Right Effort (sammā-vāyāma)
Central to the teachings of the Buddha Dharma, to awakening and the ending of disharmony and suffering, is the Noble Eightfold Path. The Buddha taught that through cultivating each of the eight aspects of the path we dispel the ignorance and misconceptions that cloud our understanding. The eight aspects of the path are not sequential, neither are they hierarchical. All the path aspects are interconnected and a balanced cultivation of any one of them supports all the others. The dharma teachings are vast, comprehensive and finely interconnected; therefore pulling on any particular thread draws upon the whole fabric of understanding. This means that when discussing a particular aspect of the Noble Eightfold Path the other aspects, and much more besides, inevitably also become part of our understanding. Right Effort is the sixth factor, being the 1st in the meditation grouping. 
In one Pali Sutta1 the Buddha said:

And what is right effort?

Here the monk arouses his will, puts forth effort, generates energy, exerts his mind, and strives to prevent the arising of evil and unwholesome mental states that have not yet arisen.
He arouses his will... and strives to eliminate evil and unwholesome mental states that have already arisen.

He arouses his will... and strives to generate wholesome mental states that have not yet arisen.
He arouses his will, puts forth effort, generates energy, exerts his mind, and strives to maintain wholesome mental states that have already arisen, to keep them free of delusion, to develop, increase, cultivate, and perfect them.
This is called right effort

The Right Effort that the Buddha is speaking of here is, at once, a taming, a focusing and a training of the mind; a process that requires the right balance of applied energy, strength and determination, along with trust and a fine sensitivity to our motives and methods.
As the Buddha pointed out, Right Effort is about making effort to cultivate and maintain the right frame of mind and to free one’s mind from the pitfalls of ignorance and delusion. Classical interpretations often emphasise, among other things, the effort to curb sensual desire and overcome the hindrances of greed, aversion, restlessness, inertia or listlessness and doubt.  The Buddha speaks of sitting cross legged, with body upright and being ardent, alert and mindful. All this requires effort, it calls for some outer physical application and some inner tenacity and determination of mind.

This spiritual journey is not an easy one. It can be long and at times arduous, requiring us to be resolute and find courage. I want to look at some the other implications of the efforts we make as we sit on our cushion or engage in our daily lives.
There is another story about the Buddha and the monk Sona: Sona was putting so much into his walking meditation that his feet were bleeding. He was losing heart at his lack of spiritual progress and thinking of returning to the lay life. Intuiting this, the Buddha came to Sona and said:

"Now what do you think, Sona. Before, when you were a house-dweller, were you skilled at playing the vina?" (a kind of Lute)
"Yes, lord."

"And what do you think: when the strings of your vina were too taut, was your vina in tune & playable?"
"No, lord."
"And what do you think: when the strings of your vina were too loose, was your vina in tune & playable?"
"No, lord."
"And what do you think: when the strings of your vina were neither too taut nor too loose, but tuned to be right on pitch, was your vina in tune & playable?"
"Yes, lord."
"In the same way, Sona, over-aroused persistence leads to restlessness, overly slack persistence leads to laziness. Thus you should determine the right pitch for your persistence.2
Years ago, I attended my first and only Zen retreat. It was led by Zen master Hogen Yamahata. The style of practice was new to me and this retreat came at a particularly difficult time in my life. I found myself making great efforts to engage with the retreat practices. I really wanted to touch something deep within myself as I reeled from life’s struggles and the sense of impasse that I felt had hold of me. So I followed the breathing techniques, the circular walking and tried my best at the chanting. During this efforting there were times when I felt so close to some deep and vital insight that I sensed I could almost taste it. Yet, no matter how hard I pushed myself the feeling of connection and understanding I yearned for always seemed to recede; to be just over the horizon and out of my grasp. My frustration and inner pain grew until I began to cry silently as I sat. Later I had an interview with Hogen-san, at this time his English was not very good, I asked him, “What is Right Effort?” He looked at me and said “effortless effort”. And that was it; interview over. Again I sat on my cushion and feeling a bit cheated, I thought ‘what sort of an explanation was that?’ And I remember my heart opening to what felt to be the overwhelming difficulty of it all; all the trying, all the hurt, all the self judgement. And I sobbed great tears of self compassion.
On the one hand, we know it does take significant effort to practice meditation, to grow in wisdom, to tread an ethical and skilful path through life. Just regularly coming to sit on our meditation cushion takes genuine effort. Even when we are sitting and present, further effort is needed to remain engaged, to enquire diligently and persistently into our arising experience, to maintain our resolve and to continue deepening our wisdom. So there is no doubt efforts of various kinds are needed to bring about wholesome states of mind and to lessen our suffering.

We all have so many goals and ambitions, so many pressures and demands and typically we make huge efforts to meet them. Even in our spiritual practice we can bring to the fore a tendency to force ourselves, a choosing to set rigid targets and push. This efforting may focused on some distant and dreamed of goal; enlightenment for example. Or it may apply equally to simply this meditation sitting, to staying with the breath or to remaining still. Having a noble intention to cultivate wholesome states of mind as the Buddha suggested is a positive and necessary thing. But over-striving brings a tightening and narrowing of the mind which inhibits skilful or fruitful ways of practicing. Striving and struggling are an indication of inner conflict, of a widening and hardening of the gap between what I am and what I want to be. This doesn’t reduce suffering, it inflames it. When we suffer we tire, our attention wanders and we resist further practice because it is too unpleasant or too hard to continue. Then, judging ourselves harshly, we can so easily turn away in dismay.
So, on the other hand, we need to consider what is right effort. To know what is right, here and now, requires discernment. However discernment is underpinned by the very understanding and wisdom we are trying to develop; this can sound a bit like pulling ourselves up by our own boot straps. The holistic nature of spiritual growth makes the sustained and careful application of right effort very important. Raw effort alone will not get us far, except perhaps into further confusion and struggle. We must develop all the Noble Path factors together in a balanced and integrated way because they are mutually supporting and ultimately inseparable.

