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Dedication

This collection of teachings is dedicated
with deep gratitude to my parents and to my teachers,
Venerable Ajahn Chah and Venerable Ajahn Sumedho.



In Commemoration

This electronic edition of The Contemplative’s Craft
is offered in commemoration of
Ajahn Viradhammo’s seventieth birthday
on April 27th, 2017.



Bahusaccafica sippafica,
Vinayo ca susikkhito;
Subhasita ca ya vaca,

Etam mangalam-uttamam.

Accomplished in learning and skillful in craft,
With discipline highly trained,
And speech that is true and pleasant to hear:
Great indeed are these blessings.

From the Mangala Sutta [Sutta-Nipata 2.4 {Snp 263}]
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Preface

In the succeeding pages, we're invited to read some reflections from
Ajahn Viradhammo on the practice of Dhamma. For myself, and I
hope for you, there will also be the experience of hearing his voice,
and even being in his presence. It’s a warm voice, and a presence
that supports the Way out of suffering, or dukkha. Perhaps when
these teachings are carefully considered and put into practice,
that Way becomes clear and the heart can be guided into openness
and peace.

I think there’s a good chance of that, mostly because what is
presented here are some of the cardinal teachings of the awakened
Buddha, a person who is widely acknowledged for his deep wisdom
and compassion. But also it’s because this particular presentation
comes from Ajahn Viradhammo, a man of this age who has given
himself fully to the Buddha’s Path for over forty years. More than
reading or lecturing on it, he has lived in the Buddha’s Way—the
Dhamma-Vinaya. And his voice is of this age, easily understandable,
down-to-earth, and rich with humor and anecdotes.

Ajahn Viradhammo is a Canadian, currently abbot of Tisarana
Monastery near Perth, Ontario. He went forth as a bhikkhu in
Thailand, but has spent over thirty-five years working to establish
monasteries in Britain, New Zealand, and Canada, as well as teaching
retreats for the general public. His initial training was under
Ajahn Chah and Ajahn Sumedho—the former a Thai, the latter
an American—who are both renowned as outstanding Dhamma
Masters in the contemporary Theravada Buddhist world. And his
ongoing learning is through living the life of a bhikkhu in the West
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and dealing mindfully with what comes up. To live in that way for
decades takes resolution and skill.

For my long-lasting welfare, 1 have lived alongside Ajahn Vira-
dhammo and benefited from his example during the time we spent
together in Britain. I hear his voice quite clearly in the following
pages, and it gathers me into the presence of a living tradition of
good and noble people. What a blessing! As when you are invited
to sit alongside a potter, a carpenter, or a calligrapher and watch
what they do, and how they do it, you gain something from being
in the presence of such skillful contemplatives that you won't get
from study.

Although what we are holding in our hands is a collection of words,
this is not an academic book. It’s a book to spend time with, and even
read out loud and listen to. It contains the words of a craftsman. In
our monastic fellowship, Ajahn Viradhammo is known as such. He
has intelligent and careful hands. Craftsmanship, in terms of sewing
robes, weaving rattan, and fashioning wood into monastic accouter-
ments, is a respected aspect of the training of a bhikkhu in our
lineage. It lessens the tendency to self-obsess and theorize—pitfalls
for a meditator. And it supports the expression of a beauty that is
both calming and sensible. Recently, Ajahn took to weaving and I
am currently in possession of a rug that he wove for me. The colors
are quiet, the pattern subtle and simple; it is a solid piece of work,
crafted with care and attention, and then given away.

This is the way that Ajahn Viradhammo works, lives, and teaches.
This book is a further example of that. Herein you are given the
fibers of the Buddha’s teachings and guided on how to weave them
step-by-step into a raft heading for liberation. That journey can
take you deep and reveal places in the heart that are anguished
or numb, but on it you are offered the know-how, companionship,
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and compassion that you need. So although no one can take you
to liberation, craftsmen like Ajahn Viradhammo can show you how
to build your raft—and give you the confidence to sail it. May your
journey be under clear skies!

Ajahn Sucitto

Cittaviveka Monastery, 2014
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Connection and Alienation

Based on an evening talk given at Tisarana Monastery in February 2008.

An essay by a friend entitled “The Face of Wonder,” had me contem-
plating wonder and its significance in life. I started to reflect on the
time when I was walking near my mother’s home in Ottawa and
suddenly saw a dozen pigeons sitting on a telephone line. The sky
that day was very clear, very sunny, and very blue. The pigeons were
all puffed up to stay warm—it’s quite clever the way birds do that.
So there was this lovely image of a row of puffy pigeons perched
against this deep blue background. Ah! It was one of those moments
when a sense of wonder arises. The mind stops, and there’s just this.
There’s only the way things are, just as they are in that moment,
without any analysis or mental comment. I like to think of this
as “connection.”

We might also consider the opposite of connection: alienation. There
are many kinds of alienation. A more blatant kind of alienation is
when a refugee experiences a sense of not belonging, of being out of
place, of not being connected. But there are also more subtle types of
alienation or separateness. When we're daydreaming or fantasizing,
we're not connected to the way things are. We're just lost in the
habits of our emotions and of our thinking mind. It’s rather like the
habit of needing to eat junk food. The habit itself comes from a place
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of non-peace and the final result is not nutritious. Unfortunately, it
stimulates and strengthens a desire to consume more junk food. As
the ad goes: “Bet you can't eat just one.”

Just think about the hindrances to meditation: dullness, worry,
aversion—they’re all disconnections. They aren’t connected to life
as it is. When we're lost in drowsy, foggy states, obsessive worry
states, or judgmental, critical states, that’s not being connected to
the present moment, is it? More to the point, these are states of
dukkha, which is the Pali term for stress, unease, unsatisfactoriness,
or suffering. So we might say that alienation adds to our suffering,
whereas connection diminishes our suffering.

It might be helpful to think about how connection can take place.
Let’s say there’s a little old lady crossing a very busy street. For an
old person whose eyesight isn’t so good and who moves slowly, the
simple task of crossing a busy street at the traffic light can be quite
challenging. This simple act can produce a lot of anxiety. So imagine
that you're out walking and all of a sudden you see this little old
lady’s predicament, and you think, “Oh, that’s so difficult for her.”
Your own personal concerns and mental wanderings fall away and
suddenly you’re connected. So compassion is one way of being
connected. Or perhaps the situation is more joyous. For example,
you're waiting in an airport lounge and you notice a loving family
heading out on what might be some adventure. The genuine laughter
and warm interactions of the children and parents touch you, and
you smile at their good fortune. You're happy for their happiness.
Again, without any analysis or mental comment, you're connected
through appreciative joy.

