955-56.

Ajaan Lee was planning his celebration of 25 centuries of Buddhism, because 1957 was the
year 2,500 in the Buddhist calendar. He was talking one night about the plans of having to
build shelters for all the pcople who were going to come. He turned to Ajaan Fuang and said,
“If you don’t help me with this, 'm going to die.” That's when Ajaan Fuang realized he was
going to have to learn how to be a construction monk, too, among other things. Andas he
consoled himself, even if he were to die with a hammer and a saw in his hand, he'd still be dying
with somcthing skillful.

The lesson here, of course, is that if your idea of yoursclf gets in the way of doing somcthing
skillful, you’rc making things nccdlcssly complicated. That's so much of what the Buddha’s
tcachings arc about: lcaming to dcvclop skillful qualitics in the mind—which means lcaming
to do skillful things inyour thoughts, words and deeds, and lcaming how to abandon unskillful
ones. In fact, he said that was one of his Categorical tcachings.

There are only two catcgorical tcachings in Buddhism. One is the skillful qualitics should
be developcd, and unskillful ones abandoned. The other is the four noble truths, and the two
tcachings are connected. You look in the mind to see what you’rc doing that's creating,
sufﬁ:ring. You realize thatit’s the craving and ignorance that you’rc doing. We don't think of
these as actions, but thcy are. We tend to think of them as qualitics that kind ot hover around
the mind like a cloud, but thcy’rc choices that we make again and again. But now we want to
make other choices—in other words, to act in a more skillful way by dcvcloping the path that
leads to the end of sufﬁ:ring.

So throughout the Canon, the Buddha says to simplify things by boiling them down to
actions. What are you doing right now? What do you expect out of what you’rc doing? What



do you want out of what you’re doing? What's the best thing to want in terms of your long—
term welfare and happiness?

Sometimes we have trouble seeing what the right thing is simply because our minds are
too frazzled, running around too much. And sometimes we actually see what would be the
right thing to do, the skillful thing to do, but we don’t have the strength or the discernment to
actually doit.

So there are three prohlems: ong, not seeing clearly; two, not having the strength cven
when you do see clearly; and sometimes, you can sce clearly and have the strength, but you
don’t have the wisdom to deal with the unskillful members of your mind’s committee.

Boil it down to those three issues, and the training that the Buddha gives in virtue,
concentration, and discernment helps right here. Virtue writes in very large terms: Okay, these
are certain actions that you just don’t do, regardless. They’re never going to be skillful. Even
though they may seem to be to your advantage in the short term, they’re really going to harm
youin the long term. This is good to know so that you don’t have to keep reinventing, the
Dhamma wheel every time you try to make a choice. You don’t kill; you don’t steal; you don’t
have illicit sex; you don’tlie; you don’t take intoxicants. Period. Those are the hig fences the
Buddha puts around us to protect us.

Then to help the mind see Clearly, We practice concentration and get the mind to settle
down and be still for a while. You do whatever it takes to get the mind to settle down. This
involves some discernment in noticing where the mind is obstreperous, orwhatit’s hanging on
to so that it won't settle down. You can ﬁgure out some way to letit go—whatever thatissuc is.
When the mind ﬁnally does settle down, you can be still. At least for a while, you can step out
of your thought—worlds and all the conversations that you normally engage with in the mind. It
helps you gain your hearings. You get perspective.

Simply because the mind has been still for a while, when you pick up an issuc, sometimes
you can sce right through it—in the same way that, if you’ve been riding around in a car and
everything’s ablur, you stop and getout of the car, and you hegin to see clearly: “Oh!” Before
everything was a blur and a movement, but now you sce that some things are still and some
things are moving, and you can detect the more subtle movements because you’re standing
still.

This is the g0oosc, as I said carlier today, that lays the golden cgo. Take good care of the
goosc, and itll keep laying golden cggs. When you get the mind to be still, protectit, and you’ll
be able to see things alot more clearly. Things that should have been obvious but weren't
because you were preoccupied with something clse, suddenly do become clear.

Asfor the insights you gain: You've got to ask yourself, “Is this something that I can apply
right now?” If so, just doit. We can’t guarantee that everything you sce when the mind is still is
going to be the way it is, or is going to be true. But the fact that the mind is still usually givesa
much better chance of seeing what's actually helpful, what's actually skillful.



It the insight is not somcthing that appiics right away—if it’san insight that has to do with
the rest of your life—this is where you practice mindfulness. See if you can kecp it in mind.
Tuck it away some piace in your memory. chp it rcady to puil out. The easiest way to pull it
out is to get the mind still again. Otherwise, it you go around just holding somcthing in mind
all the time, you’rc going to be missing other issues that may be coming up. Burif you can say,
“Okay, this is somcthing rcaily important,” make a mental note, kccp the mind still for a while,
then itll be more accessible the next time you get the mind still again. And ifit’s not there after
you leave concentration, mayhc it wasn't that important to bcgin with.

That's how the concentration hclps you to sce clcarly, and how it gives you some insight
aircady justin icarning how to wrestle the mind down to get still. You've learned some things
about your mind right there.

