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Four Bases for Suc cess
Sep tem ber 16, 2019

To ward the end of his life, the Bud dha gave a list of the seven most im por -

tant teach ings that he wanted his monas tic and lay fol low ers to con tinue to

prac tice in or der to keep the Dhamma alive. On the list were the four bases for

suc cess. Nowa days, though, you hardly hear any ref er ence to the bases for

suc cess at all. This may be due to the fact that they deal di rectly with con cen -

tra tion, whereas in mod ern Dhamma, mind ful ness prac tice and con cen tra tion

prac tice have been sep a rated, and con cen tra tion has been down played. Also,

when you look at the list of qual i ties in cluded un der the bases for suc cess, you

�nd only one that’s em pha sized in mod ern mind ful ness. That’s in tent ness.

The other three—de sire, e� ort, us ing your pow ers of judg ment—are all con -

sid ered an ti thet i cal to proper mind ful ness prac tice as it’s gen er ally taught

now. But they’re a nec es sary part of con cen tra tion—and they’re also a nec es -

sary part of mind ful ness as the Bud dha taught it him self.

So if you want to suc ceed at your med i ta tion—and the Bud dha was very

un abashed about talk ing about suc ceed ing at med i ta tion, the fact that there

are good med i ta tions and bad med i ta tions, and that you want to work to ward

the good and suc ceed at do ing your med i ta tion well—it’s good to know these

qual i ties and to de velop them.

The Bud dha de scribes them as four types of con cen tra tion: con cen tra tion

based on de sire and the fab ri ca tions of ex er tion; con cen tra tion based on e� ort

and the fab ri ca tions of ex er tion; con cen tra tion based on in tent and the fab ri -

ca tions of ex er tion; and � nally, con cen tra tion based on vi maṅsā—a Pali term

that has many mean ings in Eng lish. It can mean your pow ers of judg ment. The

Thais like to trans late it as “cir cum spec tion.” It can also mean pow ers of anal -

y sis, your in ge nu ity—in other words, the ac tive part of the mind that likes to

�g ure things out. This qual ity, too, when com bined with the fab ri ca tions of ex -

er tion, leads to con cen tra tion.

Now, even though these sound like four di� er ent types of con cen tra tion,

the di� er ence is more a mat ter of em pha sis, be cause you’re go ing to need all
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four qual i ties—de sire, e� ort, in tent, and your pow ers of judg ment, your cir -

cum spec tion—for any con cen tra tion to progress well. To be gin with, you have

to want to do it; you have to put in some e� ort; you have to be re ally in tent on

what you’re do ing and pay care ful at ten tion. Ajaan Suwat would em pha size

this point a lot. He’d say re peat edly, “Don’t just go through the mo tions. Re -

ally pay at ten tion to what you’re do ing and what’s com ing out as a re sult.”

And then use your pow ers of judg ment to �g ure out what’s go ing well, what’s

not go ing well, so that you can make your prac tice more of a skill.

For in stance, with the breath, it’s good to re mind your self of why you want

to be with the breath. It’s the force of life. Of all the el e ments of the body, it’s

the most re spon sive to the mind. If you want to sit here for long pe ri ods of

time, it’s good to be able to play with the breath, mak ing it com fort able, and

then spread ing that sense of com fort able breath through out the body so that

it’s pleas ant to be here.

So look at your breath ing. We’re here not for the sake of the breath—we’re

here to use the breath for a higher pur pose—but learn how to trans fer your

de sire for that higher pur pose to the causes that’ll get you there. In this case,

the cause is be ing able to stay with the breath, want ing to stay with the breath.

The more com fort able you can make the breath, the eas ier it’ll be to want to

stay here.

And if it’s not com fort able, you use your e� ort and per sis tence to make it

com fort able. Try longer breath ing, shorter breath ing, fast breath ing, slow

breath ing, heavy, light, deep, shal low. At the same time, use e� ort on the

mind. If the mind is wan der ing o�, you bring it right back. It wan ders o�

again, you bring it right back again. You’ve got to show the mind that you

mean busi ness. Oth er wise, it’ll punch in the clock and then go o� and sleep

un der a tree some place. So look at your mind: What skill ful things are com ing

up right now, and how can you en cour age them? As for un skill ful things, how

do you put them aside?

This is where the fab ri ca tions of ex er tion come in. It’s a tech ni cal term. Ba -

si cally, it refers to three kinds of fab ri ca tion: bod ily, ver bal, and men tal. Fab ri -

ca tion, saṅkhāra, means the act of in ten tion ally putting some thing to gether.

Bod ily fab ri ca tion is the in-and-out breath. Ver bal fab ri ca tion is the way you

talk to your self—in the Bud dha’s terms, it’s di rected thought and eval u a tion.

Men tal fab ri ca tion has to do with per cep tions and feel ings. Per cep tions are the
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im ages by which the mind com mu ni cates with it self, ei ther with pic tures or

with sin gle words, as sign ing mean ings to things so that you can rec og nize

what they are. And feel ings are feel ing tones of plea sure, pain, and nei ther

plea sure nor pain.

These things all re spond to your in ten tions, and they have an im pact on

how you ex pe ri ence the body, how you ex pe ri ence the mind. This is why

they’re es sen tial to all four types of con cen tra tion. So if the mind is wan der ing

o�, you �rst fo cus on bod ily fab ri ca tion. Ask your self, “How am I breath ing

right now? Is it ag gra vat ing things so that it makes the mind want to wan der

o�?” Or if anger, greed, or fear has taken hold of the mind, what have they

done to the breath? Can you con sciously get it back? If they’ve kid napped

your breath, you can seize it back.

As for ver bal fab ri ca tion, how are you talk ing to your self? Are you talk ing

to your self about how much you don’t like this or that thing out side? If so, you

can ask your self, “Is this a worth while use of your time?” When you’re an gry

at some body, it’s as if you’re pick ing up a hot coal to throw at them. Well,

you’ve al ready picked up the hot coal. It’s al ready burn ing your hand. See if

you can think about the is sue in other ways. For in stance, with some one who’s

done some thing you don’t like, you can look for things they may have done

that are ac tu ally good, so that you can give rise to a sense of good will to ward

that per son. That at ti tude of good will will then al low you to put the is sue

down. You can get back to the breath.

As for men tal fab ri ca tion, think of that im age of the burn ing coal: It’s a per -

cep tion, a use ful per cep tion to de velop to help you see the anger as some thing

you don’t want to hold onto. Look for any other per cep tions that are ag gra vat -

ing the mind, mak ing it want to wan der o� into un skill ful ter ri tory, and see if

you can re place them with per cep tions that are more con ducive to want ing to

stay.

You could sit here think ing about all the things that are wrong right now:

wrong with your body, wrong with the sit u a tion around you, wrong with the

world. And what you’ve suc ceeded in do ing is mak ing your self mis er able for

the hour. Or you could fo cus on the things that are right. The weather’s cool.

Things are quiet. You have no re spon si bil i ties at the mo ment. And you get

back to the breath.
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So you look at how the mind is cre at ing prob lems for it self and re al ize that

it’s a mat ter of fab ri ca tion. You don’t have to put things to gether in that way.

You can put things to gether in an other way. That’s what’s meant by the fab ri -

ca tions of ex er tion: You make the e� ort to change the way you fab ri cate your

sense of the body, your in ter nal speech, and your mind. These fab ri ca tions are

most di rectly re lated to the base for suc cess re lated to e� ort but they re late to

all the oth ers as well.

For ex am ple, when you want to be in tent on the breath, you can ask your -

self: How do you talk to your self to make your self re ally in ter ested in what’s

go ing on, re ally in ter ested in what you’re do ing so that you can give it your full

at ten tion?

Af ter all, here we are in the present mo ment, the same place where the

Bud dha gained awak en ing, watch ing our breath, the same thing he was watch -

ing. So what’s the di� er ence? The di� er ence is that he was pay ing care ful,

care ful at ten tion, both to his breath and to his mind.

And when you pay care ful at ten tion, what are you go ing to see? You’re go -

ing to see things that are go ing well and things that are not go ing so well. You

have to learn how to judge the di� er ence. That’s what the fourth base for suc -

cess is all about. But it doesn’t stop sim ply with pass ing judg ment. You’re

pass ing judg ment the same way that a car pen ter would pass judg ment on, say,

a piece of fur ni ture that he’s work ing on. You’re judg ing a work in progress.