In so many ways, life offers us a mode of being—whether it be
wonder, compassion, or appreciation—that’s not self-serving and

narcissistic. As we bring to mind these “Ah!” moments of connection,
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we can begin to cultivate the heart in such a way that these experi-
ences of connection aren’t merely the accidents of circumstance,
but rather the results of our own aspirations and intentions. So how
do we transit from alienation to connection? What bus gets us from
“A” to “C”? Well, if the means condition the ends, then we have to
start with connection. Therefore, our first task is connecting to the
way things are. We do this by being awake, present, and mindful.
Let’s say I come to the morning chanting and I'm feeling grumpy
and uninterested. Because I'm feeling this way, I don’t like the sound
of the chanting, which strikes me as too slow. I'm now critical of the

monks and novices and so on.

If I'm not aware that this is simply a passing mood of the mind I'm
identified with and not any ultimate reality, I fall victim to the mood
and suffer. This is alienation. If, on the other hand, I think that I
shouldn’t be this way and I start feeling guilty, I also suffer. This
too is alienation. But if I simply allow myself the time to be aware
that this is just a mood and it will change, I'm once again connected
to life. Consequently, the first step on the path from alienation to
connection is becoming aware of how a mood begins, is maintained,
and ceases according to causes and conditions. Awareness is thus
the initial step on the path to connection.

However, things don’t stop there. Let’s imagine that I'm feeling quite
annoyed at someone. For me to be truly connected to life as it is, there
would have to be an awareness as well as a profound acceptance
of that upwelling of anger. To accept something profoundly, you
have to feel it in a pre-verbal way. You can’t simply have a kind
of commentary up in the brain saying, “I know I'm feeling a bit
off” Instead, you have to experience the mood in a wholehearted
way, noting how it feels in the body: that’s connection. When you
stay connected throughout the life of that mood—for a minute,



THE CONTEMPLATIVE'S CRAFT

an hour, a day—the sense of alienation can’t get a footing because
the seemingly endless inner dramas aren’t being fueled. This is
staying connected to the Dhamma of change. Being connected to
the Dhamma of change means you’re aware of the objects that enter
consciousness from the time they arise until the time they cease.
This kind of sustained connection is the bus from “A” to “C.”

As you practice being aware of objects (such as moods) from the
time they arise until the time they pass away, you develop insight.
You begin to realize that it’s not pleasant to attach to objects that
are constantly changing. So you stop holding on to them. When you
stop attaching to these objects, they lose their capacity to overwhelm
you. For instance, you might be very inspired by something, such
as a heroic story of adversity, a profound and moving insight, or a
generous gesture from a stranger. You feel that inspiration, but
you also realize that it’s only a movement through consciousness,
something that arises and ceases. So while we can still appreciate
inspiration, we don’t attach to it. We don't let it become something
that drags us into disappointment as the emotional charge of that
initially pleasant feeling inevitably peters out. Inspiration doesn’t
drag us into disappointment because we’re now connected to
something deeper: a clear understanding that anything that comes
also goes.

Practicing awareness therefore means staying connected to the way
things are. So we ask ourselves, “How do I stay connected to the way
things are?” This is a helpful way to ponder our practice because it
doesn’t require that we have a certain quality of experience. In other
words, staying connected to the way things are doesn’t mean that
we always need to be happy or compassionate or like everything
that’s going on. If we simply stay connected to the way things are,
there isn’t any kind of qualitative judgment about who we are or
what we should be experiencing. That’s a relief, isn’t it?
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If we keep practicing in this way, we have the potential to connect to
a sense of wonder. But this may not always seem possible, especially
when we'’re in the midst of experiencing something very uncom-
fortable. However, if we just stay with the way things actually are, we
begin to detach from our perceptions about the way things should
be. When we detach from our perceptions about the way things
should be, that whole egotistical side of us that has the strong sense
of “self and other” is being put aside. That’s when we can begin to
feel a sense of wonder as we connect in a more vivid, direct, and

heartfelt way to the world around us.

But we can’t just create wonder by desiring it, can we? Go out there
and create wonder! If we think to ourselves, “I'm going to create
wonder,” we can’t do it because it doesn’t work that way. And we
can’t generate a sense of wonder by trying to get rid of things. For
instance, we don’t want negative states of mind, so we try to get rid
of them. When we do that, we block our innate capacity for wonder
and connection, which are totally accepting. In fact, they go against
the grain of the desire to reject or get rid of something. It’s desire
that creates alienation and takes us away from the way things are.
On the other hand, connection—or the recognition and acceptance
of things however they are, attractive or unattractive, appealing or
unappealing—grounds us in the reality of the way things are. That
grounding is what leads to wonder, because you—with all the likes
and dislikes attached to “you-ness”—are getting out of the way.
That’s the odd thing about non-attachment: non-attachment is
actually connection.

In the English language, we have the word “detached.” As meditators,
we may be tempted to think, “I should be detached.” But it’s not
that simple. If you push away an emotion you don’t like or if you
blame yourself for experiencing it, you become more attached to it.
Conversely, when you're open and connected to the way things are,

11
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to the impermanence of all conditioned things, non-attachment
arises naturally.

On meditation retreats, you sometimes have to sit through some
really awful memory patterns. You can have a day on the cushion
when all these negative emotions keep coming up. When that
happens, we can think we’re having a terrible retreat. Then the
next day, the mind is just empty. At that point we think, “Well, why
can’t I just do the empty bit?” We don’t see that the two things are
linked, and that the act of bearing witness to those painful emotions
without getting caught up in their drama leads to their falling away.
That’s how our potential for wonder comes into being. Now our
attention is freed up to notice the beauty or goodness in the world,
or whatever it is that fills us with a sense of awe or gratitude.

That sense of wonder and connection is based on the practice of
the Noble Eightfold Path factor of right effort. Right effort, which
seeks to cultivate wholesome qualities and abandon unwholesome
qualities, is grounded in an awareness of the way things are. As
such, right effort is attentive, investigative, and focused on cause
and effect. For instance, if a complaining mind-state arises, we make
a point of being aware of it and accept that it’s there. That’s the
attentive part of right effort. Once we’re aware of that mind-state,
we can then shift our focus from the narrative in the brain down to
the feelings of the mind-state in the body. That’s the exploratory
part. Finally, we notice the effect that changing our focus in this
way has on the mind. If we find that this shifting of our focus helps
to keep us from getting caught up in our moods and storylines, then
we can regard it as skillful and choose to cultivate it. That’s the part
of right effort that explores cause and effect.

Wrong effort is quite different. Wrong effort is grounded in a lack
of awareness. For, example, if we instinctively try to do away with a

12
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complaining mind-state by thinking, “I shouldn’t feel this way. I'm
such a bad person,” we're oblivious to what’s actually happening.
Wrong effort also manifests as heedless reactivity. We latch onto
a thought as soon as it arises without exploring whether or not
we’re acting skillfully. A final result of this grasping and subsequent
reactivity is that we’re unaware of whether we’re making our state
of mind better or worse by acting in this way, which means that
we've failed to notice cause and effect at work.

