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Preface

Mindfulness is where the Buddha's teachings meet the road of 
practice. Practice is something we do in the present moment. The 
word sati, which we translate as mindfulness, actually means 
memory or recollection in the earliest Buddhist texts. In right 
mindfulness what is recollected is the Dharma. Mindfulness is 
therefore keeping the Dharma in mind or bringing the Dharma to 
mind moment by moment. In particular, we are mindful of 
whatever teachings are relevant to the given situation as we 
navigate our lives of practice. This is how we apply ethical 
standards, refuge, the psychological or wisdom teachings as a 
practical matter in our actual lives. Mindfulness is what brings 
Dharma into our practice, and is therefore foundational to living a 
Buddhist life.

I'm not going to give the reader a lot of foreign word except for 
some, primarily from Sanskrit, that have already familiar in the 
English language, such as Dharma, karma and samsara, though I 
will have to clarify the meaning of these. This book is intended as 
a readable introduction to Buddhism. It is also oriented toward 
how we put the teachings to practice and keep the Dharma in 
mind potentially throughout the day, and how we, all the while, 
remain inspired and dedicated. This book is an account that sticks 
as close as we can come to the Buddha, who – this is not always 
appreciated –  was an eminently practical man. This book is 
based almost exclusively on earliest Buddhist sources, the Early 
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Buddhist Texts (EBT),1 which are the historical basis for all of 
the diverse later schools of Buddhism.

Going back to earliest sources will carry with it some surprises 
for readers who already have some background in modern 
Buddhism. To begin with, the definition of mindfulness presented 
above may not sound familiar. This book will take ethics or virtue 
as far more foundational than you might anticipate if you have 
simply practiced vipassana meditation or Zen. It advances a much 
more holistic view of Buddhist practice with many interrelated 
aspects, which working together give Buddhist practice its 
enormous strength, but the omission of almost any of which 
would seriously degrade the results one can expect from Buddhist 
practice. In particular, it privileges meditation not as the  core 
practice, but as an advanced cutting-edge practice that can only 
fully succeed if preliminary practices are first mastered. This is 
all according to the Buddha. 

Just as a novel might follow a single protagonist through a time 
of historical change, I have deliberately chosen mindfulness as 
that character to track among the many facets of Dharma. It is a 
character that, much like Forest Gump, seems, conveniently, to 
touch everything else in  the Dharma, and, in fact, gives 
Buddhism most of its characteristic feel, its “upright” quality. In 
this way mindfulness we can gain a comprehensive, albeit very 
brief, overview of Dharma.

Moreover, making mindfulness the protagonist gives me an 
opportunity to contrast the richness of the Dharma with the rather 
stripped down scope of mindfulness as it has been understood not 
only in much of Western Buddhism, but also in psychotherapy 
and pedagogy. This book thereby belongs to the many recent 
critiques of the momentous modern mindfulness (or some say 
McMindfulness) movement,2 but its critique is achieved simply 
by reviewing what the Buddha had to say about the matter. The 
contrast will give many points of comparison to highlight what 
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factors tend to get left out or reinterpreted in the modern 
understanding of Buddhism.

My intention is to make this book accessible to the beginning 
student and the casual reader. This five-chapter book is in large 
part abstracted from my longer and more technical twelve-
chapter introduction to Buddhism, Buddhist Life/Buddhist Path, 
which may consequently serve as a sequel to the present book for 
those seeking more detailed discussion. The present book does, 
however, have some additional material, particularly in its fifth 
chapter, “Living in the midst.” I also provide extensive endnotes 
here, separated from, and not necessary for comprehending,  the 
main body of the text, for more detailed discussion and for 
references to other material.

Bhikkhu Cintita
Chisago City, Minnesota

September, 2019



10 Mindfulness in early Buddhism



Living in mindfulness

Buddhism begins with the problematic human condition, which 
it calls suffering.3 Our suffering is in not finding life to be what 
we want it to be. Why do we have to die? Why do we have to get 
sick? Why do we have to get old and feeble? Why me? Why do 
we have to endure pain, both physical and emotional? Why do we 
have to lose, one by one, everything and everybody is dear to us? 
Why is satisfaction so illusive even when we achieve our goals? 
Why does life seem like a long series of broken promises? Why 
do we end up causing so much harm to others around us? Why do 
we find it so difficult to ease the suffering of others?  In short, 
why is everything such a problem?

Religion in general, it seems to me, tries to come to terms with 
suffering and the problematic nature of the human condition. 
However, Buddhism has a rather unique take on what is going on: 
It is we who entangle and entrap ourselves through our own 
unskillful behavior and misperceptions, and therefore it is we 
who can darn well do something ourselves to disentangle and 
liberate ourselves from this mess through more skillful behavior 
and through proper understanding. Let me introduce a couple of 
technical terms used to describe all this:

Samsara is this entanglement that entraps us. The Buddha 
viewed samsara as enduring life after life until we do 
something about it.
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We will see in chapter three the benefits of framing our 
entrapment such that death does not give us an easy way out of 
samsara. Briefly this makes of our task an epic battle against 
beginningless eons of conditioning and entanglement, whose 
victory leads to a permanent resolution. Even the “Rebirth, 
humbug and twaddle!” kind of gal or guy will find some level of 
truth in the epic perspective on this endeavor.

Liberation, awakening (aka enlightenment) or nirvana is 
the release from our entanglement, which, though difficult, 
is very much in the range of human capability.

Through virtue, understanding and strength of character we can 
learn, step by step, to think, to behave and to see things 
otherwise. This is what the Buddha discovered. There is a skill to 
life that is mastered in awakening. Awakening is the perfection of 
character in terms of virtue, wisdom and serenity. Nonetheless, 
even if we do not reach this perfection, our skill in life improves 
steadily with practice and life becomes less and less of a problem 
through progressive stages.

The skill of life

We develop a kind of skill as we learn to ride a bike, throw 
pottery, take care of a toddler, birdwatch, play poker, cook French 
cuisine or fashion an arrowhead. In learning a skill we develop 
behavioral qualities, mental qualities and knowledge to try to pro-
duce better results of some kind, and we recognize there is right 
way to reach these results, and a wrong way that fails to to reach 
these results (or maybe a couple of right ways and an array of 
wrong ways). Without proper training in the right and wrong 
ways of doing things we might still be able to cook a meal, but 
not an appetizing one, we might be able to produce a teapot out 
of clay, but neither a beautiful nor a functional one, we might be 
able to accomplish life’s tasks, and to experience what life offers, 
but not with fulfillment and joy, nor without causing great harm 
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to others. 

What we do in Buddhism is the same as what the potter does, ex-
cept we are shaping our characters and our lives, rather than clay. 
To do this, we need to distinguish the right way from the wrong. 
But unlike other practices, Buddhism deals with the ultimate 
concerns, and might be considered the skill of life itself.4 Like 
these other skills, Buddhism is not a belief system, though, like 
these other skills, it involves learning. It is rather the gradual path 
to the mastery of a kind of skill, which is something we do, and 
train ourselves to do better. It has to do with living this life in a 
certain way, according to certain principles, with certain attitudes, 
to participate in certain kinds of activities, and to learn to think 
skillfully. It is a practice, and not only a practice, but also a skill 
that brings certain benefits as we get better at it. 

There is a small technical vocabulary used throughout the 
Buddhist world that captures the basic components of Buddhist 
practice, but could just as well apply to almost any other kind of 
practice:

Karma is intentional action, actions that involve choices or 
decisions. Karma applies not just to bodily actions or 
speech, but also, very importantly, to mental actions such as 
thoughts, perceptions, conceptualizations and plans, for we 
also make choices in realizing these. 

This might not be what the reader was expecting karma to mean. 
Anything we do intentionally is karma. Since practice is 
something we do intentionally, our practice is karma. Meditation 
and reading Dharma books are thus within the scope of karma. 
But so is picking someone's pocket or giving a sandwich to a 
hungry hobo. Generally, I will use the word action 
interchangeable with karma, unless otherwise indicated.

It is important to note that we are often unaware, or barely aware, 
of our karmic choices even as we make them. We often describe 
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ourselves as being on “autopilot” even while we make a complex 
series of decisions, for instance while we drive to work, often 
with no later recollection of having done so.

Deliberation or heedfulness is the quality of being fully aware 
of a choice and of potential alternatives as we make it.

Heedlessness is the quality of being unaware or barely aware 
of a choice and of potential alternatives as we make it.5

These are important concepts in Buddhism. The important point 
is that an action can be intentional, and therefore karma, even 
when it is heedless. Legally, a mishap that arises without 
intention, and therefore not karma, would be excusable: “But, 
officer, a goose landed right on my hood, thereby obscuring my 
vision. That is why I failed to heed the stop sign.” However, a 
heedless intentional action, and therefore karma, would not stand 
up in court. “But, Your Honor, I was enjoying the song on the 
radio. That is why I failed to heed the stop sign.”

Skillful or wholesome6 action or karma is karma that 
supports our development of beneficial qualities and moves 
us toward awakening. It is good practice. It is generally 
identified through the quality of the intention behind the 
action, like kindness or renunciation. 

An example of a wholesome action is giving a sandwich to a 
hungry hobo or meditating on kindness.

Unskillful or unwholesome7 action or karma is karma that 
undermines our development of beneficial qualities and 
moves us away from awakening. It is bad practice. It is 
generally identified through a quality of the intention 
behind the action like greed or hatred. 

An example of an unskillful action is picking someone's pocket 
or plotting revenge. Broadly speaking, what is unskillful is 
motivated by greed, hatred or delusion. More about this later.
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Doctrine, teachings or Dharma serves solely as guide to 
skillful practice, much as a cook book serves successful 
cooking. It sets the parameters of skillful practice.

As we engage in practice, we repeatedly make choices as to what 
actions we perform in evolving circumstances. Our practice is 
successful to the extent that we choose and perform skillful 
actions and avoid unskillful actions. The Dharma is a guide to 
skillful actions. There are two aspects of such decisions that are 
clearly distinguished: mindfulness and effort.

Mindfulness is recollection, or bringing something to mind, or 
keeping something in mind.8 

With respect to the Dharma, reciting the three refuges 
recollecting the qualities of the Buddha and remembering that 
craving is the origin of suffering are all mindfulness.9  More 
typically, we bring a teaching to mind that the current situation 
calls for, for instance, as we are about to make an ethical choice. 
This aspect of practice is described in the following simile:

Just as the gatekeeper in the king's frontier fortress is 
wise, competent, and intelligent, one who keeps out 
strangers and admits acquaintances, for protecting its 
inhabitants and for warding off outsiders, so too a noble 
disciple is mindful, possessing supreme mindfulness and 
discrimination, one who remembers and recollects what 
was done and said long ago. With mindfulness as his gate-
keeper, the noble disciple abandons the unwholesome and 
develops the wholesome, abandons what is blameworthy 
and develops what is blameless, and maintains himself in 
purity.10

Notice that this passage mindfulness in terms of remembering 
“what was done and said long ago,” but it also pairs recollection 
with discrimination of the current situation: the present situation 
is discriminated on the basis of the recollection of what is or is 
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not wholesome, blameless, etc. In this way, mindfulness serves to 
help monitor the current situation. I will refer to mindfulness as 
“situated” when it is used to assess some aspect of the present 
situation. Mindfulness is generally situated in Buddhism, simply 
because Buddhism is fundamentally about skill in practice. If the 
Dharma is a cookbook, the mindfulness must at any point be 
turned to the right page, that is, one need be mindful only of what 
is relevant to the current circumstances. 

For example, mindfulness might act as the gatekeeper when the 
impulse arises – “Yikes! A cockroach!” [WHAP] – to assault a 
living being, such that the first of the five precepts is called to 
mind to provide guidance in the current situation: WHAP is 
unskillful. We will see that, as we develop in our skill, much of 
what we are mindful of may be refinements of Dharma that we 
have, in fact, discovered from experience on our own account.

Effort is endeavoring to achieve or develop what is skillful and 
to avoiding or get rid of what is not skillful, according to 
what one brings to mind through mindfulness. 

When controlled by mindfulness, the decisions of effort are not 
only intentional, they are deliberate, that is, one is fully aware of 
one's choices, since their basis is firmly in mind. For instance, if 
the angry impulse arises to thrash someone severely with one's 
umbrella, mindfulness arises with the recognition that this would 
violate the first precept, as it would constitute an unwholesome 
assault on a living being. Effort arises accordingly to resist the 
impulse, perhaps by replacing the anger with a kind thought, or 
simply by loosening one's grip from the umbrella until a cooler 
head manifests. 

We can think of mindfulness as like a thermostat and effort like 
the electric heater that the thermostat controls. Mindfulness 
monitors the room temperature to notice when the temperature 
drops below or above a certain threshold. Right effort kicks in 
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under the direction of mindfulness, either to heat, or to allow it to 
stop heating. The threshold that mindfulness keeps in mind in this 
analogy is Dharma. Likewise, mindfulness monitors the miso 
soup on the stove and brings to mind the wisdom that miso soup 
should not be allowed to come to a boil. Right effort turns off the 
stove at the critical moment identified by mindfulness, and lifts 
the lid off the pot.

The greatest enemy of mindfulness is distraction. We fail to be 
mindful of the temperature of the miso soup if we are talking on 
the phone, listening to a favorite tune or daydreaming. 
Distractedness degrades mindfulness and thereby makes us 
heedless. A prior application of effort is generally required to 
remove distractions.

Notice that we might fulfill mindfulness but fail to fulfill effort. 
We can be mindful of the Dharma even while failing to make the 
effort to behave consistently with the Dharma, for instance by 
drinking wine gleefully with friends in full awareness that we are 
violating a precept concerning alcohol. Mindfulness and effort 
are quite distinct factors of mind with quite distinct functions. 
But with mindfulness one's subsequent choice is, in either case, 
deliberate. In practice, steadfast mindfulness tends to wear away 
persistent resistance to a particular kind of effort. In this sense, 
we live in the Dharma even while falling short of its demands.

Fruits of practice

Why do we practice Buddhism, or anything else for that matter? 
We might say that extra-Buddhist practices alternately produce 
four kinds of results:

1. They might produce no benefit. We call them “bad 
habits,” for they actually bring harm, like smoking, like 
drinking oneself under the table or like telling boring 
stories. That people engage in these activities anyway 
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speaks to the depth of human confusion. 

2. They might provide some benefit to the practitioner, but 
not to other beings, like hunting, or like picking 
someone's pocket. 

3. They might provide some benefit to others, but little to us, 
like breaking rocks in a chain gang, or working overtime 
under duress so our boss can go golfing over the 
weekend. 

4. Finally, their benefit to others might be indistinguishable 
from the benefit to us. Feeding birds or pets or taking care 
of our own children fit into this win-win category. Many 
amateur chefs, likewise, experience personal satisfaction 
from their skill in the bright faces, delighted smiles, 
smacking of lips and positive comments of the satiated. 

Buddhist practice fits squarely into this last win-win category, for 
what is skillful is of benefit to oneself and to others as well, and 
what is unskillful is of harm to oneself and to others as well. 
Buddhist practice is most fundamentally about ethics, and 
therefore about being harmless and of service to others in the 
world. Moreover, a fundamental principle of Buddhism is that 
benefit to ourselves and to others are intimately linked, and, when 
developed together, produce the kind of character that is 
outwardly kind and compassionate, ultimately saintly, and 
inwardly has an abiding sense of strength and joy alongside 
wisdom and compassion. Ultimately Buddhist practice can lead 
to the perfection of the human character, what we call awakening. 

The result or fruit of an action is the benefit or detriment to 
ourselves that plays out as a consequence of that action.

The correlation between the skillfulness or unskillfulness to 
others as a consequence of the action and the benefit or detriment 
in the fruit of the action was expressed by the Buddha as follows:
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I am the owner of my actions, heir to my actions, born of 
my actions, related through my actions, and have my 
actions as my arbitrator. Whatever I do, for good or for 
evil, to that will I fall heir.11

Notice that this makes clear that our development toward the 
perfection of character is a product of our actions, all of our 
actions, of body, speech and mind. In what sense are we heir? We 
gain some understanding of this through the idea of old karma:

Old karma is the cumulative potential results or fruits that 
remain with us from past actions.

I find it helpful to think of (new) karma as shaping a landscape 
by driving an ox cart hither and thither (thereby mentally 
situating the landscape in the Buddha's ancient world). The 
karmic wheels create ruts depending on our choices, and these 
remnants are old karma. Even while we make choices, the wheels 
are disposed to falling into old karmic ruts, particularly into the 
deepest ruts. When the wheels follow established ruts, those ruts 
become ever deeper.   Unfortunately, these ruts are often the 
products of an unskillful fruitless search for personal advantage, 
likely to perpetuate itself into the future until we do something 
about it. If we let the ox decide which way to go, we are on 
automatic pilot, led by old karma. However, we can at any time, 
with deliberation, steer toward open ground, to begin a new rut, 
or to choose the rut least traveled on. Old karma tends to keep us 
locked in ruts that become ever more difficult to free ourselves 
from. It is through our actions that we make and remake our 
karmic landscape, that we make and remake our character. 
Buddhism endeavors to liberate us from our ruts.

All of our actions help shape our karmic landscape.. Our path of 
development does not differentiate what we are doing at work or 
in bed from what we are doing at the local Buddhist center. We 
are producing karma all the time, not just during the 10% of the 
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time that we are “practicing Buddhism.” In fact, the 90% of the 
time we are doing something other than “practicing Buddhism” is 
bound to dominate our progress. This is why it is important to 
develop mindfulness as a persistent quality of mind. This is why 
it is important to learn to live in mindfulness throughout the day.

Suppose we are knitting a sweater. We have maybe an hour every 
evening to work on it, so it takes a number of weeks to complete. 
Normally we might put it aside when we have other things to do 
and we pick it up again when we return and resume where we left 
off. In this way we make steady progress and never backslide. We 
might think our spiritual practice is like this. But suppose that we 
are never allowed to put the sweater aside, but have to wear it, or 
that part of it that completed, throughout the day: while washing 
dishes, while making a presentation at a board meeting, while 
changing a flat tire, or while playing with a pride of kittens. Our 
practice is actually like this. It is easily soiled or unraveled by 
what we do during the rest of our day. We don't get to put the 
sweater aside. This is why persistent mindfulness is important.

The scope of Buddhist practice

The four noble truths start with suffering, which is where this 
chapter started. The four are the truth of suffering, the truth of the 
cause of suffering, the truth of the cessation of suffering and the 
truth of the way to the cessation of suffering. Although “truth” 
suggests propositions we are invited to accept, the Buddha in fact 
turns these immediately into practices:

For the truth of suffering, our task is to understand our 
suffering.

Understanding, or insight, is in fact the main engine of skill 
acquisition for Buddhists.
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For the truth of the cause of suffering, whose cause we are 
told is craving, our task is to abolish its cause.

Recognizing causal relations is how we disentangle the human 
condition, attributing the difficulty of one snarl to another knot 
hopefully easier to unravel. Part of understanding suffering is to 
understand the conditions under which it arises.

For the truth of the cessation of suffering, our task is to 
realize that cessation.

This is one way of stating the ultimate point of Buddhist practice.

For the truth of the way to the cessation of suffering, which 
we are told is the noble eightfold path, our task is to 
develop (that is, practice and master) that path.

The framework of the four noble truths and the noble eightfold 
path illustrates how the doctrine or Dharma is a scaffold for 
practice, how each teaching is a pointer to a specific aspect of 
practice. At first sight the noble eightfold path seems quite 
incidental to the craving and the suffering to which it leads, but in 
chapter four we will hopefully come to appreciate its relevance. 
The practices of the noble eightfold path are:

Right understanding is a correct understanding of the Dharma, 
acquired through reading/listening, study, reflection and 
deep examination. Right understanding is how we 
understand the cook book of practice in its progressive 
degrees of internalization. 

Since the book before you is intended to get you started in right 
understanding, you are, with a modicum of heedfulness, already 
practicing right understanding.  Although based in Dharma, right 
understanding is not the Dharma itself, but our evolving living 
understanding of the Dharma. It is, properly speaking, right 
understanding and not Dharma that mindfulness keeps in mind, 
for rarely is anyone in complete possession of the Dharma, 
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though for simplicity I will continue to speak of mindfulness of 
Dharma. There is a skill to right understanding just as there is a 
skill to study, research and reflection.

Right intention is the adherence to a set of the key Buddhist 
values that we maintain in our actions, namely: 
renunciation, kindness and harmlessness. Whereas right 
understanding provides the map, right intention provides 
the compass to ensure we stay on course in our practice. 

We've all gotten lost, either without a map or unable to locate 
ourselves on our map, but knowing that if we keep heading 
“west,” say, we will get closer to our destination. Failing to bring 
more specific Dharma to mind, if we are mindful of these three 
skillful qualities in our choices, we know we will make progress.

