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INTRODUCTION

Moving Beyond Meditator’s Guilt

When I am invited to teach a new group of meditators, I like to know how each person meditates and, generally, what kinds of experiences they have. So I begin by asking them to say a little something about their meditation practice. The first thing almost everyone says is, “I don’t meditate every day.” This is said with a hint of shame.

I might then reply with this compassionate suggestion, “You can meditate when you feel like meditating.”

But then someone will usually say, “But aren’t we supposed to meditate every day?” And then they sometimes ask me, “Don’t you meditate every morning?”

This is meditator’s guilt. It goes deep into the fabric of how we learn to meditate. Because when we learn how to meditate, we try to do the instructions perfectly, setting high standards for ourselves. We consequently experience periods of failure and inadequacy, along with the occasional moments of success, but it all adds up to guilt at not meditating often enough, not doing it well enough, not being the ideal meditator. And then we may also push ourselves too hard, sit with too much pain for too long, become intolerant of being caught up in our thoughts and feelings, and feel ashamed by the strength and tenacity of undesirable emotions.

I’ve met quite a few people in the past two decades who, at one time or another, have either given up on meditation out of frustration or kept doing a meditation practice that is giving them more grief than peace. It doesn’t have to be this way. There are alternatives. The method I teach, called Recollective Awareness Meditation, is one of them.

Just as we go through a period of learning how to meditate, we can also go through a period of unlearning meditation. This book will provide guidance on how to engage that process and in doing so will present the meditation experiences of people going through it. By reading other people’s experiences, you may find you are not alone in this—that others have been through a period of unlearning the unwanted habits of their meditation practice and have arrived at a new commitment to meditation, along with a greater interest in, and appreciation of, their inner worlds.

I encounter many people who, once they hear that I am a meditation teacher, tell me that they can’t meditate because they think too much. Some of them are professors, scientists, and psychologists, who use their thinking in their work and have developed as human beings through using their minds. Because they have gotten a picture of meditation as requiring a quiet, thought-free mind, they feel they can’t do it. That is a real loss, a true shame. Recollective Awareness is an approach to meditation that not only doesn’t prohibit thinking, but teaches a way of looking into your thoughts so that you can learn things about the thinking process itself. By taking this approach, paradoxically, many people find that their thinking minds actually quiet down, and they find themselves more able to focus on the physical and emotional sides of their experiences.

The effects of unlearning meditation can be many and varied. A wide range of emotions can arise. What has been hidden from awareness can be revealed. And people open up to a wide range of calm, tranquil states of mind. This can be a powerful meditation practice. But it is not for everyone; no single meditation practice is. It meets the needs of those experienced meditators who are seeking a gentle, open, and insightful form of meditation, as well as those who are new to meditation and are looking for a simple and effective way to begin a meditation practice.

Unlearning Meditation is not a book that rejects traditional meditation practices. You are not asked to drop your existing meditation practice for good and take up an altogether new form of meditation. Instead, this book provides observations and insights into how people meditate, what they experience, and what would be useful and skillful ways of being with what comes up in meditation sittings for most people. In my two decades of teaching meditation, there have been many instances of people who have unlearned specific meditation practices, only to return later to those practices with greater flexibility and interest, move on to another practice, or even develop their own way of meditating.

This approach to meditation comes directly out of my practice and study of the Dharma. It may appear to be more psychologically oriented than many other approaches, since it is a meditation practice for becoming aware of your thoughts and feelings; understanding your views, ideals, and beliefs; and seeing into how your mind functions both skillfully and otherwise. The kinship between psychotherapy and meditation is there, naturally, but the agendas are often different, and their direction (or trajectory) is different also. The value of Recollective Awareness, and I would say of Buddhist meditation practices in general, is to become aware of the dependently arisen nature of all mental phenomena and, through that way of knowing one’s experience, to become wiser, gentler, and more peaceful.

The Buddhist concept of dependent arising, or dependent origination, is a way of looking at things that lies at the heart of meditation practice. The basic principle of dependent origination is, simply stated, that certain states, or conditions, naturally and inevitably lead to others: “When one thing is, so is another; when one thing arises, so does another.” Our inner worlds are complex and varied, and each experience is composed of interrelated elements. Dependent arising is fundamentally a way of knowing how our experiences are put together and how they are kept alive.

With this method, we are first trying to get to know our mind by being gentle and permissive rather than starting out being disciplinarians. Meditation does not have to be an exercise to do, a chore to get through, or a thing to accomplish. It is through gentleness and kindness to ourselves in meditation that we can learn how to become genuinely interested in how our mind operates: we can make astute observations, pursue avenues of exploration, test out hypotheses. When you are interested in the dependently arisen inner world of your meditation sittings, meditator’s guilt has no hold or sway over you. Your reasons for meditating are your own.