Noticing and accepting negative states of mind is something we
can learn to do. In fact, learning to look at negative states of mind
by being aware of them and staying with them is a very good habit
to develop. As we train in watching the restless mind in everyday
life, we experience a sense of acceptance, a sense of connection. By
using acceptance as the basis for our practice, we can then pick up
other practices in a skillful way. For example, if we have an attitude
of acceptance when it comes to the restless mind, we can use the
breath as a skillful means by which to calm the mind without falling
into a willful need to control it.

When contemplating the desiring mind and the accepting mind, it
can be useful to reflect on the Four Noble Truths. The second of the
Four Noble Truths states that the attachment to craving is the cause
of suffering. The Third Noble Truth maintains that the abandonment
of craving is the cessation of suffering. In a sense, acceptance is the
abandonment of craving. Acceptance doesn’t involve fighting or
trying to analyze anything; instead, it comes from knowing, “Right
now, it’s like this.” However, there can be a lot of struggling leading
up to that sense of acceptance. We can get completely caught up
in the stress of trying to get rid of this and trying to become that.
When we get caught up in this way, we should stop and ask ourselves,
“What does this feel like right now?” At that point, we can become
reconnected to the way things are.

13
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I once met someone who had just been through a divorce. Feeling
extremely lonely one day, this person went out for a coffee. In the
coffee shop, there were four people with kids, all laughing and
enjoying themselves, and a young couple completely engrossed in
each other. Needless to say, this individual felt even more lonely
and alienated. Of course, what this person was doing was projecting
an unsustainable ideal of perfect companionship onto those other
people. There was no recognition of the fact that each person in the
coffee shop—from the children to the young couple—was experi-
encing a mood that wouldn’t last. This person also failed to realize
that the feeling of loneliness is not unique to one person, and that
those other people would, at some point, also experience loneliness.

It’s one thing to feel lonely; but it’s quite another thing to be
identified with the feeling of loneliness to the extent that we build
up a sense of self around it. Being the lonely person is alienation,
whereas really getting in touch with the experience of loneliness
is connection. And those continue to be our choices: connection or
alienation. We can learn to see moods and feelings for what they
are (i.e., not-self), or we can construct a strong sense of self around
them by clinging to them.

Imagine that this person had employed a different strategy: instead
of going to the coffee shop to feel less lonely, they had gone there
to observe loneliness in themselves and in other people. This
doesn’t happen too often, does it? Feelings like loneliness can
make us look for distractions. Or they can make us project all of
our needs and aspirations for overcoming our loneliness onto
other people in an unrealistic way. When we're enmeshed in our
experience of loneliness, we tend to see wonderful qualities in
other people that just aren’t there—or at least they’re not there all
the time. And when we project onto other people in this way, we
can become disappointed in them. We can think that they aren’t

14
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what they’re supposed to be, even though they never promised us
they’d be a certain way. This behavior is pretty common when we’re
seeing others from the perspective of alienation. Our perceptions
about them aren’t coming from our being in touch with how they
really are.

I've been describing how a sense of wonder and connection stems
from our ability to be aware and accepting. But if we think that we’re
practicing these things in order to feel wonder and connection
all the time, then that would just be another desire mode we're
getting caught up in. As humans, we have the profound possibility
of touching a deeply silent and compassionate way of being quite
naturally. So when we sit in meditation for an hour, we’re engaged
in a very deliberate exercise in connection. As Ajahn Chah would
say: “If your meditation makes you peaceful, accept it. If your
meditation doesn’t make you peaceful, accept it.” It’s not the quality
of the experience that counts, but rather our being connected to the
experience. This acceptance I'm referring to is not simply an intel-
lectual action. Staying connected is an attitude you bring to life.

Of course, it can be challenging trying to remain receptive to a
difficult experience. Much of my early monastic life involved sitting
around waiting—waiting for the meal to start, waiting for the food
to come out, waiting for Ajahn Chah to come out, waiting for Ajahn
Chah to stop talking, waiting for the food to be passed out, waiting
for the chanting to end, and worst of all, waiting for the monk in
front of me to start eating. That was torture!

I was a rather greedy little novice stationed at the end of a line
of fifty people. When we sat down to eat, there were two rows of
monks, with Ajahn Chah in the center. The etiquette stated that you
wouldn’t start eating until the person senior to you had started.

15
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Being the last of fifty monks isn’t so good! The greedy mind was
focused on the food. Then, inevitably, you would have an ascetic
young monk sitting just senior to you who was going to contemplate
his food a little longer before taking a bite. I could have strangled
him! But I just had to wait. Meanwhile, the mind is saying, “This is
a waste of time. Let’s get on with it!” Just sitting and waiting was
excruciating, and yet it was very good training because you had to
surrender to the situation. There was nothing negative happening,
and certainly there wasn’t a problem if you didn’t make it a problem.
Yet the mind would make it a problem by becoming critical
and judgmental.

What to do? When the mind becomes critical and judgmental, we
just stay with that experience and wait. That capacity to simply wait
goes against the impulses of the controlling mind, the desiring mind,
the repressive mind, the judgmental mind, the impatient mind. It
goes against the mind that wants to fix the situation or get rid of it.
Oftentimes, this mind doesn’t give us a chance to allow an experience
to come to us so that we can learn from it. This is especially true if
what’s coming up seems to be ugly, negative, unpleasant, or difficult.
So we make the effort to develop the patience and determination to
just be with these difficult states of mind. There doesn’t seem to
be much of a payoff when you’re enduring a challenging state of
mind, but it’s actually building a foundation for peace. It’s laying the
foundation for a calm, connected mind.

In this way, we learn to endure impatience, and that’s transform-
ative. We recognize the impatience, we watch it, and eventually it
falls away. We do the same with restlessness and all of the other
hindrances. We sense these things when theyre coming up,
but we're just with them, rather than willfully repressing them.
We breathe with them and accept them. We accept them again
and again.
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So, do contemplate connection and alienation. Contemplate how
they work in the mind. Contemplate the meaning of letting go into
a sense of wonder. Contemplate the sense of stillness and emptiness
that results from that. Exploring these important ideas will help us

in our quest to know peace.
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Making the Dhamma Our Own

In Buddhism, we gain a type of experientially acquired knowledge
that grows in our hearts through what we call “practice.” We use
the word “practice” in Buddhism much more than we use the word
“belief” We don’t say to each other: “How’s your belief going?”
Instead, we ask, “How’s your practice going?” It’s a different way
of learning.

Some of our Sri Lankan friends studied Buddhism as a subject in
high school. Here in the West, you might decide to take a course
in Comparative Religion to learn about it. When you learn about
Buddhism’s history and its various beliefs through formal study, you
end up with an academic knowledge of Buddhism. You might even
get an A+ on the final exam; but then when you arrive home, you
get into a furious argument with your brother. Although you have
what’s called an “explicit knowledge” of Buddhism that’s easily
shared with others, it hasn’t helped to liberate you, has it?

