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This book is dedicated to the memory
of the late Bill Hamilton.
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

I started writing the small pamphlets and locally printed books that would one day become
Mastering the Core Teachings of the Buddha (MCTBI hereafter) somewhere in early 1997, which
seems quite a long time ago at this point. A lot has changed since then about my own practice,
the world of meditation, my understanding of the world of meditation and mental develop-
ment, and the world in general. The rise of the internet has facilitated unprecedented cross-
pollination and collaboration, allowing obscure and isolated practitioners around the world to
suddenly come together and share their experiences and ideas about practice. The effect on the
dharma has already been profound. I doubt we have seen anything but the tiny beginning of
what is possible.

I would like to thank the numerous people who gave me feedback on the first edition, as
I have tried to incorporate every useful piece of advice they offered. In that vein, should you
somehow provide feedback on this edition, either good, bad, or otherwise, the more practi-
cal and constructive the comments are, the more likely they will have some positive effect on
this book.

The first print edition that was widely available came out in 2008, yet much of it was written
during the period of 1997 to 2001, with one major update to the chapter on Models of the Stages
of Enlightenment around 2006 to 2007. However, since then many important events have
occurred and lots of useful reader and user feedback has been provided that have made me feel
that my recently released work was already in need of revision, and so this second edition has
come to be.

Numerous sections have been considerably expanded, particularly the section on concentra-
tion, and many things have been rearranged. I have also added an autobiographical section
at the end that hopefully will help explain the backstory of some of what you will find in this
book. People kept asking for those sorts of details, as well as getting parts of my history very
wrong in the absence of that information. Hopefully these points will help clarify things of some
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practical value. On the other hand, some people pleaded with me to remove even the small
autobiographical details that were in MCTBI. I have clearly gone in the other direction, with
the basic underlying principle being that I think we should talk (and write) openly about these
topics, and not doing so in the previous book clearly had a hypocritical element to it and failed
to convey some points that I think are useful for practice and life.

I have also added more map geekery, as that technical information doesn’t appear in many
other places that I am aware of, so I just basically let it rip. Again, these were the details that
I wanted when I was coming up in dharma, so I pass these on assuming someone else out there
will appreciate them as I did. If it is too much for you, then ignore it, as the basic practices work
regardless of whether you are a map-freak like I am.

I would like to thank members of the Dharma Overground and its sister communities (both
living and defunct), without which much in my life and practice simply would not be nearly as
good, and for them I am very grateful, as they have enhanced my understanding of the wide
world of what is possible and useful in countless ways.

I hope you will find something in this second edition that helps your practice and enhances
your life.



FOREWORD AND WARNING

When I was about fourteen or fifteen years old, I accidentally ran into some of the classic early
meditation experiences described in the ancient texts, and my reluctant spiritual quest began.
I did not realize what had happened, nor did I realize I had crossed something like a point of
no-return, something I would later call the “Arising and Passing Away” (A&P). I had a very
strange dream with bright lights, my entire body and world seemed to explode like fireworks,
and afterwards I had to find something, but I had no idea what that was.

Since then, I have met a large number of people who have also crossed the A&P early in their
lives in various circumstances, many totally unrelated to meditative training. It turns out this
is not particularly special or unusual, and I now actually think of it as part of standard human
perceptual development. At the time, however, I thought very little about it, having no formal
words for it, context to place it in, or understanding of what it was. It got filed into a mental
folder for memories of “other weird stuff I don’t know what to do with”, a file that wouldn’t
make any sense for about ten more years. I philosophized frantically for years until I finally
began to realize no amount of thinking was going to solve my deeper spiritual issues and com-
plete the cycle of practice that had already started.

I had a friend named Kenneth Folk who played bass in the Motown and soul band that
employed me as a sound tech and roadie. We met during my freshman year in college and
ended up being housemates in my junior year in a skanky little band house in Chapel Hill,
North Carolina. He was in a similar place, caught like me in something we would later call
the “Dark Night” and other names. He had crossed the A&P before moving from California to
North Carolina, and it had changed his life in numerous ways. He also realized logic and cogni-
tive restructuring were not going to help us in the end.

We spent a lot of time playing Frisbee late at night and philosophizing, and finally began
looking carefully at what other philosophers had done when they came to the same point, and
noted that some of our favorites had turned to mystical practices. We reasoned some sort of
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non-dual wisdom arising from direct experience was the only way to go, but acquiring that sort
of wisdom seemed a daunting, if not impossible, task.

Kenneth was a bit further along in his spiritual crisis and finally had no choice but to give
serious meditation a try. He quit the music business, moved back to the little agricultural desert
town of Winchester (near Hemet), California, and lived in a rundown old mobile home his
parents owned, driving pizza to save money so he could deepen his spiritual quest. He also
was lucky enough to run into a guy named Bill Hamilton. On Bill’s somewhat radical advice,
Kenneth did a three-month intensive insight meditation retreat, and then eventually took off to
Asia for a year of intensive practice under the guidance of meditation masters in the Burmese
Theravada Buddhist tradition. When he came back, the benefits of his practice appeared obvi-
ous to me, and a few years later I began to try to follow a similar path.

In 1994, I began going on intensive meditation retreats and doing a lot of daily practice. I also
had some very odd and interesting experiences, and began to look around for more guidance
on how to proceed and keep things in perspective. Good teachers were few and far away, their
time limited and often expensive to obtain, and their answers to my questions were frequently
guarded and cryptic. Even my old music friend was keeping most of what he knew to himself,
and issues around disclosure of meditation theory and personal practice details nearly cost us
our friendship.

Frustrated, I turned to books, reading extensively, poring over texts both modern and ancient
looking for conceptual frameworks that might help me navigate skillfully in territory that was
completely outside my previous experience. Despite having access to an increasing number of
great and detailed dharma books, I found they left out lots of details that turned out to be very
important. I learned the hard way that using conceptual frameworks that were too idealistic or
that were not fully explained could be as bad as using none at all. Further, I found that much
of the theory about progress contained ideals and myths that simply did not hold up to reality
testing, as much as I wanted them to. The complexities of exactly how this conflict between
ideal and reality has morphed over the years are worthy of commentary, and I will discuss this
later, after I have set up some important terms and concepts.

I also came to the profound realization that those darn Buddhists have worked a ton of good
stuff out. They have come up with very simple techniques that lead directly to remarkable
results if you follow instructions and titrate to the best dose for you. The essential premise that
if you want to know more about something you should pay careful attention to it has a simple,
elegant brilliance. I wanted to know something essential about my experience and so I paid a lot
of attention to it and learned about it. It made sense then and still does. While some people don’t
like this sort of cookbook approach to meditation, I am so grateful for the recipes that words
fail to express my profound gratitude for the successes they have afforded me. Empiricism has
always appealed to me, and Buddhist meditation at its best allows you to see for yourself.

Thus, as promised, the simple and ancient practices of the Buddha and his followers revealed
more and more of what I sought. I found my experiences filling in the gaps in the texts and
teachings, debunking the myths that pervade the standard Buddhist dogma, and revealing
the secrets meditation teachers routinely keep to themselves. Finally, I came to a place where
I felt comfortable writing the book that I had been looking for, the book you now hold in
your hands.
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This book is for those who really want to master the core teachings of the Buddha and who
are willing to put in the time and effort required. It is also for those who are tired of having to
decipher the code often found in modern and ancient dharma books, as it is designed to be
honest, explicit, straightforward, and rigorously technical. Like many of the commentaries on
texts in the Pali canon, it is organized along the lines of the three basic trainings that the Buddha
taught: morality, concentration, and wisdom.

Throughout this book, I have tried to be as utilitarian and pragmatic as possible. The empha-
sis is always on how to “get it” at a level that makes some difference. All sections also assume
to some degree that you have a practice of some sort, hang out in some form of spiritual scene,
and know a bit of the standard dharma lingo. All sections also assume that you are willing to
do the work.

I'have tried to include enough information to make this book capable of standing on its own
as a manual of meditation and for walking the spiritual path. However, I have also tried to
focus on those areas that I consider to be my core competencies and those areas of the spiritual
path that I do not feel have been adequately covered in works that have come before this one.
This book shines in areas of technique, the maps of meditation, and the fine points of high-level
practice. However, the spiritual life is vast beyond measure and cannot possibly be adequately
covered in a single book, so I haven’t even remotely tried to make this the complete encyclo-
pedia of meditation or spiritual practices. Thus, I will often refer you to other excellent sources
for more details on those topics that I feel have already been covered quite well (and probably
better than I could) by other authors. I strongly suggest checking out at least some if not all of
those other sources.

Like my own practice, this book is heavily influenced by the teachings of the late, great
Mahasi Sayadaw, a Burmese meditation master and scholar in the Theravada Buddhist tradi-
tion, and by those in his lineage and outside it. There are numerous references to other excellent
traditions as well, some Buddhist and some not. It is my sincere wish that all diligent students of
meditation find something in this book that is of practical value to them, and it is that practical
concern for functionality that I hold of greatest value.

Speaking of pragmatism, there are significant downsides to having the title of this book
include the name “Buddha”, as it will likely alienate lots of people who could benefit from the
techniques and technical information about the cool, useful, and profound things they can learn
to wire their brain to do and perceive. This dismissal based on Uncle Sid’s name might arise in
groups as diverse as hyper-rational scientific materialist, or fervent Southern Baptist, or what-
ever. Also, it is likely that something in my presentation style, which has a bite at times, may
cause even some Buddhists to react negatively to valuable Buddhist meditative and conceptual
technology. This broader problem of brand and tribal loyalty is rife among nearly all humans.
If I say something that offends you based on your rigid allegiances to your particular Buddhist,
paradigmatic, or religious brand, and you then dismiss these empowering teachings and fail
to employ them to your benefit, the primary loss will be yours, though the effects will likely
impact those around you also. This effect is likely to become stronger the farther you proceed
into this book. My apologies in advance if I tactlessly play into your knee-jerk tendencies.

That basic problem of sorting out the gold nuggets of the pragmatic, universal, applicable,
technical, helpful, useful, and true from the dogma, proprietary branding, obscure and alienating
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terminology, religious craziness, ancient taboos, archaic paradigms, primitive and inaccurate
biological assumptions, needlessly rigid frameworks, and other unfortunate aspects of old (and
new) traditions is a perpetual problem. This work must be done with care and intelligence, real-
izing that most of the time we will not get it quite right, as whatever background we come into
this task with will limit us to some degree, and this applies to me as much as anyone. So, for
those who can go into the old texts, traditions, techniques, communities, cultures, lexicons, and
conceptual frameworks with an eye to gleaning why they got so excited about whatever it was
that they were doing that they thought was so good (and very likely may be in ways), there is a
rich journey of discovery that awaits you.

One side of me very much wants to write something that is purely secular, utterly devoid of
any explicit reference to any ancient frameworks, totally scrubbed of anything religious, and
free of any term that is in any way alien to the predominant linguistic sensibilities in the area of
the world where I reside. Were this book free from those terms, I naively imagine that it could
serve as a general textbook in schools and for scientific study without raising any red flags
related to its religious and spiritual references.

The other side of me rebels equally against this, knowing that for thousands of years the
vast majority of the most deeply developed, sophisticated, effective, time-tested, and refined
mind-training traditions and insights came straight out of the nunneries, monasteries, jungle
huts, mountain caves, and the like from individuals practicing in frameworks of explicitly reli-
gious and spiritual traditions, the majority of whom are unlikely to have written things down
in the languages you are comfortable with unless you have truly world-class linguistic abilities.
There are times when there is no substitute for being able to delve into that vast, complicated,
rich treasure trove of artifacts in the old traditions to find what you are looking for. Until that
massive amount of theory and practice technology has been translated both linguistically and
culturally, which is unlikely to happen anytime soon, we will likely exist in a strange hybrid
between ancient and modern, foreign and indigenous, familiar and alien. Luckily, if you are
willing to adopt the attitude of the pragmatist over that of the cultural defense warrior (either
of your modern culture or of the ancient ones), then you and those in your mind-training social
circles can benefit from what you discover.

On a different note, I have included some of my own experiences in various places and
labeled them as such. This is done to try to add some sense of the reality of what is possible,
both in terms of successes and failures. They should add a human dimension to the theory.
However, if you find that these stories get in the way, or if they seem to have too much of the
quality of “let me tell you about my personal spiritual quest,” please do us both a favor and
skip over them without a second thought. In this second edition, I have added a more extensive
autobiographical section for those who really do want more of the story, but I realize that is not
everyone’s cup of tea, so the main body of the theory and practice will leave much of that out
and just give you the summary advice that I derived from going through it and learning about
the experiences of other fellow adventurers in this amazing territory.

I have also written this book in what is clearly my own voice. Those who have read this work
and who know me tell me that they can almost hear me saying it. I have also left in a lot of my
neurotic stuff and made it as obvious as I can. I will assert that anyone who writes puts their
neurotic stuff in there even if they try to hide it, so at least you should be able to see it clearly
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rather than it being hidden and covert. If you want a book that is just the straight dogma and
theory without this sort of voice, there are lots to choose from and I will mention a number
along the way.

I have also included a modicum of social commentary, some of which has a definite bite to it.
Some of you may find it not only unhelpful, but even quite distasteful and off-putting. Some of
you may quickly dismiss it as harsh or wrong speech. I am torn between the feeling that there
really are some important points in those sections, yet understanding that not everyone will
be able to make good use of information and opinions presented in such strong terms. Thus,
I ask you to please skip over those chapters and get to the friendlier or more technical sections
beyond them if you don’t find them helpful. To facilitate doing so, I have included a lightning
bolt in the titles of those chapters that contain potentially inflammatory material so that they
may be treated appropriately.

While I feel that the points made in those chapters are important, valid, and useful, they are
not absolutely necessary for understanding the chapters that follow them. The world is brim-
ming with very nice and friendly dharma books. There are hundreds available on the shelves of
any mega-bookstore. However, I believe that there is room for a book that sometimes conveys
its message in a different voice, though I respectfully give you the option to choose how much of
that voice you want to hear. It is the unrestrained voice of one from a generation whose radicals
wore spikes and combat boots rather than beads and sandals; listened to the Sex Pistols rather
than the Moody Blues, wouldn’t know a Beat poet or early '60s dharma bum from a hole in
the ground, and thought the hippies were pretty friggin’ naive, not that we don’t owe them a
whole lot. It is also the unrestrained voice of one whose practice has been dedicated to complete
and unexcelled mastery of the traditional and hardcore stages of the path rather than some
sort of vapid New Age fluff or pop psychological head-trip. If that ain’t you, consider reading
something else.

As a highly regarded senior meditation teacher and scholar (who will remain anonymous)
said to me after skimming through an earlier draft of this book, “Most Buddhists are just aging
boomers who want to do something to feel better about themselves as they get older and are not
really interested in this sort of thing.” [ wish them great success in getting those valid needs met.
I must reluctantly advise such individuals to avoid reading this book or at least the chapters
marked with a lightning bolt. This is simultaneously an admission of the limitations of this
work, an invitation to adopt a more empowering view of what is possible on the spiritual path,
and a warning.

I'have also been accused of being uncompassionate because I have refused to speak and write
in the soft “dharma voice” that is often expected and perhaps seemingly required of people who
care deeply about the dharma. I assure you I do deeply care that people eliminate what suffer-
ing they can by whatever skillful means necessary and available. I have a real enthusiasm for
sharing these truly remarkable concepts and techniques with whoever is interested, hence the
free online versions of the book and the free support of a forum for fellow travelers on these
strange paths to share the dharma and explore it together.

I'have had other motivations for writing this book. A few people have attempted to have me
be their meditation teacher. I have done what I can to encourage them to practice well, go on
retreats and explore, but as soon as I get the sense that they are not into really doing the work
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or are trying to idolize or deify me in even small ways, I go out of my way to return them to
themselves, point out distortions caused by transference, and refer them to resources elsewhere.
I greatly prefer the company of fellow adventurers who wish to explore the mysteries of this life
together than any other sort of relationships, particularly those that potentially disempower one
or more of the parties involved.

Dharma friends may be at different stages in the practice and one friend may teach another
something useful, but this has a very different feel from people who are formally ascribed
“teacher” and “student”. Thus, writing this book allows me to hand them the better part of
what I know and to say, “If you are really into it, there is more than enough here and in the
included references to allow you to plunge as deeply as you care to.” If not, I have wasted little
of my time and can avoid being put on some strange and dangerous pedestal or pillory, at least
to my face.

That said, I do have the explicit goal of facilitating others to become living masters of this
material so that they may go forth and help to encourage more people to do so. The more people
can teach from a place of deeply established personal experience, the more people will be able
to learn the dharma well, and the saner and happier the world will be. Also, it can just be such
great fun to hang out with people who have a real depth of practice and understanding.

This brings me to the question of the issue of what some would call hierarchy. The simple
fact is that there are those who have attained to various degrees of mastery of various aspects
of the skills of clear comprehension and the amazing ways we can modify our minds, and there
are those who have not. There are those with strong concentration abilities, and those without.
There are those who have their morality trip together, and those that do not. There are those
who are masters of some techniques and practices, and those that have more work to do.

While there is a strangely pervasive movement in the West to try to imagine everyone is
equal in the world of spirituality (or any other realm for that matter), it is obviously completely
delusional and wrong-headed. When I went looking for teachers and friends to practice with
and help me along, rather than get mad that some people claimed to know more than I did, and
they definitely did, I was excited by the opportunity, however rare, to study with people who
knew what they were doing. This just makes sense. Read this as another warning: if you get
good enough at these practices, people will often have bad reactions to you if you go around
talking about it, and the number who will instead find your achievements a source of inspi-
ration and empowerment, an opportunity to learn something for themselves, as they rightly
should, will likely be few.

On that same front, it is a very strange thing to have such a completely different language,
set of experiences, and perspectives from most of the people around me. I can often feel like
an alien wearing a trench coat of normalcy, and I dream of a world where conversations about
the sorts of events and insights that have come to dominate my everyday experience are much
more common and normal. Just like anyone who is truly a fan of some endeavor, in this case
one that is fundamental to all the others as it enhances consciousness and attention, it is hard
for me to imagine that everyone wouldn’t be totally into this stuff, but for some strange reason
most people clearly aren’t.

Reading between the lines, you should take this admission as yet another warning. If you
go way into this stuff, you will discover this same loneliness. Luckily, the online world allows
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communities of those who wish to take this deep to gather and support each other. That said,
meatspace is still generally far behind these specialized communities at this point, and so the
warning remains valid.

This should be seen as another warning: this book and the path presented in it are not for
those who at this time find that they are unstable spiritual seekers. Meditation at the levels  am
about to describe requires a baseline mental and material stability; and with respect to the latter,
not necessarily wealth or even a 401(k), but ethically acquired requisites such as food and a safe,
conducive shelter. You must have your psychological trip very together to be able to handle
and integrate the intense techniques, side effects, and results I am about to discuss. In this book,
I will explain in detail what is meant by “have your psychological trip very together”, with the
key requisite skills being an ability to identify difficult mind states when they arise and handle
them with kindness and aplomb. Luckily these are learnable skill sets.

There are plenty of gentle techniques and schools of practice available for people for whom it
would be more skillful and constructive to apply those techniques. There are also many skillful
healing modalities available today to help those who need to heal psychological trauma or clear
up barriers to more intense practice. If you need those, you are highly encouraged to do that
crucial work first. Many of the techniques and doses recommended in this book are for those
who already have a solid platform of mental health and are willing to accept the risks inherent
in intensive training.

Stated much more explicitly: people who do strong and intensive practice can hurt them-
selves and freak out. Just as serious athletes can hurt their bodies when they take a misstep
or push themselves beyond their limits, just so serious mental athletes can strain their minds,
brains, and nervous systems, and strained brains can sometimes function in very strange ways.
To rewrite the operating system rapidly while it is running doesn’t always go so well in the
short term or occasionally in the long term. Thus, while I will include nearly endless exhorta-
tions to find the depths of power and clarity that you are capable of, I will also add numerous
warnings about how to keep from frying yourself.

By “frying yourself”, I mean explicitly severe mood instability and psychotic episodes, as
well as other odd biological and energetic disturbances, with some practitioners occasionally
ending up in inpatient psychiatric facilities for various periods of time. Exactly how much of
this is nature (their own “inherent wiring” and potential for mental pathology), how much of
it is nurture (practicing hardcore meditation techniques in high doses such as those presented
here), and how much is related to other unidentified factors is a question that is still being
worked out, just so that you are not in any way uninformed about the still-developing state of
modern science as it applies to the art of intensive meditation.

Some who have read this book apparently have only noticed the former message, that being
to find the depths of power and resolution you are capable of (a message put in to counterbal-
ance a culture full of people who are underutilizing or not recognizing their inherent potential),
and they missed the parts that discuss how and when to back off, a message found in numerous
places in this book, much to their chicken-fried detriment. Hopefully putting this here right up
front will again help people to hear both messages and find the balance between the two that
works, as I am a firm believer in people being informed not only of the benefits but also of the
risks so that they can make informed decisions and practice accordingly. You wouldn’t want to
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do power lifting without proper training, spotting, and technique, nor run marathons without
lots of careful training, stretching, hydration, great nutrition, and the like: same with hardcore
meditation practice. You also would be naive to imagine that you can push your body to its
limits without risk: same with your brain and hardcore meditation practice.

I hope that you will find my take on the dharma refreshing, empowering, clear, practical,
honest, fair-minded, and open. I have done my best to make it so.

I'would like to thank the very many people whose influence, friendship, support, and kind-
ness went into making this work what it is, though they are way too numerous to list here.
This is an interdependent universe, and so to write that this work is simply by me is not in
accord with reality. The ideas presented here contain a bit of my synthesis, organization, and
phenomenology, a ton of ideas that came to me from people who came before me, and much
from contemporaneous practitioners. I feel compelled to mention the specific support of Carol
Ingram, Sonja Boorman, David Ingram, Christina Jones, Christopher Titmuss, Sharda Rogell,
Bill Hamilton, Kenneth Folk, Robert Burns, Tarin Greco, Vince Horn, and my other friends at the
Dharma Overground and its sister sites, all of whom were very instrumental in making what is
good in this book and my own practice possible.

I give a great power-surge of gratitude to my anonymous main editor for this second edition,
whose long hours of hard work, kindness, wisdom, heartfulness, patience, and deeply humble
love of the dharma both in theory and practice helped to raise this book to a level that it otherwise
would not have attained. I would also like to extend deep gratitude to an anonymous patron
who helped support this book and shield it from complexity.

I would also like to thank Duncan Barford, Jeremy Lehrer, Shannon Stein, Elizabeth Pugh,
Ann Craig, Peter Stuckings, John Hawley, Roger Windsor, Daniel Rizzuto, Michael Wade for all
their editing help and everyone else who informed me of various typos, issues, inconsistencies,
errors, and ways this book could be more helpful. Thanks to Oliver Rathbone and Cecily Blench
at Aeon for publishing the book and being patient, and thanks to Alan Chapman for suggest-
ing they publish it. However, the responsibility for any flaws this work may contain must fall
squarely on me. I can’t be sure that all these fine people would even want their names associated
with this work, but I reserve the right to express my deep gratitude nonetheless. Thanks also to
Ian Blakely, a.k.a. SEAMO, my stepson, for the cover art.

A few notes on style. The English language has no great way to use pronouns that refer to a
single person without getting gender-specific. Various solutions exist, such as constantly using
“he/she” (which can be very distracting), alternating between “she” and “he”, and recasting
sentences in the plural, where the pronoun “they” may be used. For better or for worse, I am
often going to use the pronoun “they” to mean “he/she”, thus using what is ordinarily a plural
pronoun with verbs in the singular. I am not particularly thrilled with this solution, but I don’t
think it is much worse than the others. Should a reader disagree, I hope that he/she will find a
way to forgive me, or at least that she will understand the problem, making room in his heart
for one more author struggling with this linguistic limitation.

I must also admit that I am somewhat erratic in my use of capital letters, and you may just
have to Live with It. I have left in only a few diacritical marks above a few Pali and Sanskrit
words, removing most of the rest, as I felt that they are slightly off-putting for many who are
not very familiar with them already and thus don’t need them. If you want to look up a specific
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word and its diacriticals, this information is all widely available on the internet and in libraries.
I have also gone slightly rogue in my positioning of commas and periods in relation to quota-
tion marks, mixing a bit of US and UK styles, as I prefer some aspects of both, so my apologies
to anyone this disconcerts.

May this work be for the benefit of all beings. May your practice be for the benefit of all
beings. May you aspire to be of benefit to all beings. May you realize what you are truly looking
for, pursue it relentlessly despite all obstacles, and find it.
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1. INTRODUCTION

f you have not yet read the Foreword and Warning, please do so now. The Buddhist path has

often been called a “spiritual path”, and this use of religious language can be very inspiring
for some people. The Buddhist path can also be thought of in terms of a scientific experiment,
a set of exercises that the Buddha and his followers have claimed lead to very specific, repro-
ducible, verifiable effects, which are deemed not just worthwhile but liberative. Using this sort
of practical, more scientifically oriented language can also be very inspiring for some people.
However, as science doesn’t often provide explicit emphases on the meaning and relevance of
its findings to living humans with hearts and minds, language and concepts that can bridge that
gap are often useful.

To inspire a broader audience, I will use both spiritual and practical language when discuss-
ing some of the elements concerning the Buddhist path. My preference, however, is generally
for the practical language. You could throw out many of the religious trappings of the Buddhist
path and still have a set of basic practices that lead to the expected effects. You could also keep
all the religious trappings, do the basic practices, and produce the same results, assuming of
course that you had the extra time and resources necessary to do both. That said, sorting out
which elements are disposable and which are vital for getting the experiment to work is not
always straightforward. Some reformative movements can easily go too far when their pro-
ponents attempt to remove all elements that don't fit with their current cultural preferences,
aesthetics, and biases. So, it will be for you, me, and our fellow practitioners and adventurers to
help sort this out by our own practice.

In this same pragmatic vein, there has arisen a global movement, inspired by numerous
things and promoted by many people, now often referred to as the “Pragmatic Dharma” move-
ment—which I hope one day will be called something more welcoming of those allergic to
words such as dharma. This movement can be characterized as embracing a worldview that
includes the following ideas:
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We can improve the way our minds function and the way they perceive and process reality,
in numerous skillful ways.

What works is key. Specifically: it doesn’t matter at all where you draw useful things from if
they are effective, meaning that they provide the specific benefits sought.

Innovating by extracting key useful elements from various traditions, and combining things
to come up with something that works for you is encouraged, as is pursuing traditional goals in
traditional ways, as long as the approach works.

This book follows this general approach while refraining from being dismissive of elements
of great value from the old traditions.

Part One contains some traditional lists that were taught by the Buddha and relate directly
to spiritual training. They make important and practical points in very concise ways. These
teachings were presented succinctly on purpose so that people could remember them and use
them. It is their very simplicity that makes them so practical and down-to-earth.

However, I am going to take these very condensed teachings and go on and on about them.
It turns out that the Buddha sometimes made things so simple that we, 2,500+ years later, are
left wondering what he was talking about and how to apply his teachings to our lives. Still, it is
amazing that his teachings are still so relevant to our lives today. These teachings are designed
to help people get in touch with their reality in some way that makes a difference. They can also
help people avoid some of the common pitfalls on the spiritual path and in life in general, some
of which I will talk about later.

The Buddha’s teachings are also designed to help people develop along some of the nearly
infinite axes of development. By axes of development, I mean all the ways we can improve our
mind, body, and world. Since this is an endless undertaking, in this book we will focus on a
relatively few very specific ones. As the book goes along, I will introduce various things we
can practice, experience, gain insight into, develop, and modify that make a positive difference.

Chapter one, “The Three Trainings”, introduces morality, concentration, and wisdom (see also
The Long Discourses of the Buddha, or the Digha Nikaya, sutta 10, usually referred to as DN 10).
These three trainings encompass the sum of the Buddhist path. Thus, as is traditional and for
good reason, they will be used as the conceptual framework for this book. The three trainings
involve skills that we consciously and explicitly try to master. Each training has its own spe-
cific set of premises, goals, practices, and standards of mastery for those practices. These are
different from each other, and problems can arise if we conflate the premises of one training
when pursuing the others. Each training also has its common pitfalls, limitations, and shadow
sides, which are rarely made clear, and failure to do so has caused much confusion.

Thus, I will do my best to make them clear, particularly in Part Two (“Light and Shadows”).
The specific standards for success and mastery can sometimes seem a bit technical, particu-
larly the maps of the high concentration states and the stages of insight, so I will wait until
Parts Three through Six to present these to keep Part One focused on the basic framework and
practices that make the whole thing possible in the first place.

While I think that each part of this book contributes to the whole, there are reasons you may
want to skip to certain sections first and fill in the rest later. For instance, if you are having
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powerful visions or kundalini experiences, you might want to read the first few chapters of
Part Four and then go back and read the rest. If you are simply interested in the maps of the
stages of insight, go straight to the chapter called “The Progress of Insight”. If you just want
to get right to some core insight practices, read the chapters on “The Three Characteristics”
and “The Seven Factors of Awakening”. Should you be in a mood for some social commen-
tary, the beginning of Part Two is for you. If you just want to hear my take on awakening,
then “Models of the Stages of Awakening” might be a good place to start. That said, skipping
sections is likely to lead to misunderstandings, as plenty of sections that are not close to each
other are yet designed to counter excesses that could arise from some other section being read
on its own.

I struggled for a long time over whether to present at the beginning or at the end of the book
the maps that detail what these practices lead to. I have included them at the end, but you might
be the sort who wants to see them first, and if so firstly you should read the chapter called “The
Three Characteristics” and then skip to Part Three.