PART ONE

Unlearning

Meditation

The Basic Practice


1

Being Realistic about Meditation

Meditation is about a tension between allowing your mind as it is and the meditation instructions you use. The story of meditation, regardless of the tradition, is about the way our wandering mind and the meditation instructions work together, fight, or try to have nothing to do with each other. Most people think there should be perfect harmony between your mind and the meditation instruction you’re following—this is meditation, after all! That’s a romantic idea of meditation.

What we are concerned with here are realistic experiences of meditation, ones that feature conflicts, doubts, and desires as well as peaceful states, profound insights, and deep internal changes. Each person’s meditation experience is a story with many dimensions to it—it is never an account of following an instruction perfectly and then someday achieving the promise of that practice. It just doesn’t happen to real people that way. At least not to anyone I know.

The kinds of meditation stories I’m most familiar with are about unlearning meditation. While learning meditation involves adhering to particular instructions, unlearning meditation is a way of meditating that acknowledges your mind as it is in meditation and explores the tension that exists between that and the instructions. It is a way both to unlearn an existing meditation practice and to begin a new one. The descriptions of meditation sittings in this book come from students who have embarked on a meditation practice that begins with allowing your mind as it is in meditation.

I will begin with my own story.

When I started meditating at age fourteen, I was first given the instruction to focus on a mantra, as was the common practice back then. I would sit for twenty to thirty minutes trying to stay with the single-syllable sound, repeating it over or lengthening the sound, attempting to fill all of my time in meditation with it, reminding myself to keep it alive whenever my mind wandered. I didn’t stick with that practice for more than a few weeks, as it didn’t seem to do anything. During that period of my life, I would also take time out during the day to lie on my back on a couch or sit in an armchair with my eyes closed. At those times I would let my mind wander and allow myself to go to sleep if I was so inclined. Often I just thought about things, usually about what I was reading, mostly Eastern religion and existentialism. But occasionally, I would flow into a state where I watched parades of inner images, and with that came a certain lightness and joy. I wouldn’t have called it meditation back then, because meditation meant sitting cross-legged with a straight back, with attention focused on my mantra.

I saw meditation in much the same way most beginning meditators see it: When I was doing the meditation instructions, even unsuccessfully, I was meditating. When I wasn’t following a prescribed set of instructions—when I was letting my mind do as it pleased—I wasn’t meditating. Since there was no one to give me the kind of guidance I now give students, I didn’t know that what I was experiencing lying on my back could become the basis for a viable meditation practice. That wasn’t meditation, and what was supposed to be meditation wasn’t working for me, so I dropped it altogether for a number of years and for the most part forgot that I could keep my body still for an hour or two and have my mind settle down and enter into a world of imagery.

In my early twenties, I tried other forms of meditation that came out of reading books on Tibetan Buddhism, but I soon realized that I needed to learn them from a teacher. I went to Nepal with the intention of pursuing a spiritual path but found myself teaching English instead. It was hard for me to connect with the Tibetan teachers, devotees, and teachings I encountered there, but I am glad I tried.

One day during our time in Nepal, my wife and I decided to go with a friend to a Tibetan nunnery in the foothills where a venerated lama was speaking. We hiked past a Vipassana meditation center on the way up to the temple, and a few hundred yards up the road I picked up a piece of paper lying on the ground. It was one of the center’s brochures. I read it as we walked up the hill. All it contained was the daily schedule, which consisted of several hours a day of meditation, and the rules for a retreat, which were quite strict. I thought that if I went to that Vipassana center for ten days, I would surely get a serious meditation practice and would then be able to realize my spiritual aspirations for this life.

I called up the center, which taught the meditation method of the Indian Vipassana teacher S. N. Goenka, and enrolled in the next ten-day retreat, which was only a couple of weeks away. I recall trying to meditate on my own in preparation for the retreat, going back to using a mantra mostly, but without much success. I reckoned that when the retreat rolled around, I would really learn how to meditate.

The retreat began in the evening with meditation instructions. I sat in a full lotus position on a flat cushion. The meditation hall was a cement building. The floors were cold and hard, as there was no carpeting. I did as instructed. I brought my attention to the tip of my nostrils and noticed the sensations of my breath moving in and out. It was easier to feel the breath go in at first, but after a few minutes, I could detect the air brushing past my nostrils and upper lip, however faintly. My breathing started to speed up, making it easier to notice. I was surprised when the bell rang.