Intellectual learning gives us intellectual knowledge. Having an
intellectual knowledge of Buddhism is akin to memorizing instruc-
tions on how to cook rice. Just because we’ve read or memorized the
instructions doesn’t mean we're going to be successful at cooking
rice. To put it simply, we won’t really know how to cook rice until
we’ve done it ourselves. To be successful at it, we need to put into
practice the knowledge we’ve gained.
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This second, more experiential way of learning is called “implicit
learning,” which gives us “implicit knowledge.” Implicit knowledge
is not the kind of superficial information that we can jot down on
an examination paper as a result of having memorized it. It’s much
deeper and harder to put into words than that. Implicit knowledge
is something we learn for ourselves through practice, through trial
and error. Implicit learning involves a particular type of process for
acquiring knowledge. For example, we might read a set of instruc-
tions and then want to apply them. So we proceed to try to follow
the instructions in real life, but then discover that things aren’t
working out well. Consequently, we go back and reread the instruc-
tions to figure out what we may have done wrong. Eventually, there’s
that “Ahal” moment when we’re able to carry out the instructions
successfully. But to reach that point, we have to keep putting the
instructions into practice until we get things right.

Right Understanding

We develop insight into the Dhamma, or the truth of the ways things
are, in the same way: through the implicit knowledge we acquire
through practice. To live our lives in accordance with the Dhamma,
we have to understand certain ideas, just as we have to understand
the cooking instructions on the packet of rice before attempting to
make the rice. The ideas that we first need to grasp include that
of impermanence, causality, the cause of suffering, and so on. We
achieve this preliminary understanding by taking up the Buddha’s
teachings and asking, “What do they really mean?” We have to
ponder them and work through them. When we use the intellect
in this way to study the Buddha’s teachings, we begin to establish
what we call “right understanding” (samma-ditthi), which is the
first part of the Noble Eightfold Path. Right understanding is the
deep understanding of the Dhamma that we acquire from reflecting
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on the teachings of the Buddha, and then applying them to our

own lives.

So gaining an intellectual comprehension of the Buddha’s teachings
from studying or reading books about Buddhism is the beginning
of the process of developing right understanding. Then you can
begin to make an effort to bring your energies, personal narratives,
and habits in line with the Buddha’s teachings. It’s important to
bear in mind that the intellectual knowledge we've acquired about
Buddhism isn’t meant to be left as just a set of interesting ideas.
What would be the benefit of that? Therefore, we try to apply our
understanding of the teachings to our lives. As we do this more and
more, different types of insights into the truth of the way things
are start to arise that are very personal; they represent the kind of
implicit knowledge we’ve been talking about. For instance, the First
Noble Truth asks us to understand suffering not just intellectually,
but as a concrete, lived experience. Thus we are being asked to
patiently observe the various forms of discontent that arise in our
mind until we have gained an intuitive understanding of the nature

of our inner stress and conflict.

As your practice deepens, the implicit knowledge you attain into
the nature of what-is becomes even more profound. And even if you
can’t articulate this knowledge, you certainly have it. You have it
because you've done the work of observing your inner world, which
has enabled you to glean insights into the workings of your mind.
After all of that trying and making of mistakes and then trying
again, you’'ve had some success, which gives you confidence. You
think, “I know this way of inner reflection works.” And if someone
says to you, “That’s a load of rubbish,” you think, “That’s OK because
I know this works.” You've seen the results for yourself. You’ve had
some deep insights into the causes of human suffering and how you
can begin to let go of them.
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Right Intention

Without insight into how things really are, life can appear to be
little more than a series of random experiences of suffering from
which we’re constantly trying to escape. But as our understanding
and implicit knowledge of the Dhamma become more profound,
we begin to make the Dhamma truly ours. Rather than viewing it
merely as intellectual knowledge or as something belonging exclu-
sively to the Buddha or the monks, we start to “own it,” as they say
in modern parlance. When we begin to make the Dhamma our own,
it conditions the way we create our intentions. This brings us to the
second part of the Noble Eightfold Path, called “right intention”
(samma-sankappa). Right intention is very far-reaching in that it
refers to the entire inclination of your life: how you're thinking and
how you’re approaching this craft of living your life.

Let’s go back to right understanding for a moment. Right under-
standing, in the way that I've been talking about it, means that
you've acquired implicit knowledge about how to work with
negative habit patterns. You've gained this knowledge through
studying the Buddha’s teachings and then making an effort to bring
those negative habit patterns into accord with them. That implicit
knowledge is your right understanding. And right understanding
ensures that your thinking mind will be in line with the Dhamma
when those unskillful habit patterns come up again. Say, for example,
you have a colleague at work who really annoys you. If you have
right understanding in regard to your annoyance, then when your
co-worker starts to bother you, your thinking mind will remind you
to “Be mindful. Be careful,” or “Pay attention to the body.” There’s a
thinking process going on that isn’t random, impulsive, or reactive.

This kind of experientially acquired knowledge is what leads to
right intention. As you gain implicit knowledge into the way your
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mind works as a result of applying the Buddha’s teachings, your
mind begins to incline in new directions. It now inclines towards
renunciation, harmlessness, and goodwill towards oneself and
others. So how might I set a right intention? Let’s say that I begin
to notice that I'm habitually critical and judgmental of myself and
others. Because I realize how much suffering this creates, I make
an intention to notice the arising of these recurring judgments and
then give up that behavior. So with applied attention and intention,
which are based on my insights and the desire to be free from
suffering, I slowly abandon my unskillful habits and acquire more
skill in living a truly wholesome life.

Setting the right intention, however, doesn’t necessarily mean
that the follow-through will be easy. Some things have very simple
instructions, but are extremely hard to do. For instance, if you have
diabetes, your recommended diet is quite strict: no high-sugar or
high-carb foods, and so on. The instructions are easy enough—just
don’t eat the things you're not supposed to; but following them is
more difficult. While it’s usually fairly obvious what your path of
skillful conduct should be, something inside of you often resists
following it. Take self-disparagement, for example. I talk a lot
about that because people ask me about it and I suffer from it, too.
Simply put, if you want to stop being self-disparaging, just be kind
to yourself. The instructions are straightforward, but our habits can
be exceedingly hard to break.

Despite having clear insights into how to deal with our difficult
habit patterns, we're still up against the forces of kamma—or the
consequences brought about by our intentional actions of body,
speech, and mind—which, if unwholesome, can keep us at least
temporarily snarled in the energies of greed, hated, and delusion.
For instance, the mind can get deluded around certain areas of our
lives. If we see that we’re repeatedly falling back into old modes of
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suffering, then there’s something we haven’t fully understood yet,
there’s some aspect of the Dhamma we haven't truly made our own.
So we need to keep trying to see why we’re succumbing to these
modes of suffering until insight arises. This persistence in wanting
to understand is very important because it’s those areas where we
get most caught up in suffering that provide us with the richest
opportunities for developing our capacity to let go. Like it or not,
these difficult areas are our teachers.