2. MorALITY, THE FIRST AND LAST TRAINING

he original Pali word for this training is sila, which I am translating as “morality”. People

translate it in various ways. Regardless of the word we choose, it is likely to resonate for
people both positively and negatively. If the word “morality” bothers you due to the associations
it suggests, look at the assumptions, agendas, and practices of this training and come up with
your own word for it. I don’t think that it is so important what we call it. I do, however, think
that we should give careful attention to trying to live it.

From my perspective, training in morality has as its domain all the physical, verbal, and men-
tal behaviors belonging to every single aspect of life that is not explicitly meditative. When we
are trying to live a good life in the conventional sense, we are working on training in morality.
When we are trying to work on improving our physical, emotional, and mental health, we are
training in morality. When we philosophize, we are training in morality. When we exercise,
we are training in morality. When we are taking care of others or ourselves, we are training in
morality. When we try to guard the environment by not misusing or wasting resources, reform
corrupt governments, or make this world a better place for everyone, we are training in moral-
ity. When we commit to a non-harming and benevolent livelihood, build a healthy marriage,
raise healthy children, or shave our heads and move to a remote place to dedicate ourselves to
intensive spiritual practice, we are training in morality. Whatever we do in the ordinary world
that we think will be of some benefit to others and ourselves is an aspect of working on this first
training.

I'should add a qualifier here, relating to what a life well-lived might mean. For some, thatis a
life of riches, decadence, and hedonism. That is not what I am talking about. It is not that wealth
is inherently bad, though there are strong moral arguments to be made for a vastly more equi-
table distribution of wealth. It is not that all decadence is inherently bad, and I would hate to
make someone feel terrible for having a second dessert occasionally, but clearly there is a great
degree of spending on luxury that is contributing to the destruction of the planet and behav-
ior that simply leads to more misery for all concerned in the name of “fun”. It is not that we
shouldn’t enjoy our lives, as an enjoyable life is a much easier one to accept, but clearly plenty
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of the pathways people go down seeking enjoyment do predictably lead to more suffering than
they produce pleasure or fulfillment. So, with those qualifiers in mind, ponder what a life well-
lived would mean and aspire to that.

The third training, called wisdom, as understood within the Theravada framework, has
limits, in that you can only take it so far, and it can be fully mastered. Interestingly, this cannot
be said of the first two trainings of morality and concentration. There is no limit to the degree
of skill that can be brought to how we conduct ourselves in the world. There are so many ways
we can develop, and no obvious ways to define what one hundred percent mastery of even
one of these might be. Thus, morality is also the last training in the sense of being the training
we need to cultivate throughout our lives. We may be able to attain to extraordinary states of
consciousness and understand many aspects of the actual nature of sensate reality, but what
people see and what is causal are the ways that these abilities and understandings translate into
how we live in the world. Some folks who read MCTB]I, for reasons I am unsure of, came away
with the mistaken impression that I somehow consider morality as unimportant. Let me now be
completely clear on this: morality cultivated throughout our entire lives is critical for everyone,
and particularly for those who want to train in concentration and wisdom!

There are basic premises that are extremely helpful when undertaking training in morality.
It is very helpful to accept, for example, that a basic moral code, that is, a universal and non-
harming ethic, is helpful for getting along in this world, and thus that there is practical, real-
world benefit to be derived from training in morality.

It is also helpful to accept in an easygoing and non-dogmatic way, that the more good we do
in the world, the more good there will appear in that world both for us and for others, and thus
the more good things will happen to us and all others. It is also worth assuming the corollary of
this, which is that the more we do harmful actions in the world, the more harm we experience
and therefore the more that miserable circumstances arise.

These premises are not unique to Buddhism, nor are they in any way extraordinary, and that
brings me to an important point about the spiritual traditions in general: most religions have
points that are generically useful that they have attempted to appropriate as exclusively theirs,
such that extremist followers of that faith may come to believe that their tradition’s teaching on
morality is the only teaching on morality. The corollary of this fallacy is that people not of their
own religion are considered unlikely or incapable of being truly moral, when, in fact, societies
and traditions throughout the ages and around the world have advocated for a universal, non-
harming ethic.

It is worth realizing that defining “negative” and “positive” action is often very much a
question of perspective. In the face of this, some will retreat into the semi-dysfunctional and
often self-serving position of moral relativism, in which we decide that morality is totally
subjective or that morality is arbitrary and thus futile or unnecessary to bother with. Paradigms
that are less intellectual and more grounded in common sense can help us to avoid falling into
the paralyzing and extremely dangerous trap of imagining that it is futile to train in morality,
however seemingly relative and arbitrary. It is better to try to do our best and fail than not to
try at all.

Thus, the Buddha taught that what we think, say, and do has consequences for our subsequent
moment-to-moment experience. When undertaking training in morality, we are proceeding
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from the premise that we can, if we choose, control what we think, say, and do, thus creat-
ing consequences that are pleasant and beneficial, both in terms of our experience and that of
others. Rather than accepting our current level of intellectual, emotional, and psychological
development as being beyond our power to change, we consciously and explicitly adopt the
empowering view that we can work with these aspects of our lives and change them for the
better. We assume that we do have the capacity to change our world and our attitudes towards
our world. We take responsibility for our actions and their consequences.

Further, as a part of our empowerment, we assume that the more we bring our resources
and abilities to this training, the likelier we are to succeed. We have a body, we have reason, we
have our intuition, we have our heart, and we can learn and remember. We have a community
of others who have wisdom to share, we have books and other media that contain advice for
living a good life, and we have our friends and family. We can draw on all these and more to try
to live a good life, a life in which our thoughts, words, and deeds reflect as closely as possible
the standards we have consciously adopted and defined for ourselves. The more consciously
engaged we are with our task, the more we are likely to be successful.

Crucial to the control of what happens in our lives is our intention. Thus, training in morality
places much emphasis on intention, with the basic assumption being that the more our inten-
tions are kind and compassionate, the more we are likely to be able to manifest kind and com-
passionate thoughts, words, and deeds.

Further, it is helpful to understand that training in morality requires us to pay attention to
what is happening in our lives. When we are not paying attention to what we are thinking, say-
ing, and doing, we will not easily be able to craft these in a way that fits with the assumptions
of this training. If we are not paying attention to the consequences of our thoughts, words, and
deeds, both in the short and the long terms, we are unlikely to be able to gain enough experience
to be able to successfully carry out our training in morality.

It is also helpful to understand that training in morality will help us when we get to formal
meditation practices (the next two trainings in concentration and wisdom), providing a founda-
tion of good mental and physical habits that can support those practices, as well as helping to
avoid the mental and physical irritation that can result from a lack of a solid moral foundation.
Thus, even if for some crazy reason, we have little interest in being moral because of the benefits
it brings, if we are interested in obtaining the results of the other two trainings, we must also
engage in training in morality.

These key points about training in morality naturally lead to the specific agendas we have for
what happens when undertaking training in morality. We consciously aspire to have the actions
of our body, speech, and mind fit with the premises or prerequisites of this training. In short,
we have standards for our mental, emotional, and physical lives and we try our best to live up
to those standards. When we are training in morality, we consciously cultivate actions, words,
and thoughts that we deem to be non-harming, and if possible, kind and compassionate. By
“kind”, I mean that we work to promote the happiness and welfare of others and ourselves. By
“compassionate”, I mean that we work to understand and relieve the suffering, problems, or
unhappiness of others and ourselves. Thus, our agenda is for our intentions to be kind and com-
passionate, for our minds to be aware of what we are thinking, saying, and doing, and for our
experience to inform us how best to craft our life to reflect our wisely informed good intentions.
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Training in morality tends to be discussed in terms of what we should and shouldn’t do. The
standard Buddhist short list of the five actions that practitioners should refrain from doing are
referred to as the five precepts: killing, stealing, lying, taking intoxicants that lead to heedless-
ness, and sexual misconduct, which includes such actions as cheating on a partner or using
sexuality in a harmful way (Sutta Nipata [SN] 2.14). These are not unique to Buddhism, and
seem to be part of the basic set of standards for behavior that societies and cultures throughout
the ages have found to be helpful and practical. The standard list of things that we should try to
do includes being kind, compassionate, and appreciative of the successes of others.

Additionally, in the Karaniya Metta Sutta (SN 1.8), we find the following advice: “Those
who are skilled in good and wish to attain the state of peace should be able, upright, perfectly
upright, compliant, gentle, and humble. Contented, easily supported, of simple livelihood, with
few duties, controlled in senses, discreet, not impudent, they should not be carried away by the
emotions of the majority. They should not commit any slight wrong such that the wise ones
might censure them.” The rest of the sutta is also very worthy of reading and practicing.

Wrestling with the question of how we can meet these standards and yet honor where we
are and what is going on around us is the training in morality. We will make all kinds of mis-
takes that can be very educational when trying to work on this first training; if you mess up,
remember to be gentle with yourself!

There are many great techniques for cultivating a more decent way of being in the world,
but there are no magic formulas. You must figure out how to be kind to yourself and all beings
in each moment. Since training in morality considers all the ordinary ways in which we try
to live a beneficial and useful life, it is so vast a subject that I couldn’t possibly give anything
resembling a comprehensive treatment of it here.

Some have criticized the first edition of this book for not going deeply enough into the spe-
cifics of morality. It is a fair criticism, but I think that it has already been done well in so many
other places, such that if you wish to explore the basics of training in morality as approached
in the context of Buddhist traditions, I suggest that you check out some of the following works
and look around for others that inspire you to take care of yourself and the world around
you: For a Future to be Possible, by Thich Nhat Hanh; A Heart as Wide as the World and Loving-
kindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness, both by Sharon Salzberg; Light on Enlightenment, by
Christopher Titmuss; and A Path with Heart, by Jack Kornfield.

There are excellent resources available online and in books; those of you who want to get
deeper into Buddhist ethics might want to explore the morality practices of both the Theravada
and the Mahayana trainings. The Mahayana has teaching systems of the Mind Training or
Lojong tradition, which offer very refined practices for developing exceptional kindness and
consideration. Those with a taste for more controversial aspects of the dharma might look
towards John Stevens’ Lust for Enlightenment: Buddhism and Sex. I personally also look to the
work of Dan Savage for many relative aspects of navigating modern adult lay life.

Training in morality at its best is grounded in a theoretical or direct appreciation of one more
vital recognition, that of interdependence. Interdependence at this level means an appreciation
of the fact that we are all in this together and that we all share the wish to be happy and avoid
misery. When we take into consideration our own needs and the needs of those around us,
we are more likely to be naturally kind and considerate of others and ourselves. Thus, we try
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to make it a habit to consider the welfare, feelings, and perspectives of those around us. The
obvious potential trap here is to simultaneously fail to consider our own needs. Work on balanc-
ing both in a way that is sustainable and healthy.

There are countless other pitfalls we can run into when training in morality, as mastering our
behavior of body, speech, and mind is not easy, especially if we were not raised with particularly
helpful role models. I will spend a lot of time in Part Two detailing some of the more common
side effects and shadow sides of training in morality, but please understand it is a vast subject.

One pitfall that must be addressed here, however, since it is so common, is guilt. We in the
West have grown up in a relatively privileged culture in which we can be extremely hard on
ourselves, causing ourselves staggering amounts of pain to little good effect. If we can learn to
substitute wise remorse, which simply says, “Well, that didn’t work, and that is unfortunate.
I will try my best to figure out why and hopefully do something better next time,” we will be
much better able to train successfully in living a good and useful life.

Some people unfortunately seem to think that the primary message of training in morality
is that they should continuously cultivate the feeling that they have taken up a heavy yoke of
responsibility and self-oppression. In fact, some people seem to revel in that unfortunate feel-
ing. Those more fortunate will think, “It is so much fun to try to live a good, healthy, and use-
ful life! What a joy it is to find creative ways to do this!” There are few things more helpful on
the spiritual path and for life in general than a positive attitude. Thus, the related and all too
common pitfall is that people stop having fun, stop having a sense of humor (a definite red flag
of something gone awry if you ask me) and stop trying to be successful in worldly terms. There
is absolutely no reason for this.

If you can have fun in healthy ways, have fun! It's not just for breakfast anymore. Also, suc-
cess is highly recommended for obvious reasons. Pick a flexible vision of success in the ordinary
sense for yourself and go for it! Play to win. This is your life, so make it a great one. There is
no reason not to try, as long as you can do so in a kind and compassionate way. The basic spirit
is that these trainings are fun, a magnificent adventure in learning and growing, a remarkable
opportunity to have many fascinating and transformative experiences, a wonderful experiment
in what is possible in this life: these attitudes make a huge difference in all the trainings we will
discuss here.

One more great thing about training in morality is that it is indispensable for the next train-
ing: concentration. So, here’s a tip: if you are finding it hard to concentrate because your mind is
filled with guilt, judgment, hatred, resentment, envy, or some other harmful or difficult thought
pattern, work on the first training. It will be time well spent. Further, if and when you start
doing more intensive training, you will very quickly realize that whatever good mental and
psychological habits you have will be a great support, and whatever unskillful mental habits
you bring will definitely slow you down or even stop you. Do spend your non-retreat time
cultivating a healthy mind, a healthy body, and a skillful and mature set of coping mechanisms.

I was on a retreat in 2003 with a mighty meditation master named Sayadaw U Pandita Jr.,
so named to differentiate him from the late meditation master Sayadaw U Pandita, who was
a senior monk and one of Venerable Mahasi Sayadaw’s direct successors, and author of such
classic books as Inn This Very Life, and On the Path to Freedom (both of which I recommend). The
former gave a long talk on the Pali word danta, meaning “tamed” or “restrained”. He explained
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it as carrying the qualities of being poised, dignified, and stable. “Restrained” means refraining
from ill-conceived or harmful (to oneself and others) actions of body, speech, and mind. Practic-
ing with a sense of ourselves as being dignified, mature, capable, balanced, poised, steady, and
able to be comfortable in our own skin while doing simple things like sitting and walking: this
way of working and seeing yourself is of great benefit all around.

So, we now have a good, and quite large list of things to work on, and so begins the list of
the axes of development. I used to play a game called Dungeons and Dragons back in the day
(geek much?), and it was and still is a fantasy role-playing game in which we take on the role
of a character who has specific attributes. In the old version of the game that I played, player
characters would have various degrees of strength, intelligence, wisdom, dexterity, constitu-
tion, and charisma, with standard humans having values for each of those ranging from three to
eighteen, with three being the lowest possible level and eighteen being as high as humans could
normally achieve. For instance, were I to have a character with the following attributes: strength
13, intelligence 18, wisdom 9, dexterity 17, constitution 11, and charisma 4, I would be very
smart, not very wise, quite dexterous, extremely uncharismatic, and average in other factors.

Just because a character had developed one of these qualities didn’t mean the others were
well developed. In D&D, these qualities were generally fixed entities unless something unusual
happened. However, in the game we are playing in the real world, we assume that the various
qualities we wish to develop are not fixed qualities that we can’t improve on, but instead can
definitely be cultivated and improved upon, perhaps beyond what we ever imagined.

Thus, were we to draw up a character sheet for our progress in the three trainings in their
various complicated aspects and track them over time, we might notice that various abilities
improved with time in some generally upward trend as we gave them attention, realizing that the
inevitable declines and setbacks that come with time may happen as well. So, let’s say we wanted
to create the part of our own character sheet that dealt with some very simplified axes of devel-
opment of the vast training of morality, we might come up with something that looks like this:

Kindness toward ourselves

Kindness toward others, both humans and non-humans

Ability to set and respect reasonable boundaries

Written communication ability

Spoken communication ability

Ability to skillfully support ourselves

Ability to skillfully support others

Generosity

Patience

Gratitude

Persistence

Honesty

Integrity

Dedication to service

Ability to pace ourselves to work up to our potential without burning out
Support of physical health (which we might break down further into diet, exercise, sleep, etc.)
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Academic development

Intellectual understanding of models of healthy human development
Emotional maturity

Development of ethics

Sense of humor

Intellectual curiosity/enjoyment of learning

Common sense

Skillful relationships with people

Skillful relationships to mind-altering substances

Skillful relationship to power

Skillful relationship to sexuality

Skillful relationship to money and possessions

Skillful relationship to politics

Skillful relationship to our spiritual achievements and less developed areas
Etc.

This list  have come up with is very arbitrary and woefully incomplete, and is meant to serve
as a general example of a concept, not a definitive guide, and I would encourage you to take
time to consider what your own list would look like and how you have done over the years, as
well as what you aspire to in the future, since explicit goals and frameworks help galvanize and
direct energy for progress.

A point that will be repeated in this book is that success in one of these areas doesn’t guar-
antee success in the others, and what one person considers success, someone else might not.
For example, an aid worker in some war-torn refugee camp and a politics-renouncing solitary
hermit might hold different opinions on how best to use their time to help save all beings. This
is an essential concept when it comes to all these trainings and axes of development that is often
not well understood; just because you may be strong in one developmental skillset doesn’t
necessarily translate into being strong in the others. Just because you have developed one to a
degree and in a way that suits your ideals doesn’t mean anyone else will hold that view. Too
often, models of spirituality assume that just because you have one practice or skill down that
you will necessarily have some others, what I call the “package models”. While there are some
examples of people who do get packages of benefits that arrive together, there are just as many
exceptions to those rules.

While learning specific things can help us learn related things more easily, such as people
who play the violin well might be able to more quickly pick up guitar or cello, plenty of skill sets
don’t translate to other areas of our life. This applies not only to you but also to your dharma
companions, teachers, etc. The most common example of relevance is that just because someone
may speak well, look good, be well-educated, be a dharma scholar, or even have strong medi-
tative abilities, doesn’t mean they will necessarily have such things as good interpersonal and
communication skills, or skillful relationships with power, money, or sex. I talk about this more
later. In the meantime, it is time to move on to a discussion of the second training, concentration.
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Concentration is the ability to steady the mind on whatever you wish and attain unusual and
profound altered states of consciousness. Training in concentration relates to formal medita-
tion practice, though some of these states can arise spontaneously during other activities. The sec-
ond training is also called training in “samadhi” (meaning depths of meditation), or sometimes
“samatha” (Pali) or “shamatha” (Sanskrit) practice. The word “samadhi” is used differently in
various traditions, with the Theravada using it as a near equivalent of shamatha, but some tradi-
tions, such as some of the Indian Vedantic traditions and some of the Mahayana traditions, use it
to describe high states of realization (Vedantic) and extremely high levels of deep concentration
(Mahayana), so please be careful when using the word “samadhi” and be aware when reading
it that it can mean very different things to different authors. My apologies in advance for people
who prefer “samatha” or “shamatha”, as I will use these terms interchangeably.

Concentration practice involves working at a level that might be considered unusual, par-
ticularly when contrasted with the ordinary level of training in morality. Training in morality
is something nearly everyone can relate to, at least to some degree. Buddhism frames all the
trainings in terms of the reduction of suffering and the liberation of mind, and while reduction
of suffering is easy for most people to relate to, liberation of mind in the grand classical sense is
not. Training in concentration is only easy to relate to if you have attained to unusual states of
consciousness or at least have faith that they can be attained.

Training in concentration has had thousands of pages dedicated to it, and there are probably
thousands of concentration exercises. Some very commonly used objects of meditation are the
breath (my personal favorite), our posture, a mantra or koan, a colored disk, an image, a candle
flame, various visualized objects from simple to complex, feelings such as compassion, and
even the experience of concentration itself. The object you choose should be one on which you
would be happy to steady your mind.

The essential point about meditation is this: to get anywhere in meditation you need to be able
to steady the mind and be present in the present. That’s all there is to it and it is largely a question
of just doing it. There is an important shift that happens in people’s practice when they really
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make the commitment to develop concentration and follow through with it. Until we do this,
not much is likely to happen in our meditation practice!

If you decide to do a concentration practice, stay on the chosen object like a dog with a bone
until you have enough stability and skill such that the mind can rest on it effortlessly. Let me say
here that there are various types of concentration, with the relevant distinction being continu-
ous concentration versus moment-to-moment concentration. Both types develop concentration,
but they feel different. For this section, I am talking about continuous concentration, which feels
steady, smooth, and analog, rather than the concentration required to investigate individual
sensations moment by moment that will be addressed when I discuss training in insight.

The first formal goal when training in continuous concentration is to attain what is called
“access concentration”, meaning the ability to remain focused on your chosen object with rela-
tive ease to the exclusion of distractions. This is the basic attainment that allows you to access
the higher stages of concentration and to begin the path of insight, which is the third training, so
make it a priority to attain access concentration in your meditative practice. The first edition of
this book said, “You will know it when you have it,” but I have realized that I was very wrong
regarding this, and I also underestimated the different standards people have for what they
consider access concentration. Regardless, for the sake of discussion, when you can keep your
attention on your object of meditation second after second, minute after minute, without letting
it go to other objects, but before any interesting, blissful, unusually steady alteration of percep-
tion happens, that is what I call access concentration.

To digress before I continue, those who wish to define “access concentration” some other
way, please do, just realize that we may have a problem here, with this being the first instance
of what I call “term wars”, which highlight the fact that there really should be multiple quali-
fiers of a term or even multiple terms for various experiences. However, we have for this whole
range of accomplishments only one term from the sanctified past. We end up with various
factions struggling to control the meaning of that sanctified single term, in this case “access
concentration”, but also, as we will see, nearly all the other map terms as well. What generally
happens is that, instead of doing the intelligent thing, which is to recognize that we need more
terms, and instead of using those, we mostly just battle it out in sectarian ways like dysfunc-
tional, territorial academics.

For example, let’s say that some guy whose initials are something like BAW and I want to
define “access concentration” very differently. Perhaps we could have “DMI access concentra-
tion” and “BAW access concentration” to help distinguish the usages, as neither is likely to want
to give up their use of the term “access concentration”, and yet each may be using it to describe
states of mind that are significantly different. By using the qualifiers, we can at least realize
which set of criteria are being used.

However, just as I tend to loathe eponymous medicine (e.g. Colles’ fracture, Hansen’s disease,
etc.), I don’t like eponymous meditation terms. Hopefully, by enough non-eponymous qualifi-
ers related to things like depths of attainment, degree of stillness, steadiness of focus (and dura-
tion, for those who like duration as a criterion), etc., we will have some idea of what we mean
rather than warring over single terms that are clearly inadequate to describe the wide range of
meditation territory in a way not bound up in individual practitioners and authors. I have this
odd notion that Buddhists, who often pride themselves on their terminological sophistication,
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precision, and mental clarity, will come together from across the traditions and cultures (just
like the chemists did back in the day to systematically standardize the nomenclature for mol-
ecules, and as mathematicians did for mathematic notation) and do the same for meditative
attainments. That, unfortunately, would require us all getting over ourselves and getting on
with the work of bringing meditation into the twenty-first century. Don’t hold your breath, as it
were. Back to the instructions.

The essential formal concentration practice instructions are: pick an object (the list on page 13
is a great place to begin), find a place to practice where you are as free from distractions as pos-
sible, pick a sustainable posture in which the spine is relatively straight (it doesn’t really matter
so much, but for this training it helps if it is somewhat comfortable), focus your attention on
the object as completely and consistently as possible for the duration of that practice period,
allowing as few lapses in concentration as possible, and learn to stabilize all of your attention
on that object. The more you practice and the better your practice, the better you will become at
concentrating. Find the balance of effort and steadiness that works for you.

If your effort is too light, your mind will slide off the object, but if it is too tight you will wind
yourself up and be too tense to settle into steady concentration. Be kind to yourself when the
mind wanders, returning it with minimal fuss to the object of concentration again and again.
Practice again and again until you can attain access concentration. Tune in to anything smooth,
flowing, and nice about what you are concentrating on and experiencing. While these two para-
graphs may seem trite or sparse, they contain the formal instructions on how to begin training
in concentration. More advice on the proper balance of mental factors is given shortly.

Should you need someone to tell you how long to practice, start with ten minutes a day and
work up to an hour or two each day as your life allows. If you can learn to hold your attention
completely on your chosen object for even one solid minute, you have some strong concentration
skills. That said, you might have ten or more hours a day to devote to practice. Don’t let me hold
you back! If you can go on retreat and do this sixteen or more hours a day, even better, as you
would be amazed how in just a few days of that sort of high dose many people can get into very
interesting meditation territory if they practice well. How long it will take you to develop access
concentration depends on multiple factors including practice conditions, your natural and cul-
tivated concentration ability, the strength of your drive to succeed, and how much you practice.

Sharpening your concentration may help almost everything you do, and can provide men-
tal and emotional stability that can be very useful, translating to many other areas of your
life. Concentration can also lead to very pleasant states referred to as “jhanas”. These can be
extremely blissful and peaceful. Being able to access these states of mind can be ridiculously
enjoyable and profound. These states are valuable in and of themselves and serve the important
function in the Buddhist tradition of providing a disposable foundation for insight practice, in
that you can build those states up and then tear them down with investigation of the sensations
that make them up, which is the third training.

I will leave off describing the specific concentration attainments until Part Three to keep this
section focused on the essential skills necessary for meditation, as once you gain access con-
centration, getting into those states is relatively easy. Until you gain access concentration, you
ain’t got squat. Thus, pick an object, practice well and often, attain access concentration, finish
reading this book, and by that point everything should be straightforward.
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The world of concentration is vast and contains within it myriad skills that can be developed
to remarkable degrees. As the number of objects that we can get good with and the many ways
we can tune our minds are remarkably complex, it is hard to clearly delineate a simple and man-
ageable inclusive list of all the things we can learn in the vast realms of concentration. However,
were we to try, we might start with the following;:

¢ The speed with which we can get into skillful altered states of awareness (generally called
here “concentration states” or “jhanas”).

® The depth to which we can get into each of those states.

* The number of objects that we can use to get into each of those states.

¢ The stability of those states in the face of external circumstances.

* The various ways we can fine-tune those states (such as paying attention to and develop-
ing their various sub-aspects).

I will talk more about this in Part Three, saving this section for the more fundamental aspects
of training in concentration. Now, it must be said that concentration practices, like all practices,
have their shadow sides. For instance, pleasant and unusual experiences can become addictive
and extremely seductive, causing us to give them more attention and focus than they deserve or
than would be beneficial to deeper practice. They can also lead to people becoming way “out-
there” and ungrounded, very much the way hallucinogens can. They can cause the “real world”
to seem harsh by comparison, causing us to be tempted to reject the world, withdraw, or dis-
sociate into the world of concentration states. They can also bring up lots of our psychological
“stuff”. This last limitation could be a benefit if we were in a mood to deal maturely with our
stuff. Perhaps the most important limitation of concentration practices is that they do not lead
directly to the insights and irreversible realizations that come from training in wisdom, as much
as we might like them to. That brings us to the third training ...
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he third training in the list is wisdom, in this case a very special kind of wisdom that I will

often call “ultimate” or “fundamental” wisdom. This may also be rendered as “understand-
ing” or “insight”. The whole trick to this training is to understand some specific aspects of
the sensations that make up our present experience. By training in insight, we can improve
how we fundamentally perceive reality at a bare sensate level, such that our actual sensate
experience becomes progressively clearer. This increased clarity can become hardwired into our
brains, such that our baseline degree of sensate clarity increases. This increased clarity can have
numerous positive and sometimes surprising implications. Great meditators from all traditions
have reported that there is something remarkable and even enlightening about our ordinary
experiences if we take the time to investigate them very carefully. Those who undertake training
in wisdom have decided to conduct the experiment to see for themselves if this is true or if those
long-gone dudes and dudettes were just making it up.

Let’s begin by taking it as a wholesome given that there is some understanding that is com-
pletely beyond any ordinary understanding, even beyond the skillful altered states of con-
sciousness that can be attained if we train well in concentration. The next premise is that there
are specific practices that can and will lead to that understanding if we simply do them. The
third and perhaps most vital premise is that we can do these specific practices and be successful.

The given—rarely stated explicitly but often implied—is that we must be willing to stay
on a sensate level, at the level of the actual sensations that make up experiences, if we wish to
gain the promised insights. The corollary of this premise is that we must be willing to set aside
periods of practice time during which we abandon ordinary ways of functioning in the world
and even the unusual way of working with skillful altered states of consciousness that belongs
to the training in concentration. We proceed from the premise that the teachings on wisdom
point to universal truths that can be perceived in all types of experience without exception.
We accept that if we can simply know our sensate experience clearly enough, we will arrive at
fundamental wisdom.
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Most “insight meditators” spend their time doing a lot that relates to the ordinary world
and/or to cultivating refined states of consciousness, and they don’t realize that this is not
insight practice. I define insight practice extremely narrowly, as opposed to morality, which
I define extremely broadly, and concentration, which I define more narrowly but which is still
a broader topic. Insight practice is all about putting those broader ways of working aside and
instead grounding attention in our six sense doors and their true nature. While there are clear
overlaps among the trainings, even on the cushion, I feel that to try to counterbalance our strong
habits of working more broadly is of value to most practitioners. If you happen to be one of
those rare people who can focus just on your sense doors as they arise and vanish and while
setting aside focus on morality and concentration, then this paragraph is not for you.

There are many wisdom traditions and many styles of insight practice. I will lay out several
explicitly and hint at many others in the chapters that follow. When choosing an insight tradi-
tion, look for one that is tried and true, meaning that it is either ancient and well-tested, or
contemporary but demonstrably consistent in leading to unshakable realizations. I can verify
that the specific practices I will present can lead to the promised effects if they are done as
recommended. Even better—you should verify them for yourself.

