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There’s an old cliché¢ we kccp even now hcaring from time to time, which is that the
Buddha taught that life is sui:fcring, that that’s the first noble truth. Actually, it he'd said tha, it
would have been pretty useless. What he actuaiiy taught was somcthing much more useful:
Suffering is clinging, and clinging comes from craving;

In other words, the suffering comes from something we're doing. And the good news is
we don’t have to do that. We can do somcthing else that doesn’t cause suffcring. That's the
path. But first we have to understand what were doing: what the clinging is, what the craving is.
This is Why we get the mind into concentration, getitto settle down so that we can watch these
things in action.

Now, sometimes it takes a while for it to settle down. In that case, you have to be patient.
Because if the mind is restless and you’rc impatient with your restless mind, that just stokes the
fire. So find some spotin the mind, find some spotin the body, in the breath, that's rciativciy
still, and as for the rest of the mind, just let it chatter for a while.

One of the basic principles of the practice is that were practicing in an imperfect world
and with an imperfect mind. We can’t wait for everything to be perfect for us to practice. We
have to make alittle space for ourselves in the midst of all the impcrfcctions—out there and in
here—and hold on to that space, all the while being very patient with everything else. Just try to
be as tenacious as you can, sticking with that spot, and as things bcgin to settle down, you can
see more clcariy what the mind is doing.

The Buddha defines discernment in several ways. One is as penetrating discernment into
arising and passing away. Which means first you have to see things arise and pass away in the
mind—but you don’t justsit there. You try to make some things arise. In other words, you try
to make mindfulness arise, you try to make concentration arise, so that you can have some
tools. Without those tools, without their bcing solid and sharp, you won't be able to do the
rest of the work you need to do. Soit’s not justa matter of Watching things come and go, but
also realizing you're playing a role in their coming and going,.

This is where the other definition of discernment comes in: insight into fabrication. In
other words, what is the mind doing? How does it shapc its cxpcricncc? This means you’rc not
iooi(ing just for things arising and passing away, but you also want to see Why. This is why
playing with the breath, trying to get the mind into concentration, is an important part of
discernment. Because you can watch things arise and pass away for your whole life without
getting involved in them, and you would never know what was a cause for what. This thing
comes, that thing goes. This thing comes with this thing: Well, are they actually connected or

isit just a coincidence? You wouldn’t know. Butif you actuaily mess around with things a bit—



or even better, try to make something good out of the arising and passing away—you develop
some standards. You can see #his arises with l‘lml‘, and thcy’rc actually connected. Other

things are just coincidences. Because you want to see, “What can I do to bring the mind to

settle down? What can I do with the breath? How do I think about the breath?”

And what's the role of desire in all this? As the Buddha said, all dhammas are rooted in
desire, which means all things good and bad that you can do. So you have craving on the one
hand, which is a cause for suffcring, but you also have desire on the path, the desire to be
skilltul: to prevent unskillful qualitics from arising, to abandon unskillful qualitics that have
arisen, to give rise to skillful qualities and then to maintain them. There has to be desire for
these things for the path towork. So is that your desire?

Once you’vc setyour mind on that desire, the question is, how do you modulate it so that
it’s not getting in the way? We can want, want, want things to be a certain way, but all too often
that wanting will getin the way. So you have to ﬁgure out how to use the desire to motivate
yoursclf to actually approach things skillfully. Look for causes, focus your desire on the causes,
and the results will take care of themselves.

Sowe're watching ourselves in action. This is Why, as we said carlier, there are certain
questions the Buddha put aside, things that were not related to what you’re doing that's
causing suchring and how can you stop. You put them aside either because thcy’rc irrelevant or
because if you start asking those questions and trying to answer them, you get pulled further
and further away from the path. The question always is, “Whatam [ doing? What can1do
difterendly if I dont like the results of what I'm doing?”

This is one of the reasons Why conviction is one of the foundations for discernment:
conviction in the principle that your actions really do make a difference; that when you do
somcthing, you’re rcsponsiblc; that your actions have an effect, and that the effect can cither be
short-term or long-tcrm. These are all things we have to take on conviction, because there’s no
real proof, aside from a pragmatic proof. If you believed, say, in determinism, that your actions
were notyour rcsponsibility, that you’rc Compcllcd through some outside force to act in those
ways, then there’d be no sense in trying to practice. There'd be nothing you could do that
would changc anything. On the other hand, if you believed that your actions had no
consequences at all, again, that would mean thata path of practice would make no sense atall,
because it wouldn’t make any difference.