In particular, developing our capacity for attention and some calm composure of mind (these being the right mindfulness and right samadhi factors of the Noble Path) alongside our right effort will be vital if we are to stay on track. Mindfulness in meditation, as awareness, attention and clarity, enables us to see the circumstances we are dealing with; what’s in the mix so to speak. And samadhi or concentration brings suppleness and steadiness to the mind, thereby helping us to determine ‘rightness’ in this moment. For our purposes, what is right in the circumstances includes that which supports insight, that which is conducive to the growth of wisdom and that which reduces (or has the intention to reduce) suffering.
Right effort also means effort that has the right intensity and is skilfully applied. The making of right effort aims to contribute to an outcome that is of tangible value, it is an effort that nurtures and supports a worthwhile pursuit. To this end the effort has to ‘hit the mark’; that is, it has to be appropriate in form and degree. Often in spiritual practice, as in daily life, far too much effort is expended inappropriately, unnecessarily and possibly detrimentally. In our practice great sensitivity is called for and we need to tread gently. Can we, for a moment, imagine applying right effort to guiding a child: Hopefully we would start with a loving intention and make efforts to encourage their freedom of spirit, whilst also being kind but firm when required; all this done with real respect and with the well being of the child in mind. Similarly, with ourselves, and especially in our spiritual questing, we need to remain energetic yet temper our forceful passions and our exuberant drives without becoming overbearing and judgmental. The aim is to become freer, wiser and more compassionate – to suffer less – and effort has to be directed with tenderness and care. 
When we acknowledge the value of the spiritual quest and connect with a sense of purpose that arises from that acknowledgement, there can be a feeling of rightness that wells up within us. Particularly in times of uncertainty, turning to a spiritual quest can reinvigorate us. We can fill with intentions and energy, with urges and the desire to take up the Path and make right effort. For most of us the spiritual journey is a long one and there are many side tracks to wander upon, many ways to make effort and dissipate our energy. If we are truly in for the longer haul we must sustain our right effort and be mindful of how we direct our energy.

I see this dharma path as largely a journey in the development of wisdom and compassion, a path on which clear understanding, the fact of what is and the capacity of heart to open in response are vital. It is depth of understanding and insight we are making our efforts to gain. A broad and inclusive openness to truth does not pick and choose what it looks upon; for example, it does not get caught up in the subjective ‘quality’ of a particular meditation session or in critically judging our frame of mind, but carefully observes what is occurring with interest and acceptance.

The pursuing of distant goals and holding tightly to ideas about how to reach those goals involves a lot of efforting and, most likely, a lot of suffering as well. It is through our imagination and projections that the mind engages with ideas, makes plans, sets targets and directs our energy. Typically our efforts are tightly goal oriented. This approach is the pattern of much of daily life with its rounds of gathering, establishing and securing. However, right effort in the arena of spiritual development is not rightly directed toward acquisition at all, but more toward the relinquishment of misperceptions and erroneous views. It is here that effort is easily misdirected because the rightness we seek is dynamic and variable. There will be less of a problem here if we are keenly alert to what is arising for us. We need to be receptive and flexible, remembering the effort is primarily to see clearly and understand; to gain insight into what is unfolding, not to remain doggedly on a fixed trajectory to an imagined destination. It is to the nurturing of insight and to freeing the mind from its entrapments that we must direct our energy and effort, not to measurement or judgement.
There will be times, say when we are settling in to our meditation, during which we must make persistent positive effort. For example; to establish mindfulness of breathing a clear effort must be made. Equally, positive effort as an act of confining or excluding, may be called for at times when we get caught up in repetitive thoughts, lost in day dreaming, or enmeshed in unwholesome mind states. While these thoughts and states should be known and looked into, there comes a time when they are overly burdensome and clearly unproductive. Then it is right effort to turn away from that state of mind or pattern of thinking and redirect our focus; perhaps returning to the breath. 
Much of our spiritual practice involves enquiring into the underlying nature of our experience. We are not gathering knowledge as such, but rather dispelling false beliefs, views and concepts to reveal more fundamental truths. To some extent then, the right effort that we need to make is the careful teasing out the threads of our assumptions and experiences and seeing their constructed nature. Perhaps one could call this a negative effort? Negative in the sense of an un-doing or un-binding; the subtle effort to cease creating more self beliefs and to stop re-colouring our view of the world. Instead efforts are made simply to recognise falsity and any release any associated clinging. The act of holding to any conceptual fabrication as ultimately real is a sure way of missing the living truth, because now the symbol has then been mistaken for the fact; our right effort is merely to acknowledge and let go.
In this delicate area our efforts must be very compassionate and tentative; because at the same time as we are stripping away the layers of falsity, we are observing what is removed and deeply interested in what is being revealed. Attending closely we become intimate for a moment with what is redundant and limiting, knowing it to be that which we previously held precious before laying it aside. It is through the act letting go fully into this unfoldment that we can know ourselves and the world around us as if for the first time.

Here we are not making effort to grasp or reject anything.  Nor are we in the act of suppressing or of hiding. We are not making effort relating to a known or imagined goal at all. In this calm a quiet inner wisdom can be found to guide our efforts and actions, and to incline our mind toward freedom without engaging the ego and its petty agendas. The final effort required, to be fully present, to free one’s mind, and to know truth can only be, as Hogen-san correctly said, an effortless effort; a fearless allowing and an utter openness of being.
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