You plane the wood and you say, “Whoops, there’s a nick.” You planed it un -

evenly. Well, what do you do? You don’t throw it out. You �g ure out ways to

�x it. You ap proach the med i ta tion as a craftsper son.

When things aren’t go ing well, the craftsper son says, “What can we do to

make it bet ter? What can we do to com pen sate for mis takes in the past and to

make sure we don’t re peat those mis takes in the fu ture?” In other words, you

let the whole process en gage your imag i na tion, en gage your in ter est. So you

try to �g ure it out, at the same time be ing cir cum spect about what you’re do -

ing. You try one so lu tion and �nd that it may be good for one pur pose, but if it

cre ates a prob lem some place else, you learn how to make ad just ments again.

You use all your in tel li gence, all around, to get this to work.

Now, you’ll no tice that these four qual i ties work in ti mately to gether: the

de sire and the in tent in par tic u lar. If you don’t want to do the med i ta tion, it’s

very hard to pay care ful at ten tion. If you’re not pay ing care ful at ten tion, how
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can you �g ure out what’s go ing right, what’s go ing wrong? And when you �g -

ure some thing out, what does it mean un less you ac tu ally make an e� ort to

use that judg ment to make things bet ter? So all four qual i ties work to gether.

As I said ear lier, it’s sim ply a mat ter of which one you’re go ing to em pha size.

So it’s good to keep these qual i ties in mind as you’re sit ting down to med i -

tate, ap proach ing it as a skill. If things are not go ing well, ask your self, “Which

qual ity is miss ing?” And how do you breathe, how do you talk to your self, how

do you ad just your per cep tions so that you can get things to go bet ter? Af ter

all, we are work ing to ward a goal here. The goal is our true hap pi ness.

The Bud dha wasn’t the sort of per son to tell you to prac tice with out a goal

or with out any gain ing mind. He was very clear about the fact that we are try -

ing to gain con cen tra tion, we are try ing to gain dis cern ment, we are try ing to

gain re lease. He would of ten use im ages of in vest ment. You in vest your time

and en ergy in things that will give a good re turn. So suc cess is a valid is sue.

We’re here be cause we do want to gain peace of mind. We want to gain a gen -

uine hap pi ness, a hap pi ness that doesn’t dis ap point, a hap pi ness that doesn’t

place any bur dens on any body, a hap pi ness that causes no harm to any one.

That’s a no ble goal, and so we should do our best to fo cus on the causes that

will en able us to suc ceed in at tain ing it.
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Gen er at ing De sire
De cem ber 29, 2018

We go through life pro pelled by our de sires. Some times we get what we

want and we’re sat is �ed for a while, and then we’re not so sat is �ed, so we gen -

er ate more de sires. We take it for granted that that’s sim ply the way things

have to be. Some of us think that, well, maybe if we get a lot of things, they’ll

make up for the lack of other things. So peo ple amass things—amass power,

amass wealth—think ing that a lit tle wealth didn’t sat isfy but maybe a lot of

wealth will; or a few things didn’t sat isfy but maybe a lot will; or one part ner

didn’t sat isfy so maybe a lot of part ners will.

But that wasn’t the Bud dha’s ap proach. He wanted to �nd some thing that

left no need for fur ther de sire. But then he also dis cov ered that he re ally had to

de sire it to �nd it.

There’s a pas sage where, af ter he gained his awak en ing, he said, “All things

are rooted in de sire.” “Thing”: The word here is dham mas, and that can mean

both good and bad phe nom ena. Ev ery thing you ex pe ri ence, he said, is rooted

in de sire some place. Af ter all, when you see, hear, smell, taste, touch, and

think about things, you’re not sim ply a pas sive re cip i ent. You’re out there

look ing for things to sense, look ing for plea sures, look ing for some sat is fac -

tion. That ac tive side is rooted in de sire.

But then nib bana, the Bud dha said, is the end ing of all dham mas. It’s the

one thing that’s not rooted in de sire. But to get there re quires de sire.

This is why de sire’s one of the bases for suc cess. The im age that Ven.

Ananda gives is of go ing to a park. To get there, you �rst need to have the de -

sire to go, see ing that it’s worth the e� ort. But then when you get to the park,

the de sire’s gone.

Now imag ine a park that would be so to tally sat is fac tory you wouldn’t de -

sire any thing else in life. That would be nib bana. But such a sat is fac tion seems

so far away and so im prob a ble, and the path seems so hard, that we �nd our -

selves say ing, “Well, maybe I’ll put up with x or put up with y, and that’ll be
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good enough for me.” In this way, we sell our selves short. We have the po ten -

tial to �nd some thing that puts us be yond the need for de sire, and yet we go

around de sir ing and look ing for other things. The Bud dha called those other

things the ob jects of an ig no ble search. The no ble search is the search for

what’s death less.

So you have to ask your self, “How much do you want it?”

This is where mo ti va tion comes in. The Bud dha fo cused on heed ful ness as

an ideal kind of mo ti va tion: “One who sees dan ger and re spects be ing heed -

ful,” as in the chant just now. The phrase, “see ing dan ger,” is one of those fan -

ci ful et y molo gies that come from the Com men tary: They take the word

bhikkhu, monk, and they cut it into two syl la bles and they de cide, from the

mean ing of each syl la ble, that it means “one who sees dan ger.” It’s fan ci ful,

but it is ap pro pri ate as an ed u ca tional et y mol ogy—in other words, an ex pla -

na tion that tries to get a fruit ful mean ing out of the word re gard less of whether

it’s et y mo log i cally true. When you hear the word bhikkhu, it’s use ful to think,

“some one who sees dan ger.”

Be cause that’s pre cisely what the Bud dha was: some one who saw dan ger.

He had all kinds of wealth, all kinds of sen sual plea sures, the po ten tial for all

kinds of power, but he saw dan ger in all these things. You get used to them

and you’re go ing to lose them, so you �ght to save them. But then you lose

them, any how. And what hap pens then? You fall. And you don’t just su� er

when you fall. You take out your su� er ing on oth ers, which will make you fall

even fur ther. See ing the dan ger in that, he said, “I’ve got to �nd some thing

else.”

So when you look at your own de sires of what you want in life, ask your -

self: Do you see dan ger in what you de sire?

This evening I was read ing a pas sage by Ajaan Chah where he said when

he or dained �rst as a novice he didn’t see any dan ger in life, he didn’t re ally

un der stand what or dain ing was all about. But then as he be came a monk and

started study ing, he be gan to re al ize that there’s dan ger in all kinds of things,

es pe cially the things that are re ally at trac tive. He said it was like see ing the

best kind of ba nana they have in Thai land, kluai naam waa, but re al iz ing that

there’s poi son in it. No mat ter how much you like that par tic u lar kind of ba -

nana, know ing that there’s poi son there, you avoid it.
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So when you �nd your self want ing some thing that’s go ing to let you down,

re mind your self of the poi son. The same if you �nd your self in dulging in some

sort of ad dic tive be hav ior, whether it’s sub stance abuse or emo tion abuse—in

other words, let ting your self stew in emo tions that are re ally not pro duc tive

but you get some sort of sat is fac tion out of them: self-pity, re sent ment, or

what ever it may be: Look for the poi son and then re mind your self that it is

pos si ble to get past that, it is pos si ble to get the mind in a state where it

doesn’t like that any more, doesn’t need it any more. And try to cul ti vate a de -

sire for a safe place. As the Bud dha says, see re nun ci a tion as rest. See that by

let ting go of the things that you’ve been thirst ing for and crav ing for, there’s a

greater sense of well-be ing and se cu rity.

Now, this doesn’t mean, of course, that you give up all de sires. You have to

de sire that state of well-be ing, but you have to ap proach it wisely. How do you

get there? Fo cus on the causes, and see the path as some thing doable.

You might tell your self, “I can’t man age this path. I won’t be able to get to

the end.” But think about this: When you de velop the path, you’re go ing to

change as a per son. The path will turn you into some one who is ca pa ble of

reach ing that goal. So try to put that fact in your men tal cal cu la tion. As for the

part of the mind that asks, “This par tic u lar course of ac tion, is it worth while or

not?” tell your self that it may re quire a lot of e� ort, but if it re pays re ally well,

maybe it’s worth do ing. And if you tell your self, “I don’t have the en ergy to put

all that e� ort in,” well, that’s one of the rea sons we prac tice the path, be cause

it gives you more en ergy as you de velop it.

