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Class Five





Doubt and Indecision


�What is it?


The inability to decide between two or more courses of action. The mind continually plays with possible options which cripples any effective action. 


The worst form from a meditator’s point of view is the fetter of sceptical doubt: Doubt as to the wisdom or effectiveness of the Buddha’s way. “Is enlightenment real?” “Does the teacher understand my particular needs? “ 


Or, self-doubt arises about our ability to succeed in the practice. 


If the hindrance of doubt is left to run unchecked it leads to sporadic, half-hearted practice and causes some to give up the teaching completely


�How does it arise?


Supporting conditions include: Criticism of the profitable, either your own or another’s. i.e. criticism of the teaching, teachers, Buddha, Sangha, Noble Eightfold Path, the idea that nibbana is annihilation or that meditation as a way of life is unproductive. Also praise of the unprofitable i.e. socialising, business, politics, wrong actions. Speculation and theorising are major supporting conditions


These condition the arising of unpleasant feelings, perceptions and a tendency towards doubt (vipaka).  


Doubt is a mental action that we perform (kamma) and deepens the tendency to act similarly in the future. It arises due to unwise attention to those supporting conditions





How is it overcome?��Inhibited by sustained application. i.e. applying yourself to a single course of action and eliminating all the alternatives. Choose one of the possible courses of action and see it through.


Questioning and discussion - People sometimes feel vulnerable because they don’t have all the answers. Talk to a teacher / senior meditator to gain more information about the things that are troublesome and try to clarify what course of action is correct.


Knowledge of Dhamma & Vinaya - Good knowledge of the teaching and rules is a safeguard in terms of making decisions, allaying doubt about what you may and may not do.


Understanding the nature of the precepts - Keeping them ensures the most favourable conditions to come to understanding. i.e. the mind settles down in the right way. Doubts have less room to manoeuvre where this is understood.


Excessive Confidence - Going ahead and do things anyway, often people succeed simply because they haven’t a thought of failure. Break the deadlock that doubt brings by making a decision and carry it through - it isn’t going to be wrong because experience will tell you whether that particular course of action works or not. Therefore by carrying your decision through you learn “what not to do”  - you can always change your approach later. 


In overcoming self-doubt we must remember that the teaching is completely impersonal. It is application of the Noble Eightfold path that yields success regardless of our expectations. If we apply ourselves properly, suffering diminishes. 


When such doubts arise they need to be noted and put to one side. See that the doubt is simply a conditioned, impersonal, habitual reaction and that we don’t have to take such thoughts seriously.


Counter doubt by recollecting aspects of the teaching we already know to be true from our own experience or that make logical sense to us. This way we arouse faith and confidence. 


Recognise the hindrance, remember what we are trying to do (come to purity of mind). Overcome doubt by wise attention to the profitable (see above). This brings a confidence in the teaching that is, in the end, unshakeable. 
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