The next day we got up at around 4:00 A.M. and began sitting at 4:30. Once again I sat in full lotus, and as soon as I put my attention on my nostrils, my breathing quickened. I stayed focused on one breath following another for the next two hours. I remember seeing an image of a man in one of those heavy metal diving suits. He was floating deep underwater with barnacles all over the suit, as if he had been there for ages. I quickly interpreted that image as referring to an aspect of myself that was still unconscious, as I was fond of Jungian psychology at that time. But I was able to let go of such thoughts easily and keep my attention fastened on my breath.

A couple of days later, we were asked to switch from observing the breath to focusing on bodily sensations. On that day we were given instructions to scan our bodies from the top of our heads to the tips of our toes. This was done in a slow manner, taking about ninety minutes to do it completely. I found that I could also do that practice with good concentration, and after a few days I began to experience a free-flow of sensations up and down my body, which was what was supposed to happen when doing the practice consistently over the course of a retreat. I felt adept at that way of meditating as well. Here I had learned two new meditation techniques that I could do well.

I had found my meditation practice for life, or so I thought. After the retreat it was so easy to follow the meditation instruction to just notice the breath at the nostrils. There was hardly any thinking, my mind rarely wandered away from the breath, and my awareness of the air moving in and out of my nostrils was also soft and gentle. There was no force involved. There was harmony between my mind as it was and the instruction I used. I not only wished it would last forever but actually thought it would.

In the spring of the following year, my wife and I left Nepal, where we had lived for nearly six years, and went to Sri Lanka. As soon as we were off the plane and through immigration, we took a bus to Colombo and then another bus to a meditation center we had heard about. By nightfall we were receiving meditation instructions from one of the monks. Then we were separated. She was assigned to a small room in the female compound, and I was given a room on the outskirts of the monastery.

We had both done several ten-day meditation retreats in Nepal and India at centers teaching Goenka’s Vipassana method. This meditation center taught the Vipassana method of the famed Burmese monk Mahasi Sayadaw. We were asked to stop doing Goenka’s Vipassana. We were instructed not to observe our breath at the nostrils but instead to observe the rise and fall of our abdomen. We were instructed to note each sense impression in terms of the sense door (such as “hearing, hearing” for when we heard the sound of a bird, and not “bird chirping”). Also, we were told that we should alternate our sittings with one-hour periods of walking meditation, and we were given instructions to keep our attention focused on the lifting, moving, and placing of our feet as we slowly paced up and down the wide corridors.

Rather than unlearning our previous meditation practice, we were asked to abandon it and take up a new one—as if that were humanly possible. What I did was practice Goenka’s method for about half the sittings during the day and then tried out the new method in the remaining sittings. I really didn’t want to give up my familiar practice, even though instead of making me calmer and clearer, the moving of sensations up and down my body, along with alternating between sitting in lotus and half-lotus postures, was creating muscle tightening and spasms. Much of each sitting was taken up by painful sensations shooting through my body and the desire to relieve all the physical tension. Only in the early morning or after the midday meal did I feel relaxed enough to make it through an entire sitting without moving. I stuck with sitting through my pain and soon was able to devote more meditation sittings to this new method, and I began to have experiences that are common when practicing that method seriously and exclusively.

By the end of three weeks, I had decided to become a monk, and my wife had decided to become a nun. I ordained at that very same meditation center, while she left soon thereafter for Bodhgaya, India, since women weren’t ordained at that center. I continued to meditate using the Mahasi method, trying to leave my old meditation practice behind, though I would often find myself focusing on my breath at the nostrils and, occasionally, moving sensations up and down my body.

Eventually I discovered ways to transition more thoroughly to what I saw as a more grounded and sensible meditation practice, which integrated the instructions of both methods, and which also helped me tolerate my physical discomfort. Instead of moving sensations through my body intentionally, I began to allow my attention to go where sensations emerged naturally, as is taught in the Mahasi method. Without the intention to move sensations, I found that sensations just popped up in places, sometimes in the same place over and over again. Whereas before I would become involved in having a sensation that formed in my head move down into my chest and abdomen, I was now just allowing the sensation to form as it would naturally in my head, remaining open to seeing what would happen. Often what happened was that I would become focused on the particular sensation and I would start to break it down into smaller pieces, or I would try to find the center of the ache or pain and concentrate on it. I could easily have picked these instructions up from a teacher, as I have heard these instructions since, but none of my teachers or fellow monks ever mentioned going into physical sensations in these two ways. In the strict Mahasi method, you were supposed to note each sensation as it arose and passed away, which works fine for fleeting sensations but not so well when something sticks around for a long time, especially if it gets worse. So I had to learn other ways to be with what I was naturally experiencing.