So do your best to re mind your self that this is a re ally worth while goal,

some thing that lies be yond any thing in our cul ture. Be cause that’s an other big

prob lem in our cul ture: think ing that there’s noth ing to us aside from how

we’ve been shaped by our cul ture. We live in a land of wrong view that tells us

that this kind of path isn’t worth it, that it’s not re ally real, or that peo ple who

fol low it are losers or de luded. And the me dia is so op pres sive these days: Peo -

ple carry a lit tle bit of the me dia around in their pock ets and sub ject them -

selves to it con stantly.

As Ajaan Fuang used to say, peo ple in gen eral are dis turbed by peo ple who

are more heed ful than they are. They don’t want to be told that there are dan -

gers where they’re �nd ing plea sure, so they’re go ing to dis miss you. You have

to ask your self, “Am I go ing to al low my self to be blinded by their blind ness?”
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You have to wish them well, but you also have to say, “I have to re sist that par -

tic u lar in �u ence.”

And it’s not just a mat ter of liv ing in a coun try that hasn’t been shaped by

Bud dhism. Even in Asia, where there are coun tries shaped by Bud dhism, peo -

ple who prac tice have a hard time get ting their fam i lies and friends to see that

it’s a good thing. They say, “Do a mod er ate amount of prac tice”—which is the

mid dle way of the de �le ments. They say, “Well, do it a lit tle bit but don’t take

it too se ri ously.”

So the prac tice is al ways go ing to be coun ter cul tural. This is why, as Ajaan

Mun said, you have to re place the cul ture you were raised in with the cul ture

of the no ble ones. This is what ev ery body in the prac tice has to do: to adopt

new val ues, to adopt a new vi sion of what is pos si ble in life.

It’s through think ing in these ways that the de sire to fol low the path can

get you on the right track. Af ter all, the path, like ev ery thing else, is rooted in

de sire, and you have to keep nur tur ing that de sire. And al though we have

Dhamma talks and books and ev ery thing to help you, you’re the one who has

to read them and ap ply them and say, “This re ally does ap ply to me, and I re -

ally do want it.”

Think of the Bud dha. He wanted this re ally strongly. He wanted it so

strongly that he was will ing to try any thing, even six years of self-tor ture. For -

tu nately, we don’t have to fol low that par tic u lar path. But you’re not go ing to

get rid of the need for de sire just by telling your self, “Well, I’m just go ing to

stop de sir ing.” You have to fo cus your de sire on the right place: on the causes

that lead to a re sult that’s re ally sat is fac tory. The end of de sire is not sim ply a

de ci sion to stop de sir ing, or to give up or be ap a thetic. The end of de sire is

reach ing some thing so to tally sat is fac tory that you don’t need to de sire any -

thing else.

That’s the suc cess to which these bases for suc cess are aimed.
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Learn ing from De sire
Feb ru ary 12, 2019

That phrase in the chant just now, “Those who don’t dis cern su� er ing”: It

sounds strange. You’d think that ev ery body dis cerns su� er ing. Ba bies know

su� er ing. They know enough to cry. Even com mon an i mals know when

they’re in pain. But that’s not what the Bud dha’s re fer ring to. There are the

kinds of su� er ing we all know about, and he lists them when he talks about

the no ble truth of su� er ing: ag ing, ill ness, death. He adds birth, which may be

a sur prise to some, but of course, peo ple who’ve been through child birth know

that there’s a lot of pain, both for the mother and for the child. There’s the

pain of be ing sep a rated from what you love, hav ing to live with what you don’t

love, not get ting what you want. All these are things we know.

But then the Bud dha says some thing un ex pected. He says, “When you boil

it all down, it’s the �ve cling ing-ag gre gates.” To see that, he says, is to dis cern

su� er ing.

We also need to see su� er ing’s cause, which he says is the crav ing that

leads to be com ing.

How are we go ing to see these things?

By med i tat ing: �rst, get ting the mind to see what these ag gre gates are and

how we cling to them; and then sec ond, see ing, when there’s a state of be com -

ing, what kind of de sire leads there. Be cause with the ag gre gates, you’ve got

what? You’ve got the form of the body. Okay, we’re go ing to fo cus on that as

we breathe. We breathe in, breathe out, fo cus ing on the breath. Then there’s

feel ing—the di� er ent feel ings of pain there may be in the body—but we’re

also try ing to de velop a feel ing of plea sure by the way we breathe and the way

we fo cus on the breath. Per cep tion: the la bels we ap ply to things, the im ages

we hold in mind, the ways we com mu ni cate from one part of the mind to an -

other with im ages and words. And so we have per cep tions about the breath:

Where is the breath �ow ing? When the breath comes in, where does it come

in? How do you know a sen sa tion of breath?
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Then there’s fab ri ca tion, the in ten tion to do this and that, along with the

in ner con ver sa tion we en gage in: what the Bud dha calls di rected thought and

eval u a tion. So we’re think ing about the breath and eval u at ing whether the

breath is good enough to set tle down with; and if it’s not, what to do to change

it and how to change it. You can change the breath in ways that are not skill ful

—for in stance, putting a lot of squeeze on it. But that makes it un com fort able.

You have to learn just the right touch. All this is part of that in ner con ver sa -

tion. And then there’s the con ver sa tion about how to take that sense of well-

be ing that comes with the breath and then get ting the best use of it by let ting

it spread through the body.

And � nally there’s con scious ness, which is the aware ness of all these

things.

So all �ve ag gre gates are right there in the con cen tra tion.

And the ques tion is, how are you go ing to get the mind into con cen tra tion

with out cling ing? And the an swer is, you’re not. You’re go ing to need to cling,

but you’re go ing to cling for the pur pose of un der stand ing. It’s the same with

de sire, the same with crav ing: You need to em ploy these things in or der to get

the mind into con cen tra tion. And as you em ploy them, you get to know them

well. I’ve known peo ple who say, “Well, if you try to get the mind into con cen -

tra tion, or you want to get the mind into con cen tra tion, then it’s de sire and

cling ing and crav ing; and there’s go ing to be a sense of self. And we all know

the Bud dha says there shouldn’t be a sense of self.” But that’s short-cir cuit ing

the path right there. The Bud dha’s path is strate gic. We’re us ing things that

even tu ally we’re go ing to let go of. And we’re go ing to be able to let go of them

be cause we use them. In other words, us ing them skill fully is how we learn

about them.

That is sue with the crav ing that leads to be com ing: On the one hand,

you’ve got the crav ing to get the mind into con cen tra tion, which is a state of

be com ing. On the other hand, there’ll be other crav ings to go some place else,

other states of be com ing. As the mind loses in ter est in the con cen tra tion, loses

in ter est in the breath, it’ll go some place—ei ther to an other thought-world or

into a world of drowsi ness.

A drowsy state, too, is a state of be com ing. It’s based on the de sire to have

some rest. All too of ten we come to the med i ta tion feel ing re ally tired, and all

we can think of is how much we’d like to get the mind just to be quiet for a
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while and not have to think about any thing, not have to do any work. So as

soon as there’s a sense of ease and well-be ing, we wal low in it and we get

drowsy or we drift into delu sion con cen tra tion. So there’s the de sire there—

the de sire not to have to deal with any thing. That, too, leads to a state of be -

com ing.

Then of course there are the more ob vi ous states of be com ing where you

think of some place else and your mind goes there. That’s be com ing and birth

on the sub tle level. Here again, the ques tion is: Why would you want to go

there? And part of the rea son is that you’re just get ting bored with the breath.

You want some en ter tain ment. But there may be other de sires in volved as

well. And you’re go ing to learn about them as you keep bring ing the mind

back to the breath. Oth er wise, you go from one thought-world to an other

thought-world to an other one, like a hobo hop ping trains, and you end up who

knows where. If you’re asked to trace how you got there, of ten it re quires a

real feat of mem ory. Things seem to mod u late, as they do in mu sic from one

key to an other key, get ting fur ther and fur ther away from the tonic. If you

don’t have a clear de sire to be with the breath, you’re just go ing to wan der o�

in these other be com ings.

So you’re learn ing about de sire very clearly, and the de sire is what causes

you to learn in gen eral. Ajaan Lee makes this point. It’s be cause of our de sire

that we prac tice. It’s be cause of our de sire that we try to get the mind to set tle

down. It’s be cause of our de sire that we try to un der stand things. You look at

how the Bud dha taught. He didn’t set out a view of the world right away. He

set out a task. He said: Here’s a prob lem and here’s a way to ap proach the

prob lem. Then you learn about the mind in the course of try ing to solve the

prob lem.

