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A couple of months ago I was giving a Dhamma talk on kamma up in the Bay Area. After
the talk, a woman came up and said, “Y ou know, this made me think, ‘Maybc my life isn’t
determined by my DNA after all.” I was surprised. She'd been going to Dhamma talks for a
fair while and yet was still able to maintain the idea that somehow DNA determined
everything that was going to happen in her life, everything she was going to do.

But then, it is casy to have thatview in conjunction with a lot of stuff that's taught as
Dhamma these days: the idea that there’s really no self there, that things are just happening on
their own, and the only way to find happincss is to getout of the way. Don’t have any desires for
anything to happen differently from the way it is. Just accept things as they are and be done
with it.

That's what thcy say, but that's not what the Buddha taught. His tcachings all start with the
power of intention. Your mind is what shapcs your experience. You're not just passive
recipients. If we actas passive recipients, our lives would be like the motion of dust motes in
the air, what they call Brownian motion, where things just bump up against cach other. And if
you were to drawa map of the motions of one dust mote through the air, itd be alot of
random zigzags.

But as the Buddha said, our idcntity asa bcing centers around the fact that we have a need
to feed. It'sa rcciprocal rclationship: Youneed tobea hcing in order to find food, but because
you're a being you need food. Our intentions shape what we experience, and for most of us,
that’s the intention: to feed either physically or Cmotionally. We're constantly on the lookout
for some sort of sustenance.

Buc, as the Buddha said, that's why we suffer. This doesn’t mean that intention is bad. It
simply means that we have to redirect it. This is Why we meditate. We're lcaming how to shapc
our intentions, to get more control over them, so that our random moods don’t take over, and
we can actually decide what we want to do with our lives.

Look at the Buddha. He was hardly a passive recipient of events around him. He decided
he wouldn’t rest until he'd found the ultimate happincss. He would do whatever it took. His
quest took him down some blind allcys and through alotof hardship, but he stuck with it. He
was determined that he wasn't going to give up until he'd found the best thing that human
effort could find. And as he found, it was the way to end suffering. Then he spent all the rest of
his lite tcaching that way to other pcoplc as the most valuable thing that he could teach.

His main message was that the suffcring is not due to unplcasant things outsidc—sights,
sounds, smells, tastes, tactile sensations. The suffcring comes from our craving, [t comes from

within. It's what we do with those sights, sounds, smells, tastes, tactile sensations that makes us



suffer. It's because we're doing those things in ignorance. We all want happiness, and you
would think that cvcrything we'd do would be for the sake of happincss. There are alot of pains
we putup with because we think thcy will lead to somcthing good down the line. Butall too
oftenit’s the other way around. We geta plcasurc and we discover thatit’s going to create
suffering down the line.

And again, the cause is not outside. The cause is inside. It's our own ignorance. You can’t
blame the social media, you can’t blame any kind of media, you can’t blame pcoplc outside for
giving you the wrong ideas. Your mind picked up its ideas. If it didn't have the germ of its own
ignorance inside, it wouldn’t pick up ignorantideas. So you have to keep looking back into the
mind: your mind as you experience it from within, your body as you experience it from within.
That's where the suchring is felt, but that's where it’s going to be cured.

So, instead of being just on the receiving end of things, we're very much on the generating
end. The Thai ajaans talk about thisalot. Thcy talk about the currents that come ﬂowing out of
the mind. These, thcy say, are the efluents, and thcy run our lives. So we have to watch them
caretully to see if they re going to move us in the right or the wrong direction.

Suﬂ:c:ring is an inside joh, but the cure is an inside job aswell. You have it within you to
dcvclop the qualitics you need in order to bring knowlcdge to these processes so that thcy can
lead to the happincss you want.

If we were simply recipients of things, meditation wouldn't mean anything acall. It
wouldn’t accompiish anything, aside from maybc providing a placc to rest. Butit'salot more
than that. We rest so that we can then do the work that needs to be done right here, to see our
intentions in action.

Because there’s that great irony: Our intentions shape our lives, but were often ignorant of
those intentions. All too often, you do somcthing and pcoplc ask you why you did it,and you
have to stop to think up an answer. [t's not as if the answer was rcady—madc or that it was very
clear why you did it. That's a sign of ignorance, and it’s a dangerous thing to have going on in
your mind. You want to learn how to be aware of what's going on in your mind so that you can
pointitin the right direction.

This is why we meditate, to get still right here and to then watch what's going on right here:
to see the processes by which a desire moves in and then creates a little world around itself and
asense of who-you-arc around itself. Then you stick with that desire, that world, that you, as
long as thcy seem to be worthwhile. But then maybc another desire comes up andit'd be
another youin another world. You have to decide which ones to go with and which ones to let
go of.If you’rc not doing this with a clear sense of awareness and a clear sense of priorities, you
can create all kinds of trouble.

So, be very clear about why were here. We're already shaping things with our fabrications:
the way we breathe, the way we talk to ourselves, the perceptions and feclings we have. So let’s

do that well. As the Buddha said, create a path. The central factor in the path is right



concentration, so work on this, because it’s right here where things will become apparent. You
use your intentions to create the concentration, and then once the concentration is there, it
allows you to see the power of intention even more clearly.

The more clarity you bring to this, the more your actions do become a part of the path. All
those lictle zigzags of the dust motes in the air suddenly straighten out and start going
somcplacc. Thcy don’t go anyplacc outside. Thcy just go dceper inside, but thcy take the mind
to a higher and higher level of happiness, a higher level of awareness, a more refined sense of
what true happincss is.

So the power for all this comes from within. The problem comes from within, but the
desire to solve the problcm also comes from within. Nobody’s making you sit here and
meditate. You've chosen to meditate because you realize there’s somcthing wrong, There’s an
arca of ignorance in your mind that you want to cure. And that’s a good intention to start out
with.