The primary purpose for doing insight practices is to increase our perceptual abilities so
that the truths accessed by skilled meditators become obvious. Thus, rather than caring what
we think, say, or do, or caring about what altered state of consciousness we are in, when
training in wisdom, we actively work to develop the clarity, resolution, precision, consis-
tency, and inclusiveness of the experience of all of the constantly changing sensations that
make up our experience, whatever and however they may be: such are the formal insight
practice instructions.

Insight practice can seem more daunting, complex, or bizarre than other forms of practice.
However, it is oddly simple. There are six sense doors. Sensations arise and vanish. Notice this
for every sensation. These are cave-man simple instructions, yet somehow people make them
much more complex than they need to be. As a preview of things to come, towards the very end
of the book you will see me repeat this same message as basically the punch-line to the whole
book, since that was what I found the most profound and helpful of all the Buddha's teachings.
So, should you find your practice getting bogged down in fascinated or aversive reactions to the
fancy and flashy topics that follow, return here, as this points to where the real treasure is: your
own immediate sensate reality.

Just as with concentration practices, more time and more diligent practice pays off. These
simple instructions can easily seem overwhelming, vague, or strangely trivial to many people,
so I am going to detail numerous empowering concepts and more structured practices that have
helped countless practitioners over centuries to follow these basic instructions. That said, the
above-mentioned are the key instructions.

While the three trainings share similar elements, there are important distinctions that must
be made between them.

The gold standard for training in morality is how consciously harmless, kind, skillful, and
compassionate our intentions, words, and actions are and how well we lead a useful and
moral life.
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The gold standard for training in concentration is how quickly we can enter into specific,
skillful, altered states of consciousness on our own meditative power, how long we can stay in
them, and how refined, complete, and stable we can make those states.

The gold standard for training in wisdom with insight practices is that we can quickly and
consistently perceive the true nature of the countless quick sensations that make up our whole
reality, regardless of what those sensations are, allowing us to cut to a level of understanding
that goes utterly beyond specific conditions but includes them all.

It is vital that these distinctions be understood. Considered this way, these gold standards
do not overlap and may even appear to contradict one another, when in fact they support each
other. As these distinctions seem to be extremely difficult to explain clearly, I will make this
basic point again and again throughout this book.

Having gained at least enough morality to be temporarily free of agitating negative mind
states and enough concentration to steady the mind, turn your attention to the bare truth of
the sensations of this moment. This is called insight meditation, which is designed to produce
a form of knowledge or wisdom that can transform and free us from our core perceptual misin-
terpretations of sensate reality.

Sounds simple, and while it is simple, it's not easy in practice. There are many types of
insight that we may derive from experiencing the world. Usually, we might think of training
in wisdom as having to do with conventional issues like how to live our lives. In this sense, we
might just try to be wiser. Perhaps we could skillfully reflect on a personal or professional situa-
tion that went badly and see if perhaps in the future some wisdom gained from that experience
might change the way we live our life. This is an ordinary form of wisdom, and so the insights
we derive from such reflections and observations are insights into the ordinary world. Such
reflections are clearly skillful, but they can only take us so far. To really get what the Buddha
was talking about, we need to go beyond these conventional notions of wisdom and attain to
ultimate insights by engaging specifically in insight practices.

Many people try to make insight practices into an exercise that will produce both insights
into the ordinary world and ultimate insights. There are numerous traditions that specifi-
cally advocate for this sort of practice that attempts to work on both fronts simultaneously.
However, I have concluded that we should not count on ultimate teachings to illuminate or
resolve our relative issues or vice versa. Therefore, it is extremely important not only to practice
all three trainings, but also not to conflate the relative and ultimate wisdom teachings. Failure
to do so causes endless problems and makes progress more difficult. Thus, I will revisit this
topic throughout this work, doing my best to clearly differentiate those practices that produce
ordinary wisdom from those that fall within the third training and lead to awakened perceptual
transformations that are distinct from our relative insights.

A brief note of caution here: occasionally, when people begin to get into spirituality, they may
get a bit fascinated with it and may forget some of the crucial relative wisdom, otherwise known
as common sense, that they may have learned from before. Caught up in “ultimate wisdom”
and their “spiritual quest”, they can sometimes abandon conventional wisdom or discernment
and other aspects of their “former life” to a degree that may not be particularly skillful. They
falsely imagine that by training in insight they have mastered or gone beyond the training in
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or need for morality. We awaken to the actual truth of our life in all its conventional aspects, so
make sure that yours is a life you want to wake up to.

In summary, by seeing deeply into the truth of our own experience, profound and beneficial
transformations of consciousness are possible. You guessed it—we're talking about awakening,
nirvana, nibbana, the unconditioned, and all of that. The arising of this understanding is the
primary focus of this book. There are many fascinating insights that typically occur even before
awakening. Again, there are no magic formulae for producing ultimate insights, except for the
three characteristics ...



5. THE THREE CHARACTERISTICS

he three characteristics of impermanence, dissatisfactoriness, and no-self are so central to

the Buddha'’s teachings that it is almost inconceivable how little attention the majority of
“insight” meditators give them. I cannot possibly overstate the usefulness of trying again and
again to really discern these three qualities of all experience. They are the stuff from which ulti-
mate insight at all stages comes, pure and simple. Every single time I say, “Understand the true
nature of things,” what I mean is, “Directly perceive the three characteristics.” To perceive them
thoroughly and directly is to be awakened.

Somehow this exceedingly important message doesn’t typically seem to get through to
insight meditators, so they spend much time doing anything but looking precisely, moment to
moment, into the three characteristics. They may be thinking about something, lost in the stories
and tape loops of the mind, trying to work out their stuff, philosophizing, trying to quiet the
mind, or who knows what, and this can go on retreat after retreat, year after year, decade after
decade, and of course they wonder why they don’t have any insight yet. This is a tragedy of
monumental proportions, but you do not have to be part of it! You can be one of those insight
meditators who knows what to do, does it, and finally gets it in the truest sense.

The big message here is: drop the stories. Find a physical object like the breath, the body,
pain, or pleasure, some feeling of resistance you may be experiencing, etc., and train yourself to
perceive the three characteristics precisely and consistently. Drop to the level of bare sensations.
This is vipassana, insight meditation, the way of the Buddhas. All the “opening to it”, “just
being with it”, “letting it go”, and so on are quite important, as we will see later, but insight
meditators must—I repeat, must—look into the following:

IMPERMANENCE

All experienced phenomena, whether physical or mental, inner or outer, are impermanent. This
is one of the most fundamental teachings of the Buddha and the second-to-last sentence he
uttered before he died:
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All phenomena are impermanent! Work out your salvation with diligence!

In his last words, he said everything you need to know to do insight practices. Things come
and go. Nothing lasts for even a microsecond. Absolute transience is truly the actual nature of
experiential reality.

What do I mean by “experiential reality”? I mean the universe of sensations that you directly
experience. There are many gold standards for reality. However, when doing insight practices,
the only useful gold standard for reality is your own sensate experience. From the conventional
perspective, things are usually believed to exist even when you no longer experience them
directly, and are thus inferred to exist with only circumstantial evidence to be relatively stable
entities. Predictability is confused with continuity of existence. For our day-to-day lives, this
assumption is functional and adequate.

For example, you could close your eyes, put down this book or device, and then pick it up
again where you left it without opening your eyes. From a pragmatic point of view, this book was
where you left it even when you were not directly experiencing it. However, when doing insight
practices, it just happens to be much more useful to assume that things are only there when you
experience them and not when you don’t. Thus, the gold standard for reality when doing insight
practices is the sensations that make up your reality in that instant. Sensations that are not there
at that time are not presumed to exist, and thus only sensations arising in that instant do exist,
with “exist” clearly being a problematic term, given how transient sensations are.

In short, most of what you assume as making up your universe doesn’t exist most of the time,
from a purely sensate point of view. This is exactly, precisely, and specifically the point. Know-
ing this directly leads to freedom.

For you philosophers in the crowd, this is basically British empiricism taken to its logical
extreme and then hardwired through repeated practice. I think the great Scot, David Hume,
would have loved the assumptions of insight practices. I am in no mood to debate questions
of ontology, but, for the specific task of progressing in insight practice, this empirical extreme
simply works. Thus, I view empiricism through a utilitarian lens and recommend you do like-
wise when doing insight practices: accept that things you do not experience directly do not exist
in that moment. When doing basically everything else, accept they probably do. Those sets of
assumptions lead to better outcomes, and better outcomes are my primary objective.

Regarding impermanence, it is wise to reflect on our own mortality, a common reflection in
many Buddhist traditions, for it is useful and true. This is a reflection on ordinary reality and
thus an aspect of training in morality that is commonly used to develop motivation to train
in insight. I gained some dharmic benefits and relative insights from the one hundred and
sixty hours we spend in medical school dissecting a corpse down to shreds. However, when
practicing insight meditation, it is far better to perceive one sensation arise and pass away.
What do I mean by this? I mean that sensations arise out of nothing, do their thing, and van-
ish utterly. Gone. Entirely gone. Then the next sensation arises, does its thing, and disappears
completely. “That’s the stuff of modern physics,” we might say. “What does that have to do
with practice?”

It has everything to do with practice! We can experience this, because the first set of vibra-
tions we have access to isn’t actually that fast. Vibrations. That’s right, vibrations. That’s what
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this first characteristic means: that sensate reality vibrates, pulses, appears as discrete particles,
is like TV snow, the frames of a movie, a shower of vanishing flower petals, or however you
want to say it.

Some people can get all into complex wave or particle models here, but do yourself a favor
and don't. Just examine your actual experience, especially something nice and physical like the
motion and sensations of the breath in the abdomen, the sensations of the tips of the fingers,
the lips, the bridge of the nose, beneath the nose and above the lip, or the subtle tingling on the
scalp and so on. Instant by instant, try to know when the actual physical sensations are there
and when they are not. It turns out they are not there a good bit of the time, and even when they
are, they are changing constantly.

We are typically quite sloppy about distinguishing between physical and mental sensations
(memories, mental images, and mental impressions of other physical or mental sensations).
These two kinds of sensations alternate, one arising and passing and then the other arising
and passing, in a quick but perceptible fashion. Being clear about exactly when the physical
sensations are present will begin to clarify their slippery counterparts—flickering mental
impressions—that help co-create the illusion of continuity, stability, or solidity.

Immediately after a physical sensation arises and passes is a discrete pulse of reality that
is the mental knowing of that physical sensation, here referred to as “mental consciousness”
(as contrasted with the problematic concept of “awareness” in Part Five). By physical sensa-
tions I mean the five senses of seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching, and I guess
you could add some proprioceptive, other extended sensate abilities and perhaps a few others,
but for traditional purposes, let’s stick to these five. This habit of creating a mental impression
following any of the physical sensations is the standard way the mind operates on phenomena
that are no longer actually there, even mental sensations such as seemingly auditory thoughts,
that is, mental talk (our inner “voice”), intentions, and mental images. It is like an echo, a reso-
nance. The mind forms a general impression of the object, and that is what we can think about,
remember, and process. Then there may be a thought or an image that arises and passes, and
then, if the mind is stable, another physical pulse.

Since I just used this dangerous term “mind”, I should quickly mention that it cannot be
located. I'm certainly not talking about the brain, which we have never experienced, since the
standard for insight practices is what we can directly experience. As an old Zen monk once said
to a group of us in his extremely thick Japanese accent, “Some people say there is mind. I say
there is no mind, but never mind! Heh, heh, heh!”

However, I will use this dangerous term “mind” often, or even worse “our mind”, but just
remember when you read it that I have no choice but to use conventional language, and that in
fact there are only utterly transient mental sensations. Truly, there is no stable, unitary, discrete
entity called “mind” that can be located! By doing insight practices, we can fully understand
and appreciate this. If you can do this, we'll get along just fine.

Each one of these sensations (the physical sensation and the mental impression) arises and
vanishes completely before another begins, so it is possible to sort out which is which with
relatively stable attention dedicated to consistent precision and to not being lost in stories. This
means that the instant you have experienced something, you can know that it isn’t there any-
more, and whatever is there is a new sensation that will be gone in an instant. There are typically
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many other momentary sensations and impressions interspersed with these, but for the sake of
practice, this is close enough to what is happening to be a good working model.

Engage with the preceding paragraphs. They are the basis of great insight practice. Given that
you now know that sensations are vibrating, pulsing in and out of reality, and that, for the sake
of practice, every sensation is followed directly by a mental impression, you now know exactly
what you are looking for. You have a clear standard. If you are not experiencing it, then stabilize
the mind further, and develop more clarity about exactly when and where there are physical
sensations. Spend time with this, as long as it takes. The whole goal is to experience momentari-
ness directly, that is, things flickering, and what those things are doesn’t matter one bit!

How freeing! Interpretation is particularly useless in insight meditation, so you don’t have
to spend time doing it when you are on the cushion. Throughout this book, I recommend
reflecting on spiritual teachings and how to bring them to bear on life when off the cushion.
Thoughts, even supposedly good ones, are just too slippery and seductive most of the time,
even for advanced meditators, though if you can avoid getting lost in their content they are as
valid a stream of sensate objects for insight practices as any other. When doing insight practices,
try to limit yourself to no more than a few minutes of skillful reflection per hour of meditation.
This should be more than enough. There are simply no substitutes for this sort of momentum in
practice. If you can get that reflection down to no minutes at all, so much the better.

How fast are things vibrating? How many sensations arise and vanish each second? This is
exactly what you are trying to experience, but some very general guidelines can provide faith
that it can be done and perhaps point the way as well. Begin by assuming we are initially talking
about one to ten times per second. This is not actually that fast. Try tapping five to ten times
per second on a table or something. It might take two hands, but it’s doable, isn’t it? You could
experience that, couldn’t you? That'’s the spirit!

Not good at counting beats per second? Here’s a quick trick. If you count, “one, one-
thousand”, at a steady pace, that is about one second per “one, one-thousand”. Notice that it
has four syllables. So, you are counting at four syllables per second, or 4 Hertz (Hz), which is
the unit of occurrences per second. If you tapped your hand each time you said or thought a syl-
lable, that would be four taps per second. Try it! Count “one, one thousand” and tap with each
syllable. So, you now know you can experience at least eight things in a second! You experi-
enced the four syllables and the four taps that went along with them. You probably experienced
all sorts of other things also, like sights, sounds, other physical sensations, and a lot more during
that one second. Yay! That is insight practice. You are already up to at least eight sensations per
second. Yay, you!

Let’s say you tapped twice per syllable. That would already be up to at least twelve things
you perceived in a second, the four syllables and the eight taps. That actually isn’t that hard to
do. You are already fast enough to really bust out some insight practices. Great job! Investigate
reality that fast and you will learn some seriously cool things. Add in noticing the intentions to
tap each of those taps and the mental impressions of all of the sensations you just experienced,
and suddenly you are rockin” it like a boss in the world of insight meditation.

There are faster and slower vibrations that may show up, some very fast (maybe up to
forty times per second or so) and some very slow (that are actually made up of faster vibra-
tions), but let’s just say that one to ten times per second can sometimes be a useful guideline
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in the beginning. Once you get the hang of it, the faster and slower vibrations are no big deal.
Alternately, depending on how you practice, conceiving of this as like a shower of raindrops,
an animated pointillist painting, or 3D TV snow might help. Reality is quite rich and complex,
and thus the frequencies of the pulses of reality can be somewhat chaotic, but they tend to
be more regular than you might expect. Also, there are not any “magic frequencies”. What-
ever frequency or pulse or whatever you are experiencing at that moment is the truth of that
moment. However, in the beginning you should go for faster vibrations over slower ones and
then later try for broader and more inclusive ones over those that are narrower.

Don’t worry if things look or feel solid sometimes. Just be with the solidity clearly and pre-
cisely, but not too tightly, and that pattern of sensations that implies solidity can start to reveal
its impermanence. Be aware of each exact moment in which you experience solidity and its
beginning and ending. Remember that each experience of solidity is a discrete, impermanent
sensation. Also, some people find things like counting frequencies and using numbers totally
annoying, so, if you are one of those, just ignore those parts, as direct experience is the key
regardless of whether you can count beats well. Still, the general concept that you are looking
for something changing moderately fast but still quite manageable is key. “Let it go,” as those
kooky Buddhists sometimes say.

Many people begin practicing and really want to solidify something like the breath so that
they can finally pay attention to it. They become frustrated when they have a hard time finding
the breath or their body. The reason they can’t find these is not that they are a bad meditator
but that they are having direct insight into how things actually are! Unfortunately, overempha-
sizing the theory and concepts of concentration practice, which aims to perceive the meditation
object as more solid and stable, creates much needless frustration for the insight practitioner
who doesn’t know better. You should now be able to avoid a lot of that frustration and begin to
appreciate why knowing some theory about the difference between insight and concentration
practices is helpful.

It is also worth noting here that the frequency or rate of vibrations may change often, either
getting faster or slower, and that it is worth trying to perceive clearly the beginning and ending
of each vibration or pulse of reality. These are actually at least two different sensations! It is also
useful to check out exactly what happens at the bottom, middle, and top of the breath if you
are using the breath as an object, and to examine if the frequency remains stable or changes in
each phase of the breath. Finding the exact end of the out-breath is a commonly used exercise of
great profundity once mastered. Never assume that what you have understood is a final, fixed
answer. Be alert. Explore carefully and precisely with openness and acceptance. This is the door
to understanding.

One last thing about vibrations: exploring vibrations can be a lot like any other sport. We can
think of it the same way as we would of surfing or playing tennis, and this playful game-like
attitude can help a lot. “We're out to bust some vibrations!” as Kenneth enthusiastically put it.
You don’t know quite what the next return or wave is going to be like, so pay attention, keep
the mind on the pulse of the sensations of your world just as you would on the wave or ball,
and keep playing!

I highly recommend this sort of speed in practice not only because that is how fast we must
perceive reality to awaken, but also because trying to experience one to ten sensations per
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second is challenging and engaging. Because it is challenging and engaging, we will be less
prone to getting lost in thoughts rather than doing insight practices. Our minds have the power
to perceive things extremely quickly, and we actually use this power all the time to do such
things as read this book. If you don’t use that massive resolving power, you are likely to quickly
get really bored and wander off to something more interesting. You can probably read many
words per second. If you can do this, you can certainly do insight practices.

If you can perceive one sensation per second, try for two. If you can perceive two unique sen-
sations per second, try to perceive four. Keep increasing your perceptual threshold in this way
until the illusion of continuity shatters. In short, when doing insight practices, constantly work to
perceive sensations arise and pass as quickly and accurately as you possibly can. With the spirit of a race
car driver who is constantly aware of how fast the car can go and still stay on the track, stay on
the cutting edge of your ability to see the impermanence of sensations quickly and accurately.

I will relate four of the many little exercises that I have found useful for jump-starting and
developing insight into impermanence. They will demonstrate how we can be creative in explor-
ing our reality precisely, but please don’t think of them in some dogmatic way. These objects
and postures are not that important, but understanding impermanence directly is.

In one of these exercises, I sit quietly in a quiet place, close my eyes, put my right hand on my
right knee, my left hand on my left knee, and concentrate just on my two index fingers. Basic
dharma theory tells me that it is not possible to perceive both fingers simultaneously; so, with
this knowledge, I try to see in each instant which one of the two fingers” physical sensations
are being perceived at any given moment. Once the mind has sped up a bit and become more
stable, I try to perceive the arising and passing of each of these sensations. I may do this for half
an hour or an hour, just staying with the sensations in my two fingers and perceiving when each
sensation is and is not there.

This might sound like a lot of work, and it can be until the mind settles into it. It requires
the concentration of a fast sport like table tennis. This is such an engaging exercise and requires
such precision, making it hard to get lost in thought if I am really applying myself. I have found
this to be a very useful practice for developing momentary concentration and debunking the
illusion of continuity. You can pick any two aspects of your experience for this exercise, be they
physical or mental. I generally use my fingers only because through experimentation I have
found that it is easy for me to perceive the sensations that make them up.

In another, related exercise, I do the same sort of thing, sit quietly in a quiet place with eyes
closed, but instead I concentrate on the sensations of the front and back of my head. With the
knowledge that the illusion of a separate perceiver is partially supported by one impermanent
sensation incorrectly seeming to perceive another impermanent sensation which it follows,
such as the sensations in the back of the head incorrectly seeming to perceive the sensations of
the front of the head, I try to be really clear about these sensations and when they are and are
not there. I try to be clear if the sensations in the head are from the front or the back of the head
in each instant, and then try to experience clearly the beginning and ending of each individual
sensation. You can also do this with the sides of the head, as well as the sensations that seem to
be in the middle of your head.

This practice also requires a table tennis-like precision. Half an hour to an hour of this can
be quite a workout until the mind speeds up and becomes more stable, but this sort of effort
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pays off. As I mentioned above, when I am engaged with this practice, there is little room to be
lost in thought. I have also found this a very useful practice for developing concentration and
for debunking the illusions of continuity and of a separate self (more on that later). A few have
reported that this exercise makes them nauseated or dizzy, which may come from applying
too much effort and not gently allowing these sensations to just reveal themselves easily and
naturally. If that happens to you, be gentle and let the sensations of the front and back of the
head show themselves to you naturally.

In another exercise, which is quite common to many meditation traditions, I sit quietly in a
quiet place, close my eyes, and bring my attention to the breath. More than just concentrating
on it,  know that the sensations that make up the concept “breath” are each impermanent, last-
ing only an instant. With this knowledge, I try to see how many individual times in each part
of the breath I can perceive the sensations that make up the breath. During the in-breath I try to
experience it as many times as possible, and try to be precise about exactly when the in-breath
begins and ends.

More than this, I try to perceive exactly and precisely when each sensation of motion or
physicality of the breath arises and passes. I then do the same for the out-breath, paying par-
ticular attention to the exact end of the out-breath and then the beginning of the new in-breath.
I don’t worry about how I am breathing because it is not the quality of the breath that I am
concerned with or even what the sensations are, but one aspect of the ultimate nature of these
sensations: their impermanence, their arising and passing away.

I also don’t care much about exactly where I am experiencing the breath, as the breath is
experienced in many places from nose to back to pelvis. Some traditions get particularly picky
about where you notice the breath, so if you want to give one of those a try, don’t let my bias
towards finding it wherever it is hold you back. When I am fully engaged with bending the
mind to this exercise of following the many rich and varying sensations of breathing, there is
little room to be lost in thought. I have found this to be a very useful practice for developing
moment-to-moment concentration and penetrating the illusion of continuity.

In the last exercise, I take on thoughts directly. I know that the sensations that make up
thoughts can reveal the truth of the three characteristics, so I have no fear of them; instead,
I regard them as more glorious opportunities for gaining insight. Again, sitting quietly in a
quiet place with eyes closed, I turn the mind to the thought-stream. However, rather than
paying attention to the content as I usually do, I pay attention to the ultimate nature of the
numerous sensations that make up thoughts: impermanence. I may even make the thoughts,
which are typically occurring in the general region of my head, more and more intense just to
get a good look at them.

It is essential to try to perceive how you experience thoughts at a sensate level, otherwise you
will likely flounder in their content. What do thoughts feel like? Where do they occur? How big
are they? What do they look like, smell like, taste like, sound like, feel like? How long do they
last? Where are their edges? Only take on this practice if you are willing to try to work at the
level of trying to discern what thoughts actually are rather than what they mean, represent, or
imply. If we begin to explore carefully, we will realize that thoughts are made of many types of
sensations, sounds, sights, physical feelings, even tastes and smells, but they will often, though
not always, be associated with one predominant sense door.
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If my thoughts are more auditory, as in inner talk, I begin by trying to perceive each syllable
of the current thought and then each syllable’s beginning and ending. If they are visual, as in
mental images, I try to perceive every instant in which a mental image presents itself. If they
seem physical, such as the memory of a movement or bodily sensation, I try to perceive exactly
how long each little sensation of this memory lasts.

This sort of investigation can be fairly easy to do and yet is quite powerful. Things can also
get odd quickly when doing this practice, but I don’t worry about that. Sometimes thoughts
can begin to sound like the auditory strobing section of the song “Crimson and Clover”, where
it sounds like they are standing at a spinning microphone. Sometimes the images that arise
internally can begin to flash and flicker. Sometimes our very sense of attention can begin to
strobe. This is the point! The sensations that imply a mind and mental processes are discontinu-
ous and fleeting.

Again, this practice requires steadiness and determination, as well as precision. There is no
time to be lost in the content of the thoughts, as I am trying too hard to be clear about the
beginning and ending of each little flicker, squawk, and pulse that makes up a thought. This can
be an especially fun practice when difficult thoughts, thoughts that have sticky or emotionally
heavy content for me, are distracting from a physical sensation. I can turn on them, break them
down into meaningless little blips, little vibrations of suchness, and then they don’t have the
power to cause me any trouble. They just scatter like confetti. They are seen as they are: small,
quick, and harmless. They have a message to convey, but then they are gone.

When I am done with this exercise, I return to physical objects and their arising and pass-
ing. However, I have found taking on the sensations that make up thoughts to be another very
useful exercise for developing momentary concentration and penetrating the illusion of con-
tinuity. It doesn’t matter if they are “good thoughts” or “bad thoughts”, as all mental sensa-
tions are also dripping with ultimate truth that is just waiting to be discovered, and thus I can
proceed in my investigation with confidence regardless of what arises. Whether our illusions
are penetrated using physical sensations or mental sensations is completely irrelevant, but
from another point of view it is really good to be skilled at doing both, which comes with
practice.

Hopefully these exercises will give you some idea about how we might practice understand-
ing impermanence. Impermanence is a quality whose clear perception leads to wisdom, so just
understanding this again and again can be enough to drum it into our thick heads, debunk the
illusion of continuity, and once this is drummed into our thick heads we are freer.

This can be a subtle business, so be patient and persevere. Remember all three trainings of
morality, concentration, and wisdom. Following flickering sensations and understanding the
other two characteristics of suffering and no-self that they manifest can be a powerful and direct
cause for deep insights and awakenings.

For five years of my practice I was mostly a “one technique freak”, and that technique was
noticing how sensations flicker. I would do it as often as I could, that is, whenever I didn’t have
to be doing something that required concentration on the specifics of my life. I would be riding
an elevator, just trying to see when I could feel each foot, or lying down to sleep and noticing
how many times I could experience the sensations of my breath in each second. I also tried to
notice this aspect of things for every single sensation that occurred during my formal practice.
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I used lots of objects, usually those that were presenting strongly at that time, and would use
some variations on the above techniques as well as some others to keep me from getting stuck
that I will mention shortly, but the aspect of my world that I tried to notice, things flickering,
was nearly always the same. I found that by making a commitment to understanding one of
the fundamentals of insight practices, I made quick progress and gained the insights I was
looking for.

DISSATISFACTORINESS

The next characteristic is dissatisfactoriness, misery, or suffering. Various translators and
scholars debate the best way to translate the Pali word dukkha, which is the word that I am ren-
dering here as “dissatisfactoriness”. I will sometimes translate it as “suffering” and other ways.
Other translators and authors also use terms such as “misery”, “unsatisfactoriness”, “stress”,
and “anxiety”. I don’t think that we really have a perfect English word that can capture its
nuances, which is why there are various opinions about how we should translate it. Such dis-
cussions can become too academic for me, as what I care most about is practice, and in practice
dukkha is right there in your immediate experience to be understood.

There are two major aspects to the Buddha'’s teaching on dukkha, the first and most famous
being the implications of having been born, which entails issues of having a body, and the ordi-
nary facts of physical pain, sickness, aging, and death, as well as interpersonal conflicts, personal
losses, fears, sorrows, grief, lamentation, and the like. These unfortunate aspects of having been
born are clearly of great significance throughout our brief lives. However, the second aspect
of dukkha is the key for insight practices, and that is the inherent painful tension that comes
because we take the sensate data coming in and misinterpret those sensations in a way that
causes us to habitually create the illusion of a permanent, separate, independently functioning
(acausal), localized self. This mode of perceiving experience is more painful than the other way
that sensate reality can be perceived, in which sensate data imply the exact reverse: that there
is naturally occurring, causal, self-perceiving, immediate transience. Insight practices can show
us this other, less painful way of perceiving reality, and eventually hardwire it into our systems
so that we don’t go back to the more painful way which involves the dukkha created by this
misperception.

Dukkha sounds grim or pessimistic, and perhaps deservedly so in a sense, but it is also
a powerful statement that our moment-to-moment separate self experience cannot, does not,
and will never provide lasting satisfaction. Why? One reason is that everything is momentary.
Nothing lasts, meaning that you can experience everything that you normally think of as a solid
world arising and passing instant by instant. So, what could last for even the blink of an eye to
satisfy? Nothing!

The point is not to be a gloomy, pessimistic, or nihilistic cynic. This sort of attitude will not
help on the insight front. What does help is an understanding of something in our relationship to
all things. There is no thought, mind state, or thing that provides lasting satisfaction. This is
not to say that conventional day-to-day wisdom, such as taking care of ourselves and others,
is not important—it very much is. Remember that awakening is not a thing or a mind state or
a thought, it is an understanding of perspective without some separate entity that perceives.



30 MASTERING THE CORE TEACHINGS OF THE BUDDHA

Honesty about the truth of suffering is a relief; it’s a relief not to pretend away this shared and
universal condition. It can validate the actual experience of our lives and give us the strength
to look into the aspects of life we typically try to ignore, deny, and avoid. Even some deep and
useful insights can be distinctly unpleasant, contrary to popular belief!"

There is more to this second characteristic, and it relates to the third characteristic of no-self.
We are caught up in this bizarre habit of assuming that there is a boss controller entity called
“1”. Yet the definition of this seemingly permanent thing must keep constantly changing to
maintain the illusion in an impermanent reality. This takes up a lot of mental time and energy
and is continually frustrating to the mind, as it takes so much constant work and effort. It is also
mentally painful. This process is called “ignorance”, that is, the illusion of an “I” which assumes
that everything else not conceived as such is “not 1”.