Right speech is to practice so that our speech becomes 
beneficial, harmless, and conducive to the purity of mind 
that we seek to develop on the path. 

We often fail to properly acknowledge the power of wrong 
speech to cause harm, for instance, when we say, “Actions speak 
louder than words.” But the Buddha highlights right speech 
because a misspoken word or two can cause great harm.

Right action is to practice so that our physical actions become 
beneficial, harmless and conducive to the purity of mind 
that we seek to develop on the path.

Here action refers specifically to bodily karma, like turning on 
the radio or shooting a moose, in contrast to verbal or mental 
action.

Right livelihood is to choose one's career path carefully so that 
we do not obligate ourselves to conditions that require 
wrong speech or wrong action, and that undermine the vari-
ous other aspects of practice. 

The choice of livelihood is not an everyday activity but once 
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made it is a major determinant of our success on the path.

Right effort is to be vigilant in making proper choices, to 
choose what is wholesome and to eschew what is 
unwholesome, to choose what contributes to our 
development on the path, and to eschew what produces 
regression. 

Right effort is a part of right everything else. It is the well-
directed energy of our practice and is tasked with overcoming 
obstacles to practice. We began this discussion with mindfulness 
and effort. We see that these are reflected in two of the eight 
steps, a full quarter, of the noble eightfold path. They are 
themselves skills that must be carefully trained and cultivated. 

Right mindfulness is bringing to mind and bearing in mind the 
Dharma. It is most commonly monitors the practice 
situation and brings to mind teachings relevant to that 
situation. 

Notice that right effort precedes right mindfulness, even as right 
mindfulness controls right effort. Most of the effort required for 
mindfulness goes into avoiding the distractions that undermine 
mindfulness. We become mindless when we are distracted. We 
will see that right mindfulness is instrumental in bringing about 
meditative states and provides the basis of insight, that is, the 
fine-tuned intuitive understanding of the world based on Dharma. 
Right mindfulness is a very powerful quality of mind.

Right concentration is a rarefied meditative state that is 
collected and composed, that is clear and undistracted. It 
requires a degree of mastery of all of the previous seven 
path factors. Concentration is a particular application of 
sustained mindfulness and effort, but turns it into an 
extremely refined instrument of insight. 

Right concentration takes full possession of, and perfects, the 
previous path factors, making them second-nature and helping us 
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to see through the eyes of the Buddha.

The word right here in each of these eight factors is normative, 
pretty much synonymous with skillful. We saw above that we 
keep our actions skillful through understanding what is skillful, 
present mindfulness of that understanding and effort to move 
away from the unskillful and toward the skillful. Similarly,

Right understanding is the forerunner. And how is right 
understanding the forerunner? One discerns wrong action 
as wrong action, and right action as right action. … One 
tries to abandon wrong action and to enter into right 
action: This is one's right effort. One is mindful to 
abandon wrong action and to enter and remain in right 
action: This is one's right mindfulness. Thus these three 
qualities – right understanding, right effort, and right 
mindfulness – run and circle around right action.12

This passage circles around right “action” but it is stated verbatim 
with each of “understanding,” “intention,” “speech”  and 
“livelihood” in turn replacing “action” in this passage. This is 
simply the process we've been looking at, whereby right 
mindfulness monitors the present situation with the relevant 
aspect of right understanding in mind, and then right effort kicks 
in to produce a skillful result.

Cultivating general mindfulness

Mindfulness is a skill to be learned and cultivated. It shows up in 
Buddhism in relationship to keeping the Dharma in mind, but a 
version of mindfulness practice exists in virtually every craft, 
such as cooking, sniping or archery, shuffleboard, bird watching, 
beekeeping, ceramics and deactivating bombs. I imagine that 
certain kinds of women's clothing demand a well developed 
faculty of not only mindfulness but sustained mindfulness. Recall 
the dialog in the old musical An American in Paris in which Gene 
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Kelly asks and gets an answer to: 

“That is a nice dress you almost have on. What keeps it 
up?” 

“Modesty.” 

Of course modesty is just an incentive for mindfulness, which is 
really what keeps the dress up, for the female interlocutor must 
not only monitor the kinesthetic state of the dress in the present 
situation, but also keep in mind norms of social propriety and 
even law. Men find such clothing provocative in anticipation of a 
discontinuity in mindfulness, often becoming uncharateristically 
chatty or even charming in an effort to induce distraction. 
Wearing monks' robes also requires mindfulness, but the point is 
different. The Buddha often described monks of good practice 
who on alms round passed from house to house in utmost 
mindfulness.13

In Buddhism we develop a refined faculty of mindfulness that 
can be sustained for long periods, both by keeping in mind and 
stilling distractions. This also induces a shift in our perspective 
on the present. This is how I think it works: Present activities are 
conditioned by both past and future concerns. Past concerns 
brought in by mindfulness are generally values, standards and 
techniques related to the present activities. Future concerns 
brought in by striving are fears and aspirations experienced in the 
scramble for the future. They are generally unskillful motivations 
for action. When mindfulness is trained, it tends to displace 
striving and with that much stress and anxiety. This is why it is 
often regarded as therapeutic. When further refined by keeping 
distractions at bay, it tends to lead to a calm sense of well-being. 
This easily turns into concentration.

For instance, a sales employee named Bob in a clothing store can 
be mindful of the inventory, color schemes, current fashions, etc., 
but also be intent on getting a commission for a successful sale 
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and worried about doing something that will get him fired. 
Mindfulness relates more to the “intrinsic” aspects of the activity, 
the “how.,” while striving relates more to the “extrinsic” aspects, 
the “why.” They are often in conflict, because mindfulness 
generally upholds and striving generally contrives. Mindfulness 
tends to be upright, striving tends to be devious. When Bob is 
worried about being fired or anxious for a bonus he has been 
known to cut corners and lie a little to the customer. But with 
mindfulness training, Bob is more likely to be diligent, upright 
and honest in his approach to his job. Unfortunately, he might 
still get fired.

One way to train the general faculty of mindfulness, that is 
without reference to Buddhist practice but providing a good 
support for Buddhist practice, is simply to keep firmly in mind 
what our present task is, along with its parameters, staying on 
that task and avoiding any distraction from that task.14 Meditation 
practices often begin this way, as when we keep the mind on the 
breath for sustained periods. This practice leads quickly to 
concentration, if external distractions and even bodily movements 
are minimized. Moreover, many everyday situations provide a 
similar opportunity for training in staying on task. For instance, 
when chopping carrots, can we keep in mind that we are 
chopping carrots? If we are mindful of our task, every slice is 
deliberate. Nondistraction means we should eliminate from the 
thought steam anything that is not helping to chop carrots. As a 
test, try to cut each slice exactly the same thickness. As soon as 
your mindfulness slips, so will uniformity of thickness. We can 
replicate this exercise for many other everyday tasks like walking 
or playing ping pong. Moreover, our performance of these tasks 
will improve with our mindfulness. 

Since distraction is the enemy of mindfulness, we should avoid 
multitasking, such as listening to music or practicing our two-step 
while cutting carrots, or such as driving, drinking coffee, 
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smoking, talking on the cell phone, listening to music and 
wishing we were already home all at the same time. Without 
avoiding multitasking, it is hard to pinpoint just what task we are 
supposed to be keeping in mind. In the Zen tradition it is said, 
“When chopping wood, just chop wood. When carrying water, 
just carry water.”

We can similarly structure our activities in our own way by 
introducing constraints, much like cutting carrots in uniform 
slices above, or by dividing routine tasks into well-defined 
subtasks and doing them in a fixed order. For instance, we can 
make our beds as soon as we get up, or wash the dishes as soon 
as we have finished eating. How about placing our shoes parallel 
to one another when we take them off, or preparing ahead of time 
for the next use of a coffee maker? In fact, mindful people 
generally lead very orderly lives, which we observe in their 
demeanor and in their living spaces. This all sounds dull in our 
culture of thrills and excitement, but is a wonderful way to 
practice mindfulness, and mindful attention has a way of bringing 
with it a pleasant state of calm and well-being.

Zen has been very creative in ritualizing everyday tasks as a way 
to develop mindfulness. Enter a Zen center and we will have to 
know exactly how to hold our hands, with which foot to step over 
the threshold into the meditation hall, when and where to bow, 
and so on. These generally have no ethical implications and 
certainly produce no magic but they do require bringing the right 
rule to mind situationally at the right time. Likewise, Japanese 
Zen has a complex ritual practice of eating a meal with a set of 
“oryoki bowls” in which each movement of chopstick, spoon, 
bowl, lap cloth, etc. in the course of the meal is completely 
choreographed, and also in which any lapse of mindfulness will 
be apparent to the whole community.
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Two stands

In understanding the logic of the noble eightfold path is is helpful 
to identified two intertwined strands, those of virtue and wisdom. 
Most apparent in the noble eightfold path is the role of virtue or 
ethics or morality. The factors of right speech, right action and 
right livelihood make direct use of ethical criteria. In fact, right 
intention sets the limits of skillful action across the board within 
the ethical parameters of renunciation, kindness and 
harmlessness. As we have seen, the factors of right 
understanding, right effort and right mindfulness have broad 
auxiliary functions in implementing the four above named ethical 
factors. 

The strand of wisdom begins in right understanding, in which 
many of the teachings have to do with how we otherwise 
misinterpret our conditions – the world, our own minds, our 
selves – and then behave on the basis of those misinterpretations. 
This is delusion and it underlies our impulse toward what is 
unskillful. So wisdom actually plays out in virtue. Moreover, 
virtue degrades the clinging and self-centeredness which distort 
our perception of the world. In this way virtue plays out in 
wisdom. Whereas virtue is achieved largely through 
reconditioning our behaviors according to Dharma, wisdom is 
achieved through investigation in the light of Dharma, but also 
serves to redirect our behaviors. Right concentration is 
significantly a basis for internalizing right understanding to 
perfect wisdom, to make it second-nature, to help us to truly see 
through the eyes of the Buddha.

In fact, right concentration folds in the previous seven factors, 
and therefore represents the consummation of ethics as well as of 
wisdom:

There are right understanding, right intention, right 
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort and right 
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mindfulness. The unification of mind equipped with these 
seven factors is called noble right concentration with its 
supports and accessories.15

Concentration is also based in serenity, a natural corollary of the 
virtuous  and wise mind, and of of right mindfulness and the 
subduing the busy-ness of distractions. Serenity might be seen to 
represent a third strand running through the noble eightfold path

Where does the incentive come from to embark on the noble 
eightfold path in the first place? Everything arises in a larger 
context and the noble eightfold path is itself sustained by 
considerations logically prior to it, that is, required for the noble 
eightfold path to succeed. These have to do particularly with 
commitment and the social conditions that optimize the practice 
of the Dharma and allow it to be communicated. These include 
issues of devotion to the teachings of the Buddha, as well as the 
role of the monastic community.

In the four chapters that follow we will take up the factors of the 
noble eightfold path in an integrated way, look at the 
requirements of the larger social and motivation contexts and 
finally figure out how to fit all of this into our lives, such as they 
are, in a productive way.

Living in virtue follows the strand of virtue, explaining the 
fundamental ethical practices that belong to a Buddhist life: 
precepts, generosity and purity of mind.

Living in vow discusses the wider context of Buddhist 
practice, particularly refuge, community relations, and 
methods of framing, necessary to uplift and provide 
incentive for our practice.

Living in wisdom follows the strand of wisdom, taking us 
from study of the Dharma to the intense examination and 
internalization facilitated through mindfulness and 
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concentration.

Living in the midst offers practical advice on integrating 
Buddhist practice into a life already busy with 
responsibilities and pursuits. 



Living in virtue

The Dharmapada tells us:

Refraining from every evil, 
Accomplishing good, 
Purifying the mind, 
This is teaching of Buddhas.16  

Virtue is the beginning and the core theme of the Dharma. If 
mindfulness is established in virtue, then wisdom and serenity 
and eventually awakening develop. Without a foundation in 
virtue all aspects of our practice will be anemic, a mere shadow 
of what they can be. There are three interlocked systems of virtue 
in Buddhism, and each of these is reflected in the verse above. 
Traditionally Buddhists learn the first two from childhood on, 
and the third becomes increasingly dominant as we mature into 
wisdom. These are:

Precepts are rules of thumb that, when kept in mind and 
followed, help us “refrain us from every evil.” Precepts 
make our behavior harmless, or sometimes regulate 
behavior or other ends.

Generosity is an open-ended practice of responding to, and 
even seeking out, opportunities to be of benefit particularly 
to others. Generosity “accomplishes good.”

Purity results from training the mind toward virtue, whereby 
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we “purify the mind,” so that the mind cannot be other than 
harmless and of benefit. Purity is the mind of kindness and 
compassion, that eventually loses all attachments and ends 
the self-centeredness that is always seeking personal 
advantage.

Many people who begin Buddhist practice think, “I am already a 
nice guy. I've got virtue covered.” Accordingly, they place their 
primary focus on a more alluring practice like meditation or altar 
maintenance. However, if we sincerely engage with the practice 
of virtue, we discover that we are not as nice as we thought, far 
from it. This discovery should never be cause for despair, for 
humans are intrinsically faulty beings. If we were otherwise the 
world would be a much saner, kinder place and we might not 
have to practice Buddhism. To become otherwise is a monu-
mental undertaking that requires discipline and persistence. 
Although meditation will generally quickly produce satisfying 
experiences, the impression of progress will be largely illusory 
until purity of mind is firmly established through direct mindful 
engagement in human affairs. The all-too-common approach is 
backward: we practice meditation, experience exalted state of 
mind, then we are at a loss as to how to “practice in the world.” 

Precepts

Precepts are rules of thumb that demarcate the limits of 
harmlessness. When we violate a precept, generally someone 
suffers as a result. There are many formulations and long lists of 
precepts, but the standard short list contains these five:

• Not to assault living beings.
• Not to take what is not freely given.
• Not to abuse sensuality.
• Not to tell what is not true.
• Not to become heedless through alcohol.
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The first two are often stated as “don't kill” and “don't steal,” and 
the fourth as “don't lie.” The third generally has to do with 
adultery and sex with minors, where harm generally results. The 
fifth is a matter of promoting mindfulness and deliberation by 
keeping the mind clear. Living by precepts is a matter of personal 
choice. Most Buddhists vow to maintain this short list of five 
precepts, while others observe the eight lifetime precepts that add 
the following:

• Not to speak maliciously.
• Not to speak harshly.
• Not to speak idly. 

Particularly pernicious is speaking maliciously, for speaking ill of 
others easily creates division and discord in the community, as 
one may well be speaking falsely without knowing it, one might 
be repeating rumors, one cannot be sure that others will use what 
one says maliciously, and one may be creating an unfavorable 
first impression about whom one is speaking. Many people 
observe enhanced sets of precepts on special occasions, such as 
traditionally on new-, full- and quarter-moon days. Monastics, in 
their enthusiasm, observe hundreds of precepts.

In general, we probably want to commit to the five standard pre-
cepts listed above, or perhaps to the eight lifetime precepts. If we 
begin attending meditation retreats we may be expected to 
maintain a more rigorous set temporarily: to observe almost 
absolute silence, to forgo all sexual activity and to give up 
entertainments and self-beautification for the duration. Regard 
this as an opportunity to push the precept envelope a bit.

Precepts are concise and wise pointers to where people have 
gotten themselves into trouble repeatedly for untold ages. 
Because they are easy to remember, precepts are a natural entry 
point into the practice of situated mindfulness as we bring the 
appropriate precepts comparatively easily to mind that the present 
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situation calls for. Doing so lays bare any natural impulses that 
may have arisen that run counter to the spirit of these precepts, 
which right effort will be called on to resolve. For instance, if a 
bug annoys us,  instead of squishing it we put it outside. It we 
find our neighbor's spouse attractive, instead of trying to seduce 
him or her, we take a cold shower, mindfulness and effort 
working together. If someone expresses an opinion we disagree 
with in an on-line discussion, instead of flaming we give 
ourselves a chance to cool down. All the while, mindfulness of 
precepts makes us intimate with our own contrary impulses as we 
learn how to tame them. Without this practice of refraining from 
evil, we are likely to take more from the world than we give, we 
are likely to harm others, maybe unspeakably, as we accrue 
personal material advantages. We might become ever more 
entrenched in reprobate behaviors as we act out our greed, hatred 
and delusion.  

Effort very often fails to catch up to mindfulness. Even as we are 
mindful of precepts, right effort is likely to struggle with needy 
and aversive impulses rooted in the central importance given to a 
misperceived self that must navigate a harsh, competitive and 
often abusive world.  

Bad deeds, and deeds hurtful to ourselves, are easy to do; 
what is beneficial and good, that is very difficult to do.17 

Even the mindful person might have the precept clearly in mind 
as he is about to violate it, as he is violating it, and after he has 
violated it. Nonetheless, mindfulness brings deliberation, and 
bearing the precept in mind will allow him to fully acknowledge 
the transgression and determine to do better in the future. Or if he 
is not convinced of the need for the precept – this is, for instance, 
common for those accustomed to unwinding with a couple of 
beers after work – constantly revisiting the precept through 
mindfulness may eventually convince him to tighten up a bit. 
Mindfulness alone will tend to wear away the reluctance that 
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right effort suffers with regard to the precept. It is in the gap 
between mindfulness and insufficient effort that we progress in 
our practice.

When we first begin precept practice, or even take up ritual 
practices, this kind of regulation of our behavior may feel restric-
tive, as if we've fit ourself uncomfortably into a box that affords 
little freedom of movement. It is possible that our non-Buddhist 
friends will think that that is exactly what we've gotten ourself 
into. There are aspects of western religious and cultural history – 
which bring out in many of us a deep aversion to rules and 
regulations, particularly in the religious sphere – that actually 
reinforce this kind of conclusion.18 However, remarkably, within 
a short while, if we have been practicing diligently, these 
practices might feel inexplicably liberating! Certainly, many 
monastics report discovering this sense of liberation in following 
the hundreds of precepts we follow. How can this be? 

Recall that most of us are already trapped almost hopelessly in 
the ruts of our karmic landscape. We were already oppressed and 
restricted before coming to Buddhism by the ever deepening 
habit patterns that kept us locked mindlessly and relentlessly in 
certain unfortunate patterns of painful behavior and thought, 
much of which are unskillfully motivated by the fruitless search 
for personal advantage. These are what make effort difficult. The 
practice of virtue gives us our first taste of liberation by lifting us 
out of our karmic ruts. Our mindfulness shows us that there is no 
inevitability in our entrapment, that there is a different way of 
being in the world, a more deliberate way, a happier way.

Generosity

Generosity is the first factor mentioned in many lists of qualities 
and practices, such as the six or ten perfections and the gradual 
instruction. In a Buddhist life our job is to seek out opportunities 
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to benefit others.  Generosity is something anyone can practice; 
children have an inborn, if simple, understanding of generosity, 
albeit alongside a strong sense of possessiveness, and experience 
quite readily the joy that can come with giving. Generosity is also 
traditionally the life-blood of the Buddhist community and makes 
temples and monasteries uplifting places to visit, economies of 
gifts where people come to give to others and to enjoy the gifts of 
others, quite unlike the conventional neoliberal, greed-based, 
wage-enslaved exchange economy beyond the temple walls. 

We have seen that we enjoy the fruits of our skillful practice and 
regret the results of our unskillful practice. What is skillful is of 
benefit to oneself and to others as well, and what is unskillful is 
of harm to oneself and to others as well.

Merit is a kind of approximate composite measure of the 
ethical value of an action, closely related to the fruits of 
kamma. 

Merit-making conceptually quantifies generosity as 
something we accumulate through meritorious action, 
something that is vaguely measurable. 

Mindfulness of our acts of generosity as merit-making is to see 
our own benefit as intrinsic in our activities in behalf of others 
and to see no value in striving for extrinsic goals. That is, in 
merit-making the benefit for oneself of giving is in the act itself. 
To the extend that we might also seek personal advantage, like 
reputation or acknowledgment or some tit or tat, we are not 
making merit.

In practicing generosity, merit is attributed to certain categories 
of recipients, to certain categories of gifts, to certain manners of 
giving and to certain intentions behind giving, roughly as 
follows.  

• To whom is it given? 
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Worthy recipients of generosity are ascetics and priests (who live 
on alms), destitutes, wayfarers, wanderers, the sick and beggars, 
as well as family members and guests. These are generally those 
in need or to whom we bear a social responsibility.

• What is given?

The gift of Dharma  exceeds all other gifts.19 Alongside material 
gifts, the gift of service is particularly meritorious. It is important 
to note that merit gained tends to correlate inversely with one’s 
resources: a meager offering from a pauper might easily gain 
more merit than a sumptuous gift from a tycoon. This is because 
it is in the end the intention and level of personal sacrifice that 
gain merit. 

• How is it given? 