Then there’s the issue of strcngth, and the concentration helps here, too. When you can
breatheina way that feels good and you have a sense of wcil-bcing at the different breath
centers in the body, that gives you a lot more nourishment so that you’rc not hungry all the
time. A lot of the reason we do stupid things is because we want a quick fix right now. We can't
wait for the wcll-bcing that comes hy acting for the long term. We wanta good short-term fix,
and we end up suffcring, of course, in the long term. The reason we do that is because the mind
is hungry; it's weak. So you practice concentration to teed itand give it more strcngth.

But the concentration on its own is not going to solve the problem because there’s that
other issue: that we have some unskillful ways of hchaving, and the mind has lots of reasons for
continuing to behave that way. This is where you need to dcveiop your discernment. Part of it
is what I said carlier, just clcaring the decks hy asking questions about actions rather than about
what kind of personyou are. Are you the kind of person who wears hig hats? Are you the kind
of person who wears small hats? Do you wear the conductor’s hat? Do you wear the chef’s hat?
Is that hat getting in the way? F orget about the hats for the time hcing, and just look at what
needs to be done right now. What's the purpose of this action? What's the purpose of that
action? And do you rcaliy expect thatit’s going to get those results? If not, you can changc.

The other way to dcvclop your discernment is through afactorin right cffort called
generating the desire to abandon what's unskillful and to dcveiop what's skillful. This is where
you talk yourscif into doing things that you may not want to do, but you know are in your own
interest. Or you talk yourself out of doing things that you may like to do, but you know are not
in your own self-interest.

One of the primary ways the Buddha gives ofgcncrating desire is trying to be heedful—in
other words, rcalizing that your actions are important. Thcy do shapc your life. And every good
intention, every good action, is a step in the right direction. If you don’t make steps in the right
direction, you’rc going to go in the wrong direction. You can’t just sit here and say, well, things
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things, and sends them ina particular direction. What kind of shapc do you want things to be?
In what direction do you want to go?

One trick for dcvcloping heedfulness that I find works pretty well is to imagine yourself on
your deathbed, looking back on this part of your lifc—cspccially when you’rc taced with an
important decision. Which is the decision that you would tell yourself, “T'm rcally glad Idid
that,” or, “T'm rcally glad [ acted on that insight or that understanding”? You don’t want to lead
alife that you look back on and you say, “Oh my gosh, it was a total waste.” Time is precious.
We don’t know how much we have, but we do have right now. So make right now a skillful
choice.

Another quality that hclps to generate desire is compassion—compassion for yoursclf and
for other pcoplc around you. Our actions have the power to make the difference between pain
and suffering on the one hand, and happincss and plcasure on the other. Wouldn'tit be good
to do the action, say the word, or think the thought that leads to wcll-being? Don't you want to
be happy? Don't you want others to be happy?

Another way of motivating yoursclf to do the skillful thing is having asense of pridc. Here
youarca human bcing, you’ve met the Buddha's teachings, and you’ve had a chance to practice.
This means that you’ve done some good in your past, and that’s somcthing to be proud of.
You'd be ashamed to slip back. Sometimes we hear about shame as bcing a dcbilitating
emotion, but that's when it's not Conjoincd with pride. Hcalthy pridc is the kind of pridc that
says, “Look. I've practiced here. I've learned some good things. I've got some good to me. I'ma
principlcd person. That kind of action is a waste. Why should I doit? It would be Cmbarrassing
to even think about it.” And that can hclp.

These are justa tew ideas about how you generate desire to dcvelop right effort. You want
to get to know your own mind to ﬁgurc out what motivates you to get out of bed and do the
right thing and what motivates you to abandon the wrong thing. Concentration here is to hclp
you sce clcarly and to have the strcngth to do the right thing once you’VC decided you can doit.
But you’VC probably learned from experience that your mind has lots of different voices that
getin the way. So try to be quict and watch them to sece where their weak spots are. That's
where you can get around them with your discernment. You've got to think stratcgically.

Don’tlet the fact that there are all these unskillful voices in your mind geryou down.
Everybody has them. We've all given in to them at one point or another. This is where
recollection of the Sangha is hclpful. You read the stories of the elder monks and nuns and
how rcally bad their meditation got in some cascs. A couplc of them were getting suicidal, but
then thcy were able to turn themselves around. Try to dcvclop the thought that “Tf thcy cando
it, I can do it.” That's a skillful form of pridc. Evcntually, you won't have any need for it when
you’vc reached the end of the path, but you use whatever you can to kcep yoursclfon the path.

There'sa story in the book Arctic Dreams about an Eskimo family that were on an ice floe

that suddcnly split off from the largcr ice shelf where the other igloos in their Village were. Thcy



were sweptaway in the ocean. Evcrybody clse in the Villagc assumed that they had died, buta
year later, they showed up. They had landed some placc clse. Thcy didn’t have the kind of trees
thcy were used to, and thcy didn’t have the kind of animals thcy were used to. So thcy had to
tashion kayaks and new Clothing and Cverything out of substandard materials—at least,
substandard as thcy saw them. But thcy were able to make their way back.

When thcy drew up to the Villagc, the first thing thcy did was to laugh about how
substandard their kayaks, their clothing and cvcrything else were because thcy didn’t have the
ideal materials to make them. But it's what enabled them to survive. Thcy thought stratcgically.

Soif other pcoplc are saying you’rc holding on to somcthing, that doesn’t matter. You
hold on to good things—what works—because you want true happincss. And you don’t want

to let any unskillful voices, inside or out, get in the way.



