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Usually when we think about Buddhist wisdom, we think about things thatare fairly
abstract: emptiness, not-self, dependent co-arising. But the Buddha often explained wisdom in
much simpler terms.

For instance, there’s a verse where he says that a wise man sees that if there’s a greater
happiness that comes from abandoning a lesser happiness, he'll abandon the lesser one for the
sake of the greater. Sounds very simple, common sense. But then of course, common sense
sometimes is hard to come by, soit’s good to be reminded.

There’s also a passage where he says that wisdom can be measured by how you deal with
two situations. One, things that you like to do that give bad results, and you know how to talk
yoursclf out of that; and two, things you don’tlike to do, or are difficult to do, but give good
results, and you learn how to give yourself the energy, convince yourself that you really want to
do these things.

So wisdom for him is pragmatic. It comes down to the question of what's worth doing.
Andalotof the practice is learning how to straighten out your ideas about what's worth doing,
Because all too often we go by what gives results quickly, but quick results and good results are
not necessarily the same thing, Something that gives pleasure immediately may give pain in the
long term, and vice versa. So when you're dealing with something painful in the practice,
something that’s difhcult in the practice, you've got to think about the long term. You've got
to give yoursclf energy. You've gotto, as the Buddha said, generate desire.

Because if the practice were simply a matter of trading suffering for happiness, we'd all go
for it. But there are many aspects of the practice that are dithcult and require that you give up
things that are going to give you pleasure in the short term.

So what do you do? You learn how to talk to yourself. You try to ﬁgurc out what will get
you to want to do the practice. Sometimes heedfulness works, when you think about the
dangers that come from a mind that's not trained. This is where it’s useful sometimes to go
down to old folks"homes and see: This is what happens to people who don’t train their minds.
Not that the aging is what happcns. It's the mental illnesses that you see, the pcoplc whose
minds are out of control. Strength of the body has left them, and strength of the mind has left
them as well. You don’t want to be in a situation like that. You want to kccp your mind strong
even as the body grows weak, both for your own sake and for the sake of the people who'll be
looking after you.

Or you can think thoughts of compassion for yoursclf. Think about all the suffcring you’vc
been through. Remember the Buddha's image of looking at the ocean: realizing that you've

shed more tears than that over these many, many lifetimes than there’s water in the ocean. And



how many more oceans do you want to cry? If you really have some compassion for yoursel,
you want to practice. Y ou can also make the practice a point of pridc: not so much the pridc of
being better than other people as the pride of mastering a craft.

We've got this in-and-out breath that we don’t make much use of. We breathe in, we
breathe our, basically just Cnough to kccp ourselves alive. But if you Cxplorc the breath, you
begin to realize that there’s alot more going on here. Here's where it’s good to have the breath
capture your imagination. What are the ways you conceive of the body, conceive of the
breath? Whatis your rclationship to the mind and the body? Where are youin the body when
you're brcathing? Where is the breath? How does the breath come in? Or when the air comes
in, does the breath energy start outside or does the breath energy start inside? It's got to start
inside.

This is one of the paradoxes of the body: The breath energy spreads from a point inside,
but it pulls air in from the outside. So it’s good to see how those two are related. Why? Because
the more you can gain some control over the breath, the more you learn about the mind and
about the body at the same time, but particularly about the mind. Ajaan Lee says that the
breath is a mirror for the mind. When you get the breath smooth, you can see your mind
clearly there. Whatever's happening in the present moment, you see it clearly.

This is where it gets 7'6411)/ interesting: to see how the mind shapcs its concepts, how
different thoughts come into the mind. What are the stages by which thcy do this? This is
something really worth knowing, because our thoughts have fooled us for so long, and here’s
our chance to see through their subterfuges, their tricks.

So if you find yourself getting bored with the practice or tiring of the practice, it's a sign
you're not paying careful attention. Because the most important thing in your life is what your
mind is doing right now. It makes the difference between long-term happiness and long-term
pain. So it only stands to reason that you want to know how the mind goes about making
choices that will then lead to long-tcrm pain. Nobody wants it, and yetwe kccp doing itagain
and again and again. It’s because we don’t know what's worth doing and what's not worth
doing, Our values are all wrong, If we can learn how to understand the workings of the mind,
then we can begin to straighten out our values.