So on the one hand, it is good to know about things like de pen dent co-aris -

ing and the Bud dha’s anal y sis of the di� er ent stages through which the mind

goes as it cre ates su� er ing. But you’re re ally go ing to get to know those stages

as you de cide that you want to do what’s re quired to put an end to su� er ing, in

which case they’re not just aca demic sub jects, some thing you read about the

Bud dha’s the ory of the mind or what ever.

He pro vides these analy ses be cause he wanted to put an end to su� er ing,

and this is what he learned about the mind in the course of do ing that. So

when he started to teach, he would start by say ing: Here’s the prob lem, which
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is su� er ing, and here’s the so lu tion. These are the steps: things you’ve got to

do, the du ties with re gard to the di� er ent no ble truths—com pre hend ing suf -

fer ing, aban don ing its cause, re al iz ing its ces sa tion, and de vel op ing the path to

its ces sa tion. And then as you pur sue that de sire to put an end to su� er ing by

per form ing these du ties, you be gin to see: This is how the mind does this; this

is how the mind does that.

So you want to make sure that your de sire to get the mind to set tle down is

strong, but not so strong that you can think of noth ing else aside from how

much you want it to set tle down. You want the de sire to be just strong enough

and well fo cused enough to mo ti vate you to do what needs to be done.

As you tackle these prob lems that the Bud dha pro poses, where do you see

cling ing, where do you see crav ing? Which kinds of cling ing and crav ing will

be your friends for the time be ing and which do you have to let go of as soon

as pos si ble? These are ques tions you’ll be able to an swer for your self be cause

you want to. Oth er wise, what ever comes up just comes up, we just ac cept it as

it is, and it doesn’t go any where. Or it may go some place, but it may not nec -

es sar ily be the place we want to go. But when you de cide that you re ally do

want to get the mind to set tle down, you re ally do want it to be clear and alert,

that’s when you have the op por tu nity to learn about the mind.

I’ve men tioned that story that Ajaan Chah likes to tell about go ing to the

mar ket to buy a ba nana and then com ing back with it. Some one asks you,

“Why are you car ry ing the ba nana?” You say, “Be cause I’m go ing to eat it.”

Then they ask you, “Why are you car ry ing the peel? Are you go ing to eat that

too?” And then Ajaan Chah poses the ques tion, “With what are you go ing to

an swer them?” And be fore he gives you the an swer, the what, he gives you the

how: You an swer through de sire. You have to want to come up with a good an -

swer. That’s the only way it’ll come.

In the same way, it’s okay to want to do the con cen tra tion. It’s okay to want

to un der stand the mind. And it’s through start ing with the want ing that you’re

go ing to learn things. This is why Ajaan Lee, when he talks about the di� er ent

men tal qual i ties that go into the prac tice of mind ful ness—ar dency, alert ness,

and mind ful ness—as signs dis cern ment to the ar dency. If you read the com -

men taries, they’ll as sign dis cern ment to what they call clear com pre hen sion of

the three char ac ter is tics, which is their in ter pre ta tion of alert ness. But ar -
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dency, the de sire to do this well: That’s where the dis cern ment re ally comes

from.

So as you try to �g ure out, as the mind wan ders o�, why it’s wan der ing o�,

that’s when you learn. When the mind is get ting sleepy and drowsy, why is it

go ing for the sleepi ness and drowsi ness? What’s the de sire there? Af ter all,

there are ways of deal ing with sleepi ness and drowsi ness, and you’ll dis cover

them if you want to. You give the mind work to do. But some times part of the

mind says, “Look, I re ally want to rest.” So you give it some time to rest, but

you have to keep it alert. Then, when it’s rested in a way that’s alert, you can

tell it, “Okay, now you’ve go to get to work. You’ve got to learn how to stir up

your en ergy, stir up the de sire.” In the Bud dha’s terms, this is called gen er at ing

the de sire to want to get past what’s un skill ful and to de velop what’s skill ful.

And as you deal with de sire in this way, you’re go ing to learn a lot about the

mind.

As you try to solve the prob lem of su� er ing, you’re go ing to learn un ex -

pected things about the mind. The im por tant thing is that you adopt the Bud -

dha’s strat egy, be cause as he said, the de sires or crav ings that lead to su� er ing

in clude not only crav ing for be com ing but also crav ing for non-be com ing. In

other words, you’ve got a state of be com ing and you don’t like it, so you want

to de stroy it. That, too, can lead to su� er ing.

But it’s not as if there’s no way out of this co nun drum. There is a way, but

it’s a strate gic way that em ploys crav ing, em ploys cling ing, and em ploys de -

sire. You get the mind into a state of con cen tra tion, which is a state of be com -

ing, and then use that as a ba sis for un der stand ing other states of be com ing,

other crav ings, other de sires. That’s how the prob lem gets solved on one level.

Then you can turn that same mode of anal y sis onto the con cen tra tion it self.

But don’t do that un til you’ve taken care of a lot of other dis trac tions.

This is one of the rea sons why the for est ajaans, when they teach med i ta -

tion, don’t lay out the map right from the very be gin ning. They say, “Do this,

and then when you’ve done that, come back and we’ll talk about the next

step.” So even though we may have read about the di� er ent lev els of jhana

and stages of in sight, put those mem o ries of what you’ve read aside for the

time be ing and tackle the prob lem that’s right here: How do you get the mind

to set tle down? How do you get it past its dis trac tions? How do you get it past

drowsi ness? Take an in ter est in these prob lems, and they’ll give you the sen si -
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tiv ity and the un der stand ing of the mind that you’re go ing to need to tackle

big ger prob lems.

So fo cus your de sires right here to get the mind to set tle down. And that’ll

open up a lot of un ex pected things in the mind.
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Per sis tence
De cem ber 23, 2018

Usu ally when we hear the phrase, “mak ing an e� ort,” we tend to think of

brute force. When the phrase is ap plied to the med i ta tion, it sounds like sit ting

for long hours, walk ing for long hours. And of ten a long sit can be very in -

struc tive, but the real e� ort, of course, is in the mind. That’s the kind of e� ort

you can ex ert con tin u ously in all your pos tures, all your ac tiv i ties. And it’s

good to re mem ber that, be cause that’s where the real e� ort of the prac tice lies.

Af ter all, right e� ort comes un der the sec tion of the no ble path deal ing with

con cen tra tion. And ex ter nally it doesn’t look like much at all—here we are sit -

ting with our eyes closed, not do ing much—but there’s a lot go ing on in the

mind.

At the same time, you’re giv ing the mind some thing re ally sim ple to do,

and that should be easy—you might think. But then the mind makes things

very com plex. It seems to be send ing scouts out in all di rec tions try ing to

check out this, check out that, lis ten ing to the re ports. And we’re say ing No to

those scouts. We’re go ing to stay right here.

No tice where you feel the breath as it comes in. When we talk about be ing

with the breath, it’s not so much the air com ing in and out through the nose.

It’s the move ment of en ergy in the body. This be comes es pe cially im por tant

when the move ment of the air in the nose be comes very, very soft and gets

harder and harder to fol low. It’s very easy to get lost. But if you’re with the

body—your sense of your hands, your feet, your legs, your arms, your torso,

your head, all the parts of the body—those parts can be very quiet and yet you

can still feel them from the in side nev er the less. So move your fo cus there.

And ask your self what kind of breath ing would feel good in those parts of

the body. You can make a sur vey: Start down around the navel, watch that part

of the body for a while, and see what kind of breath ing feels good there. Then

move up the front of the torso, sec tion by sec tion, into the head, then down

the back, out the legs. Back at the neck, then down the shoul ders, out the
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arms. Get ac quainted with this ter ri tory, and then see if you can put your

aware ness of all those pieces to gether.

The e� ort be gins in try ing to main tain a very con tin u ous fo cus. We hover

around the fo cus as we try to ad just it. That’s what the terms “di rected

thought” and “eval u a tion” are all about, try ing to ad just the mind and the

breath to get them just right. And you need to main tain a sense of the ob server

that’s watch ing what’s go ing on, even as things get very, very still. Oth er wise,

the sense of ease gets very strong and you’ll just slide into it.

So that’s one of the �rst lessons you’ve got to learn: Things can feel good

but you can’t go wal low ing in the ease, be cause the sense of ease comes from

be ing with the breath. If you drop the breath, you’ve aban doned the cause.