This is the illusion of duality, and the illusion of duality is inherently painful. There is just
something disconcerting about the way the mind must hold itself and the information it must
work to ignore or deny to maintain the sense that there is a permanent and continuous self.
Maintaining it is painful, and its consequences for reactive mind states are also painful. It is a
subtle, chronic pain, like a vague nausea, like a mild headache. It is a distortion of perspective
that we have grown so used to or embedded within that we hardly ever notice it. The suffering
caused by continually trying to prop up the illusion of duality is “fundamental suffering”. This
definition of suffering or dissatisfactoriness is the one that is most useful for insight practices.

To detect this quality of reality moment to moment can be hard to do, not because dissatis-
factoriness is so hard to find (it has been said to be the easiest of the three characteristics to tune
in to), but because it takes a certain amount of courage and honesty. Yet it is so well worth it.
If we finally wake up to this painful background quality we will effortlessly let it go, drop it like
a hot coal that we have realized we were holding. It really works like that, and letting go in this
way means being free of it.

Investigate your experience and see if you can be open to that fundamental, story-free,
drama-free aspect of your bare experience that is unsettling, unpleasant, miserable, or dissat-
isfactory. It can be found to some degree in every instant regardless of whether that instant is
pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, a fact that many initially find surprising, but, as practice goes
on, becomes more and more obvious. Once you have some mental stability, you can even exam-
ine the bare experience of the sensations that make up the stories that spin in your mind and see
how unsatisfactory and unsettling it is to try to pretend they are a self or the property of some
imagined self. If we continue to habituate ourselves to this understanding moment to moment
we may get it into our thick heads and finally awaken.

This misperception of reality, called ignorance, then leads to the mind inclining towards
pleasant sensations (“attraction”), away from negative ones (“aversion”), and regularly tuning
out in general (another meaning of the word “ignorance”). These three basic types of reactions
are generally known as the kilesas in Pali (kleshas in Sanskrit), or, somewhat dramatically, the
three defilements, corruptions, or mental poisons. In terms of relative reality, they can manifest
in various emotional “flavors” of greed, hatred, and delusion. More formally, and following
the classification found in the Abhidhamma, we find ten or fourteen kilesas emphasized as being

!See The Antidote: Happiness for People Who Can’t Stand Positive Thinking, by Oliver Burkeman.
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the most dangerous for us, with a more complete list being: greed, wrong view, delusion, hatred,
doubt, conceit, restlessness, sloth, worry, torpor, shamelessness, fearlessness (of wrongdoing),
envy, and avarice.? This list bears a remarkable resemblance to the Seven Deadly Sins listed
by Pope Gregory I (and later Dante) as lust, gluttony, avarice, sloth, wrath, envy, and pride.
However, the more fundamental, non-story-based and even non-emotion-based sensations of
attraction, aversion, and ignorance can be found to some degree in every instant, regardless of
whether that instant is overtly pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, and regardless of the presence
of or lack of the states of mind listed as defilements.

My favorite exercise for examining dukkha is to sit quietly in a quiet place with eyes
closed and examine the physical sensations that make up any sort of desire, be it desire to get
something (attraction), get away from something (aversion), or just check out or go to sleep
(ignorance). At a rate of one to ten times per second, try to experience exactly how you know
that you wish to do something other than simply face your current experience as it is. Moment
to moment, try to discern every little uncomfortable shift, urge, impulse, and tension that prods
your mind into fantasizing about the past or future or stopping the meditation entirely.

For that meditation period, they become my prey and nourishment, opportunities to under-
stand something extraordinary about reality, and so I do my very best to let none of them arise
and pass without clearly perceiving and acknowledging the basic sense of dissatisfaction in
relation to them. So, for that period try to:

* turn on sensations of the desire to get results

¢ turn on the pain and unsettling sensations that make the mind shrink, reject, or contract

¢ turn on the boredom that is usually aversion to suffering in disguise

* turn on the sensations of restlessness that try to get you to stop meditating and do some-
thing, anything, else

* turn on anything with fear or judgment

* turn on any sensation that smacks of grandiosity or self-loathing

e turn on the things that typically derail meditation and make them into meditation objects

¢ turn on the sensations related to thinking about your meditation, which is generally
aversion or attraction disguised by intellectual analysis. While there is value in meta-
cognitive awareness, there is also great value in investigating the sensations that make up
meta-cognitive awareness.

A half-hour to an hour of this sort of consistent investigation of dissatisfactoriness is also
quite a workout, particularly as we spend most of our lives doing anything but looking at these
sensations to gain insight from them. However, I have found that this kind of investigation pays
off in ways I could never have imagined. Later, I will explain a stage called “the Knowledges of
Suffering”, aka “the Dark Night”. If you find yourself having trouble with that phase of prac-
tice, come back here and try this exercise, as it can turn the tables on something that otherwise
might turn the tables on you.

2See A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma, p. 270, table 7.1.
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Exploring dissatisfactoriness may not sound as concrete as the first characteristic of momen-
tariness or impermanence, but I assure you, it is. Even the most pleasant sensations have a
tinge of misery to them, not only because they end, but also due to the strange way we hold
our minds to create a sense of a stable self in a changing world, so look for it at the level of bare
experience. Physical pain is a gold mine for this. I am absolutely not advocating cultivating or
inducing pain, as there is already enough there. Just knowing in each instant how you know
that pain is dissatisfactory and miserable can be profound practice. Don't settle for just the
knee jerk reaction, “of course pain is miserable!” Know exactly how you know this to be true in
each moment, and don’t get lost in stories or interpretations about it. This is bare reality we're
talking about. Just be with it, engage with it, and know it at a very simple and straightforward
sensate level.

NO-SELF

The last and perhaps most misunderstood of the three characteristics is “no-self”. The original
Pali term, anatta, means literally “not-self”. This same term is also rendered by other authors
in other ways, some of which can be extremely problematic, such as egolessness, a terribly
problematic term, since ego as understood in the Western psychological sense is not the referent
of the conception of “self” targeted in Buddhism. Another problematic rendering of this term
is “emptiness”. Emptiness, for all its mysterious-sounding connotations, means that reality is
empty of, devoid of, or lacking a permanent, separate, independent, acausal, autonomous self.
It doesn’t mean that reality is not there, but that reality is not there in the way it may appear
to us to be. Solidity and permanence are mistaken perceptions. That the “watcher” (whatever
seems to be observing things, aka the “perceiving subject”) is a thing separable and indepen-
dent from what is perceived is mistaken. However, all of this is not merely an illusion, though
how the “watcher” is perceived and how sensate experience is interpreted initially is clearly
delusional, as good practice eventually may reveal.

Sure, all experience is utterly transient and ephemeral, but that is not quite the same as say-
ing that everything is an illusion. There is a habit of reading just a bit too much into things
and mistakenly concluding that all of this means that there is some separate, permanent “me”.
Reality is fine just as it is and always has been, but there is a deeper understanding of it that is
called for.

Let’s talk a little bit about this concept and how the illusion of a self is created in the first place
before we talk about how to apply this powerful and profound concept of no-self in simple
ways in practice. Some theory is indispensable for the practice, as all of it can be understood
directly once we have some stability of mind and some direct insight into what is mind and
what is body, and when each is or is not there.

We have this notion that there really is a permanent or autonomous “I”. We might say, “Hello,
Iam ...” and be quite convinced that we are talking about a permanent, separate thing that can
be found. However, if we are just a bit more sophisticated we might ask, “What is this ‘I which
Iam sure is ‘me’?” We have grown so habituated to the fact of its definition changing all the time
that we hardly notice it, but the point of insight practice is to notice that, and to see just what it
is that we are calling “I” in each moment.
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We may begin with the obvious assumption: I am my body. This sounds nice until I say some-
thing like “my body”. Suppose someone points to my toenails. Are they “me”? It might seem
that way until I clip them, and then, parts of them being no longer there, are no longer “me”.
Likewise, say you cut off your finger. If you are your body, “you” would cease to be if you cut
your finger off, but this is not the case. So, we cannot say that this “I” we fabricate is equivalent
to the body.

Is the body of the present moment the same as the body at the time of my birth? If it were,
wouldn’t we look the same now as we did then? It isn’t even made up of the same cells, and yet
it seems to us to be a permanent thing. Look more closely, at the sensate level, and you will see
that the body changes moment to moment. At the level of actual experience, all that is found is
flickering stuff. So, momentariness, or impermanence, is closely related to no-self, but there is
more to no-self than that.

Perhaps thoughts are the “I”. They may seem more like the true “I” than the body. But thoughts
come and go too, don’t they? So, when thoughts disappear why would “I” not also disappear
at that time? Are thoughts something solid enough to assume that they are an “I”? Look closely
and you will see that they are not. But again, no-self is more profound even than this.

Perhaps our emotions are the “I”. Emotions, like anger or joy, really feel like they are “me”,
like they are “mine”, like they are central to “my” sense of identity. The simple fact that some-
times they seem like an “I” and at other times feel like “mine”, the possession of something
different from those emotions, is itself a major clue. That emotions come and go is another
clue. Emotions are not stable or unchanging for even one second. They are based on a complex
pattern of images, bodily sensations, and other thoughts, patterns we can get familiar with
through repeated, systematic investigation. With careful examination, we realize that the many
sensations that make up emotions, while powerful and seemingly important, cannot constitute
a true, unchanging self.

There also seems to be something frequently called “the watcher”, or “witness”, which seems
to be observing all this, and perhaps this watcher is really the “I” in question. Strangely, the
watcher cannot be found, can it? It seems to sometimes be our eyes, but sometimes not, or it
seems to be images in our head or something that is separate from them and yet watching the
images in our head. Sometimes it seems to be our body, but sometimes it seems to be watching
our body.

Isn’t it strange how we are so used to this constant redefining of ourselves that we never stop
to question it? So question it! This odd sense of an unfindable watcher to which all of this is
happening yet which is seemingly separate from what is happening, which sometimes seems in
control of “me” and yet which sometimes seems at the mercy of reality—what is it really? What
is going on here?

One of my teachers wisely said, “If you are observing it, then by definition it isn't you.”
Notice that all of what we call “reality” seems to be something we can observe. The hints don’t
get any better than this. Here are some more points of theory that are very useful for insight
practices and our attempts to understand what no-self means:

® There are absolutely no sensations that can observe other sensations. (Notice that your
experiential reality is made up entirely of sensations.)
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e There are no special sensations that are uniquely in control of other sensations.
e There are no sensations that are fundamentally split off or separable from other sensations
occurring at that moment.

To begin to unravel this mystery through the development of better perceptual skills is to
begin to awaken. Simply put, reality with a sense of a separate watcher is delusion, and reality
just as it is, is awakening. With systematic debunking through insight practices of the illusion
of some sense of a permanent, separate, independently existing self, we learn to perceive things
as they are naturally.

This sort of turning our attention back to what we think of as “us” might be strange at first,
awkward, seemingly vague, or nebulous. It can seem like we can’t retrain our minds to perceive
things in a totally different way, to come to different conclusions based on the same data. It may
seem like there is no end to our identifications with body, thoughts, emotions (and a whole
host of external things such as achievements, possessions, etc.) as “self”; no limit to the tricks
this process of identification can throw at us, but the tricks have their limits and there are only
so many categories of sensations. When we get good at perceiving them all as they are, includ-
ing everything that typically seems to be on “this side”, the whole thing can flip around, and
suddenly all the sensations that seemed to be a “self” or property of that “self” are perceived as
just sensations—natural, causal, transient—and not a self or permanent thing at all. In fact, they
never were, and this can be clearly perceived by skilled practitioners.

It is in some ways very much like the classic drawing by William Ely Hill that can be viewed
two ways, either as a young woman or as an old woman. Whichever you see first tends to stick
in your mind and then it can be tricky to see the other one until someone points out the features
that make up the other face, and then suddenly you see the same set of lines in a totally differ-
ent way. Insight practices create effects very much like that: same sensations, totally different
implications.

There is a crucial point here that I would like to draw your attention to: people often use
the truth of no-self to rationalize all sorts of strange and maladaptive behaviors because they
misunderstand it as justifying a nihilistic perspective: “It’s all illusion anyway,” or, “I don’t
even ultimately or truly exist so why bother?” It absolutely is not all merely illusion, and since
we do exist conventionally, and conventional causality functions, “bothering” is a really good
idea. The illusions are in how we misconceive and misperceive phenomena versus how they
actually exist.

It’s not that the constellation labeled “me”, or “you”, a grouping of physical and mental
components, does not exist and function in some ordinary sense. It's that none of those com-
ponents exist independently or acausally, which is how ignorance conceives of them. Ultimate
unfindability of the components of reality in no way precludes their conventional existence!
And healthy conventional existence depends, crucially, on an excellent foundation of morality.
All of this can only be understood at the level that makes the difference by simple, clear, precise
practice, so just keep at it.

Another very important, related thing: the creation of the sense of an ultimate, permanent,
continuous, stable self is a process of identification, not a stable entity in and of itself. It is like
a bad habit, in this case a habitual misperception, but it doesn’t exist as something that can be
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found beyond a shifting pattern of mere sensations and causality. This is important, as this
bad habit can quickly co-opt the language of egolessness and come up with phrases as absurd
as: “I will destroy my ego!” But, not being a stable entity that exists to begin with, it cannot be
destroyed. By understanding our bare experience more clearly the process of identification can
stop, and by identification, I mean misperceiving various aspects of experience such as body and
thoughts as being equivalent to a “self”.

Any thoughts with “I”, “me”, “my”, and “mine” in them should be understood to be just
thoughts that come and go. They are simply qualities of manifestation, like flavors of ice cream.
It is not that chocolate is good and vanilla is bad; all flavors of experience are just flavors, and
sometimes the flavor of the moment is “1”, “me”, “mine”, and the like, and even those flavors
don’t constitute a real “I”, “me”, or “mine”. So, if those qualities arise, just notice them come
and go like everything else. They never were an “1”, “me”, or “mine” and never could be.

Just paying attention to those flavors of experience reveals that freshness, that each-one-is-
new-ness, that lack of solidity and lack of continuity. I have spent much time in practice think-
ing the thought, “1”, or “I am”, and then feeling what it felt like to think that, what sensations
arise and vanish in relation to that thought, to get a handle on what those rapid little sensa-
tions are and getting used to seeing the truth of them. I have found this very useful. Ajahn
Sumedho writes about a similar investigation in his pithy volume, Teachings of a Buddhist Monk
(pp- 70-71).

I often hear things like, “I am always identifying with things, I am always attached to
things,” with the implication that there is someone who is “bad” for “doing” this. Try to avoid
this sort of story-making, and unmindful mental spinning, but be kind to yourself if it hap-
pens. The sensations that make up these thoughts are just selfless in the best of ways. Initially
in practice, people often spend much time causing certain experiences to happen and others
to go away, but as we get better at this, we begin to learn that all qualities of experience, all
manifestation, everything we think is us and not-us, all of it is just part of the natural, causal
way the universe is happening. So, it is just this that must be perceived clearly rather than be
modified to suit preconceived notions of what should or should not happen. In this way, reality
settles into further clarity about itself, aligns with itself, comes into its own realization of what
it is and is not.

At this point you might wonder, so who or what is it that awakens? The question itself is
based on a false assumption; namely, that awakening needs to belong to a permanent or sepa-
rate something. Instead, we could say that it is all this transience that awakens. We don’t have
to sort this out all at once. We can begin with simple steps and the rest will fall into place if we
are diligent and skillful.

Now that I have made the possible seem mystical and abstruse, hopefully I will also make it
seem very doable. The big, practical trick to understanding no-self when doing insight practices
is to tune in to the fact that sensations arise on their own in a natural, causal fashion, even the
intentions to do things. This is a formal practice instruction.

This practice may sound difficult until you think about it and then perhaps it might seem so
obvious as to appear trite. But it is neither difficult nor trite, and understanding it again and
again, moment to moment, can bang the truth into us, and when we fully get it we will be free.
In fact, just letting whatever happens happen is so easy that people can quickly get bored or
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distracted, thinking there must be something more than this, but this is a key part of realizing
what is going on.

Start and perhaps remain with obvious sensations, such as physical sensations. They just
show up and check out, don’t they? Tune in to this. Allow this quality of things arising and pass-
ing on their own to show itself. Notice that whatever is observed is not “me” or “mine”. Notice
this again and again and again at a rate of one to ten times per second as before.

That is all there is to it. See, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Thoughts, the breath, and all our
experiences don’t quite seem to be in our control, do they? That’s it! Know this moment to
moment. Don’t struggle too much with reality, except to break the bad habits of being lost in
stories, poor concentration, and a lack of understanding of the three characteristics. Initially, we
may have to apply some effort to build up the meta-cognitive skills to stay with what is happen-
ing and not get lost in thought. However, as we become better meditators, we can learn to relax
into what is happening and still be present with it more naturally.

Allow vibrations to show themselves, and tune in to the sense that you don’t have to struggle
for them to arise. Reality just continues to change on its own. That’s really it. Investigate this
again and again until you get it. Notice that this applies to every sensation that you experience,
including all the core things we think are really “me”, such as effort, the sensations that make up
the process of attending itself, analysis, investigation, questioning, and the like. These are more
profound instructions than they may initially appear.

While we can direct the mind to penetrate phenomena with great precision and energy, we
can also sit quietly and allow reality to just show itself as it is. Both perspectives are important
and valuable, and being able to draw on each along the way can be very helpful. Said another
way, we can realize that reality is already showing itself, settle quietly into this moment, and be
clear and precise about it. Note well: many people will totally miss these last paragraphs and
get all into pushing with everything they have and will just keep plowing on that way like mad
bulldozers or rabid oxen, but really this is about noticing that everything shows itself on its own
naturally without any forcing on the part of anyone, so any effort finally must lead to that quiet,
easy, natural understanding.

There is an apparent paradox here relating to effort and surrender. In many ways this para-
dox is at the heart of the spiritual life. There is much advice available on this point, but in
terms of insight meditation practice I would say that if, when meditating, you can perceive the
arising and passing of phenomena clearly and consistently, that is enough effort, so allow this
to show itself naturally and surrender to it. If not, or if you are lost in stories, then some teach-
ings in subsequent chapters of this book may help. Part of your job is to figure out how gentle
you can be while still perceiving things extremely clearly. This takes fine-tuning and usually in
the beginning requires some overshooting, but remember that this efficiency and delicacy, this
subtlety, are part of your goal.

For day-to-day reality, the specifics of our experience are certainly important, but for insight
into the truth of things in meditation they largely are not. Said another way, it is neither the
object of meditation, the causes of the object of meditation, nor the significance of the object of
meditation, but the truth of the sensations that make up that “object” which must be under-
stood. Once you can distinguish what is mind and what is body, that’s for the most part enough.
So, don’t get lost in the drama and stories, but know that things come and go, they don’t satisfy,
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and they ain’t you. That is the truth. It is just that simple. If you can just not get caught up in the
content and know these simple, basic, and even obvious truths moment to moment, some other
wordless and profound understanding may arise on its own.

A useful teaching is conceptualizing reality as six sense doors: touch, taste, seeing, hearing,
smelling, and thought. It may seem odd to consider thought as a sense door, but this is much
more reasonable than the assumption that thoughts are a “me” or “mine” or in complete control.
Just treat thoughts as more sensations coming in which must be understood to be impermanent,
unsatisfactory, and not-self. In this strangely useful framework, there are not even ears, eyes,
skin, nose, tongue, or mind. There are just sensations with various qualities, some of which may
imply these different sense doors for an instant.

Bare experience is just dancing, flickering color, form, energy, and space, basically. Try to
stay close to that level when you practice, the level of the simple, direct, obvious, and literal.
But whenever you are lost in interpretation much beyond this, that ain’t insight meditation,
as much as people would like it to be. Have I said this enough? As the parole officer in Raising
Arizona said, “Okay, then.”

I realize that most people go into meditation looking for stability, happiness, and comfort in
the face of their own existence.  have just said that I have spent many years cultivating extreme
experiential instability, careful awareness of the minutiae of my suffering and the clear percep-
tion that I don’t even exist as a separate or continuous entity. Why this would be a good idea is
a very complex topic that I will try to deal with later, but I can honestly say that these practices
are without doubt the sanest thing I have ever done in my life.

One more little carrot: it is rightly said that to deeply understand any two of the character-
istics simultaneously is to understand the third, and this understanding is enough to cause
immediate first awakening.



6. THE FIvE SPIRITUAL FACULTIES

he five spiritual faculties are said to be like a cart with four wheels and a driver. If any of

the four wheels is too small, wobbly, or not in balance with the others, then the going on
the spiritual road will be rough. The four wheels symbolize faith, wisdom, energy, and concen-
tration. If the driver is not paying attention there will also be problems. The driver symbolizes
mindfulness.?

This is a really useful teaching and quite a fine list. The trick is that faith and wisdom must
both be strengthened and kept in balance, as must energy and concentration. Mindfulness may
always be increased, so for this one the sky is the limit, but no need to obsess about it.

This list sounds simple and perhaps obvious, but there is much more to this than meets the
eye, and on the spiritual path it is worth checking up on ourselves regularly to determine if the
first four are strong and in balance and if we can be just a bit more mindful. Later, if you find
yourself caught up in the insight and concentration maps, the stages to attain, etc., and find
yourself having problems, remember to return to and reread these sections, as the answer is
probably found here.

FaTH AND WisDoM

Let’s start with faith and wisdom. Lack of faith can lead to cynicism, giving up, half-hearted
effort, and bitterness. Excess faith can lead to blind adherence, dogma, sectarian arrogance,
being disappointed or disillusioned when you realize that your teachers do not meet all your
expectations, an inability to realistically examine and revise your approach to spirituality when
necessary, and many other problems. Insufficient wisdom can lead to stupidity, blindness, gull-
ibility, and narrow-minded or agenda-motivated interpretations of the teachings.

Wisdom can become distorted by the intellect and this can lead to harmful or treacherous
cleverness and vanity about our insights, which can lead to spiritual bullying and megalomania,

See SN 48.18, also Visuddhimagga, IV, 45.2.
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rather than mature, heartful wisdom. Lack of wisdom can lead to an overemphasis on acquiring
knowledge over practice and direct experience, and desperate attempts to think your way to
enlightenment. (Note: Zen koan training at its best is something else entirely.)

You can see that an excess of intellect is often a sign of a lack of faith, and an excess of faith
is often marked by a lack of wisdom. When faith and wisdom are in balance there is a heartfelt
steadiness, a quality of balanced and genuine inquiry, an ability to persevere, and with these an
unmistakable humility. Faith at its best produces deep gratitude for life in all its richness, for its les-
sons, difficulties, and blessings, and for the chance to awaken. It provides enthusiasm, galvanizes
energy, serves as a support in times of trouble, and allows us to move forward without holding
back. Faith allows us to realize that some truly brilliant, dedicated, and wise people have come
before us and left effective methods and maps that we can follow to achieve what they achieved.

Wisdom at its best comes from deep and direct perceptual investigation of life as it is, right
here and right now, and goes far beyond the reach of reason and rational thought, transcending
the paradoxes that these inevitably create. In the end, wisdom and faith converge.

How do we apply this teaching? Most of us will suffer from imbalances of wisdom or faith
with some regularity. So, if something in your practice seems off, just check in with the five
spiritual faculties and ask yourself, “Could I perhaps work on strengthening wisdom, faith, or
bringing them into balance?” This is a powerful question and if we are willing to be honest with
ourselves, engaging it can correct a lot of errors on the spiritual path.

Another good way to apply this teaching is to review the symptoms of imbalance above
and ask ourselves if any of them apply to us. This is an easy way to identify what might need
some attention. If you start fixating on the maps presented later, wisdom has become distorted
and imbalanced, and you should work on having faith that simple techniques relating to this
moment applied again and again will move things along.

ENERGY AND CONCENTRATION

The same principles apply to energy and concentration; they must both be strengthened but
also in balance. With insufficient energy, there is sloth, torpor, dullness, and tiredness. When
there is excess energy, the mind and body may be restless, agitated, jumpy, strained, tense,
and irritable. With excess energy, we may be completely unable to focus at all because we are
overemphasizing effort at the expense of focusing on the object of meditation.

With insufficient concentration, the mind won’t stay with its chosen meditation object and
tends to get lost in thought or snagged by stories. With excess concentration, we can become
strained due to focusing too narrowly and tightly for reality to “breathe”. Again, too much
energy is related to a lack of concentration and vice versa. It is very common for people to forget
these straightforward guidelines and forget to look back at a simple list like this one for help.
Again, if after reading Parts Three and Four you have trouble, reread this section and see if it
helps. When this balance is right, the posture is straight and steady but not rigid, and the mind
is bright and focused steadily on objects and their back-and-forth interplay.

Pay attention to how your practice is going and adjust the levels of energy and concentration
accordingly. Finding the balance takes time, and may require regular readjustment as we learn
to use the power of our minds. Sometimes it is helpful to be very gentle with our attention, as
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if we were trying to feel the wind on our skin from the flapping of a nearby butterfly’s wings.
Sometimes it is helpful to use our attention like a machine gun. Often, we do just fine some-
where in between.

A willingness to tinker with various combinations of energy and concentration produces
the necessary personal experience to figure out what helps and what is too much or too little.
Many of the problems that meditators ask meditation teachers about relate directly to balancing
energy and concentration, so engage with what that might mean and see if you can apply this
powerful teaching to help you see clearly.

As the balance of energy and concentration matures, it may feel, strangely, that there is little
energy or much concentration. Things may be perceived clearly and with very little effort. Expe-
rience may seem quite spacious and inclusive rather than narrowly focused and concentrated.
These surprise many people, and they may cling to a less mature phase of developing concen-
tration, which feels narrow and tight, and the less mature phase of developing energy, which
feels effortful. When energy and concentration mature, the feel is spacious and easy, natural and
clear, gentle and broad, rich and subtle, all at once. Everything is just showing itself all the way
through on its own.

As we apply effort to practice and build concentration, our mind will grow stronger. This
in general is a great thing, but can also have a downside, which is that however we happen to
be when our mind is more energetic and concentrated is written more strongly into our brain,
and thus our habits and personality. Therefore, when cultivating an energetic and concentrated
mind, guard it well and direct it to skillful practices and ways of being so that skillfulness is
written deep into the mind, rather than things like rage, jealousy, terror, or conceit. Do not allow
the mind to go down unskillful tracks and channels for longer than it takes to honestly recog-
nize that it is doing that, or those harmful mental habits and tendencies will be written in your
mind with that same power.

When energy and concentration come online without mindfulness being strong enough, the
mind may be prone to getting caught in obsessive thinking fueled by the strong energy and
concentration, so watch for this and generally stay grounded in physical objects, such as the
feet and the breath, until some more skill is developed. This is particularly common a few days
into a retreat.

A cultivated mind is like a fire. The hotter the fire, the more it can accomplish useful ends,
like cook food or melt iron for forging. However, the hotter the fire, the more it can get out
of control and burn things down if not properly tended and monitored. Thus, when practic-
ing, particularly on retreat, but also in daily life, be careful and respectful of the power of an
energetic and concentrated mind. Use it skillfully, just as you would any powerful tool. Imagine
that a very strong mind is like an acetylene cutting torch—useful for cutting through things (like
delusion), yet capable of hurting self and others if not properly handled. Keep this analogy in
mind, remember training in morality, and you will likely do much better in your practice.

MINDFULNESS

Mindfulness is in a category all by itself, as it can potentially balance and perfect the remain-
ing four spiritual faculties. This does not mean that we shouldn’t be informed by the other
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two pairs, but that mindfulness is extremely important. Mindfulness means knowing what is
as it is right now. It is the quality of mind that knows things as they are. Really, it is the qual-
ity of sensations manifesting as they are, where they are, and on their own. However, initially
it appears to be something we create and cultivate, and that is okay for the time being.* If you
are trying to perceive the sensations that make up your experience clearly and to know what
they are, you are balancing energy and concentration, and faith and wisdom. Due to energy, the
mind is alert and attentive. Due to concentration, it is stable. Faith here may also mean accep-
tance, and wisdom here is clear comprehension.

Notice that this has nothing to do with some vague spacing out in which we wish that reality
would go away and our thoughts would never arise again. I don’t know where people get the
notion that vague and escapist aversion to experience and thought are related to insight prac-
tice, but it seems to be a common one. Mindfulness means being very clear about our human,
mammalian reality as it is. It is about being here now. Truth is found in the ordinary sensations
that make up our experience. If we are not mindful of them or reject them because we are look-
ing for “progress”, “depth”, or “transcendence”, we will be unable to appreciate what they have
to teach, and be unable to do insight practices.

The five spiritual faculties have also been presented in another order that can be useful:
faith, energy, mindfulness, concentration, and wisdom. In this order, they apply to each of the
three trainings, the first of which, as discussed earlier, is morality. We have faith that training
in morality is a good idea and that we can do it, so we exert energy to live up to a standard of
clear and skillful living. We realize that we must pay attention to our thoughts, words, and
deeds in order to do this, so we try to be mindful of them. We realize that we often fail to pay
attention, so we try to increase our ability to concentrate on how we live our life. In this way,
through experience, we become wiser in a relative sense, learning how to live a good and use-
ful life. Seeing our skill improve and the benefits it has for our life, we generate more faith,
and so on.

