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When King Asoka recommended a series of chants for the monks and nuns to repeat
every day, there was one that dealt with what are called future dangers, rcﬂccting on the fact
that we're all subjcct to aging, illness, and death; there’s aiways the possibility of famine, social
coliapsc, a spiit in the sangha, orjusta gcncral corruption of the practice as time goes past.
There’s one Cspccially fine passage where the Buddha warns about a dangcr in the future that
the monks will use the tips of their tongues to find the tip-most flavors, and the Dhamma will
die away.

The question is: Do you have the attainment that’s going to make you safe, when those
changcs come? And if you realize that you don’t, you should exert extra effort. That's the most
important issuc in life. And notice the motivation there. The motivation is heedfulness: the
realization that there are dangers, but you can prepare for them.

As the Buddha said elsewhere, heedfulness is the undcrlying motivation for all of our
skillful qualitics. You think of all the different motivations we might have for practicing, Oneis
asense of shame. Here we've got this opportunity, and it would be a shame not to make the
most of it. Another is a sense of pridc, the realization that other pcopic can do this. ﬂicy’rc
human bcings; thcy can do it. 'm a human bcing. Why can't] doit, too? A sense of
compassion: You sce that you’re suffcring, and that other peoplc are suffering, too. It you
practice, you scta good cxample for them. But all of this comes down to heedfulness, the
realization that your actions rcaliy do make a difference and you have to be careful about how
you act.

This is why it's important not to let yourscif get Compiaccnt in the practice. One of the
worst things you can doin the practice is to overestimate where you are. This is the opposite of
the American educational system, which wants peoplc to aiways overestimate themselves. The
Buddha, though, says you’ve gotto learn how to gainasense ofyoursclf, as he calls it:
attanniuta. You have to be very careful to look for where your strcngths are, where your
weaknesses are. And aiways kccp examining yoursclf in these terms because if you
overestimate yourscif, then you’rc going to start getting lax in the practice. When the real
dangcrs come, you won't have a genuine safcty net to fall back on.

So it’s not a matter of bcing able to claim you’vc got this or that. It's more a question of:
Are you rcally safe? As anyone who knows that a storm is coming, you prepare the house or
the shelter so thatit’s totaily airtight.

Think about those expiorcrs up in the far North. I've been reading about two men, who'd

been part of amuch iargcr party that had been able to make its Way across the ice. This was in

the book, Iz the Land Of White Death. They made the Way across the ice and finaily got



into the series of islands that thcy were looking for. Then as thcy went from one island to
another, this member of the party died and that member of the party died. They ﬁnally gotto
the spot where thcy wanted, and there were only two lefralive. Here it was August, but thcy
realized that the winter could come. Mayhc nobody would come past; thcy might be stuck
there for the entire winter.

Fortunatcly, there was cnough food, but thcy were going to have to work on the shelter. So
thcy immcdiately set to task, to preparing a shelter for the winter: one that was totally free of
drafts, would kccp them warm, and was sheltered from the north wind.

This is what we've got to do. We're suhjcct toa rcally strong north wind here — aging,
illness, death, and a very unstable and very fragilc society. Soare you safe Cnough? These are the
issues you have to look into.

Then you have to look at the other issues in life to see how much energy you want to put
into them. There’s that chant we repeat often: “The world is swept away.” And part of bcing
sweptaway means there are alot of things that will never come to closure, certain issues that
will never get settled, jobs that'll never get done. A constant refrain in the tcachings of the
forest tradition is that the work of the world never gets done. All that happcns simply is that
you run out of strcngth and have to hand it over to somcbody else who will work at these
things until t/oey run out of strength. And it just kCCps going on and on and on that way. The
work of the world is never done—but the work of the mind can be done.

This is also an issuc in a famous story from the Vinaya. The different cousins of the Buddha
were planning to ordain, and there was one who wasn’t quite sure whether he wanted to ordain
or not. So one of the other cousins said, “Well, what do you think you’rc going to have to do if
you stay as a lay person?” Thcy went over it togcthcr. You had to plant the rice, and then you
had to look after the rice. Then you had to harvest the rice; then you had to save cnough rice so
you could plant the rice again the next year. And it just never, never stoppcd. There was no end
to that work. The one cousin decided he'd rather ordain.

So we can’t wait until things get settled in a certain Wway so that we can practice. We have to
figure out: How are we going to make a spacein the world that we have now? If you let the
work of the world determine how much time you have to practice, it's going to swallow up
Cvcrything. You have to kccp pushing back, pushing back, rcalizing that what is most pressing
is not always mostimportant. Focus on the rcally important things: the state of your mind, the
state of your actions, the state ofyour words, and particularly, the solidity of your mind. How
solid is it? How easily does it get knocked oft by events? That's one of those winds that come
through the side boards of your shelter: the wind of loss, the wind of loss of status, the wind of
criticism, the wind of pain.

You want to build a shelter that’s airtight, free of drafts. Orin the image of the Canon, you
want a hut so well thatched that you don’t have to be afraid of any rainstorm—Dbecause that’s

tl’lC way tl’lC WOI'lCl is. OI] tl’lC onc hand, lt’S gOt all tl’liS WOI'l( that ncver gCtS ClOIlC. On tllC OthCI’



hand, it rains on you, and it blows on you, and it can kill you. Like that time the fire was coming
over the horizon, the thought that went through my mind was that mother nature wants to kill
us. Here's a fire coming our way, and this hody is put togcthcr insucha way that it will die if it
doesn’t escape. The forces of nature are going to kill it. Do you have your safe place? Do you
have your shelter from the wind?

This was Why the Buddha closed his tcachings with the sentence, “Reach consummation
through heedfulness,” or through non—complaccncy. Consummation here means developing
all the qualitics you need to secure that safcty. And heedtulness, non—complaccncy: That's what
kccps you motivated.



