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TrainYourHunger(TheSeaSquirt)

EveningtalkbyBhanteThanissaro,November11,2016

There’salittleanimalcalledtheseasquirt.It’snotverybig,anditsmostcomplex

organsareitsbrainanditsdigestivesystem.Afterit’sborn,itmovesaroundin

theoceanandfindsaspotthatitlikes,whereitsensesthatthefoodwillbegood.

Thenitstaystherefortherestofitslife.Andoneofthefirstthingsitdoesafter

it’sfounditsspotistodigestitsbrain,soit’sjustleftwithadigestivesystem,

basicallytoshowwho’sincharge.

Thisistruenotjustforseasquirts.They’veshownthatwhenthebrainmakesits

map of reality,a lot of the information—in fact the first order of

information—comesinfromthedigestivetract.Allthesignalsaboutwhatyou’re

hungryfor,whatyoulack,driveyouasyoulooktotheworldoutside.Alarge

portionofyourmapofrealityisdevotedtowhat’sneededinside,inyourgut,in

yourstomach.Andyougooutlooking.

ThisfitsinwiththeBuddha’steachingsonthefactthatwhatdefinesusasbeings

isourneedtosubsistonfood.We’reconstantlylookingforthenextmeal.It’s

goodtokeepthispointinmind.It’softenforgotten.

I’vebeenreadingsomebooksonthenobleeightfoldpath,andthegeneral

messagetheygiveisthatwesufferbecausewehavethewrongmapofreality:

thatinsidewebelievethere’sapermanentself,andoutsidewebelievethat

there’sapermanenthappiness.Andbecauseofthatwrongmap,wemakealotof

wrongdecisions.Wereacttotheworldinthewrongway.Sothesolutionthey

proposeistosee,ontheonehand,thatthereisnoself,ornopermanentself

inside,andthatoutsidenothingispermanent.Asaresult,youseethatthere’s

nothingworthgoingafter,soyoujustgiveup,happytobefreefrommakingany

effortforanypurpose.

Andthat’ssupposedtobewisdom.Youbasicallytakeanequanimousattitude

towardthingsastheyariseandpassaway,knowingthatultimatelyeverything’s

goingtopassaway,andthat’sit.Well,togiveupfeedingontheworldoutthere
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simplybecausethere’snopermanentself,orbecausenothingoutthereis

permanent,islikesayingyou’regoingtostopfeedingonfoodbecauseyourealize

thatyourstomachisimpermanentandfoodisimpermanent.

That’snotgoingtowork.Ourhungerdrivesus.AstheBuddhasaid,it’sour

primarydisease.Ifwecan’tgetthefoodwewant,well,we’llsettleforsomething

else.Youseethiswiththecoyotes.Youlookintotheirscatandsometimesyou

find plasticrope.Theycouldn’tgetthefood theywanted buttheyfound

somethingtostuffintotheirstomachs.Andaslongasourhungerisdrivingus,

we’regoingtokeeplookingforfood,evenifithastobeplasticrope.

Sothesolutiondoesn’tliesimplyinchangingyourmapoftheworldoutsideor

theworldinside,toseethatthere’snopermanententityeitherinsideor

out—becausethat,ofcourse,doesn’ttakeintoaccountthefactthatyourinside

mapisnottellingyouaboutpermanententities.It’stellingyouabouthunger.

Andwedon’thungerforfoodbecausewethinkwehaveapermanentselforthat

there’spermanentfood.Wehungerforfood,bothphysicalandmental,because

ofourhungerpains.

Ourreactiontothosepainsiswhatwe’vegottotrain:We’vegottotrainour

hungertobemorediscerningastowhat’sworthgoingafter.Wetrainitthrough

virtue,concentration,anddiscernment.Thiswilltaketime.It’sliketryingto

weanyourselfoffofsugar:Ittakesawhiletogrowusedtonotconstantlygetting,

orgoingfor,thequickhitofsugar.Butonceyou’vemanagedtostayawayfromit

forawhile,thenyoubegintorealizethatifyougobacktoeatingsugar,itdoesn’t

feelrightanymore.Itsmellsfunny,tastesfunny.Itdoesn’tfeelrightinsideyou.

Inotherwords,youhavetolearnhowtoabstainforawhile.Andyouabstain

largelyoutofconfidencethatthisisgoingtobegoodforyou.Butyoualsoneed

somesubstitutesforthethingsyou’reabstainingfrom.Thesubstitutesmay

actuallybebetterforyou,butit’lltakeawhiletogetusedtothem.

It’sthesamewiththeprecepts.Weabstainfrombehaviorthatwemighthavefelt

likedoing.Before,ifwefoundpestsinthehouse,we’dthinkitconvenienttojust

killthem.Ortoavoidawkwardsituations,we’dthinkitokaytotelllittlewhite

lies.Thatkindofthing.Butnowwerealizethatwe’vegottoabstainfrom these
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things100%.Theremaybedifficulties,butafterawhilewegetusedtothe

difficulties,andweactuallyfindthatwefeelbetter.There’sagreatersenseof

satisfactionthatcomesfrom holdingtotheprecepts.Andthenwhenyousee

peopleengaginginlittlewhitelies,itreallyhitsyouhard,likethesmellofsugarif

you’vebeenawayfromsugarforawhile.Yourealizehowunhealthyitis.

Thesamewithalltheotherlittlethingsthatwouldgoagainsttheprecepts:If

you’reabletoabstainfrom them,youtrainyourhungerinnew directions.

Ratherthanfeedingofftheadvantageofbreakingtheprecepts,youfeedoffthe

senseofself-esteem,thesenseofwell-being,thesenseofharmlessnessthat

comesfromfollowingtheprecepts.