Another thing I discovered was that by bringing my attention to the contact of my ankles and rear sitting on the hard, cold cement floor of my room, I could learn how not to focus on bodily sensations. This was completely opposed to concentrating on the sensations. By having my attention on the external contact of sitting on the cold, hard floor, I could then experience internal sensations with a certain distance. I no longer got involved in either moving sensations or focusing intensely on them. The world of internal sensations, which, for me, were mostly dull pains, feelings of tightness, throbbing, vibrations, and tingling, seemed to become looser, freer, more dynamic and changing as I continued to sit in this way. Also, quite contrary to my expectations, I developed greater tolerance for painful sensations by not focusing on them.

During this period, a fair percentage of my sittings were dedicated to being aware of my breath, and I would often switch to awareness of breathing when there were periods of almost no physical pain. I wanted to switch my focus of attention on the breath from the nostrils to the abdomen, and that took some time and considerable patience. I just couldn’t hold my attention on my belly for more than a few minutes. I would note “rising, rising” and “falling, falling” each time I felt my belly fully extend and contract, but it wasn’t the same as noticing the touch of the breath at the nostrils, which came so easily for me. It had a forced quality to it. Most of the time, I was trying too hard to keep my attention on my abdomen. Something had to change.

What I did was apply the same principle I learned from sitting with sensations. Instead of trying to focus on my abdomen, I brought my attention to my whole body sitting still, and from that vantage point, I noticed what was moving. What was moving when I breathed naturally was not my abdomen but my diaphragm, chest, and collarbone. The movement was occurring higher up in my body. To make my abdomen move in and out required an intention to create that movement; in a sense, I had to change the way I breathed to become aware of the rise and fall of the abdomen. What I did instead was just breathe naturally, and having my attention on my whole body sitting still made that possible. I could follow my breath easily for most of the sitting if I wanted to.

But observing my whole body breathing was never as absorbing as observing my breath at my nostrils. Upon reading the Buddha’s description in the Satipatthana Sutta (Discourse on Establishing Awareness) about bringing one’s attention to the front of one’s face and then noticing the breath go in and out, I tried that approach. It’s basically the same principle as being aware of your diaphragm going up and down as you keep your attention on the still posture of sitting. Having my attention on my whole face, which was essentially still for the whole sitting, provided a way to be with and notice the air that moved out of my nostrils and into them.

As I became more established in being aware of my body sitting still, other things that had previously been excluded from my meditation practice began to become more prominent. I began to have longer periods of thinking. Emotions emerged in my thoughts, and I would feel them less as bodily sensations and more as moods, attitudes, eruptions of feeling. My mind would drift off into some hazy, drowsy, and yet very tranquil states for long stretches of time, sometimes lasting a couple of hours. I had successfully unlearned the meditation instructions I was taught. I was moving in the direction of allowing my mind to be as it was in meditation.

I intuitively knew that this was a truly remarkable and beneficial development, but from the standpoint of the meditation instructions I had learned, it didn’t look that way. But this is how unlearning meditation looks, at least initially, both as a practice for beginners and as a direction for those who have learned a meditation practice.


2

Gentle Intentions

The limb of the Buddha’s eightfold path that deals with intentions expressly states that two types of intention to develop in one’s practice are those of nonharming and not killing. These are intentions to be gentle and kind.

We are not used to things changing through being gentle and kind, thinking that we must take decisive action or discipline ourselves with harsh methods (which include punishment and/or shame). There has to be some kind of faith or trust in the efficacy of gentle intentions to produce changes, for it doesn’t make rational sense that by being kind and patient, and by essentially doing less, we will transform in significant ways. We tend to prefer direct approaches to change, such as working hard on one thing or taking a prescribed course of training. Something indirect, such as being gentle and allowing with one’s inner experience, doesn’t meet the rational requirements, doesn’t suit the belief that change comes about by doing something that aims directly at what needs to be changed.

The third kind of intention the Buddha speaks of is the intention to renounce. It too is a soft intention, but it is often practiced in a strong, determined way that is not soft at all. What you renounce while unlearning meditation is not any previously learned meditation technique but, rather, any strong intentions that may have been attached to the technique. It becomes possible to do the meditation practices with gentle intentions. If you’ve learned, for example, to follow the breath as a meditation practice, this approach isn’t about abandoning that practice; rather, it’s about doing it without a strong intention. An example would be if you find yourself noticing the breath and you are able to gently focus your attention for a short while, seeing if it will stay there naturally or not. If your attention doesn’t stay with the breath, then let it move to where it will. But if it does, you will be with the breath and experience the benefits of that practice, even though your attention may only stay there for a minute or so.

Loosening around the Instructions

The tension between the meditation instructions you use and your mind as it is in meditation leads to tightening or loosening around the instructions. When we tighten around meditation instructions, we try to do them exclusively, rigidly, “correctly.” When we loosen around meditation instructions, we do them loosely, partially, or not at all.