Let’s take road-rage as an example. If I typically suffer from
road-rage, it’s likely that I'll eventually see how harmful and futile
this form of behavior is, and then begin to shift my attitude in the
direction of equanimity and patience with the way things are while
driving. In our practice, we're continually trying to understand the
structures of suffering, discontent, and conflict. Once we gain some
understanding into the nature of these things, we can then work on
developing ways of keeping our attention from getting “hijacked”
by them. These efforts to prevent our attention from getting
caught up in difficult mind-states are very personal and unique to
each individual.

Right Effort

This brings us to the sixth factor of the Noble Eightfold Path known
as “right effort” (samma-vayama). Right effort involves trying to
sustain wholesome qualities and abandon unwholesome ones.
The intention to understand the various forms of suffering is an
important wholesome quality. It stands in stark contrast to the
intention to try to get rid of suffering, which is not the Dhamma—
it’s simply aversion. So we apply right effort to try to sustain this
powerful intention. Making the effort to understand the Buddha’s
teachings around suffering is an intelligent approach to take when
it comes to wanting to be free of our distress. As the saying goes:
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“When all else fails, read the instructions.” What do the instructions
say? They say that if you're suffering, you have to let go. What do you
have to let go of? You don’t know. So you struggle with these things.
The struggling itself is important because it’s through that struggle
to understand how to let go of suffering that implicit knowledge
arises. It’s like grappling with a complicated recipe: What do they
mean by a pinch of salt? It’s through this intense effort to under-
stand that you learn.

The effort to develop wholesome states of mind and release
unwholesome ones can be coarse or subtle. Perhaps you're getting
impatient with someone and you're aware of wanting to say
something nasty, even though you know that the consequences
would be disastrous. In this case, you need to apply strong effort
to stop yourself from blurting out something hurtful. So you might
just say to yourself, “Be careful, be careful, be careful ... Right effort
can be very subtle, too. When your energies are balanced and you're
able to stay with the breath, you hardly have to make any effort to
cultivate or relinquish certain states of mind. You might only have
to make infrequent inner suggestions such as “peace” or “quietly.”
Right effort is a necessary part of the Path, but you need to know
how much effort to apply in different situations.

Right Mindfulness

The seventh stage of the Noble Eightfold Path, called “right
mindfulness” (samma-sati), can help you to gauge which amount
of right effort is appropriate at a given time. Right mindfulness
is the capacity to be fully in the moment and aware of what’s
happening in our body and mind, as well as in the world around us.
This includes noticing and closely observing whatever changes are
taking place in and around us. Right mindfulness is supported by
right understanding, right intention, and right effort. It’s cultivated
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and deliberately sustained by wisdom. If we’re unable to sustain
mindful awareness for any length of time, we won’t be able to see the
workings of cause and effect as they pertain to our thoughts, words,
and deeds. Without right mindfulness, we can’t see the results of
our efforts, nor can we see how conditions arise and whether or not
we're dealing with them skillfully or unskillfully. That’s why the
need to be mindful is consistently emphasized in the early teachings
of the Buddha.

This capacity to be mindful means that no matter what we're
doing, we're present to it. Mindfulness begins to shine a light on
our reasons for acting in the ways that we do. For instance, we can
be mindful of the intention or motive that underlies our effort to
work with restlessness during meditation. We can ask ourselves,
“What’s my intention here? What'’s the motivation behind the effort
I'm making?” We might see that our intention isn’t to understand
restlessness, but rather to get rid of it. Then perhaps we’ll see that
wanting to get rid of something doesn’t work too well, and that if
the motivation behind the effort we’re making is wrong, then the
results won’t be beneficial. If we’re not mindful of our intentions,
we won'’t understand why we’re getting bad results from the effort
we're putting forth. So it is essential to have the intention to practice

sustained awareness.

In our effort to sustain awareness, we need to keep a close eye on
our use of willpower to make sure we’re applying it skillfully. In my
own practice, I've seen how there can often be a willful desire to
overcome certain hindrances. On a certain level, this makes sense.
But whenever I've attempted to impose my will in a more forceful
way to try and turn a situation around, it hasn’t worked; it’s just
made me tense. Self-disparagement isn’t fruitful either. Willfully
commanding: “I shouldn’t be like this. I should be different,” really
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doesn’t help. But we can come at it from a different angle by gently
suggesting, “May I be free from suffering. May all beings be free
from suffering.” This has a different effect: the former is rooted in
aggression, while the latter is rooted in compassion. Our intentions
are now coming from a place of skill, wisdom, and understanding of
the Dhamma.

Right Concentration

Along with right effort and right mindfulness, we have “right
concentration” (samma-samadhi). This eighth factor of the Path
completes the three “mental discipline” factors we’re working
with. Right concentration is the capacity of the mind to stay closely
focused on one object of attention (such as the breath) for longer
lengths of time. In a 45-minute meditation session, for example, we
can lose our concentration many times. To sustain our focus, we can
ask ourselves, “How does our focus get lost in delusions? Why is it so
difficult to stay present to a simple thing like the breath?” This basic
line of inquiry can help us to see the mind’s tendency to go to the
past or future. This is important, because if we want to stay focused
during meditation, we're going to have to find a way to address
the mind’s propensity to dwell either in the future or the past. So
perhaps we set an intention to say, “Later. Not now,” whenever a
thought about the future comes up that we want to follow up on.

One way or another, we have to make the intention and the effort
to awaken. How do we do this when the mind gets confused, sleepy,
annoyed, lonely, or jealous? The secret is to be curious about the
very state of mind that seems problematic. Let confusion come into
consciousness. Let jealousy come into consciousness. Let whatever
mood that’s arising become fully conscious. How to do this? Observe
the mood before you start thinking about it, analyzing it, or making
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it a problem. How does that mood feel in the body? This brings us
to the First Noble Truth—which is the truth of suffering. To under-
stand suffering, we need to allow it to come into consciousness as a
direct experience without an overlay of judgements and opinions,
so that we actually feel the suffering rather than just thinking about
it. This experience of direct knowing allows our natural intelligence
to understand the way things are. This work requires patience and
trust in the practice. But it’s this kind of inner inquisitiveness that
keeps us interested in the very things that can otherwise appear
confusing or troubling to us. And it’s because of this curiosity and
inner vigilance that we gain insight.

The Interconnectedness of the Mental Discipline Factors

In a sense, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration
are what we’re always working with in our practice. Once you begin
to get a handle on the precise conditions that trigger in you a sense
of unease, then the factors of effort, mindfulness, and concentration
become honed to very specific things. Maybe it’s your relationship
to your spouse or your children. If you're a parent, for instance, a
large component of your practice might center on understanding
and thereby attempting to release the feelings of stress that arise
around your children’s welfare. The very areas of your life that are
sources of suffering for you can also help you to develop all the
inner qualities which are necessary for attaining peace.

