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The word ego has two meanings. There’s the €go that's bad, that’s selfish, self-centered,
cares nothing about other people; and then there’s the ego that's a necessary function of the
mind, which negotiates between your desires and the things you pick up from society around
you tclling you what you should and shouldn’t do. If you didn’t have this second cgo, cither
you’d be totally aslave to your desires or you’d bea person with no indcpcndent will acall. The
trick is lcarning how to educate this second €go SO that it negotiates well: so that it ﬁgurcs out
which things you rcally should listen to from outside and which desires inside are the ones that
you can give in to and which are the ones that you can't.

The training in the meditation—in fact, the whole training that the Buddha ofters—is an
education for this second kind of €go. On the one hand, in terms of the shoulds, the passage
we chanted from the Dhammacakka just now, which was the actual wheel of the Dhamma,
talked about the four noble truths and the three levels of knowlcdgc for each truth. In the time
of the Buddha, a wheel was like a table nowadays, where you have different sets of variables that
you run through their various combinations. In those days, they didn’t have diagrams to make
them look like tables, so the image thcy had in mind was that you ran around all the spokcs ofa
wheel. This is Why our Dhamma wheel has twelve spokcs: 4x3 =12.In each case, there’s the
knowledge of the truth, the knowledge of the duty appropriate to that truth, and then the
knowledge at awakening that that particular duty has been completed.

So whatare the Buddha’s shoulds? You should comprehend suffering, you should
abandon its cause, you should realize its cessation, and you should devclop the path toits
cessation. Now, those are all duties that are for the sake of your happincss. There are other
duties out there that society would like to impose on you, some of which are in your best
interests and some of which are not. But the Buddha's is the friendliest list of all, aimed dircctly
at taking your true happiness seriously. Again he’s not imposing these shoulds on you, but he
says if you want true happincss, then given the way cause and effect operate, this is what you
have to do.

So when suffering comes up, you don’t just push it away. You try to strengthen the mind
cnough to comprchcnd it—in other words you devclop the path to give it that strcngth to see:
Whatis the suchring? Why do you keep going for it? Because it is somcthing we 2o for. The
cause for suffering is not something outside, it’s inside—it’s in the craving, When you can see
the connection between the suffcring, which the Buddha identified with Clinging, and the
craving that causes it you can abandon the cause. In that way, you realize the cessation.

So those, on the one hand, are the shoulds. On the other hand, you have your desires that

you have to range through. Some of the desires are in line with the desire to find awakcning;



other desires are pushing off in another direction entirely. Greed aversion, delusion, and
sensual craving: These are the things that push you away, and thcy’rc the ones you have to learn
how to overcome. But at the same time, you also learn how to promote the desires that would
lead to true happincss. So the function of your €go is to learn how to negotiate between this
whole set of desires and those shoulds.

Psychology talks about healthy €go functions, and a lot of them are relevant to the
Buddha’s path. To hcgin with there’s what they call “anticipation.” You anticipate dangcrs
down the road, so you have to prepare for them. In the Buddha's Vocabulary, this is
hemﬁt[nes& In fact, the Buddha said heedfulness is the source of all goocl qualitics in the
mind. You realize that if you don’t train your mind, the mind can create alot of problems. It’s
like having a Rottweiler in your house. If the Roteweiler isn't trained, it’s going to create a lot of
problems.

The second quality is altruism, which for Buddhists is compassion: rc‘:alizing that if your
happiness depends on other people suftering, it’s not going to last, so you have to take their
happincss into consideration, too, as you act. This is a wise €go function.

Then there’s suppression, rcalizing that when certain desires come up, you have to say No.
Or certain ideas come in from outside tclling you that you should do this and you should do
that, and you realize that these shoulds are not in line with the Buddha’s shoulds and thcy’rc
not in line with your own true wcll-bcing. You have to learn to say No to those, too.

The big problems are the things coming up inside and the voices that try to justify them.
You have to learn to say No in various ways. One trick they Il usually use is to say, “You're going
to give in to me in five minutes anyhow, SO why don’t you save us both alot of trouble and give
innow?” You have to say to thatvoice, “Well, I don’tknow about five minutes down the line,
but right now I'm going to say No.” And you begin to realize after a while that these urges
come over in big wavcs—they crestand then thcy subside. If you can withstand up to the point
past the crest, then you’vc won. Because thcy’ll threaten. Thcy’ll say, “If you don’t give in now,
it’s just going to get worse and worse and worse and worse and you're going to explode!” And
you say “Nopc.” You don't believe the picture that your grccd, aversion, and delusion like to
paint about themselves.

Butin saying No, you need to have some alternative source of happincss. This is where the
meditation comes in. This is why we have to find an ohjcct of meditation that’s plcasing to the
mind—something we feel comfortable with, something we find interesting, The breath is the
standard one, because the breath is the function in the bocly that you can work with most
dirc‘:ctly to create a sense of ease and wcll-bcing through the way you breathe, through the way
you think of the breath. That way, you can have a sense of wcll—bcing that goes down through
the legs, goes down through the arms, goes down through the torso, goes around your head—
enveloping the body, permeating through the body.
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—say, with lust or desire, grcccl, anger—you realize how uncomfortable these emotions are.
And when you think about their long-term consequences, you realize, “I don’t want to go with
this. It's nothing pleasant now and it’s not going to be pleasant in its outcome.”