There can often be a tightening around an instruction when you first learn it. It can’t be helped. That is what we do when we receive instructions and try to do them correctly. We don’t follow an instruction with the intent to be loose with it, for that would open the door for failure, for forgetting the instruction, for doing something other than the prescribed practice. No, we tend to want to do the instruction well, even perfectly, and get all the promised benefits from it.

The problem here is the type of intention that is required to do the instruction. To pursue this with you, I would have to propose that you consider that there are two types of intention to be found in the meditation instructions themselves:

•  Strong, harsh, rigid intentions

•  Gentle, light, flexible intentions

What tends to happen to you when you hear a meditation instruction such as “Be aware of your breath; when your mind wanders, bring it back to the breath” is that you have a strong, harsh, rigid intention to do just that. There is no room for doing anything else. The sole purpose of meditation becomes keeping your attention on the breath at all times.

What happens when that instruction becomes gentler, friendlier, more allowing? Say the teacher phrases it as, “Be aware of your breath. When your mind wanders, gently lead it back to the breath.” Is that going to create a gentle intention instead of a harsh one? In my experience, it does not. In fact, it tends to set up a bind. You are still being told to disregard thoughts and to concentrate on the breath. Paradoxically, until there is a true allowing and acceptance of thoughts in meditation, it is unlikely you will learn how to gently disengage from thinking. The imperative to pull yourself out of each mind-wandering goes against the conditions that would lead to gentleness.

If you have been following the grand theme of the tension between the meditation instructions you use and your mind as it is, you will see that any instruction that asks you to concentrate on one part of your experience (the breath) and exclude other parts of your experience (thoughts) will set up an internal struggle when the two are in conflict (such as fighting off thoughts to stay with the breath). You could say that the purpose of learning the practice to be aware of the breath is to conquer the mind’s own natural wildness and bring it in line with the breath. A struggle with your mind as it is occurs from the very outset by disallowing mind-wandering.

Long ago, having realized this and other problems with the instruction of following the breath, I decided not to teach meditation using it. Awareness of the breath is something I see people come to some time down the road on their own, when a good deal of harshness and rigidity has been weeded out of their meditation practice. Then it can be accomplished gently and effortlessly.

What I teach people new to meditation is to start with an awareness of the body sitting still. But it is hard to begin with an awareness of your whole body. So I ask them to start with bringing their attention to the touch of their hands on top of each other in their lap. The idea is not to hold your attention there all the time but to allow thoughts and feelings into the sitting also.

During the meditation sitting, anything that happens is okay. Falling asleep, planning a trip, worrying about a relationship, fantasizing, daydreaming, problem solving, anything. Wherever your mind goes, whatever comes up, however you feel, it is all okay. If you forget to notice your hands touching for a long period of time, that is fine too. All that is required of you is to sit still, but if you need to move, do so, and then resume a still posture. Your eyes can be closed or open, though I often find that this practice is more effective with eyes closed.

This may sound too loose to be a legitimate form of meditation. If your idea of meditation is staying with a particular object of meditation throughout the sitting, then this certainly doesn’t count as meditation. And that is part of what can keep people from embarking on the path of unlearning meditation: it does not meet the commonly held views about what meditation is. The practice of unlearning meditation is, very simply, being with your experience of meditating. It is not about the meditation instructions, but about what you experience in meditation. The chart below can be used to compare instruction-centered meditation practices and this approach of unlearning meditation.







	Traditional Meditation

	Unlearning Meditation




	Strong intentions

	Gentle intentions




	Focused on a prescribed object (e.g., the breath)

	Grounded on the body sitting still while allowing anything to come up




	Constant reminding oneself to return to the breath

	Periodic remembering to return one’s attention to the body or just finding one’s attention on the body of its own accord




	Judging oneself for doing the meditation practice wrong and trying to find the correct way of doing it

	Being okay with how one is meditating much of the time, except for periods of doubt and confusion as to this being an acceptable way to meditate




	Discipline in terms of staying with the task is important

	Developing tolerance for difficult feelings, thoughts, and memories coming up is important





Not only is the orientation different, so is the way it is taught.

In my workshops I ask people to take a few moments after each sitting and try to call back to mind what they can remember from it. Often they can remember only a few things. So I suggest that you start with what you remember most easily and then try to recall things that are less clear. You can write down your recollections in a notebook or journal. Recollective Awareness Meditation gets its name from this feature of recalling and journaling sittings. The purpose of the recollection is to become familiar with your experiences in meditation. I will go into this in more depth later on, but for now what you need to know is that we can use our memory to cultivate present-moment awareness. It is generally believed by those who teach and practice mindfulness meditation that present-moment awareness (mindfulness) is developed by using techniques that bring one into the present moment. That is a direct approach to achieving the aim of being in the present.