The Buddha recommends that offerings never be given in a cal-
lous manner, but rather respectfully, not in a way that humiliates 
the recipient, and ideally with one’s own hands rather than 
through an intermediary. Notice that these recommendations 
encourage direct engagement in, and full experience of, the act of 
giving. In this way, these measures also encourage feelings of 
affection, appreciation and interpersonal harmony and thereby 
uplift in association with the act of generosity.

• Why is it given? 

Giving out of annoyance, out of fear and in exchange are fairly 
neutral with regard to merit, since in each case one's intention is 
at least partially extrinsic. Intention is critical, for merit in the end 
is about purity of mind. In general, it is best to give with no 
expectation of personal advantage. Giving out of kindness or to 
“beautify and adorn the mind”20 gain great merit. If we feel happy 
before, during and after giving and the mind becomes serene, 
these are symptoms of truly wholesome intentions.21 
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The generous community. If generosity is the life-blood of the 
Buddhist community, then the lay-monastic relationship is its 
beating heart. In fact, the Buddha did something astonishingly 
clever to achieve this result: He imposed on the monastic 
community, through the monastic code by which they live, an 
enhanced level of dependence on the laity, removing them en-
tirely from the exchange economy and making their dependence 
a matter of daily contact with the laity.  This level was then 
enhanced in that monks were not allowed to do their own 
cooking, nor to save offered food until the next day, nor to have 
any kind of employment nor even to trade with laypeople, nor to 
ask for anything except under critical circumstances. He thereby 
made the monks and nuns as helpless as house pets or as young 
children with regard to their own needs.  

Although the Buddha restricted what monastics can do for 
themselves, he did not substantially restrict what monastics can 
do for others. The result is that monastics live entirely in what has 
been called an “economy of gifts”22 in which goods and services 
flow solely through acts of generosity and the laity live partially 
in that economy. Although the practice of generosity in 
Buddhism tends to be centered around the mutual support of 
monastic and lay, its spirit easily flows over the entire Buddhist 
community.

Beyond the community. The practice of generosity naturally 
generalizes beyond the temple or local community. We might, for 
instance, volunteer as a candy-striper at a local hospital, engage 
in hospice work, rescue abandoned puppies, pick up trash along 
the highway, mentor troubled youth, teach meditation in prison, 
offer sandwiches to the homeless, or organize a strike for a living 
wage. We might also donate financially to charitable or 
educational organizations, donate blood or beautify our 
neighborhood. Regular volunteering and support as an alternative 
to material donations are highly recommended as a means of 
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fulfilling the practice of generosity. Such volunteer efforts can 
even scale up to enterprise-level efforts, like founding hospitals 
in third-world countries, or advocacy for peace, social justice or 
environmental protection. Or we can simply be on constant look-
out for opportunities as they arise to help others, like helping to 
change a tire or to rescue a toddler from an angry goose. I am just 
throwing out ideas for encouragement.

As we practice generosity, we should keep in mind the criteria for 
merit-making. For instance, when giving to a homeless person, 
we should give not begrudgingly, but in a way that preserves the 
dignity of the recipient. In giving to an orphanage it is better to 
drive to the orphanage with the check rather than to set up an 
automatic fund withdrawal, unless the inconvenience of doing so 
will likely prevent the donation altogether. We should also keep 
in mind that if our funds are limited, each gift gains that much 
more  merit. Giving of labor is of great merit. We should also 
take care to avoid expecting reciprocation. 

Watching the mind. As we practice generosity, we should also 
be aware of the effects on our own mind. We should take care not 
to push any practice too hard, lest we suffer resentment and 
burnout, which are unskillful qualities of mind and therefore 
undermine rather than enhance merit. The reason or resentment 
may e that we feel others are exploiting our good-will or that we 
are not entirely convinced of the benefits of merit-making. To 
begin a jogging practice it is best to run down to the corner and 
back, and only gradually work our way up to six miles every 
morning. To take on more may harm rather than improve our 
health. Take it easy; this applies to all aspects of Buddhist 
practice. In this regard, the Buddha offered the simile of the lute 
which makes the most beautiful sounds if the strings are tuned 
neither too loose nor too tight.23 In the end we may become 
hungry for new opportunities for generosity and finally discover 
the most meaningful part of our life in doing things on behalf of 
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others. 

As we settle into the practice of generosity, we will begin to 
experience great joy. We experience many sensual pleasures in 
our life: food, music, sex and zombie movies. But we should 
become aware as well of the great joy, a pleasure beyond the 
sensual, that comes with generosity. Become aware that this joy 
is greatest when our intentions are purest, when the recipients of 
our generosity are worthy and when the manner of giving is 
proper. If this joy is the direct experience of the merit we have 
earned, consider how much joy there must be in a lifetime 
dedicated to generosity. If this is not enough incentive, it is help-
ful to keep in mind how much benefit we are bringing to others; 
we might work hard and save in order to not quite afford a degree 
of comfort for ourself and our family, but ensuring one person 
gets proper medical care in a crisis can save a life, and turning the 
life of a single troubled youth around is huge. Generosity is 
relatively easy in comparison to the weight of its potential bene-
fits for others.

Purity

The mind is the basis of all of our practice. All of our actions 
begin in the mind, whether we adhere to precepts or choose to 
earn merit comes from the mind, just as these also shape the 
mind, reshaping our karmic landscape. In the end we want to 
develop the kind of mind that cannot be other than virtuous. This 
is purity.

Precepts and generosity produce purity. If we have entered 
into the practices of generosity and harmlessness, we have 
inevitably already stepped into the practice of purifying the mind. 
This is because we are forced to confront volitional impulses 
wherever they tend toward harm or away from benefit, every 
time effort struggles to keep up with mindfulness of a precept. 
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Every time we override a contrary mental factor in order to 
adhere to a precept, we are deconditioning an existing unskillful 
habit pattern by jumping out of a rut, and thereby purifying the 
mind. Every time kindness or generosity inspires our good deeds, 
we are strengthening our tendency in that direction, and thereby 
purifying the mind as we deepen the more skillful ruts in our 
karmic landscape. Even mixed motives, such as responding to 
peer or authority pressure, or just a sense of obligation in the 
absence of kindness, have a way of eventually giving way to 
purer motives. 

For instance, recall the precept not to assault living beings. 
Maybe we do not initially understand why the life of an ugly 
twiddle bug matters one snippet, but a twiddle bug is a living 
being, and we want to be good Buddhists, so we don’t kill 
twiddle bugs. After a few months we will discover something that 
was not there before: a warm heart with regard to twiddle bugs; 
they will have become our little friends. And we will find that 
this result generalizes to other ugly beings as well, and even to 
certain people that we had once put into the same category with 
twiddle bugs. Our mind has become purer. Try it! Put away the 
bug swatter and the Twiddle-Enhanced® Raid and see if you don’t 
soften right up.

We have seen above that a number of precepts actually have little 
directly to do directly with refraining from evil, except insofar as 
they produce, through purification, the kind of mind that will 
want to avoid evil. A precept against idle chatter, for instance, is 
rather victimless. Nonetheless, if we refrain from idle chatter 
over many months we will discover a quieter mind, less prone to 
proliferation of spurious thought and therefore less prone to delu-
sion as the less skillful ruts in our karmic landscape go unused 
and gradually erode. We will have, simply through observing this 
precept, made the mind purer. These non-ethics-based precepts 
develop purity of mind in much the way as ethical precepts but 
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avert eventual rather than immediate harm for others.

Let's not depurify the mind. Just as precepts and other physical 
practices define habit patterns that over time purify the mind, 
existing habit patterns that characterize our lifestyle may 
inadvertently depurify the mind as the unskillful ruts in our 
karmic landscape deepen. We do well to avoid these. A rather 
complex precept, commonly observed by laypeople every quarter 
moon, and by monastics always, is the following:

I undertake the rule of training to refrain from dancing, 
singing, music, going to see entertainments, wearing gar-
lands, smartening with perfumes and beautifying with 
cosmetics.

These are activities that would tend to be motivated by and 
therefore to reinforce unskillful lust and pride. Similarly, the 
modern pursuits of playing violent video games and watching 
violent television programs, or listening to hateful speech on the 
radio will turn the mind toward recurring thoughts of anger and 
fear. Entertainments that excite lust will tend similarly to depurify 
the mind, even while doing no outward harm. We turn on the TV 
and pretty soon it has us dancing to a tune of lust, envy, fear, 
hatred, anger, fantasy and buying, provoking in us our entire 
repertoire of unwholesome mental factors that our practice 
otherwise tries to moderate. We do well to moderate such 
habitual activities. 

Today, with the ubiquity of electronic media, sensual restraint is 
even more challenging, but even more appropriate, than ever 
before. Children witnessing thousands of violent deaths before 
age four without understanding the deeper motives behind the 
behaviors will predictably learn that violence resolves disputes. 
Later on, the news will also normalize violent thinking, 
producing a judgmental and unforgiving populace.
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Greed, hatred and delusion. The Buddha puts the many kinds 
of unskillful, unwholesome intentions under three broad 
categories:

There are these three roots of what is unskillful. Which 
three? Greed as a root of what is unskillful, hatred as a 
root of what is unskillful, delusion as a root of what is un-
skillful. These are the three roots of what is unskillful.24

The roots of the skillful are the opposites of the unskillful: non-
greed, non-hatred and non-delusion, also known as renunciation, 
kindness and wisdom.

Greed is neediness, the desire, longing, attachment or lust for 
sensual pleasures, for reputation or fame, for wealth, for 
power, for comfort, for security and so on. 

Greed includes simple lust for food or sexual gratification, pride, 
the need to be liked, popular or famous, or to be secure, rich or 
beautiful. Greed generally looks outward for extrinsic satisfaction 
or personal advantage.

Hatred is aversion, the dislike, dread or fear of pain, of 
discomfort, of enemies and so on. 

Hatred includes thoughts of anger, revenge, envy or jealousy, 
resentment, guilt, self-hate, disdain, judgmental attitudes, and 
quickly manifests as anxiety and restlessness. Both greed and 
hatred are tied to the craving highlighted in the our noble truths, 
greed for the presence of something, hatred for its absence. 

Delusion is found in erroneous views or justifications, 
misperceptions, ignorance and denial. 

The greatest delusion for the early Buddhist is that there is an 
abiding self, a “me,” that in some way remains fixed in spite of 
all the changes that happen all around it, that is also the owner 
and controller of this body and this mind, a self that is fearful of, 
but is always looking for personal advantage in, the outer world. 
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Greed and hatred have their basis in the sense of self, which tends 
to take things personally, in a self-centered way. 

The Buddha observed that unskillful intentions have five 
qualities25 in common, absent in skillful intentions:

(1) They are grounded either in greed, in hatred or in delu-
sion.

(2) When they give rise to bodily or verbal actions, those 
actions generally cause harm to self or others.

(3) They give rise to misperception.

(4) They cause personal suffering.

(5) They retard development on the path to awakening. 

Let’s take anger as an example. Anger is a particularly volatile 
form of hatred or aversion (1), that arises quickly an generally 
disperses just as quickly. It easily leads to harm (2): particularly 
to verbal or physical assault otherwise protected by the first 
precept or the precepts around malicious or harsh speech. 
Perceived through angry eyes, the object of our anger, even a 
close friend or family member, easily appears as a  jerk or a 
schmuck if not a demon (3), that, when the anger subsides, will 
re-morph back into its normal more amiable form. The level of  
suffering (4) associated with the arising of even slight anger is 
astonishing, and great anger plunges us into a hell-like state right 
here and now. We are all aware that habitual or sustained anger 
can even affect our physical health (high blood pressure, heart 
disease, etc.) in a profound way. Moreover, should anger become 
more ingrained through habituation, it will become increasingly 
difficult to bring the mind into states of calm and insight 
necessary for liberation (5).

Mindful of impurity. Understanding through observation and 
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investigation is the greatest engine of mental development. With 
every action we undertake we should become consistently 
mindful of the intentions behind it, whether skillful or unskillful, 
much as we might be mindful of the breath. Remaining on task, 
we might be embarrassed at how much unwholesomeness we 
discover, as a constant stream of factors such as anger, lust, 
deluded views, fear, stress, envy, jealousy, spite, restlessness, 
anxiety, arrogance and pride arises. It is important to accept this 
stream as a natural part of the untrained human condition, lest 
one feel guilty, for guilt is just another unskillful thought, one 
rooted in aversion. 

In this task, mindfulness works at two levels. First, throughout 
the day we try to keep in mind this task of monitoring intentions, 
alongside the tasks of staying within the parameters of precepts 
and seeking opportunities for doing good. Second, as we monitor, 
we must bring to mind the relevant Dharma concerned with the 
particular intentions we examine, for instance, noticing one of the 
five skillful qualities of the unwholesome, we look for the other 
four. Unwholesome intentions are those wearing some degree of 
suffering – stress, anxiety, dis-ease or dissatisfaction – like a 
shadow. They will also give rise to misperception and will take us 
away from the path, and, when acted out, will almost certainly 
cause someone harm. They also fall under at least one of the 
categories of greed, hatred and delusion. We should observe 
when greed or neediness or lust arises, when hatred or aversion or 
fear arises. 

At what point do we feel satisfaction as we pursue sensual 
pleasures?  Just this mindfulness has a way of wearing down our 
unskillful habit patterns over time, as we examine our suffering 
and find it present even when we thought we were having “fun,” 
we observe that our delusive expectations of something better are 
rarely fulfilled, we see clearly the way we harm others, and how 
we cling to what is inevitably slipping through our hands. We 
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begin to let go of the unskillful roots. With persistence and time, 
the mind shifts remarkably. This is purity of mind.

Moreover, as we practice this, we get a clearer picture of the 
intentions that had been driving our actions in the world, 
intentions that we hadn't noticed while we were heedlessly on 
autopilot, passively following the ruts of habitual action. But with 
mindfulness, as we regulate our behaviors and begin to bump up 
against the parameters of our practice matched against a deeply 
rutted karmic landscape, this is a prime opportunity for 
investigation. We will thereby begin to see in what sense many of 
our thoughts and impulses are indeed unskillful, in fact 
dangerous, and how restraining them is quite appropriate. Indeed, 
we will have the opportunity to discover who or what we really 
are.

With mindfulness of our intentions, it should be possible to 
practice restraint, that point of right effort where, for instance, we 
stop before thought turns to speech when we realize that the 
thought is unwholesome. Particularly challenging is restraint 
when faced with angry thoughts, which can overwhelm our 
discernment very quickly, but even these will come under the 
control of right effort as we reach advanced stages of practice. 
There are a variety of techniques for stopping at this critical junc-
ture between thought and bodily or verbal action, and we will 
discover some on our own. For instance, never ever write an 
email in an angry frame of mind; if some issue needs to be ad-
dressed wait until the mind is calm, then address it with gentle 
words, at the right time. Face-to-face encounters that turn to 
anger might require that we quietly and abruptly leave the room 
to go simmer down, lest we utter something demeritorious. 
Mindfulness notices when Dharmic parameters are about to be 
broached and effort does something about it.

As objects of practice in themselves, we learn to improve the 
quality of our intentions, to weed out the unwholesome and to 
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cultivate the wholesome. Meanswhile, mindful investigation 
improves right understanding, refining the parameters we bear in 
mind. We become mindful not only of what is unskillful, but also 
of the conditions that give rise to what is unskillful. For instance, 
if we see that stress gives rise to anger, then we begin to avoid 
stressful activities. If the recovering alcoholic sees that the 
company of people who are drinking alcohol gives rise to the im-
pulse to do so himself, then he begins to avoid such company. We 
can similarly avoid circumstances that tend to lead us into 
undesirable but accustomed ruts. Interestingly, mindful 
investigation itself tends to neutralize the effects of unskillful 
factors. For instance, when we attent with mindfulness to the 
anger itself (not the content of the anger), the anger tends to 
dissipate. This technique should be part of every Buddhist's right 
effort toolbox.

The value of intrinsic motivation. Acting with purity of mind 
falls under what modern psychologists term autonomy or intrinsic 
motivations.26 It helpful to note this parallel because of the 
contributions to human well-being that experimental evidence 
points to, which also underscores the fruition of karmic results in 
our lives, how we are heirs to our own deeds. This research notes 
two distinct kinds of motivation for human activities:

“Intrinsic motivations” drive pursuits for their own sake, that 
is, because they are interesting and satisfying in themselves. 

Children play for no other reason than because they love to play, 
we watch birds or learn Navajo because these pursuits are just so 
interesting, we take care of our health just to be healthy. 
Moreover, much of the satisfaction often comes from developing 
proficiency and diligence and crucially from letting go of ego-
involvement in results.

“Extrinsic motivations” drive actions as an instrument to 
achieving some personal advantage external to the activity 
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itself.

We work in order to earn money, we look busy when the boss is 
around in order not to get fired, we donate an opera house in 
order to gain social status, we deceive a customer in order to get a 
commission, we date in order to enjoy sex and romance. Rewards 
and punishments typically drive extrinsic motivations. Extrinsic 
motivations involve some degree of striving and natural 
attachment to results.

 In chapter one we suggested that mindfulness itself has a natural 
bias in focusing on intrinsic motivations. Moreover, from a 
Buddhist perspective it is easy to see that the framing in terms of 
external goals is associated with greater craving and striving, and 
therefore distress, as we experience eagerness for reward and  
fear of punishment. On the other hand, to the extent that the mind 
is pure, we see that greed and hatred are put to rest along with 
any possibility of extrinsic motivation, so motivation with a pure 
mind is intrinsic, not extrinsic.27 

Overall, Buddhist practice finds its natural home in the intrinsic 
sphere, in sharp contrast to the dominant instrumental thinking of 
modern society. Experimental evidence shows some remarkable 
advantages realized through intrinsic as opposed to extrinsic 
motivations: better conceptual understanding, higher creativity, 
improved problem solving, improved focus and an improved 
sense of well-being. Moreover, many people who are habitually 
extrinsically oriented or find their life aspirations in extrinsic 
goals like wealth, fame and attractiveness as opposed to intrinsic 
goals like satisfying relations, contributing to the community or 
personal development. The extrinsically oriented tend to suffer 
poorer mental health, including narcissism, anxiety, depression, 
lack of self-confidence and poor social functioning.28 Even 
extrinsically oriented people who actually manage to achieve 
their goals – often exalted as celebrities in our society – 
experience no measurable increase in happiness.29 Greed, hatred 
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and delusion serve us very poorly and ethical behavior brings us 
far greater well-being. This verifies the Dharmic claims.

Moreover, many researchers in this area of psychology observe 
less formally a “spiritual dimension” among their subjects. This 
is that engagement in activities with pure intrinsic motivations 
sometimes brings out an experience of vitality, dedication and 
transcendence, described by one observer as a “more than 
ordinary moment of existence,”30 contrasted by another with 
extrinsic engagement as being “half alive.”31

The value of a quiet mind. Recall that mindfulness tends toward 
concentration because it stabilizes the mind around whatever 
particular theme is kept in mind and it works together with 
avoiding distractions. We have also seen that it has a natural bias 
toward what is intrinsic in our actions, the “how,” rather than the 
“why.” With purity of mind the mind is further calmed through 
non-regret, that is, through avoiding the stress and anxiety we 
have discussed in association with unskillful intentions. The 
Buddha speaks of a natural progression that arises effortlessly in 
the virtuous person and that accounts for this “spiritual 
dimension” of ethics:

Monks, for a virtuous person, one whose behavior is 
virtuous, no volition need be exerted, “Let non-regret 
arise in me.” It is natural that non-regret arises in one who 
is virtuous, one whose behavior is virtuous. 

For one without regret … It is natural that joy arises in 
one without regret. 

… It is natural that rapture arises in one who is joyful. 

… It is natural that the body of one with a rapturous mind 
is tranquil. 

… It is natural that one who is tranquil in body feels 
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pleasure. 

… It is natural that the mind of one feeling pleasure is 
concentrated.32  

Joy, rapture, tranquility and concentration are in turn natural, 
effortless consequences of the practice of virtue. We will find in 
chapter that this sequence, after the first couple of stages, mirrors 
the seven factors of awakening based on wisdom. 

Through mindful ethical conduct, you too can observe this 
“spiritual dimension” at least beginning to playing out. For 
example, one day you are doing laundry and you find your 
housemate has left a lot of clothes in the drier. At first you think, 
“I've got places to go and things to do. I'll just pull everything out 
and leave it on the table.” But then you are mindful to see this as 
an opportunity to make merit and decide, “I will neatly fold my 
housemate's clothes!” 

