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Well, what's on my mind for today's talk is to talk about particular teachings of the Buddha
that have todowith avoidingdivisive speech, and rather to speakwords that unite those that
are divided. To introduce this topic, there is a very important sutta where the Buddha talks
about the truth. He, at some point in the text, talks about that. When you listen to someone,
if you go looking for a Buddhist teacher, you should check the person out. And you check
them out in three ways. You should see if in what they say, what they do, or even what they
think, whether they express any of these three qualities: greed, hatred, and delusion.

Then he says, the reason why you want to check them out is that with the presence of greed,
hatred, and delusion, people might not say what's true. Theymight say something different
than what they know. But when they're free of these fires of greed, hate, and delusion, then
you can know that they'll say what's true. They won't be motivated to say what's not true,
becausewhen you listen to Buddhist teachings, you're really trying to get to the truth and be
with the truth. What this points to is the idea thatwhen someone has becomemature in Bud‑
dhist practice, how they act is certainly important for others. So how we act is so important
that I'd like to say there are twomajor steps in the conclusion of Buddhist practice.

There is having insight, and then there's acting on that insight. There is having deep, trans‑
formative insight, and then acting from thewaywe've been transformed. Somehow, becom‑
ing spiritually mature, having some fruit of this practice that's deeply satisfying and freeing,
it isn't that we then have some kind of spiritual retirement or enlightened retirement. We
don't just sit on our couch and look out the window. Acting is important—what actions we
do, howwe live our lives is important. So there's two things there: seeing and acting.

That's true all along in Buddhist practice, that whenever we learn to see ourselves in a new
way, see the world in a new way, discover ourselves in new capacities that are more healthy,
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more wholesome, more freeing, more authentic, then the task is to express that, to live that
in our lives. There are four areas—well, I'll say it thisway: in oneof themost important places
for many of us, where we act in the world, where it makes a difference, where we can be the
medicine for the world or we can be the illness for the world, has to do with our speech. I
suspect thatmostof thepeoplewhocome intoBuddhist practice arenot involvedwith killing
and stealing and sexual misconduct causing harm, but that the area of speech is muchmore
relevant. We do it all the time, all day long, many of us talking, or plenty of times, plenty
enough, and if not to other people, to ourselves. That's the action where most of us could
spendmore time looking and being careful withwhatwe do. It's one of the hardest places to
really bring a lot of mindfulness to, because often in speaking we're absorbed or caught up
in what we're talking about, and it's hard to really see what's going on in a deeper way.

But the Buddha talked about four different ways in which we can speak well or speak out of
thepractice. This ideaof speakingout of the practice is such an important one, that aswe set‑
tle, as we become more connected to ourselves, more aware of ourselves, more self‑aware,
and are touching into places of freedom, touching into places wherewe're not caught by our
thoughts and our feelings and our motivations and our desires and aversions, where we get
a felt sense of some deeper, freer place to be from, a calmer, more peaceful place. Then we
want to be able to live from that place. So, if you are living from that place in relationship to
speech, the Buddha has said there were four different ways of speaking, four skillful ways of
speaking, or wholesomeways of speaking. Those are: to be true, to speak the truth; to speak
thatwhich unites those that are divided, to avoid divisive speech; to speak a pleasing, gentle,
kind speech, things thatpeoplewant tohearand remember, asopposed toharsh speech,ma‑
licious speech; and then to speak that which is good and useful and true, useful—that which
is useful and good to say, as opposed to speaking that which is frivolous and chaff.

It seems to me that the word the Buddha used for this fourth one was a compound word.
The first word was frivolous, and the other one was palāla, which literally means chaff, like
chaff of the grain. The essence of the grain is the seed. That's where the life is and where the
potential is. The chaff at one point was protecting the seed, but at some point the chaff is no
longer needed, and it's kind of not so important. So you want to speak the seed. You want
to speak the essence of things: what's useful, not what is not useful—so, frivolous or useless
speech.

I'll talk a bit more about each of these, but I really wanted to focus on this speech which
unites and connects those who are divided the most, so to speak. What's true? There is
no Buddhism, no Buddhist practice, without it being a truth‑discovering process. This text
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that I referred to at the beginning about how to check out a Buddhist teacher—are they free
of greed, hate, and delusion?—is called the Caṅkī Sutta. It's ninety‑five in the Middle Length
Discourses. It's one ofmy favourite texts in the suttas, andhas there this idea of safeguarding
the truth.

