
“Advice from Me to Myself” by Patrul Rinpoch 
 

Listen up, old bad-karma Patrul, You dweller-in-distraction. 
 
For ages now you’ve been 
Beguiled, entranced, and fooled by appearances. 
Are you aware of that? Are you? 
Right this very instant, when you’re  
Under the spell of mistaken perception 
You’ve got to watch out. 
Don’t let yourself get carried away by this fake and empty life. 
 
Your mind is spinning around 
About carrying out a lot of useless projects:  
It’s a waste! Give it up! 
Thinking about the hundred plans you want to accomplish,  
With never enough time to finish them, 
Just weighs down your mind.  
You’re completely distracted 
By all these projects, which never come to an end,  
But keep spreading out more, like ripples in water.  
Don’t be a fool:  for once, just sit tight… 
 
When you’re without any worldly or religious obligations,  
Don’t keep on longing to acquire some! 
 
If you let go of everything— Everything, everything—  
That’s the real point! 
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“On Happiness, Craving and Freedom” 
 
 
 

I will give you the key to happiness before this talk is over. So listen carefully. 

 

The year is 1997 and I am a senior at SAS. As graduation day approaches, I find myself 

paradoxically wanting two opposites at the same time.  I want time to speed up because I want to be 

a high school graduate, have time to relax, go to senior parties and then go to college AND I want 

time to slow down because I know I will miss all the people I love here when I leave. It is a funny 

thing to want two completely opposite things. Do you know this feeling? Maybe you have had it 

too, as a break nears? How is it possible to be happy if we can be pulled by emotions in opposite 

directions? 

 

To understand happiness, I need to talk first about craving. Buddhists use the word “craving” when 

they talk about personal desires or attachments that can lead to addictive habit patterns. I want to 

give you two examples of how I watched craving lead to addiction in my family. My dad loved the 

earth. I saw him covered in it during the summers I spent with him on his farm. He grew the most 

delicious asparagus I have ever tasted and some of the largest Christmas trees I have ever seen. 

During the school year, my dad was an empathic teacher. He cared deeply for his athletes, students 

and his community.  He loved bringing people together. Every summer, he fed the entire 

neighborhood at backyard barbeques. My dad loved entertaining children. In some ways, he never 

grew up.  Like me, he suffered from occasional social anxiety, and with a beer, he felt everything a 

little less. You see, my father was also an alcoholic. Three summers ago, dad’s heart cells died due 

to the toxic effects of chronic long-term abuse of alcohol.  He was 66. 

 

Taking the Buddhist view, we can say my dad’s aversion to stress and craving for alcohol led to an 

addictive set of behaviors that caused his early death. This had real life consequences for me and 

my family. Maia never met my dad and Leela remembers him when she looks at photos.  Three 

years after his death, our family is still trying to figure out how to build on all of those connections 



that my dad’s love fostered. I miss my dad, and I miss the life he might have shared with me and my 

daughters. 

 

The second example of the connection between craving and addiction comes from another beloved 

member of my family, Poppi, my maternal grandfather. Poppi was very successful by any measure 

you might use.  He was respected by his community; he ran a ruthlessly efficient fishing operation 

in the mid- Atlantic; he was loved and revered. His daughter, my mother, was a single mother. 

When I was sick and my mom had to work, Poppi would drive up from Lewes to pick me up. I 

would spend the day with my grandmother, Nana. I loved this time with my grandparents. 

Poppi would come home at lunch and eat with us. And again, at dinner, he would come home to 

eat. And on busy days, if he had to go back to work, he would return. As a child of divorce, 

without any immediate models of successful marriages, I looked to Poppi and Nana as role 

models. They showed me what a loving relationship could be. Poppi never retired, working 

until the day of his death at the age of 91. Poppi was many things, including my hero, and 

Poppi was addicted to his work. Taking the Buddhist view, Poppi achieved so much in his life 

in part because of his craving to do ever-more work. 

