A Pleasure Without Stories
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Everything we do is for the sake of pleasure, physical or mental. So when we're meditating,
we're doing it for pleasure, too. And it’s good to think about what kind of pleasure we're
working toward and why this is a worthwhile activity—why the Buddha says the pursuit of this
pleasure, or the use of this pleasure, is part ofanoble path, whereas alot of other pleasures in
the world are anything but noble.

We work with the breath, trying to find a comfortable breath, and then we learn how to
use that sense of comfort, that sense of case, and spread itaround the body. We're working
with pleasure here that's both mental and physical. The breath feels good when you allow it to
finda good rhythm and when you allow it to spread around. And there’s a mental pleasure that
comes as well. The mind has a good place to stay. It feels at ease. It can rest. It can put downa
lot of its guard, alotofits tendency to be ready to jump offat any moment—because that’s
whatit’s learned from the pleasures of the world: You stay with them a little bit, and then
you’ve got to jump oft. But here you can relax into the pleasure. It's more reliable. That's one of
the reasons why it's better.

At the same time, there’s a lot less karma involved with it. Most of the pleasures of the
world involve getting something from somebody clse, cither through honest or dishonest
means. Were feeding off of that person, or those people, or that situation outside. There’s
karma there, and there’s a kind of weakness there as well. You need to have things a certain way
outside and if they’re not that way, the mind gets really upsct.

Whereas if you have this source of well-being inside, you’re alot more resilient. You can
putup with whatever the situation is out there. It’s like having your own private source of
wealth. The cconomy may be going pretty badly, but you’ve gotyour internal source. As the
Buddha said, if you have this source of inner pleasure, itcan help wean you oft of your need for
sensual pleasures. It can wean you away from your clinging to sensuality.

The word “sensuality” here doesn't mean just sensual pleasures. It’s actually more the
mind’s habit to make plans, make stories, around sensual pleasures. You plan for what you’re
going to cat. You plan for this relationship. You plan for this place to live. You plan for this
house, this car, whatever, the things outside, the pleasures outside. And there’s alot of story-
making around that. We're stuck on the stories, and the stories are intoxicating because we
lose sight of the fact of what is the actual gratification there in that sensual pleasure, that nice
touch, that nice sight, that nice sound. We tend to dress these things up in our minds to look a
lot more gratifying than they really are.

And so there’salot of subterfuge going on. There’s alot of makeup puton things. But

then, of course, those things are going to change. Then we cither go running after other things,



or else start getting really disappointcd. Some things are reaily hard to replacc. Certain
rclationships are very hard to repiacc. And what that means is the stories in which we used to
find dclight Nnow turn on us.

One of the good things about the picasurc of inhabiting the body—what the Buddha calls
the plcasurc of form, i.c. how you feel the body from within, what we now call proprioception,
your sense of the body asyou feel it from inside—is thatit's a plcasurc that doesn’t have many
stories at all. How many storics can you make about the breath? Maybc a few stories about
particuiar times when you used the breath energy and saw immediate benefits, as when you had
an injury or an illness, but the stories are a very different kind ofstory. Thcy’rc alotless sticky
than the stories that go with sensual picasurcs. Thcy’rc alotless intoxicating, At the same time,
the plcasurc of the breath is not so much the plcasurc in the stories, it’s in the actual immediate
experience of the breath right here.

So you can use¢ this as part of your experience to take those other stories apart, the ones
that either alrcady have turned on you or have the potcntiai to turn on you. You want to be
able to get yoursclfout of them. Lcarning how to find a sense of plcasurc with the breath really
heips in this rcgard because you bcgin to see more clcarly what's the plcasurc in that story
tciling —all the plans that you make for future pleasurcs, all the stories you tell yoursclf about
past pieasurcs. Where is the satisfaction? Where is the gratiﬁcation? If that kind of plcasurc
and gratification is the oniy thing you have in life, you’rc not going to be wiiiing to look at it too
carcfuliy. You won't want to touch it. But if you can step out—and the breath is one of the ways
of stepping out of those things, because it gives you an alternative source for plcasure—thcn
you bcgin to see what the sensual plcasurc was; what the gratiﬁcation was. And you can also
begin to see thatit’s not worth it.

So when we're mcditating, we're very much looking for plcasurc. It's part of the path. You
look at the Buddha’s dcscriptions of right concentration: There’s plcasurc in rapture. There’s
plcasurc in mental cquanimity, physical picasure. All the way up through the third jhana,
there’s gotto be plcasurc of some kind because the mind needs that. As the Buddha said, you
can't tear yoursclf away from your attachment to scnsuality unless you’vc got this sort of
plcasurc. Andic’s paccattam, as the Buddha said: I¢’s somcthing that's totaliy inward. I¢’s part
of your experience that you can't share with anyonc clse. How you teel your breath, nobody
else can know. How much you suffer over your stories, you can tell other pcopic, but they
don'’t actualiy feel it dircctly. And the relief you feel when you’vc been able to puil yoursclfout
is somcthing you know, butit's nota story you can really tell to anybody.

Sowe're looking fora picasurc with fewer and fewer stories—a picasurc, ultimatciy, with no
stories at all.

Sometimes you find that the plcasurc of concentration doesn’t give you enough
grounding to puli yourseif away from your storytciiing mind. This is when it’s good to think
about the night of the Buddha's awakening. His first knowlcdgc consisted of lots of stories—



stories of past lives. And one of the hig features of cach life was his experience of plcasurc and
pain, what he got to cat and then how he died—story after story, lite after life. That was it, over
and over again.

He was able to puil himself out of that by looking at the large picture.