I'll be rather brief on—I won't tell you the whole story. A person comes to the Buddha and
asks, ”Howcanyouknowwhat's true?”TheBuddha isasked, ”Howdoyouknowwhat's true?”
He says, ”Well, it's true because I have faith in it,” or ”because it's been told to me by my
tradition.” The Buddha then points out, ”Well, there are five things that sometimes turn out
to be true and sometimes turn out not to be true.” He says those are the things that we take
on faith.

Letme see if I can remember themall: things thatwe takeon faith, onour approval—because
we approve of it without anymore basis than that. I like it because it's the tradition, because
that is what people have believed for a long time, and my people believe that, my religion.
The fourth is by reasoned analogy, by analogy. I think in the modern world it's by—what's
it called when you have just one example of something, and based on that one situation,
you generalize and believe everything is true because of that? Now I'm going to use that
one place, not as analogy, but as the evidence, and then a reasoned reflection, where we
can think about things and then accept them because we think in a way that's accurate. So
whether you remember those or get all those is not as important.

But then the Buddha says, if youwant to safeguard the truth, you don't avoid those fiveways
of knowing. What you do is to state clearly the basis upon which you say something, where
the authority or what the basis is for your statement. So if what you are saying is anecdo‑
tal evidence—thank you, Olivia—so sometimes it's based on anecdotal evidence. When you
safeguard the truth, you're not necessarily avoiding those sources of understanding, but you
clearly explain to people where you're getting your understanding. So if you have it on your
own faith that ”This is so,” you say, ”I have faith that this is so.” If you have it based on just
your liking, you say, ”You know,what I like is this understanding. It's based onmy liking. This
is what I approve of, and there's no other basis for approving it than I approve of it.” Or it's
the tradition: ”I read it in a book,” or ”This is whatmy elder said,” or ”This is whatmy religion
says. I don't know if it's true, but this is the basis for it.”

This ideaof explaining topeople, ”This is how I knowsomething,” is very freeing, becauseone
of the illnesses of our society is the use of declarative statements like, ”This is true.” It's phe‑
nomenal the degree to which people are opinionated these days, and have it on anecdotal
evidence, have it because they like it, or there is a kind of authority that can come in a simple
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declarative statement that people want—a kind of, some people want to gather around and
believe and feel like they are right and justified, but there is never a questioning: Where did
that belief come from? Onwhat basis dowe have that as being true? ”Oh, becausemy friend
told me, because I heard it on, you know, on an opinion, some opinion piece on the news
or something.” So the Buddha said, safeguard the truth by saying the basis upon which you
know something.

Thatwould changeour societydramatically ifwehad that kindof care, and thenotherpeople
can participate with us more clearly. We can be in dialogue with people in a wiser way if we
don'tmake the declarative statement saying, ”This is true,” but insteadwe say, ”On the basis
of this, I read a news report. According to that news report, this is what I understand.” Or, ”I
have this piece of evidence, and based on that evidence, this is the conclusion that I've come
to through my reasoning.” Then people can be in conversation with us, and it's easier for all
of us to find ourway to greater and greater truth, to greater andbetter understanding ofwhat
goes on.

Then somewhere in the sutta, someone asks the Buddha, ”Well, how can we discover the
truth?” The Buddha goes on from there and says, ”Well, then you have to practice. Then
you have to develop a higher degree of mindfulness to really seemore clearly, in a deepway,
what is true.” Now, in this case, the Buddha is actually pointing towards the truth of personal
liberation, not necessarily the truth of what's happening in the world, in politics. But the
Buddha emphasizes that someone who is spiritually mature speaks the truth, and there's a
wonderful reciprocity that goes on: if you are spiritually mature, you can measure that by
how truthful you are. If you find out, then notice you're not being truthful, you're hedging
the truth, the reciprocity is that can be a time towake up and say, ”Oh, here is some place for
me to look at and practice with.”

This is worthy ofmy attention—maybe in themoment, ormaybe later—say, ”Whatwas going
on for me? What honestly, truly was happening? Why did I feel like I had to lie here and not
say the truth? What can I learn from this? How can I become a better person by learning from
this?” So it isn't just bad news to know that we're lying. It's actually the very material with
which we can go further in our Buddhist practice, if that's what you want, or further in the
movement towards freedom from greed, hate, delusion. Then, so, truth.

The second form of speech for someone who is spiritually mature is to be interested in heal‑
ing the divisions between people, between friends, between family, in society. That's the
orientation, and that can be an orientation in all acts of speech. Is the way that I'm speaking
now creating more distance or more connection? Is it creating more separation? Are peo‑
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ple shutting down, or turning off, or stepping away, or going away, or are we creating more
connection here? That comes from understanding the value of not having division, not hav‑
ing a wall between people, not having silence between people, not having hostility between
people.