You engage and stay on the task of folding clothes mindfully, 
putting aside whatever thoughts are not relevant to folding 
clothes, and you take care to fold along the seams of the clothes 
and otherwise precisely in half. At one point a twiddle bug pokes 
his head out from a pocket, “Blorp, blorp,” and you remember the 
first precept, catch him with a pair of tongs from the kitchen and 
place him carefully outside, “There you go, little guy.” Then you 
precede with the task at hand, practicing for the sake of practice 
itself. The mind feels upright, steady, exalted, and pure, and 
proceeds from non-regret to joy to rapture and so on, possibly 
(after repeating this practice over time) as far as concentration. 
You realize that this is the proper way to live your life, in virtue.
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“You can lead a horse to water, 
But you cannot make him drink it.” 

I can lead the reader to the noble eightfold path (and even oats 
will follow in the next chapter), but will the reader drink of it? To 
begin the difficult practice that this entails requires more than 
reading about the Dharma, it also requires being convinced of its 
efficacy and developing and maintaining a sense of devotion, 
commitment and wholeheartedness around the practice. This is an 
area of practice itself, a larger context that we call upon to 
nourish and sustain our practice, a context includes communal 
support and encouragement, the taking of refuge and certain 
devotional and ritual practices that punctuate our practice. It also 
includes a broader appreciation of what the Dharma is and how 
these profound teachings take root in our lives.

The communal context of practice

It generally surprises people to learn that the Buddha, generally 
depicted sitting silently in private contemplation, was a profound 
social thinker. Indeed, modern people have a tendency of to think 
of spiritual/religious practice as a personal concern, something 
that comes from within, or, in Christian terms, a personal 
relationship between oneself and God (or Jesus) with no 
intercession. Actually, this is a kind of Western cultural baggage 
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born of the Protestant Reformation,33 and carries over poorly to 
the Buddhist context. In fact, humans are social beings and our 
practice cannot grow but in a social context.

Our aspirations arise critically through the influence of others, 
and the Buddha accordingly extolled the importance of the 
friendship. 

An admirable friend is a wise person who can perhaps 
provide teachings, but also from whom we can learn by 
emulating his conduct and who provides inspiration in the 
Dharma overall.34 

In fact, in early Buddhism admirable friends were effectively the 
teachers, for those of higher attainment or spiritual progress are 
those from whom we are likely to learn the most, but generally 
the word teacher applied only to the Buddha himself. The 
importance of the admiral friend is expressed in this curious but 
well-known passage:

As he was seated to one side, Ven. Ānanda said to 
the fortunate one, “This is half of the holy life, lord: hav-
ing admirable people as friends, companions, and col-
leagues.”

“Don't say that, Ānanda. Don't say that. Having 
admirable people as friends, companions, and colleagues 
is actually the whole of the holy life. When a monk has 
admirable people as friends, companions, and colleagues, 
he can be expected to develop and pursue the noble eight-
fold path.” (SN 45.2)

Admirable friends have already entered deeply into the path of 
practice. It is through these admirable friends that the meaning of 
the Buddha's life and awakening is revealed and through these 
admirable friends that the highly sophisticated teachings of the 
Dharma are clarified step by step to lead the instructling toward 
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and along the path. We should seek out and befriend those in 
Buddhist communities whose practice we would do well to 
emulate.

Moreover, the Buddha created the “Sangha,” as a community 
within a community.

The Sangha is the community of ordained monks and nuns.

This is the basic meaning of Sangha, we will see an extended 
meaning later. The Sangha serves to uplift the wider community 
by fulfilling three social functions: First, as an community of 
adept practitioners the Sangha is a source of admirable friends.  
Just as it benefits us to have artists and good plumbers among us, 
or those educated in the humanities, it ennobles us to have saints 
and sages, adepts and awakened people in our midst, an effective 
civilizing force. Second, the Sangha provides an ideal context for 
Buddhist practice for those who want to pursue the holy life as 
far as possible, and thus to become admirable friends. It does this 
by defining the life most conducive to upholding Buddhist 
principles, a life so barren of any opportunity for personal 
advantage that a self can scarcely find anything to do, though it 
might continue for a time to haunt the mind. Third, the Sangha 
provides for the continuity of the Buddha's teachings. It plays a 
social role much like the faculty of a university, full-time staff 
without which scholarship would become anemic if it were to 
survive at all. Even though many laypeople/ students are actively 
engaged in practice/scholarship, some even excelling, they are 
never far removed from the influence of the 
monastics/professors.

The flourishing of the monastic Sangha ensures that there will be 
admiral friends of great attainment. The Buddha stated that,

… if the monks should live the life to perfection, the 
world should not lack for awakened ones. (DN 16)
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This is not to say that only monastics will be of high attainment. 
In fact the Buddha extended the word Sangha also to refer to lay 
people who have entered into at least the initial stage of 
awakening called “stream entry.” Keeping the flame of the 
Dharma burning bright is critical for the perpetuation of the 
teachings in their full integrity for future generaitions. Because 
those teachings are so subtle and sophisticated, they are easily 
misinterpreted and corrupted if they are not sustained by people 
of attainment.

Refuge

Entering into the Buddhist path is an act of great faith. I don't 
mean blind faith, but a mundane kind of faith that belongs to the 
nuts and bolts of human cognition; it is not unique to religion. We 
live in a relentlessly uncertain world and yet we are active agents 
and therefore must make decisions virtually always short on cer-
titude. Trust or faith is that which bridges the gap between the 
little we actually know and the plenty we would need to know in 
order to act with certainty. Although we have no choice about 
whether to trust, we can be discerning about who or what  to 
trust. In this way we have entrusted ourselves, for better or worse, 
to our parents, to our teachers, to the good-will of friends, to our 
accountant, to TV pundits, to our dentist, even to a map or to our 
GPS system. 

Life-altering decisions generally arise from a sense of urgency 
and demand big acts of trust and therefore enormous courage; 
they are well beyond the reach of the timid or of the deniers who 
cling fearfully to their certitude. This is the courage of the great 
explorers, of the hippies of yore on quest in India with nothing 
but a backpack, and more commonly of the betrothed or of the 
career bound, stirred by deep longing or by desperation. A human 
character, or a human life, is inherently as formless as a lump of 
wet clay that cries out for a hand to give it form. Keeping our 
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options open is to close all options and to remain formless. The 
bold will resolve,

“This will be the shape of my life!”

A large part of this resolve is often to put aside our 
preconceptions or presuppositions, our tacit assumptions, often 
instilled at a young age before our faculty of discrimination has 
fully developed, or a kind of cultural baggage so widely accepted 
in our society that we too have accepted them without ever 
having examined or questioned them. These are, in fact, a kind of 
calcified blind faith. Such presuppositions are shaped by, but not 
limited to, whatever “faith” we are raised in, also for the Bud-
dhist born. Many of us have learned at an early age likewise to 
place faith in some version (generally Victorian) of science. Tacit 
and unexamined assumptions like these, which may or may not 
be wrong, are generally attributed to “common sense.”

Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. In Buddhism we place our faith 
in three sources of wisdom, which we trust to guide us in our 
spiritual development and in how we conduct our lives. These 
three sources of wisdom are:

The Buddha is the awakened one, the historical founder of 
Buddhism. 

The Dharma is what the Buddha taught or a functionally 
faithful re-presentation of what the Buddha taught.

The Sangha is the noble Buddhist adepts who have carried the 
Buddha’s realization and understanding forward into our 
own time. 

We have seen that the Sangha is most commonly identified with 
the monastic community, both monks and nuns. But it is also said 
to include laypeople of high attainment as well. It is a 
concentration of admirable friends.
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The triple gem refers to the three sources of Buddhist wisdom: 
the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha.

Going for refuge is devoting oneself to the triple gem.

Devotion to the triple gem is essential for becoming receptive to 
what Buddhism teaches and then bending our minds around it, 
since Buddhism includes many sophisticated understandings and 
practices that take time and effort and practice to grasp. Faith in 
the triple gem is what first turns our heads resolutely toward 
virtue, wisdom and peace. The initial trust in the Buddha, 
Dharma and Sangha will grow progressively more discerning and 
acquire more depth, as we repeatedly have the opportunity to 
check things out in our own experience. The Dharmapada tells 
us:

He who has gone for refuge to the Buddha, the Dharma 
and his Sangha, penetrates with transcendental wisdom 
the four noble truths: suffering, the cause of suffering, the 
cessation of suffering, and the noble eightfold path lead-
ing to the cessation of suffering.35

Mindfulness of the triple gem. Recall that mindfulness of 
precepts is situated, for instance, we bring to mind precepts 
appropriate to the present situation. Mindfulness of the triple 
gem, on the other hand, lies constantly in the background of the 
practice of the noble eightfold path, sustaining our ardency of 
practice.36 A way to strengthen or devotion and to habituate our 
mindfulness directly is to set aside time each day to set time aside 
to periodically recollect the qualities of the Buddha, of the 
Dharma and of the Sangha. Texts used for these common 
practices may be found in the appendix. Notice that this is an un-
situated mindfulness practice, since the same recollection 
proceeds without reference to the specific details of the current 
situation.37

Qualities of the Buddha: Rightly self-awakened, consummate 
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in knowledge and conduct, well-faring, an expert with 
regard to the world, unexcelled as a trainer for those be 
trained, the Teacher of gods and human, awakened, blessed.

This refers, in short, to his attainments of virtue and wisdom and 
awakening, to his skills as a teacher and to his good fortune.

Qualities of the Dharma: Well-taught by the Buddha, visible, 
timeless, inviting verification, leading to progress, to be 
realized by the wise for themselves.

This refers to the empirical nature of the Dharma, its provenance 
and its function. We will look at the surprising qualities of the 
Dharma in more detail below. 

Qualities of the Sangha: Practicing well, straight-forwardly, 
methodically, masterfully, worthy of support, worthy of 
respect, an incomparable field of merit. A critical support 
for the propagation and perpetuation of the sasana.

This refers to the quality of monastic practice and how the laity 
properly relates to monastics. The italicized portion is not part of 
the original text, but clearly reflects the historical role of the 
Sangha, which has endured for 2500 years since the original text 
was spoken (and is thereby probably the oldest continuous 
institution on the planet), without which the “sasana” we now 
enjoy would scarcely have survived. Here is one new word in 
Pali I would like the reader to learn, because it is very important: 

The sasana, literally “teaching,” is the Buddhist movement in 
time and space, that is, in its social and historical 
dimensions. 

People promote the sasana through offering the gift of Dharma, 
through materially supporting the people and means through 
which the sasana is promoted. Notice that promoting the sasana is 
closely tied to the practice of generosity. The sasana, now a 
hundred generations old, lives on in this way.
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It is on the basis of trust in the triple gem that we open our hearts 
and minds to their influence, and then we begin to study, practice, 
develop and gain insight through the teachings of the Buddha. As 
the Buddha states,

... when someone going for refuge to the Buddha, Dharma 
and Sangha sees, with right insight, the four noble truths: 
suffering, the arising of suffering, the overcoming of 
suffering and the eightfold path leading to the ending of 
suffering, then this is the secure refuge; this is the 
supreme refuge. By going to such a refuge one is released 
from all suffering.38

Refuge in the triple gem is the intrinsic motivation for our 
practice. It provides a safe harbor for practice with a high degree 
of seclusion from the concerns of the everyday world, since it 
protects us from extrinsic striving for immediate personal 
advantage, that is, in the context of refuge we are not trying to get 
something out of our practice. Our practice accordingly exhibits 
better conceptual understanding, higher devotion, improved 
concentration and an improved sense of well-being. Safe harbor 
is the meaning of refuge, and also of gem, for gems in ancient 
India were regarded as having protective powers.

In addition to the the mindfulness of the triple gem, the early 
discourses recommend reflecting on our own practice of the 
precepts, on our own generosity and on the heavenly realms. The 
heavenly realms are often used to describe the karmic fruits of 
our actions. All six of these mindfulness practices produce similar 
results leading to concentration:

When a noble disciple recollects the Buddha, on the oc-
casion his mind is not obsessed by lust, hatred, or delu-
sion; on that occasion his mind is simply straight, based 
on the Buddha. A noble disciple whose mind is straight 
gains inspiration in the meaning, gains inspiration in the 
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Dharma, gains joy connected with the Dharma. When he 
is joyful, rapture arises. For one with a rapturous mind, 
the body becomes tranquil. One tranquil in body feels 
pleasure. For one feeling pleasure, the mind becomes 
concentrated. Mahanama, you should develop this 
recollection of the Buddha while walking, standing, 
sitting and lying down. You should develop it while 
engaged in work and while living at home in a house full 
of children.39

What is here said with reference to the Buddha is then repeated 
for each of the other five topics of reflection.

Refuge and play. Situated mindfulness puts body and mind into 
our practice. Unsituated mindfulness, such as recollection of the 
triple gem, tends to stay in the head where it is not so quickly 
internalized. So, we take a page out of the playbook of puppies 
who train for future fierce battles not by reflection, but by putting 
their whole bodies and minds into play. Buddhists do this too. It 
is called ritual.40

For instance, to bow to the Buddha is to enact reverence for the 
Buddha with both body and mind, to enact reverence for the 
Buddha is to open the heart and mind to the influence of the 
Buddha, that is, to take refuge. The Buddha was venerated in his 
lifetime through prostrations, circumambulation, covering one's 
otherwise bare shoulder, sitting in a lower seat, standing upon the 
Buddha's arrival, not turning one's back on the Buddha and 
walking behind the Buddha, formalities based in Indian culture 
and well documented in the earliest texts. These are play in the 
sense that the actions have a meaning beyond mere physical 
postures, just as nips mean bites for the puppy. After the Buddha's 
death devotees and to this day this practice has continued with 
respect to symbols of the Buddha: stupas, bodhi  trees, fabricated 
footprints of the Buddha and eventually Buddha statues.41  
Similar veneration directed at symbols of the Buddha have 
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continued in all schools, augmented in individual traditions to 
enhance the play also by offering such things as food, incense 
and water to a Buddha image, etc.

Many of the same physical expressions of veneration that applied 
to the Buddha were also applied to the monastic Sangha in his 
day, and continue to be applied in the present day. Deference 
toward the Sangha is, in a sense, easier, because it applies to the 
only living gem and therefore assumes a particularly personal 
quality. The reverence for the monastic Sangha dovetails with the 
project of satisfying their material needs, a root lay practice of 
generosity, discussed in chapter two. 

Recall that one of the ways we develop the general faculty of 
mindfulness that we discussed in chapter one is to ritualize our 
actions. Ritual practices like bowing blend seamlessly with this 
training. Ritual practices outside of Buddhism, as found in 
religious traditions, but also in secular contexts like the military 
or academia, are plausibly largely motivated precisely because 
they exercise the general faculty of mindfulness. Because of the 
elaborate and normative nature of rituals, they demand that we 
keep in mind what we are doing. The effect is to act as a kind of 
punctuation to what might otherwise seem like rather bland 
activity. Viewed the other way round, as we apply mindfulness 
rigorously in our Dharma practice our karmic actions take on a 
kind of ritual quality, as if every action has an exclamation point 
after it. It is significant that when the Buddha adopted to word 
“karma” to describe intentional action, he was appropriated a 
word that brahmin priests had used for ritual action, for he, I dare 
to presume, intended that mindfulness would endow each of our 
with a ritual quality, for just as a properly performed ritual 
produced benefits for the brahmin, a properly peformed action 
produces beneficial fruits for the practitioner.

We tend to be dismissive of such devotional practices in modern, 
and certainly in American, culture. This is unfortunate cultural 
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baggage that should with time be overcome for the benefit of our 
practice, for they subvert an opportunity to align with the 
Buddha's path. They have a rational function within the mind of 
the devotee in whom refuge thereby develops. Bowing is recom-
mended by the Buddha,42 and you will be as surprised as I once 
was to discover how much power there is in bowing.43 It should 
be noted that although the various ritual manifestation of refuge 
go back to common Indian roots in virtually any Buddhist 
community, these have evolved into somewhat different forms 
through different Asian cultures, but they generally served much 
the same function.

Taking Dharma seriously while holding it loosely44

Most religions have some form of doctrine or belief system, gen-
erally providing a metaphysics, an account of the origin of the 
world, of mankind or of a particular tribe, and so on. The Dharma 
stands out in that it is explicitly not a system of beliefs, yet is 
realized through faith, that it is far reaching and sophisticated, yet 
it is not speculative, and it is ever practical as it turns faith into 
wisdom.

The main emphasis of the Dharma is on the mind rather than on 
external forces. It deals with the human dilemma, existential cri-
sis, anguish, suffering and dissatisfaction, delusion, harmfulness, 
meaninglessness and the rest, as human problems with human 
causes that arise in human minds, and as problems that require 
human solutions. The Dharma provides a program whereby the 
mind is tuned, honed, sharpened, tempered, straightened, turned 
and distilled into an instrument of virtue, serenity and wisdom. 
The Dharma itself is among the greatest products of the human 
mind, skillfully articulated by the Buddha. 

The Dharma also stands out in its parsimony. The Buddha char-
acteristically took care not to teach more than was necessary. As a 
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result, he carefully avoided useless speculation or expression of 
views on topics irrelevant to the understanding or practice of the 
Dharma. This method is made clear in the famous handful-of-
leaves simile.

What do you think, monks? Which are the more 
numerous, the few leaves I have here in my hand, or those 
up in the trees of the grove?”

“Lord, the fortunate one is holding only a few 
leaves: those up in the trees are far more numerous.”

“In the same way, monks, there are many more 
things that I have found out, but not revealed to you. What 
I have revealed to you is only a little. And why, monks, 
have I not revealed it? Because, monks, it is not related to 
the goal, it is not fundamental to the holy life, does not 
conduce to disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, tran-
quility, higher knowledge, awakening or nirvana. That is 
why I have not revealed it.”45

Recall that the doctrine of the Buddha is only useful insofar as it 
promotes skillful practice. The resulting agnosticism with regard 
to many religious views and folk beliefs gives Buddhism its char-
acteristic tolerance that allows it to blend easily with the presup-
positions of various cultures insofar as these do not contradict the 
Dharma. For instance, whether one believes in tree spirits or in 
the flying spaghetti monster doesn't really matter, as long as these 
beliefs are compatible with virtue and practical wisdom and do 
not obstruct serenity. On the other hand, the Buddha did not hesi-
tate to criticize views that detract from spiritual development, 
such as annihilationism, the widely held view that nothing 
remains, including our karmic results, after the death of the body, 
which limits our willingness to take responsibility for the future, 
or eternalism, the opposing view that some essence (our soul) 
survives death, which promotes obsession. The middle way that 
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he advocated led between these views.

The Dharma also stands out in its empirical quality, pointing 
almost entirely to what can be verified in our direct experience. 
Many cautious people in the West are inspired to trust the 
Dharma in the first place upon learning of this refreshing see-for-
yourself quality of the Dharma.  Some caution is, however, in 
order, lest one think this entails that we should trust our own 
experience above all else. In fact, for the Buddha, the typical 
“uninstructed worldling” (most of us) is actually astonishingly 
deluded. Most of us get hopelessly confused in trying to see, 
much less interpret, our own experience, and trying to verify the 
Dharma against those experiences is that much more difficult. 
The Kalama Sutta warns us not  to see certainty in one's own 
thinking, or in much of anything else:

Come, Kalamas. Do not go upon what has been acquired 
by repeated hearing, nor upon tradition, nor upon repeti-
tion, nor upon what is in a scripture, nor as a result of 
thought, nor upon an axiom, nor upon careful reasoning, 
nor out of delight in speculation, nor upon another's seem-
ing ability, nor upon the thought, “The monk is our 
venerable teacher.” Kalamas, when you yourselves know: 
“These things are good, these things are not blamable, 
these things are praised by the wise, undertaken as a 
whole these things lead to benefit and happiness,” then 
enter on and abide in them.46

Elsewhere it is suggested that effort is required to verify the 
Dharma against experience, since the Dharma is “personally 
experienced by the wise.” The Buddha invites us “to come and 
see,”47 but when he says “come,” he is shouting down to us flat-
landers from the mountaintop. To arrive at his vantage point we 
need to scramble up hills, struggle through brambles and ford 
creeks. When the Buddha says “see,” we need to focus our eyes 
intently in the right direction to barely make out what the Buddha 
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sees with great clarity of vision. 

In order to be willing to do all of this we have to establish from 
the beginning trust that the Buddha knew what he was talking 
about. This is refuge. What else would induce us to make the dif-
ficult climb up the mountain? Investigation and personal verifica-
tion are necessary parts of following the Dharmic path but they 
take time and effort before we can say, “I have come and now I 
see.” Until then trust is essential. “Come” is based on trust, and 
“see” is the eventual verification in our own experience.

For instance, the Buddha taught that craving is the origin of suf-
fering (the second noble truth). At first this may seem, at least to 
some, an theoretical proposition which we must ponder and try 
our darnedest to match up with observation. The most likely 
hasty outcome is to dismiss this proposition as simply mistaken.  
It seems pretty clear to us, for instance, that buying titanium 
cufflinks would  make us exceedingly dashing and that that 
would lead to improved prospects for romance and other forms of 
social and perhaps even business success. Therefore, we con-
clude, “Craving clearly leads not to suffering but to happiness!” 
This is where taking seriously comes in:

“Taking Dharma seriously” is refuge in the Dharma, faith that 
that the Buddha saw things rightly.

