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[ know a woman who’s more comfortable around wolves than she is around human bcings.
It's because she knows wolves, she’s studied them, she’s been with them, she’s become familiar
with them. She zs careful around them: She knows when to leave them alone, when to kccp her
distance. But it's because she can read them that she feels comfortable with them. She has
trouble rcading human bcings.

This just goes to show that pcoplc’s fears can be very different, butalot of them have to do
with what you don’t know.

We had someone here years back who was afraid to stay in the tent out in the grove
because he had no idea what might happcn in the grove at night. He was from a rough part of
New York City. I told him, “Look, I'd be much more afraid to go through the streets that you
go through every night, whereas here in the orchard what do we have? The most dangcrous
animals are snakes, and snakes are pretty simplc. You leave them alone, thcy’ll leave you alone.
You stand still, thcy can’t see you. Human bcings are alot more complcx, and alot harder to
read.”

So again, it'sa matter of what you’rc familiar with. One of the best ways of overcoming
fears about things is to learn about them. Stock up onyour knowledgc so that you know
Cxactly where thcy are dangcrous and where thcy’rc not, and then you just move into the area
where they’re not dangerous. There are tribes in Africa who live with wild animals all around—
dangerous ones: lions, tigers, clcphants—and yet thcy’vc learned how to read them.

So when you’rc dcaling with fears, the first thing to remember is that there may be good
reason for fear but you can gaina lotof security from lcaming about the things you’rc afraid of.
Try to know prcciscly where the dangcrs are. The less you know where the dangcrs are, the
more you sce them cvcrywhcrc.

The second thing to think about, of course, is that your own mind is a lot scarier than the
world outside. The real dangcrs lic in here. I've known thcrapists who've come and asked Why
the Buddha didn’t list fear among the unskillful mind states. We have grecd, aversion, and
delusion in the basic list, but not fear. The Buddha does list fear as one of the causes for
behaving in an unskillful way, but he doesn’tlistitasa ncccssarily unskillful state in and of itself.
Why? Because there are things that are worth being afraid of. Bcing unskillful, actingina
harmful way, the fact that your mind could changc SO Casily: Those are things to be afraid of.
You learn the Dhamma, you practice the Dhamma, and it’s possible—as long as you haven't
tasted the first taste of awakcning—that your mind could suddenly turn around and throw it all

away. That's somcthing to be afraid of.



Now, that kind of fear comes under what the Buddha calls heedfulness, realizing that there
are dangers in the mind. But again, learning about your mind so that you know exactly where
the dangers arcisa big hclp. Because the whole point of heedtulness is that you realize that
there are dangers but you can do something about them. If you couldn’t do anything about
them, heedfulness wouldn’t serve any purpose.

And although we live in a world where there is aging, illness, and death, and there are
pcoplc doing unskillful things, still you can prepare yoursclf so that you can deal with those
things and not have to sufter. You can age but not suffer from aging. You can grow ill not
suffer from the illness. You can even die and not suffer from dying; That's possible. There’s a
way to deal with the dangers and minimize the ravages they make on your heart. And that’s the
knowlcdgc that the Buddha gives us.

First he warns us about the big dangers: greed, aversion, delusion—and craving in
particular. And he tells us spcciﬁcally which kinds of cravings are bad, because not all desires
are bad. Craving for sensuality, craving for becoming, craving for non-becoming, these are the
big bad ones. Scnsuality doesn’t mean plcasant sensual objccts, it's more our fascination with
thinking sensual thoughts: planning for this sensual plcasurc, planning for that one, saying
“Boy, wouldn'tit be nice it I had this or had that or cxpcricnccd this or cxpcricnccd that.” The
mind can cat itself up with those thoughts. And there are times when thcy seem rcally, rcally
attractive. Which is why the Buddha has us contcmplatc the unattractiveness of the body, the
dangcrs of scnsuality. Because when you’rc away from these things, you forgct that thcy do
have their downside, and all you can think about is how much you like them, how much you
want them, how much you miss them. And that can cat away ata lot of the skillful qualitics of
the mind right there.

Craving for bccoming: That means is wanting to takeona particular idcntity ina particular
world ofcxpcricncc. And again, some bccomings are ol(ay. The bccoming that you would like
to become a meditator, you would like to be skillful in the meditation, you’cl like to live in an
environment where you can meditate: These are skillful bccomings. The unskilltul ones are
built around unskillful desires, because the desire is what shapcs your sense of who youare and
your sense of the world around you. The world looks very different to an alcoholic than it does
to someone who’s not an alcoholic. Even though the outside appearances may be the same,
the things you notice, the things you look for are rcally driven by the desire. So it comes back
to that original craving, Because there are some cravings for power, cravings for status, that can
make pcoplc do Vm[[y stupid things.