Repetition is a wonderful tool for helping us to hone in on the
behavior patterns that bring stress into our lives. We see this with
monastic life, which is extremely repetitive. The same Pali chanting
has been going on for 2,500 years now. As monks, we do the same few
chants again and again; we live with the same people; we more or
less follow the same monastic schedule; and so on. This high degree
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of repetition means that there’s a chance for us to “get things right”
eventually. It’s like the movie “Groundhog Day.” Let’s say that I acted
unskillfully with one of the newer monks: I really lost my temper
with him, which caused a lot of stress for both of us. The next day,
[ get an opportunity to interact with him again; but now I make a
point of applying the three factors of mental discipline to get things
right this time.

A more varied lifestyle is harder to practice with because the situa-
tions we encounter are so different that we may not realize that
it’s the same patterns of reactivity that keep cropping up. A more
repetitive lifestyle, on the other hand, gives you the chance to see
your reactions to a particular condition (or triggering event) over
and over. This kind of environment—where you're dealing with the
same group of people, at the same location, who are doing the same
work—can be very good for developing insight. It can show you the
precise patterns of reactivity that your mind tends to fall into again
and again. Of course, this kind of situation may be too crushing and
consequently unhealthy for some people.

Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood

There are three factors in the Noble Eightfold Path that directly
address the way we live our lives: “right speech” (samma-vaca),
“right action” (samma-kammanta), and “right livelihood” (samma-
ajiva). Right speech refers to speech that is truthful, harmonious,
soothing, and worth taking to heart. Difficulties around speech
come up a lot for most people. For this reason, the capacity to be
mindful of speech, to pause speech, and to see the result of speech
in our hearts is very edifying. As we become aware of the effect
that our speech has on ourselves and on others, we gain a better
understanding of our inner life and once again abandon some of
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the causes of our suffering. It’s extremely important to develop an
awareness of speech, since speech can be very reactive and quite
easily misunderstood.

Let’s imagine that someone says something to me that sounds like
a personal criticism. Instead of waiting to respond, I just blurt out
something hurtful back to them. If I had been more mindful of my
speech, I could have held my reaction in check and made a more
conciliatory type of remark. In effect, I could have made the other
person feel more peaceful, as opposed to exacerbating their anger
towards me, which also compounds my own suffering. That capacity
to pause, to not say the first thing that comes to mind, takes a lot of
mindfulness. Because so much of our lives revolves around the way
we relate to one another through speech, there are ample opportun-
ities for things to go wrong. For this reason, the capacity to know
the intention behind our words is an essential part of our practice.

To better understand your intention, you can ask yourself, “Is
my intention for speaking skillful or unskillful? Is it rooted in
compassion and wisdom, or is it simply the product of habitual
delusion?” To illustrate what I mean by speech that’s motivated by
habitual delusion, let’s say that I had learned as a youngster that
whenever I got angry, people would give me what I wanted. That way
of speaking from anger then becomes a habit I fall into whenever 'm
not getting what I want. Even though these belligerent outbursts
aren’t producing good results for me as an adult, I'm still engaging
in them thinking that they’ll somehow work to my advantage. If I
see a situation (like this one) where I'm continually getting tied up
in wrong speech, I can think, “OK, I know this area is difficult for me.
But I'm going to try to see if [ can be more aware and careful with
my speech here.”
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This intention is one which aspires to freedom rather than self-
judgment. A mind that is very self-averse will tend to come down
heavily on minor mistakes by thinking, “Well, I shouldn’t have
spoken in that way. I should have been more mindful.” Maybe so, but
putting yourself down doesn’t make you more mindful the next time.
Intentions that recognize the problem but avoid self-deprecation
are usually more effective. Consequently, it’s better to think, “OK,
that produced a bad result. I'm going to see if I can cultivate more
awareness the next time I'm in a similar situation. I'm going to try
to breathe more, or pause more, or be more aware of my tendency
to react blindly to things.”

Our insights and good intentions need to be in sync with the way we
act, speak, and live in the world. If we’re not acting on our newfound
understanding of the causes of suffering, then we’re not keeping
faith with the Dhamma. True insight gives rise to right action, right
speech, and right livelihood. This means that we live in a way which
causes the least amount of harm to ourselves and others, while
contributing to the well-being of all sentient beings. Our wholesome
intentions also help to create the sustained mindfulness that we
need in order to relinquish suffering. Simply making the intention
to try to be more aware and more careful in the areas where we lack
mindfulness is very powerful because it reminds us to pay attention
to life as it presents itself to us. In fact, trying to sustain mindfulness
in those areas where we get most caught up in reactivity is one of
the most important aspects of what we call “practice.” Although it’s
challenging, we have to keep at it.

I happen to enjoy trying to solve puzzles that involve string. But the
real puzzle in life pertains to inner freedom. What’s holding me back
from being free of stress, of unease, right now? Why isn’t my heart
open to the way things are? That’s the real puzzle. What greater
thing could we do in this lifetime than solve that puzzle so the heart

31



THE CONTEMPLATIVE'S CRAFT

and mind can be liberated? So we strive to make the Dhamma our

own. Only once it’s our own, can we offer it to others.
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The Brahmaviharas as
Mature Emotions

Based on a talk given at a retreat sponsored by
the Ottawa Buddbhist Society in February 2011.

In Buddhism, mature emotional happiness is defined as the four
brahmaviharas. These benevolent states of mind, which consist of
goodwill (metta), compassion (karuna), empathetic joy (mudita), and
equanimity (upekkhad), are also known as the four “immeasurables”
or “divine abodes.” This almost sounds like a heavenly realm. But
this is heaven experienced in your own heart and mind, rather than
some celestial sphere “out there.” And it’s based on metta, which
is the Pali term denoting the strong wish for the well-being and
happiness of all living beings, including oneself.

Mettd is often taught as a kind of prayer-at-a-distance for someone,
especially if that person is known to be unwell or dying. Phrases
such as “May you be well,” “May you be free from sickness,” or
“May you be serene even in the face of bodily afflictions,” can be
recited with the intention of trying to help someone through their
suffering. This form of metta practice doesn’t click with me, since we
really don’t know whether or not it works to improve that person’s

physical or mental state. It certainly feels good to send kind well-
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wishes to another person; and if that person hears about it, they
may also feel good. However, the Buddhist texts don’t portray the
monks as sitting in circles offering metta in that way.

On a more pragmatic level, the practice of goodwill or friendliness
towards myself and others comes from my own intelligent aspiration
for happiness. Happiness arises when I'm free from suffering. And
just as I want to be free from pain, stress, loneliness, etc., so do you.
Therefore, I make a point of letting go of negative states of mind
that give rise to suffering for myself and sometimes for others, too.
1l-will is one of these difficult mind-states. Ill-will is expressed in
thoughts such as “May you not be happy. May you be miserable and
lonely.” It’s often a very vengeful mindset that can trigger unskillful
behavior, which leads to even more suffering for myself and others.
Because ill-will is not a happy state of mind to be in, it’s in my best
interests to sincerely wish you well. So, in one sense, I benefit from
the cultivation of goodwill towards others because if I'm holding on
to aversion towards you, then I'm clinging to a mental object that is
in itself unpleasant and causes me harm. In another sense, others
reap the benefits of my metta practice, since planting these seeds of
goodwill will naturally bring about a deeper concern for the welfare
of others. Essentially, the wish for the well-being of myself and
others is a natural expression of the open heart.