Refuge entails instead that we decide to trust the Dharma before 
we draw naive or premature conclusions from our own 
experiences. Eventually, perhaps after years of investigation, on 
and off the cushion, we might discover that the second noble 
truth is not theoretical at all; it is something that bites us on the 
nose over and over all day every day. We begin to notice that as 
soon as craving comes up the suffering is right behind it. In fact, 
as soon as we have to have titanium cufflinks there is stress and 
anxiety, unmistakably. We might discover we have been living in 
a world of incessant suffering, a world aflame, all along without 
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noticing it. 

In brief, faith, what we are willing to trust the Buddha to have 
seen rightly bears an evolutionary relationship to what we see for 
ourselves, such that practice turns faith into wisdom. Now, faith 
is not about belief. 

“Holding Dharma loosely” is a quality of mindfulness whereby 
we do not think, “only this is true, anything else is 
worthless,” that is, we don't believe the Dharma, rather we 
accept it as a flexible working assumption.

In fact, notice that in the passage from the Kalama Sutta above, 
the ultimate criterion for evaluating the worth of a teaching is 
ethical or practical, that is, whether practice on the basis of the 
teaching is of benefit, not whether only this is true, anything else 
is worthless. In the Canki Sutta we learn that anything accepted 
through faith, approval, oral tradition, reasoning or pondering 
may or may not turn out to be true. At this the young brahmin 
Canki asks how, then, truth is to be “preserved”:

If a person has faith, his statement, “This is my faith,” 
preserves the truth. But he doesn't yet come to the definite 
conclusion that “Only this is true; anything else is worth-
less.” To this extent, Bharadvaja, there is the preservation 
of the truth. To this extent one preserves the truth. I de-
scribe this as the preservation of the truth. But it is not yet 
a discovery of the truth. (MN 95)

The Buddha then repeats this formula with regard to a person 
who approves something, who holds an oral tradition, who has 
reasoned something through analogy or who has views he has 
pondered out, just as with regard to a person who has faith. The 
only thing that is certain is that things are uncertain. Nothing is to 
be believed unconditionally, and so blind faith cannot arise under 
the Buddha's instructions. The Buddha then shows how truth is 
discovered and then finally realized, the implication being that if 
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a correct teaching is accepted as a working assumption, it will 
eventually be seen directly, that is, known for oneself with 
wisdom, as one’s practice progresses. 

What mindfulness bears in mind is not frozen truths, but 
malleable or workable working assumptions that will be further 
shaped to experience as they are better understood through 
practice, eventually to become fully internalized as a matter of 
direct perception. At this point, faith serves no further purpose. 
This passage is a remarkable illustration of the care the Buddha 
accorded faith and other ways of accepting beliefs that fall short 
of realization in direct experience.

A sense of legacy

Humans seek meaning. What we experience as most meaningful 
in life is that which is bigger than us. For instance, seeing oneself 
as one member in a long family history with its own legacy gives 
us a sense of purpose, and is a source of energy, responsibility 
and vow that shape our attitudes and behaviors in significant 
ways. Higher meaning for the scientist is found in contributing to 
the forward march of human knowledge. Higher meaning in 
religion often comes with seeing oneself in the service of God. 
The meanings we find are not necessarily wholesome: 
presumably ruthless emperors find meaning in expanding and 
perpetuating their empires through conquest. The eminent 
psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, a holocaust survivor, observed that an 
important predictor of survival of the inmates of death camps was 
what kind of future lay beyond the barbed wire that one might 
live for, be it surviving family members, God or, in Frankl's case, 
the desire to complete his disrupted research.48

Meaning is a great intrinsic motivator. It carries out practice 
along like a log in a great river. Have you known artists who 
cannot not do art, or musicians who cannot not do music? There 
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are also scientists and scholars who cannot not do science and 
scholarship. One way Buddhists find meaning is in promoting the 
sasana.  

Another way Buddhist find meaning is through an understanding 
of the epic nature of practice, nicely expressed in this verse:

All my ancient twisted karma,
From beginningless greed, hate and delusion,
Born through body speech and mind,
I now fully avow.

I first encountered this verse in one of my early meditation 
retreats, at a Zen meditation retreat in the Spring of 1998. My 
first suspicious thought on hearing this was, “Oh, someone is 
trying to push the rebirth thing.”  Now, at this time I viewed 
practice as a matter of how I met the present, having little to do 
with past and future in any case. Practice was for me like a new 
office job in which my task is to take documents, let’s say, 
insurance claims, mindfully one by one from the “in” box, 
process them and place the results in the “out” box, thereby 
remaining totally in the present, as I was told I was supposed to, 
but with the prospect of a future paycheck, as I was told was 
forthcoming. 

However, the next morning while we were once again intoning 
this verse, I discovered that my eyes had unaccountably teared up 
and that I had such a lump in my throat that it was difficult for me 
to croak along with the words, and every morning thereafter I had 
the same response. Somehow the meaning of this verse struck me 
to the core. It felt as if my whole bungled karmic past, the 
mistakes I had made, the people I had hurt, the opportunities and 
energy I had squandered, were suddenly laid bare, and could be 
extended far back beyond memory into ancient time, as a 
cumulation of karmic results that now loomed menacingly and 
inescapably behind me, around me, and in me. 
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The outlook that emerged with my developing sense of karmic 
continuity was like learning from an office colleague that the 
person who had had my job processing insurance claims 
previously had become so lazy and so woefully behind in his 
work that he had routinely taken handfuls of documents from the 
“in” box and stored them in the adjacent room for eventual 
processing. Looking in the adjacent room, I discovered an 
alarming backlog of boxes of unprocessed documents, along with 
bundles of still more documents tied together with twine, stacked 
up high, bundle on bundle, box on box and bundle on box. I 
recognize that there was suffering in the form of an unpaid claim 
in each of those pending documents. Dismay toward a bungled 
past brings with it an urgent sense of responsibility toward a still 
untainted future. I would have to put in many overtime hours on 
my watch to make sure these valid claims were paid. 

Indeed, the quality of my Buddhist practice changed quickly and 
markedly after avowing my ancient twisted karma. Suddenly, 
rather than trying to sustain purity of mind moment by moment, I 
was suddenly engaged in a cosmic battle with terrible ancient 
twisted karmic forces that threatened the future, and, standing at 
the gateway between past and present, I was boldly proclaiming, 
staff in hand, “You shall not pass!”

Did I now believe in rebirth? I could see that I was onto 
something very real, but did not feel compelled to analyze into 
any more specific terms. This is the brilliance of taking seriously, 
but holding loosely. Perhaps practice will lead to further analysis, 
perhaps not. But, what the hell, it sure supercharged my practice. 
It endowed it with enormous meaning.  It is in these terms that 
the Buddha addressed skeptics of rebirth, that is, in terms of 
human benefit, not in terms of “only this is true.” The Buddha 
gives us an example of an unskillful viewpoint:

There are some contemplatives and brahmans who hold 
this doctrine, hold this view: “There is nothing given, 
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nothing offered, nothing sacrificed. There is no fruit or re-
sult of good or bad actions. There is no this world, no next 
world, no mother, no father, no spontaneously reborn be-
ings; no brahmins or contemplatives who, faring rightly 
and practicing rightly, proclaim this world and the next af-
ter having directly known and realized it for 
themselves.”49  (MN 60)

This viewpoint denies karma and its fruits, the roles of generosity 
and responsibility, refuge in the higher realization of others, and 
rebirth into another, hopefully more felicitous, world. The 
Buddha points out how this viewpoint is likely to condition the 
behavior of such contemplatives and brahmins:

It can be expected that … they will adopt and practice 
these three unskillful activities: bad bodily conduct, bad 
verbal conduct, bad mental conduct. Why is that? Because 
those venerable contemplatives and brahmins do not see, 
in unskillful activities, the drawbacks, the degradation, 
and the defilement; nor in skillful activities the benefit of 
renunciation, as cleansing.50 (MN 60)

Here is the kicker: people of this view cannot win, whether or not 
their view turns out to be true, in the end:

Assume there is no other world, regardless of the true 
statement of those venerable contemplatives and brah-
mins. This good person is still criticized in the here and 
now by the observant as a person of bad habits and wrong 
understanding: one who holds to a doctrine of non-
existence. If there really is a next world, then this 
venerable person has made a bad throw twice: in that he is 
criticized by the observant here and now, and in that with 
the breakup of the body, after death  he will reappear in a 
plane of deprivation, a bad destination, a lower realm, 
hell. Thus this incontrovertable teaching, when poorly 
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grasped and poorly adopted by him, covers one side. He 
gives up the skillful option.51 (MN 60)

Fundamentally, this describes a purely pragmatic condition for 
accepting one of two alternative viewpoints on the basis of a kind 
of cost-benefit analysis, or a means of covering one’s bets, that 
by itself justifies its acceptance as a kind of working assumption. 
The Buddha makes a similar argument in the Kalama Sutta (AN 

3.65) with regard to realizing the fruits of kamma in the next life. 
It is clear that he recommends that kamma and rebirth be 
accepted as working assumptions by the skeptical, but is 
confident that their truth, which he endorses, will eventually be 
discovered and finally realized in the diligent practitioner’s own 
experience. 



Living in wisdom

We have focused so far on the mindful practice of living a 
virtuous life according to Dharma. This takes us a long way in 
loosening the knots in the samsaric tangle that keeps us enmeshed 
in suffering and harm, enough to turn us toward a worthwhile, 
meaningful and relatively joyful life. For most Buddhists 
historically this has been good enough. However, this will not by 
itself remove the most recalcitrant knots necessary for ending the 
craving and suffering that constitute samsara once and for all. 
Without further work the epic karmic struggle with our ancient 
twisted karma from the the beginningless past will continue. The 
tightest knots to unthread are those of delusion, but the practice 
of virtue has given us room to work with those knots. It is 
through our delusions that we create the world as we experience 
it, then we convince ourselves that this world is real and then we 
behave accordingly. For this reason we develop wisdom, which 
begins in right understanding and is perfected in right 
concentration. This is where the deepest aspects of the Dharma 
come into play, for they give us the basis of working these knots 
apart. The Buddha once said,

The wise one established in virtue,
Developing concentration and wisdom,
That ardent and prudent monk,
It is he who disentangles his tangle.52 
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Developing right understanding

The stages of liberation describe the process of development 
of right understanding:

1. The Teacher or a fellow monk in the position of a teacher 
teaches the Dharma to a monk … 

2. He himself teaches the Dharma to others in detail as he 
has heard it and learned it … 

3. He recites the Dharma in detail as he has heard it and 
learned it … 

4. He ponders, examines, and mentally inspects the Dharma 
as he has heard it and learned it … 

5. He has grasped well a certain object of concentration,53 
attended to it well, sustained it well, and penetrated it well 
with wisdom …54  

The first three stages are intended to work closely with the literal 
scriptures as expressions of Dharma. In the early pre-literate 
centuries of Buddhism, learning Dharma would have required 
long hours of rote memorization of literal texts through public 
and private recitation, thereby also fulfilling the monastic 
obligation to preserve the Dharma orally for future generations. 
In many places in Asia, for instance, in Myanmar, rote 
memorization is very much still alive. But access to books allows 
modern people to proceed more quickly to step four and then to 
refer back as needed to published scriptural sources or even later 
re-presentations of the Dharma like the present book. 

 The entire process involves repeatedly bringing the Dharma to 
mind, for retention, for instructing, for further reflections and as 
objects of concentration. In this way, mindfulness is instrumental 
in the development of right view from scripture, to something 
with conceptual content integrated into a wide fabric of 
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previously learned conceptual content, through refined 
experiential examination and verification to something 
internalized, to the point that we effectively learn ourselves to 
perceive through the eyes of the Buddha.55

A birdwatcher goes through a similar process, as does the student 
of any multifaceted craft:  She begins with reading or consulting 
the Peterson Field Guide with its invaluable sketches, 
descriptions and seasonal distribution maps, tries to remember 
colors, markings, behavior patters and calls then brings her 
understanding situationally to mind as she observes alightings 
and flights around feeder and bush. Her concentration may 
sometimes become quite intense as she spots a rare species 
difficult to identify. The more she engages in her hobby, the more 
her understanding is refined, and integrated with her knowledge 
of local landscape and flora. With time much of her 
understanding becomes internalized as a matter of direct 
perception of the feathery realm such that she need catch the 
slightest motion and glimpse of a tail in an instant to identify “a 
Carolina chickadee!” Effectively, she has learned to see through 
the eyes of Roger Tory Peterson.

In the same way, through mindful study, reflection, examination 
and concentration we learn and refine our understanding of points 
of Dharma – our conceptualizations and attachments, the 
unending alighting and flight of phenomena around body and 
mind, the strings of causality that entangle us – until we learn to 
see through the eyes of the Buddha. 

Mindfulness is instrumental at each stage of liberation. We have 
see that where mindfulness is developed and distractions are put 
aside, concentration tends to be a natural consequence. Although 
concentration is mentioned only in the description of the last 
stage of liberation, in fact the description of each of the five 
stages cited above concludes identically as follows:
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In whatever way …, he experiences inspiration in the 
meaning and inspiration in the Dhamma. As he does so, 
joy arises in him. When he is joyful, rapture arises. For 
one with a rapturous mind, the body becomes tranquil. 
One tranquil in body feels pleasure. For one feeling 
pleasure, the mind becomes concentrated. This is the first 

stage of liberation, … 56

It often goes unacknowledged in modern circles that recitation 
can be an integral part of meditation practice. The causal 
sequence “joy → rapture57 → tranquility → pleasure → 
concentration” is a common causal sequence that we have 
encountered before. However, in the last stage of liberation, 
concentration is mentioned up front as with respect to an object 
of concentration.58 This is suggestive of a slightly different causal 
sequence:

The seven factors of awakening59 are a causal sequence 
describing meditation that produces insight.

This thereby starts off a little differently than the variants of the 
causal sequence leading to concentration we have encountered so 
far:  

(1) Mindfulness recalls Dharma, in this case in a situated 
manner.

(2) Investigation of phenomena discriminates some object of 
experience on the basis of Dharma brought to mind.

(3) Energy arises through interest and through the effort to 
keep the mind undistracted.

(4)  Rapture arises through energy, and presumably through 
the inspiration in the meaning and inspiration in the 
Dharma referred to in the last passage. Delight is a feeling 
of well-being more energetic than simple pleasure, because 
it has a bit of excitement in it. Investigation is fun.
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We can assume that joy, mentioned previously, is a stage before 
delight not allocated a separate factor of awakening.

(5) Tranquility is a sense of calm and well-being that follow 
delight. 

Although this is a transition to a less energetic state, a bit of 
excitement persists.

(6) Concentration is meditation per se,60 an even calmer state 
of mind arrayed around undistracted mindfulness and in 
this case focused on a particular object of examination.

(7) Equanimity is a state of impartiality, beyond like and 
dislike, which is particularly conducive to wisdom, and 
ultimately to awakening. 

Concentration itself goes through four stages:

A jhana is one of four progressive stages of greater 
concentration.

These stages are almost always referred to in English literature 
using the Pali word,61 as in the first jhana, second jhana, etc. 
Equanimity is actually associated with the fourth jhana. Each 
jhana proceeds from the previous jhana by losing its most 
energetic factor. Briefly, the first jhana retains all of the 
awakening factors prior to concentration and also still permits 
discursive thought in the process of investigation. The second 
jhana loses the capacity of discursive thought, such that the 
Buddha has called it “noble silence,” although examination 
continues at a receptive level through all of the jhanas. The third 
jhana loses the excitement of rapture, settling into simple 
contented pleasure. The fourth jhana loses even this.

Understanding experience

We've been discussing how right understanding is developed and 
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the critical role of mindfulness in that process, but so far we have 
said little about what exactly we are developing right 
understanding of. Right understanding begins with purity of 
mind: with understanding what is skillful and unskillful, how 
these are rooted in greed, hatred or delusion, how what is 
unskillful is suffering, etc. We still want to understand the deeper 
levels of craving and attachment, as well as how our 
conceptualizations and in particular misperceptions play into the 
samsaric condition, and particularly the role of the illusive sense 
of self. All of these are elements of samsara that keep us 
entangled. With right understanding we develop an every more 
detailed and familiar map of the dysfunctional mind, pointing out 
how we conditionally entangle ourselves in suffering, but by the 
same token how we can disentangle ourselves. By understanding 
causal relations we can learn to steer conditions to produces more 
felicitous outcomes. 

The world of experience. Examination is an empirical process 
insofar as it involves bringing Dharma together with observable 
phenomena. The only purely empirical phenomena is what we 
can experience directly for ourselves, for everything else is mere 
conjecture communicated through our experience. In fact this is 
what phenomena are:

A phenomenon is an event or factor as it occurs in 
experience.62

Examples of phenomena are urges, feelings, ideas, plans, 
attention, imaginings, etc., but also of tables, chairs, bodies, 
selves, etc. as they appear to us. It is important, lest we become 
confused in our study of the Dharma, to recognize the strongly 
subjective orientation of the early Dharma. The field of inquiry is 
almost entirely restricted to phenomena as they occur in direct 
experience, with virtually no interest in mechanisms that might 
underly experience or persist or play out beyond the reach of our 
immediate experience. In fact, the Buddha uses the word world in 
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a specific sense:

The world is the totality of phenomena, all that we 
experience.63

For us the world is generally understood not as something 
external and objective, most of which lies beyond experience, but 
which we think is “out there.” But the Buddha says,

In this fathom-long living body, along with its perceptions 
and thoughts, lies the world, the arising of the world, and 
the cessation of the world.64

It will be convenient to talk of what I will call the “outer world.” 
When I want to be clear I will call “the world” proper the 
“phenomenal world” or the “world of experience.” To make 
things a bit more difficult – sorry to belabor this, but this is 
important – aside from an objective outer world, there is an outer 
world as experienced. For instance, I look out the window and 
see a tree and I think, “I am looking at the outer world,” and I am 
convinced that it exists. But I don't know how closely the outer 
world as I experience it corresponds to the really real outer world 
(I may live in The Matrix, for all I know).

In any case, for the Buddha the human problem is in the 
(phenomenal) world. It is “in here” that we suffer, that we 
practice and that we awaken. For this reason, it is important that 
we mindfully maintain a subjective perspective and avoid getting 
too serious about the outer world. Our concern in the outer world 
is with what exists, our concern in the inner world is what we 
experience. Philosophers say our concerns in the outer world are 
“ontological,” and in the inner world “epistemic.” We can verify 
only the inner word directly, empirically for ourselves. The outer 
world as experienced is an intellectual abstraction.
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All things are contingent

The phenomenal world – and we daresay the outer world as well 
–  is for the Buddha strictly subject to cause and effect. 
Experiential elements arise from causes and conditions and, in 
turn, represent causes and conditions for the arising of other 
phenomena: 

Conditionality,65 or cause and effect, is the relation between 
two phenomena when the arising or cessation of one is 
contingent on the arising or cessation of the other.

In the early texts, this is standardly expressed as follows:

When this is, that is,
From the arising of this comes the arising of that.
When this isn’t, that isn’t.
From the cessation of this comes the cessation of that.66 

It is this simple insight that allowed the Buddha to crack open our 
deluded and persistent misperception of the world to reveal 
clearly how we entangle ourselves in samsara. It should be 
appreciated that conditionality makes all elements of experience 
contingent on other elements. Since a given element is both effect 
of something and cause of something, the phenomenal world is in 
constant flux. Conditionality, for the Buddha, is taken as a 
universal principle, rippling through chains of causality keeping 
the world in contant flux. Nothing happens of itself, but only 
through conditions, and there is no first condition to anything. 

The most prominent example of conditionality in all of the 
Dharma is the second noble truth, stated here a bit differently 
than before.

And this, monks is the noble truth of the origination of 
suffering: the craving that makes for further becoming – 
accompanied by passion and delight, relishing now here 
and now there, i.e., craving for sensual pleasure, craving 
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for becoming, craving for becoming other.67

If we understand what things arise from what conditions, this 
gives us the opportunity to engineer more desirable outcomes by 
tracing back chains of conditionality to factors we are better able 
to steer. To take a concrete example of this principle, we cannot 
extinguish a fire directly nor make it burn more brightly. But we 
can achieve the desired outcome if we understand the conditions 
that give rise to fire: heat, oxygen and fuel, for each of these can 
be manipulated. Dousing the fire with water deprives it of oxy-
gen. Throwing another log on or giving it a squirt of kerosene 
gives it more fuel.  Blowing on the fire may give it more oxygen 
but also reduce its temperature. 