With respect to training in concentration, we may have faith that we might be able to attain
high states of consciousness, so we sit down on a cushion and energetically try to stabilize our
attention and tune in to skillful qualities. We realize that we cannot stabilize our attention with-
out mindfulness of our object and of the qualities of the state we wish attain. We develop strong
concentration by consistently stabilizing our attention. We attain high states of concentration
and thus gain a direct understanding of how to navigate in that territory and the meaning and
purpose of doing so. Our success creates more faith, and so we apply energy to further develop
our concentration abilities.

With the faith borne of the experience yielded by strong concentration, we begin to think it
might be possible to awaken, so we energetically explore all the sensations that make up our
world. With an alert and energetic mind, we mindfully explore this heart, mind, and body just
as it is now. Reality becomes more and more interesting, so our concentration grows, and this
combination of the first four produces fundamental wisdom. Wisdom leads to more faith, and
the cycle goes around again.

*The double entendre related to “time being” is intentional, in case you were wondering.
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The teaching of the five spiritual faculties has also been explored at great length in many
books, and there really is a lot of depth and nuance to it. In its simple form, you can easily apply
it, and at critical times it can really help. Balance and strengthen. Strengthen and balance. These
are the cycles we go through with these faculties, and there is no limit to the level at which they
can be mastered.

It is aptly said that when balanced and perfected, the five spiritual faculties as they apply to
insight training are a sufficient cause for awakening.



7. THE SEVEN FACTORS OF AWAKENING

f I The seven factors of awakening are:

1) mindfulness
2) investigation
3) energy
4) rapture
5) tranquility

6) concentration
7) equanimity

We have three concepts from the five spiritual faculties (mindfulness, energy, and concentra-
tion) and four that seem new but have already been touched on to some degree. The order here
is closely related to the stages of insight, which is a map of the standard stages through which
diligent insight meditators cycle. This connection is a more advanced topic that will be explored
in Part Four.

The seven factors of awakening might be regarded as a pyramid with mindfulness as the
base and each factor supporting or facilitating the next higher factor. However, every factor is
important at every stage as well.

MINDFULNESS

Mindfulness has been covered above, but in terms of practice I will say that mindfulness can be
very useful in sorting out which sensations are mental and which are physical. We need to know
the elemental sensations that make up our world. This is the crucial foundation of insight prac-
tices. Not surprisingly, the first classic insight that leads to all the others is called “knowledge of
mind and body” and arises when we learn to clearly distinguish between the two as they occur.
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So, with mindfulness we sort out what is somatic, what is visual, what is mental, what is
auditory, what is pleasant, what is unpleasant, what is neutral, etc. We can know what is a
mental sensation and what is a related physical feeling. We can know what specific mental
and physical sensations make up our emotions and where they occur. We can know each
physical sensation and the mental impression that follows it. We can know a sight and the
mental impression that follows it, a physical sensation that follows it, even a thought and
the mental impression that follows it. We can know the intentions that precede physical
and mental actions. We can know the sensations that imply mind-states, knowing a clear
mind as a clear mind, a dull mind as a dull mind, an agitated mind as an agitated mind, a
focused mind as a focused mind, an expansive mind as an expansive mind, etc., as each of
those mind-states and mental qualities are implied by various aspects of the myriad sensa-
tions that arise.

We can know where sensations are in relation to each other. We can know exactly when they
occur and how they change during their very brief stay. We can and should sort these out as
best we can. Be patient and precise. Become fluent in all the sensations and patterns that make
up your reality. Increasing our direct sensate clarity through repeated attention to doing so is
the point of mindfulness in this context. We are wiring the machine of our brain to be able to be
more present to exactly what is going on in our experience. These two paragraphs contain formal
insight practice instructions, so perhaps go back and read them a few times.

While I have tried to avoid advocating one specific insight tradition or technique over any
other, there is an exercise that you might find helpful when trying to develop strong mind-
fulness. It is commonly called “noting”, and has its origins in Sutta 111 of the Middle Length
Discourses of the Buddha (or Majjhima Nikaya [MN], very worthwhile reading), usually referred
to as MN 111, called “One by One as They Occurred”, and in MN 10, Satipatthana Sutta (vari-
ously translated as “Four Foundations of Mindfulness”, or “Frames of Reference”, etc.), as well
as Sutta 22, Mahasatipatthana Sutta (“Greater Discourse on Mindfulness”) of the Long Discourses
of the Buddha (or Digha Nikaya [DN]), usually referred to as DN 22. Noting is used primarily in
the Mahasi Sayadaw insight tradition from Burma, though related exercises can be found in
various Zen traditions, notably Soto Zen and Korean Chan, such as repeatedly asking, “What
is this?”

Noting is the exercise that gained for me the most breaks and insights in my early practice,
particularly when done on retreats, and because of that my enthusiasm for it is extreme. I still
consider it the core foundation of my early to middle practice, the technique that I fell back on
when things turned difficult or when I really wanted to push deep into new insight territory.
Thus, of all the techniques and emphases I mention in this book, take this one the most seriously
and give it the most attention. Its simplicity belies its astonishing power.

The practice is this: make a quiet, mental one-word note of whatever you experience in each
moment. Try to stay with the sensations of breathing, which may occur in many places, noting
these quickly as “rising” (as many times as the sensations of the breath rising are experienced)
and then “falling” in the same way. These are the fundamental insight practice instructions.
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When the mind wanders, notes might include “thinking”, “feeling”, “pressure”, “tension”,
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“wandering”, “anticipating”, “seeing”, “hearing”, “cold”, “hot”, “pain”, “pleasure”, etc.
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Note these sensations one by one as they occur and then return to the sensations of breath-
ing. When walking, note the feet moving as “lifting” and “placing”, or as “lifting”, “moving”,
and “placing” as you perceive each of the many sensations of all those processes, noticing other
sensations as they arise and returning simply to the sensations of the feet walking.

The details of this practice can be found in such books as Practical Insight Meditation, by
Mahasi Sayadaw, which I highly recommend, available free online in various places and in book
form. This is my all-time favorite dharma book. It is short and to the point. Its instructions work
and the promised effects are reproducible. The first forty-two pages are total gold. There is no
need for me to repeat much of the useful information found there, as it is pithy and now readily
available online.

Put another way, not reading Practical Insight Meditation about five times would be a lit-
tle crazy if you care about these techniques and what they can lead to. I simply followed the
instructions in it and the instructions of my teachers who taught me that same technique, and
great things happened. For a deeper and more complete dive into the amazing world of Mahasi
Sayadaw, his masterwork Manual of Insight is now available (Wisdom, 2016) and is very highly
recommended for anyone wanting to practice insight meditation. Still, if you understood what
was in Practical Insight Meditation from your own experience, you would be way ahead of most
practitioners.

Here are some valuable tips for successful noting:

* Don’t get too neurotic about whether you have exactly the correct noting label for what
arises. Stick to simple noting and move on.

¢ Noting should be as consistent and continuous as possible, perhaps one to five times per
second (speed and an ability to keep noting no matter what arises are very important).

* Anything that derails your noting practice deserves fearless noting the next time it arises.

* Note honestly and precisely.

So long as you note whatever arises, you know that you were mindful of it. Noticing each
sensation and those that follow, you will see their actual nature. Seeing their actual nature, you
will gain profound insights directly. What the sensations are doesn’t matter one bit from the
point of view of noting practice. What is important is that you know what they are. The difference
between these two perspectives should be clearly understood. This practice is directly related
to koan practices such as, “What is it?”, and is loosely related to breathing exercises where you
count breaths from one to ten.

One of my best insight meditation teachers, Venerable Sayadaw U Rajinda, would hold inter-
views every two days while I was on my third retreat at a beautiful center in Penang, Malaysia,
that was very conducive to practice. I would come in and describe all sorts of experiences that
I'was all excited about, and he would listen calmly to me go on and on and then finally ask, “Did
you note it?” That was almost all he ever said.

It was amazing how easy it was to forget that simple instruction, and equally amazing how
extremely useful it was when I remembered to follow it. He didn’t seem to care about anything
other than that I grew to know my reality as it was with great precision and consistency. I knew
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very little theory then, but during those two weeks I practiced noting quickly all day long and
made the fastest progress I have ever made in my life, getting all the way to the very brink of
first awakening in a mere fourteen-day retreat. Since that time, I have been a big fan of this
particularly direct and down-to-earth method.

There are many techniques for waking up to the truth of our experience, of which noting is
just one. I have found noting practice to be extremely powerful and fast, but each person must
find what works for them. The trick is to get to know our reality as it is, and what techniques
we use to do this do not matter much so long as they work and bring results. What is meant by
“results” will be clearly spelled out in The Progress of Insight in Part Four.

INVESTIGATION

Once we start to know what our objects are, what our actual reality is, we can get down to
the good stuff: knowing the truth of these things called, appropriately, “investigation of the
truth” or “investigation of the dharma” (Pali dhamma). Dharma here just means “truth”, and
it is sometimes used to mean the specific truths the Buddha taught. The word can also mean
moments of experience, the actual, flickering sensate basis of our world, and it is these dhammas®
that we investigate. So, once mindfulness has made these dhammas, these moments of experi-
ence, a bit clearer, we can know that things come and go, don’t satisfy, and ain’t us. Hey, the three
characteristics again! They are the truth; the sooner we understand this the better, and nothing
helps us understand them like seeing them again and again.

Forgive this brief digression, but I am no fan of the popular term “mindfulness meditation”,
as mindfulness is a mental factor that is essential for both concentration practices (which lead
to temporary bliss states) and insight practices (which lead to fundamental freedom). Further,
the “mindfulness meditation” movement tends to emphasize a degree of slowness in their
mindfulness that I consider woefully inadequate to really penetrate what is going on in the sen-
sate world, which is fast, rich, and intricate. Our minds are amazingly fast and powerful. Very
slow investigation is sort of like using a Ferrari as a golf cart: a total waste of amazing power.

The crucial difference between insight practices and concentration practices is that insight
practices also stress precise, rapid investigation of the three characteristics, whereas more “pure”
concentration practices emphasize stabilizing in the illusion of solidity and continuity of those
things we are mindful of while ignoring the fact that the sensations that make up this experi-
ence are all impermanent, etc. Thus, I hope that one day the modern meditation world drops
this confusing term “mindfulness meditation” in favor of more precise language. The problem
is that labeling something “mindfulness meditation” seems to imply that mindfulness alone is
the preeminent or only factor required for meditation, whereas the seven factors of awakening
clearly indicate that mindfulness is just one of seven requisites for successful insight practice.

In addition to the categories of sensations mentioned above under “Mindfulness”, we could
also consider consistent investigation of all sensations that seem to have to do with the direction

*My apologies for the seeming arbitrariness with which I use either Pali or phoneticized Sanskrit, or their English
equivalents, for that matter. I have no loyalty to either Pali or Sanskrit though I appreciate both, and why sometimes
one sounds better to my ear than the other in any particular context is unclear to me.
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and movement of attention, as well as investigating all sensations that have to do with question-
ing, wanting, exerting energy, and even the individual sensations that make up the process of
investigation itself. These are very interesting objects, as are what are traditionally called the
“hindrances”.

Texts on meditation generally go into detail about the hindrances to meditation. Here I will
mention them only briefly. The hindrances are an extremely important topic, but they can easily
begin to seem more ominous than they really are. The hindrances are formally listed as:

* sensory desire

¢ ill will or malice

¢ sloth/torpor

* restlessness/worry
¢ doubt

Each of these states of mind will inhibit meditative progress if we are not aware of them as
sensate objects for investigation as they arise. If you need more advice on them, you can go
online and find much information on them, or read any great text on insight meditation, such
as Venerable Bhante Gunaratana’s Mindfulness in Plain English, or Jack Kornfield’s A Path with
Heart. For one of the most extensive and methodical step-wise discussions of the fine details of
how to cultivate attention and deal with the gross and subtle hindrances ever written, see Cula-
dasa’s excellent and very popular The Mind Illuminated, often abbreviated “TMI” in my social
circles. There is no need for me to reproduce all the excellent advice you will find in these top-
notch and widely available books. Read at least one if not all of them.

Hindrances are anything of which we were not mindful and of which we did not investi-
gate the truth. Now that we know to be mindful and investigate the three characteristics of all
moment-to-moment experiences, there will only be hindrances when we forget to do this. If we
do not forget, there will be no hindrances. No phenomenon is inherently a hindrance unless we
do not understand the sensations that make it up.

If we did not understand at least one of the three characteristics of each of the sensations that
make up a phenomenon, no matter what it is, it is a hindrance. Remember that dwelling on the
content of reality is not our concern in insight meditation, but instead we focus on the bare truth
of the sensations that make up that reality. So, whatever seems to be in the way of your practice,
remember that the experience of that moment is the practice and contains all the truth you could
ever need! All phenomena, if properly investigated, can be a source of wisdom and demonstrate
the nature of ultimate truth. When we know deeply that all of these are of the nature of ultimate
truth, phenomena cease to be a fundamental problem. Specifically, noticing the many little rapid
sensations that make up sensory desire, ill will, sloth, torpor, restlessness, worry, and doubt is
insight practice. Sometimes noticing what those really are is more profound and useful than
noticing aspects of our intended primary object.

There is an important shift that happens when we go from caring so much about what is going
on, such as judgment, boredom, restlessness, or whatever, and switch to caring about whether
we knew the sensations of what was going on. A meditator who doesn’t get this might get all
stressed about their mind wandering. A more seasoned insight meditator is excited when they
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can note, “wandering” and perceive the wandering as sensations. See the difference? The same
goes for all the other “hindrances”, since, if you note them, they aren’t hindrances. “Doubt”,
“fear”, “irritation”, “dullness”, and the like are all great notes to make whenever those arise.
You can note them again and again if they tend to linger, and that noting of those qualities is
solid insight practice. Yay, noting! In this way, we gradually transform the hindrances from an
impediment to practice into a reason to practice, then we transform them into an integral part of
the practice itself, and finally we find them as much a basis of wisdom as anything else.

The Buddha was a master of teaching through stories and analogies that were easy for
listeners to understand. I am certainly not in his league in this regard, as will be clearly demon-
strated by the coming analogy relating to investigation. However, it has its points, and so after
much consideration, I have included it here.

The Buddha gave his analogies names, and I have named this one “The Analogy of Shootin’
Aliens”. Bear with me here! Just about all of us today have at least seen if not played video
games involving shooting aliens. As the game goes on, the aliens come in faster and faster, some
requiring many hits to kill them. Some of these games penalize us for wasting ammunition,
causing us to really focus on exactly where and when these aliens are appearing, so that we may
shoot them exactly when they show up before they shoot us.

A few of you may already be thinking, “Get that bloody and violent analogy out of this book
of wisdom!” However, if you would bother to read the old texts, you will realize that they report
that the Buddha himself used many similarly edgy and even gory analogies. One that comes
to mind has to do with a horse trainer who kills horses that simply will not be broken, which
is meant as an analogy for a teacher who stops teaching students who are not able to be taught
(Anguttara Nikaya [AN] 4.111).

Anyway, in this analogy the aliens are all the little sensations that make up our experience.
Shooting them means paying attention to them and seeing their true nature, perhaps with the
aid of noting practice (like a gun with a laser sight on it). The aliens shooting us is what happens
when we do not see their true nature, as they become a hindrance, binding us in misperception
for however long we fail to shoot them. Some may even take us out of the game (causing us to
stop practicing entirely). The seemingly huge aliens that take multiple hits to kill are our own
big issues, those things that are difficult for us to break into their composite sensations, termed
“bosses” in video game parlance. Being penalized for shooting wastefully is what can happen if
we note sensations that we didn’t experience because we fell into repetitive, imprecise, mantra-
like noting habits.

Further, the speed, precision, and playful attitude required for video games is exactly like
the feel of well-done insight practice. If you watch a kid playing a fast alien-shooting game,
you will notice that they are really going for it. They are shooting very fast and thinking
of nothing but doing that. This is exactly the sort of dedication and passion that helps with
insight practice as we delve with penetrating insight into all the little sensations that make up
our perceived objects and ourselves. I have met many adults who might arrogantly criticize
a skilled gamer for wasting time playing video games when that same critical adult couldn’t
come anywhere near to matching the gamer’s skills in rapid recognition and moment-to-
moment sustained concentration. Be like the gamer, not the critical adult. Have fun with your
reality and blaze!
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When our mindfulness and investigation are on hair trigger, being aware of every little sen-
sation that arises and passes, we are bound to win sooner or later. The motto, “note first, ask
questions later,” is so helpful if we are to keep practicing precisely without getting lost in the
stories. Again, off the cushion the stories can have some value if not taken too seriously. On
the cushion, take no prisoners: “Note ‘em all, and let God sort ‘em out!” This is seemingly
extreme but actually very powerful and profound advice. Do not dismiss lightly “The Analogy
of Shootin” Aliens”.

Where “The Analogy of Shootin” Aliens” breaks down is that these aliens want attention,
recognition, understanding, and acceptance, and who could blame them? They come to us so
that we will welcome them clearly and openly, but if we fail to do this they can get very trouble-
some. Their little alien hearts are being broken when we don’t get to know them as they are, so
who can blame them when they get mischievous and try to trick us into paying more attention
to them by causing trouble? Sure, it’s a bit childish of them, but we don’t always get to meet
mature and well-adjusted aliens.

Thus, rather than killing our aliens by shooting them, we give them what they want by
acknowledging, noticing, or noting them. We don’t invite the pretty ones to stay with us for-
ever, nor do we ignore the boring aliens. We don’t kick out the ugly ones, either. Like a politician
on the campaign trail, we extend a hand to all, say, “Hello!” and then quickly do this for lots
of others. When we meet them, greet them, get to know, accept, and even love them, they go
away happy.

I realize that I've just gone from apparently violent to apparently mushy, but somewhere in
there is what insight practice is all about. We are simultaneously tearing down the illusion of a
fixed and unchanging self while really getting to know and accept ourselves as we are in any
given moment. Fun stuff! This specific video game is the most exciting, intimate, relevant, and
amazing one I have ever played, and I highly recommend it. For those unfamiliar with it, it's
called “Reality”.

I have already mentioned many possible exercises, perspectives, and emphases that may be
used when exploring our reality for the purpose of awakening, and I will continue to mention
more as we go along. However, I recommend that the foundation of your practice be inves-
tigation of the three characteristics of the sensations that make up your reality. If you find it
too complicated to try to investigate all three characteristics at once, then I recommend quick
and precise investigation of impermanence. If that seems too difficult, I have found the simple
practice of noting very quickly to be more than sufficiently powerful for gaining clear and direct
insights into the true nature of things. Should you find that the many instructions and avenues
of inquiry I present are too confusing, remember this paragraph and stick to these simple but
profound practices. “When in doubt, note it out!”

ENERGY

We diligently investigate the ultimate truth of our experience, and this can be invigorating once
we get into it. Just as playing video games can be very exciting, we have lots of sensations
coming in all the time that are just screaming to be understood. When we rise to this challenge,
things can really begin to jump.
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Once we have sorted out what is mind and what is body and have begun to see a bit of the
three characteristics, this can produce lots of energy, the third of the seven factors. This can be a
bit scary until we get used to how quick and powerful our minds can be. As mentioned in the
five spiritual faculties, energy is a good thing, as it obviously fuels and invigorates our practice.
We can almost always call up just a bit more energy when we need it, and this is a good thing to
realize. However, being mindful and investigating diligently can also increase energy, so now
you have more than one way to go about this. Thank you, seven factors of awakening!

Too much of a good thing, however, can be trouble. I personally was blessed by an abun-
dance of natural energy, and this, coupled with periods of really pushing myself in practice,
has shown me that we can go way too far into the territory of hyper-energized practice, and
this can fry us. Tranquility, which will be discussed below, is the natural counterbalance to
energy, and in that and subsequent sections I will talk about how to try to balance our practice,
realizing that this balance will be a moving target. If you are on the runway to Crazyland from
jacking the energy too high for too long, figure out how to gently settle into the things that are
arising naturally on their own rather than pouring energy into practice. Reality is constantly
showing up in amazing detail, and if your mind is receptive, all that detail will reveal itself
without you having to do much of anything, and that is the best kind of energy—energy that
doesn’t really feel like energy but gets the job done.

One of the keys to mobilizing energy is motivation, so if energy is lacking, try to remember
why you are doing all of this. I personally can think of lots of reasons, but will focus on the
major ones:

® Because you are suffering, dissatisfied, or miserable and want to put a stop to the aspects
of suffering that can be ended by skillful mental and perceptual development.

® Because you are curious about how the mind works, who you are and are not, what you
can learn to do with your mind, and the like.

* Because you want to help others and so wish to transform yourself, your understanding,
and your abilities for the better to make service to the world easier.

* Because challenges inspire you, as in, Q: “Why did you climb that mountain?” A: “Because
it was there!”

® Because you can see how much better things could be if you were to transform your mind
in specific ways related to practice—the flipside of the suffering coin.

* Because you want to finish what you have already started.

* Because waking up is just so totally cool!

All the above may figure into your reasons for mobilizing energy in practice, and reconnecting
with them when the energy is low can help.

RAPTURE

When energy comes online with mindfulness and investigation, this can produce something
called “rapture”, which has two general meanings, the first of which relates to deep joy, plea-
sure, and enthusiasm. These are valuable spiritual qualities. Ye of dark puritanical tendencies
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take heed of this! It is much easier going on the spiritual path if we are generally enthusiastic,
and not overly grim about what we are doing.

This should be no surprise, but somehow it is often overlooked. I'm not advocating hedo-
nistic Epicureanism here (nor particularly condemning it either, if done skillfully), but to walk
the spiritual path with a sense of joy, a sense of wonder, a bit of a smile and especially a sense
of humor is good for you and everyone who must be near you. Sure, there will be hard times
and difficulties that can have good lessons to teach us, but be open to the joy and happiness life
can bring.

Natural wonder really helps many things, including and specifically investigation. Reality is
simply amazing. Our minds are amazing. The vast intricacy of what happens in each moment
is truly remarkable. When you sit, sit with amazement at what is going on, like a vast, complex,
rich work of moving, fluxing art. When you walk, walk with a sense of wonder at all the little
aspects of movement, of balancing, of a body moving through the air, through a changing land-
scape, with all the little facets that make that up. The feel of our foot touching the floor, earth,
sand, grass, moss, leaves, stones, or whatever we are walking on is simply amazing. Air is
amazing. Breathing is amazing. That we think is amazing. Food is amazing. Have you really
looked at a glass of water lately? When tasting, smelling, hearing, seeing, feeling, thinking,
speaking, eating, and doing anything else, really tune in to how fascinating it is to perceive all
these things. This natural curiosity, this enchantment with the experience of the ordinary world,
is total gold.

Practitioners who incorporate natural wonder into their practice will do much better, have
a much better time, and be much more fun to be around than those who don’t. Reconnect with
that effortless wonder that children have about themselves and their world. If things get dark,
difficult, painful, dull, lifeless, heartless, frustrating, edgy, or boring, reconnect with this mean-
ing of the word rapture and see if you can find something amazing about every moment: you
will be glad you did.

Spiritual practice can also produce all kinds of odd experiences, some of which can be very
intense, bizarre, and far out. This is the second common connotation of the word “rapture”, and
these experiences are commonly referred to in this and other traditions as “raptures”. So, when
the word is in the singular, “rapture”, this means being enraptured with your sensate world.
It can also mean an upwelling of pleasant euphoria, as we will see in the section that maps con-
centration states. However, when I use the word in the plural, “raptures”, this means strange
meditation side effects. Some of these experiences that I will refer to generically as raptures
might be pleasant, some may be weird, and some might completely suck.

All the strange physical sensations, pains, pleasures, movements, visions, lights, perception
distortions, energetic phenomena, muscle tensions, etc., which may or may not show up as
a result of spiritual practice are all just raptures. Repeat, just raptures. Don’t get hung up on
them or spin stories out of them, as compelling as they can be, and don’t think that they are
required or a mark of authenticity or spiritual superiority either: they are not. The sensations
that make them up come, go, don’t satisfy, and ain’t you. Most are just byproducts of meditation
and strong concentration. Some produce zero wisdom. Some can be disorienting and troubling.
Some, of course, can provide deep insights into the truth of things, but don’t get stuck on these.
Many of these lessons show up once and never again.
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Some people can get so serious and fixated on suffering that they fight the pleasant rap-
tures and even cling to the difficult ones. Don’t do this! The joy and pleasure that may arise in
meditation have wonderful healing aspects to them, and can lead to deep tranquility, concentra-
tion, and equanimity, which are all good things that support further practice. On the other hand,
you don’t want to cling to pleasant states either, as you will just get stuck and be frustrated
when they end, which they always do. In general, if you try to fight or cling to raptures you will
get stuck, and if you can accept them as they are, you will benefit. See equanimity at the end
of this list, as well as the expertly written chapter nine of A Path with Heart, by Jack Kornfield,
whose whole book is well worth reading.

This is a good place for me to mention the concept of vedana, a Pali word that relates to the
degree of pleasantness, unpleasantness, or neutrality of a sensation. We have no similar word in
English (and probably not in whatever language you might be reading this in), so perhaps we
should just use the word vedana as it is. If we pay too much exclusive attention to sensations that
are pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, while ignoring the other sensations going on at that time,
we are likely to miss many opportunities for insight. Preoccupation with pleasant sensations
can cause us to become vapid bliss-junkies. Preoccupation with unpleasant sensations can
cause us to become dark and depressed. Preoccupation with neutral sensations can cause us to
become dull and emotionally flat. (Thanks to Christopher Titmuss, one of my more important
meditation teachers, for the inspiration for this paragraph.)

Our experience tends to be a complex mixture of many flavors of sensations. They are all
quite worthy of investigation. Becoming fluent in the vast range of our varied experiences
makes meditation much more interesting, workable, and broad; and is required to pass the final
exam, as it were.

The take-home here is that rapture and raptures are to be understood as they are and should
be related to wisely, accepting all sensations that make them up, be they pleasant, unpleasant,
or neutral. Learn when to put the brakes on practice if the difficult raptures are teaching you
their important lessons a bit too fast for you to keep it together, and learn how to open to the
wonderful joy and bliss that spiritual practice may sometimes produce.

TRANQUILITY

Joy, bliss, and rapture are relatively satisfying things, and this satisfaction can produce tran-
quility. We can associate being peaceful with tranquility. Focusing on tranquility and a more
spacious and silent perspective in the face of difficult raptures can help you ride them out, and
just sitting silently and observing reality do its thing can be very powerful practice. There are
whole schools of spiritual practice dedicated to this. Thus, tranquility is a good thing in medita-
tion. We may think of great spiritual masters being internally tranquil, and while it may or may
not be true, there are reasons that we associate tranquility with spirituality. A mind that is not
tranquil will have a harder time concentrating and being balanced. Simple as that. Being kind
and moral also help develop tranquility, as moral conduct lessens harsh and therefore agitating
thought and behavior patterns, which necessarily obstruct tranquility.

This does not mean that agitated, non-tranquil moments are not “spiritual”, or that we must
adopt some sort of restrained and artificial flatness. Remember, all types of sensations, mind
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states, and actions are valid phenomena for investigation and real expressions of what is going
on. Authentic tranquility comes from a deep understanding of this, but all too often this ideal
becomes a dehumanizing exercise in passivity or robotic lack of emotional affect. Real tran-
quility often comes naturally, though it may be skillfully cultivated as well, such as by just
tuning in to that quality as an exercise in calm abiding, or more formally by doing concentration
practices and cultivating deep states of stillness and peace, the afterglow of which can be very
useful for investigation if we can rouse up a little energy and interest afterwards. Cultivating
equanimity of the kind mentioned later is helpful for developing tranquility, as is deepening
in pure concentration practices, the second spiritual training. Tranquility, concentration, and
equanimity are intimately related.

CONCENTRATION

Concentration we have seen twice before, and we will see it again in much more detail in
Part Three, so I will give it a short treatment here. One of the challenges of deep tranquility is
keeping the mind concentrated. This may seem like a direct contradiction to what I have just
said, but there may be stages of practice where there can be so much tranquility that the mind
can become dull and hard to focus. So, just as tranquility is good for concentration and accep-
tance, too much is similar to not having enough energy. Remember, balance and strengthen,
strengthen and balance.

As these are the seven factors of awakening, they apply directly to insight practices and train-
ing in wisdom. Thus, the concentration referred to here is a very different kind of concentration
than that used for attaining high concentration states. It is called “momentary concentration”.
In the context of insight, concentration really means that we can consistently investigate each
sensation that arises, one after the other, second after second, minute after minute, hour after
hour. When we can practice moment after moment, sensation after sensation, but just before
we shift into the stages of insight (detailed in Part Four), this is also access concentration, only
achieved with a different set of emphases, and it will shortly lead to the stages of insight. In this
way, we have stability in our ability to investigate, in that it can happen again and again without
interruption, but we are not trying to attain stable states or anything else, since we are doing
insight practices.

EQUANIMITY

As mentioned before, concentration can produce great stability and consistency of mind, and
this can lead to equanimity, which is that quality of mind that is okay with things; or balanced
in the face of any internal or external painful, pleasurable, or neutral condition, including a lack
of equanimity. This may sound a bit strange, but it is well worth considering. Equanimity also
relates to a lack of struggle even when struggling, to effortlessness even in effort, to peaceful-
ness even when there is no tranquility. When equanimity is well developed, we are not fright-
ened of being afraid, concerned by being worried, irritated by being annoyed, pissed off by
being angry, etc. Phenomena do not disturb space or even fundamentally disturb themselves
from a certain point of view. I have wept and yet been very equanimous about it, if that helps
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clarify what I am talking about. Equanimity can be regarded as a meta-perspective able to hold
everything else. There are lots of different technical uses of the term equanimity in Buddhism,
so watch for its various meanings in different contexts.

