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We're here mcditating because we chose to be here mcditating. It's good to kccp that fact
in mind. We're exercising our freedom, our freedom of choice. And it’s the exercise of our
freedom that gives us a lot of joy.

When pcoplc getinto dcprcssion, it's because thcy don’tsee any choices. All the avenues
are blocked, and thcy don’t have any way of getting past the block. They say thatin dcprcssion
your sense of your self bcgins to wither away, butnotina hcalthy way. [ewithers in that you
don’tsee you have any capabilitics, any competence, any powers that rcally matter. So you just
lose the will to do anything atall.

The Buddha never Cncouragcd that kind of attitude or that kind of Withcring the self away.
He actually encourages you to dcvclop as many capabilitics as possiblc, particularly in
exercising your control over your own mind. He talks about developing the craving that puts
an end to craving, the conceit that puts an end to conceit. In other words, you develop a strong
sense of self in the sense that you’vc heard of other pcople who've been able to putan end to
suffering, and you figure, “They can do it. They're human beings. I'm a human being, why can’t ]
do it?” That type of “I" is a very important one to maintain.

Then there’s what the Buddha calls the selfas a governing principlc. Once you’VC started
on the path and your conviction bcgins to waver, or your energy bcgins to fall slack, you
remind yourself, “Do I really want true happiness?” And you realize that if you really loved
yoursclf, you’d have to answer Yes. So for the sake of your true happincss, you want to kcep
practicing,

In other words, you have the “T” as the producer of happiness, or the potential producer of
happiness, and the “I"as the potential experiencer of that happiness. And the Buddha
encourages you to dcvclop both these two identities.

You develop them through exercising the powers of the mind, which is what we're doing
as we meditate. The mind is capablc of dcvcloping mindfulness, alertness, conviction,
persistence, concentration, discernment, goodwill—all kinds of good qualitics. The more you
exercise these qualitics, the greater your range of freedom, the greater your range of choice.

But the Buddha starts with basics. He starts with a basic problem that’s totally self-evident,
that there 7s suﬂ:c:ring and we don’t like it. There’s stress, there’s whatever you want to call it, the
sense of the mind’s being burdened. The chant we had just now, the Buddha's first sermon,
starts out with the issue of, one, the fact that there are paths of practice that actually go
somcplacc, and the question of which path goes to the best goal. He talks about the middle
way, developing all the eight factors of the noble path from right view on through right

concentration. Rjght view starts right in with the issue of suffcring. There is stress, there is



suffering, there is pain. He's not saying Zife is suffering, He's just saying simply that there is
suffering. We can’t deny that. And from the very beginning we've never liked it. So it’s not that
he has to convince us of a lot of ideas about what's wrong with your lite. He just points out the
fact, okay, there is suftering, there is stress. Then, more importantly, he identifies what it s, so
that we can do somcthing aboutit.

We startona very basic level: looking at our actions. And a good piacc to look at our
actions is how we breathe. There are processes the Buddha calls bodily fabrication, verbal
tabrication, and mental fabrication. And thcy all hover around the breath. In fact, the breath
itselt is the bodiiy fabrication, it's what creates our sense of the body. If the breath weren't
coming in, going out—if the breath energy weren't flowing through the nerves—we wouldn’t
even knowwe had a body. So the breath is our first experience of the body and it fashions all
our other experiences of what it feels like to have a body or to feel the body from inside.

Then there’s verbal fabrication—directed thought and evaluation—and he has you bring
those to the breath, too. chp dirccting your thinking to the breath, and watch it: See how it
comes in, how it gocs out. And evaluate it: Does it feel good? Does it not feel good? Here’s
one placc where you can rcally exercise alot of freedom. You can breathe in all kinds of ways.
It’s a real shame that we allow ourselves to breathe in uncomfortable or unhealthy ways.
Nobody’s forcing us. It’s simply through lack of attention, lack of understanding, that we don’t
rcaily devciop this part of our experience.

So here we have the chance. Notice where you feel the hreathing. Where are the
sensations that tell you: “Now the breath is coming in, now the breath is going out”? And do
thcy feel good? How does your torso feel? How does the area around your heart feel? Does it
feel tightened? Can you think of it opening up? Your face, your neck, your spine: Surveyall
around the body to see how the different parts of the body feel as you breathe in, as you
breathe out. Notice where you may be hoiding on to tension, or there may be a sense of
blockagc.