The recourse to conditionality allows us, through Buddhist 
practice, to bring the fires of suffering under control.  Unable to 
will away suffering with the command, “Don’t worry, be happy!” 
we try to control its conditions, such as craving. If we cannot will 
craving to end with “Don’t be so needy,” we look for the con-
ditions of craving in turn, and then try to control those, and so on. 
Origination of undesirable factors is matched with their desirable 
cessation, as in the third noble truth:

And this, monks, is the noble truth of the cessation of suf-
fering: the remainderless fading and cessation, renuncia-
tion, relinquishment, release, and letting go of that very 
craving.68 (SN 56.11)

Although every factor of experience, or of the outer world, is 
highly contingent and in flux, we often conceptualize the world 
differently. Perception tends to idealize an outer world as more 
permanent, more pleasurable, more personalized and more 
beautiful than things really are. We fabricate this, in our delusion, 
as a world of rather fixed things, then become attached to them 
and suffer as a consequence. In fact, our own self is the primary 
example. To bring us back to reality, the Buddha asks us always 
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to keep in mind the three qualities characteristic of the world:

Impermanence is the quality of being in flux,  born from 
conditions and also dying with conditions.

Impermanence applies, of course, to thoughts, feelings, and so 
on, but also food we buy, our furniture, our car, our own bodies, 
even mountains. Impermanence entails that everything and 
everyone we cherish will be lost to us one by one … until the 
ones that remain lose us. The world is slipping by like sand 
through our fingers. There is no “happy ever after” with regard to 
the things or people of the world. 

Suffering is conditioned by craving, and we crave and attach 
to things of the world. But because these are in flux, we 
cannot find lasting satisfaction in them.

Our inner conceptual constructions simply do not keep pace with 
the unfolding of the outer world. Because things are 
impermanent, when we seek gratification in something fixed, we 
forget that samsaric life has been a continual series of broken 
promises. That which is craved causes us suffering because we 
cannot rely on it. If we've lost what we cherish, we suffer. If we 
still have it, we are anxious that we will lose it.

Non-self contradicts the view that there is something 
substantial and lasting that we call “me.” We will never find 
such a thing.

We fabricate a sense of self from the attachments that we 
appropriate and “me” and “mine,” such as body, fortune, family 
and bowling championship. But what we think is more-or-less 
fixed will really turn out to be impermanent and if we attach to it 
anyway, it is just a source of suffering. If it is impermanent and a 
source of suffering it cannot be our self.

Contemplating impermanence, suffering and non-self reveals the 
false premises that underlie much of the world as we have grown 
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to know it. As an empirical matter, these three qualities win all 
debates, yet we find it perplexingly easy to overlook them. The 
three qualities remind us of the primary human absurdity, that we 
grow the world “out there” in our own minds in a certain way, 
then we take it seriously as something real and substantial, then 
we become infatuated with its objects, and then we crave them, 
much like Pygmalion of Greek legend. 

In whatever way they imagine, thereby it turns otherwise
     (SN 3.12)

The three qualities remind us that these objects are by nature 
unreliable, and explain why they cause us distress when we have 
a stake in them or try to identify with them. These reflections aim 
at the fading of passion:69 Our infatuations are over things that are 
too hot too handle, things that are not what they promise. A 
meaningful life lies elsewhere.

A map of the world

Sense contact. A distinguished feature of the phenomenal world, 
the inner world of experience, has to be sense experience. It 
would seem that this is the interface to the outer world; without 
senses we would have no experience of the outer world. 

We think we have immediate access to the outer world, which is 
there even if no one is experiencing it at the moment, that we 
need do nothing to experience it except to show up, but thinking 
this is just another experience, one that the mind fabricates.
To see that this is so, let's assume there is an outer world that 
exists independently of experience. We cannot experience that 
world directly. The best we can do is fabricate a facsimile of that 
world in the mind and experience that. If we assume the brain is 
implicated in the arising of experience, consider that the brain sits 
in the skull in total darkness and total silence, communicating 
with the outer world through neural impulses originating the 



82 Mindfulness in early Buddhism

retina, the eardrum, etc. This raw data must be highly interpreted 
to reproduce the complete experience of the outer world. 
Therefore we have no unfabricated experience outer world. We 
don't even really have any idea of how close our inner facsimile 
might be to the outer world, or if the outer world really exists.

A common way of classifying the world is in terms of contact 
through sense faculties: eye, ear, nose, tongue and body (“feel”) 
overall. Without the senses, there could be no experience. But 
wait: even if the five senses were cut off, we would still 
experience thoughts and emotions, wouldn't we? Yes! That is 
why in Buddhism, rather than just the five physical senses we 
also that a mind sense (mano) through which we experience our 
inner thoughts and mental processes, dreams and so on.

The sixfold sphere70 arrays phenomena as arising from contact 
facilitated by one of the six sense faculties.

Many suttas variously lists a number of factors that belong in 
each of the six spheres. For instance, in the eye sphere we have:

… eye, form, eye consciousness, eye contact and what-
ever arises with eye contact as a condition.71 

Once contact occurs, a series of factors dependent on contact 
arise in relation to the object imputed to exist “out there”: feeling 
about it, craving it, thinking about it and so on. Various suttas 
refer to the six sense spheres as the all (sabba), in the sense that 
they exhaust the world, that is, the realm of experience. The All 
Sutta states with reference to the six spheres:

If anyone, monks, should speak thus, “Having rejected 
this all, I shall make known another all,” that would be a 
mere empty boast on his part. … that would not be within 
his domain.72

Conceptualizing the world of experience in terms of the six 
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spheres highlights the senses as the initiators of experience. 
Modeling the world in terms of a closed system of experiential 
events comes with a claim: that this is adequate to root out the 
sources of our suffering to to bring them under control. Buddhist 
practice, directed at the end of suffering, needs nothing beyond 
this all:

In the six the world has arisen, 
In the six it holds concourse.
On the six themselves depending, 
In the six it has woes.73

The aggregates. The world (of experience) contains both mental 
phenomena, like thoughts and emotions, and physical 
phenomena, like bodies, cars, etc. However, the Buddha often 
classifies elements of the world as the five aggregates:

The five aggregates serve to classify phenomena into the 
epistemically or cognitively loaded categories of form, 
feeling, perception, formations and consciousness.74

Keeping the five aggregates in mind reminds us that we are 
observing experiences, not some outer world, in this sense 
providing a hedge against falling into the outer world. 

A form is raw sense data, such as shapes and colors, noise, 
odors, something that impinges on experience as if from the 
outside.

A feeling is an affective tone of experience, particularly how it 
falls on the like-dislike scale. 

A perception is a recognition of familiarity as an exemplar of 
something recollected. It ofter permits a linguistic label.

A formation is a conditioned composite of phenomena, such as 
complex objects, plans, designs, analyses. It entails choice 
and so includes karmic activities.
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An instance of consciousness is a movement of mind, 
including qualities like focus, attention and reference to 
things outside of itself (we are conscious of something).

The aggregates thereby break experience into five categories of 
ascending cognitive complexity. In fact, these categories are not 
discrete, but often highlight different facets of the same elements. 
For instance, everything we experience is consciousness. 
Moreover, everything we perceive is a formation, which is to say, 
fabricated; an instance of consciousness is also a fabrication. 
Incidentally, an instance of consciousness, like everything else, 
simply arises in one moment and is gone in the next. This is by 
way of correcting the tendency to view consciousness as 
something fixed, or even to view consciousness as “me,” the 
experiencer.

When we “fall into the outer world,” we take it as real and begin 
to “attach” to the things we find there as “me” and “mine,” which 
further entangles us in samsara, as we will see shortly. The 
Buddha brings things to a head in an extremely clever way by 
intersecting two contrary categories, aggregates and attachments, 
to form the “aggregates of attachment.”75 The result is that we 
see, as in shoddy merchandise, the cognitive seams left from the 
fabrication of our most cherished attachments. We are 
furthermore asked to consider, as if to drive this point home, “this 
is not me, this is not mine, this is not of me, I am not of this.”76

Dependent co-arising.

Although conditionality is described as a relation between a 
phenomenon and its cause or its set of conditions, when scaled up 
into a mesh of such phenomena, the resulting system can exhibit 
a quite complex dynamic, which can be difficult to track, with 
many loops and collateral effects.  

Dependent co-arising is the arising of a network or chain of 
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phenomena together through relations of conditionality 
among those phenomena.77

Now, for clarity, the suttas tend to prefer chains of dependent co-
arising, in order to attribute a single condition to a single effect, 
when properly any single factor generally has multiple 
conditions, as we saw with fire, and multiple effects. 
Accordingly, there are many references to linear causal chains in 
early Buddhism, each of which really represents a thread through 
a dense causal net of contingency. 

Dependent co-arising occurs in various contexts, but most often 
this term is used to refer to a specific causal chain, generally of 
twelve links, as follows:

ignorance → formations → consciousness → ignorance → formations → consciousness → 

    name-and-form → sixfold-sphere → contact →     name-and-form → sixfold-sphere → contact → 

        feeling  → craving → attachment → becoming →         feeling  → craving → attachment → becoming → 

            birth → this mass of suffering            birth → this mass of suffering

A thin thread through the dense snarl of conditionality, this 
particular chain wends its way through the center of Buddhist 
psychology, in which it exposes the arising step-by-step of the 
near-universal pathology that characterizes the human condition. 
The chain not only describes the arising of the human pathology, 
but also what we do about it: our practice is directed at 
weakening or breaking its various problematic links until the 
entire chain ceases to function, such that a given link might cease 
much like a fire ceases when deprived of one of its conditions 
like fuel. The practice of the noble eightfold path weakens all 
links, a kind of universal elixir for all that ails us. The removal of 
ignorance, as the first link, results in the utter breakdown of the 
entire chain, that is, a complete understanding of what, in our 
phenomenal world, ails us suffices to liberate us from our 
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ailment.

The chain of dependent co-arising above is deceptively simple. 
When we actually understand the various factors involved, each 
of which the Buddha describes in many suttas, we find that their 
dynamics is quite complex, with many branches, loops and new 
instantiations of the chain, conditioned by which the illusory 
sense of self in all of its contingent complexity emerges. The 
Buddha, in describing this chain, presented us with a most pro-
found model of the common, dysfunctional mind. Having 
revealed something of its logic, we do not have room in this brief 
introduction for further discussion of this profound teaching.

Wisdom from meditation

We have given a very brief overview of the factors of right view, 
particularly a very sketchy map of the phenomenal world. 
Becoming intimate with and internalizing right view requires a 
lot of effort as we bring mindfulness of the Dhamma in 
attendance to the detailed examination of the phenomenal world, 
like bringing a map in attendance to a landscape so that we might 
find our way, and as we then carry this examination into 
concentration. We have seen that mindfulness and examination of 
phenomana are the first two of the seven factors of awakening 
and concentration the sixth. These first two factors are elaborated 
in another teaching: 

The establishment of mindfulness,78 sometimes equated with 
right mindfulness, is a practice whose core instruction is as 
follows:

And what, monks, is right mindfulness? Here, monks, a 
monk dwells observing the body in the body, ardent, 
clearly comprehending, mindful, having removed 
covetousness and displeasure in regard to the world. He 
dwells observing feelings in feelings, … mind in mind … 
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phenomena in phenomena … This is right mindfulness.79

What we do is observe as a refinement of situated mindfulness, 
by picking a topic of observation among the body, feelings, mind 
or phenomena, and then at the same time bringing the relevant 
aspects of Dharma to bear. As we observe, we are also asked to 
maintain a sense of ardency or alertness and to clearly 
comprehend, that is, actively to investigate, what we observe. We 
are also asked to put away worldly distractions that tend to 
impinge on contemplative practice. Potential distractions are 
more generally itemized as:

The five hindrances are lust, ill-will, sloth-torpor, restlessness-
remorse and doubt.80 

Notice that, although the establishment of mindfulness is defined 
as right mindfulness, this is a more complex elaboration of 
mindfulness as simply keeping the Dharma in mind. “Mindful” in 
the simpler sense occurs, in fact, as one of many factors in the 
definition. Observation is declared as the primary task to which 
we bring the other factors to bear. Nonetheless, mindfulness 
remains the entry point of right view, situated by examination.

Many of the extra-Buddhists tasks we have seen for training 
general mindfulness seem to be covered in the establishment of 
mindfulness as well:

Again, monks, a monk is one who acts with clear 
comprehension when going forward and returning; who 
acts with clear comprehension when wearing his robes 
and carrying his outer robe and bowl; who acts with clear 
comprehension when eating, drinking, consuming food, 
and tasting; who acts with clear comprehension when 
defecating and urinating; who acts with clear 
comprehension when walking, standing, sitting, falling 
asleep, waking up, talking and keeping silent.
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This is bringing mindfulness to everyday activities, about which 
Dharma is rather scant. The practice here is clearly open-ended, 
extensible to a wide swath of additional physical activities, such 
as cutting carrots or feeding the dog, chopping wood or carrying 
water. In fact, one can practice this almost all day in the midst of 
one's everyday activities off of the cushion. The final type of 
observation brings the whole of the Dharma into mindfulness;

Observation of phenomena, the establishment of mindfulness 
on its fourth topic, is described as follows:81

He dwells observing phenomena in phenomena, ardent, 
clearly comprehending and mindful, having put away cov-
etousness and grief concerning the world.

Here, we begin by selecting a topic of Dharma and Dharma 
drives our interpretation of phenomena arising in experience. In 
observation of phenomena we pair mindfulness with 
examination, bringing in clear comprehension to effectively test 
and amend our understanding empirically by matching it against 
experience as we deepen our ability to fully comprehend that 
experience. The second factor of awakening similarly explicity 
mentions examination of phenomena. 

It is clear that the scope of the fourth task of the establishment of 
mindfulness is also quite extensive, including any teachings that 
can be related to phenomenal experience, such as those around 
the twelve factors in the chain of dependent co-arising, or around 
the aggregates. Observation of phenomena consummates the ark 
from Dharma to the full internalization of right understanding 
described in the five stages of liberation, in that it applies to all 
aspects of the phenomenal world touched on by Dharma.82 By 
establishing mindfulness with regard to key experiential factors, 
we can fully internalize the teachings on these factors to the point 
that they become part of our perceptual apparatus. Our right 
understanding is honed, polished, fine-tuned and distilled, until 
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we begin to behold the phenomenal world through the very eyes 
of the Buddha. 

As in other mindfulness practices concentration naturally follows. 
Concentration improves the clarity of our vision, but also allows 
us to explore the relationship of mind and experience and 
discover that our experience of the world is indeed fabricated. 
For instance, as we enter deeper jhanas certain mental faculties 
slow down or cease, for instance perception or conceptualization, 
and our experience shifts accordingly. We can even steer this 
process into higher realizations, to see reality as infinite space, 
infinite consciousness or voidness. 

Beyond common contemplation and introspection, the final two 
steps of the noble eightfold path, that is, mindfulness and 
concentration,  ultimately play a crucial role in internalizing right 
understanding. The result is to see things as they really are. Once 
we see things as they really are, and we see how we create our 
own suffering, we begin to drop our attachments like hot fritters, 
and this leads to our liberation. 

Knowledge, vision and liberation

Most of the knowledge a master potter possesses has come from 
actually working with the clay, and is found in his fingers not in 
his head. Or consider the knowledge we put to use in riding a 
bicycle, for which we were initially told, “To go forward, turn the 
the pedals in that direction, to turn right, move the handlebars in 
this direction,” but then for which we learn to maintain our 
balance, etc. inexplicably by “feel,” that is, through practice 
rather than through thinking about it. Buddhist practice is also 
like this: the role of right understanding becomes refined as in-
timacy grows with the domain it covers, to be replaced or 
supplemented by a “feel” for the workings of the mind. This 
deeper knowledge, also known as wisdom, lies for the most part 
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beyond the limits of conceptual understanding and will unfold 
with the experience of practice.

Knowledge and vision of things as they really are83 is a clear 
and intuitive right understanding of the phenomenal world.

In fact, it would seem that perception is the farthest extent of 
situated recollection, since it involves bringing past experience to 
bear on the interpretation of present phenomena in an almost 
instinctive way. As this learning process concludes, we begin, as 
as it has been said, to think with the teachings rather than about 
them, or “to see with the Buddha's spectacles.”84

If we put our hand on a hot stove we are not likely to repeat that 
experience. Samsara is too hot to handle, but most of us fail to 
see where exactly we are putting our hand when we feel the 
burning. Therefore we repeat that experience, and we have been 
doing so from beginningless time. When we know and see things 
as they really are, then we see where the pain is coming from, 
and this initiates disenchantment and dispassion. Ignorance 
comes to an end, and we let go.  When we let go of everything, 
this is liberation. With the end of ignorance, the entire chain of 
dependent co-arising ceases, including craving and thereby 
suffering, and including (re)birth. What was to be done, has been 
done. This is awakening.
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Setting out on the Buddhist path is like taking a hike with a large 
and very mixed group of people of every age, state of health, type 
of footwear, backpack size, degree of inebriation, and so on. Such 
a group will spread out along the path, with the strongest, 
healthiest, hiking-booted, light-backpacked, boldest, most 
persistent and most enterprising leading the way. In the middle 
there might be a mutually infatuated teenage couple that keeps up 
in spurts, but keeps getting side-tracked and disappearing from 
the path for minutes at a time, some chubby middle-aged people 
who huff and puff, along with some fit but ancient birdwatchers. 
Falling way back are parents and their little kids who “cannot 
walk another step,” a couple of people sitting on a rock drinking 
beer, an elderly gentleman watching fire ants devour his cane, 
and a lady who broke a heal upon encountering the first rock. The 
Buddhist path is defined with the leaders at the head in mind and 
the rest of us try our best to keep up but straggle to varying 
degrees; we do what we can, and often the accomplishments of 
the leaders, and tales of views from lofty heights inspire us to try 
a bit harder. The field guides, trail maps and high-tech hiking 
boots are generally designed with the leaders in mind.

Buddhism in its pure form could never be a one-size-fits-all, 
cookie-cutter religion. Its standards for practice and 
understanding are so high that few, even of the most whole-
hearted, committed and fortunate, will master them in this 
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lifetime. Moreover, most of us have limited opportunity or 
insufficient zeal given life's other, “extra-Buddhist” 
responsibilities, values and pursuits, what we will also call 
“externals” here, to fully occupy the range of practices and 
understandings. This chapter provides advice on balancing 
Buddhist practice in the midst of whatever else is going on in our 
lives.

Holistic and single-practice Buddhism

Is Buddhism something we add to our lives in the midst of life's 
externals, or something we take as foundational in our live?. Is 
Buddhism something we practice part-time or full-time? And 
how do we do this in the midst of everything else?

Single-practice Buddhism. A common way, now and 
historically, to approach Buddhism is focus on a single or small 
set of practices. In fact, most modern people who come to 
Buddhism later in life put it in the same category as a jogging or 
gym workout practice, a Japanese language class or hobbies like 
birdwatching or wine tasting, as yet one more thing we add 
alongside the externals of our lives. This most typically means 
taking up a meditation practice, and maybe to a lesser extent 
reading some books or listening to Dharma talks on-line. 
Historically whole schools of Buddhism have developed in this 
way: Pure Land Buddhism focuses on the practice of chanting the 
name of Amitabha Buddhs, a living Buddha who resides in an 
heavenly realm, the Pure Land. Chinese Zen may have developed 
this way by focusing on meditation.85 

Interestingly, “mindfulness” is often put forward as this single 
practice as a rough substitute for “meditation,” often with the 
claim that mindfulness is the essence of Buddhism and that 
through practicing mindfulness the rest of Buddhism naturally 
unfolds.86 This makes little sense given what we have learned 
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about mindfulness in this book, because the rest of Buddhism is 
what, from the outset, we are mindful of. We have talked about a 
faculty of mindfulness that can be developed and tuned 
independently of Dharma, and that is closer to how mindfulness 
is commonly defined in modern literature, but there is no way to 
derive the Dharma from this faculty, for one can also be a 
mindful sniper or mindful loan shark.87 

This rather modular way to practice is quite consistent with, and 
certainly encouraged by, our mix-and-match consumerist lifestyle 
most of us are used to, but can be nonetheless a good starting 
point. Moreover, a meditation practice can quickly provide a 
sense of satisfaction that encourages further practice. But in the 
meantime we may find ourselves thrashing between to conflicting 
modes, one rather stressful, conflict-ridden, alternately aggressive 
and defensive, and somewhat unwholesome, and the other calm 
and uplifting, therapeutic and affording some temporary relief. 
We may exhibit sincere effort but but are likely to be frustrated in 
our overall progress

We have learned in this book that everything we do throughout 
the day, even if we do not consider it to be particularly Buddhist, 
even if we do not consider ourselves to be Buddhists, is related to 
practice, either as right practice or as wrong practice, whether we 
like it or not, for we are the heirs of our deeds, of all of our 
deeds. Talking to a friend or admonishing a co-worker can be 
skillful or unskillful. Working on the assembly line or taking a 
lunch break can be either wholesome or unwholesome. Planning 
an investment strategy can be skillful or unskillful (What, for 
instance, are the social costs and benefits of our investments?). 
Everything we do has advances us or retards us in our 
development on the path toward awakening. We cannot be part-
time practitioners, we have no choice. Buddhist practice is the 
ultimate concern, even if we don't know it.