Recollective Awareness is an indirect approach that accomplishes the same thing, but instead of only learning how to be present with the breath and bodily/sense experience as in the mindfulness techniques, one learns to be present with emotional and mental states, for that is what is often recalled. By recalling what you were experiencing emotionally in the meditation sitting afterward, you become more able to stay with similar emotional experiences when they arise again. And not only that, but you also become more interested in them and skilled in exploring them.

An important part of Recollective Awareness Meditation for many people has been talking about their meditation experiences with a teacher. Since some readers of this book may not have access to a teacher, I am including stories from individuals who have been meditating in this way, along with some actual journal entries from their sittings, including my observations and comments. I hope that you will be able to relate to some of what people have gone through and use that to further support your meditation practice. And you could always decide to attend one of my workshops or retreats, or those held by teachers I have trained.

Listed below are the basic meditation instructions for Recollective Awareness Meditation.


	Find a quiet spot to meditate where you most likely won’t be disturbed by others or by the phone. Decide how long you are going to sit (anywhere from ten to forty minutes) and either set an alarm or have a clock nearby to peek at on occasion.

	Sit in a comfortable posture, one that you feel you will not need to change for the duration of the sitting, either on a chair, on a couch, or on a meditation mat or cushion. But if you do need to move during the meditation sitting, try to move slowly and quietly into a more comfortable posture.

	Close your eyes and bring your attention to the touch of your hands resting one on top of the other in your lap. But don’t hold your attention there. Instead, allow your mind to go where it will. If you are drawn into thoughts, feelings, memories, or fantasies, let your attention go there. Your attention may at times also be drawn to sounds, bodily sensations, fragrances or odors, or your breath.

	When you feel that you have been away from the contact of your hands for several minutes, you can remind yourself to come back to the hands and stay there for a few seconds before allowing your mind to wander again.

	If you feel restless, bored, confused, discouraged, elated, sleepy, upset, anything, it is okay. You don’t have to do anything about it, or you can bring your attention back to the touch of your hands. But if you do, just stay with your hands for a little while, and then if your mind wants to go back into the feelings or thoughts that you left, you can let it go there. If something else draws your attention, you can let it.

	When the meditation sitting is over, take a couple of minutes to mentally recall what you can of the sitting. You may also decide to journal your meditation sitting.

	And, you don’t have to meditate every day.



Instructions for Journaling


	Before writing down the sitting, write down the date and time that the sitting took place. This is helpful when referring back to the journal entry.

	There are two basic ways to begin writing it down: to make a list or to write a narrative. If you decide to make a list of the events you recall from the sitting, I suggest that you use longer descriptions than single words. You don’t need to write down the sitting in chronological order. You can start with what you remember most easily, and once you have that on paper, you can write down the other things that start to come to mind from the meditation. For those who like to have journal entries in chronological order, you can always rewrite the journal entry afterward, putting it in order, or mark entries in some way to give a picture of when they occurred.

	Your descriptions do not have to be exact. They just need to be truthful. If a description doesn’t feel accurate, that is fine, as long as you are being honest. We can’t hold ourselves to a high standard of precision and accuracy in this endeavor.

	Try to keep your journal entries focused on what went on during the meditation sitting. In the course of writing things down, you might have some thoughts about an experience. You may write down your afterthoughts, but mark them in a way that shows they did not occur in the sitting (such as by putting them in parentheses).

	You will remember only a fraction of what goes on in many of your sittings. That is perfectly normal. Just write down what you can recollect. That is enough. Some journal entries may be many paragraphs long, while others may just have a couple of sentences.



Below are examples of narrative and list forms of meditation journaling.


Sunday, August 6, 2006, 8 A.M. to 9 A.M.

Many thoughts about office space, buildings, leases, etc. Not really lost in the thoughts, or only for brief moments. Started to think that I wanted to know what to do about all of these things in a different way—not necessarily via thinking and weighing options. This thought led to a further distance from the thoughts, a closer, more dispassionate viewing. This was accompanied by a slowing down in thoughts, and then I noticed the orange-yellow light glowing behind my eyelids, and the tracking of my thoughts slowed to one at a time rather than in overlapping multiples. My awareness also began moving to my breathing at regular intervals. Started to think about how I’m growing very comfortable with my thoughts/thinking, not as frantically paced as they have been in the past, more floating, sometimes dancing lightly from one to the next—I felt at ease and peace with the thoughts and the process—same thoughts as in the beginning of the sit, all the practical day-to-day stuff—smiling.