 

Addiction has a clinical meaning and a spiritual meaning. Almost every word of the portion of my 

talk having to do with addiction will be about the spiritual meaning of addiction, but it is helpful to 

start with the clinical meaning since it shows how a life can be deranged by addiction, and 

ultimately how enriching a life of freedom can be. Researchers know addiction by its defining 

characteristics: “The core clinical symptoms of addiction include an enhanced incentive for drug 

taking (craving), impaired self-control (impulsivity and compulsivity), emotional dysregulation 

(negative mood) …” 1 In other words, addiction is as- sociated with craving, impulsive behavior, 

and negativity. 

 

I want you to think about craving in your own life. Think back to a time when you just really 

thirsted for something. . . Now, that you have a desire in mind. I want you to examine what it 

feels like. Is it located at a specific place within your body? Does it have an associated 

 
1Tang, Y.-Y., Rang, R., & Posner, M. I. (2016). Mindfulness, meditation improves emotion regulation and 
reduces drug abuse. Drug and. Alcohol Dependence, 163. doi: 10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2015.11.041 
 



sensation such as pressure or heat? Is it pleasant or unpleasant? If it is not in your body, maybe 

you have an experience of wanting in your mind? If so, does it feel like an emotion? Or is it a 

thought? Does it have a voice? Now, imagine the want being satisfied. What is the feeling 

now? 

 

A specific example could be helpful here.  Ms. Reddy and I got hooked on the tragicomedy 

“Fleabag”. Imagine, the credits on Episode 9 are rolling, it is 10:45 PM, and episode 10 is the 

season finale. I know if I don’t go to sleep, I will be tired tomorrow. Maia and Leela have been 

waking me up at 6:30 AM every morning since they have been alive. But I HAVE TO WATCH 

THE SEASON FINALE! 

 

For me, the feeling of wanting is unpleasant. It sometimes manifests in my chest as a tightness 

near my heart and lungs. When the want-level is high, it can be hard to see any daylight between 

where I end and where the want begins. I have the feeling of it growing in urgency, taking over my 

entire being, compelling me to move, and when this happens, it is as if I, in my entirety, am merely 

the wanting mind. The arrow hovers over Watch Next Episode, there is a pause, and click, and in 30 

minutes, I will be free of wanting to watch any more episodes. Relief feels like I can breathe. 

 

In retrospect, I know that a large part of me doesn’t even really want to watch the season finale, 

but I know that if I watch it, it will be complete, and on some level, I know that my wanting to 

watch the show, really boils down to wanting to not have to want to watch the show. I know if I 

finish the season, I won’t have to want to watch the show for at least a year. 

 

Okay, so you remember what craving feels like and maybe you are convinced that a lifetime of 

such craving can lead to addictive habit patterns. Those habit patterns could lead to alcoholism or 

workaholism as they did for members of my family, and they can lead to other “–isms” such as 

perfectionism, craving perfection, or egotism, the craving to talk and think about oneself 

excessively. 

 

Here begins part two of the talk, where I want to introduce the antidote to craving and 

eventually suggest that what you want is not precisely happiness but something else instead. 



I first got interested in meditation when I was a student at St. Andrew’s.  The school invited 

Leonard Foote, a drug and alcohol specialist, to help students understand some of the unhealthy 

attachments people make to drugs and alcohol.  Leonard believed that it was natural for people to 

be curious about the nature of the mind, and he felt that one of the reasons students experiment with 

drugs and alcohol is to learn about the nature of their minds.  Leonard saw that when students are 

given tools such as visualization and meditation techniques, they can become open, and they learn 

to experiment with altered states of consciousness without a need for drugs or alcohol. I will play 

for you just a taste of his visualization exercise.  If you’d like, I’d invite you to close your eyes and 

relax your body and direct your attention to your inner stillness. 