Foundational Buddhism. We don't need to add another closet or 
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sun room to our house, so much as we need to attend to the 
foundation. A proper integration of Buddhism into our already 
busy lives is possible if we begin, mindful of the parameters of a 
full Buddhist life, to assess how each aspect of our existing life 
might fit within those parameters. The challenge is that we 
probably don't aspire to live the perfect Buddhist life, but to 
develop spiritually through Buddhist practice in the midst of 
extra-Buddhist, sometimes not so wholesome, externals. 
Consistent mindfulness of those parameters will tend over time to 
bring our own lives gradually into alignment. I highly 
recommend mindfulness of the three factors of the compass of 
right intention: renunciation, kindness and harmlessness as we 
assess our lives.

Right livelihood

Mindful of precepts, we also confront our social circumstances. 
Our livelihood is likely to be particularly prominent in this 
regard. For instance, if we interact with customers for a living, 
we may be required, as a condition of employment, to stretch the 
truth a bit, “That dress looks, uh, great on you,” or to cook the 
books, to set mouse traps and so on.

Right livelihood is the fifth factor of the noble eightfold path. For 
most of us livelihood is the central extra-Buddhist obligation of 
our lives. We obligate ourselves to fulfilling a livelihood in order 
to sustain our life style to feed our family or to be able to afford 
opera tickets, fine cuisine and a fast car, or to realize other values 
or pursuits, or to pay off a student debt. The Buddha warns us to 
beware:

A lay follower should not engage in five types of 
business. Which five? Business in weapons, business in 
human beings, business in meat, business in intoxicants, 
and business in poison.88
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Elsewhere he recommends:

And what, monks, is a wrong mode of livelihood? 
Trickery, cajolery, insinuating, dissembling, rapacity for 
gain upon gain.89

Already we are describing a large swath of the modern economy. 
I myself used to write software, in what now seems like a 
previous life, sometimes under U.S. Defense Department con-
tracts. When I took up Buddhist practice and study, I realized I 
was probably contributing to weapons systems and this ended up 
being a major factor for me in ending my high-paid high-tech 
corporate career in favor of what I now do. 

The modern economy often offers few wholesome choices for the 
job hunter living under normal constraints. The radical redirect-
ing of my career path would have been extremely difficult if I 
were not at a point in life in which my family obligations were 
loosening up. If I wasn't designing weapons systems, I might 
have been working in marketing, trying to convince the public 
that ingesting some horrid concoction of petrochemicals, high 
fructose corn syrup and saturated fats will add zest to their lives. 
Large modern enterprises typically distribute decisions in such a 
way that obscure ethical responsibility, and workers who are 
compensated through wages have little control over the product 
of their labor.

A wrong livelihood is one that obligates you to unethical or 
otherwise behaviors inconsistent with Dharma, particularly 
by breaking precepts by killing, stealing, lying and so on. 

This raises two important questions: If our livelihood requires 
that we kill, (1) are we really harming others and (2) do we suffer 
karmic consequences, that is, does this impair the well-being and 
development of our minds. After all, the killing is our boss's 
decision, and if we were not there to act out his orders, wouldn't 
someone else be called on to do so instead? The Buddhist answer 
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is much like the decision of the Nuremberg Trial: We are not off 
the hook, orders are not just orders, we are the heir of our own 
deeds.  In a recent documentary on the health insurance industry 
in America90 a woman was interviewed whose job is was to deny 
insurance policies for preexisting conditions. She was visibly 
upset, almost in tears, when she reported this, the she added, 
“When someone comes in, I don't want to be friendly, I don't 
want to know them, I try just to look at their application.” Now 
imagine how that will bend her character over five, ten, fifteen, 
twenty years! Her livelihood plainly is taking a karmic toll on 
her. That is what makes it a livelihood detrimental to practice.

This raises the question of why we have a livelihood. Of course, 
to earn money. But this is not the only motivation. Some people 
love their livelihood; they would do it even if they didn't need to 
get paid. Some scientists or historians are like this, some artists or 
actors. These people are lucky, because they are intrinsically 
motivated, that is, they engage in their life's work for the sake of 
their life's work itself, not as a way, or barely as a way, of getting 
something out of it. This is healthier from the Buddhist 
perspective, as we have seen, because greed and fear, and its 
concomitants like ego-involvement, are minimized. Moreover, 
they are likely mindful and very proficient and enjoy satisaction 
and well-being in their work. These are likely to bring greater 
success if they were interested in extrinsic goals.

The Buddha in advice to laypeople concerning livelihood almost 
always puts emphasis on the intrinsic aspects of the pursuit, on 
carrying it out in an upright, responsible and harmless way, on 
deliberation, on developing proficiency and on protecting the 
results of one's labor. In the famous Mangala (Blessings) Sutta  
Discourse) he extols “much learning and handicraft”91 as among 
the highest blessings. He also states, 

What is the accomplishment of persistent effort? Herein, 
Vyagghapajja, by whatsoever activity a householder earns 
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his living — whether by farming, by trading, by rearing 
cattle, by archery, by service under the king, or by any 
other kind of craft — at that he becomes skillful and is not 
lazy. He is endowed with the power of discernment as to 
the proper ways and means; he is able to carry out and 
allocate (duties). This is called the accomplishment of 
persistent effort.92 (AN 8.54)

Unfortunately, many of us find little satisfaction in our 
livelihoods beyond pay, and are kept in a relentless state of 
insecurity, either because we do not earn enough to support 
ourselves or our families, or because we are under constant threat 
of being fired or otherwise exploited. Even the affluent can feel 
that they are in a perpetual state of desperation when their wealth 
is threatened or fails to support their extrinsic demands. Such 
desperation is impoverishment, even in the midst of splendor, and 
is ethically compromised, making greed, hatred and delusion a 
matter of necessity. Such a condition provides little basis for 
spiritual progress.

Simplicity

In a favorite story from the suttas, Ven. Bhaddiya Kaligodha was 
often heard by other monks to exclaim, “What bliss, what bliss!” 
Since he had, as a layman, been a king, they did not assume that 
he was enjoying the delights of the renunciate life, but rather that 
he was reminiscing about his previous cushy life. Upon word of 
this, the Buddha summoned Ven. Bhaddiya and discovered that 
the monks were underestimating his stage of insight. This was 
Ven. Bhaddiya’s account:

“Before, when I was a householder, maintaining the bliss 
of kingship, I had guards posted within and without the 
royal apartments, within and without the city, within and 
without the countryside. But even though I was thus 
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guarded, thus protected, I dwelled in fear – agitated, dis-
trustful, and afraid. But now, on going alone to a forest, to 
the foot of a tree, or to an empty dwelling, I dwell without 
fear, unagitated, confident, and unafraid – unconcerned, 
unruffled, my wants satisfied, with my mind like a wild 
deer. This is the meaning I have in mind that I repeatedly 
exclaim, ‘What bliss! What bliss!’” (Ud 2.10)

What Ven. Bhaddiya had left behind is not so different from the 
lives most of us live, with an asset-laden personal footprint 
protected by high-tech security system and with a financial 
advisor. More to the point, reducing our personal footprint, or 
that of our family, is one way to reduce the desparation we may 
feel about livelihood. If we learn to live with less,93 we broaden 
our employment options, as long as we also be humble enough to 
let go of our ego-involvement of identification with income or 
profession. This was likely Ven. Bhaddiya's greatest 
accomplishment.

More generally, simplicity benefits Buddhist practice, for it 
entails renouncing what, through our attachments, causes us 
suffering. However, we all, at any given time in our practice 
career, cling to things for which our attachment is not negotiable. 
A group of rather lively laypeople once approached the Buddha 
to ask for spiritual guidance, but made clear that certain comforts 
and responsibilities were like this:

“We, Lord, are laymen who enjoy worldly pleasure. We 
lead a life encumbered by wife and children. We use 
sandalwood of Kasi. We deck ourselves with garlands, 
perfume and unguents. We use gold and silver. To those 
like us, O Lord, let the Exalted One preach the Dharma, 
teach those things that lead to weal and happiness in this 
life and to weal and happiness in future life.”94

Modern people's lists of comforts might similarly include 
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football, financial success, designer clothing and great hair, fly 
fishing, intellectual pursuits, artistic pursuits or music, and 
abundant thumbs up in our social media accounts. Significally, 
the Buddha does not dismiss them as unworthy of his teaching, 
but respects that they are committed to certain choices they have 
made about the shape of their lives, and so takes what they have 
said as the parameters within which Buddhist lives can 
nonetheless proceed. We must be as flexible with ourselves.

Certainly family is a central point of attachment in most lives. 
Many people are shocked when they first learn the life of the 
Buddha that he abandoned a wife and infant son to pursue the 
holy life. Monastics are “home leavers, and marriage services do 
not fall in the monastic purview. However, the Buddha returned 
to his family shortly after his awakening and it is rare for a 
Buddhist to completely abandon family especially when the 
family depends on him, and the ancient monastic code actually 
requires that a candidate for monastic ordination first obtain 
parental permission as a safeguard against too lightly abandoning 
family obligations.

As we survey our lives, many attachments will be relatively 
wholesome from a Dharmic perspective, others quite unskillful,  
prone to harm and unhappiness. We should give special attention 
to letting go of the more unskillful. For intance, an amateur 
hunter might instead take up bird watching. Looking further, we 
are likely to discover that many seemingly pleasurable pursuits 
these are the most painful and problematic in our life, that 
popularity or endless partying or sexual intrigue does not bring 
happiness, quite the contrary. This investigation can, and should, 
go on for many years in conjunction with the peace of mind and 
discernment that develops in the course of Buddhist practice. It 
proceeds by being mindful of the Dharma even as we continue to 
step over its boundaries. Over time we will certainly discover 
fewer and fewer unwholesome elements that are worth 
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sustaining, and they drop away like old toys from an emerging 
adolescent. Buddhist wisdom is that there is little worth 
sustaining, the disadvantages of most things, the pain of 
attachment, the way they enmesh you further in samsaric 
existence, in obligation, is just too great a price to pay. It is 
mindfulness that brings our lives slowly into greater alignment 
with Buddhist principles.

Simplicity is making our personal footprint, the domain of our 
own affairs, what you choose to have a personal stake in, as small 
as we possibly can. Everything we've brought into our lives has 
come at a cost, sometimes at an enormous cost, financially, 
socially, in terms of mental health and so on. Like a well-run 
corporation we tend to externalize costs in our own minds, that is 
we see only the attractive side of things even while we inwardly 
bear the costs. Much of the additional clutter of our lives is the 
cost we pay for what we value. Simplicity will be a welcome 
relief as we let go of things like long commutes, debt, 
chauffeuring of adolescents, the constant ringing of the phone, 
bills, nagging neighbors, threat of law suits, divorce, keeping up 
with never-ending housework. 

Devotion to pursuits

If we include some external pursuit in our lives – marriage, 
career, education, hobby, personal care – what works best is to 
take that pursuit up with complete devotion. This empties it of its 
extrinsic motivation and striving for personal advantage, and 
directs us toward mindfulness, proficiency and satisfaction. 
Surprisingly, the same pursuit can often be undertaken from 
either extrinsic (goal-oriented) or intrinsic motivations, without 
substantially changing the outer form of the pursuit. 

Interestingly, what we call hobbies are almost always topics of 
devotion: surfing, knitting, bird watching, collecting string, 
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bowling, karate. The absence of external goals explains why most 
people view other people's hobbies as useless; they are 
undertaken not as a means to some other end. In fact, hobbies 
provide quite palpable relief from the relentless drive for personal 
advantage with which we tend to be afflicted during most of the 
day. They are selfless, renounce craving and are wholesome in 
karmic terms, they emphasize proficiency and effort, without 
striving or pressure. It is notable that in our goal-directed culture 
we find a way to subvert the intrinsic essence of hobbies, by 
promoting competitions and giving prizes. Such forms of public 
recognition might serve simply to inspire other enthusiasts, but 
the practitioner must keep in mind that the real joy in a hobby is 
in the hobby itsef, not in the personal recognition.

We can never entirely eliminate goals from our lives. How would 
we become educated, build a career, become awakened. 
However, for most undertakings we have a subtle choice of how 
to frame our goal  that can make a huge difference.  An example 
is dieting: Most typically one diets with the extrinsic goal of a 
sexier, slimmer 20-pounds-lighter me to be realized on the beach 
sometime in the future. This goal is achieved through grueling 
pursuit of starvation and exercise, a process in which one finds 
little satisfaction for itself. Any dieter knows there is a lot of 
emoting and suffering in the process, constantly weighing 
oneself, continually prodded by shame and longing for 
satisfaction of the goal. Moreover, when the goal is reached, 
satisfaction is short-lived for now one must by the same means 
maintain one's sexier, slimmer and healthier weight.

One might instead frame the same pursuit in terms of a simpler 
intrinsic goal, that of observing an optimal lifestyle with daily 
nutritional intake and and bodily activity optimized for one's 
body type. The intrinsic goal never lies in the future, but is 
achieved each day, or if one fails to achieve it one acknowledges 
one's failure and determines to do better the next day. There is 
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effort involved, but no striving. Notice that this is exactly a 
mindfulness practice, with the now familiar interplay of 
mindfulness and effort, though one is mindful not specifically of 
the Dharma in this case, but rather of the needs of the human 
body. If fact one is very likely to become an expert at nutrition, 
exercise and and the other needs of the human body. One's 
attention is directed there, rather than upon standing on the scale 
each day and emoting accordingly. One finds satisfaction in the 
process itself. One becomes devoted to health.

Devotion also applies to our larger pursuits in life, such as 
education, marriage and child rearing. Do we go to college to 
study what we can turn into a lucrative profession, like business 
management, medicine, law or electrical engineering, or do we 
go to college to study what we really love, like medieval French 
poetry, theoretical linguistics, existential philosphy or Buddhist 
studies? Which path will be more satisfying, lead to faster and 
more profound intellectual development and creativity, and which 
will most predictable meet instrumental career goals and financial 
success? Einstein, I believe, talked about science as  Following 
intrinsic motivations is likely to seem foolish to others, 
particularly one's parents, but the deeper level of proficiency 
might end up surprising them. Joseph Campbell is said to have 
written somewhere: 

“I say, follow your bliss and don't be afraid, and doors 
will open where you didn't know they were going to be. If 
you follow your bliss, doors will open for you that 
wouldn't have opened for anyone else.”

I can report that my life bears this out. My bliss in graduate 
school was theoretical linguistics, not because I was following 
Campbell's sage advice, but because I've always been foolhardy 
by nature. Sure enough, trained in a field where employment is 
the remotest possibility, doors did open up one by one that I 
never would have expected. Where they ended up leading me has 
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come as a complete surprise, and I'm not aware that that 
particular series of doors opened for anyone else.

Similarly, marriage can be a means to an end or a meaningful end 
in itself. Does the marriage serve us or do we serve the marriage? 
If our interest extrinsically motivated it might be a means to sex, 
social prestige (through a trophy wife, or I suppose there must be 
such thing as a trophy husband), housekeeping and meal 
preparation or material comfort and luxury. Seeking personal 
advantage in this way is always a source of suffering and a 
hindrance to spiritual development. Moreover, the marriage is 
easily abandoned in favor of a more attractive, younger, healthier, 
less burdensome, harder-working or better-cooking man or 
woman. If our interest is intrinsically motivated marriage is a 
refuge, a target for devotion and is pursued mindfully, with 
proficiency and deeply as a source of personal satisfaction. 

Raising children is by its very nature an intrinsic pursuit. The 
parents' satisfaction in raising children is in the raising children 
itself, just as the satisfaction of children's play is in the play itself. 
Many modern goal-oriented people, with career and life-style 
goals, actually don't get it, at least until they experience a 
moment of weakness that makes it suddenly. Unfortunately, our 
economy affords many of us insufficient time or income to full 
engage this most natural of intrinsic pursuits. This is where 
simplicity may prove important.

We see that devotion to even extra-Buddhist pursuits resonates 
well with the Buddhist path in that it leads to a purer mind. This 
is not so different from the devotion we bring to Buddhist 
practices, which are also vulnerable to extrinsic framing. Many 
people, particularly in the beginning years, take great pride in 
their practice, comparing themselves to others, excelling in 
debate and boasting great attainments in meditation. Also when 
we use meditation to achieve mystical states, perhaps known only 
to ourselves, we are in the extrinsic frame, with its associated 
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striving, craving and suffering, which are actually impediments to 
the calm and collected mind. When we meditate for its own sake, 
with no goal in mind, simply out of devotion, that is best. A 
famous Zen koan reads:

Chao-chou aked Nan-chuan, “What is the Way?”
Nan-chuan said, “Ordinary mind is the Way.”
Chao-chou asked, “Then may I direct myself 

towards it or not?”
Nan-chuan said, “To turn toward it is to turn away 

from it.”

The monastic option

Buddhism, when taken to its logical conclusion, is the path of 
renunciation. Anything in the life of the ideal Buddhist 
practitioner that threatens to evoke, or entangle one in, greed, 
lust, aversion, fear, anxiety, and so on, is let go of. One does not 
participate in the world on one's own behalf, one accepts no stake 
in the world that might evoke unskillful intentions. Yet one finds 
great meaning and devotion in engaging the noble eightfold path, 
in this renunciation, living harmlessly and out of kindness 
bringing good to the world, living one's entire life mindful of the 
Dharma. The optimal Buddhist life is the way to awakening. 

However, to live life in this manner is impossible without optimal 
social conditions. In the normal workaday life, even those of high 
aspiration and diligence in practice cannot overcome neediness 
and fear in the midst of world fraught with responsibilities and 
instrumental thinking, competition and conflict, manipulation and 
compormise, attachment to, and protection of, one's personal 
footprint. For instance, if one attempts to feel kindness or all 
beings, one frequently becomes a doormat or others, from whom 
one must defend oneself. Whatever greed, hatred and delusion 
that arises is a hindrance to spiritual progress,. 
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 The optimal social conditions are secured in the monastic 
Sangha, an institution founded by the Buddha and that Buddhist 
communities have faithfully and willingly upheld throughout 
history in virtually every Buddhist land. It is supported as an 
implicit communal contract, offering membership as a kind of 
right to those in the community who wish to devote their lives to 
Buddhist practice, who can free themselves from familiar 
obligations and social responsibilities and who can uphold its 
very strict standards. Buddhist communities take on the support 
of the Sangha as integral to the practice of generosity, while the 
Sangha, through the small personal footprints of the monastics, 
tends to be of relatively little burden. The Sangha, in turn, 
provides spiritual inspiration and guidance to the broader 
community, traditionally supports other social functions – from 
pastoral care, to education and runnin orphanages – and 
perpetuates the sasana.

The particularly devout reader might consider the option of 
monastic ordination. At this point in history, this generally entails 
living in Asia or affiliating oneself with an ethnically Asian 
community in the west that supports the Sangha in the traditional 
way, for few western Buddhist communities succeed in 
supporting the Sangha.95 This has certainly been my path, having 
been welcomed in Myanmar and in Burmese-American temples, 
but able to give back to both western and Burmese communities. 
Monastic practice is primarily defined as the adherence to the 
Discipline:

The Discipline is the monastic code, a large body of precepts 
that regulate almost every aspect of the monk's or nun's life, 
along with community procedures and standards of 
governance thereby defining the monastic institution in its 
behavioral, procedural and social aspects, but also by 
implication the structure of the entire Buddhist 
community.96 
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For instance, these precepts regulate general ethical behavior, 
much like lay precepts, but also strictly prohibit sexual relations 
and economic activity and tightly regulate ownership of property. 
They prohibit beautify oneself, engaging in any normal 
livelihood, like farming,barter or trade, but much live entirely on 
material offerings from the laity. A monastic is not even allowed 
to purposely endear themselves to laypeople in the aims of 
receiving better offerings of food and clothing. They also regulate 
interpersonal behavior and etiquette. 

If we investigate their logic we find that they systematically 
prohibit virtually every opportunity for seeking personal 
advantage, self-enhancement, or self-gratification. Most 
fundamentally they are based on simplicity, renunciation, and 
sensual restraint. In this way the pure ordained monastic becomes 
the ultimate renunciate, and is likely to progress rapidly on the 
path. Accordingly, the self has virtually no function in monastic 
discipline, and so cannot easily maintain its foothold. The 
monastic has only to care for the vows in order to bring body and 
mind fully into accord. Letting go of seeking any personal 
advantage puts oneself in an extremely vulnerable situation, and 
so this dependence on the goodwill of the laity is critical for the 
survival of the Sangha. While the monastic code allows one  to 
do almost nothing for oneself, there are virtually no limits on 
what the monastic can do for others. Many monastics spend most 
of their time in meditation, and many engage themselves not only 
in teaching the Dharma and providing pastoral counseling 
(expected clerical functions), but also in general education, 
founding of hospitals and other social services and public works. 

