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W all start out from ignorance. The Buddha himself started out from ignorance.

But we have this ability to learn. And this ability to learn, this willingncss to learn, is what
can take us to awakcning.

The first thing we know when we're born is that there’s suffering, theres pain. The little baby
comes out of the womb and cries. Its hungry and it cries. The body does all kinds of weird
things that the baby doesnt understand and so it cries.

And the poor parents are trying to ﬁgure out whats wrong;: Sometimes its casy cnough to
ﬁgurc out, but sometimes its not.

As the Buddha once said, our reaction to pain, our reaction to suffcring is twofold. First,
there’s bewilderment: “\X/hy is this happcning? What's happening?” And then sccondly, a
scarch: “Is there someone who can hclp me get past this pain?” Bewilderment and search.

The search is what can getus out, but the problcm is that often the search is directed by
bewilderment, too. So sometimes we hit it right and sometimes we hit it wrong. Andits
Cnough to drive you crazy.

I once read about an experiment where thcy put pigeon in boxes. And thcy had a control.
With the control, when ared light goces on, there’s going to be no food. When the green light
comes on, the pigeon pccks at the little button and food will come out. And that pigeon s
contented.

The other pigeon hasared light anda green light, too. But sometimes when the red light is
on the food will come out and sometimes it won't. Sometimes it comes out when the green
light is on and sometimes it doesn't. That pigeon goes crazy.

And you look atall the things that cause us suffering in life and they rcally are bcwildering.
Its Cnough to drive you crazy.

Fortunatcly, we have pcoplc whove been through this before us, and thcy can not only hclp
to relieve some of our suﬁerings but can also Cxplain Why thcy’rc caused so we can begin to
Cxplorc on our own, understand on our own.

This is the pattern of the Buddha’s tcachings. He was Willing to risk Cvcrything in his life on
this one question: Is there a way out of suffcring that’s total, that gives total freedom from
suf{ering?

And he put his life on the line. He went out into the forest, abandoned his family,
abandoned his wealth. Abandoning not only the comforts of home but also the sclf—rcspect
that comes from bcing a rcsponsiblc parent, a rcsponsiblc son. Because this other problcm
burned inside.

And he had to Cxpcrimcnt, he had to try all kinds of different things. Studying with



different teachers. Trying extreme austerities for many years. And none of that worked.

Then he tried somcthing else. How about getting the mindina good state of
concentration? And from that point he was able to find the way out of suffering.

[t was all very paradoxicai. He wanted to get past desire but he couldnt just snuff out desire
by exposing himself to all kinds of pain. He had to use his desire for mental comfortasa path.

You look at the way he cxpcrimcntcd, and youscea lot of the same sort ofthing nowadays,
too. Kids who have been totaliy indulging themselves in all kinds of drugs and intoxicants,
when thcy bcgin to straightcn themselves out, goto the other extreme: starve themselves,
impose all kinds of harsh regimens on themselves. And neither extreme works.

The Buddha found that you have to use a certain kind of desire to go bcyond desire. To get
bcyond the processes of becoming you have to learn how to do the processes of becoming
very skiiifuily. Theresa paradoxicai aspect to the path he found.

Which is one of the reasons Why, after finding the end ofsuffcring, he dcspaired of
tcaching that patb to anybody else. But then he was convinced that there would be at least
some pcople whod understand, so he went ahead and started tcaching.

You notice all the risks that he took. As I said, like us he started out with ignorance, and so
the whole process was a gamblc, one long series of taking risks.

So as we follow him on the path, we have to take some risks too.

His tcacbingd on kamma, his tcacbing on rebirth, his tcacbing on the nature of how our
sense of self is made: Some pcoplc find them immediateiy appcaling, some pcopic find them
off—putting. And the Buddha himself could offer no Cmpiricai proof that these tcacbings were
true.

He said thatif you put them into practice you will ultimatcly prove these tbings for
yourscif. But you have to be willing to take them as Working hypothcscs to bcgin with.

What he offered was a pragmatic proof: thatif you accept the idea that your actions reaily
make a difference in your life, you’il tend to actin ways that are less harmful. Youll take more
rcsponsibiiity for your actions.

If you accept the idea that your lite is shapcd by your pastactions and your present actions,
then theresa way out. It you believe that Cvcrytbing is shapcd by the past, theres no way out at
all. Orif you believe that your actions have no real impact on anything, that closes oft the way
aswell.

Theres no way of proving these things beforechand, so we can't wait to have cvcrytbing
proven to us before we atcempt the patb.

The thing that does push us onto the path is the fact that we suffer. When we've had
Cnough of the suffcring, weve got to find the way out. So we take a chance, we take the risk.
And thisisan important clementin the path all the time. You have to experiment if you want
to know.

It you’rc afraid of making a mistake and you kccp boiding back, holding back, hoiding



back, you never learn.