 

 

Play Track 3 of Ocean Visions 

 

When he took me and my classmates on our first 15-minute visualization, my talking mind became 

silent, and I relaxed into stillness. In the silences between his words, I was just attending to the 

feeling of being in a body without thoughts of past, present or future. Later, upon reflecting, I had 

such gratitude for Leonard. His visit and talks normalized the problem of drug and alcohol abuse in 

my family, and his visualization techniques were vehicles that could transport me back to a place 

of tranquil awareness in my mind. 

 

During Senior year, I began to have bouts of insomnia.  I would lie in bed, and relive the many 

events from the day. Lots of thoughts involved social thinking: “Will I be invited on the trip with 

friends over long weekend?” “When she was talking, could she have been flirting? I wonder if 

she’ll ask me to semi- formal?” Some were emotional: Why do I get so nervous and sweaty in 

regular situations? I am such a spaz. . .” Some were just thinking: “What is the deal with 

consciousness? How exactly can we prove the Pythagorean Theorem? Why in a mirror does text get 

reversed from left to right, but not top to bottom?” And then I glance at the clock (11:17, 12:46, 

1:31). Oh, no, I am not sleeping again. I start to get more worked up about the fact of my insomnia. 

A vicious cycle of ever-increasing restlessness makes it less likely for me to fall asleep. 

 



“Monkey mind” is a term meaning “unsettled; restless; capricious; inconstant; confused; 

indecisive; uncontrollable”.2  It can feel like every new sensation, thought or emotion takes 

control of the mind. The attention becomes fragmented, and the mind moves from state to state 

like a monkey swinging aimlessly from branch to branch. 

 

One could apply the clinical definition of addiction, earlier, to wanting to keep thinking. My mind 

was craving more thinking, without self-control. At these hours, my addiction to thinking 

manifested as insomnia. Thanks to the earlier visualizations with Leonard, I was able to recall the 

benefits of the relaxation exercises we had done. Soon I was trying these before I went to sleep. As 

I allowed the mind to focus on the breath, I found that even if I did not sleep, my mind became 

more peaceful, and the thought of an entire night-long meditation in bed was restful enough to 

interrupt the vicious cycle of restless thoughts. I was asleep before I knew it. As I look back now, I 

know that these were the beginnings of a meditation practice for me. 

 

In the reading you heard before the talk, Patrul Rinpoche, the Tibetan monk, wrote:  

 
Your mind is spinning around 
About carrying out a lot of useless projects:  
It’s a waste!  Give it up! 
Thinking about the hundred plans you want to accomplish,  
With never enough time to finish them, 
Just weighs down your mind.  
You’re completely distracted 
By all these projects, which never come to an end,  
But keep spreading out more, like ripples in water.  
Don’t be a fool:  for once, just sit tight… 
 
When you’re without any worldly or religious obligations,  
Don’t keep on longing to acquire some! 
 
If you let go of everything— Everything, everything—  
That’s the real point! 
 

 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monkey_mind 
 



Rinpoche could be giving meditation advice to me. Me, the torn senior wishing for time to speed up 

and slow down at the same time. Me, the senior with insomnia. Me, the tv addict. But what is the 

advice actually. “Let go of everything, . . . that’s the real point.” The point is the tranquility of 

awareness itself. If we live without wanting or aversion, clearly, mindfully in the present moment, 

we are free. 

 

I told you at the start of the talk that I would give you an answer to the happiness question by the 

end of the talk, but I lied to you. You had it already before I even started talking. Rinpoche gave it 

to you. As one of my Dharma teachers says, “Happiness is available, please help yourself.” Just sit 

tight, enjoy the moments of awareness that you get. The answer to happiness? It has a few steps: 

 

• First, let go of seeking happiness. You don’t really want happiness, you want a mind at ease. 

• Second, when you achieve peace in your mind, you can achieve anything. This is what we really 

mean when we say we want to be happy. 

• Third, let go of all craving. Watch it arise with all the glory of every other sensation you get. I 

too shall pass. Being alive is a beautiful thing. Much better than the alternative. 