	Thinking about leasing office space, only lost in the thoughts briefly

	Wanting some other way to handle these things, not by thinking about them

	Felt more distant from the thoughts, more dispassionate

	Saw an orange-yellow light

	My thoughts slowed down to one at a time

	Became aware of breathing at regular intervals

	Felt at ease with the thoughts and the process

	Ended the sit smiling



More Creative Ways of Journaling

For some people, writing a narrative or making a list of experiences just doesn’t do justice to their meditation sittings. Also, sometimes writing about experiences in linear fashion presents problems, and a more creative approach is needed. Below are examples from two sittings by a student who is a graphic artist.

I suggest that you journal at least five meditation sittings. They do not need to be consecutive.

[image: image]
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Instructions as Rules

Meditation instructions are, in many instances, a set of rules. At least that is how we tend to take them. We experience them more like orders to “meditate this way” than as directions on how to meditate skillfully.

Sometimes meditation instructions come to us with the rule explicitly stated: “Don’t let your back slump. You must always sit with a straight back.” How does this instruction feel to you? For some it might feel easy and effortless, making meditation much more accessible. But I fear that for many it will feel like a difficult task, one that requires great willpower and effort. Regardless of how it feels initially, in the meditation sitting itself, following this instruction will populate the sitting with reminders to keep the back straight, and you will continually correct your posture whenever you slump. And these reminders, intentions, and corrections will be a prominent feature of your experience of meditating; your feelings of success and failure may depend on how straight your back is throughout the sitting.

Other instructions have the rule implied in them, and whether you get the rule or not may depend upon how the instructions are initially delivered and reinforced over time. “Be aware of the breath” is a good example of this. Much of the time it is presented with the rule explicitly stated alongside it: “When your mind wanders, return to the breath.” But sometimes it is delivered without the rule: “As you sit, you will notice your breath moving in and out at the nostrils. Try to stay with it.” Here there isn’t the rule to return to your breath when your mind wanders, but then again, you could interpret “Try to stay with it” as implying “Don’t let your mind wander.”

A rule forms whenever an instruction is stated as “You should do this, not that” or “When this happens, always do that.” Rules function as preselected choices. When operating with a rule in mind, you don’t have to consider the various other choices, for you tend to make your choice in accordance with the rule. Many meditation practices actually teach people not to make any other choice with certain experiences than the choice that is found in the instruction. In that way, meditation instructions limit our choices, though we may agree to that limiting quality because we often believe that the choice the instruction gives us is the best possible choice.

Sometimes teachers develop their own meditation instructions in response to the rigid, rule-based form of the instructions they were taught. So you might receive a meditation instruction to focus your attention on the breath and to accept other aspects of your experience at the same time. The instruction might read something like, “As you attend to the breath, you can also be aware of sounds, your body posture, bodily sensations, and your thoughts. Just note your thoughts as past, present, or future, letting them come and go.” Now, on the surface this seems to resolve the problem of being aversive toward one’s thinking in meditation, providing harmony between observing the breath and the other aspects of your experience. You are instructed to have a broader, more accepting stance toward your experience while, at the same time, you are training your attention to stay with the breath. Sounds perfect.

Then you try it out. First off, you will probably find that you can do only one instruction at a time. You pick the clearest, most definite one first. You observe the breath. How do you do that? By holding your attention on the breath and disallowing your thoughts, for thinking is usually a distraction from paying attention to your breath. Then, at some point, you may recall that you were going to be more accepting of your thoughts, sounds, bodily sensations, and so forth, and you let your attention leave your breath. All is well and good if you are calm and settled and able to do this. But if you’re not able to do it, you find yourself going back to the breath and once again disallowing thoughts. The principle I would like to illustrate here is that the instruction to observe the breath will generally trump all other instructions given along with it, especially those instructions that contradict the instruction to stay with the breath. Such contradictory instructions often leave us either in a bind as to which one to follow or put us in a situation where we have to choose one over the other.

It may not always be the words we hear in the meditation instructions we receive but the tone of voice or feeling behind them that convey how the instruction is to be done. Certainly if you hear the instructions in a gentle, soothing, slightly hypnotic voice, you most likely won’t notice if there is any harshness or contradiction in them—that is, until you do them without being under the influence of that soothing tone of voice. Some people get comforted and inspired by the voice in the instructions they receive and feel they must listen to recordings of instructions in order to do them. This is one way that the rule-based rigidity of many instructions gets past us.