We had that chant just now, “I'm owner of my actions, heir to my actions, and then we
have the chant, “All living bcings are the owners of their actions.” The purpose of the first chant
is to give rise to a sense of confidence. You think about aging, illness, and death, and what have
you gotin the face of all that? You've gotyour actions. That's your way out. But when you
think about all living hcings are the owners of their actions, that reflection is paircd with
cquanimity, because it puts your stories in a largcr context.

You hcgin to see that the stories of your suHcring and the stories of your happiness are not
all that unusual, not all that out of the ordinary. Andit’s chastcning. You start putting things
into perspective, seeing things from the point of view of karma. A rclationship ends. Okay, you
had some karma that was Cnahling you to stay togcther for a certain amount of time and then it
stops. Rclationships don’twork out. Okay, the karma to stay togcthcr was not there. We're
talking both about past and present karma. Thinking this way hclps to dcpcrsonalizc the pain—
and there are so many ways that, when you dcpcrsonalizc pain, you’ve taken alot of the barb
out of it.

It's the same with nasty words. Peoplc spcak in ways that are insolent. Thcy spcak in ways
that are disrcspcctfui. Thcy spcak in ways that are irritating, You just have to tell yourself,
“That’s the way human spccch is. It's not all that out of the ordinary.” The Buddha even has you
say, “an unpicasant sound has made contact at the car” and let it stop there. We don't usually
think in those terms. We usually think in terms of “the story.” “Why is that person saying that?
Why do they think this? Why do thcy...” and it goes on and on and on. Butifit’s just “an
unpicasant sound has made contact at the car,” it’s very impersonal and it gets the “you” and the
“thcy” out of it.

That's the problcms with all the stories that have to do with sensual plcasure. There’salot
of “you” and “them” in there. You did this and then that person did that. And then you did this
in response and then thcy did this for you or to you. Whereas if you’rc right here with the
breath, the sense of “you” changcs. You're just the observer and the breather, that's all. The
“you” in this case doesn’t totally go away, butit has alotless of the sticky stuff that gets
Cntangled in stories, all the spider webs that tie Cvcrything togethcr in stories around scnsuality
and the picasures you get and the disappointmcnts that come when you lose those plcasurcs;
and the desire to have some more.

Ajaan F uang once said, “Think about the sensual plcasurcs that you want most in this
lifetime. It's a sign that you’VC had them before and you miss them. So just thinking about that
for a little bit should be Cnough to getyou disenchanted with them.” Most of us don’t think
this all the way through. We think, “Well, mayhc it change it a little bit this way, the next time



it may last ionger.” Or what we feel right now is the hunger for the lack and think, “Well, if we
get that lack made up, okay, then we'll be happy.” Butitdoesn’t stay and it’s not as satisfactory
as we tend to dress it up to be.

Remember, we're drunk on the stories. We're intoxicated hy the stories. So we've gotto
ﬁgure out some way to sober up and pull ourselves out. We can do this either through taking
the iargcr view in terms of karma or through taking the immediate view in terms of the
alternative source of wcil-hcing inside that you can tap on, if you’rc Wiliing todoit. It’s right
there.

It's a matter of dcveioping the skill. It takes a while to get the hang of it. Butit's a skill
worth dcvcioping. It requires that you invest your activity, your intciligencc, your ingenuity in
getting the mind quict with the breath. Just sitting here ohscrving things coming and going,
coming and going, arising and passing away: That's going to doit. It's not going to doit
because you watch things arise and pass away, and then part of the mind says, “Okay, where’s
tonight’s snack?” It you pretend that that voice isn’t there, then you’vc got lots of hidden parts
of your mind. We have to be open about the fact that we're here for a sense of gratifying
plcasurc, but we want to use more discernment in how we look for our plcasurc, our happincss,
our sense of weli—hcing.

The Buddha, after all those of years of self torment, after realizing that self torment was not
the way—hc had been running away from plcasurc of all kinds— asked himself, “Is there
another way?” And he thought of a time when he was young and his mind became
concentrated, almost spontaneously. He had gotten into a dccp ahsorption, with a sense of
picasurc and rapeure. So he asked himself, “Could that be the way?” And somcthing inside him
said, “Yes.” He hadn’t tested it ye, but that inclination, that idea, the germ of the idea, was
plantcd. But then there was the question, “\X/hy am [ afraid of that plcasurc?” He realized there
was nothing hlamcworthy about the picasurc of concentration: In other words, it didn’t create
any bad karma with anyone else and it didn’t create any intoxication in his mind.

So look at the stories that have you intoxicated: The plcasure you get there is nota
blameless pleasure. Look for picasure that has fewer stories until you reach the point where you
find the plcasurc you can’t reaily tell to anybody else. You can’t even describe it to yoursclf.
You can’t share it with anyone else because it’s totaily paccattam, as the Buddha said. Or as
Ajaan Lee once said, it’s good that nohody else can know about it, because things that other
peoplc know about aren’t safe.

But this doesn’t mean that other pcoplc don’t benefit. You're now coming froma position
where you don’t have to feed off them anymore. That means that you can hcip themin ways
that are appropriate to their needs. Thcy may not appreciate your sense of what their needs are,
but once you sce what their needs are, you providc for that. And because you’rc more free, you

havc a WidCI‘ rangc O{:WQ.YS ofhelping pCOPlC than y0U_ had bCfOI‘C.



So even though you can’ttell anybody about the wcll—bcing you’vc found as the fruit of the
path, still it’s not a selfish activity. The Buddha said ic's noble, both in its impact onyour mind

and in its impact on others.