Now, you have an alternative source of wcll-bcing that you can go for, because the reason
we give in to these tliings is because tlicy promise a quick hit of plcasure, and if you’rc fccling
starved of pleasure, you'll go for it. As the Buddha once said: If you don'thave the level of
plcasurc that comes from the first jliana or somcthing better, then no matter how much you
understand the drawbacks of your sensual desires, you’rc still going to give in, because the mind
wants pleasurc. And this is how we go for it. If we don’t have somcthing skillful inside as a
source of plcasurc, we'll go for whatever.

So learning how to meditate is actually a healthy ego function: finding an alternative
source of plcasurc. Psychologists call this sublimation. In other words, you take a desire fora
lowly plcasurc and you direct it toward somcthing sublime.

Another licaltliy €go function, one that the psychologists don’t talk too much about, is
shame. Here we're talking about hcalthy shame, not the shame that’s the opposite of pridc, it's
the opposite of shamelessness. When you think of doing somcthing that’s unskillful, chink of
wise people. What would they say? What would the Buddha say? What would Ajaan Mun
say? What would Ajaan Lee say? You'd be embarrassed for them to see. You realize that the
action is beneath you. In other words, this kind of shame is actually apart of pridc; you have
your self-esteem and you wouldn’t want to Stoop to somcthing that's below your level of selt-
regard. That, too, is a healthy ego function.

And then there’s a sense of humor, the ability to laugh atyour defilements, to laugh at the
unskillful shoulds that come from outside. The Buddha doesn’t talk about this too much, but
there are lots of incidences of humor in the Canon. Espccially when tlicy setup the rules.
There'sa story that tells about wliy the rule was set up, and often there’s an element of humor in
the story, when you see, ah, this is a common human foiblc—you can scc why thcy had the rule.
And seeing the humor in the situation actually puts you on the side of the rule. All too often
when we learn about the rules and precepts, thcy seem like they’re bcing imposccl and there’sa
part of the mind that wants to rebel, but you can get around that rebellious part by making it
laugh. Saying, “Yup, that is a human foible and yes I can see why that’s nota good thing to have
in the community and Wliy [ should not engage in that kind of behavior mysclf. ‘

There’sa story of the monk who became drunk. He was a monk with psycliic powers. He
had gone into a shrine one time. The shrine had a fire breathing naga, and he was able to
subdue the fire breathing naga and spend the night in the shrine.

Word of this gets out. Pcoplc are rcally imprcsscd and tlicy want to make merit, so tlic‘:y go
ask the monks, “What's something that monks don’t ordinarily get?” Well they ask the wrong
monks. There’s a group of misbehaving monks called the Group of Six. So the Group-of-Six
monks say, “Wedon't usually get hard liquor.”



So the next morning, everybody in town has prepared a little glass of hard liquor for the
monk who defeated the fire breathing naga. Well, he can’t defeat the liquor. Glass, after glass,
after glass. .. he passes out at the city gate. The Buddha comes along with a couple of the
monbks. Thcy see him iying there, so the monks carry him back to the monastery. Thcy iay him
on the ground, first with his head toward the Buddha, but he’sina stupor, so as he’s iying there
he twists right, twists left, turns around, and finally he has his feet pointed right at the Buddha—
which in India, as in Thailand, is a mark of disrcspcct. So the Buddha says to the monks, “This
monk here, didn’t he used to be deferential and rcspectfui tous?’

And the monks said “Yes.”

“Is he being deferential and respecttul now?”

“No.”

“And before, didn’the do battle with the fire breathing naga?”

“Yes.”

“Could he do battle with a salamander now?”

“No.”

Why is that? Because of the liquor he drank. So that’s the reason why we have the rule
against monks taking alcohol.

So if you can learn how to laugh at your defilements, that removes alot of their power.
Because they come on and they're puffed up, they try to impress you. Its like those lizards we
have out there. When the males try to impress the females, they do push-ups to show how
strong they are, to look bigger than they are. And the defilements come on that way as well,
Thcy try to look biggcr than thcy actuaiiy are. Butif you can iaugh at them, that punctures their
swollen size, and thcy’rc alot casier to deal with.

So these are some of the negotiating strategies you can use to help develop a healthy ego—
one that can negotiate successfully between your sense of what you should do and what you
want to do. So you put the two together. You take the Buddha's shoulds as the shoulds you're
trying to hold to: You should try to comprehend suffering, abandon its cause, realize its
cessation, and dcvciop the path that leads to its cessation. At the same time, you use these
strategies to get your wants in line with those shoulds, so that you come out winning,

Even the teaching on not-selfis a kind of ego strategy. As the Buddha tells the monks,
“Whatever is not really yours, let go of it. That will be for your long-term welfare and
happiness.” Hes not saying there’s no you there. There’s the you there that's going to
experience long term welfare and happiness. The reason it’s not having that happiness right
now is because it's holding on to things that are outside of its control. So you're applying not-
self to anything that is unskillful in the mind. It’s a label that you apply to anything that would
get in the way of healthy ego functioning,

Finally, when you’vc cieveiopcd the path to the point where it actuaily does arrive at the

cessation of suchring, that's when you can put aside the ego functioning, too—inciuding “self”



and “not-self”—because all these functions are there for the purpose of happiness. Once
ultimate happincss is found, you can put them aside. You can pick them up againasa tools
from that point on—you don’t rcally idcntify with them, but you sce that these are good
strategies in the mind, and thcy’rc useful for teaching others. And because all your desires at
that point are in line with the Dhamma, there’s not much negotiating that has to be done. Sill,
you know cnough, when you’rc cating, to put food in your mouth and not somebody else’s.
But at that point the bad kind of ego is totally gone, and the good kind of ego has done its

WOFl(. And that’s whcn you can put all your tOOlS dOWﬂ.