There are entire spiritual traditions that involve just tuning in to this basic truth. There can
be great value in learning to include the space that holds things, rather than just being caught
up in the things themselves. A useful phrase from one of these traditions is “cultivating space-
like meditative equipoise”. The more we habituate to this way of being, the more we connect
with the truth of our minds. Real equanimity has a spaciousness to it, an openness, a flowing,
volumetric component that is important.

There are also some excellent teachings, especially from Zen and Taoism, that relate to this,
such as the teachings about no defilements, no enlightenment (or, said another way, practice
itself as enlightenment), nothing to perfect, nowhere to go, etc., and checking in with some of
these teachings can be very helpful, particularly if we are stuck in the feeling that the goal is
unattainable. I will talk more about the dangers and uses of such perspectives in Part Five. This
is the important counterbalance to spiritual striving and gung-ho practice that can get very
future-oriented if done incorrectly. In the end, even if you have all kinds of insights, if you don’t
have equanimity, you will be beating your head against the wall, and it actually might feel like
that or worse.

I have realized since receiving feedback on the first edition of MCTB that, when I wrote this
book, I had access to many written and living examples of softer styles of practice and very
skillful yet non-gung-ho perspectives. Some examples are Achaan Chah’s A Still Forest Pool,
and Shunryu Suzuki’s Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, as well as the gentle, settling, heart-centered,
down-to-earth, and non-map-based styles of meditation teachers Sharda Rogell and Yvonne
Weier. If you don’t have the opportunity to sit with them, you can find their talks (and many
other great meditation talks) for free on www.dharmaseed.org and on YouTube.

As important as the profound words they say is the way they say them. Pay attention to that.
Check out the YouTube videos of Ayya Tathaaloka, as that’s the good stuff. Being influenced
by gentler approaches really helped me with the equanimity part of the equation, which was
not my forte, and I recommend that you find something for yourself that serves to balance my
vibe. Looking back, I feel that balancing my practice by exposure to these sorts of influences
facilitated a settling into what was happening naturally, and that my practice would have been
much more difficult without exposure to that sort of gentler approach.

Once again, we are back to knowing this moment just as it is. This “just as it is” quality is
related to mindfulness and to equanimity. In the end, we must accept the truth of our specific
lives, of our minds, of our neuroses, of our “defilements”, of impermanence, of suffering, and
of emptiness. We must accept this, and this is what they are talking about when they say just
“open to it”, “be with it”, “let it be”, “let it go”, and so on.

From a pure insight practice point of view, you can’t ever fundamentally “let go” of any-
thing, so I sometimes wish the popularity of this misleading and apathy-producing admoni-
tion would decline, or at least be properly explained or challenged. However, if you simply
investigate the truth of the three characteristics of the sensations that seem to be solid, you
will come to the wondrous realization that reality is continually “letting go” of itself. Thus,
“Let it go” means, “Don’t artificially solidify a bunch of transient sensations.” It does not
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mean, “Stop feeling or caring,” nor does it mean, “Pretend that the noise in your mind
is not there.”

If people start with “just open to it” yet don’t develop both strong mindfulness and careful
investigation into the three characteristics to gain deep insights, their practice may be less like
meditation and more like psychotherapy, day dreaming, cultivated passivity, denial, or even
self-absorbed, spiritually-rationalized, neurotic indulgence in mind noise. Noticing again and
again the prevalence of this activity and the pervasive and absurd notion that there is no point in
trying to get awakened has largely demolished my vision of being a happy meditation teacher
in some mainstream meditation center.

On the other hand, even if you gain all kinds of strong concentration, look deeply into imper-
manence, suffering, and no-self, but can’t open to these things, can’t let them be, can’t accept the
seemingly absurd and frightening truths of your experience, then you will likely be stuck in hell
until you can, particularly in some of the higher stages of insight practices.

Reflect on these previous three paragraphs now and often, as many errors on the spiritual
path come from not understanding the points made therein. Too often there is an imbalance
between the first three (mindfulness, investigation, and energy), and the last three (tranquility,
concentration, and equanimity). Most aspiring insight meditators are, to be honest, way too
slack about the first three. Just so, some gung-ho meditators like the people who have tended
to be attracted to this book may get into trouble when they don’t cultivate enough acceptance,
balance, and peace, related to the last three. When people focus for too long only on the middle
factor, rapture, they become bliss-junkies. When they fail to include rapture in their practice,
they often get darker and gloomier despite otherwise good effort. In short, it is critical to culti-
vate all seven factors.

The order here is important. Start with good technique, mindfulness, investigation, etc., and
work on the others along the way. In summary, you must have both insights and acceptance,
and each perspective can and should help the other along the way. They are actually one and
the same, but getting to that understanding generally benefits from a whole lot of good practice.
In other words, if you are getting nowhere and not much is happening, you probably need more
of the first three.

If you are frying yourself on the path of insight, as evidenced by becoming uptight, wound
up, reactive, cranky, angry, frustrated, edgy, or nervous, then it is time to ease up, back off,
learn concentration practices, do some loving-kindness or similar practices (described later),
and cultivate the skillful aspects of the last three factors and perhaps a bit more rapture in the
“stop and smell the roses” sense. Many hardcore meditators will ignore this piece of advice to
their detriment, assuming it is only by being plugged into 100,000 volts and flipping on the
big switch that anything good will ever happen. Numerous points along the way should help
elucidate how to find this balance and the markers of progress versus being stuck.

One last thing about equanimity: its near enemy, its deadening impostor, is indifference
or apathy. Real equanimity is accepting the full range of the heart and experience, whereas
indifference is dry, flat, chilly, dissociative, robotic, and heartless. Real equanimity is extremely
honest about what is going on. It is very human, very down-to-earth, very full-spectrum, and
very ordinary in most ways. This point is frequently misunderstood. However, being accepting
of the full range of the heart doesn’t mean acting on whatever impulse comes up. Act only on the
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impulses of the heart that seem genuinely skillful and kind. Real equanimity is even accepting
of the fluxing sensations that make up flatness, strangely enough, but it is more honest about
them. This is a fine line, but the point remains.

Plenty of people practice based on a model that idealizes objectifying all feelings and sensa-
tions. Because of this ideal, they hold their emotions at arm’s length and cultivate immunity
or passivity to them. The ideal of “letting it all come and go without attaching any importance
to any of it” sounds so very nice, so very “Buddhist”. However, instead of cultivating actual
equanimity, they accidentally cultivate denial, repression, dissociation, depersonalization,
derealization, and a stabilized illusion of some split-off and distant or “objective” observer.
This indifference and denial can easily flip over into ugly and treacherous forms of passive
aggression. Beware of this trap, as it is extremely common and is the exact opposite of insight
practices, being largely a dressed-up exercise in finely honed aversion and ignorance rather
than a careful investigation of this real human life.

To balance and perfect the seven factors of awakening is sufficient cause for awakening.
Thus, checking in from time to time with this list and seeing how you are doing and what might
need improvement is a good idea. Just having this list in the back of your mind can be help-
ful. Furthermore, the seven factors of awakening make for great meditation description and
categorization that guides the process of self-correction.

For example, we might say, “That last sit was characterized by a moderate degree of mind-
fulness, a pretty high degree of investigation, moderate energy, not very good rapture, poor
tranquility, moderately good concentration, and a pretty low degree of equanimity.” Being able
to use this list to assess sits, meditation events, and various stages of practice will give us a
sense of what we need to work on to round out our practice, as well as possibly to identify the
phase of practice, as we shall see in a bit when we get to the maps, as each stage has its charac-
teristic pattern of qualities, strengths, and weaknesses. This sort of description will also help us
when we work with teachers, as learning to skillfully describe our meditation is a skill worth
grounding in standard terms when possible.

We can use this framework during sits to try to re-calibrate our practice as we recognize
imbalances. The meta-perspective on our practice that develops if we can do this will benefit
us in many ways since, not only does it give us the presence of mind to adjust our practice, just
being able to recognize the qualities of our mind has its uses and brings awareness to some
of the core aspects of our way of being in that moment. While it might be possible to be too
hypervigilant about the factors, most practitioners would benefit from increasing the degree to
which they monitor them in their practice sessions and life in general.

It is important to note that only one of the seven factors, namely investigation of the three
characteristics, distinguishes training in concentration from training in fundamental insight.
When intentionally training in concentration, we decide to be mindful of a limited and specific
concentration object, such as the breath, a mental image, or even a rarified state of consciousness.
We do not, however, investigate the individual sensations that make up the state of meditating
with that object, as the object of focus would dissolve under that investigation and produce
insights. If we are not looking for ultimate insights at that point in time, then we should avoid
investigating that state. However, we do apply energy to stabilize our concentration, and this
produces rapture, a characteristic of the early concentration states. We also strongly cultivate
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concentration, along with tranquility and equanimity, which help us stabilize early states and
attain to higher ones. Thus, six of the seven factors of awakening are cultivated by training in
concentration, and so concentration practices are often recommended by some teachers as a
preliminary training before training in insight for this and other reasons.®

Training in morality also develops some of the seven factors of awakening, though in a less
formally meditative way. To work well in the ordinary world, it is helpful to be extremely mind-
ful of our actions of body, speech, and mind, as well as what effects these actions might produce
in the world, so that we can consciously work to craft to the best of our ability the life we want
to lead. For obvious reasons, it is helpful to exert energy as we craft our life. We can cultivate
rapture with life that allows natural and playful curiosity about the remarkable fact of experi-
ence itself. We also cultivate tranquility, the ability to not take life too seriously, to relax, to
find a balance between focus and ease that makes for a good life. We can learn to concentrate
on staying on track with our tasks, goals, and aspirations, though in this case concentration is
more like a form of discipline than the concentration of formal meditation; to be sure, discipline
of actions of body, speech, and mind are vital for the other two trainings. Finally, we learn that
we cannot get rid of all the bumps on our road, so having the shock absorbers of equanim-
ity, the ability to remain spacious, even-minded, and accepting of what life brings, including
our honest, human, and understandable reactions, is also very helpful for crafting a good and
healthy life.

*I must add an advanced qualifier here for stronger practitioners: past a certain point, the vibrational synchronizing of
attention and object that must be done to attain greater depths of concentration does have some investigative aspects to
it which, past a certain point on the path of concentration, it is impossible to ignore, and that is actually a great thing.



8. THE THREE TRAININGS REVISITED

he three trainings provide a great framework for thinking about spiritual work, a frame-

work that can help us maintain a clear and empowering way of thinking about what we are
doing. In this chapter, I will discuss the scope of each of the three trainings to provide an easy
and powerful way of dealing with many important aspects of the spiritual path.

Just to review, the scope of the first training, morality, is the ordinary world, the conventional
world, the world that we are all familiar with before we even consider more specialized top-
ics such as meditation. The goal is to think, speak, and act in ways that are conducive to the
reduction of suffering as well as the welfare of ourselves and others. The scope of the second
training, concentration, is to focus on very specific and limited objects of meditation and thus
attain specific altered states of consciousness that cultivate positive mental qualities and reduce
negative ones. The scope of the third training, that of insight or wisdom, is to shift to perceiving
reality at the level of individual sensations, perceive their three characteristics, and thus attain
profound insights into the nature of reality and realize stages of awakening.

HAPPINESS

First, I will consider happiness in the context of the scopes of the three trainings. Since training
in morality is such a vast subject, the ways we can find happiness is also a vast subject, and
becomes interesting primarily in comparison with the scopes of the other two trainings, those
of concentration and wisdom. The common denominator of the concentration attainments is
that we learn to get ourselves into states of consciousness that are some mixture of blissful and
peaceful, as well as increasingly spacious and removed from our ordinary experience. These can
be a source of happiness that is far more intense and predictable than the happiness found in the
ordinary world, though these states, too, obviously end. Being able to access as much happiness
and peace as we wish when we wish reduces our anger at the everyday world for not providing
us with these, making us less needy and greedy. There is also the happiness that comes from
seeing the true nature of the sensations that make up our world and thus attaining stages of
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realization by fundamentally eliminating perceptual distortions that impede appreciation of
even the most pleasant experiences.

RENUNCIATION

Renunciation in this context involves shifting priorities away from things that cause suffering
and towards those that help extricate us from suffering. There are three areas of renunciation
that correspond to the scopes of the three trainings. We can renounce aspects of the ordinary
by simply letting go of these things. We can quit our job, leave our relationship, stop smoking
crack, or shave our heads. We can try to be less angry or fearful. We can work on our communi-
cation skills, trying to avoid lying and slander.

Some of these may be easier than others, and some of these may be helpful and some not, but
the important point here is that these forms of renunciation are, for better or worse, renunciation
of aspects of the ordinary world within the context of the first training’s scope. Renunciation
can either be very specific, such as ordaining in the order of monastics, taking the standard 227
or 337 training precepts and trying our best to follow those; or less specific, such as renouncing
whatever actions of body, speech, or mind we deem necessary to renounce to progress along the
path. While we will not always know exactly which actions will necessarily make our practice
better, we simply take our very best guess based on the best dharma theory and common sense
we have access to. Having mature practitioner friends with whom we can discuss our more
dramatic choices can be helpful.

There is also the renunciation that comes from being willing and able to attain the tempo-
rary concentration attainments. We are willing to spend some time removed from the ordinary
experience of the world and its concerns and enter states where the ordinary world becomes
more and more removed from us. It is usually not that hard to convince people that there may
be occasions when having the ability to renounce the activities of the ordinary world in this
way for some period could be advantageous. We can all imagine taking a little bliss break and
finding it helpful in some appropriate context.

Still, sometimes people feel that the ordinary concerns of the world require attention every
waking instant, which is clearly not true. Realizing that we can consciously choose to set them
aside for periods of time and go deep into the profound stillness and depths of concentration
allows the form of renunciation associated with the second training. We can practice renounc-
ing more crude mind states in favor of more skillful, refined ones, and this conditioning can
increase the chances that more beneficial mind states will predominate and that unskillful states
will be less predominant.

There is also the type of renunciation associated with insight practices, in which we are will-
ing to break from the gross conceptual way of working that is helpful for the scope of the
ordinary world, break from the more restricted and refined conceptual and attentional way
of working that is necessary to attain stable concentration, and move to perceiving sensations
individually and directly, seeing their true nature, however they may present. It is a radical
antithesis to the way that some might conceive of renunciation, which can sometimes become
aversive, as it involves a commitment to being here, in this body, in this space, in this life, at this
time, and making this radical commitment again and again.
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This insight-associated renunciation is a subtler and more sophisticated form of renunciation
than the other two, yet it is not always easy to convince people that having the option of being
with reality is a good idea. While “awakening” generally sounds very appealing, it suddenly
sounds strange in the context of seeing all sensations as being utterly transient, a source of pain
if we make artificial dualities out of them, and if we mistake transient sensations for an experi-
entially stable, independent self. People often conflate the three kinds of renunciation, the most
common error being the idea that they must “give up” aspects of the first two trainings (a happy
life and fun concentration states) to renounce them in the insight way, in which they see the true
nature of the sensations that make up these things. They imagine that they must give up their
job or relationship to see their true nature, or that they must not enter high concentration states
to see their true nature. This basic conceptual error causes many of the problems that people
find on the spiritual path, which brings me to the three forms of suffering.

SUFFERING

As stated earlier, first, there is the form of suffering that the Buddha is most famous for talking
about, ordinary suffering, the standard list including birth, sickness, aging, death, lamentation,
pain, grief, and despair. These are ordinary forms of suffering that we can try to mitigate or
postpone as best we can by ordinary methods, that is, by working within the scope of the first
training in the conventional world. I am a big fan of trying to find worldly happiness so long
as we do not neglect the importance of the other two trainings. There is also the form of suffer-
ing relating to the scope of the second training that comes from being limited to our ordinary
states of consciousness, with our only way out coming generally from sleep, extreme or peak
experiences, or the use of mind-altering substances. We yearn for bliss that is not so bound up
in things like whether we get a good job; we yearn for experiences like those found in the con-
centration states. Our minds have this potential, and the failure to be able to access these states
at times when doing so would be helpful and healthy is a source of bondage. I am a big fan of
being able to attain these wonderful states so long as we do not neglect the other two trainings.

There is also the kind of suffering that comes from making artificial dualities out of non-
dual sensations, and all the unnecessary reactivity, misperceptions, distortions of perspective
and proportion, and basic blindfulness that accompanies that process. This kind of suffering,
relating to the scope of training in wisdom, is not touched by the first two trainings, though
to say that it is entirely unrelated to them is not quite true. The suffering that insight practices
seek to remove forms a background level of suffering in our life and increases the potential for
further suffering in the other two scopes. This form of suffering is gradually relieved by the
stages of awakening, as clarity of perception grows and so fewer and fewer aspects of reality
have the capacity to trick the mind in this way. I am a big fan of awakening and thus of elimi-
nating this pervasive form of suffering, just so long as we do not also neglect the other two
trainings.

The suffering of the ordinary world can be extremely unpredictable, and working to relieve
it is a very complex business, the work of a lifetime, or, for those who emphasize rebirth, the
work of eons. The suffering related to being unable to access refined altered states of conscious-
ness is mitigated by simply taking the time to learn the necessary skills and then refining them
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until they are accessible to us when we wish. Practically, there are some limits to these states,
particularly as they are transient and thus end.

The basic states attainable by training in concentration can be very thoroughly mastered
within a lifetime and even within a few years or perhaps months for those with talent and
diligence. The stages of awakening are relatively permanent (or as permanent as they can be
with a biological brain, which is clearly impermanent, but it is not necessary at this point to go
into a discussion of mind and biological brain). Once the stages of awakening are attained, that
aspect of our suffering is forever eliminated and never arises again. This can be accomplished
by those who take the time to learn the skills necessary to see individual sensations clearly and
are willing to work on that level.

These basic facts can be used to help us plan our quest for happiness and the elimination
of the various forms of suffering in our life. We can direct our studies and training to work on
specific skills that lead to specific effects and abilities in the order we choose within the limits of
our life circumstances and the resources available to us. Just having the basic paradigm that the
point of our life might be the elimination of suffering and the increase in happiness in ourselves
and those around us by simply training in various established methods represents a profound
enhancement of perspective. It might make sense to learn concentration skills early in our lives,
as they help develop so many of the skills necessary for the other two trainings and can provide
an increased sense of ease and well-being. For example, rather than popping a cold beer at the
end of a hard day, we could sit down and bathe our body and mind in as much healing bliss and
peace as we can stand for as long as we wish. If we master concentration practices, we have those
options.

It might make sense to work on insight practices early rather than later to reduce the amount
of time during our lives that we live with the fundamental suffering caused by the illusion of
duality. There is only so much we can do to prevent ordinary suffering for others and ourselves,
though it is always good to do what we can. Thus, it is good to realize that we can also reduce
and eliminate the other forms of suffering through learning the two basic styles of meditation
more easily than we can eliminate much of our conventional suffering relating to having been
born a mammal.

AWAKENING

There are three ways in which words such as “awakening” or “enlightenment” are used, and
these may also relate to the scopes of the three trainings. However, I feel that this is a dangerous
habit, and I strongly advocate using enlightenment and similar words to refer only to ultimate
insights, meaning the stages of awakening in the high and traditional sense. While we may hear
people speak of performing “enlightened” actions, or of thinking in “enlightened” ways, I have
come to the conclusion that for spiritual training we either need to be very careful to explain
that these are very conventional and relative definitions of enlightenment or we need to not use
such language at all.

Some traditions endow the very high concentration states an ultimate status. I also advo-
cate strongly against this, as did the Buddha, who saw the limits of those states during his
years of practice before he became a Buddha. The concentration states can be so compelling
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and seductive, causing some people to imagine they are awakened in the non-dual sense
when they are merely having temporary unitive, vast, or extremely subtle experiences (expe-
riences where reality did something that was sufficiently lacking in specific qualities or inten-
sity to be clearly discerned, here termed “unknowing experiences”). Thus, I strongly suggest
that such attainments never be associated with the language of enlightenment or awakening
in any way.

Rather, I define awakening as permanently eliminating the basic perceptions that either dual-
ity or unity is the answer, and thus attaining to permanent realizations that are unshakable
within the limits of biology. Awakening has nothing whatsoever to do with how things manifest
and everything to do with basic understanding of those things. I devote an entire chapter to
explaining this more fully, but it is important for the discussion between here and there to have
been introduced to the strict and formal definition of awakening that I will be using.

These frameworks can also be useful for looking at other common issues such as thoughts
of past and future that people run into when they get into meditation. Confusion arises when
these pieces of advice are applied outside the scope for which they were meant.

When working on our ordinary lives, or within the scope of the first training, the content
of our thoughts on past and future is very helpful, in fact necessary. Remembering the past is
important, as, with experience, we generate a body of memory concerning what leads to what
in this world. Being able to plan and consider our future is very important, as with our predic-
tive ability we can use this to try to craft a well-lived life. However, when working on training
in concentration, such thoughts are generally ignored or suppressed by deep concentration on
another object. When doing insight practices, it doesn’t matter so much if thoughts of past
or future arise, so long as we are not fascinated by their content, notice that the experiences
of thoughts occur now, and notice the true nature of the individual sensations that make up
those thoughts.

It is common to hear of people trying to apply one piece of advice to a scope for which it was
never intended, like trying to stop thinking when trying to deal with their daily life. This sort
of practice would simply promote stupidity and dissociation, and there is already more than
enough of that. In short, when evaluating or applying a piece of spiritual advice, make sure you
understand the specific context for which it was intended.

I thought it would be fun to envision the three trainings as very cartoonish, westernized,
postmodern characters who still have a pretty confused and conflicted conception of the
Buddhist path and have them critique each other and then talk with each other about ways that
they could reinforce each other. I will do this in the form of a very short play in one act. I have
exaggerated and dichotomized their issues with each other for comic effect. Realize that the
humorous aspects of the play arise from gross misunderstandings of the three trainings, misun-
derstandings that are very common as the teachings of the Buddha come into the West, and also
persist to some degree in their countries of origin. Hopefully, you will see through the humor to
the important points being illustrated.
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THE PLAY
CURTAIN OPENS

Morality, Concentration, and Insight are sitting in a bar having a discussion. A large stack of
empty shot glasses sits in front of Concentration and Insight. An organic chia kombucha sits in
front of Morality.

MoRALITY: You navel-gazing, self-absorbed, good-for-nothing freaks! I go out and work hard
all day long to make this world fit to live in while you two sit on those sweat-covered cushions
and cultivate butt-rot! I go out and make good money, keep food in our mouths, a roof over our
heads, deal with our stuff, and you go out and spend our money up at that freak-house you
call a meditation center when there is important work to be done! I want to work on my tan!

INsiGHT: Who are you calling “self-absorbed?” I can’t be self-absorbed by definition! If it
wasn’t for me, you would be so stuck in dualistic illusion that you wouldn’t know your ass from
your elbow, you conceptually-fixated, emotionally-mired, bound-up-in-manifestation-looking,
twelve-sandwich-eatin” ...

CONCENTRATION: Yeah! And by the way, Mr. Oh-so-worldly, you should learn to lighten up
sometimes! Work your fingers to the bone, whadda’ya get? Bony fingers, that’s what. And that
goes for you too, Mr. Enlightenment! If you didn’t have my skills, you'd be shit out of luck,
unable to focus, and dead boring to boot! Who brings up the deep joy and wondrous mind
states around here? I do, that’s who, so you two should just shut up!

InsigaT: Oh, yeah? Well, Mr. La-la Land, if it weren’t for me, we’d be so caught up in your
transient highs that we might just get arrested. Somebody call the law! You two are so easily
sucked into blowing things out of proportion that without me you two would have all the
perspective of a dung heap!

MoRraLITY: Dung heap? You’'d be lucky to have a dung heap if it wasn’t for me, you emp-
tiness-fixated, I'm-oh-so-non-conceptual vibration-junkie. What good is having perspective if
you don’t go out and use it?

CoNCENTRATION: Yeah! And speaking of perspective, I give you guys more perspective than
you have any idea of. Not only do I provide a bridge between our resident Save-the-World
Poster Child and the Void-Fixated Flicker-Boy, I help you two get your twitchy little minds
right! I help the Boy Scout here gain more and deeper insights into his screwed up emotional
world and “stuff” than he ever could have on his own, and if it wasn’t for me, Mr. Ultimate
would just be spinning his wheels in the parking lot! And furthermore, I am fun, fun, fun!

INsiGHT: Yeah, maybe, but you don’t know when to stop, you otherworldly space-case!
If Relative Man and I hadn’t pulled you out of the clouds, you'd still be lost in some formless
realm thinking you had half a clue. I'm the one with the clue! There ain’t nothin’ in the world
like what I know, and without it, your whole pathetic little sense of identity would be bound up
in a world beyond your control. I am your salvation, and you know it!

MoraLITY: Beyond my control, my ass! I make things happen in this world, great things! I'm
the one that really gets us somewhere! I make a difference! Who cares if there is no self when
people are starving in Africa?

InsiGHT: Who cares is exactly my point! There is no separate, permanent self that cares!

MoRraALITY: I know you are, but what am 1?
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InsiGHT: Exactly!

MoRALITY: Jerk!

CONCENTRATION: See? You guys gotta chill out, get some balance and peace in your life. Take
a few moments and just breathe! Leave your worries and cares behind, and fly the friendly
skies! It’s free, legal, and oh-so-recommended. You can quit whenever you like! All your friends
are doing it! Come on, just relax!

MoratLiTy: All right, Fly Guy, when are we going to deal with our emotional issues, huh?
When are we going to save the world? We can’t just go on vacation forever.

INSIGHT: Your problem is that you can’t see the sensations that make up these “issues” as they
really are, so you make such a big friggin’ deal out of them. I mean, I see your point, but you are
so reactive and blind that you are hardly the one for the job. You solidify these things into huge
monsters, forget you have done this, and then freak out when they come running after you. You
need a clue, you confused little shrew!

MoRraLITY: Oh, yeah? Don’t think that just because you can see the true nature of the issues
that make up your reality that you won't still have stuff to deal with! Now, that’s delusion!

INSIGHT: It’s even more deluded to think that you can really have a completely healthy per-
spective on anything without me, you Monster Maker!

CoNcCENTRATION: Dude, do you see those angels floating through the wall?

MoraLITY: Where in the hell did I find you freaks?

INs1GHT: Short memory, eh? You found us when you realized you couldn’t do it on your own.
You needed us to really be able to do the job you wanted to do, to really make a difference and
be as happy and effective as you could be.

MorarL1TY: Yeah? And when can I get rid of you?

CONCENTRATION AND INSIGHT: When you have mastered us completely. Jinx, one, two, three,
four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten!

MoraLITY: Bartender ...”

THE END

If you find that you have gotten to the point where you can’t laugh at your own path, stop
immediately and figure out why. I hope you have found this little, irreverent dialogue enter-
taining. While clearly a bit ridiculous, these sorts of immature tensions can arise until we really
have a solid grasp of each of the trainings and how they complement and enhance each other.
When we have this, they will work together as they were meant to. By doing the experiment
for ourselves by diligently and intentionally training in the three trainings, we will learn how
this works and go beyond the level of the ranting fools in the play and their real-life correlates.

”One of the most enjoyable books I have read recently that comes straight from the character Morality’s point of view is
The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, by Mark Manson, also a nice audiobook.



9. THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS

The four truths of the noble ones are:

1) there is suffering or dissatisfactoriness

2) there is the cause of suffering

3) there is the end of suffering

4) there is the path that leads to the end of suffering.

This list is at the heart of the message of the Buddha. He was fond of summarizing his whole
teaching in relation to them. When asked to be even more concise, he would just refer to the first
and third: suffering and the end of suffering. This was what he taught. Like the other lists here,
this list of four has great profundity on many levels and is worth exploring in depth. They are
truths stated from the point of view of awakening, pointers to those who would follow in that
direction.

TRUTH NUMBER ONE: THERE IS SUFFERING

The first truth is the fact of suffering, dissatisfactoriness, misery. Hey, didn’t we just see that in
the three characteristics? Yes! Isn’t that great? We also just saw it in “The Three Trainings Revis-
ited”. There must be something important but not immediately obvious about it for it to have
inspired a teaching called “the four noble truths”. Why do we practice? We're dissatisfied, we
hurt, we sense there must be something greater, or a better way to address suffering, or we can
no longer lie to ourselves about our situation and the stark predicament of what awaits us if it
isn’t here yet, such as sickness, aging, and death. It is just that simple. Why do we do anything?
Because of dukkha, variously translated as dissatisfaction, discontent, misery, suffering, stress.
Plenty of people balk at this, and say that they do lots of things because of reasons other than
suffering. I suppose that to be really correct I should add in ignorance and habit, but these are
intimately connected to suffering or dissatisfaction. Perhaps there is something more to this
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first truth that they may have missed on first inspection, as it is a deep and subtle teaching. To
understand this first truth is to understand the whole of the spiritual path, so take the time to
investigate it.

The basic gist of this truth from a relative point of view is that we want things to be other
than they are, and this causes pain. We want things that are nice to last forever. We want to
get what we want and avoid what we don’t want. We wish bad things would disappear faster
than they do. These are all contrary to reality. We all age, get sick, die, have conflicts, constantly
scramble to try to get something (greed), get away from something (hatred), or tune out from
reality altogether (ignorance). We are rarely if ever perfectly content with things just as they are.
These are the traditional, relative ways in which suffering is explained. They are very important
aspects of life to tune in to, and are considered essential points to reflect on to inspire us on the
path and encourage some healthy measure of holding this transient world a bit more lightly, but
these definitions can only take us so far.