The ease may con tinue for a while, but as it gets very fuzzy you get into a state

called delu sion con cen tra tion, where you’re sit ting here very still but not re ally

alert. Some times, when you come out of it, you’re not even sure of whether

you were asleep or awake. It’s hard to tell. That’s not the kind of con cen tra tion

that leads to dis cern ment.

The kind of con cen tra tion that does lead to dis cern ment has some dis ci -

pline to it. That might be a good word to think about as you’re med i tat ing: dis -

ci pline. You have to keep the mind dis ci plined. You can’t go o� run ning af ter

your likes and dis likes or ran dom im pulses right now. You have a big ger Like

that you’re work ing on, some thing that’s not ran dom at all. In other words,

you would like to get the mind to set tle down, and that’s a de sire to re spect

and to be loyal to. So as thoughts of sen su al ity come up, you have to say No.

In ter est ing thoughts about your work, in ter est ing the o ries about the world,

about pol i tics: You have to say No to them right now. Your ideas may seem

very in tel li gent, very in sight ful, but they’re not what’s wanted right now.

You’ve got to work on this other skill, the skill of be ing very still, be cause

there’s so much that can be seen when you’re still that you can’t see when the

mind is not still.

So you hover around this for a while and then � nally gain the con � dence

that you can just set tle in. Then, as you’re main tain ing that sense of set tling in,

watch out for the voices that say, “This is stupid. This is dumb. There’s not

much in tel li gence go ing on here.” Re mem ber, there are many di� er ent kinds

of in tel li gence. The in tel li gence that can think clever thoughts and say clever

things is only one kind. There’s an other kind of in tel li gence, though, that
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thinks strate gi cally—that says, “I have a goal. I want to do ev ery thing needed

to work to ward it.”

When Ajaan Lee talks about the di� er ent fac tors that go into the prac tice

of mind ful ness, one of them is ar dency, at appa, which is ba si cally the same

thing as per sis tence and e� ort. And for him, ar dency is the in sight fac tor in

mind ful ness prac tice. The Com men tary, though, iden ti �es sam pa jañña as the

in sight fac tor. Peo ple who fol low the Com men tary trans late sam pa jañña as

“clear com pre hen sion,” be cause the Com men tary says that it’s the fac tor that

sees things as in con stant, stress ful, not-self—the fac tor that ba si cally ap plies

the three char ac ter is tics to things. But when the Bud dha him self is de scrib ing

sam pa jañña in the Canon, he’s not say ing that at all. For him, sam pa jañña is a

mat ter of know ing what you’re do ing while you’re do ing it. That’s why I trans -

late the word as “alert ness.”

When the Bud dha ex plains ar dency, it’s a mat ter of try ing to do things well,

re al iz ing that there are go ing to be re sults that come from what you’re do ing

and so you want to make sure those re sults are good. That’s the wis dom: a

prag matic kind of in tel li gence that goes into right e� ort. You’re wise enough to

re al ize that this is not some thing you sim ply study and think about. It’s some -

thing that’s meant to make a di� er ence for the bet ter in your life, and you’ve

got to do it if you wisely want to ex pe ri ence those bet ter re sults.

Think about the old clas si cal di vi sion of knowl edge into two kinds: There’s

scribe knowl edge, which de scribes things, has names for things, a knowl edge

that’s ex pressed in de�  ni tions. And then there’s war rior knowl edge, the knowl -

edge that comes from de vel op ing a skill and then us ing it in var i ous sit u a tions,

get ting re ally good at it, learn ing how to ap ply it to what ever hap pens. We’re

work ing on war rior knowl edge here.

So the wis dom in war rior knowl edge lies in the per sis tence—and that

doesn’t mean just stick ing at it. It means re al iz ing what kind of e� ort and what

amount of e� ort is needed right now. Some times, when some thing bad comes

up, you’ve got to aban don it. Some times you’ve got to com pre hend it. Some -

times you’ve got to work at mak ing good things come up. Some times the e� ort

needs to be pretty heavy-handed; some times it has to be very light as you zero

in on the sen sa tion of the breath and then just hover around it, watch ing out
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for any lit tle move ments in body or mind that might pull you away. This, too,

is right e� ort.

It’s hard to say that right e� ort is any par tic u lar amount of e� ort. It has to

be the e� ort that’s just right for the sit u a tion. Ajaan Fuang made a com ment

one time that “The e� ort that goes into the med i ta tion is not all that much,

but you have to make it con stant. That’s where the real e� ort is, in the per sis -

tence.” And be cause it is an e� ort in the mind, it’s some thing you can do in all

kinds of sit u a tions.

At his monastery, we had con struc tion projects, and there were two kinds:

the ones that would go on for months and months at a time, and the ones that

hap pened on the spur of the mo ment. Ajaan Fuang would some times say af ter

the meal, “Okay, to day we’re go ing to do x.” He hadn’t said any thing about

do ing x to any body be fore that. All of a sud den: Meal’s done, okay, we have to

do x. We wouldn’t stop do ing it un til it was done. And it wasn’t the case that

you’d put your med i ta tion aside while you worked. That wouldn’t have worked

at all, be cause some times the projects would go on for hours. We had one

project that started at 8 in the morn ing and didn’t �n ish un til 4 a.m. the next

morn ing. If you didn’t have an in ter nal re source to draw on, an in ter nal

strength of mind, you’d get worn out pretty quickly. So you had to stay with

the breath while you worked.

This is where you have to re mem ber that the e� ort of the prac tice is an ef -

fort of the mind. You can be do ing phys i cal work while the mind is alert to the

breath, main tain ing a sense of your cen ter. If the cen ter gets a lit tle blurry, you

can start us ing a med i ta tion word that you re peat to your self. In terms of the

phys i cal e� ort in volved, it’s not that much. But there is a men tal e� ort in try -

ing to stick per sis tently with what you’ve de cided you’re go ing to stay fo cused

on. In the be gin ning, it seems to re quire a lot out of you, but you grad u ally

�nd with prac tice that you can stick with it for the sake of the long term much

more eas ily.

This is an other as pect of the wis dom of right e� ort: see ing that maybe what

you want to do right now is not what’s go ing to be good for you in the long

term, and �g ur ing out how to e� ec tively say No to your im me di ate likes. This

is a les son we all had to learn as kids, and it doesn’t change when you come to

the Dhamma.
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Some peo ple like to think that when you come to the Dhamma, the rules

change and you can think in non-du al is tic terms, with no good or evil, no right

or wrong. But the Bud dha never said any thing about not think ing in du al i ties.

I mean, all think ing is in du al i ties—even the word “non d ual” im plies a du al ity

be tween dual and non d ual. Just learn how to choose the right du al i ties. Num -

ber one is: What’s the di� er ence be tween skill ful and un skill ful? It de pends on

the re sult. There’s a prin ci ple we learned as kids: You do some thing well, and

the re sults may not hap pen right away, but when they do come you’ll be glad

you did it. Ba sic Wis dom 101. De layed grat i � ca tion. And it’s one of those

things you should not for get.

I re mem ber the story of a ten nis pro whose game went into a slump. He

could not �g ure out what had gone wrong. He changed his racket, changed his

coach, tried all di� er ent kinds of things. Fi nally, af ter many, many months of

try ing to �g ure out the prob lem, he re al ized he’d for got ten Rule Num ber One

when you play ten nis: Keep your eye on the ball. So here the rule is: Keep your

eye on the breath, on the sen sa tion of the body here. What ever sense of en -

ergy you feel as the breath comes in and goes out, fo cus on that. And don’t let

your self get way laid. Any vi sions that come up in the course of the med i ta tion,

re mind your self: We’re not here for vi sions.

Ajaan Lee has a good way of deal ing with vi sions. He says that if you’re ex -

pe ri enc ing a vi sion you don’t like, just breathe deep down into the heart three

times and it’ll go away. In other words, the vi sions come be cause your mind -

ful ness goes into soft fo cus. So by breath ing into the heart, you’re reestab lish -

ing mind ful ness clearly. Some peo ple are afraid of vi sions when they med i tate,

but it’s not the case that gen uine con cen tra tion is go ing to bring them into the

mind. They usu ally come from the kind of con cen tra tion where you be gin to

wal low in the sense of ease and for get the breath. And in those pe ri ods where

mind ful ness is weak, that’s when the vi sions come. So reestab lish your mind -

ful ness and they’ll go away.

The trick lies in main tain ing this very re �ned but con tin u ous aware ness.