And there’s craving for non-bccoming: You've gota bccoming that you’vc dcvclopcd and
you want to dcstroy it. Yet oftenin dcstroying it, you take on another kind of bccoming, the
dcstroycr. Again, you can dcstroy alotof goocl things that you’vc accomplishcd, and the
destruction can often sprcad around to harm other pcoplc. Soit’s good to be warned that

tl’lCSC arc tl’lC arcas you havc to WatCl'l out l:OI'.



Then more specifically as you're meditating, there are two big dangers here. There are lots
of pcoplc [ know in Asia who are afraid to meditate because thcy’rc heard stories of pcoplc
going crazy or being visited by visions of things that scare them. I know a lot of Ajaan Fuangs
students whose parents were upsct that thcy were mcditating because of this very fear. But
again, it’s fear of the unknown. The big things you have to watch out for are, one, visions: Don't
believe them, dont get involved with them. And if thcy do come and you don’tlike them, you
can breathe dccp into your heart three or four times and thcy’ll go away. Because what allows
the vision to come is a lapsc of mindfulness. The mind gets into a state of concentration where
it’s scttiing down but not fuliy there with its obj ect. Icskind of a drcamy state, and that's where
these visions can come in. So as you breathe into the heart, you’rc rccstabiishing mindfulness,
rccstabiishing alertness, and they’ll go away.

As for cases of bcing visited by outside bcings, you fill your body with good breath energy,
you full your body with your awareness, and you sprcad goodwiil, because goodwili is your best
protcction.]ust make sure that nobody invades your space. And you can do thatalot better
actualiy when you’re mcditating than when you’rc not. So instead of icaving you open to
danger, the meditation is actually a protection.

Then finally, the most dangerous part of the meditation is when you start having
assumptions that you’VC gaincd this or that level of awakcning and you assume that, well,
whatever defilements are left in the mind are okay, because after all, you’rc awakened! And you
can end up doing a /o# of damage to yourself and to the people around you.

So those are the big dangers. As long asyou stay with the breath, work with the breath
energy in the way that Ajaan Lee recommended, and watch out for these two dangcrs, you’rc
safe.

Here again, it’s an issue of gaining knowledge: knowing what there is that you really should
be afraid of and knowing how to work around those things. So you respect the dangcrs but you
don’tlet yourscif get overwhelmed by them. You have a sense of confidence in your skill, and
that confidence will grow as you find that you actuaily do get past dangerous things in the
meditation. And particularly when a defilement comes up and you realize that you can
outmaneuver it, you bcgin to realize these meditative skills le{y are useful. Butall too often,
we dcvclop them but then we don’t use them.

Ajaan Lec’s anaiogy is of a medicine. You've got the medicine, but you never use it to treat
an illness, so you have no sense that the medicine is realiy worth anything. That kind of
medicine is casy to throw away, not because there’s anything wrong with the medicine, but
simply that you haven’t put it to use.

It's the same with the meditation: You can dcvclop your powers of mindfulness and
alertness and concentration while you're sitting here, and then throw them away as you go

through the day, and then complain, I don’t see how my mind is getting any better.” There’s



nothing wrong with the meditation, it’s simply that you haven’t applied it and gained a sense
that it rcally can protectyou.

So the best defense against fearis knowlcdgc: lcarning about what there is out there to be
afraid of, lcarning about what there is 72 here to be afraid of, and then mastering the skills that
help you avoid the dangers, soyou don’t give in to unskillful states and you don’t get apathctic.

That relates to another form of fear that the Buddha recommended, which he calls
ottappa. It’s the opposite of apathy. It's the fear of the consequences of doing somcthing bad,
somcthing unskillful. The dangcr it avoids, of course, is the mind state that says, “I'don’t care.
I'm going to do what I want right now and I'll let the Chips fall where thcy may. | don’t care
about the future, all I care about is the present moment.” That’s dan geroUs. It's a mind state
you’vc gotto watch out for. You counteract it by saying, “Look, 1 rcally do want to create the
causes for happincss so I'm not wcighing mysclf down in the future with unnecessary and
pointlcss pain.”

Because that was the Buddha's main discovcry: The pain that we cause ourselves is
pointlcss, SCIVes NO purpose at all. There are philosophics and rcligions out there that say,
“Well, the fact that you’rc suﬁcring is serving some highcr purpose, so put up with it.” But the
Buddha realized that in the universe there is no purpose, so you get to choose your purpose.
Which means that you can choose not to sufter.

And when you reach that state where you’vc mastered the skills of meditation and you
don’t have to suffer anymore, then you realize there’s no dangcr in the mind atall. And when
there’s no dangcr in the mind, outside dangcrs getvery small. Thcy’rc there, you’rc careful, but
fear is gone.

That's what the ajaans tell us, that's what the Buddha tells us. There’s alot of good evidence.
Soit’s up to us to give ita try. As long as there’s fear and there’s skilltul fear, use that skillful
fear. Te will cake you, as the Buddha said, to the placc where there’s no longer any need for fear
atall.



