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In this mindfulness practice that we do, there are a lot of different pieces of wisdom or per‑
spectives that are useful to learn over time, and to be given all of them at once is too much.
But slowly, over time, you learn the different aspects of it and learn when these different
things are useful. What's coming to mind at this moment is, first, I want to say that the Bud‑
dha in his timewas sometimes seen as a teacher of action. In otherwords, living in theworld,
behaving and acting in the world, was an important part of it. It was not a renunciant tradi‑
tion in the sense of going to live in a cave or avoid society. He sent his monastics out not to
be renunciants in that way.

They renounced in a certainway. They gaveupmanyof the ordinary things of life, but they're
not supposed to disappear. They wandered around India. They'd go into villages and towns
and meet people and have exchanges with them. So, living our life is kind of in the back‑
ground of all this. But one of the really important things to do in this practice, one of the
really important pieces of wisdom, is really essential at certain points in practice.

And that is to do nothing. Just don't do anything. When is it useful to do nothing? When is
that really the right thing in practice? Certainly, when doing somethingmakes it worse. If it's
going to make it worse, don't do it.

That's a time to don't do. Leave yourself alone. Don't say it. Don't do it. Don't even think it.
Other times, sometimes it's a little bit of a higher standard, and that is, if it doesn't make it
better, don't do it.

Why that's a nice higher standard is that thenmaybe youwill look for what's the better thing
to do here. What is more useful? How can I improve the situation? When you're going to
make it worse, it might be good enough just to not do that. Maybe it's too difficult to find

Transcript is machine generated andmay contain errors.
Creative Commons License: Attribution‑NonCommercial‑NoDerivatives 4.0 International 1

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Insight Meditation Center

how tomake it better, but at least you're notmaking it worse. But if it doesn't make it better,
then don't do it.

Thenmaybe there's time to considerwhat's better. I've done that oftenenough to see, gotten
the, seen the results of doing that. One result is by not doing it, what I do do is that then
what I bring to that situation is more mindfulness. Okay, let me just not do anything here,
say anything, letme not act in any kind of way. But letme stay present and aware,mindful of
what's going on. Then, over time, sometimes just a couple of minutes, sometimes relatively
soon, something else comes along, some other understanding, some other actions, some
other thing to say, I understand now, okay, now this is a better way to go.

So don't do anything sometimes creates the space to see more clearly, the space to register
and take things in. Sometimes, don't do anything because it makes the situationworse. The
worse can be long‑term. You make it worse, and then now this person you're with doesn't
trust you. Now it'll take, you know, a few months, a few years before you'd build up trust
again. But they'rewilling tokindof trust youand relax aroundyoubecause theyhaveenough
evidence now that you're not going to attack themwith your words.

The Buddha talked about having verbal daggers. So people don't have to worry about your
verbal daggers anymore. Theother valueof notdoinganythingandwhy it's souseful for prac‑
titioners, at certain points in practice, is the idea to learn about yourself, to really understand
yourself well. If you're automatically giving in to your impulses, automatically saying what
wants to be said, blurting it out, and you keep doing it, it becomes a kind of self‑alienation.
We kind of lose touch with ourselves. We're always out there doing and doing.

But if we stop doing, really stop, then we have a chance to see what's happening here with
me. What's going on now? Or what's going on with the person I'm with? What's happening?
I've told the story enough, but I want to say it again, because it was such a big lesson for me.
I used to work at a restaurant, and we had shifts.

There was this changing room for the staff. We came to start our shift or finish our shift. I was
finishing my shift, and I had a friend who was coming to start his shift. I was kind of happy.
I'd been fully engaged in the work. It was kind of like a little bit, maybe, going, I don't know
what, just kind of going, going, going, because it was kind of a fast restaurant at work.

So he came in, and I immediately, seeingmy friend,made somekind of joke. Said something,
I don't know, a joke. It wasn't that bad a thing to say. So I said something, you know, silly or
jokingly or something. And then he said, oh, my best friend just died. I was kind of like so
remorseful. Like, what did I just put salt in his wound? I didn't take time to find out where he
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was at.