The feeling of ill-will also prevents me from realizing the Uncondi-
tioned—or that deeper state of inner peace and wisdom in Buddhism
that isn’t dependent on external circumstances. This is because I'm
now preoccupied with the conditioned in the form of you and my
dislike or hatred of you. So it actually works in my favor to wish you
freedom from suffering. In developing this kind regard for another’s
welfare, 'm also opening my heart to experiencing the pleasant,
warm-hearted feeling of connecting with another living being. This
too promotes a sense of happiness in us.
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When I tell people to offer metta to Muammar Gaddafi, the response
I sometimes get is: “I'm not giving him any!” as if goodwill is a
commodity that I have only a limited amount of, That’s a misunder-
standing of metta. The practice of goodwill is wishing that Mr. Gaddafi
would be compassionate, generous, wise, and ethical because that
would be in his best interests; then he would be truly happy. When
I wish that Mr. Gaddafi be happy, I'm not wishing that he continue
to be in power and increase his family’s wealth by exploiting Libyan
oil revenues. In other words, I'm not agreeing with Mr. Gaddafi’s
current political actions—what he’s doing is unconscionable. But if
[ harbor hatred in my own heart for this image of Mr. Gaddafi, then
that hatred becomes a part of my inner system and the way I live
in the world. While this sense of indignation may be justified and
supported by other people, what is it doing to my consciousness?
It’s creating the habitual tendency towards hatred whenever the
mind is contacted by an object of a similar nature. That in itself is a
mode of suffering that preempts my capacity for happiness.

It’s important to remember that metta is not a form of sentimen-
tality in the sense that I need to have cloyingly sweet feelings for
everyone. In fact, it’s not even necessary for me to like the person to
whom I'm directing my well-wishing. The word metta is often trans-
lated as “loving-kindness,” which is a pretty loaded word. When 1
hear the term “loving-kindness” used in relation to a cruel person,
it doesn’t seem to fit. But extending friendly goodwill to this same
person, knowing the beneficial effect this will have on my inner
world, makes a lot of sense to me. It’s also something I think I can
realistically do. In this way, the practice of goodwill has an insightful
quality to it; it’s a form of intelligence rather than sentimentality. So
that’s how I look at metta: goodwill as opposed to ill-will.

Goodwill is the first of the brahmaviharas that is defined as limitless.
We call these four attitudes limitless because they include everyone
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and everything, at all times and in all places. In terms of my metta
practice, if there’s still one aspect of the external world that I refuse
to accept or relate to without animosity, then that’s where I need
to let go. When I harbor ill-will towards another person, it creates
a sense of “me” and a sense of “them.” This very division between
self and other creates suffering, since there is now a tension that has
arisen between the two. In addition, desire and aversion are born
because we crave that which supports our sense of self, while we
reject that which undermines it.

Thus my ability to experience a sense of boundless peace and
contentment is cut short by the person or people to whom I cannot
extend goodwill. The same is true of those difficult parts of my own
consciousness—the Gaddafis of my own mind—that I reject; they
continue to haunt my mind because I haven’t learned to let go of my
aversion to them. So goodwill has a quality of insightful awareness
to it. In the same way, there may be moods of the mind that I don’t
like, but I have to learn to bear with them until they come to an end.
To hate them or say that I shouldn’t have them would demonstrate
a lack of goodwill and a lack of wisdom.

Compassion is the second of the brahmaviharas. Being an extension
of goodwill, it refers to the empathy I have for beings who are not
well-off or who are suffering physically or mentally. For example, if
you're suffering from a particular illness, then not only would I wish
you to be free from that illness, but I would do what is within my
power to help you through it. This is what I would want others to do
for me if I was unwell. So karuna is compassion in action.

Empathetic joy or gladness is the third brahmavihara. This is the
sense of my being genuinely joyful for your success or happiness.
This is quite different from focusing on the idea that “Your success
will soon change,” or “You're happy now, but that will end”
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Although these statements are true, if they’re the expressions of a
cynical mind, then that becomes a kind of “wet-blanket” Buddhism.
Instead, I wish your good fortune to continue. Mudita is a lovely
quality that you can also extend to yourself. You can do this by
making conscious your own skills and wholesome attitudes, your
own good intentions to help others, your own capacities to create
worthwhile things (such as a meal for your family or a set of shelves
for your neighbor), and so on. There are innumerable areas in our
lives that can be the focus for mudita and gratitude.

If you're jealous of or angry at another person’s good fortune, it’s
hard to bring up that feeling of gladness. You can also see how
unhappy you’d be if every time another person experienced joy, you
experienced envy or resentment. That would be a rebirth of suffering
for you again and again. Therefore, it’s in your best interests to free
your mind from those negative mind-states. If you're truly inter-
ested in realizing the Unconditioned, then if you're caught up in any
condition—including resistance to someone else’s happiness—you
have to figure out how to let go of it. So it works in my favor to
rejoice in your happiness. In a broader sense, empathetic joy also
brings more peace and happiness into the world.

The fourth brahmavihara is equanimity. This evenness of mind,
which allows me to have a calm and measured response to situa-
tions, is the balancing factor for the other three divine abodes. For
instance, if my goodwill for another human being isn’t tempered
by equanimity, I might be tempted to overlook or minimize their
unethical conduct in my wish to extend to them a sense of deep
personal acceptance. While it’s important not to have animosity
towards a violent criminal, I can’t let my goodwill for them cloud
my judgments about their moral and social responsibilities in
the world.
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Similarly, if compassion is not balanced by equanimity, then my
caring for others can easily lead to excessive worrying about them
or even burnout in my capacity as caregiver. Equanimity allows me
to see that as much as I wish to help those who are suffering, I also
have to acknowledge my own limitations in terms of what I'm able
to do for them, realistically-speaking. In this vein, while still doing
what we can to help other beings, the Buddha suggests that we also
reflect upon the law of kamma. Simply put, this natural law holds
that intentionally skillful actions will produce positive results, while
intentionally unskillful actions will produce negative results. Hence
the Buddha tells us: “All beings are the owners of their kamma, heirs
to their kamma, born of their kamma, related to their kamma, abide
supported by their kamma; whatever they shall do, whether for
good or for ill, of that they will be the heirs.”

We all have things we have to work through in our lifetime. Parents
certainly see this as they watch their children struggle with their
own life challenges. So it’s important to know that there are some
areas of suffering in the lives of others that you can’t put an end to,
no matter how much you’d like to. The practice of equanimity helps
us to face this fact without getting overly distressed about it. At the
same time, the qualities of goodwill and compassion are what keep
equanimity from degenerating into a cold indifference to other
people’s suffering.