Evenmoresowithconcentration:You’retotallyretrainingyourhunger.You’re

findingthatthereisasenseofwell-beingthatcancomesimplyfromsittinghere

focusingonthebreath,allowingthebreathtogetcomfortable,allowingthat

senseofeaseandwell-beingtospreadthroughthebody.Asyougetmoreskilled

atit,youfindthatyoucantapintoitwheneveryouneedit.

Thenyoucanturnaroundandlookatthefoodthatyougot,say,from sensual

desireorillwill,oranyofthehindrances—restlessnessandanxiety,uncertainty,

sleepiness.Allthehindrancesareakindoffood,butthey’rebadfood.Junkfood.

Nowthatyouseeyou’vegotabettersourceoffood,agreatersenseofwell-being,

yougetmorepickyaboutyoursearchforpleasure,yoursearchforhappiness,

thethingsyouwanttofeedoffof.Rememberthat,astheBuddhasaid,wesuffer

inclinging,andtheclingingisanotherwordfortakingsustenance.It’sanother

wordforfeeding.

Asfordiscernment,theBuddhasaystherearefivethingsthatyouneedtoknow

ifyouwanttodiscerntheescapefromthisfeedingcycle.Eventhoughtheremay

besomesatisfactioningettingcertainhungerssatisfied,withalotofthem you

realizethattheeffortthatgoesintothemandthecoststheyentailarenotworth

it.Andthat’swhatdiscernmentisallabout:learninghow toletgobypassing

judgmentonwhichwaysoffeedingareworththeeffortandwhicharenot.After

you’vefedthemindwellonconcentration,youbegintolookatalltheother

thingsthatwouldpullyououtofconcentration,andyouseethatthere’sgreedor

aversionordelusioninvolvedingoingafterthosethings.So,togetpastthem,the
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firststepistosee,whenthegreedortheangercomes,howdoesitcome?What’s

itsorigination?What’scausingit?Thenthesecondstepistosee,whenitgoes

away,howdoesitgoaway?Butyoudon’tjuststoptherethough,justwatchingit

comingandgoingaway.

Onceyouseethecause,thethirdstepistoaskyourself,“Whydoyougoforthat?

What’stheallure?What’stheflavor?What’sthesenseofbeingfedthatyouget

offofthat?”Andthenthefourthstepistocomparetheallurewiththedrawbacks.

“Ifyoufeedoffthis,whatarethelong-termconsequences?”It’saloteasiertosee

thisinallfairnesswhenyou’vefedthemindwellwithconcentration,because

otherwiseit’sgoingtogoforwhateverhititcanfind.Andit’sgoingtolietoitself

aboutwhattheallureactuallyis.Butwhenthemindisstill,you’remorelikelyto

seetherealallure;whenit’swellfed,youcanseethattheallureisverymeager

comparedtothedrawbacks.That’swhenyoucandropit.Youdevelopdispassion

forit,whichisthefifthstep:theescape.

Andinadditiontodispassion,youdevelopdisenchantment,nibbida,which

meansthesenseofhavinghadenoughofacertainfoodandnotwantingit

anymore.Thatcombinationofdisenchantmentanddispassion,that’stheescape.

Andwhenyoucanapplythisanalysisinanall-aroundway,eventuallyevento

yourconcentration,you’renotescapingjusttoequanimity.Youreallyescape

from allthewaysyou’vefed,evenonequanimity.Themindopenstoanother

dimensionwherethere’snohunger,wherethere’shappiness,asenseofwell-

beingthatdoesn’trequirethatyoufeed.

Soyoudon’tovercomeyourhungerforthingssimplybydenyingit.Youfind

somethingbettertofeedon.Butyouhavetotrainthehungertoappreciatethat,

becausewithoutthetraininginvirtue,concentration,anddiscernment,themind

won’tappreciateitatall.It’sgottobeputintoapositionwhereitcanseethe

drawbacksofitsoldwaysoffeeding,andrealizethatthere’ssomethingbetter.

Sothewaytoletgoisnottojustdenyyourhunger,it’stotrainyourhungerto

makeitmorediscerning,toaskyourselfdeepdowninside,“Whatdoyoureally

wantoutoflife?Whatwouldreallybesatisfying?”Andnoticehowtheanswerto

thatquestionisgoingtochangeasyoudevelopmorevirtue,concentration,and
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discernment,asyourhungergetstrainedtothepointwhereit’snolongerneeded.

Soinsteadofdigestingyourbrain,yougetyourintelligencetotakeoveruntilit

putsanendtoyourneedforadigestivesystem.Youfindahappinessthat’s

totallyfreefrom hunger,freefrom theneedtofeed,andthat’swhenyoulet

everythinggo—notoutofdefeat,outofvictory.

Thatattitudeofgivinguponconsumingtheworldbecauseyousay,“Well,it’snot

permanent,andI’m notpermanent,soImightaswellgiveuplookingfor

happiness”:That’sbasicallysayingthatthere’snotruehappinesstobefound

throughfabricatedthings,sojustgiveuponthewholeideaofhappinessandjust

beequanimous.That’sdefeat.

AstheBuddhasaid,though,oneofthenamesforthenobleeightfoldpathis

unexcelledvictoryinbattle.Youbattletheignorancethat’sbeenguidingyour

hunger,andyoucomeoutwithsomethingmuchbetter.You’velearnedthatyou

canusetheprocessesoffabricationtocreateapaththatleadstosomething

unfabricated.Andthat’sgenuinevictory.Westruggleintheworldbecauseofour

hunger,butwhenwefindsomethingthatdoesn’trequirefeedingandtotally

satisfiesthehunger,thenthere’snomoreneedtostruggle.AstheBuddhasaid,

betterthanvictoryoverthousandsofotherpeopleisvictoryoveryourself—and

thisishowthevictoryiswon.


