
 

 

Handout for the Worldly Winds Course - October 2020 
Pair 2: Gain and Loss 

 
 
Overview 
 
We continue our study of The Eight Worldly Winds, ways the mind interprets and 
categorizes our experience.   We can study these four pairs of opposites in detail 
to see specific patterns in how we get attached and to uncover the specific delu-
sions that feed each pair.  We can also look at all eight together as aspects of a 
common tendency to interpret experience from the narrow perspective of our self-
story. We can choose to cultivate other perspectives, all-purpose antidotes for any 
of the winds:  awareness, kindness, compassion, wisdom.    
 
Here are two recommendations from Jennifer for further study: 

• A talk by Ajahn Succito on the winds, which includes a good section on gain 
and loss:  https://dharmaseed.org/teacher/9/talk/14890/ 

• An article on Living with Disappointment by Phillip Moffitt 
http://dharmawisdom.org/teachings/articles/living-disappointment 

 
Some other poems or suttas read in class are the accompanying resources sheet. 
 
Gain and Loss 
 
This month’s focus is on “gain and loss”.  Similar pairs of concepts might be “suc-
cess and failure”, “winning and losing”, “good luck, bad luck”.   What words tend to 
come to your mind when you’re thinking about experience in these ways?   
 
In class, we offered the Chinese parable of the farmer’s horse (see resource 
sheet) to illustrate how all these judgements on events presume that we know 
what’s going to happen next, that we know what is best for the future in these 
terms.   Can we practice the wise farmer’s attitude of “Maybe, we’ll see” or what 
Zen calls “Don’t-know-mind”?  
 
These judgements also tend to overlook the truth of change.  See the poem Other-
wise.  Believing that we can hold on to apparent gains leads to complacency or anx-



 

 

ious guarding.  Believing we can’t recover from losses leads to despair.  Both atti-
tudes keep us focused on clinging and fixated on self-view rather cultivating more 
truly reliable states such as mindfulness or the 10 Paramis.    
 
Learning skills such as mindfulness, calming the breath and body, tuning into kind-
ness and compassion can be considered as inner gains that will serve us in a broader 
range of possible events than worldly gains and see us through the many inevitable 
worldly losses. 
 
But we also can be aware of too much of a “gaining” attitude even in our practice.  
How often do we think “Now I’ve got it!”, “Oh, I’ve lost it”, “I’ll never get it”. We 
can always return to the here and now, to this moment, to receiving and knowing 
simply this breath, this feeling, this thought.  Trusting that insight arises out of 
non-grasping. 
 
Loss is painful.  We can make it even more painful by the many “second arrows” we 
shoot at ourselves, such as blaming and shaming, believing that there is something 
uniquely wrong with us or the world for “allowing” such loss or failure to happen,  
believing it is not safe or healthy to feel our natural emotions. 
 
We aren’t turning into stone and refusing to enjoy the enjoyable, love what we love 
and appropriately mourn our losses.  We are learning that all this can be held in a 
still deeper context that allows us to feel our emotions but not drown in despair.   
 

 We the mortals touch the metals, 
the wind, the ocean shores, the stones, 
knowing they will go on, inert or burning, 
and I was discovering, naming all these things: 
it was my destiny to love and say goodbye. 

— Pablo Neruda (Still Another Day) 
 

When the Buddha lost his two greatest disciples, he felt it.  He said that the hall 
of the assembly seemed “empty” without them (SN 47.14).   And there are unskill-
ful ways of dwelling on aspects of a loss, such as living in “if-only” or “why-me” 
states of mind.  In the commentarial story of the mustard seed (ThigA 10.1), the 
Buddha meets a bereaved mother who seems to have been trapped in that kind of 
thought vortex.  He instructs her to go looking for any household where there has 



 

 

been no death.  Of course, she can’t find one and manages to gain some perspective 
that allows her to join the order, take up the practice and become an Arhat.   
 
 
The Buddhist Teaching on Gain and Loss  
 
“Whatever is subject to origination is all subject to cessation.” (many places, eg Vi-
naya Mv 1.23.1-10, Sariputta’s realization at stream-entry) 
 
“You shouldn't chase after the past 
or place expectations on the future. 
What is past 
 is left behind. 
The future 
 is as yet unreached. 
Whatever quality is present 
you clearly see right there, 
    right there. 
Not taken in, 
unshaken, 
that's how you develop the heart. 
Ardently doing 
what should be done today, 
for — who knows? —  tomorrow 
 death. 
There is no bargaining 
with Mortality & his mighty horde. 
 
Whoever lives thus ardently, 
 relentlessly 
 both day & night, 
has truly had an auspicious day: 
so says the Peaceful Sage.”  MN 131 
 
"Birth is dukkha, aging is dukkha death is dukkha; sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief, 
& despair are dukkha; association with the unbeloved is dukkha; separation from 
the loved is dukkha; not getting what is wanted is dukkha. In short, the five cling-
ing-aggregates are dukkha." MN 141 
 



 

 

The Noble Search: 
"Monks, there are these two searches: ignoble search & noble search. And what is 
ignoble search? There is the case where a person, being subject himself to birth, 
seeks [happiness in] what is likewise subject to birth. Being subject himself to ag-
ing... illness... death... sorrow... defilement, he seeks [happiness in] what is likewise 
subject to illness... death... sorrow... defilement.  […] 
"And what is the noble search? There is the case where a person, himself being 
subject to birth, seeing the drawbacks of birth, seeks the unborn, unexcelled rest 
from the yoke: Unbinding. Himself being subject to aging... illness... death... sor-
row... defilement, seeing the drawbacks of aging... illness... death... sorrow... defile-
ment, seeks the aging-less, illness-less, deathless, sorrow-less, undefiled, unex-
celled rest from the yoke: Unbinding. This is the noble search.” MN26 
 
"It's a gain for you, monks, a great gain, that you've gained the opportunity to live 
the holy life.”  SN 135.35 
 
Reflections: 
 
Reflections on “Gain and Loss”        

  
1. With regard to some example of “worldly” gain in your life, consider: 

• What did you notice about the process of wanting this, planning to get 
this if you did?   

• What was it like in the moment of getting it? 
• How long did those feelings last?  In what ways has the gain lived up to 

expectations or not? 
• What views & beliefs do you see in relation to this gain?  What deeper 

needs might be involved? 
• How do you relate to the possibility of losing what you gained? 

2. With regard to some example of loss or failure in your life, consider  
• What’s your relationship to the emotion around it?  Can it be safe or ok 

to feel it?  Is it possible to let waves of this emotion pass through you 
without dwelling in the concepts of loss or failure? 

• What kinds of thoughts, memories or reflections are helpful, what kinds 
unhelpful? 

• How has your relationship to the loss evolved over time? 
• Has this loss contributed to the inspiration for your own “Noble Search” 

(see next to last quote in the Buddha’s words section? 



 

 

 
 
Optional Practice for this particular month 
 
If you find yourself feeling stress, despair or jubilation before, during or after 
this month’s US Election, see if it can be an opportunity to notice the mind’s in-
volvement with ideas of gain and loss.  Cultivate staying in balance and in touch with 
your local reality: family, work, friends, community, sangha.   What wholesome acts 
of body, speech and mind can you actually do regardless of the outcome of this 
event?  Practice tuning into your body, keeping your mind clear, your heart open, 
acting for the good where you can, turning to simple embodied mindfulness, com-
passion, patience, equanimity and “don’t know mind” where it’s difficult. 
 
If this topic isn’t relevant for you, pick another something that’s up for you, but 
perhaps the same practice applies. 