At the most fundamental level, which is the most useful for doing insight practices, at some
habitual level, we wish desperately that there was some separate, permanent self, and we spend
huge amounts of time doing our best to prop up this illusion. This consumes surprising amounts
of mental processing power. However, this wish for a stable “this” side, a stable observer, a
stable “me” is largely unconscious initially. Our job is to make it conscious so we can see what
it is doing and how that feels. For this largely unconscious process to function, we habitually
ignore much useful sensate information about our reality and invest our mental impressions
and simplifications of reality with more power and importance than they necessarily have. It is
this illusion that adds a problematic element to the normal and understandable ways in which
we go about trying to be happy. We constantly struggle with reality because we misunderstand
it, that is, because reality misunderstands itself.

“So, what else is new?” we might say. Good point! It isn’t new, is it? This has been the whole
of our life! The big question is, “Is there some understanding that can make a difference in
my experience?” Yes, or we wouldn’t be bothering with all of this. Somewhere in the depths
of our being there is a little voice that cries, “There’s got to be another way!” We can find this
other way.

Connecting with the truth of suffering can be very motivating for spiritual practice. Most
traditional discourses on the Buddha'’s teachings begin with this. More than just motivating
for spiritual practice, tuning in to suffering is spiritual practice! Many people start meditating
and then get frustrated with how much suffering and pain they experience, never knowing that
they are starting to understand something important about themselves and reality. They cling
to the ideal that insight practices will produce peace and bliss, and yet much of what they
experience is challenging. They don’t realize that things on the cushion tend to get worse before
they get better. Thus, they get nowhere, as they reject the very truths they must deeply under-
stand to obtain the peace they are seeking. They reject the valid insights that they themselves
have gained through valid practice. I suspect that this is one of the greatest and most common
stumbling blocks on the spiritual path.

There is a flip side to suffering that can help, and that is compassion, the wish to be free of
suffering. Wherever there is suffering there is compassion, though most of the time it is dis-
torted by the confused logic of the process of identification and illusory separation which is
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based on poor perception. More on this in a bit, but it leads directly to the second truth of the
noble ones, the cause, or source, of suffering.

TrRuUTH NUMBER Two: THERE Is THE CAUSE OF SUFFERING

The second noble truth is the cause of suffering, in Pali tanha, variously translated as desire,
craving, clinging, grasping, fixating, or attachment. These translations are mostly inadequate,
but they are getting at something. From a relative perspective, we hang on to what is pleasur-
able and try to avoid or push away what interrupts that pleasure. We want things to be other
than they are because we perceive the world through the odd paradigm of the illusion of the
split of the perceiver and the perceived. We might say, “Of course we want things to be great
and not miserable or problematic! What do you expect?” The problem isn’t quite in wishing for
things to be good and not bad in the way that we might think; it is, in fact, a bit subtler than that.

This is a slippery business, and many people can get all into craving for non-craving and
really fixating on detachment. This can be useful if it is done wisely and it is all we have to
work with. But if common sense is ignored, craving non-craving can produce a refined yet
toxic aversion that produces neurotic, self-righteous, repressed ascetics instead of balanced,
kind meditators. A tour of any monastery, dharma center, or spiritual community will likely
expose you to clear examples of both sides of this delicate balance. So, don’t make too much of
a problem out of the fact that it seems that we must desire something to achieve it. This paradox
will resolve itself if we are able to clearly perceive reality in this moment.

“Craving”, “attachment”, and “desire” are some of the most dangerous words that can be
used to describe something that is much more fundamental than these terms seem to indicate.
The Buddha did talk about these conventional forms of suffering, but he also talked about the
fundamental suffering that comes from some deep longing for a refuge that involves a separate
or permanent identity. We imagine that such a self will be a refuge, and so we desire such a self,
we try to make certain transient sensations into such a self, we cling to the fundamental notion
that such a self can exist as a stable and unchanging entity and that this will somehow alleviate
our condition. The side effects of this manifest in all sorts of needless exacerbations of unskill-
ful and unhelpful mind states and emotions, but these are side effects and not the root cause of
suffering that the Buddha was pointing to.

As stated earlier, a helpful concept here is compassion, a heart aspect of the practice and of
reality related to kindness. You see, wherever there is desire there is suffering, and wherever
there is suffering there is compassion, the desire for the end of our own and others’ suffering.
You can experience this. There is a close relationship between suffering, desire, and compassion.
This is heavy but good stuff and worth investigating.

We might conceive of this as compassion having gotten caught in the loop of the illusion of
duality. This is sort of like a dog chasing its tail. Pain and pleasure, suffering and satisfaction
always seem to be “over there”. Thus, when pleasant sensations arise, there is a constant, com-
passionate, deluded attempt to get over there, to the other side of the imagined split. This is
fundamental attraction. You would think that we would just stop imagining there is a split, but
somehow that is not what happens. We keep perpetuating the illusory sense of a split even as
we try to bridge it, and so we suffer.
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When unpleasant sensations arise, there is an attempt to get away from “there” (or even
“here”), a mental pressure that attempts to widen the imagined split. This will never work,
because the split doesn’t exist, but the way we hold our minds as we try to get away from that
side is painful, and this is fundamental aversion.

When boring or apparently uninteresting sensations arise, there is the attempt to tune out
altogether and forget the whole thing, to try to pretend that the sensations on the other side of
the imagined split are not there. This is fundamental ignorance and it perpetuates the process,
as it is by ignoring aspects of our sensate reality that the illusion of a split is created in the
first place.

These strict definitions of fundamental attraction, aversion, and ignorance are very impor-
tant, particularly for when I discuss the various models of the stages of awakening. Given the
illusion, it seems that these unskillful mental reactions will help in a lasting way. Remember
that the only thing that will fundamentally help is to understand the three characteristics to the
degree that makes the difference, and the three characteristics are manifesting right here.

Do you remember reading above that suffering motivates everything we do? We could also
say that everything we do is motivated by compassion, which is part of the fundamentally
empty nature of reality. That doesn’t mean that everything we do is skillful; that is a whole
different issue.

Compassion is a very good thing, especially when it involves ourselves and all beings. It is
the flip side of the second noble truth. The whole problem is that “misdirected” compassion,
which is filtered through the process of identification, solidification, and their related mental,
perceptual, and emotional habits, can produce enormous suffering and often does. It is easy to
think of many examples of people searching for happiness and trying to avoid suffering in the
strangest of places and by doing the strangest of things. Just read any news source. The take-
home is to search for happiness where you are likely to find it.

We might say that compassion is the ultimate aspect of desire, or think of compassion and
desire on a continuum. The more wisdom or understanding of interconnectedness there is
behind our intentions and actions, the more they reflect compassion and the more the results
will turn out well. The more greed, hatred, delusion, or lack of understanding of interconnect-
edness there is behind our intentions and actions, the more they reflect the distorted aspect of
desire and the more suffering there will likely be.

This is sometimes referred to as the “Law of Karma”. “Karma” is a word with many defi-
nitions, many nuances, many aspects, many associated qualifying terms, and many implica-
tions too numerous to go into here. In this case and for our limited purposes, karma has to do
with our intentions and actions and the basic workings of causality. Some people can get all
caught up in specifics, like speculating that if we kill a bug we will come back as a bug and be
squished. Don’t. Cause and effect, also called interdependence, is just too imponderably com-
plex. Just use this general concept to look honestly at what you want, why, and precisely how
you know this.

When taking action of body, speech, or mind, examine what the consequences might be for
yourself and others, and then take responsibility for those consequences. It’s a tall order and an
important practice to engage in, but don’t get overly obsessive about it. Remember the simplic-
ity of the training in morality, which boils down to: if you can’t help, at least do no harm. Train
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in kindness, generosity, honesty, and clarity, and gain balance and wisdom from the other two
trainings as you go.

Sometimes exploring suffering and desire can be overwhelming. Life can sometimes be
extremely hard. In these moments, try turning towards the heart side of the equation: compas-
sion and kindness. Connect with the part of your heart that just wishes the suffering would end
and feel that deeply, especially as it manifests in the body. Just this can be profound practice.
There are also many other good techniques for cultivating a spaciousness of heart that can bear
anything, such as formal loving-kindness practices. I recommend Sharon Salzberg’s Loving-
Kindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness for instructions on basic practices designed to help us
connect to the heart side of practice. Finding these techniques and practicing them can make the
spiritual path much more bearable, pleasant, and rewarding, and this can help us to persevere,
gain deep insights, be able to integrate them into our lives, and use them to benefit others.?

The point is to take the desire to be happy and free of suffering and use its energy to do
skillful practices that can make this happen, rather than getting caught in old unexamined
patterns of searching for happiness where deep down we know very well we will not find it.
Also, if you can remember that everyone wants happiness and freedom from suffering, you will
further facilitate the demolition of the false separation that ignorance imposes between “me”
and “other”. This common bond of compassion is much more profound than it might initially
appear to the intellect. Practices based on compassion facilitate and inspire all aspects of our
practice to work for freedom from suffering for all involved. The three trainings are skillful and
can inform the whole of our life. By following them we may come to the end of many forms of
suffering and be in a much better position to help others do the same.

TRUTH NUMBER THREE: THERE Is THE END OF SUFFERING

This brings us nicely to the third noble truth, the end of suffering. Now, as noted before, there
are three types of suffering pertaining to the scope of each of the three trainings. Traditionally,
the Buddha talked about the end of suffering as relating to mastering the third training and
thus becoming awakened. The first point is that it can be done and is done today by medita-
tors like you from many spiritual traditions. Yes, there are awakened people walking around,
and not just a rare few that have spent twenty years in a cave in Tibet. This is essential to have
faith in and understand. The other point is that with the end of fundamental desire, the end of
compassion and reality being filtered through illusory dualistic perception, there is the end of
fundamental suffering. That’s it. Done is what has to be done. Gone, gone, gone beyond, and all
of that. All beings can do it, and there is, to make a bit of a mystical joke, no time like the present.

Now, it must be said that the Buddha also praised those who had mastered the other two
trainings to some degree and thus eliminated what suffering could be eliminated by those
methods. Even very accomplished and transformed beings can benefit from mastering the
concentration states. However, there are some complex and difficult issues related to eliminat-
ing all the ordinary suffering in the world while there are still living beings (such as yourself),

8Later, I will describe a challenging series of insight stages called the “Knowledges of Suffering” and the “Dark Night”.
If you have a hard time in those stages, return here and reread this section.
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and these issues are thus related to mastering the first training, which is an ongoing undertak-
ing. It is because of this issue that such teachings as the bodhisattva vow arose.

TrRuUTH NUMBER FOUR: THE NOBLE EIGHTFOLD PATH

The fourth noble truth is the noble eightfold path that leads to suffering’s cessation:

Right view

Right intention
Right speech

Right action

Right livelihood
Right effort

Right mindfulness
Right concentration

PN TN

Another list! Hopefully you have come to like these by now, and so one more should be
viewed as another manageable guide on how to find the end of suffering. Luckily, we have
already seen the whole of the noble eightfold path in other parts of some of the other lists, and
it is summarized in the three trainings of morality, concentration, and wisdom.

The morality section is just broken down into three specifics: right action, right speech, and
right livelihood. “Right” means skillful, or conducive to the end of suffering for us and for all
other living beings. Be kind, honest, clear, and compassionate in your every action of body;,
speech, and mind and in all contexts, and if you can’t do that, at least do no harm. Notice that
nothing is excluded here. The more of our lives we integrate with the spiritual path, the better.
Easy to remember and a powerful guide. These practices are designed to eliminate ordinary
suffering in this ordinary life by ordinary means.

The concentration section contains three things we saw in the five spiritual faculties and
the seven factors of awakening: right energy, right concentration, and right mindfulness.
These teachings are designed to facilitate attaining access to the jhanas and to be able to elimi-
nate the suffering that those temporary but skillful states can eliminate.

The wisdom section has the two last parts of the path: right view and right intention. These
two are often rendered in different ways, but the meaning is the same: understand the truth
of your experience and aspire to kindness and wisdom in your thoughts and deeds. These
eliminate the fundamental and all-pervasive suffering that comes from fundamental ignorance.
Three types of suffering, three trainings to address them. Again, simple but powerful.



10. OBJECTS FOR INSIGHT PRACTICES

s mentioned already, there are lots of insight traditions and they each have their preferred

meditation objects. Whereas from the point of view of pure insight, the object of meditation
doesn’t matter, as with physical postures there are some practical considerations related to our
specific abilities and our current phase of practice that are worth considering. Please note that no
objects are specifically objects for insight practice versus concentration practice. Any object can
be used for either emphasis, at least in general terms. The difference is whether we investigate
the three characteristics of experience when using those objects, or ignore the fact that the object
we focus on delivers individual sensations and thus artificially solidify it while tuning in to
beneficial qualities of experience. Thus, you could use any of the objects mentioned below (as
well as many others) for either type of practice.

The first question is whether we have a specific agenda for what kind of sensations or focus
we wish to include in the practice, that is, whether we want to do “choiceless awareness”
practice or a more structured practice. Choiceless awareness practice is a bit of a misnomer, in
that we are making a choice in relative terms to be more liberal with what attention does and
where it goes. From an ultimate point of view, everything is causal and natural, meaning there
is no individual “chooser”, but that is making things too complex at this stage of the game, so,
for the moment, as the term “choiceless awareness” is in common usage for less structured and
less directed investigation, I will use it.

Choiceless awareness practice, in which we investigate whatever arises without a specific
or narrow focus, has the advantage of being very inclusive and “natural”, and yet by the same
token some people can easily get distracted, spaced out, and ungrounded when they don’t
take a more structured approach. I put “natural” here in quotes as even all the sensations that
make up experiences like the sense of having a choice, the sense of exerting effort, and the sense
of applying a technique are just as natural, since they are simply causal occurrences just like
everything else, but still, in relative terms, choiceless awareness does feel more “natural”.

For those taking a more structured approach, some of the axes we can move along are the
degree to which we include physical or mental sensations in meditation, whether we focus

71



72 MASTERING THE CORE TEACHINGS OF THE BUDDHA

narrowly or use a more open field of attention, and whether we move the attention around
or keep it in roughly the same place, and what we do with that attention when objects arise
and vanish.

The main advantage of trying to focus primarily on physical sensations, such as the breathing
process, the sensations of walking, the points of contact with the floor, or the sensations of our
physical body in general, is that these are much less susceptible to story-making than observ-
ing mental sensations. As my friend Vince wanted me to point out, the location of the physical
sensations we choose can have important energetic implications. Noticing the top of the head
or the breath at the nostrils may be more energy-producing than noticing the sensations of
our feet or of breathing in the abdomen. Similarly, noticing the breath in our abdomen and the
sensations of our feet may be more grounding and centering than noticing our breath at the
nose area or paying attention to the top of the head.

Knowing this may allow you to balance your level of energy by simply shifting the focus of
your attention to physical sensations. Further, if we are habitually lost in our heads, increasing
the strength of the wiring to the sensations of our chests and abdomens may help integrate those
aspects of our body into our practice. Lots of emotions can have strong components in those
locations that more cranially fixated practitioners can benefit from getting to know more clearly.
However, if emotions are overwhelming you, the nose is clearly safer territory. Having both
options and realizing their pros and cons can be helpful when making good choices about how
to direct attention.

Mental sensations tend to trap us in content and stories, as anyone who has ever tried to
meditate knows all too well. The more mental sensations we include in our practice, the more
we will encounter our emotional and psychological stuff. This can be a mixed blessing. If our
practice is very strong, we can enter mental and emotional territory and yet still see the true
nature of all the sensations that make it up. Doing so can truly be transformative in good ways.
If our practice is not very strong, we will be swept away, lost in the habitual patterns of thinking
associated with our “stuff”.

Thus, physical sensations help ground us, and mental sensations open us up to plunging
into the depths of mental life or, more often, getting caught up in it, further identified with it, or
otherwise lost in it until our practice is strong. From a pure insight perspective, neither one is
more holy or more of a source of truth than the other, but when we do the experiment we will
quickly realize what works for us. “Works” in this case means that we can keep up being able to
see the true nature of the numerous quick sensations that make up our reality.

There are many other types of physical objects that may be investigated, including sounds,
sights, and even smells and tastes. Some people have a natural proclivity for investigating the
sensations of a specific sense door. There is a monk in Burma who recommends that his students
use the high-pitched tones in our ear as an object, and sometimes I have found them very useful
and interesting. Rather than seeming to be a continuous tone, we can hear each little individual
sensation of ringing as a discontinuous entity.

We may also take sights as object, such as the colors on the back of our eyelids or, if our eyes
are open, whatever visual sensations present themselves. These are also impermanent, and if
we are good at this we may even see our visual world presenting itself like the frames of a
movie or a complex, flickering, organic patchwork of shifting impressions.
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Another consideration is whether to use a narrow or broad focus of attention. The advantage
of a narrower focus of attention for beginners is that it can exclude many distractions. We
may get very good at seeing certain types of objects, such as the sensations of breathing in the
abdomen or beneath the nostrils, and this is just fine and even a very good idea. Such one-
pointed practice is routinely recommended, and some people, such as myself, have a natural
inclination toward this style.

Others find that this makes them too uptight, agitated, or irritable; they find that they do
much better with a broader and more inclusive field of attention. These things vary with person,
situation, and phase of practice. If we are honest with ourselves, we will be able to recognize
what works for us and what does not. The advantage of a broad field of attention is that less
effort is required for staying focused and we can thus be more present to whatever arises
naturally. The downside is that we may become very lazy meditators and space out or get lost
in thought. These trade-offs must be weighed against each other depending on context, and as
time goes on we adjust the breadth of our practice repeatedly depending on what is happening.
There is much more specific information related to the breadth of attention presented later, as it
is a fascinating topic.

There are practices, such as body sweeping from the tradition of U Ba Khin and popularized
by S. N. Goenka, that keep the attention moving all the time. This can be very helpful, as it keeps
us engaged with new and interesting sensations and may keep us from getting into ruts of
thinking that we are attending to new physical sensations when really we are just remembering
old patterns of them. However, these practices have the downside of sometimes lacking the real
precision of honest attention that comes from staying with more restricted areas of focus. We
can end up giving more attention to keeping our attention moving than to clearly investigating
what our attention reveals. Again, some people do well with moving-attention practices and
some seem to thrive on keeping the attention in one general area.

We may not always know exactly what is best for us. We may pick practices that feel good to
us precisely because they don’t strike too close to home, don’t allow us to clearly investigate the
unsettling truths of impermanence, suffering, and no-self, and don't strike at our sense of solid
identity in a way that really cuts to the bone. We might also pick traditions that are grueling
and painful for us because we imagine that this is how it must be, even if such traditions do not
necessarily facilitate clear investigations of the truth of our actual experience, the settling and
opening that would help. Thus, I recommend working with good teachers who can advise us
about which meditation object might be best suited to our disposition, which might help keep
us from resting in our delusions. That said, some teachers only teach one practice, usually the
one that worked for them or in which they trained. If that is also a technique that genuinely
works for us, then we are set. If not, we may wish to investigate other traditions and techniques.

On a related note, I have advocated figuring out what works for you, considering how you
are built and where you are. I do, however, recommend moderation in this. For instance, you
might sit down to meditate and then decide that you are just a bit sleepy, so you stand up, and
then you settle down a bit, and a few minutes later you sit down again. Then a minute later you
decide you really don't like that little pain in your knee and so you lie down, and so it goes.
Such practice, if you can call it that, is unlikely to be of benefit, so try to pick a posture and
stick to it within reason. Patience with pain and discomfort is the doorway to achieving higher
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levels of equanimity later, albeit in some medically safe way. The ability to stay with our chosen
practices also applies to meditation objects, particularly when you are starting out. There is a lot
to be said for cultivating this basic level of self-control and discipline. Without it, we can end up
shifting our practice habits every time our investigation begins to hit too close to home.

WHEN, WHERE, AND FOR How LoNG?

The best time to meditate is any time you can. The best place to meditate is wherever you can,
and the best duration is for as long as possible or necessary for you to get what you wish out
of it. This may seem obvious, but people can sometimes get it into their heads that certain
times are better than others and thus not meditate when that seemingly sacrosanct period is
unavailable or interrupted. They may feel that special places or special circumstances (special
cushions, special noise levels, special surroundings, special props, special garments, etc.) are
oh-so-necessary, and if these are not available then they may feel frustrated and unable to prac-
tice. They may feel that a certain minimal amount of meditation time is necessary, and thus find
themselves unable to make use of whatever time they do happen to have. A more immediate
answer is that you should meditate now, where you are, and make your life your meditation in
all its aspects.

I remember going to a spiritual book store in New Delhi, India, and asking the proprietor
about some books on meditation I was trying to find. We got into a conversation, and I asked
him if he meditated. He was dusting off a book at the time, and he said with a twinkle in his eye,
“This is my meditation!” To some, this may sound trite, like some sort of idealized New Age
dream, but it is where this all leads, so you might as well start getting used to it.

If you have two hours each day for meditation, great. If you have two jobs, six kids, and just
can’t find more than five minutes each day for meditation, make good use of what you've got.
There have been times in my life when I was very grateful that I had twenty hours a day to
practice. On the other hand, when I have only had ten minutes a day for formal practice, I have
been grateful for the sense of how precious those ten minutes were. Skillful urgency and well-
developed gratitude for a chance to practice at all can allow us to really use limited stretches of
time to their fullest.

If you can take off a month each year for intensive retreats, wonderful. If a weekend retreat
once a year is all you can do, go for it. In short, honor where you are and what you can realisti-
cally accomplish given your current circumstances. If these are not entirely to your liking, and
you want to take more time for practice, work on rearranging things in a way that leaves you
with a life that you still find fulfilling should you later decide to practice a bit less.

Luckily, meditation is an extremely portable endeavor. You don’t have to lug around special
equipment, have other people around, or schedule an appointment. There are no fees, waiting
lists, or red tape. Reality happens. Sensations arise. If you're paying careful attention to them,
really feeling exactly what it is like to be here now, you're doing it! It’s just that simple. Nearly
all activities benefit from increased attention, so this paradigm of increasing daily-life presence
transmutes your seemingly non-meditative activities into meditation.

While I have come to appreciate “ideal” meditation conditions and their obvious benefits,
I'have also had profound insights and extraordinary experiences in places that would hardly be
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considered ideal (such as in the break room at work, or while brushing my teeth). While I appre-
ciate the additional depth of long periods of uninterrupted practice, I am certain that being able
to make use of little bits of time here and there has done much to move things along.

I have sometimes meditated when reclining before sleep, when reclining in the morning
before I get up, when I wake up in the middle of the night, before catnaps on the couch, dur-
ing lectures and meetings (noting boredom), and in the lounge of the school I attended before
afternoon classes. Walking down the hall between patients is a great time to meditate, cen-
ter, reconnect with loving-kindness, and steady attention. I have concluded that five minutes
of really engaged, clear, and focused practice in poor circumstances can often produce more
benefits for me than an hour of poor, vague, and distracted practice in “optimal conditions”.

I have also come to appreciate the value of timed sits, where I resolve to sit and pay atten-
tion for a set period. I used to rely on a little alarm clock but now use my smartphone’s timer.
I determine to sit for a set amount of time, usually between thirty to ninety minutes. I have
found that, during untimed sits, I tend to get up when I run into difficult territory, mild pain
from sitting, or other things that I don’t want to acknowledge and investigate clearly. A timed
sit makes it much more likely that I will be able to sit in the face of trying circumstances, thus
developing more patience, confidence, and discipline, as well as the insights that come from
persistent investigation. Still, most of the old masters who pioneered and preserved these
practices had no clocks, and they learned how to be disciplined without them, so, if you don’t
have a clock, you can obviously still practice well.



11. ON TEACHERS

here are many types of teachers out there from many traditions. Some are very ordinary,

and some seem to radiate positive qualities from every pore. Some are kind, some are
dispassionate, and some may seem like sergeants in boot camp. Some stress reliance on our
own efforts, others stress reliance on the grace of the guru. Some are available, accessible, and
approachable, and some may live far away, grant few interviews, or have so many students
vying for their time that you may rarely get a chance to talk with them. Some seem to embody
the highest ideals of the perfected spiritual life in their every waking moment, while others may
appear to have many quirks, faults, and failings.

Some live by strict moral codes, while others may push the boundaries of social conven-
tions and mores. Some may be very old, and some may be very young. Some may require strict
commitments and obedience, others may hardly seem to care at all what we do, and some may
seem to actively put barriers to interaction with them in our way. Some may advocate specific
practices, stating that their way is the only way or the best way, while others may draw from
many traditions or be open to your doing so. Some may point out our successes, while others
may highlight our failures.

Some may stress traditional renunciation or even ordination into a monastic order, while
others seem relentlessly engaged with “the world”. Some charge a bundle for teachings, while
others offer them at no charge. Some deeply respect scholarship and the lingo of meditation,
while others may openly disapprove of formal terms, conceptual frameworks, and therefore
never refer to them. Some teachers may be more like friends or peers that just want to help us
learn something they happened to be good at, while others may be more into hierarchy, tradi-
tional structures, and the role of being a teacher.

Hierarchy is a huge topic when dealing with any organization, community, and teacher-
student situation. Hierarchies vary widely in the degree to which they promote real spiri-
tual development, growth, and good practice in those who enter them. Some hierarchies are
very natural. When I was in calculus class in high school, the teacher knew calculus, while I
did not. I wanted to learn calculus, and she taught me calculus. Roles and expectations were
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straightforward. I followed along with her lectures, did the homework, and took the tests. She
got paid from the community’s taxes. Good learning occurred. If anything, she was the one who
was exploited, given how little teachers are paid where I grew up. Still, it was healthy as teach-
ing situations go.

Similar situations occur in good, healthy hierarchical meditation teaching situations, and
those can be found. To pretend that we must dispense with hierarchies altogether is therefore
naive and simplistic. If we did then we could never learn anything from another who undeni-
ably had more training and experience than we do. It’s a ridiculous idea if you parse it out with
some clear thinking.

However, as we all know, there are hierarchical situations that range from suboptimal to
extremely toxic. In these, the exchange is not always straightforward, learning to the level of the
teacher is not actually encouraged, and teacher roles are ambiguous or involve domination and
exploitation rather than true support. Often, the problem in these situations is that there is some
mix of authentically healthy with unhealthy, unconscious elements. We find ourselves mak-
ing compromises to get to the good parts while giving away things we value, such as healthy
boundaries, reasonable autonomy, self-respect, and our own empowerment to be competent
practitioners capable of standing on our own two feet.

While Pragmatic Dharma as a movement has generally favored less hierarchical situations
out of a reasonable fear of the many possible unhealthy situations more formal hierarchies
can produce, we need not throw the baby out with the bathwater, and we need not, indeed
cannot, dispense with or avoid hierarchies altogether. Most of the skills I learned in my life I
learned from experts who taught me what they knew in good hierarchical situations, and the
same is true of meditation. I studied with established meditation masters in standard teacher-
student situations, typically traditional monasteries and retreat centers where the teacher was
the teacher and I was the student. They taught according to their tradition. I practiced according
to their skillful instructions. This approach worked out well.

I personally have been lucky in this regard, but some of my friends have not been so lucky,
as they have found themselves in suboptimal hierarchies and exploitative situations. The
take-home is that you also can find well-established, time-tested teachers who are in clear and
healthy teacher roles and you can enter healthy student roles with them and learn well this way.
If you somehow find yourself in an unhealthy meditation or spirituality hierarchy, respectfully
remove yourself from it and find a healthy one, as there are plenty out there.

Some teachers will speak openly about attainments, and some may not. Some teachers are
remarkably predictable in their manner and teaching style, while others swing wide in strange
and unpredictable ways. Some may seem very tranquil and mild-mannered, while others
may seem outrageous or rambunctious. Some are great communicators and others have real
difficulty putting together coherent sentences. Some speak very calmly and slowly, while oth-
ers spit out the dharma at a zillion words a minute (guilty as charged). Some may speak our
language and others obviously don’t. Some may seem to listen patiently, others may cut us off.
Some may seem extremely humble and unimposing, while others may seem particularly arro-
gant and presumptuous (guilty as charged, though working on it).

Some may seem to have serious personality disorders, and others may seem highly self-
actualized in the psychological sense: sane and mature. Some are charismatic, while others may
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be distinctly lacking in social skills and charm. Some may readily give us extensive advice, and
some just listen and nod. Some may really “look the part” with robes, hats, and whatever hair-
style you associate with a guru, while others look more like something that just crawled out of
a dive bar, prison, mental institution, dark alley, or corporate boardroom. Some seem the living
embodiment of gentleness and love, and others may piss us off on a regular basis. Some teach-
ers may instantly click with us, while others just leave us cold. Some teachers may be willing to
teach us, and some may not.

As far as I can tell, none of these apparent features of various teachers are related in any
way to their meditation ability or to the depths of their understanding or attainment. While it
is basically guaranteed that you will judge meditation teachers by their covers, recognize this
and try to do better. It's possible that all these aspects appear to us to help us identify within
ourselves the habitual projections and expectations within which we operate. It's well worth
getting to know ourselves in relation to whatever it is a given teacher might kick up in us.
However, if they are kicking up too much stuff, maybe that is just a poor fit and you need to
find another one. While sometimes our hearts open through challenge and conflict, sometimes
ease, safety, sanity, predictability, straightforwardness, and gentleness do just as well or better.