It is common for people to balk at the very idea of religious 
institutions or organized religion, not without reason, or to think 
of religion, or rather spirituality, as a private matter, without a 
community component. Again, this is part of western, particularly 
Protestant, cultural baggage. The importance of monastic 
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institution to Buddhism is evident in the importance the Buddha 
attached to it, as he consistently referred to the entirety of his 
teachings as the Doctrine and Discipline.97 At least we can claim 
the the Buddhist Sangha is the best institution, for it is probably 
the most enduring institution on the planet, still following the 
same Discipline after 100 generations.

Thus institutionally Buddhism provides exceptional support for 
an exceptional lifestyle, for those who are able and willing to 
vow to pursue that lifestyle. A Buddhist community, in effect, 
commits itself to offering this opportunity to those able and 
willing to take advantage of it, thereby enabling a significant 
numbers of its members will advance far along the path of 
Buddhist practice. In return, the monastics set an example that 
inspires laypeople in their own practice. This might be compared 
to the inspiration that professional athletes give to amateur tennis 
players, cyclists and joggers.  Perhaps more aptly, much like the 
academic community, the Sangha a dedicated group of full-time 
professionals to maintain the integrity of what is taught and 
understood, as well as exemplars.

The monastic Sangha represents the universal counterculture that 
defines itself in opposition to any mainstream culture of any time 
and place, in terms of the ancient radical values and social norms 
espoused by the Buddha. It even distinguishes itself in coiffure 
and apparel, much like a counterculture – think of the romantics, 
the bohemians, the beatniks, the hippies or the punks – defines 
itself in opposition to the dominant or mainstream culture in 
terms of its values and social norms. A key part of the example 
these monastics will set is in providing a reality check to the 
notion that personal excess leads to happiness; my own 
experience is that monastics as a class are, contrary to any 
unexamined common sense, the happiest people in the world. 
Each is a kind of very visible walking science experiment, a test 
tube in which the ingredients of the monastic life have been 
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poured and then stirred with results open to inspection. 

Finally, the Sangha, as conceived by the Buddha, is an extremely 
progressive political institution, even today: The Sangha observes 
no class distinctions, and has an exemplary level of gender 
equality for its time.98 It is regulated in a way to avoid conflicts 
and maintain harmony, and observes procedures to negotiate 
disagreements should these arise. It rules by consensus of all 
monastics in a local community and, as such, is only minimally 
hierarchical. For instance, there is no system of Pope and bish-
ops, so that, although monastics live under the code of the 
Discipline, they are not subject to any distant centralized au-
thority. Serious transgressions of the monastic code entail no cor-
poral punishments, but rather sanctions, none more severe than 
expulsion from the local community. Rectifying transgressions is 
much dependent on acknowledgement of guilt. Committing one 
of the most serious offenses, for instance killing another person, 
is simply by definition no longer to be a monastic; if one hides 
the offense, one is impersonating a monastic. Aside from limited 
coercive control over each other, monastics have no coercive 
power whatever over the laity. A monk cannot tell lay people 
what to do, there is nothing like excommunication. Their 
authority derives entirely from the respect they receive as 
teachers and role models for those devoted to the Dharmic life. In 
fact, it is the laity that has significant coercive power over the 
Sangha, since a displeased laity can at any time withdraw the 
support on which the Sangha depends on a daily basis.  

Mindfulness and responsibility

Mindfulness is not a state of mind, it is something we do, we 
recollect, and it is something that has an object, we are mindful of 
something. That something ranges far and wide in Buddhism, 
over the entirety of the Dharma, over the entirety of the 
Discipline, and by analogy can be used to bring the exta-Buddhist 
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externals of our life more in accord with the example of the 
Dharma. This, along with the specialized training in becoming 
more mindful, makes mindfulness very powerful in Buddhist 
practice. Moreover, mindfulness, in a range of applications, is 
closely shadowed by concentration, which is a state of mind that 
brings particular clarity and amplifies the power of mindfulness 
even further. At the beginning of this chapter we contrasted this 
with forms of one-practice Buddhism that have sought to isolate 
mindfulness or meditation and neglect the large Buddhist context.

I want to take up a frequent criticism of Buddhism, and more 
recently particularly of mindfulness. This is that it is irresponsible 
and focused only on personal awakening. This critique probably 
has a precedent in the later Buddhist school of “Mahayana's” 
critique of so-called “Hinayana” Buddhism in similar terms. 
Mindfulness, it has been argued, has become a kind of opiate for 
the masses that reduces stress and discontent in the workplace, 
much like doling out pharmaceuticals to otherwise discontented 
workers.99 Philosopher Slavoj Žižek has states that Buddhism is 
“establishing itself as the hegomonic ideology of global 
capitalism.”100 New form of opiate for the masses, P, 114, 
mindfulness Author Marianne Williamson, invited to address a 
mindfulness conference at Google, offered a scathing critique, 
“Only in modern America could we come up with some ersatz 
version of spirituality that gives us a pass on addressing the 
unnecessary human suffering in our midst.”101 An alarming aspect 
of the modern mindfulness movement is that it has even found its 
way into military training.

I might add to this kind of criticism the common tendency within 
the western Buddhist community to find it difficult to practice 
Buddhism “in the world,” to think hopefully that one-practice 
eventually makes us virtuous human being and that teaching 
mindfulness in the corporate environment will produce a more 
ethical corporate culture. Alongside that is the western need to 
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supplement Buddhism with psychotherapeutic techniques and 
forms of “engaged Buddhism” that Asia failed to develop.

I think it is plain what is going on here. Buddhism has its roots in 
the real world, in real communities, in human interaction, in 
harmlessness, kindness and generosity, in engagement. It is from 
the nuts and bolts realities of life the Buddha's thinking emerged 
and it is here where mindfulness practice begins. The Buddha's 
message was quite radical and continues to be radical when 
properly understood, both personally and socially. To neglect his 
teachings on community, on ethics and on right view in favor of a 
one-practice Buddhism whose appeal is primarily in facilitating 
special experiences is bound to lose sight of the Buddha's 
message. His message does not begin with transcending the 
human condition, it only ends there.

As for the qualities of which you may know, 'These 
qualities lead to dispassion, not to passion; to being 
unfettered, not to being fettered; to shedding, not to 
accumulating; to modesty, not to self-aggrandizement; to 
contentment, not to discontent; to seclusion, not to 
entanglement; to aroused persistence, not to laziness; to 
being unburdensome, not to being burdensome': You may 
categorically hold, 'This is the Dharma, this is the 
Discipline, this is the Teacher's instruction.102 



Notes

Abbreviations for early Pali sources

DN Dīgha Nikāya

MN Majjhima Nikāya

SN Saṃyutta Nikāya

AN Aṅguttara Nikāya

Dhp Dhammapāda

Ud Udāna

Iti Itivuttaka

Kdp Kuddakapāṭha

The sutta number that generally follows one of these abbrevia-
tions  follows  the  conventions  of  the  Wisdom  Publications 
translations, and of the Access to Insight and Sutta Central Web 
sites. 
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1 Certainly the best account of the Early Buddhist Texts is Sujato, Bhikkhu 
and Bhikkhu Brahmali, 2014, The Authenticity of the Early Buddhist Texts, 
Buddhist Publication Society.

2 Jon Kabat-Zinn perhaps represents the leading edge of this moviment. For 
him, “Mindfulness means paying attention in a praticular way: on purpose, 
in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally.” He has applied this inner 
experience andthe training that produces it, divorced from all other aspects 
of the Dharma, initially in clinical settings for stress reduction, but then 
into the corporate and even military environment to improve proficiencies, 
while proclaiming that this is a recontextualization that preserves the 
essence of the Dharma. There are now 100,000 books (+1, counting the 
present book) that have “mindfulness” in their titles, and mindfulness 
research has attracted $100,000,000 in NIH funding. 
Ronald E. Purser, 2019, McMindfulness: home mindfulness became the 
new capitalism spirituality, Repeaterbooks.com, presents an overview of 
some scathing critiques of mindfulness. The critiques are not so much 
against the efficacy of mindfulness in these settings, as against what is lost 
from Dharma. 

3 Suffering is dukkha in Pali. It is useful to learn the technical terms in Pali 
at some point as points of reference, since these terms are generally not 
consistently translated into English. Dukkha, for instance, is also rendered 
as stress and unsatisfactoriness. 

4 The American monk Thanissaro Bhikkhu consistently describes Buddhist 
practice in terms of skill acquisition in his many talks and writings.

5 In Pali, heedlessness is pamāda and heedfulness or deliberation is 
appamāda.

6 Wholesome or skillful in Pali is kusala.
7 Unwholesome or unskillful in Pali is akusala.
8 Mindfulness in Pali is sati, which is a derivation of a root meaning 

'memory' or 'recollection' and corresponds to the verb sarati 'remember' or 
'recollect'. The cognate word in Sanskrit smṛti has a similar meaning and 
is commonly used specifically in reference to memory of the sacred 
Brahmanic texts.

9 Recitation is usually referred to by adding a prefix: anussati, “mindfulness 
along.”

10 “With mindfulness as his gate-keeper …,” AN 7.67,  iv 110-111. SN 48.9 
also uses the language “… things that were done and said long ago.”

11 “… to that will I fall heir,” AN 5.57.
12 “… right understanding, right effort, and right mindfulness – run and 

circle around …,” MN 117.
13 REF, mindful monks on alms round.
14  Gethin (2011, 272) proposes defining mindfulness as follows: 
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“… if we have mindfulness then we will remember what it is that we 
should be doing in a given moment.”

15 “… is called noble right concentration …,” SN 45.28.
16 “Refraining from every evil …,” Dhp 183.
17 “Bad deeds … are easy to do …,” Dpd 163.
18 REF
19 Religious gifts made to the general public would, particularly in later Bud-

dhist traditions, include contributions to building pagodas, Buddha statues 
and things along those lines, and also to book publication and other educa-
tional educational projects and operating expenses. Otherwise gifts satisfy 
mundane material needs. 

20 “… beautify and adorn the mind,” AN 8.31.
21 “… happy before, during and after giving,” AN 6.37.
22 Thanissaro, 1997, “The economy of gifts,” on-line essay at 

accesstoinsight.org.
23 “… tuned neither too loose nor too tight …,” AN 6.55.
24 Iti 3.1.
25 This fivefold list can be gleened from AN 3.71 and MN 19.
26 The framework for this work is “self-determination theory.” An easy 

introduction to this is Edward L. Deci, 1995, Why We Do What We Do: 
understanding self-motivation, Penguin.

27 Self-determination theory is actually stated in terms of control: In extrinsic 
motivation one is controlled from the outside, for intrinsic motivation one 
is autonomous in ones decisions (Deci, p. 2). Our account here leads to an 
ethical basis for the same distinction, that it is a matter of wholesome and 
unwholesome action. The experimental results of the self-motivation 
theorists nonetheless carry over as I have argued the case. Moreover, it 
seems to me that the ethical analysis is actually is more explanatory. First, 
control-based account assumes a “true self,” an autonomous agent as the 
source of intrinsic motives, which are then said to be “authentic” (p. 4)  
which is a little too metaphysical for Buddhism. Second, psychotic actions 
are attributed to the “person” but not to the “true self” (p. 4) the 
justification for which seems a bit obscure. Psychosis, however, is 
generally unskillful, and therefore, in our account, simply outside of 
intrinsic motivation. Third, the control-based account seems subject to the 
criticism of endorsing self-indulgence as a matter of intrinsically 
motivated choice. The ethically-based account, again, excludes whatever 
is unwholesome in self-indulgence.

28 “... suffer poorer mental health,” Deci, p. 127-8.
29 “… no increase in happiness,” Johann Hari, 2018, Lost Connections: 

uncovering the real causes of depression – and the unexpected solutions, 
Bloomsbury., p. 95.

30  “…  vitality, dedication and transcendence …,” Deci, p. 45.
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31 “ … half alive …,” Deci, p. 83.
32 “…  It is natural that non-regret arises in one who is virtuous …,” AN 

11.2.
33 “… born of the Protestant Reformation,” REF.
34 An admirable friend in Pali is  kalyāṇa mitta.
35 Dpd 190-1.
36 Gethin (2011, 270) points out that, while we are remembering to keep the 

breath in mind, this practice is backed up by a nested set of recollections, 
for instance about the importance of meditation, the need to root out 
greed, hatred and delusion, and refuge itself, which, in my terms, support 
the situated practice.

37 The Pali word for such recollection is actually anusati, which is just sati 
'mindfulness' with the prefix anu-, which implies continuity, roughly 
'along'. 

38 “… someone going for refuge to the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha sees 
…,” Dpd 190-192.

39 “When a noble disciple recollects the Buddha…,” AN 11.12.
40 A wonderful discussion of Buddhist ritual as play is Robert H. Sharf, 

2005, “Ritual,” in Critical Terms for the Study of Buddhism, Donald S. 
Lopez, Jr. (ed), University of Chicago Press, 244-270.

41 The earliest known Buddha statues were not produced until the first cen-
tury CE, in Mathura and Gandhara, the latter under strong Greek influence.

42 In fact, traditional Indian cultural expressions of veneration, such as añjali  
(palms together), have been carried with Buddhism to every land in which 
it has alighted.

43 Zen master Suzuki Roshi, the Japanese founder of the San Francisco Zen 
Center and in whose lineage I began my Buddhist practice, discovered that 
many of his American students had a resistance to the three full 
prostrations traditionally performed during morning service. Accordingly, 
he decided to modify the tradition for his American students: Instead of 
three, they were required to perform nine full prostrations during morning 
service. They got over it, and maintain this practice today.

44 “Taking Dharma seriously while holding it loosely,” this section is based 
on my essay of the same name in Cintita, 2019, With Needle and Thread: 
essays on early Buddhism, Sitagu Buddha Vihara.

45 “… the few leaves I have here in my hand …,” SN 56.31.
46 “Come, Kalamas. Do not go upon…,” AN 3.65.
47 “…personally experienced by the wise…,” “…come and see…,” ( ehipas-

siko), AN 11.11.
48 “… what kind of future lay beyond the barbed wire …,” Frankl (2006).
49 “…there are some contemplatives and brahmans who hold this doctrine 

…,” MN60.
50 “…they will adopt and practice these three unskillful activities…,” MN 
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60.
51 “… this venerable person has made a bad throw twice…,” MN 60.
52 “…disentangles his tangle…,” SN 7.6.
53  “Object of concentration” in Pali is samādhi-nimittaṃ.
54 “…a fellow monk in the position of a teacher…,”Vimuttāyatana (Spheres 

of Liberation) Sutta (AN 5.26). DN 33 (iii 241-2) provides a similar 
passage.

55 “…through the eyes of the Buddha,”as Shulman (2014, 106-112) argues, 
mediation effectively turns Dhamma into a mode of perception.

56 AN 5.26,
57 “Rapture” in Pali is pīti. 
58 In modern terms only the last stage of liberation, or maybe the last two, 

would be classified as vipassanā practice, leading to deep insight or 
internalization.

59 Factor of awakening is bojjhaṅga in Pali.
60 The Pali word for concentration is samādhi.
61 Pali jhāna  literally means “meditation.” Interestingly, our word Zen is a 

transliteration of the Sanskrit variant of jhāna, basically a Japanese 
mispronunciation of the Chinese abbreviation (Chan from Channa) of a 
Chinese mispronunciation of the Sanskrit word.

62 In Pali dhamma. The word phenomenon is commonly used in reference to 
subjective events in modern philosophy. Some Pali translators translate 
dhamma as “phenomenon,” others as “mental object,” etc. “Mental 
object” is misleading because we experience much of the world as 
physical.

63 Pali for “the world” is loka.
64 “In this fathom-long living body…,” AN 4.45.
65 Conditionality in Pali is idappaccayatā.
66 “From the arising of this comes the arising of that,” Ud 1.3.
67 “… the noble truth of the origination of suffering…,” SN 56.11.
68 “… the noble truth of the cessation of suffering…,” SN 56.11.
69 “Fading” and “dispassion” are both virāga in Pali.
70 The sixfold sphere is saḷāyatana in Pali, aka the “six sense spheres.”
71 “… eye, form, eye consciousness, eye contact…,”  SN 35.24-28.
72 “… I shall make known another all…,”  SN 35.23.
73 “In the six the world has arisen…,” SN 1.70.
74 An aggregate is khanda in Pali.
75 An aggregate of attachment is upādānakkhaṅdha in Pali.
76 Many discourses of SN 35 present contemplations on the aggregates of 

attachment.
77 “Dependent co-arising” in Pali is paṭicca-samuppāda.
78 Pali for establishment of mindfulness is satipaṭṭhāna, where sati 'memory' + 

upa 'near' + ṭhāna 'standing'. The compound upaṭṭhāna is thereby generally 
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used in the sense of attending to, looking after or serving, which makes 
sense in that mindfulness is serving examination by bringing relevant 
Dharma to mind. Most modern scholars today analyze satipaṭṭhāna as sati 
+ upaṭṭhāna rather than the  obsolete alternative sati + paṭṭhāna., e.g., 
Anālayo (2006, 29-30), Bodhi (2000, p. 1504). It should be noted that the 
verb upaṭṭhahati, related to upaṭṭhāna, is similarly often used in connection 
with sati.

79  “Here, monks, a monk dwells observing the body in the body…,” DN 22, 
       MN 10.
80 The five hindrances are described, for instance, in SN 47.5.
81 “He dwells observing phenomena in phenomena,” DN 22, MN 10.
82 Kuan (2008, 128) states, “Therefore dhammas in the fourth satipaṭṭhāna 

can cover virtually whatever phenomena become the objects of 
consciousness, which are contemplated from the Buddhist point of view.” 

83 “Knowledge and vision of things as they really are” is in Pali yathā-bhūta-
ñāṇa-dassana.

84 Gombrich (1997, 36). Shulman (2014, 111) calls mindfulness “a method by 
which philosophy [i.e., Dharma] is turned into an active way of seeing.” 
Kuan (2008, 58-59) sees mindfulness as directing perception to conform to 
Dhamma such that wisdom results.

85 “Chinese Zen might have developed this way…,” Sharf REF.
86 “… through practicing mindfulness the rest of Buddhism naturally 

unfolds…,” REF.
87 See my essay “How did mindfulness become bare non-judgmental 

present-moment awareness,” in Cintita, 2019, With Needle and Thread: 
essays on early Buddhism, Sitagu Buddha Vihara, for the modern 
understanding of “mindfulness” and how it relates to the EBT definition.

88 “… should not engage in five types of business…,” AN 5.177.
89 “…trickery, cajolery, insinuating…,” MN iii 118-119.
90 Michael Moore's film Sicko.
91 “Much learning and handicraft,” Kdp 5.
92 “… by whatsoever activity a householder earns his living…,” AN 8.54. 
93 See some of the resources in the Voluntary Simplicity movement for more 

on this advice, for instance, Duane Elgin, 2010, Voluntary Simplicity: 
Toward a Way of Life That Is Outwardly Simple, Inwardly Rich, Harper.

94 “… laymen who enjoy worldly pleasure…,” AN 8.54.
95 The best developed Buddhist clergy supported in ethnically European 

centers in the USA is found in the Japanese Zen tradition, substantially the 
first wave of Buddhism to take root in the USA these communities. The 
Zen priesthood comes historically from the traditional Buddhist Sangha, 
and tends to afford a great deal of training, but has substantially 
compromised many of the Sangha rules, including those around celibacy 
and family. Japan is the single Buddhist land that has substantially lost the 
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traditional Sangha. Probably without this compromise the priesthood 
would not have grown as quickly as it has in the USA.

96 The Discipline in Pali is Vinaya, literally “leading away,” apparently 
because it so thoroughly subverts the impulses that normally drive our 
lives. A good introduction is Ariyesako, Bhikkhu, 1999, The Bhikkhus' 
Rules: a Guide for Laypeople, available at AccesstoInsight.org, and 
occasional hardcopy distributions.

97 Doctrine and Discipline is in Pali Dhamma-Vinaya.
98 See Cintita (2012) on the issue of gender equality in Early Buddhism.
99 “Opiate of the masses,” Purser, 2019, p. 114.
100  “…hegomonic ideology of global capitalism,” quoted in Purser, 2019, 29.
101 “… some ersatz version of spirituality…,”  quoted in Purser, 2019, p. 181.
102 “…lead to dispassion, not to passion…,” AN 8.53.
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