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The work of looking into the mind, ferreting out the causes of suftering and figuring out
how to putan end to them, is very delicate work, very precise work. Which is why you have to
get the mind very still in order to do it.

It's like thrcading aneedle. You hold your breath, get the rest of the body still, and then
you can very carefully stick the end of the thread into the eye of the needle.

But Working with the mind requires more than just stillness. There has to be a sense of well-
being as well, because in the course of looking into the causes of sui:fcring you’rc going to start
seeing some things you don’tlike to see. Different parts of the mind are working at cross-
purposes. One desire for happiness may run up against another desire for happiness—which
may not be especially open and aboveboard.

When you look at the mind, you see that there are many different selves in the mind, many
different ideas of who-you—arc, what-you-want, clamoring for your attention at any one time.
And tncy can puii youin all sorts of different directions. With some desires, youacton them
but you don’t feel very good about acting on them and so you tend to hide them. And these
arc often the ones that cause suffering.

But some causes of suffering go deeper than that. Afeer all, the Buddha said, suftering
comes from the clinging-aggregates. And the clinging-aggregates are also what we create our
sense of who-we-are out of. Our sense of “I am this” or “I am that” can be centered on form,
feeling, perception, thought-constructs, or consciousness. And as soon as we slap the label of *
am this” or “Tam that” onto something, we're going to cling to it. And there you are: suffering,
Suﬂ:cring is bound upin how we define ourselves.

So when we start trying to ferret out the causes of suffering, we're going to find part of
ourselves being attacked. They're going to fight back. And so you've got to have a strategy.

Some of the forest ajaans talk about this as like going into a ring with a prizehghter. You've
got an enemy you've got to figure out how to attack. Other ajaans, though, say that you'll
actually have to learn how to win the enemy over. Use whatever strategies you can to take your
defilements and make them work for you.

And both analogies are right. This is a fight. You can'tlet down your guard. You've got to
be careful at all times. But at the same time, you’ii find that the lines dividing you from your
enemy shift around quite a lot.

As the Buddha said, if there weren’t any picasurc in the five aggregates we wouldn’t hold
onto them. Sometimes you hear schoiariy monks Cxpiaining things: “There are the five
aggregates, and you hold onto them because you think they won't change, but really if you
look at them caretully you'll see that they're not worth claiming as yourself. See, they change.



You can'thold onto your form, you can’t hold onto feelings, perceptions, thought-constructs,
or consciousness. Understand? [t's all very logical” —asifall you had to do was have it
cxplaincd to you once and that would be cnough for you to say, “Oh,I madea catcgorical
mistake. Well, I won't make that again.”

It your idea of self were totally suffcring, you wouldn’t hold onto it. The problcm is that it
also gives you a certain amount of plcasurc. Part of this is because your sense of who-you—arc is
central to alot of your strategies for happiness. You figure out what's under your control, what
you can manipulatc so that you can providc for your happiness.

Without that sense of control, you’cl be totally lost. Which is one of the reasons Wliy we
don’t give in so casily when someone says, “Well, obviously the five aggregates are not-self, so
just stop Calling them self and you’ll be l'iappy.” The mind doesn’t work that way. Part of it says,
“T'm being deprived of my strategies for happiness. How can Ilet go?”

The Buddha’s approach is to say, “T'll teach you new strategies, new ways of looking at
tliings so that you don’t need all those unskillful ideas of self.”

Your sense of self is not an abstraction or a logical conclusion. It'sa particular strategy.
There are many different types of selves and you're going to have to ferret them out one by
one. This, in some ways, is what makes the problcm difficult. You can’t just cut one sense of self
and be done with it. But on the other hand, it means that there are individual senses of self—
and thcy’rc notas big asyou might have thought tl'icy were.

Each oneisa particular strategy, and when you can sce the strategy at work and see thatit’s
not really worth that particular type of effort—in other words, the happiness it leads to is not
worth all the effort involved—you learn how to drop that particular strategy.

So part of the solution is learning how to take this big problem, “Suffering” with a capital
“S, “Self” with a capital “S,” and break it down into little pieces that you can observe and you
can learn how to understand. In each case, it involves secing this particular pattern arise,
watcliing it pass away, so that yousceitasan individual pattern, an event that you can
€NCOMpass in your awarencss.

If the problem is too big—"Suffering” with a capital “S” or “Negativity” with a capital ‘N"—
it seems SO largc that you can never get your mind around it. But when you sce that it's made
up of spcciﬁc events, spcciﬁc choices in the mind, you can watch the choices one by one and
then watch to see where tlicy lead.

So that’s the first thing: to see them arise, see them pass away, so that you know that thcy
come and they go. They're just individual events, not something large and monolithic.

The next thing to look for is their allure, and this is one of the harder parts because often
the allure is somcthing we don’t like to admit to ourselves. For instance, if you have low self-
esteem: On the surface it would seem, “Who would want to entertain thoughts of low self-
esteem? Thcy’rc SO dcbilitating.” But thcy have their upsiclc. If other pcoplc seem to have alow

opinion of you, that means not much is cxpcctcd of you. You don’t have to work too hard.



That's their upsidc, and part of us likes that.

But then you have to ask yoursclf, “Isit rcally worth it?” Lowcring your expectations means,
of course, that the happincss you’rc going to gain will be lower as well. So even though it may
mean less is Cxpcctcd of you—lcss effortis going to have to be putinto doing anything well
because, after all, nobody rcally expects you to doit wcli—you don’t get the results of having
done anything well, cither.