A lot of that understanding can come from recognizing how painful it is to live inside of our‑
selves if we're creating division between people. And how freeing it is to not have division,
not have a divisiveness between people, not to be part of that divisive world, because then
it's easier for our mind, our hearts, our life, our way, orientation to the world to be open, to
be receptive, to be willing to step forward, to be kind and supportive, to live in a way that's
free. As soon as there's a divisiveness andwe're living in thatworld of divisiveness, we're not
really free. Even if divisivenessmostly comes from another person, it makes it difficult for us
to be on the receiving end of that. So if we're beingmindful and if that's what we want to do
and learn to be free, then it's pointing—start tuning into the impact our speech has. Is the
speech we have creating separation or creating connection?

In this politicized world that we live in now, there's plenty of people who'd rather be right
than create harmony or unite people, connect people. They'd rather criticize people righ‑
teously andpoint out how they arewrong and try to somehow,with a hammer of theirwords,
insist that they have to be different, they're wrong. They're bad that way. They have to do
something differently. Maybe in some ways they might be right in their point of view, but is
there a different way of doing it? Is there a different way of participating in our world that
doesn't attack people, doesn't make people wrong or bad, but rather enters in a very honest
and clear way, intentional way, to make the world a better place, to engage in dialogue, to
try to correct people if they understand things wrong in a false way or not accurate? But can
it be done without creating division? How can we do that?

So there's friendship, there is mutual support, that people feel they can trust us, that people
can feel that as we engage in the conversation that we have their best interest in mind. Even
though we might feel that they are wrong, we have their best interests in mind. For many
years, I served on our ethics committees, workingwith ethical conflicts people hadwith each
other. One of the approaches I had to be in themiddle of thatwas to try to considerwhatwas
the best for each person involved. As for the people, everyone who was involved really felt
that I was thinking—even if some really strong judgments need to come down—that it was,
everyone understood it was for thewelfare of everyone involved, as opposed to punishment
or punitive. So this idea of its movement towards healing the divisions in family, healing
divisions in society, that's an expression of awakening.
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The third form of speech that the Buddha emphasized is speech which is not malicious. So
the speech is not trying to cause harm, not trying to be hostile, not trying to goad people, not
trying to irritate people, not trying to get back at people, exact revenge on people through
whatwe say, that the speech doesn't comeout of hostility. One of the reasons to avoid that is
not because it's the ethical thing to do, but rather, it is a way of harming ourselves as well. As
soon as we're malicious in our speech, the maliciousness might even be harming ourselves
more than the person we're trying to have hostile words to. There's a kind of twisting and
contracting and a wounding of our own self that if we pay really careful attention, we feel
the alienation from what is most deep and good inside of us, most satisfying inside of us.
That's not easy to discover, because sometimes hostile speech does have a pleasure to it,
does have something that kindof feels good—tobe right, it feels good tobedoing something,
it feels good to somehow get revenge, or it can feel effective, ”I'm protectingmyself or trying
to create good.”

Something important is happening here in doing this. So if that's the momentum of the ac‑
tion, and we're not really paying attention inside, then we don't really feel the impact it has
on us personally. Also, we probably don't paymuch attention to the impact we have socially.
Harsh speech can be effective in the short term, but it's not effective in the long term. It cre‑
ates division. It creates people who are hostile towards us or afraid of us. It's more andmore
difficult to create friendly, harmonious, supportive, and mutually beneficial relationships in
this world.

Then the fourth kind of speech is useless speech and chaff, frivolous speech. Now, this takes
some care to consider, because sometimes a speech that seems very trivial and maybe
even useless in itself does have use when it's creating a sense of connection, a rapport with
people—you know, talking about the weather. We don't, you know, I don't need to talk
about the weather, and it doesn't dome any good or the other person any good, but it's just
a way of developing rapport and connection and warmth between us, having some kind of
way of bridge to human connectedness. So that, I wouldn't say, is not useless. But there
are ways of speaking which have no benefit. Maybe it doesn't connect any deeper human
connectivity between people. It's just kind of filling the space. Or it's a way of distracting
ourselves from things. Or it's a way of staying busy so we don't have to really face and deal
with what's really important to deal with. It's an avoidance mechanism.

