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We have the chant on the brahmaviharas—particularly the chant on goodwill—to make
the mind expansive. It's good to think goodwill forall heings several times a day, like that
characterin Through the Looking Glass who said he liked to think about two or three
impossible things before breakfast every morning to open up his mind.

We open up our minds as we think of all beings and then we try to bring that same
expansive attitude to the breath. All too often, we talk about paying attention to the breath.
We say, “Focus on the breath,” and we instinctively tense up around whatever we're focused
on. That makes it uncomfortable.

Soinstead, think of the breath bathing your hody. It's on all sides—it’s in the front, it’s
behind, it’s to the left, to the right. You're sitting in the middle, surrounded by comfortable
breathing, And listen to the body. This is an important aspect of trying to bring some control
to the hreath—you listen to it first.

What feels good? Would deep breathing feel good? You can try it for a while. How about
shallow hreathing? Try that for a while. Fast, slow, heavy, light—experiment and listen.

The Buddha once said that the Dhamma is nourished through commitment and
reflection. Commitment means that you really give yourself to it, but then you have to reflect
on the results ofyour commitment. This is an important part of developing any skill.

All too often, we're impatient. We try to barge right in, bring some control, the body
reacts in a negative way, and then we decide that control must be bad. Think about that image
the Buddha had about the difference between the right path and the wrong path. He
eompared it to different ways of trying to get milk out of a cow.

It you try twisting the horn, you’re not going to getany milk, and the cowwon't like it. You
try twisting harder and harder and harder, and you still don’t get any milk. But then you relax.
You stop twisting the cow’s horn. You feel alot better, and so you decide, “Okay, effort s bad,
control is bad. Itd be better not to make any effortatall, to find peace in relaxation.” The
problem is that you still don’t getany milk, even though the cow does have milk to give.

In the same way, as we deal with our aggregates—form, feelings, perceptions, thought
fabrications, consciousness—there are unskillful ways of trying to control them and there are

Sl(lllful ways. You can aetually turn them into thC path.



All five aggregates, for instance, are involved in concentration. Form, of course, would be
the breath. Think of the breath going through the whole hody. Fccling would be the sense of
case you’rc trying to develop. Pcrccptions would be the images you hold in mind about where
the breath is running in the body. Thought fabrications try to adjust things and observe. The
Buddha calls it directed thought and evaluation. You bring your thoughts to the breath, you
notice how it's going, you try different ways of breathing, and then you decide which ones feel
best. Then consciousness is aware of all these things.

So there thcy are: all five aggregates. It you cling to themin the wrong way, thcy’rc going to
cause suffcring. If you cling to them the right way, thcy become part of the path, because the
nature of the aggregates is that there are some aspects to them you can control, and some you
can't.

You're dcaling with things coming in from your past karma. These are the potcntials you
can try to develop here in the present moment. But past karma doesn’t cover everything,.
You're also making some choices right now. As the Buddha says, you fabricate these potcntials
for form, fccling, etc., for the sake of somcthing, and then you have the actual experience of the
aggregates. So there’s already an intentional element in the aggregates. It’s just that we tend to
be ignorant of this. As we meditate, we try to become more conscious of what we're actually
contributing here in the present moment and how we can change that contribution to
somcthing positive.

Now, sometimes the aggregates resist. After all, the potentials come from our past karma,
and some of our past karma is bad. We have to deal with some negative things that resist going
the way we want in the present moment. But we're not going to find that out unless we try to
make some changcs, to see what rcsponds and what doesn’t. If we couldn’t make these
changcs, then there would be no path.

As the Buddha said, if people couldn’t change their behavior, there would have been no
reason for him to teach. Actually, there would have been nothing to teach to hcgin with. But
it's because pcoplc can abandon unskillful habits that thcy can stop twisting the cow’s horn and
dcvclop skillful habits. Thcy can actually pull the udder and get the milk. That’s why itwas
worthwhile for him to teach.

It's also worthwhile for us to practice. There is a tendency sometimes to say, “Well, I've
tried to control things and it just doesn’t go well. Maybc [ should give up.” But actually the
aggregates have some room in them for you to make a difference. You're not going to find out
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try things out in different way, and if that doesn’t work out, try things outin a different way.

Think of the Buddha'’s determination when he was still a young prince to find the way at
the awakening. He tried many difterent paths. When he found the path that he was on wasn't
working he'd try something else. When that wasn't working, he'd try something else. He kept
atit. Well, it’s good to have the same determination in our own practice.

Try to notice what works, what doesn’t work. When things are not working, well, what can
you changc? Afterall, we're here to putan end to our suHcring, and if you just give up, you’rc
basically saying, “T'll content mysclf with what someone once called the third and a half noble
truth, which is where you don’t try to bring suffcring to an end, but you try to manage it.” But
the Buddha was not the kind of person to content himself with that approach, and we
shouldn’t content ourselves either, when the end of suchring is possiblc.

So,be willing to engage in trial and error for a while, but always be observant. What
matters is your willingness to listen—you stop, look and listen, and you learn. Try something
out. Itit doesn’t work, well, try something else. As for the ability to listen well, think about
listening to another person. It you just barge in with your ideas about how that other person
should be, thcy bcgin to shut up. Thcy don’tshare things with you because you’rc pushing
them too hard. But if you’rc Willing to listen, thcy open up, and then you can understand them
better.

