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Focus your attention on the breath. Takea couplc of good long, dccp in-and-out breaths.
And notice where you feel the sensation of brcathing in the body. Focus your attention there.

And then ask yourselfif it’'s comfortable. If long breathing feels good, keep it up. If not, you
can change. Make it shorter, deeper, more shallow, heavier, lighter, faster, slower. Or you can
try in-long and out-short, or in-short and out-long. See what kind of breathing feels good. If
you find somcthing that feels good, stick with it for a while until it doesn’t feel so good
anymore, then you can change again. The needs of the body will change as your mind begins to
settle down.

It your thoughts bcgin to wander off to somcthing else, remind yoursclf that you’rc not
there for that. You're here to develop some concentration. So you drop those thoughts and
you’rc back at the breath. No matter how many times you wander off, you just kccp coming
back to the breath.

When you do come back, reward yourself with a breath that feels Cspccialiy gratifying.
When we talk of “breath” here, it’s not so much the air coming in and out of the lungs through
the nose. It's more the flow of energy in the body, which you can feel anyplacc in the body atall.

Then, as the breath gets comfortable, think of that sense of ease beginning to spread
through the different parts of the body, so that the energy flowing through the body feels good
all the way in, all the way out. And just maintain this sense of bcing with comfortable brcathing.
You can make the range of your awareness as iarge asyou can. You can fill the body with it if
you want.

Some pcoplc, though, when thcy start out, find that bcing aware of the whole body isa
little bit too distracting. So you can focus on one spot or one section of the body and make
that your home for the hour. If you leave home, you want to have good reasons. Otherwise you
just stay right here.

You notice thatas you're doing this, you're talking to yourself. In Pali it’s called vitakka
and vicara: directed thought and evaluation. This can become a factor of jhéma, or mental
absorption, when the mind gets really well-concentrated in the first stage. When we hear that
it'sa factor of jhana, it sounds kind of exotic, but it’s actuaily simpiy amatter of icaming how to
talk to yoursclf well, in an effective way to get the mind to settle down.

So much of our suﬂ:cring in life comes from the way we talk to ourselves in an unskillful
way, which is why alot of the Buddha’s tcachings are dcsigncd to help you talk to yourscif ina
more skillful way. He starts with right view. The basic principles of right view are that there is

suchring in life and it’s caused by the actions of your mind. That’s not to placc blame on you.



It's to point to you that there’s an opportunity: If you change the actions of your mind, then
you don’t have to suffer.

Suﬂ:c:ring can be put toan end; you do have that choice. Sometimes you hear pcopie say
that we have no freedom of choice, that cvcrytbing is determined either by our pastactions or
simply by physical laws. But those ideas block the path. As the Buddha said, when you're not
rcaily sure about things like that,it'sa gooci bet to adopt aview that makes you rcsponsibic,
allows for you to be rcsponsibic, and opens possibiiitics for the range of the actions that you
can choose from. So here he says itis possiblc toactinaway that putsan end to suffering. You
may not know if that’s true or not, butit’s a good view to adopt because it encourages you to
look more Carcfuily atyour actions and to have a bigbcr sense of what can be accompiishcd in
life. So rigbt view gives you some good principlcs to hold in mind as you talk to yourscif.

And then there’s something the Buddha calls appropriate attention, when you apply those
principles to what you're actually doing, The principles of right view are the four noble truths,
and the four noble truths have duties: Suffering is something you want to comprehend, its
cause is somcthing you want to abandon, its cessation is somcthing you want to realize, and the
patb is somctbing you want to dcvclop. Sowhen somcthing unskillful comes up in the mind,
notice thatit’s somctbing to be abandoned.

Then you learn various ways to abandon tbings like sensual desire, ill will, siccpincss,
restlessness, uncereainty: There are ways of dcaiing with each of these. You recognize them as
thcy come into the mind and you know which category tbcy fall into: Thcy’rc the causes for
suchring. So you want to abandon them. Then there are good quaiitics that come up in the
mind: mindfulness, the ability to kcep somctbing in mind; alertness, your ability to watch what
you're doing and to see the results that you're getting; and then ardency, your desire to do this
well. Those tbings you want to encourage and devclop.

So we remember the principles of right view. This is what right mindfulness is for.
Mindfulness is not simpiy bare attention. It's a facuity of the active memory, where you
remember things that are useful to appiy to what you’rc doing. In this case, you take the
principics and duties of rigbt view and you remember to appiy them. That way you learn how
to talk to yoursclf in way that, instead of causing problcms for the mind, actuaiiy bcips to solve
them.

Right now we're trying to develop concentration, so talk to yourself in a way that helps the
mind to settle down. Any tbougbts that would come in and tell you that you can’t do this or
thatit’s bcyond you, you can put those aside. Any tbougbts that come in and say that you’rc
bored or that you’rc in pain in some part of the body, you can put those aside, too. When
you're dealing with pains, the best principle is not to focus directly on them. Focus on the parts
of the body that you can make comfortable so that you can have a placc in the present

moment WhCI‘C you {:CCI at case, Wl'lCI'C you fCCi tbat you bClOHg hC[’C.