So those are assumptions you put aside. What you take as your Working hypothcsis is that
your actions do come from within, the choices come from within, and thcy can have both
short-term and long-term results, good or bad. And you want to figure out how to make them
goocl. That's the desire based on that conviction.

So discernment isn’t just a matter of sitting passively and observing things. You have to

have some conviction and some desire to ﬁgurc‘: out your actions: What are you doing? Why



are you doing it? What are the results you're getting? Are they results you like? If not, what can
you change?

That's how the Buddha found his awakcning. He saw that he was not getting the results he
wanted, so he kept going back to: What am I doing? What can I change in what I'm doing?
That's where you’rc going to find the answers, hy asking those questions of your own actions.

And if for the time bcing you can’t ﬁgurc out anything, well, justsit there and watch. There
are times when what you’vc gotto dois justsit there and watch. But watch the same way that,
say, a cat would watch a mouschole. The cat’s not just there noticing the shapc of the hole or
whatever. It's iooking for the time: When is the mouse going to show its nose? In other words,
when are you going to catch the mind in the course of making a decision that’s coming back
and causing it harm, causing it to suffer, creating stress for itself?

The Buddha analyzcs this in five steps. You see things arising, then you sce them passing
away. Aswith restlessness: It’'s not there all the time. The mind will have to rest a little bit every
now and then, then it stirs itself up again. So you want to catch it: One, when does it stop? And
two, when it stirs itself up, why is it stirring itself up ? Because you're not looking just for arising,
you’rc looking for origination, as the Buddha said: what's causing it, what sparks it.

Sometimes you notice that when there are thoughts of sensual desire, there’s justa slightly
irritating feeling in, say, your hands or some other part of the body. And you immediately go
running off with a thought as a way of getting away from that slight irritation. Sometimes it can
be very slight. The point of this is to see thatalot of your decisions for thinking about things
arc arbitrary, and a lot of the sparks that get the mind going are pretty minor.

Then the next question is, when you sce somcthing arising, why do you run with it? What's
the allure? What do you like about this? And again, you have to watch these things again and
again and again, because all too often the allure is something you're not particularly proud of.
You don'tlike to admit to yourself, “Well, I've got these crazy notions about why I would like
to think in these ways, or why [ should be thinking in these Ways.”

Then you look for the drawbacks and compare them with the allure. All too often, we can
think about the drawbacks and not think about the allure, or vice versa. You want to be able to
think about them both at the same time so that you can make areal comparison. And when
you can see that the action is unnecessary, if the drawbacks outwcigh the allure, then you can
drop it. This is how we get past things. This is where real discernment lies, seeing that we don’t
just take the Buddha's tcachings as abstractions. Thcy’rc directions for how we can Changc the
way we act so that we don’t have to suffer.

So the question is, how do you apply that right now? Well, it dcpcnds on the state of the
mind. If the mind finds it casy to settle down, okay, letit settle down. Letit get rcally solidly
based. And then just ask that question: “What's the mind doing right now that’s causing a lictle
bit of stress?” You look for the stress to see if it’s going up or going down. When it goesupa

bit, ask yoursclf, “Whatdid I do just now? What perception did [ hold on to? What fcciing



was | focusing on? Howwas| focusing?” If the mind can’t setde down, you tell yourself, “How
canlbe patient with this, so that my irritation about the disturbances in my mind doesn’tadd
more disturbance?”

In other words, try to adj ust the teachings to what the state of the mind is, so that you can
see clcarly what's going on. Andif you can't see things clcarly for the time bcing, okay, just hold
the right questions in mind, because that'll hclp sort outalot of things. Ask questions about
actions: “Whatare you doing?” As for questions about things like “Who am [?” or “What am
127"Do I exist?” “Do I not exist?” “What's my relationship to the world outside?”—those are
the things you can put aside, because as the Buddha said, the problcm is not with what youare
or with the world outside or with life in general, the problem is the actions in the mind causing
suffering,

And then he teaches you the tools so that you can actually see those actions and change
your ways. The teachings are there for that purpose, so that you can change your ways, so that
you can experience something you never experienced before: the mind totally free of suffering.
That's where all this is aimed. And what's getting in the way of seeing that? Your ignorance
about what you're doing. So keep your attention focused right here, and discernment is bound

to arise.