It’s like fol low ing a wire and not let ting your eyes leave the wire at all no mat -

ter what hap pens. Then around that wire you can de velop a sense of well-be -

ing and let that well-be ing spread to �ll the body, but there’s still go ing to be

that one spot where you stay cen tered. Don’t let there be any jumps or gaps in

your at ten tion, no mat ter what.
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That’s when the e� ort be comes right. Now, some times it’ll re quire a lot of

en ergy to stay and some times just a lit tle bit. But you ap ply what ever e� ort is

needed and, with prac tice, you learn how to read the needs of the body and

the mind. If your fo cus loses track, don’t get up set, just reestab lish it. Have a

very mat ter-of-fact at ti tude to ward this. You �nd that as you de velop your dis -

cern ment to the ques tion of what is the just-right amount of e� ort, the e� ort

be comes right.



24

In tent

De cem ber 20, 2018

One of the phrases we chanted just now, “keep ing fo cused on the body in

and of it self, ar dent, alert, mind ful, putting aside greed and dis tress with ref er -

ence to the world”: This is part of the for mula for right mind ful ness, but it’s

also a for mula for how you get into right con cen tra tion. And un der ly ing it is a

very im por tant qual ity for suc ceed ing in con cen tra tion, which is in tent. You

want to be to tally in tent on what you’re do ing right now. Let the past and the

fu ture fall away. They don’t have to get in volved right now. This means you

can un bur den your self of a lot of thoughts, a lot of con cerns. At this mo ment,

the only thing that mat ters is the aware ness right here in the present mo ment

and your breath, and what ever thoughts help you stay with the breath.

Think ing is a part of con cen tra tion, but it has to be fo cused think ing. We’re

not just ran domly wan der ing around sur vey ing things. We’re think ing about

what we’re do ing. That’s a part of in tent ness as well, be cause if you don’t think

about what you’re do ing, your con cen tra tion is hit or miss. Some times the

mind set tles down; some times it doesn’t. You have to learn how to ob serve it

in ac tion if you re ally want to de velop con cen tra tion into a skill that you can

tap into when ever you need it.

The Bud dha didn’t teach hot house med i ta tion, in other words the kind of

med i ta tion that sur vives only in in ten sive re treats. There’s a pas sage where

Ma hanama comes to see him and asks, “What should I do to keep my mind in

shape? I’m sur rounded by my fam ily, my chil dren. I’ve got my work that I

have to at tend to.” And the Bud dha said, “You can still med i tate.” In Ma -

hanama’s case, he rec om mended some of the rec ol lec tions, such as rec ol lec -

tion of the Bud dha or Dhamma. You can get the mind into good con cen tra tion

that way, but the same prin ci ple also ap plies to the breath. It’s some thing you

can med i tate on all the time.

Af ter all, the breath is al ways there. It re quires that you be very ob ser vant

and very sen si tive to what’s go ing on and how you’re re lat ing to it, but oth er -
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wise, it’s with you all the time. So you want to think about the breath and your

re la tion ship to the breath.

In the be gin ning, it’s pretty sim ple. The only thing you’ve got to do is to get

the mind to set tle down and put aside all your greed and dis tress with ref er -

ence to the world, all your con cerns about where things are go ing in your life,

where things are go ing with the world as a whole.

You’ve got to take care of your mind be cause no body else can take care of

it for you. And if you re ally want to un der stand it, you have to watch it very

care fully, be cause it has its tricks. There are large parts of the mind that don’t

want you to see them. There are ar eas we’ve all blocked o�. If we’re re ally go -

ing to un der stand the mind, we have to see through those block ades. And to

do that re quires that you have a sense, one, of a place where you can set tle

down and not feel threat ened by what’s be hind the block age; and two, you

have to be non-threat en ing to what’s be hind the block age. In other words, you

have to show some sen si tiv ity, some gen tle ness as you start pok ing around in

the body and mind.

But you also have to be de ter mined. You re al ize that it may take time and

you’re will ing to back o� when you have to, but your back ing-o� is strate gic.

You’re wait ing for a time when things will be ready to open up. And part of the

skill in in duc ing that open ing up comes from your be ing very con sis tent and

very gen tle with the parts of the body and mind that you are aware of. That’s

how the other parts of the mind be gin to sense that, hey, maybe they can trust

you. And the ar eas that have been kept locked o� be gin to open up.

That’s when you can re ally set tle into the present mo ment with a sense of

spread ing out. This is your ter ri tory: your sense of the body as you feel it from

within, your sense of your mind as you feel it from within. No body else can

move in here. They can do things to your body. They can show you things to

get your mind up set. But you ex pe ri ence these things from within. The area

within is your ter ri tory, and you want to ar range it so that it’s a good place to

stay.

Now, you can’t be re spon si ble right now for things that are go ing to come

in from your past kamma. But you can be re spon si ble for what you’re do ing

right here. This is why, when the Bud dha teaches about kamma, he talks about

world sys tems evolv ing and de volv ing, and spreads his net re ally wide, but

then he pulls it back in. The course of the uni verse, the course of life can go
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over long pe ri ods of time, but it all comes down to ac tions. Where are ac tions

hap pen ing? They’re hap pen ing right here. What do they come from? They

come from your in ten tions. So you’re work ing at the source right here.

And the best way to get to know your in ten tions is to give your self a �rm

in ten tion to stay in one place. Be in tent on keep ing that in mind. When you

do, you’ll no tice when the other in ten tions come in that would move you away.

Oth er wise, you’re like a boat �oat ing down the river. A lit tle cur rent picks it

up and moves it in one di rec tion. An other cur rent comes and picks it up and

moves it in an other di rec tion. And if you don’t have any thing �rm to stay

with, you have no idea of how the move ments are push ing you or where

they’re push ing you. But if you’ve got some thing �rm like a post, you can tie

the boat up to a post, and with the slight est lit tle change in the cur rent, you’ll

see—if you’re in tent on look ing—how the boat re lates to the post. You’ll no -

tice, “Okay, some thing’s hap pened.”

And as you give the mind this place to stay, not only do you be gin to see

other in ten tions, but you also be gin to see the ex tent to which your ex pe ri ence

of the present mo ment is put to gether out of in ten tions.

Even though we talk about con cen tra tion as be ing a place where you can

set tle in, it’s a house that you’re con stantly re pair ing, main tain ing. It’s a con -

struc tion site. You want to be in tent on mak ing it good enough to pro vide

some shel ter from the el e ments, but you have to keep re al iz ing that you’re

con stantly putting it to gether, be cause things are con stantly fall ing apart. Each

present mo ment passes, passes, passes, and so you’ve got to pre pare for the

next mo ment and then the next. And where does the next mo ment come

from? Well, part of it comes from your past kamma, but an im por tant part

comes from what you’re do ing right now. This is why you want to fo cus in -

tently right here. In fact, ac cord ing to de pen dent co-aris ing, what you’re do ing

right now, your in ten tions right now, are some thing you sense prior to the in -

put from the senses. That means you’re prim ing your self. So you want to look

into the mind to see the na ture of its prim ing, where its push ing you.

And the good news here, of course, is that if you prime your self in the right

way or nudge your self in the right di rec tion in the present mo ment, then when

things come in from the past, you don’t have to su� er from them. You can de -

velop the skills to han dle them. The Bud dha com pares this to be ing a wealthy

per son. If a wealthy per son steals a goat, the wealthy per son may be �ned, but
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the �ne isn’t much. It’s only a mi nor part of the wealthy per son’s gen eral store

of wealth. But if you’re poor and pen ni less, they’ll �ne you heav ily for steal ing

a goat or throw you in prison if you can’t pay the �nd, and you’re go ing to suf -

fer a lot.

So the skills you de velop here in the present mo ment are a form of wealth.

This is why you have to be in tent on mas ter ing them well. The Bud dha men -

tions skills �ve al to gether that, when you ap ply them in the present mo ment,

can keep you from su� er ing from the re sults of past kamma. The �rst is train -

ing the mind so that it’s not over come by pain. We do this by get ting the mind

into con cen tra tion. We work with the breath, notic ing the ar eas of the body

that are in pain or tense and tight. We can work with those. And as we work

with the more mi nor pains in the body, we be gin to gain a sense that we’ve got

some skills we can use to work on the ma jor pains. This gives us a sense of

con � dence as we ap proach pain. That way, we can de velop the right at ti tude

to ward it.