Equanimity also prevents me from getting overwhelmed by appre-
ciative joy. If muditd is not balanced by a steadiness of mind, it can
lead to a giddy restlessness that will eventually exhaust me. And
when I become overly excited, I forget the age-old axiom: “This, too,
shall pass.”

So consider how you can cultivate the brahmaviharas in your own
life. I try to really make conscious what the open heart feels like.
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The Buddhist texts speak of how the practice of goodwill can be
expanded in a limitless fashion by including different categories of
beings. Once you understand the importance of these four sublime
attitudes and how they relate to your inner world as well as to the
world at large, you'll make a point of developing them with great
benefit to yourself and other beings.






Finding the Deep Peace
of the Heart

Based on a talk given at a Day of Mindfulness at Tisarana Monastery
in March 2008.

I once took my mother to visit the eye doctor. In the waiting room
was a middle-aged fellow who kept restlessly clicking away on his
BlackBerry mobile phone. After Mum had seen the doctor, we went
down to the main lobby to wait for our ride. That same man was
also in the lobby. I watched as he phoned someone, left a message,
and then proceeded to wait for the person to call him back. The
next thing you know, he’s phoning another person. I got the sense
of a mind that just craves stimulation, a mind that just needs to do
things. This mind-state is so unpeaceful, so unhappy, and people
who get caught up in it even look unhappy. Everything is just about
doing, doing, doing. Now. Without patience.

Life at the monastery is different. At the monastery, we have the
opportunity to develop the reflective mind. This is a capacity that
all human beings have. Imagine you're going to the symphony. You
get your best outfit on, stand in front of a mirror, make sure your
hair looks OK, double-check that your tie is on straight, and so on.
You're really looking at your appearance. The human reflective
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capacity allows us to do the same with our minds. We can carefully
watch our motivations, our feelings, etc. But this is something we
have to cultivate. When we use this reflective ability, we aren’t just
doing things; we’re observing how we do things. We see what our
inner world is like and how we’re responding and reacting. Without
that reflective capacity, we're simply victims of circumstance,
getting blown around by the winds of fortune. Moreover, we’re
just creatures of habit, blindly following our typical reactions to
different situations. We might be politically free or economically
successful, but we're not truly free.

Practicing the Buddha’s teachings depends upon the ability to
notice life and see how things really are. This may not seem like a big
thing, but very often people who don’t practice Dhamma lack this
reflective capacity. They just indulge in anger, or in a negative mood,
or in wrong speech, and remain unaware of the consequences of that
indulgence. They don’t see that succumbing to anger and wrong
speech leads to suffering. Then they wonder: “Why am I unhappy?”
So we have to train in honing this reflective skill. In honing our
reflective powers, we're not seeking any particular experience.
Instead, we're developing the ability to witness. Witnessing is a skill;
it’s a faculty to be developed in the mind. If we go on long retreats,
we have an excellent opportunity to develop our capacity to witness.
Of course, our reflective capacity is not something that’s limited to
the time spent sitting on a meditation cushion.

In many ways, it’s easier for monks to be reflective because our
lives are so slow and uncomplicated compared to the pace of
urban life. Monks have the opportunity to cultivate reflection in
most of the things we do. We're very fortunate that way. As practi-
tioners—whether we’re monastics or laypeople—it’s both useful and
important to contemplate and reflect on our lives, on our intentions,
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and on our habits. However, we don’t just observe these things and
then do nothing. We use the Buddha’s teachings to see whether our
mind-states are skillful or unskillful. If they’re unskillful, we can try
applying different techniques to make them more skillful. But we
always do it from the perspective of witnessing.

In order to work in this way, it’s necessary to have some knowledge
of the Buddha’s teachings. If we don’t have this as a starting point,
we might notice reactions in the mind coming up, but not have any
idea of how to deal with them. So the teachings give us the pathway
to understanding because they tell us: “Look in this way. Practice
in this way.” The Buddha’s teachings help us to look in the right
place, which is the mind itself. Once we’re looking in the right place,
they help us to ask the right questions about what we see. The right
questions would be: “Why am I suffering with this? Why are my
reactions so strong? Why can’t [ just let go?” Our questions have to
come from the heart. They have to come from our own experience
and not from some abstract intellectual theory. If our questions are
coming from the heart, from the witnessing of experience, then the
answers to these questions can be very beneficial.

The Buddha’s teachings are always pointing to the same kinds of
themes. The basic theme is non-attachment or non-grasping. The
Buddha emphasized non-attachment quite a lot. But we need to hear
about it time and again because of our inclination to forget. This is
why our reflective capacity needs to be honed. If we keep developing
our capacity to observe the intentions behind our actions and the
outcomes of those actions, our ability to practice non-attachment
deepens. When a negative mood arises, we learn to just patiently
watch it. Then we can see the best course of action. We can see how
to apply the Buddha’s teachings.

45



THE CONTEMPLATIVE'S CRAFT

One way to practice non-attachment is to reflect on our tendency
to develop a strong personal identity around the contents of our
experience, which include our psychological make-up, our social
experiences, and so on. In practicing the Buddha’s teachings, we're
trying to break down that sense of a personal identity. We do this
by looking at it in terms of the khandhas—or the five aggregates or
components of the mind-body experience that make up a human
being. The five khandhas are form, feeling, perception, mental
formations, and consciousness. The Buddha states that we should
look at each of these aggregates as impermanent, unsatisfactory,
and not-self. If we look at ourselves in terms of the khandhas,
that’s a big step away from taking things personally. It’s a big step
towards seeing things as natural functions, as natural movements

in consciousness.

Lots of unpleasant things can enter consciousness, such as
disappointment, self-doubt, jealousy, vindictiveness, etc. But there’s
a big difference between being a witness to something unpleasant
and being a person who’s afflicted by something unpleasant. Take
sickness, for example. There’s a big difference between witnessing
sickness and being a sick person. If we just bear witness to the
symptoms of cancer, the flu, an ingrown toenail, or whatever it is,
we suffer less. On the other hand, if we take on the persona of a
sick person and worry about our symptoms and wallow in self-pity
because of our pain, we suffer a lot more. A hypochondriac would be
an extreme example of someone who has built a personal identity
around sickness.

At times, the unpleasant feelings we experience in a sickness can be
made worse by our own attitudes towards them. If our tendency to
worry that things will get much worse for us is making our symptoms
feel worse, then our symptoms are not only the products of sickness,
but the products of delusion as well. These symptoms arise in part
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because we're thinking in terms of self, of “my” sickness. So our
symptoms may be exacerbated by the worrying that self-thinking
can create. Therefore, if we're attached to our sickness, we suffer
more. If we let go of it, we suffer less. How to let go? Well, we can
observe that sickness is just sickness—it is what it is. Symptoms
are as they are. They are painful, they are unpleasant, and so on. If
something needs to be done about them, we go to the doctor. What
we don’t want to do is to create a personality around them, to think
that these symptoms (or this sickness) define us.

The Budd