• Four, realize that when we say we want happiness, we just mean that we want to be connected 

and awake for our lives. 

 

The Buddhists believe that we cause our own suffering because we mistake the pleasures in our lives for 

happiness. You don’t want to be happy, happiness is temporary; it is much better to be free! 

 

When I asked my advisee Alex Austin what message the community needs to hear, he told me that 

we need to all chill out.  He felt that everyone takes   their work too seriously. We needlessly stress 

ourselves out.  As I watched him, I thought I could see a modern Rinpoche reproaching us: can’t 

we just breath? Can’t we just sit tight? Only you can answer this question for ourself. In Alex’s 

view, you seem a little stressed. If there are two sides to the addiction spectrum where Poppi is 

on the far left with his addiction to work until he can’t work anymore and where my father is on 

the far right with his chemical addiction that killed him, the typical student may fall closer to 

Poppi’s side of the spectrum. However, it would be better to adopt a Middle Way. If you 

choose this option, you can live with less wanting, by “letting go of everything” and living 

with less addiction, just sitting tight. 



 

In my classes, on the first day or so, I like to write an equation on the board. 

 

Love = attention = mindfulness 

 

This equation reminds us that when we give our mindful attention, we give our love. Every time 

we act with the intention of showing up for the present moment without clinging, we have an 

opportunity to clarify our intentions and open up our hearts to the experiences in our lives. 

 

Thich Nhat Hanh offers this related prayer: 

 

If we are peaceful, if we are happy, 

We can blossom like a flower, and everyone in our family, our entire society, 

Will benefit from our peace. 

 

In this spirit, I’ll end by guiding you in a loving kindness meditation from Sharan Salzberg, which 

is offered with the hope of deepening your habits of love, care and awareness. 

 

You can begin by closing your eyes. Sit with your back erect, without being strained or overarched. 

Take a few deep breaths, relax your body. Feel your energy settle into your body and into the 

moment. 

 

See if certain phrases emerge from your heart that express what you wish most deeply for yourself, 

not just for today, but in an enduring way. Phrases that are big enough and general enough that you 

can ultimately wish them for all of life, for all beings everywhere. Classical phrases are things like, 

 

“May I be safe. May I be healthy and strong. May I be happy. May I live with ease.” 

 

Call to mind somebody that you care about: a good friend, or someone who has helped you in your 

life, someone who inspires you. 

 



You can visualize them, say their name to yourself. Get a feeling for their presence, and then direct 

the phrases of lovingkindness to them. 

 

“May you be safe. May you be healthy and strong. May you be happy. May you live with ease.” 

 

Call to mind someone you know who’s having a difficult time right now. They’ve experienced a 

loss, painful feeling, a difficult situation. If somebody like that comes to mind, bring them here.  

 

Imagine them sitting in front of you. Say their name. Get a feeling for their presence and offer the 

phrases of loving kindness to them. 

 

“May you be safe. May you be healthy and strong. May you be happy. May you live with ease.” 

 

When we connect with these phrases, aiming the heart in this way, we’re opening ourselves to the 

possibility of including, rather than excluding, of connecting, rather than overlooking, of caring, 

rather than being indifferent. And ultimately, we open in this way to all beings everywhere, without 

distinction, without separation. 

 

“May all beings be safe, be healthy and strong, be happy, live with ease.” 

 

All people, all animals, all creatures, all those in existence, near and far, known to us and 

unknown to us. All beings on the earth, in the air, in the water. Those being born, those dying. 

 

May all beings everywhere be safe, be healthy and strong, be happy, live with ease. You feel the 

energy of this aspiration extending in- finitely in front of you, to either side, behind you, above and 

below. As the heart extends in a boundless way, leaving no one out, may all beings everywhere be 

safe, be healthy and strong, be happy, live with ease. 

 

And when you are ready, you can open your eyes and return to the present moment, without 

clinging, with love. 

 


