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I know of a person one time who had a diﬂiculty in having a daiiy meditation practice.
It just seemed pretty daunting. When he came back from work, the idea of sitting foran
hour defeated him right there, so he wasn't even sitting for a minute.

So he asked his teacher what to do. And the teacher said, “Well, make a vow that every
day you’rc going to get into the meditation posture. As for the amount of time you’rc going
to stay in meditation, that's reaiiy up to you. But the vow s to getinto the posturc.”

The guy tried that and found that he could actuaiiy sit for quite a bit iongcr than he
thought. Some days his meditation was justa matter of getting into the posture and then
getting out. But other days he found that he could sit quite a lot ionger — sometimes even
iongcr than an hour. Once you get into position, and the mind settles down and feels good,
you realize you dont rcaiiy want to get up again.

This reflectsa tcaching the Buddha gave one time, which is that when the mind is in an
unskillful state, just giving rise to a ﬁngcr-snap of a skillful mind state has value. If the idea of
trying to maintain it is too much or seems too daunting, at the very least allow yourscif to
think that one skillful thought.

Or dCVCiop a good quality in the mind. However iong you’rc going to be able to stick
with it, that’s another matter. But at the very least get started.

When you find you can doit, then you start again and start again until grows more
frcqucnt, asin Ajaan Chah’s Cxampic of pouring water froma teapot. It you tip it justa licele
bit, therell be justa drop... and thena drop... and thena drop... As youtipita little bit more,
and there’s drop, drop, drop. Tip italittle more and the drops getso frcqucnt—
dropdropdrop—that thcy become a continuous stream of water.

So don'tlook down on those little efforts to give rise to skillful quaiitics. Evenifit
seems that unskillful qualitics of the mind are ovcrwhciming, over time those small skillful
quaiitics begin to gathcr.

In the Buddha’s image, its like a water jar. Even though the water’s faliing in drops, drop
by drop, the jar cvcntually becomes full.

This comes under the hcading of right exertion, in the part called the exertion to give
rise to skillful quaiitics.

There are basicaiiy two levels: One is when you know that the mind is immersed in an
unskillful state, and you’rc discouragcd at the thought of trying to turn it around—which of
course is what your defilements are tciling you, trying to kccp you discouragcd so that thcy
can stay with whatever course thcy’ve alrcady determined.

This is where it’s important to remember that justa moment of mindfulness or a
moment of goodwiii has its value. At the very least, you have a brief respite and gain some
perspective on things. Also, it overcomes the mind's tcndcncy, once its started on an

unskillful course, to tell itself, “Well, 'm committed to this, so I'll just have to follow it



through.” You'e not committed. You havent made a promise to anybody that you’rc going
to think in unskillful ways or induigc in unskillful habits.

Soto puta lictle stop to that, even if its justa momentary stop, remind yoursclf, “Okay,
what would Ajaan Mun say? What would the Buddha say?”— any ajaan that you respect,
any teacher you respect. That little bit of mindfulness, that little bit of alertness can hcip
pull you out.

Sometimes just the momentis Cnough. You realize, “Oh my gosh! I dontwant to
continue in this state. [ want to getout. AndI've got the right to get out.” That becomes the
impulsc to let go.

There are other times when you’rc not conscious of the fact that the mind is in an
unskillful state. Things seem to be going pretty well, cvcrything seems to be pretty
innocent. But you’re not sure, ‘Is there somcthing more?”

This is where it gets more difhicult. Because the mind does have its rhythms. Sometimes
what seems like a piatcau or astagnant pcriod is justa time where your mind is gathcring its
forces. There’s been an arc to your practice and it’s gotten toa highcr spot but then the
foundation isn't there. The minds gotto fill things in, or things are going to have to be
rcorganized like the shifting of bits of giass ina kaicidoscopc. Things like that take a while
to fall into placc.

But there comesa point where you begin to wonder, “Okay, is this getting stagnant?”
You can test it. Some of the tests are to sit for longcr than you normally do, take ona
precept that you haven't been practicing, Push the practice a little bit.

Try to get more interested in the breath for instance. Try to be more precise in your
observation of the breath. If things are getting stale, often its a sign that you’rc not paying
careful attention—because the breath, when it's good, is Vedll)/ good. Ic rcaily is nourishing.
There rcaily isa strong sense of wcil—bcing that comes as you settle in and allow the breath
energy to surround you.

You want to feel nourished by the practice. If there’s not a sense of nourishment,
somcthing’s lacking, something’s missing, And often its just that the practice has gotten
mechanical. You go through the motions but you’rc not rcally paying close attention.

In the context of right exertion, paying close attention is called “upholding your intent.”
The word intent, citta, there, can mean the intentness with which you’rc doing this. Youre
paying close attention to what you’rc doing cach second that you’rc aware of. If you’rc doing
the practice with one cyeon the practice and another eye somcplacc clse, you’rc not going
to get the full results because you’re not paying full attention.

So with the least little thing coming up, you want to be alert o it, you want to be alive
to it. There are times when it doesn't seem that anything rcaiiy unskillful is happcning in the
mind, but there are littde blips, blips, biips here and there. And if you’rc not paying careful
attention, thcy don't seem like much at all. But thcy add up.

When thcy talk about the subconscious or unconscious processes in the mind, it's not
like thcy’rc totaliy buried. Thcy show their shadows, they show little images, little flashes

here and chere. If you’rc rcaiiy, rcaiiy still you can see them. Thcy’rc like the subliminal



messages thcy sometimes send over TV stations. If the mind is rcally still, it can see them. If
you’rc not still, you just run right past.

So the little things matter—both the good ones and the bad ones. So pay careful
attention to what you’rc doing, careful attention to what's going on in the mind. Get the
mind rcaily, rcaliy still. Have a strong sense of bCing rcally nourished by bcing here. If the
breath isnt nourishing, okay, experiment. Don'tlet things get mechanical.

In this Way, you can give rise to skillful states that haven't been there before, and get rid
of unskillful things before thcy gathcr their forces. And both those activities are an

important part of right exertion.