Someone who is spiritually mature, at least in the Buddhist world, sometimes has a lot of si‑
lenceor knowshow topausebecause they don't have to fill the conversationwith empty con‑
versation. They'rewilling to feel the connection they havewith people regardless of whether
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they're talking or not. There's a profound connectionwe can feelwith each otherwhenwe're
not talking, and tobewith people, have that ability to be silent together and feel connected. I
think it's one of the great pleasures of life to be, to stop talking and just be andbe present. So
these four things, and then a fewmorewords about avoiding divisive speech and promoting,
bringing together the people who are, you know, divided. I'll read to you how the Buddha
says it.

Such a person does not divide people from each other, but rather he unites. The person
reunites those who are divided, and is a promoter of friendships. He who enjoys concord,
rejoices in concord, delights in concord, and a speaker of words that promote concord. So
how do we become a person who supports reuniting those who are divided? One of the ar‑
eas where that's happening in our society right now is the basic fabric of the, you know, I
think, one of the central fabrics of the American family. It's remarkable that so many of the
Black people in this country are descendants of slaves who have white fathers back in their
ancestry, that they share the same bloodline as white people, that we're family to a great ex‑
tent. White people andBlack people in this country are kind of family, and theywere divided.
Some of them back in slave times were divided at birth, and they were kept divided through
Jim Crow, and kept divided down through the ages.

How dowe take this mere fabric of American family and bring it together to end less destruc‑
tiveness that has existed for so long? That is where the other elements of Right Speech the
Buddha talked about are so important. The idea of truth is not just important for us person‑
ally, but as we learn about the truth, then it's only through the truth that sometimes there
can really be a reuniting, a reconciliation. It's no accident in South Africa they had the Truth
and Reconciliation Council, the committee that really needed the truth to come out. It's re‑
ally, to me, it just continues to be a kind of a shock, actually, howmuch of American history
I never learned, and how much it's still coming out about the horrific aspects of what hap‑
pened to African Americans and indigenous people in this country. To hear, to really learn
about that challenge and what, you know, I think we have to know—I feel we have to know
about that history, a kind of truth‑telling, to really be able to go further as a society and be‑
gin to do the reconciliation, the uniting, the people there who are divided, and then to be
devoted to non‑malicious speech, and to learn how to have the conversations that are not
divisive.

I don't think that's easy. But for those of us who are doing Buddhist practice, I hope we get a
lot of practice in our ordinary everyday life at using ourmindfulness, understanding that part
of thispathof liberation is to findways to speak thatdonot createdivision, donot createwalls
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between people, even between spouses, even between family members. How do we learn
to speak? Howdowe learn to speak honestly, truthfully, saywhatwe need to say, andwhat's
necessary? But how do we do it in such a way that we don't alienate people from ourselves
or make them angry and shut down? How do we find a way to speak that is supportive for
everyone, including ourselves? That is a powerful skill. That's a skill that's really well worth
learning. We can learn a lot of it throughmindfulness, just a lot of care and attention to what
motivates us to speak, what's really going on inside of ourselves, sowedon't do thingswhich
are unskillful.

It's possible to learn and study all kinds of modalities or all kinds of exercises for learning
how to speak more wisely. Nonviolent communication is one of them, but there's many—
you know, take it. It doesn't take that much to learn, and then to practise it, and now, and to
becomegoodat it slowly over time. It's to developour abilities through thepractice of it, and
to practisewith our friends. If we have really good friends, you can say, ”You know, I'm trying
to learn to speak in a different way and experiment, and it's ok. Maybe you'll be patient with
me as I try to find a different way of speaking.”

So what I've tried to say today is, one of the things is that this concern and care around how
wespeak is really apowerful place formindfulness practice to live, and that it's awayof learn‑
ing to express the good, the benefits, the ways we're growing through the practice. Because
as we grow and develop, become freer, it's really important to express it, to live it. Freedom
which is not expressed is a kind of not freedom, and so this is the way to live it. And then,
to the degree to which we can't do it, we don't know how to unite those who are divided,
to create a deeper and deeper connection with each other. That itself is a mirror to help us
further with our own inner life, to develop. This is where ourmindfulness can go, towork out
the kinks inside, the unresolved places, the challenges we have. It's not easy to do this, to
learnmindful speaking and come. But boy, is it worth awhile. It's a great thing to do, and I'm
confident that if we as a community of practitioners can give care and attention to speech,
that it'll be for the benefit of many people, and certainly for yourself as well. It's something
our society needs these days, and I hope that your Buddhist practice can be of benefit to the
world around you. Thank you.
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