Thisisa probicm that many of us face as we getinto the practice. We realize that this is
going to be a demanding project. It’s going to ask a lot of us. We tell ourselves, “I don’t want to
take on anything that largc,” and we go back to activities where not so much is asked of us. But
you’vc‘: gotto remind yoursclf that you’rc turning your back on the possibiiity for a deathless
happiness. Is it worth it? Can you live with yourself knowing that the possibility is there and
you don’t want to tackle it? You've lived a life of a human bcing and yetyou didn’tlook for the
highest happiness that a human being can find: How does that thought feel?

You've got to weigh these things in your mind. Look at the allure of that particular mind-
state and then look at its drawbacks. And you’ll see nine times out of ten that the drawbacks
outwcigh the allure. They’re just not worth it.

Whatis worth it is the effort putinto the path. This is why the Buddha was so precise and
spent so much time talking about this particular noble truth. Thisisa path of effort that does
yield good results, way in excess of the effort that goes into it.

So you want to be very clear about what you can do to build up the mind, to build up its
strcngth, to build up its capabiiitics so thatit can kccp open that possihility of adeathless
happincss.

This is the other side of the equation in this battle we have with negativity. Part of the issue
is learning how to break the enemy down into little individual events. And the other partis
lcarning that you’vc got lots of potcntial tools. You're not defenseless.

Ie scarts with the breath. As the Buddha says, you learn how to breathe in different ways so
that the breath becomes an aliy inyour battle with negative mind-states. You learn how to
breathe aware of the whole body. You learn how to calm the sensations of brcathing in the
body so that there’s a sense of ease and refreshment every time you breathe.

That right there givesyoua big aily, so that when you feel tired and overwhelmed, you can
rest and gain your strength. When pain comes into the body, you've got an ally in dealing with
the pain. When negative thoughts come into the mind, you've got an ally in dealing with them,
too.

In other words, you can take your stance here in the body. And even though angry
thoughts may be roiling through the mind, they don’t have to go roiling through your body.
You can consciously kccp that awareness of the breath, Wholc-hody hrcathing, calm brcathing,
tull, refreshed, easeful. In that way you’vc gotyour allies in the ﬁght.

In this way, the parts that you’vc‘: been idcntifying with, the negative thoughts, hcgin to lose



their appcal. You realize that you don’t have to idcntify with them. And you don’t rcally want
to, cither, once you takea rcally good look at them.

The other night I was reading a passage from Upasika Kee in Thai where she was saying
that when real insight comes, it’s not a matter of first the insight comes and then you decide to
let go. The insight comes and there’s a letting go right at the same moment. You fully
understand that this habit you’vc had that you’VC identified as part of your arsenal, part of
yoursclf, leads to bad results and you can devclop other habits in its placc. Once you rcally see
that, you let go. Immediately.

It's like lcaming that if you stick your ﬁngcr into a flame it’s going to hurt. You don’t have
to wait to pull itout. You pull itout immcdiatcly, that’s it. You never putyour ﬁngcr into a fire
again.

So as negative thoughts come in and seem to take over the mind, keep reminding yourself:
Thcy are individual negative thoughts. And you can deal with them on that level, one by one by
one. Be aware of the tcndcncy to deal in 1argc abstractions, because that’s part of their guise,
that’'s how thcy come in and push their way into the mind—by making themselves look big.
Thcy’rc like the lizards out on the patio of the sala: Thcy try to make themselves look big by
raising themselves up, as if they were doing push-ups. This may be impressive to other lizards,
but when you're bigger than they are, it looks pathetic. Lizard push-ups.

So keep reminding yourself that you're bigger than your thoughts. They're just lictle
individual events in the mind. And remind yoursclf that you’vc got the tools you need: in terms
of the concentration, the case, the well-being that comes from getting the mind to settle down
with the breath and getting the breath to fill the body. That's only one of many allies that you
can call on, one of many skills that you can master so that you can unlearn your old habits and
rcplacc them with skillful ones. In this way, your sense of wcll-bcing, your desire for happincss,
isn’'t so divided and conflicted. It’s all open and aboveboard and it’s focused on one thing.

There was a famous thinker, Kicrkcgaard, who said, “Purity of heart is to will one thing.”
And the principle in general applies to Buddhism as well: You will the end of suffering. You
will the end of your attachment to ordinary happiness by looking for a higher happiness. You
keep thataim in mind and you learn to identify any thought in the mind that goes againstitas a
traitor—not a traitor in the sense of bcing evil, but justin the sense that it’s misguidcd.

You can reason out whatever train of thought led in that direction and you can point out
to the mind thatit’s rcally is notin your own bestinterest. And you do this with each instance
asitcomes. Notina gcncral sense of, “Oh, it it’s stressful it’s not-self, and that's the end of the
matter.” That's not the end of the matter, because you have so many sclf—stratcgies and you’vc
got to unlearn them all, starting with all the unskillful ones and then working on to the ones
that are skillful.

So you take them on one ata time. And ultimatcly you find that thcy’rc not so many that

thcy’rc bcyond your powers of mastering them. You can master them all. But it rcquircs a



willingncss to keep taking them on one ata time. And to be very patient and persistent,
drawing on the strength that comes from the concentration that you can do this.

That's how you come out winning in the end.



