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THE FOUR PROPER EXERTIONS 

you have rested, after you have eaten, after you have something to 
drink, go back and finish your chore. This is the attitude of cease­
lessly trying to get the job done, not taking a break whenever you 
feel like it. This attitude toward practice is a lifetime commitment. It 
is not something that you can try for a while and then quit, or just 
move on to other interests. This would not be diligence. 
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Diligence Is a Daily Habit 

onstant diligence is not only for monks and nuns but laypeople
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But it is not necessary to prostrate before any image of any kind. 
The main thing is to see prostration as another method of medita­
tion that can help lead to liberation. Just keep your mind clear and 
focused only on the act of prostrating. 

As you use these methods over time, unwholesome mental hab­
its will arise less and less. Do not expect to experience absolutely no 
unwholesome states any time soon. If your mind were totally pure, 
you would already be an arhat. But with diligence you will continue 
to reduce the occurrence of unwholesome states. 
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as well. Remind yourself every day what you should do and then 
do it. Develop the daily habit of doing what you should do and 
not doing what you should not do. When you are doing what you 
shouldn't, tell yourself to stop it; when you are doing what you 
should, tell yourself to continue. If your mind is vexed, give yourself 
time aud effort to quiet it. To quiet your mind, make it a habit to 
put aside some time every morning to meditate, prostrate, or recite 
a sutra. All day, from moment to moment, tell yourself not to allow 
unwholesome thoughts to arise, and if they do, vow not to give rise 
to them again. If unwholesome thoughts get stronger, meditate. If 
you don't deal with them early, they may get stronger and manifest 
as unwholesome actions. 

When strong negative thoughts come up, you can practice 
repentance or prostration, or both. Practicing repentance means 
reflecting on your past and current behavior, and giving rise to gen­
uine feelings of regret and remorse for any unwholesome patterns. 
If you have broken any precepts, this is a good time to reaffirm 
them. Your repentance practice may also include doing prostrations 
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in order not only to eijiressnuinilify;but to pr��t�osening the 
hold of ego on your thoughts and benavioi:))uring retreats, when

=--------·---we pracl!ce repentance, we will finish by doing twenty minutes 
of prostrations before the altar. At home you may prostrate to an 
image of a buddha or bodhisattva in order to focus your mind. 
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Diligence and Desire 

The Sutra of Forty-two Chapters says that followers who are not 
deluded by desire, who are not bothered by countless devious 
things, and who vigorously cultivate the unconditioned, will attain 
the Way. "Diligence"-vigorous cultivation-here means precisely 
that one should not allow oneself to be confused by feelings of 
desire, or misled by devious ideas. If you can do this ceaselessly, you 
will attain liberation from suffering and vexation. 

What desires are we talking about? For home-leavers they 
include any kind of sexual desire; for laypeople they refer to sexual 
misconduct outside of marriage. For example, if you already have 
a partner, desiring another will result in suffering for oneself and 
others. Humans are driven by more than biological needs; they are 
also driven by psychological needs for more sex and more partners. 
I know a married man who has so many girlfriends you can't count 
them. He fights with his wife all the time and says he is ready for a 
divorce. He says, "Who cares if I get divorced, I still have all these 
girlfriends." I asked him, "If you get a divorce and marry one of 
your girlfriends, wouldn't you fight with her as well?" He said, "It 
doesn't matter. I'll get divorced again:' 

People like this are ruled by desire. At first glance, they seem to 
get a lot of happiness from having many partners. However, they 
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