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There are many things in the practice that we have to learn how to tolerate: physicai pain,
unpicasarit words. There are also thirigs we're told 720z to tolerate. Any unskillful thoughts that
come into the mind, the Buddha says that we should abandon them, dcstroy them, dispci
them, wipe them out of existence. How do you do that? There are two main ways that he
recommends. He says there are some causes of suchring that go away when you simply look at
them. Those are the ones that you ordinarily indulge in without really paying attention to what
you’rc doing, butif you stop and look at what you’rc doing, you realize that “This is stupid, this
is ridiculous,” and that’s Cnough to let them go.

There are others, though, that are not so obviousiy ridiculous. Those are the ones that you
may know are unskillful, but part of the mind really likes them. You've gota battle going on in
the mind, and that’s the area where the Buddha says that you have to “exert a fabrication.”

Now, we know the different kinds of fabrication. There’s the breath, which is hodily
tabrication; directed thought and evaluation, when you seta topic in mind and then think
aboutit, ask questions, make comments—that’s verbal fabrication. Then there are perceptions
and feelings—the labels we put on things and the feeling tones we focus on—pleasant,
unpleasant, neither-pleasant-nor-unpleasant: Those are mental fabrications. Those are our
tools, our weapons in our internal battle over those thoughts that come into the mind and just
seem to hang on because there’s part of the mind hanging on to them.

It's like Ajaan Lee’s comment about food. We're the ones who are attached to the food. If
there’sa piatc of rice and we don’t eat it, the rice doesn’ cry. We're the ones who cry when
there’s nothing to eat. So there’s an internal battle, and that's not won simply by watching,
although watching may be one of the steps. Atfterall, when you rcally can’t ﬁgurc out what's
going on, one of the best things to do is to say, ‘Tl just sit with it for awhile.” But in sitting with
it, you're creating an identity in this committee you have in the mind: the identity of the
watcher. And you're going to hold on to that. This inner observer: The more solid you can
make it, the better oft youare, because itll hcip you get through alotof things.

Ajaan Maha Boowa talks about how after Ajaan Mun passed away, he stopped to think:
What was the lesson he had learned from Ajaan Mun that was most valuable in saving him
from lots of misunderstandings in his practice? He remembered one piece ofadvice in
particular: When somcthing comes up that you’rc not sure of whetherit’s gooci or bad, just go
to the knower inside—the sense of awareness itself. Stay there, and whatever has come is going
to pass.” Now, in that case, he’s prohably thinking about realizations that come in the course of
the practice that may or may not be true. But the same principle also applies to things that you
know are unskillful but you don’t understand why the mind still goes for them. You watch fora



while, butit’s watching witha purpose: watching to figurc out where would the part of the
mind that likes the unskillful thinking show itself for what it is. Where it would show its
stupidity.

Now, this observer is something you put together. It’s protected by a
perception and there’s a background running commentary, basically telling you,
“Stay right here. Stay right here. Just watch.” It’s one of the roles you take on as
you try to establish the meditator as a powerful member of your inner committee.
It is a temporary measure, but stay with it for a while. You’re using it for the
purpose of figuring things out. Ajaan Maha Boowa, when he defines insight, says
that it’s exploration. You’re trying to figure things out. So look around.

When the Buddha talks about seeing the origination of something unskillful, that requires
that you look around in places where you might not expect to see it—places that you overlook.
What comes togcthcr with that thought? What comes togcthcr with that mood? When the
mood passes away, when the thought passes away, what else passes away in the mind?

This requires some active observation, and not just passive observation. You have to ask
questions. If a certain attitude comes into the mind that seems to be an enemy to your
meditation, ask yourself, “Where did that attitude come from? Who might I'have picked that
up from?” That's a way of separating yourself from it. It's only when you see yourself as separate
from these things—instcad of saying, “This is my thought; this is my mood”™—that you can
actually see them for what they are. Y ou may tell yourself, *Okay, I won't have any sense of self
around this,” but all too often, in a case like that, your sense of scif—your idcntity around these
things—goes uncicrgrounci. So you have to be really observant. Ask questions. Be inquisitive.
This is how we understand suffering: We comprehend it by being inquisitive.

The Buddha says we suffer because of our Ciinging. How are we Ciinging? These thoughts
come into the mind, and a large part of you doesn’tlike them, but another part does. Well,
what is the part that does? What s the part that holds on to them, and why? When you can see
that, you can bcgin to ciig out the causes of the suffering and abandon them. Remember, you
don’tabandon the sui:fcring, you abandon the cause. What's the desire that underlies that
particular type of thinking? Sometimes, you're thinking, “Well, this is a thought I don't like. It's
worrying me, driving me crazy with worry. Why would I like to worry?” Well, there’s part of
the mind that feels responsibic when you worry. Feels virtuous. That's part of the allure. That's
what you're looking for, of course, after secing the origination and the passing away: You want
to see the allure. Why do you go for this? Then can you compare the allure with the drawbacks
to the point where the mind rcaiiy does admit, well, yes, this is stupid. [t admits on its own, not
because it’s trying to bea good meditator, but because you rcaily see for yourscif that “This
rcaily does make no sense at all—this type of thinking, this mood that I'm obsessed by.”

So exerting fabrications sometimes means fabricating the sense of the knower, just to

observe what's going on. Italso means lcarning how to have a conversation inside. Ask



questions. That's the exploratory part of the insight. Ask questions that are glancing—in other
words, questions that come from the side. %Stions that your defilements might not expect.
Those are the ones that reveal things. As the Buddha said, it’s only through discernment that
we cut through these things. Mindfulness is like a dam. It holds things in check for awhile. The
ability to watch somcthing, hold yoursclf back, not engage init: That holds things in check, but
it doesn’t solve the problem. The solution to the problcm comes from insight. And insight is
often uncxpcctcd, so ask some uncxpcctcd questions. Surprisc your defilements. Catch them
oft guard.

There’sa poet,]ohn Keats, who talked about having negative Capability: the ability to be
with things and not ask questions, not try to figure them out. All too often the practice is
dcpictcd asakind of negative Capability. And to the extent that we watch things when we don't
understand them, it 7s something like that, but that’s only part of the solution. The other partis
to be more active, proactive.

Of course, there are times when the mind is too weak to do anything but try to hold itself
back and not indulge in its unskillful thoughts. And when it just doesn’t understand what's
going on, that'sa time just to be quiet and watch. Have the humility to be willing to watch—
butalso have the humility to realize that you’rc not going to outwit your defilements that way.
You have to engage the active part of your mind when you can, because only when you ﬁgurc

these things out will you get bc‘:yond them.