From that lesson, I said, oh, wait, don't do anything automatically like that. Wait until you
know who's there. Wait until you know how they are. So sometimes it's useful not to do
anything because you get to know them. Sometimes it's useful not to do anything because
you get to know yourself better. I've done that sometimes and realized that I was going to
say something without knowing that I was angry.

But once I saw my anger, then I say, okay, Gil, let's be careful now. This is not the time and
place to be angry. Not every place, you know, isn't that anger needs to be suppressed, but
it sometimes makes a situation worse. Even if you have, you're completely justified in being
angry—boy, am I ever right, that person really screwed up? How could they do that? But if
you make the situation worse, is that, even if you're justified, is that really good? Does that
really help you?

Anyway, so I've paused and see, oh, I'm angry here. Look, I need to tend to this. I need to be
responsible for this now. Sometimes I've noticed I was anxious. Sometimes I've stopped to
notice that I'm tense. I didn't know that I was tense.

The representative example of that that I've sometimes taught was many years ago. I was a
graduate student. Back then, things weren't available online. It was in the prehistoric times.
I'm so old, so I remember back just after writing was invented. So I was a graduate student,
and the UC Berkeley Library had the book that I needed.

I could see it. So I went over there to look for it, and somehow I had the indication that they
had it. Itwas in the shelves formydissertation. So itwasan important book tohave. Itwasn't
on the shelf. So I went to the desk and said, you know, it's not on the shelf.

He said, well, I can't help you. I said, but maybe someone has turned it in and it's still on the
cart in the back. No, no, no, no. Can't you check? Can we ask someone else? So I got kind
of worked up around this. The person finally said, I'll go check. Only then did I stop to notice
what was happening to me.

I think I was on my tippy toes, stretched out over the top of the counter, leaning over every‑
thing. I said, wow, that's quite something. Boy, am I tense and aggressive and, you know, no
wonder the person tried to get away. You can go into the back room and check. So this idea
of not being in touch with ourselves, being so caught up in what we're doing—stop, don't do
anything. It's one of the great tools of, I think, any wise life, but certainly a life that's dedi‑
cated to mindfulness is to learn the art of not doing anything.
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But that's not the same as being passive. It's not the same as being aloof or being uncar‑
ing or just being kind of not participating in a situation. I had a friend who was a long‑time
practitioner, and he irritated people because he didn't have any desires. He was very, I don't
know what his story was, but he was a practitioner. Some people get the idea that in Bud‑
dhism you're not supposed to have desires. So whenever you ask them a question, where
should we go eat? Or what would you like to order? What would you like? Whatever you'd
like. Whatever you'd like.

Hedidn't haveanydesires. Itwas just kindofadrag. Itwas likeall the responsibilitywasonus.
You know, you could participate, you could just be ordinary, you could just offer something.
Without any attachment, you know, I'll just take the first thing on themenu. Something. But
it's like, no, whatever you want, whatever you want. So not doing anything is not like that.

But remember, Buddha taught action. So action, doing, is important. But there is a time
and place where it's invaluable to do nothing. Treasure it. Find those times. Learn when it's
useful to do nothing.

Don't make the situation worse. Learn how to make it better. Learn about yourself better
that way. What's going on inside of you? And learn about the situation, the people you're
with. Because that not doing anything gives you time to really take in what's going on.

This applies tomeditation aswell. There's a time andplacewheremeditation also, it's better
to do nothing. Don't try to fix every problem you have that comes along inmeditation. Don't
try to solve it. Don't try to get out of it. Sometimes just give it time. Don't do anything and
see what happens, see what you'll learn. Maybe you'll learn how to make it better. Or you'll
learn that doing nothing was all you needed to do to make it better.

So those are my thoughts for today. So thank you all very much. I wish I could stay for our
time to have lunch or tea together. I hope many of you stay. It's very nice to time. But I'll
be leaving during this cleaning time because I have to be up there at Spirit Rock for opening
meetings for the retreat. So thank you for today. Thank you.
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