As the Bud dha said, pain is some thing you want to com pre hend. Par tic u -

larly, here, he’s talk ing about pain in the mind. But one of the ways you com -

pre hend pain in the mind is see how it re lates to pain in the body. When you

work with the breath and have at least a part of the body that feels re ally good,

it gives you the con � dence you need in or der to look at pain, to not get so

worked up about it, to re al ize that pain is some thing nor mal. We have these

bod ies and they’re sub ject to pain. It’s nor mal. That re al iza tion is one level of

pro tec tion. It cuts through a lot of the whin ing the mind does around pain,

whin ing that only adds to the su� er ing.

At the same time, when you’re prob ing and an a lyz ing the pain, you’re no

longer the vic tim of the pain. In fact, as you’re mov ing around, look ing at the

pain from di� er ent an gles, ask ing di� er ent ques tions, you’re more of a mov ing

tar get. The pain can’t hit you. Fi nally, you get to the point where the pain is

not over whelm ing. That’s a good skill to have.

The sec ond skill the Bud dha lists is learn ing how not to be over come by

plea sure. Now, a lot of us think that would be re ally cool: to have enough plea -

sure to be over whelmed by it. But it’s dan ger ous. If you al low your self to be

over whelmed by plea sure, you’re set ting your self to be over whelmed by pain

be cause the same at ti tude ap plies in both cases. You’re sur ren der ing to your

feel ings, what ever they are.
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Here again, the con cen tra tion helps you gain the skill not to be over come

by plea sure. If you’re go ing to stay fo cused on the breath, you have to learn

how to stay �rmly with the breath even though plea sure’s com ing up in di� er -

ent parts of the body. A sense of ease comes into the mind as you re al ize that

you can stay here and don’t have to keep mov ing around. And there’ll be a

part of the mind that says, “If I don’t wal low in the plea sure or gob ble it down,

then it’s go ing to leave me and I won’t get the ben e �ts I oth er wise could have

gained from it.”

One of the �rst lessons you’ve got to learn is not to lis ten to that voice. You

can’t just gob ble down the good feel ings that come with med i ta tion. And you

don’t need to. They’re there, and they’ll do their work with out your gob bling

them down. You don’t have to gather them up. In fact, if you gob ble them

down, you use them up. If you al low them to be there with out gob bling them

down while you stay with the breath, you’re cre at ing the causes for con tin ued

plea sure. This way you can be with plea sure and yet not be over whelmed by it.

The next two skills the Bud dha says are nec es sary in the present mo ment

are, virtue and dis cern ment. Virtue is a mat ter of re straint. You know there are

cer tain things you could do but they’re go ing to be harm ful, and you can say

No, you’re not go ing to do them. This el e ment of re straint moves from ex ter -

nal things into how you ap proach your senses from within. There are cer tain

ways you could look at things or lis ten to things that would give rise to lust or

greed or anger. You can ask your self, “Why bother?” And the abil ity to look in

al ter na tive ways, as Ajaan Lee says, al lows you to be a per son with two eyes.

This re lates to an other base for suc cess, which is cir cum spec tion. If you look

with only one eye, you see only one side of things. As he said, look at both

sides. If there’s some thing you like, look at the side that’s not so good. If

there’s some thing you don’t like, look at the side that is good.

This re lates to the other qual ity you’re try ing to de velop, which is dis cern -

ment. You use your dis cern ment to say No to the un skill ful im pulses in the

mind, and you do it in a way that’s e� ec tive. You’re not driv ing these things

un der ground. You say No be cause you un der stand them. And the No that

comes from dis cern ment is the most e� ec tive of all.

Then, in ad di tion to these four skills, the Bud dha says to de velop an un lim -

ited mind. This has to do with your prac tice of the brah mav i ha ras, and these

start with the breath. As Ajaan Lee says, if you don’t have a sense of well-be -
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ing in side when you spread good will, it’s like open ing a wa ter faucet where

there’s no wa ter. Just air comes out. And even though the �ow of air may be

cool in some ways, it’s cer tainly not as cool ing as wa ter. It’s not as nour ish ing

and re fresh ing. So your work ing with the breath here gives you a source of

cool wa ter in side, a sense of well-be ing. When you have that, it’s a lot eas ier

then to wish well for oth ers.

Then ask your self, “Is there any body out there that it would be worth while

hav ing ill will for?” Ill will cer tainly doesn’t do any thing good for you. It just

ag gra vates the de sire to do some thing un skill ful. You have to re al ize that

good will doesn’t mean, “Hey, may ev ery body be happy just as they are.” The

right at ti tude is to un der stand that for other peo ple to be happy, they’re go ing

to have to be come skill ful in their be hav ior. And that’s some thing you can

wish for any body, no mat ter how bad or cruel they’ve been in the past. This

means that good will can be uni ver sal. It can be un lim ited. The same with

com pas sion, the same with em pa thetic joy.

As for equa nim ity, that’s some thing slightly di� er ent. But again, it’s some -

thing you want to de velop so that you can tap into it when you need it to pro -

tect you from past bad kamma—and from cre at ing more bad kamma right

now. Equa nim ity is not in and of it self a good thing. As the Bud dha said, there

are cases when it can be un skill ful. You get lazy and say, “Well, this doesn’t

mat ter. That doesn’t mat ter. Why bother?” That’s not the kind of equa nim ity

the Bud dha was rec om mend ing. He’s rec om mend ing the equa nim ity that

comes when you re al ize that there are things that need to be done and you

have only so much en ergy and only so much abil ity, so you have to de ter mine

what is the best place to in vest that en ergy and abil ity. As for other things that

would pull you away from that, you’ve got to be equani mous about them.

You’re learn ing to be a good in vestor, a good in vestor of your time.

You also re al ize there are some things you sim ply can’t do any thing about,

no mat ter how much you’d like to. This some times has to do with things com -

ing in from past kamma that just barge right in. If you learn how to be equani -

mous about them, you su� er a lot less.

So these are some of the skills the Bud dha rec om mends for mas ter ing

kamma in the present mo ment. This means that as you’re in tent on get ting the

mind to set tle down here, your con cen tra tion is not just a mat ter of be ing still

and sense less—what in Thai they call log or stump con cen tra tion. When
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you’re set tling down, you want to see and un der stand clearly what’s hap pen -

ing. You want to see and un der stand clearly what you’re do ing so that you can

de velop some skills here in the present mo ment: this con struc tion site we have

here. You learn how to build things well so that even when the raw ma te ri als

are kind of crooked, you learn how to make com pen sa tions so that you don’t

have to su� er from the crooked ness of the ma te ri als, and you can keep build -

ing and main tain ing a good house for the mind. It re quires that you pay a lot

of at ten tion and that you’re re ally in tent on what you’re do ing.

This is what the qual ity of in tent ness is for, be cause it’s one thing to hear

about these di� er ent ideas, but it’s some thing else en tirely to ac tu ally see how

they can best be ap plied right here, right now. That re quires that you look

care fully. You keep them in mind. But you’ve got to do your own look ing. The

more in tent you are, the more con sis tent you are in be ing in tent, the more

you’re go ing to see. And the more you see, the more you can ac com plish.
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Cir cum spec tion
De cem ber 19, 2019

In the bases for suc cess—the four qual i ties that are needed for con cen tra -

tion to suc ceed—the fourth one, vi mamsa, has lots of di� er ent trans la tions.

One is “dis crim i na tion” in the good sense of the term, as in hav ing a dis crim i -

nat ing palate. “Anal y sis” is an other. The Canon never re ally ex plains the term

clearly, so there’s room for lots of di� er ent in ter pre ta tions. One of the Thai

trans la tions, and the one that Ajaan Lee uses a lot, cor re sponds to the Eng lish

word “cir cum spec tion,” which lit er ally means “look ing around.”

When you do some thing, you look all around to see what the re sults are

and you don’t jump to con clu sions. You try things out and you stick with them

for a while to see how they go. Just be cause some thing works once doesn’t

mean it’s al ways go ing to work. At the same time, if some thing works for a

while but then stops work ing for a while, that doesn’t mean it’s use less. You’ve

got to re mem ber when was it work ing, why was it work ing, and then �le it

away for the next time you might have to use it.

This is a qual ity we need as med i ta tors. Look ing around like this, you be gin

to see that some things that may not seem all that skill ful to be gin with can be

put to a skill ful pur pose.