So do your best to put the mind in a good place. A lot of learning how to look for the long-
term comes from dcvcloping a sense of at least relative wcll-bcing right now. It’s like the
difference between someone who has no food and someone who has a good supply of food. If
you have no food atall, all you can think about is the next meal. If you have a good supply of
food, you're free to think about other things. The next meal's not so much of a problem.

So breatheina way that gives a sense of Wcll-bcing right now, a sense of case bcing right
here, a sense of fullness bcing right here. How do you get tullness? Start with a part of the body
that’s sensitive to the breath as it comes in and goes out. And ask yoursclf: Do you squeeze that

part of the body when you breathe out? Do you stretch it when you breathe in? Would it be



more comfortable if you just allowed it to just be there, not changing asyou breathe in, not
changing as you breathe out? Don't squeeze anything right there. After awhile, a sense of
tullness will dcvciop. Then think of that fullness sprcading. See how long you can maintain it.
See what dcstroys it. And when it seems to be dcstroycd, how do you getit back?

As you do this, you getasense of Wcll-bcing and you bcgin to sce what's going onin the
mind, how quick the mind is to forgct. This is an issue of mindfulness. We have to kccp
reminding ourselves, again and again and again, that this is where we want to stay. And that
requires desire.

Soit gets back to that issue of generating desire, rcminding yoursclf of why you want to
stay. Weall too often think of the processes of meditation as being nothing bzt the present
moment, but you've got to think about the long term, both the long term that you've been
through so far and the long term that lies ahead of you.

You think about the long term in the past just to remind yourself that it you don’t get your
act together now, it’s just going to be more of the same stuff over and over again. I know a lot
of pcoplc who say that simply the thought of having to go through public school again is
enough to make them not want to come back.

Then you think about the long term ahead of you. What lies in wait? As we chanted just
now, there’s aging; illness, and death. We haven’t gone past them. Are you prepared for them?
This is how you prepare: getting some control over the mind.

[ was talking today to someone who seemed to have a lot of trouble with this idea. He said,
“After all, the ultimate truth is that everything is inconstant, right? So why are you trying to
make the mind constant as you meditate?” You're trying to take whatis potcntialiy stressful
and make it caseful. Something that's out of your control you want to bring into your control.
Of course, the constancy and the case and the control are not absolute. But if you didn’thave
some control over these things, there would be no path, there would be no way out. We use
things that are put together to get over to something that’s not put together.

Remember the Buddha’s image of the raft. It's just twigs and branches and leaves and other
things that you can find on this shore to get over to the other shore. You're not expecting
some magic boat to come from the other shore to come pick you up. You take whatyou've
got. In other words, you can't use nibbana to getto nibbana. You have to use fabricated things.
But it works, just as long as you put them together well, you hold on tight, and you make the
effort to go across the river. It caz be done, it’s simply a matter of wanting to do it enough, and
then being as wise and discerning in acting on that desire.

We all want happiness. We search for happiness. Sometimes there are people who say that
the more you search for happincss, the more it runs away, so if you give up itll come to you.
That's not how it works. Some people say, well, just don’t search for happiness because your
happiness makes other people miserable in one way or another, so just don’t search for

happiness atall. That doesn’t work, either. There’s always part of the mind that’s looking for



pleasure, looking for happiness. If we don’t satisty it consciously, it Il exert pressure behind the
scenes. So the question is, how dowe doitin an open, intclligcnt way? Howdowedoitina
compassionate way, so that we cause no harm to ourselves, no harm to other pcoplc? Itis
possiblc.

So it’s largely a matter of taking your desire for true happiness and pointing it in the right
direction: rcﬂecting on what works, what doesn’t work; what, when you’vc done it, seemed
worth it; what, when you’vc done it, didn’t secem worth it.

And keep on moving in the direction of the greater happiness you find when you give up
lesser plcasurcs. Insight is a value judgmcnt, and although sometimes the judging mind is
criticized, if you train it to be a wise judging mind, your judicious mind will form a large part of

the path.