It's the same way with the breath. Ask the body, “What would feel good right now? Where
would it feel good for the breath to come in?” This is where it's good to expand your
imagination. We have certain cartoon ideas of what we should feel as the breath comes in and
where it comes in, which muscles in the body will be doing the work. When we sit here, very
consciously focusing on the breath, we're focusing through the lens of that cartoon idea. And
we can get ourselves pretty tired.

So use your imagination: What else could the breath do? Ajaan Lee has you think about
the breath coming in and out of the body in different spots. Give thata try. Just hold in mind
the thought that wherever there’s pain or tension, the breath is coming in right there and
dissolving that tension away. Hold that picture in mind and see how the body responds.

Or maybc focusing right at that spotis not going to hclp. Soask yoursclf, “What other
spotis connected to that?” Years back, when I was young, I had migraines and found out thata
lot of the migraines were associated with tension in the lower back. So I'd focus on the breath

coming in and out through the lower back, and that would hclp. Icrelieved the pains in my

head.



When I'had malaria, I found that my breathing got labored because the parasites were
shredding up my red blood cells. Oxygen wasn't getting to the muscles that were doing all the
work of breathing, and the image I had in mind of where the breath had to come in was causing
certain muscles to do all the work while other muscles were just freeloading. Sol thought of
the breath coming in through the middle of the forehead, down from the crown of the head, in
from the back of the neck. I just held that image in mind, and different muscles started to do
the work, while the workhorse muscles were able to relax.

So make use of the power of perception. That will shape some of the intentions you bring
as you’re trying to take the potentials of the aggregates and turn them into a state of
concentration. Because otherwise, what do we do? We take the ageregates and we cling to
them in a way that turns them into suftering. We don’t like them and we try to throw them
away. Well, that doesn’t work—we keep coming back to them.

As in that chant we had just now—the Dhamma summaries. They come from a sutta
wherea king is quizzing a monk on Why he ordained, and the monk explains. His explanation,
basically, comes down to the facts of aging, illness, and death; inconstancy, stress, and not-self.
The l(ing admits that all these things are true, but then, at the very end, the monk asks him,
“Suppose someone were to come from the east and say there’'sa Wealthy kingdom to the east
thatyou could conquer. Would you go for it?” Here, the king is 80 years old, has been made to
reflect on his own weakness that comes from aging, the fact thatillness is beyond his control,
and the fact that when he dies, whatever he has, he’s going to have to give itall up. He's been
thinking about these things, yet when hes asked it he'd wage war to gain more wealth,
immediately he says, “Yes, of course.” That's the meaning of the last Dhamma summary, that
the world is insatiable, it’s a slave to craving,

It you give up on trying to shape the agoregates ina skillful way, and say, “Well, I'll just be
done with them, let go of them,” but if you haven't really completed the path, you can't get out
—s0 you come right back. Just like the king, who was willing to come back and go for aging,
illness, and death all over again.

So there are skills to develop. And it's important that we learn the patience and persistence
required to develop skills. Think of a skill you’ve developed—in terms of music, cooking,
carpentry, or any manual skill—and ask yourself, “To what extent was I able to control that? To
what extent was it beyond my control?” And how did you work around the things that were
beyond your control so that you could get the results you wanted?

Meditation is the same sort of thing. There is that attitude—you might call it cloning



awakening—where they say, “Well, I'll be like an awakened person with no desires, just be
receptive to whatever comes up.” To actually get there, though, requires a lot of work. You
can’t clone it. Butif you do the work, you learn from doing the work, and that's how the path
dcvclops. That's how you get genuine results. You pull the udder and the milk comes out.

So there’s alot to learn about control as you practice. Think about Ajaan Lee’s observation
that when you're getting the mind in concentration, you're going against the three
characteristics. You're taking this mind, which is inconstant, and you’rc trying to make it
constant in its focus, which means giving it a focus thar it feels good about, a focus that’s
expansive.

Think of hunters going through the forest. They’re looking for tracks, and they can't just
focus on one spot. Thcy have to have what thcy call scatter vision, where thcy’rc aware of the
entire range of their visual field. It’s an intense focus, but broad. That's preciscly the kind of
focus that feels good inside as you meditate. As you provide a focus that feels good, you're
taking things that are inconstant and stressful, and you’rc turning them into something more
constant, caseful. You're taking things that are not-self and you’re iearning to influence them
so that they can become part of the path.

There will come a point where you realize you can take these things oniy so far, butiit’s far
enough to getinto a good state of concentration. It’s far enough to become part of the path to
deliver you to where you want to go.

So there’s no quick and easy answer to how much control is useful. You learn from
pushing here, pushing there. Some things allow you to push them, other things will push back.
But you’re not going to know which is which unless you push and notice the results you get.
This is why people long ago stopped twisting cow horns to get milk, and it's common
knowicdgc now that you pull the udder.

In the same way, the Buddha found the path through his efforts, and he taught it, made it
very clear. Now, there are pcoplc who want a one-factor path, or a two-factor path, aone-fold
oratwo-fold path: justawareness, or just goodwili, or just acceptance. Butas the Buddha
noticed, the whole path is a skill. It’s a litcle bit more complcx than that, but it's not so compicx

that we can’t master it.