There’s a case where the Bud dha talks about get ting rid of anger ba si cally

through spite. As he says, you think about your en emy and you can’t tell your -

self that the per son is not an en emy. The per son re ally is an en emy. So think:

“This en emy would be re ally sat is �ed to see the stupid things I might do un der

the power of anger.” That way, you re strain your self from act ing on your anger.

You hold your self in check. Spite is not a skill ful mo ti va tion, but it works in

cases like that. So it’s good to have that �led away.

The ajaans of ten use the im age of be ing a �ghter as an anal ogy for fol low -

ing the prac tice. You’re in the ring, do ing bat tle with your de �le ments. Some of

the ajaans talk about just knock ing out the en emy. Ajaan Lee, how ever, talks

about some times con vert ing the en emy if you can. You have to be care ful. You
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have to be alert. But there are times when you can use your de sires, use your

con ceit, use your crav ing for a good pur pose.

I don’t know how many times I’ve heard peo ple say, “Well I shouldn’t have

pref er ences” or “I shouldn’t have de sires, so I’m just go ing to act like I don’t

have de sires.” As long as you’re alive, you’re go ing to have de sires. The prob -

lem is in de cid ing which ones are worth fol low ing and which ones are not, and

to dis cern that re quires that you step back a bit.

Cir cum spec tion, look ing around, also means you have to step back be cause

when you like some thing, you’ve got to watch out for the fact that it may color

your per cep tion of how things are ac tu ally turn ing out. So you need to de velop

the qual ity of the neu tral ob server, the ob server who can step back, look

around, and isn’t pre dis posed to like or dis like what you’ve done. It’s not that

it doesn’t have any likes at all. It does pre fer not-su� er ing to su� er ing, so

much so that it’s not go ing to side with a par tic u lar ac tion un less it re ally does

lead to the end of su� er ing. And it’ll want to check things from many an gles to

make sure that it’s judg ments are ac cu rate.

It’s through this abil ity to look at things from many di� er ent per spec tives

that you de velop your in ge nu ity. This is an other pos si ble way of in ter pret ing

the fourth base for suc cess: in ge nu ity. Cir cum spec tion and in ge nu ity go to -

gether. When you look at things from di� er ent an gles, you be gin to see, “Well,

maybe I could try this. Maybe I could try that.”

Ajaan Lee’s in struc tions on the breath are a case in point. When I was in

Sin ga pore last year, some peo ple were com plain ing that Ajaan Lee had in tro -

duced brah man i cal ideas into Bud dhism where they didn’t be long by talk ing

about breath en er gies in the body. Now, the Bud dha never said any thing about

breath en er gies in the con text of breath med i ta tion, but in other con texts he

did talk about breath en er gies �ll ing the whole body. And there’s also a pas -

sage in the Canon where the Bud dha said that when you gain a sense of well-

be ing, a sense of rap ture in the med i ta tion, you let it spread through out the

body—but he didn’t say how. He left it to your own in ge nu ity to �g ure out

how.

It was Ajaan Lee’s in ge nu ity to �g ure out how to use the breath en er gies al -

ready there in the body for this pur pose. Now, for a lot of us in the West, ideas

of breath en ergy per me at ing the body are kind of strange. But as Ajaan Fuang

said to me when I was �rst study ing with him, it’s sim ply how you feel the
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body right now, the sen sa tions of hav ing a body, sen sa tions you al ready have.

Think of that as breath. Hold that per cep tion in mind: “Breath” de scribes the

feel ings you’ve al ready got. You don’t have to cre ate new feel ings. Ask your -

self: “If that sen sa tion I have of, say, my arm or my torso or my feet or my

head were breath, were an en ergy, what could I do with it?” Be cause that’s the

ad van tage of this kind of per cep tion: You can do things with these sen sa tions

that you couldn’t do oth er wise.

If you per ceive the body sim ply as a big solid lump, how would you spread

rap ture through it? How would you spread ease through it? But if you think of

it as hav ing en ergy chan nels—and re mind your self that when you sense the

body, your �rst sen sa tion of the body is of en ergy—then what does that do?

What can you do with that? You can do a lot with en ergy that you couldn’t do

with solids. So ex plore that. Hold that per cep tion in mind. Think of this as an

ex per i ment. You’re giv ing this per cep tion a try. This, too, is a qual ity of cir -

cum spec tion.

You don’t just hold to an idea be cause you’ve been taught it for who knows

how long. You test it and you try to de velop the qual i ties of mind that al low

you to be a good judge of how well you’re test ing it. And you �nd over time

that by hold ing the per cep tion of your sen sa tions as you feel them as re lated

to breath en ergy, it’s a lot eas ier to let com fort able sen sa tions spread through

the body.

And it’s a lot eas ier to sense where you’re hold ing un nec es sary ten sion in

the body, too. Now, there will be some ten sion sim ply in main tain ing an erect

pos ture. But ask your self, “What’s pulling me out of an erect pos ture right

now? Which mus cles are pulling to the left, to the right, for ward, back? Which

ones are mak ing me hunch down right now?” Re lax them. Think of the breath

go ing into them and re lax ing them.

You �nd that with per cep tions of breath en ergy there’s a lot you can do

here with your sen sa tion of the body in the present mo ment. In do ing that,

you also gain an in sight into cause and e� ect.

This is an other as pect of cir cum spec tion: see ing that when you do x, what

comes about? When you do y, what comes about? And then you com pare:

Which is bet ter right now? You may learn that what’s bet ter right now might

not be bet ter to mor row. That’s why this is called cir cum spec tion. You’re look -
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ing around to see what else in �u ences the fact that, say, long breath ing feels

bet ter to day, or breath ing in long and out short feels bet ter to day, as op posed

to to mor row when it might not be so good. What’s the di� er ence?

It’s when you ask ques tions like this that you see things that have been go -

ing on for who knows how long but you just haven’t no ticed. Your at ten tion

was some place else, or you were ask ing other ques tions. Or maybe you weren’t

even ask ing ques tions at all.

As the Bud dha iden ti �es it, this fac tor of cir cum spec tion is an other way of

say ing “dis cern ment.” It’s good to re mem ber that dis cern ment has this qual ity.

It’s not sim ply a mat ter of agree ing with the Bud dha that things are in con stant

or stress ful or not-self. It’s an all-around ness that looks for cause and e� ect,

looks for sit u a tions, looks for con di tions, that may be act ing from un ex pected

an gles. Af ter all, de pen dent co-aris ing is an anal y sis of con di tions. Do you

think the Bud dha could have ar rived at that anal y sis with out ex per i ment ing,

test ing, try ing things out and see ing the vari a tions that go up and down from

day to day?

Ajaan Maha Boowa makes a sim i lar com ment about deal ing with pain.

Some times you have a per cep tion about pain that al lows you to stay with the

pain for long pe ri ods of time with out feel ing threat ened by it. Then you �nd

that to mor row the same per cep tion doesn’t work. So you have to back o�,

look around again. What’s di� er ent about this pain as op posed to yes ter day’s

pain? Of ten the prob lem is not the pain in and of it self. It’s the at ti tude you’re

bring ing to ward it. It was that ques tion ing mind that came up with the orig i nal

per cep tion the �rst time around. So you’ve got to nur ture a ques tion ing mind

again.

So try to de velop this qual ity of be ing will ing to test, ex per i ment, pass

judg ment on things, and then test the judg ments again. That’s where the dis -

cern ment comes in the prac tice and that’s when you’ll start see ing re sults. It’s

not the case that we sim ply do con cen tra tion and then, when the con cen tra -

tion is mas tered, work on dis cern ment. As the Bud dha pointed out, do ing con -

cen tra tion re quires some in sight into how the mind works, how it wan ders,

how it re lates to the breath. For some peo ple, get ting the mind to set tle down

is easy. They can get away with less con tem pla tion in that area. Still, there will

come a point where they’ll have to start push ing the mind in that di rec tion if

they want to get be yond just rest ing in still ness. But for most of us, get ting the
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mind still does re quire that we try to �g ure things out. Think strate gi cally

about what it is in the mind that doesn’t want to set tle down and how can you

get around it.

So step back, look around, and you’ll end up see ing some things that you

didn’t see be fore, things that could be very use ful. You may see some things

that are not all that use ful, but, hey, that’s what ex per i ment ing is all about,

�nd ing out what does and doesn’t work—and as for the things that work,

when they work and when they won’t. This base for suc cess re quires that

some of your ex per i ments will be fail ures, but if you know how to learn from

fail ures, it all be comes part of your dis cern ment. And it’s all to the good.
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