As for the voices in the mind that say I can’t stand the pain, it's too much for me, I can'tdo
this,” think of them as committee members in your mind who are not being very helpful, so
why pay them any attention? Try to point the conversation in the committee in a better
direction. Talk to yourscif about the parts of the body that are comfortable, and then think of
that sense of ease, the breath energy from the caseful parts spreading to go through the parts
that are paincd. In other words, you can approach pain with more confidence because you have
some tools to deal with it. All too often, we're bewildered by our pain and have no idea how to
get pastit, and we get afraid of it.

I'was part of a psych experiment when I was a student. I'd been meditating before that.
And the experiment was to put your hand in a bucket tull of ice-water, lots of ice cubes. I was
told to think of the warmth in my other hand coming into the hand in the pail, and the
coolness of the hand in the paii going to the other hand. So I did that for quite a few minutes,
and thcy ﬁnaliy said, “Okay, you can stop. You're brcaking the curve.”

It turned out the experiment was designed to see how different approaches to pain would
affect the extent to which pcoplc could stand pain. There was one group of pcopic who were
told, “Put your hand in the ice-water and when it gets uncomfortable, puii it out.” The second
group was told, “Put your hand in the ice-water and justsee how iong you can kccp it there,”
but they weren't given any technique for dealing with the sense of discomfort. The third group
was told what [ was told. And thcy found, of course, that the third group could kccp their
hands in the ice-water alot longer than the other two groups.

So learn to talk to yourscif inaway in which you can convince yourscif that, yes, you can
stand pain, you can stand boredom, you can stand all kinds of other unpleasant things. In that
way, the way you talk to yourscif actuaiiy strcngthcns you. All too often, we weaken ourselves
by the way we talk to ourselves, but we can changc the conversation.

It you’vc been mcditating fora iong time and you get discouragcd about your meditation,
okay, don’tlet that voice getin the way. Some pcopic simply take ionger to dcvc‘:iop some skill
at this practice than others do. It’s not the case that if it takes a while that you have no hopc. It's
simpiy that you’VC gotmore work to do than other pcopie do. But this is a skill that anyone can
dcvciop. This is one of the things the Buddha has you tell yourscif; It skillful quaiitics were
impossibic to dcvclop, he wouldn’t have taught it. If unskillful qualitics were impossibic to
abandon, he wouldn't have taught that, cither. This is something human beings can do. You're
ahuman bcing. You can do it. Talk to yourself in that way.

As for the voices that threaten you and say, “You try to give me up and I'm going to cause
trouble,” again, that’s a way of talking to yourself that’s not really helpful. You're placing
obstacles in your way, you’re limiting the possibiiitics of what you can do simply by the way you
talk to yourscif. So why talk that way? You have the choice. Talk to yourscif ina way that's

cncouraging.



Thereisa potcntial, the Buddha says, for rapture in the body, a potcntiai for a sense of
fullness, well-being, and ease, here in the present moment. Focus on #hose potentials. When
you're feeling sleepy, you remind yourself there is a potential for energy someplace in the body.
When you're feeling restless, there is a potential for calm someplace in the body and the mind.
Find it.

One of the reasons we sit here for an hour is that it placcs some limitations on us. And you
have the question: Are you going to sit here and talk to yoursclf inaway that makes yourscif
miserable? Orare you going to sit here and talk to yoursclf in way that actuaily gets the mind to
settle down? The choice is yours. You're putting the mind on the spot. It you rise to the
chailcngc, you dcvclop alotof good skills. You getmore confident in how you can approach
the present moment.

Alotof people are afraid of the present moment. They do everything they can to fill it up
with other things rather than simply be with their minds in the present. I've visited people in
the hospitai, and thcy spcnd the last weeks of their lives Watching television rather than looking
at their own minds. It’s sad. It's an important part of your life: How are you going to leave this
life and go on to the next? Make sure to be spending the time developing the skills you're
going to need. Yet there are so many people who run away from what's really important in life,
which is how thcy relate to their own minds. It’s because thcy don’t have any skills, thcy don’t
have any advice on how to do it propcriy.

So the Buddha’s providing us with good advice on how to relate to our minds here in the
present moment, how to talk to ourselves in a way that opens more possihilitics for genuine
happincss. Because even though the Buddha’s taiking a Jot about suﬁcring in those four noble
truths, the purpose is to find happiness, a happiness that's not dependent on conditions. Thart's
what that third noble truth is: the cessation of sui:fcring. It’s possiblc to puta total end to
suffering. It's something human beings can do. Human action is capable of doing this. You're a
human bcing. Takeitasa challcngc.

Then, at the very least, you realize thatit’s better than contenting yourscif with what lictle
plcasurcs the rest of the world has to offer, the things thcy can sell you, the things thcy can
provide you with, the shows they put on TV. When they make you dependent on them for the
plcasurcs, then those are the things thcy can control you with. Whereas if you can providc your
own inner happincss, you’rc free.

That's one of the meanings of the word nibbana: treedom. That's what we're here for, and
itis possihie. So talk to yoursclf inaway that hcips make that possiblc. Don't talk to yourscif in
away that gets in the way.