The instructions for unlearning meditation are neither rigid nor contradictory. Like any instructions, they can be interpreted as rigid and used in a strict, inflexible manner, but that is definitely not the idea. I convey to students from the beginning that any experience they have in meditation is fine. There are no exceptions. Thus there are no contradictions. I do not say “Accept everything” and also “Focus on the breath” or anything of the sort. In fact, I would not say “Accept everything,” for I believe that is unrealistic and impossible to do much of the time. Neither would I instruct anyone to practice “choiceless awareness,” because our experience is punctuated with necessary choices, and so to imagine functioning without choices seems incomprehensible.

Behind the Instructions

Now we are moving away from the subject of experiencing the instructions as rules to what is operating almost invisibly behind most of the instructions we receive. Meditation instructions also contain beliefs on the true nature of experience, the ways things truly are. I could state this as another proposition: embedded in the meditation instructions are concepts that are believed to be true and valid by the person giving the instructions (and, subsequently, by those who practice those instructions ardently). Most of the time we welcome this integration of practice and theory, primarily doing a particular meditation practice to arrive at the realization or a deep understanding of the concept(s) embedded in it.

So it may be difficult to see this as a problem or as something to be unlearned. If you are practicing meditation to be in the present moment, then why would you want to unlearn the concept of being in the present moment? Besides, if you have a belief that enlightenment is just being in the here and now, and you have no desire to question that belief, then it will feel perfectly correct and sensible to have that concept embedded in your meditation practice. You would never question its validity, its usefulness, or any of its qualities. You would just meditate in the appropriate ways to realize it.

It is not my wish to convince you otherwise. But it is my responsibility to help you see how concepts function in your meditation practice. I will be doing this at points throughout the book, so don’t worry about my getting too involved in something that at the moment may sound abstract and metaphysical. It is really quite practical.

The way I see it, when looking at how concepts function in meditation, the issue of whether the idea is true or not doesn’t matter. So it doesn’t really matter whether being in the present moment is true enlightenment; we can still use it as an example of how concepts function in meditation instructions and our application of them.

A person sits down to meditate and brings her attention to the in-breath and the out-breath at her nostrils. She has been told that when she is exclusively with each in-breath and out-breath, she is in the present moment. Air enters her nostrils; she feels it pass into her head but does not follow it down to her lungs; a moment passes, then air moves up from her lungs and into her head, and after it passes through her nostrils she feels it brush against her upper lip. Each discrete part of this process is experienced as it is happening, which must be the case for it to fit into the concept of the present moment. Otherwise, parts of her experience would not be in the present, but in the past or the future. What parts of her experience would that be? Anticipating the breath making contact somewhere as it goes in and out, that would be looking toward the future, while recalling the touch of the breath once it is gone would be in the past. There is no leeway here; the present moment cannot be the past nor the future—it is strictly those times when one is with the touch of the breath.

Now let’s step back a little and get a broader picture as to how this concept is functioning in relation to the instruction the meditator is following. As per the nature of concepts, it gives order and reason to the instruction. She is not just being aware of her breath without rhyme or reason—her awareness of her breath brings her into contact with the present moment, which is something much greater and more significant than just sitting and knowing that you are breathing. The concept creates a bridge from the mundane to the sublime.

But wait, that is only part of the story. The concept also divides her experience according to its logic. It agrees with the touch of the breath but not with her anticipation or recollection of the breath, so it must relegate those moments of memory and expectation to its opposite, the concept of not being in the present moment. How can you have being in the present without its opposite of not being in the present? Such concepts only come in pairs.

Then in meditation, it becomes customary to see one’s experience in terms of mindful and unmindful, present and not present, self and no-self, to name but a few of the common concepts we learn when we take up a meditation practice. Under the surface of our experience, we are using these concepts to sort our experiences into acceptable and unacceptable, right and wrong, real and illusory.

And this brings us back to meditation instructions as rules. When the concept we have of meditation is to always be in the present moment, then it is quite natural to give birth to a rule that prohibits us from not being in the present moment. What is then prohibited or frowned upon in our meditation sittings happens to be our thoughts, feelings, memories, plans, and the like, all of which are subsumed under the category of not being present.

Now, if you have meditated without the concept of being in the present moment, then the concept of not being in the present probably wouldn’t have appeared either. Your meditation sittings would not have that concept (and its opposite) embedded in it, so you probably wouldn’t even be thinking about it. You wouldn’t be judging yourself for not being present. You wouldn’t feel you had to do things to yourself, change things about yourself, learn new meditation techniques in order to be present. You would be meditating for other reasons.

Are there any ways of meditating that do not have such concepts? I would have to say, all meditation practices, including what I teach, will have concepts embedded in them, and those concepts will be used as supports for the creation of rules on how one should be meditating. The only way to address this area of concepts in one’s meditation practice is to go through a process of unlearning meditation. By looking into the concepts supporting your meditation practice, you may begin to disentangle yourself from ones that no longer work for you.




End of sample
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