You look at the Buddha'’s instructions to his son on how to look at his actions and how to
learn from his actions. He starts out by saying, “Try to avoid actingon unskillful intentions.”
How do you know it an intention is skillful ? If there’s obviously any grecd or anger or delusion
in there, you dontactonit. If you expect that it will cause harm, you dontact onit. But many
times you don't sce. Espccially if its delusion, you dontsece it.

Butif you do see anything unskillful in your intentions, dont. If evcrything looks okay, go
ahead. If, while you’rc doing somctliing, you see that actual harm is bcing caused, then you stop.
Butif you dontsee any harm, kccp atit. And then after the action is done you look back, to see
what the loné-tcrm results are. And if it turns out that you made a mistake, you resolve not to
repeat it and you go talk it over with somcbody you respect. It you don' see that you caused
any harm, okay, take joy in the fact that you’rc training, you’rc lcarning. And kccp on trying to
learn.

In other words, the Buddha didnt say, “Don't make mistakes.” He said, Cssentially, “This is
how you do your best to avoid them, and this is how you learn from them when you find that
you do.” Theres an element of risk in every action.

So realize that as you practice. You can' be timid.

Now, this doesn't mean that you’re brazen in making mistakes, simply that you do your
best to avoid them. But when you get into areas where you’rc rcally not sure, as long asyour
intention looks good, go ahead. Then you can learn from it.

Those kinds of mistakes are a lot easier to take than the ones where you knew ahead of
time that it was going to be bad and you went ahead and did it anyhow. Those are the mistakes
you try to hide from yourself: You pretcnd that thcy weren't mistakes or that you didnt know.
And that creates more ignorance and more delusion, which you dontwant.

Even this method of meditation that were following here: It was a result of somcbody’s
experimenting, Ajaan Lee walked into the forest one summer for the rains retreat. He walked
three days into a little hillribe Villagc way up in the mountains.

Soon after he arrived there, he had a heart attack. No doctor, no medicine. And he knew
he was going to have to walk back out at the end of the three months.

So he started using the breath to heal himself. He didn't give up. He tried different
methods, tried different ways of Working with the breath energy, and he found what worked.
At the end of the three months, he was able to walk back out. He came back, wrote down the
method. And as you read his Dhamma talks for the remainder of his life—he lived for another
Cight Or nine years—you sce that he was Continually experimenting with different ways of
working with the breath energy, different ways of conceiving the breath, trying different things
out.

Thats the attitude you have to ClCVClOp as a meditator: chp trying things out.
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that gave them awakcning, theres no guarantee that your path is going to follow theirs.

There are some gencrai maps that are out there. And thcy’rc useful. But you have to learn
how to use the maps. And not anticipate too much. Use the maps after you’vc had some
experience mcditating and you look at the different results you’vc been getting, and you bcgin
to sec a pattern.

So you write the pattern down on a mental post-it note and kcep that in mind as you
meditate further. Then, after a while, as you get to know the territory a little bit better, you find
that it's not quite what it looked like on the map. So you take down the post-it note, put up
another one with a siightly different map.

The point where you rcaily know is when you finaily come across the deathless, somcthing
that has no conditioning of space and time. Even then, though, you put thatona post-it note,
too—just to check, just to be sure.

In other words, you’re always experimenting, aiways taking risks. But this is how you learn.
And it makes the practice an adventure. Youre icarning somcthing new. Youre not just
regurgitating what somcbody else said or forcing the mind into a mold. It's not the case that
you can simpiy program yourscif or clone awakcning.

What the Buddha does is that he gives you some pointers. He said there’s somcthing rcaily
valuable here in this field. This is how you go about looking for itand when you find
somcthing, this is how you testit.

Say that he says that there’s goid in the field. He gives you instructions on how to look for
the goid and instructions on how to test whatever shiny things you find in the field to make
sure thcy reaily are goid and not somcthing clse. Then he sets you loose in the field.

So there are bound to be mistakes on the path, but you can always learn from them. As you
learn how to monitor your actions and make adjustmcnts, you gain more and more
confidence in what you’rc doing: that you can handle any situation that comes up in the course
of the scarch.

And the point when you rcaliy know is when you ﬁnaliy do getto that point where theres
no more suficring, there’s no more stress in the mind.

There will still be pains in the body, but the mind itself has no pain, no suffcring. Theres
nothing that Wcighs on the mind at all. There’s nothing inconstant, nothing stressful.

Thats the point of real knowicdgc. Up to that point you’rc still groping,

Your first taste of awakcning confirms to you that, Yes, the Buddha did rcaily know what he
was taiking about. But the point of tull knowlcdgc is when there’s no more suficring lefracall.

Thats why the Buddha said even to the stream-enterers who were presentat his passing
away: “Don't be complaccnt. Be heedtul” There's more to learn, there’s still some risk in the
practice. As long as you’rc comfortable and confident in the fact that you can learn, and there’s

no reason to be timid. And every reason to kcep on cxpioring.