Sometimes you might discover, as you go through the body, that certain parts seem to be
missing, You can’t locate where your shoulder is or where your elbow is. Oi(ay, trace it out,
where is it? What are the sensations that corrcspond to the shoulder and the elbow? Thcy’vc
gotto be there. It’s just that sometimes we allow the different patterns of tension in the bociy
to block things out.

And finally there are mental fabrications: your feelings and perceptions. Perceptions here
are the labels that the mind applics to things. For Cxampic, there may be sensations in the hody
that you’vc assumed to be solid sensations but when you look at them more carcfuiiy, you
realize there’s breath energy flowing in there. That means you have to change your perception.
Or look at the mental picture you have in your mind as to what's happening when you breathe.

It you feel that you’VC got this hugc body and oniy these tiny two litele holes in your nose to
breathe through, the body’s going to breathe in a certain way. And there’s going to be alot of



tension in that kind of breathing, But if you remind yourself that the body has pores all over the
skin and there is an oxygen exchange going on at the pores, that changes the dynamic. They
discovered this when thcy put body makcup on pcoplc to make them look like statues: If thcy
cover the whole hody, the pcopic faint. The pores are blocked. Thcy’rc not getting cnough
oxygen. So when you breathe in, think of the breath energy coming in and outall the pores of
the skin. See what that perception does to your experience of the breath.

What you discover is that you’vc‘: got lots of opportunities here, lots of things to choose
from: different ways of breathing, different ways of thinking and evaluating about the breath,
different ways of perceiving the breath. You want to cxplore those possibiiitics. [t's an exercise
in freedom, and it’s a freedom that gives joy to the mind.

We're not just automatons. We're not stuck in a hopeless grind. There may be alot of
things out in the world that we can't do anything about, but there are areas inside the mind
where we do have alot of room for cxploration, alot of room for exercising our freedom of
choice. All of the Buddha’s tcachings are an exercise in freedom.

He starts with the principle of giving, If you really give something—not because it’s
somcbody’s birthday orit's Christmas or you feel you owe somcthing to pcoplc, but simpiy
when you see that somchody needs somcthing orwould like somcthing and you have the
wherewithal to give it—one of the reasons that’s joyful is because of the sense of freedom that
goes with it. Y ou have more than enough, and you're not simply being driven by your selfish
drives. In fact, when the Buddha wants to Cmphasizc the principlc of freedom, he starts with
the fact of giving,

The precepts, too, arc a kind of gift. You give safcty toall beings simply by making up your
mind that you're not going to do anything harmful. You're not going to kill, steal, have illicic
sex, lie to anyhody, take any intoxicants. Once that promise to yoursclf becomes universal—i.c.,
you apply it with Cvcrybody—you’rc giving universal safcty. Thcy may not be safe from other
peoplc, but at least thcy’rc safe from you. And that'sa gift.

And again, you exercise your freedom that way. You realize that you don’t have to kccp
harming pcopic in the old ways you used to. So there’s freedom there. The precepts may sound
like rules that bind you, but thcy’rc actuaily an expression of freedom, an exercise in freedom:
developing your freedom of choice, your freedom to look at things in terms of the long view
and not be tied down to what may seem to be your immediate interests.

Meditation, of course, is the ultimate exercise in freedom, starting with the freedom of
being able to choose: Do you want to breathe in now? Or do you want to breathe out? Do you
want to breathe long? Do you want to breathe short? Fast? Heavy? Light? Slow? All kinds of
brcathing. How do you want to perceive the breath? What do you want to do with the breath
energy? Can you make the breath energy go down in the body? Can you make it go up?

Ajaan Lee talks about all kinds of ways of conceiving the breath energy and then playing
with it. If your back feels weak, think of a strong breath energy coming up from the soles of the



feet through the legs and up the spine. If the front of your neck feels tense, think of the breath
energy coming in from the back. There are all kinds of ways you can play with the energy.

This way, the mind is not simply being tied down to an object. It’s being allowed to explore
this object, to play with it, to exercise your freedom of choice. And that right there should give
asense of joy: that you’rc strctching your possibilitics and you’rc Capablc of more than you

thought you Wwcerc.