There is much richness to be gained by challenging this tendency in ourselves to judge
another’s spirituality based on appearances. What is important is that a teacher’s style and per-
sonality inspire us to practice well, to live the life we want to live, to find what it is we wish to
find, to understand what we wish to understand. Some of us may wander for a long time before
we find a good fit. Some of us will turn to books for guidance, reading and practicing without
the distinct advantages or profound challenges of teachers. Some of us may seem to click with a
practice or teacher, try to follow it for years and get nowhere. Others seem to fly regardless. One
of the most interesting things about reality is that we get to test it out. One way or another, we
will get to see what works for us and what doesn’t, what happens when we do certain practices
or follow the advice of certain teachers, as well as what happens when we don't.

Remember well: we don’t have to become a replica of a teacher to apply to ourselves what
they teach or to learn about how to investigate reality and become great meditators and great
people. We can take what is good, leave what is bad, and take responsibility for our own actions
and way of being in the world. The best meditation teachers give away their power, knowledge,
and position to us as best they can. They try to transmit the dharma as powerfully as they can
so that we learn what they know. They even encourage us to exceed them in knowledge. The
flip side of this is that bad teachers try to retain their power and teach in a way that produces no
peers or rivals to their authority and position. Even worse are the teachers that engage in spiri-
tual bullying and who may even encourage those around them to do likewise. Oddly enough,
some teachers who may be entirely qualified can paradoxically impede our progress and pro-
mote our disempowerment and dependency. Avoid those like the plague. The best teachers
inspire us to be our very best, even if our best is greater than the best the teacher was capable of.

Another thing about teachers is that they only know what they know. If we use the scopes
of the three trainings to examine this, we may find that some teachers may have a good grasp
of some of these scopes and not have a good grasp of the others. In fact, mastery in each area
guarantees nothing about mastery in the others. It is worth being realistic about this fact, and so
I'will go on and on about it later. I know some great insight teachers whose concentration skills
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suck. I know teachers who have awesome concentration skills but are still somewhat lacking in
deep insight. I know some paragons of morality that are not that well developed in meditation.
I know some extremely strong meditators who are not that well-developed in morality. In other
words, it is easy to imagine that just because someone may have meditation skills in one spe-
cific area that they might magically know and be good at all sorts of other things. I have great
skepticism about these sorts of assumptions and plenty of real-world evidence upon which to
doubt them.

Itis easy to imagine that just because they are ethically impeccable that they have some under-
standing of deep wisdom, and conversely it is easy to imagine that just because they have some
deep wisdom they will be moral. As the ongoing Pragmatic Dharma experiment has shown
in spades, it is easier to develop strong concentration and insight than it is to develop strong
morality, or simply basic kindness for that matter. There are those who have a strong degree of
mastery of all three, and those are people to seek out and learn from whenever possible.

Beware assuming that those who know ultimate reality to whatever degree can’t have
unskillful relationships to money, power, drugs, and sex. Call me a prude, a traditionalist, or
whatever, and not to presume to tell anyone else how to live their life, but I assert that, in gen-
eral, it is best to avoid having sex with your dharma teachers. This goes doubly if secrecy is
demanded or if you are involving yourself with someone who publicly claims celibacy or is in
another “closed” relationship. Following this simple advice will save you and them, and many
others, all kinds of serious trouble. There are many people out there to have sex with. Those
who claim that this is to benefit you or that it will lead to special wisdom are just selling some-
thing. It's easy to avoid this trap if you learn a bit about your own investment in being or feeling
“special”, which often touches on difficult-to-identify and significant psychological wounding.
You have been warned.

I'was once at a Buddhist Geeks’ conference in which we discussed the fact of the wide range
of relationships that some teachers have to sexuality, language, substances, and other similarly
adult subjects. Someone made the very interesting and perhaps reasonable proposal that teach-
ers should be rated as movies are in the American film rating system and expected to adhere
to their rating, so that people can at least know what they might be getting themselves into.
Teachers rated something like an R should have additional labels that explain why they get that
rating, such as drugs, sex, language, etc. In this system, Rated G teachers should not be expected
to act like Rated XXX teachers, for example. However, were a Rated XXX teacher to behave like
the Rated XXX teacher they are, that could hardly be cause for alarm or scandal, or accusations
of hypocrisy. While we could debate the pros and cons of such a system, it is more reasonable
than what currently happens, which is that nearly all teachers are assumed to be G or PG at
most, whereas some reasonable number are way past PG-13 in practice. I personally would
likely get a PG-13 due to the language that I routinely use.

When we interact with teachers, we may wish to consider which of their areas of expertise
we wish to draw from, that is, which of the three trainings we want help with. In fact, I think
it’s very important to be clear about this from the outset, so that when we go in to talk with a

?Definitely check out the extensive Buddhist Geeks online archive of interviews about the dharma and how it may
relate to modern life.
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teacher, we can ask questions from the correct conceptual framework and fit their advice back
into the correct framework. If we ask a teacher about how to attain to some high state and they
mention tuning in to boundless joy during meditation, and we then try to do this when driving
to work and crash into the rear of the car of the poor commuter in front of us, we have not
followed their advice properly or skillfully.

Similarly, we may wish to explicitly ask our teachers if they are skilled in the aspect of the
specific training we are interested in mastering and to what level. Obviously, not all will be
honest when answering this question for various reasons. If they say something like, “No,
I don’t know enough to speak on that level, as my own abilities are not that strong yet,” then
at least you know to seek advice elsewhere, unless of course they are lying to you. I have much
more respect for a teacher who once told me that he didn’t feel qualified to teach me than for
the numerous teachers who were not qualified to teach me who either didn’t realize this or tried
to pretend otherwise.

It is also definitely true that some teachers are loathe to speak about their specific attainments
and skill sets, which can make things much more confusing for those trying to figure out who
knows what. Regardless of whether this is motivated by humility, vows, cultural conditioning,
or some other reason, it still makes things confusing for those who are trying to follow a prag-
matic approach and who are used to straightforward communication. There are also obviously
deceptive teachers who artificially inflate their abilities through overt boasting, as well as those
who take the opposite approach, using gestures of humility that are intended to create an
impression of great knowledge. Would that all this were easy!

I would recommend making your goals for your life and practice specific. For instance, you
may wish to get a job as a dishwasher so that you can continue to feed yourself as you prioritize
your practice. You go to the meditation teacher and say, “I want to get a job as a dishwasher.
Do you know how to do this?”

They may say, “Yeah, sure.”

To which you could reply, “How do you know this?”

They could just as easily have said, “I am sorry, I can’t help you there. I am a meditation
teacher, not a career counselor or restaurant manager.”

The same basic conversational pattern could be repeated just as easily for the other two
trainings. For instance, you could ask a meditation teacher, “I wish to learn how to get into the
early concentration states. Do you know how to do this?”

You could also ask, “I wish to attain to the first stage of enlightenment. Do you know how to
do this?”

If they say, “Yes,” the next question would be, “Would you be willing to guide me in those
steps, please?”

This sort of straightforward approach to spirituality is extremely practical, grounded, and
empowering. Further, it makes interactions with teachers more fruitful. However, there are
teachers who can still teach you useful things that won’t respond well to those sorts of direct
questions, and here we find the murky territory for which I have no great ability to provide
guidance except to say keep your wits about you, be respectful, ask reasonable questions of
those in the community about the quality of the teacher and the actual results that students have
when they study with them, and pay attention. Traditional monastics will almost never discuss
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their practice directly, though some will give hints, some of which are glaring, and the talk and
gossip around monasteries will often involve guesses and rumors about who knows what.

Teachers can generally tell if you are serious and if you have clearly thought through what
you want. For instance, it takes about ten seconds of someone asking a meditation teacher for
advice on their emotional stuff for the teacher to realize that this person is interested in working
on conventional happiness, that is, psychological or emotional well-being, and not in learn-
ing or doing insight practices. There is nothing wrong with working on emotional well-being,
and you certainly need a baseline of it to be able to progress in meditation practice; but, if it’s
your priority, you may need to first focus on strengthening your training in morality before
embarking on insight practices. Similarly, it takes few conversations with a student to figure
out if they are following your advice or not, so don’t think you can fool them. If you don’t like
their advice, better to tell them that and explain why, so that they can address the issue either
by modifying their advice or by further explaining why they feel their advice might be helpful.

Further, if you follow some of their advice but change parts, or select parts and add other
things, cutting and pasting to suit your preferences, and then find that this way of working
has not produced the desired results, be careful about criticizing the teacher or the method, as
you have not performed the experiment as recommended. If someone told you, for example, to
stabilize your attention on the individual sensations that make up the experience of breathing
so clearly that you could see the beginning and ending of every single sensation consistently for
an hour, and instead you ricochet back and forth from the breath to other mental and physical
sensations, or stop the practice before you apply the exact instruction given, don’t blame them if
you do not get the promised results. Barring insurmountable external circumstances, the choice
not to do the work is clearly yours, and thus you should accept personal responsibility for your
own failure. I am not trying to be harsh, only honest and realistic. I am obviously a firm believer
that people should take responsibility for what happens in their lives and practices. Not doing
so is tantamount to you selecting to disempower yourself.

Tangentially, but important to point out, teachers are wherever they are on their own path,
dealing with their own lives, coming at things from their own conditioning, and filtering their
perception of reality through wherever they find themselves in their own practice, just as every-
one else is. There are cycles in our bodies, our lives, and our practices that can significantly color
how we see things, and that applies to meditation teachers as much or perhaps at times even
more so than everyone else, as strong practice can produce some strong side effects.

So, if you have some odd interaction with someone in a teacher role, it might be that they just
got some really bad news about their sibling being sick, or are coming down with a stomach
bug, or started having bad menstrual cramps when they were scheduled to have their interview
with you, or maybe you remind them of their ex who they just broke up with. Something in
your own practice, your face, your story, your way of speaking—or whatever—might contain
some psychological triggers specific to them and their conditioning. Just as you want under-
standing from others dealing with you, grant that to others, and be mindful of how their being
in a position of authority may short-circuit your own capacity for empathy.

Their own practice might be in a strange or difficult place and they might not be able to fully
control the bleed-through from that. So, if something seems off in an interview or interaction,
consider gently asking what is going on. They might not tell you, and they might not even
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know or be able to identify the reason for the difficulty at that moment or ever (check out Blink,
by Malcolm Gladwell, for fascinating information on how we try to retrospectively explain our
behavior and just make things up). It might be that that’s the way they are, but at least consid-
ering the issue shows that you have enough of a meta-perspective to come up with a broader
assessment of what is happening at that moment rather than personalizing it and backsliding
to reactivity.

However, it is also possible that something about that interaction is in fact personal in rela-
tive terms, meaning that the reaction is about you and your way of being in that interaction.
What personal, meditative, psychological or other things were going on that influenced each
part of this book as I wrote it? [ am certain I couldn’t tell you everything that influenced the tone
and presentation of each part, and in person in real-time my assessment would probably be just
as inaccurate and incomplete.

In a similar vein, those in teaching roles may personally be doing very different practices
from the ones they are teaching you, and coming from a perspective that has been transformed
into something very different from the one you are coming to the practice with. Sometimes
people can be in places and doing practices that are very different from the one they started
with or are known for (such as in a book or in a talk from their past). For example, the last time
I did formal noting was probably sometime in 2001 or so, and that would have been only briefly,
and the last time I practiced noting a lot was in 1996 or so. If a teacher has a profoundly trans-
formed perception of reality and has been this way long enough, it can be difficult to relate to
those who are facing the problems and issues that arise in an earlier phase of practice.

In fact, it seems to be relatively common for people far along the path to start teaching a
way of practicing that makes sense if you are as far along the path as they are, but might not
be anything like the practices they did to get to the point where that way of teaching and those
practices and perspectives make sense or can be well integrated. Because of this, the teacher’s
current practice or take on things might not make much or any sense for where you currently
are, whereas, were that teacher to teach you the basics and the techniques that got him or her
their early breaks, practices they may not have done in years or decades, then you might do
much better.

The specific form of this that I find most unfortunate and dangerous is the teacher who
spent years doing a strict practice under a particular teacher or tradition, requiring a specific
technique, discipline, study, and hard cushion hours, who then on the basis of that practice
gains some degree of insight, has some form of awakening experience, and then disavows the
teacher or tradition they trained under because they themselves no longer feel they need it,
having gained some of the promised realizations and insights. They deny crediting the rigorous
path they followed with their current realization, tell their followers this, and of course those
followers do nothing, apply no discipline, technique, or effort, and predictably get nowhere but
are nevertheless wowed by the snippets of real, hard-won, practice-derived insight the teacher
does offer them in talks and Q&A sessions. In fact, I can think of numerous contemporary exam-
ples of teachers who teach perspectives and (non- or anti-) techniques that ironically in no way
resemble what helped them arrive at their own realizations.

It’s an unfortunate, if unconscious, form of deception and undermines the precious real
estate of others” minds. There are also those with previously cultivated training who claim to
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have never practiced anything. It’s just a question of time to see if their approaches and teach-
ings will lead to sustainably realized, behaviorally-transformed followers.

There is also a subtle (or perhaps overt) form of what I will loosely term arrogance on the
part of some teachers who now teach from some impressively high perspective just to highlight
what they have attained and even though the perspective they are currently teaching from
wasn’t one that would have remotely helped them when they were coming up in their practice.
However, as this new way of perceiving reality is now at the forefront of their experiencing, it
is very compelling and fascinating. Never underestimate the mind’s ability to grip tightly the
fruits of practice and cause serious trouble with them.

If such individuals could go back in time to when they first started practicing and ask
themselves what their current perspective was, would it do them any good? Would they
themselves have gotten the insights they currently have following the totally different
advice they now dispense? I suspect not, though the experiment can’t be done. Regardless,
be skeptical of those who advocate a completely different path from the one that got them
their current insights. Those who followed a hard, strict, technique-heavy, disciplined path
who now disavow and/or advocate no path are, in my view, missing something crucial about
causality.

Further, even for those who do teach the practices that worked for them, it takes personal
discipline and deepening empathy on the part of the teacher to keep remembering that while
they may have repeated the basic foundational concepts hundreds of times, they may not have
repeated them to you. For those who teach a lot, a certain amount of burnout can set in, and this
can cause them to forget to keep presenting things in a logical, straightforward, complete way,
and to do this for meditator after meditator, dharma talk after dharma talk, retreat after retreat,
year after year. Imagine making a professor of high-level calculus go back and teach kinder-
garteners to count—some can do this well, but plenty can’t. This is normal human behavior,
however disappointing.

This raises another apparent paradox: teachers who are closer to where you are on the path
might sometimes make better teachers for you. If they just recently mastered what you are try-
ing to master, just dealt with whatever you are dealing with, their easy recollection of familiar
challenges may be more helpful to you than the perspective of someone who hasn’t had to
personally deal with those challenges in a long time. While teachers who are far along the path
often can be very inspiring, that doesn’t mean that the people sitting on the cushions beside the
main teacher might not actually provide us more timely and relevant advice.

As the practices of those in teaching roles develop and change, they may go off in very differ-
ent directions than the ones we expect or desire. The common scenario is that from their point
of view they may stand to gain from another tradition and so shift in the direction of those
practices, and perhaps in the direction of their related concepts, terms, and even their tradi-
tional contexts and approaches, while we, from our vantage point, still think that what would
serve us best is for them to stay interested in the teachings or practices for which we came to
appreciate them. This can cause a lot of confusion and resentment in those who don’t appreciate
the fact that we each are developing our minds and our hearts to fit with our visions of what we
think is possible and skillful, and this applies equally to people we think of as dharma teachers
or dharma friends.
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Similarly, it is not that uncommon these days for teachers, mentors, or role models to declare
that some previous thing that they believed and spoke of with such certainty no longer feels
to be completely or even partially true, be it something on the nature of reality, practice, or
their own attainments. Predictably, this too can cause much confusion, judgment, anger, and
resentment. The dilemma faced by mature and advanced practitioners, who understand and are
sympathetic to the fact that this can cause a lot of confusion, is how to respond to this situation.

All too often the people who have changed some view based on further advancement in
their own practice simply keep quiet about it, skip over it, or even repeat things they no longer
believe to avoid the chaos that can ensue or because they believe these falsehoods will still yet
provide some benefit to practitioners at earlier stages. This is generally a bad sign, a sign that
they have too heavily bought into the role of being some fixed authority who must stick to their
story regardless of their changing paradigm or perspective. In communities where it is not
known that some of this is to be expected in teachers who are still practicing, the rewards for
sweeping such issues under the rug can seem to that teacher to outweigh the rewards of being
straightforward and open about what is going on with the teacher. This temptation can be hard
to resist.

It takes a lot of courage to say that we were wrong, that understanding was only partially
developed, or that we are changing our mind. I hope that more mature meditation communities
will develop an acceptance that some of this is a positive sign of people’s development and
growth rather than some vile inconsistency that must be demonized and punished. This point
will apply even more once we start talking about various levels of attainment, many of which
are easy to overestimate when they first arise.

Some of my dharma friends and I have a concept we call “the funnel”. A funnel has a wide
end and a narrow end. The wide end symbolizes dharma that is easily accessible to a large group
of people, or dharma for mass consumption, if you will. The other end is narrow, symbolizing
dharma that is not accessible to the masses, as it is advanced, technical, subtle, and potentially
very confusing, alienating, or perhaps even dangerous for anyone who has not progressed or
matured enough in practice. There is also the middle of the funnel, which is somewhere in-
between. Teachers tend to have an area of the funnel that they resonate with best, which they
teach most skillfully and naturally. You would think that the part of the funnel they are most
suited to teaching might be a mark of where they are in their own development, but this is not
necessarily the case.

I have known very advanced teachers who were better at teaching students in the wide or
middle part than the narrow, though it is true that to teach to the narrow end you must be an
extremely well-developed and integrated practitioner and individual. I have known teachers
who were great at teaching the narrow end but ill-suited to the wide end, though not all of them
knew this. I know a few teachers who excel at teaching people in all parts of the funnel.

It is not always obvious to which part of the funnel a teacher is teaching. I had a teacher who
liked to read the Frog and Toad children’s books during her dharma talks. Her style would have
seemed about as wide-ended as it gets. Yet, the gently spoken and simple words she spoke
had great profundity on many levels, and some points she made would only make sense to me
years down the road and much farther along my path. As Kenneth points out, there is room in
the meditative ecosystem for teachers in all parts of the funnel. As you practice, you will likely
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move from the wide end to the narrow end, and, as you move, you may need to draw on the
support of different teachers and communities who are more suited to where you find yourself.

We need kindergarten teachers as much as we need graduate school teachers, as well as all
the teachers for the grades in-between. We also wouldn’t necessarily expect graduate school
professors to do a good job teaching kindergarten and vice versa, though some do both well. I
am implying no hierarchy with this funnel model, just pointing out the general issues so that
you may better understand how to interact with teachers.

While all this advice on practices and teachers may seem a bit overwhelming, I recommend
continuously reconnecting with the basics, the essentials, the “simple” practices of the spiritual
life, as it is these which I have come to appreciate as often being the most profoundly transfor-
mative. It is your practice that will help you in the end. Here is reality. Here you are. Inhabit this
moment and engage with it directly.
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elated to sits are the worlds of retreats and monasticism and how these contrast with “daily

life” or the lives of “householders”, who, for those not steeped in Buddhism, are neither
monks nor nuns. Each life path has its own challenges, but many of them overlap and the
differences may be more a question of degree.

Now, it is true that the battle is not always to the strong, nor the race to the swift, but that’s
the way to bet. In other words, those who: 1) do lots of practice in daily life; 2) go on more
and longer retreats; 3) are more consistently able to concentrate and investigate quickly and
precisely; 4) pay attention more often during their daily activities, and; 5) have their morality
trip more together, are, on average, more likely to make quicker progress.

When on retreat, people can practice nearly all day in settings that are designed to facil-
itate clear, precise inquiry and depths of meditation. Why so few people take advantage of
these incredibly optimal circumstances when they go on retreat is beyond me, and I will spend
some time discussing that later. The point is that doing proper practice on retreat is highly
conducive to quicker and deeper development. If you go on retreat, make good use of that pre-
cious time.

There is a significant difference between the experiences of people who do retreats halfway
and people who wholeheartedly follow the instructions all day long. In my experience, there is
no comparison between retreats I have done when I really powered the investigation from the
time I awoke until I went to sleep at night, effecting quick and profound progress, and when
I instead took breaks, checking out of the technique to “process” my issues or cogitate over
meditation theory, slowing my progress. While many people think that retreats are for more
advanced practitioners, I think that a few retreats done very early in our practice can really
jumpstart things, allowing us to make much better use of meditation time off-retreat. I began
Buddhist meditation practice with a nine-day intensive retreat and I am glad I did, as it taught
me a lot and saved me much wasted effort.

I often think of the momentum that retreats generate in terms of rolling a boulder up and
over a hill. If you get a long running start, pushing hard the whole way, you are more likely to be
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able to get the boulder rolling fast enough so that it rolls over the hill in one straight shot. If you
push intermittently or half-heartedly, the boulder is likely to roll back when you get to the steep
part of the hill, but you have worn the hill down a bit, and you may also be a bit stronger for the
exercise. Thus, it is possible to wear down the hill given enough time, but it is much faster to
simply power over it the first time and move on to the next hill. I know of no obvious benefits
from slow practice that fails to gain some footholds in the territory of concentration or insight.

Those who take the “wear down the hill” approach may eventually lose faith and interest,
having done much work to little effect. Those who really apply themselves and cross a few hills
early on through focused and consistent effort, such as retreats or solid daily life practice, will
have more of a sense of accomplishment and empowerment, and may have even put in less
total time and effort than those who tried to wear down the hill. This irony should not be lost on
those who want to be smart about developing their meditative skills.

For example, let’s say that you could allocate 365 hours out of one year to formal meditation
practice. Given a choice, I would be more inclined to take half of those hours, 182.5, and do a
ten-day retreat practicing hard and consistently eighteen hours a day with minimal breaks at
the beginning of the year, and then spend half an hour meditating each of the other days of that
year. I would be much more likely to cross into some interesting territory early on and overcome
some of the initial hurdles than if I spent one hour each day of that year practicing well. The
amount of time and effort is the same, but the effect is likely to be quite different.

Another thing about momentum is that it builds slowly and fades rapidly. What does this
mean? Imagine that you are running seven miles per hour on an extremely long moving walk-
way, like one you would find in a gigantic airport, but the long moving walkway was moving
the opposite direction at six miles per hour. Thus, for each hour you run you gain a mile. How-
ever, if you stopped running for ten minutes, you would end up a mile behind. Meditating on
retreats is just like that. If you want to build momentum, don’t take pauses in the practice, as
they will cost you much more than you think they could. Stopping for ten minutes to slack off
after an hour sit might cost you all the momentum you gained during that sit and perhaps more!

Be mindful every friggin” second from the moment you get up to the moment you go to sleep
and in all transition periods—getting up off the cushion, brushing your teeth, walking to the
meditation hall, eating, bathing, peeing, dressing, etc.—those who make use of every moment
and every context will make vastly more progress, on average, than those who don'’t, even if
those other people are still doing the same walking and sitting sessions. When applying this sort
of advice, be sure to keep the seven factors in mind and balance them skillfully.
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irst, retreats tend to have a semi-predictable rhythm to them. Realizing this allows us, if we

have the time and resources, to choose how long a retreat we want to attend to meet our
meditative goals. Even if we are practicing well, the first few days of a retreat tend to be mostly
about adjusting to the schedule, the place, the posture, the routine, the technique, the food,
the people, the local customs, etc. Similarly, the last one to three days of a retreat tend to bring
up thoughts of what we are going to do once we leave the retreat. Thus, to give yourself some
solid practice time in the middle, I recommend longer than five-day retreats when possible. It is
not that you can’t derive benefit from shorter retreats, but that there is something about those
middle days between the first few and last few that tends to make strong concentration and
good practice easier to attain.

I realize that not everyone reading this will be up for or even able to easily go on longer
retreats, but what is a few weeks of your life for the potentially amazing benefits of learning to
concentrate well? Are you capable of doing a month of practice? That would be a solid block of
time to learn some great skills. Six weeks would be even better. Oddly enough, out past about
two to three months, yield may go down for some practitioners, since, feeling like they have
time, they may not put in the intensity of effort early on, and so actually waste a lot of time and
make slower progress than someone who did a shorter retreat well.

Second, every retreat center and tradition has its shadow aspects and downsides. Combine
those with our own shadow stuff and we can easily be triggered. This is inevitable, but identifying
shadow aspects in ourselves will help prevent us from being triggered by shadow aspects we may
easily project onto the center or tradition. Realizing that there are ways to keep these from slowing
down our investigation is helpful. One center where I have spent a bit of time is prone to attracting
very serious, uptight, scowling people who trudge around in their walking practice as if the slight-
est sound or glance from anyone might set them off like a bomb. I have been to another center
where at times I have been the only meditator in the meditation hall, requiring me to have more
self-motivation and discipline. Another monastic center I have been to has the whole male hierar-
chy thing going on which can trigger all sorts of reactions from both male and female retreatants.
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Then there are the neurotic issues around food, a huge topic, of which vegetarian versus non-
vegetarian is just the tip of the iceberg. As an aside, I personally don’t think that eating meat
is likely to interfere with most people’s meditation abilities, but it certainly is not great for the
animals or the environment, or likely to strengthen our efforts at advocating for and living by
a non-harming ethic. I personally have waxed both vegetarian and omnivorous along the way,
and can’t predict what I will eat in the future with certainty. Take your best guess about what
balances your health with the health of the planet.

There are also almost always issues around bathrooms, quarters, showers, hot water, wash-
ing clothes and dishes, chores, heating and cooling (one place I went to has cantankerous wood
stoves in some buildings for heat, another in a tropical setting has open windows that let the
mosquitoes swarm in), clothing (for example, some centers have people wear white, others
don’t tolerate skimpy or revealing outfits, some don’t care), fragrances, chemical sensitivities,
incense, morning wake-up bells (too quiet, too loud, someone forgets to ring it at all), sched-
ules, roommates (particularly those who snore, have body odor, are noisy, talkative, or messy;,
etc.), strictness of silence, eye contact or lack thereof, etiquette around teachers (whether to
ask challenging questions or not, limits on the time we have access to them, their personalities
and quirks, whether they speak the language we speak, etc.), etiquette of entering rooms with
Buddhist teachers or images (for example, whether to bow three times or not), the presence of
Buddhist images or not (and which images), and issues around the orthodoxy of ritual, dogma,
posture, hand position, eating, chanting, vows, and so on.

Speaking of bathrooms, proper etiquette regarding bathrooms, common spaces, and shared
resources makes retreats much easier for all involved. Remember, small slights can get magni-
fied by high concentration into huge issues in the minds of retreatants, so be respectful and
tread lightly, or, in simple language, clean up after yourself, replace the toilet paper roll when
you know darn well it’s time, etc. A little consideration goes a long way in creating harmony
and good morale, and is a beautiful expression of applied morality.

The list above omitted the nearly perennial issues of corruption, miscommunications, person-
ality cults, crushes, affairs, romances, vendettas, scandals, drug use, power plays, politics, agen-
das, financial concerns, cliques, physical and mental illness, and all the other challenges that can
show up anywhere there are people. In short, whatever you imagine that you or other people
might have issues around, these are bound to occur sooner or later, or even to be exponentially
magnified, if you spend enough time in spiritual circles or retreat centers. While solo practice is
an option, it doesn’t get you away from these and has its own set of downsides, such as making
you think you have fewer issues than you do. There is nothing like interacting with others to
show us our blind spots in relation to our issues, whether we are great meditators or not. Most
people practice more diligently in group settings, as is human nature, like going to a gym versus
working out at home.

The crucial point is to realize that great practice can occur in conditions far from perfect,
particularly if we realize that all the sensations that make up these inputs and our reactions to
them are all worthy of investigation and thus as much a source of ultimate and often relative
wisdom as any other sensations. I have rarely had what I considered perfect practice conditions,
but I have done well and you can, too. That said, some centers, retreats, and teachers are bet-
ter than others, and it is worth exploring and asking around. The quality of retreat centers can
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also vary with time, since institutions, like people, can also mature, morph, and decay; so this
can add further confusion. All these aspects can be particularly distracting and distressing for a
first-time retreatant who may have naive hopes, however unacknowledged, of walking into the
Garden of Eden, sitting with the Buddha, and hanging out with the most evolved individuals
on the planet.

When off-retreat, progress is still possible, particularly if we have used retreats to get past
some of the initial hurdles (hills) and gotten a taste of what is possible. Do not underestimate
the value of careful and honest awareness of what we are going through during our life off the
cushion. I know a few very solid practitioners who did it all in daily life without retreats, but
with very strict technique for every second they could spare along with good time-management
skills and innate talent.

On the other hand, if you want to significantly increase your chances of tasting the fruits
of the path, do your best to make time for retreats in a way that honors your spiritual goals as
well as your other commitments. One of the reasons for monasticism is that your commitments
become your practice, but there are plenty of people who have figured out how to live in the
world and use retreats and strong daily practice to achieve the same basic results. In fact, at
this unusual time in history, there are plenty of places to sit for very little money where you
can get great support for practice without having to deal with the additional demands and
commitments involved in monasticism.

Some of my favorite places to go on retreat are: The Insight Meditation Society (IMS) in Barre,
Massachusetts; Bhavana Society in High View, West Virginia; the Malaysian Buddhist Medita-
tion Centre (MBMC) in Penang, Malaysia (teachers vary there: check before going); and Gaia
House near Totnes, England. Worth mentioning are the Mahasi centers in Burma (Myanmar),
such as Panditarama in Yangon (formerly known as Rangoon), and particularly Panditarama
Lumbini in Nepal, to which I haven’t been but know many people who have. All these are easy
to find on the internet. For those who are really into Mahasi Sayadaw style practice, as I am, the
three-month retreat at IMS, or a few weeks to months at a place such as Panditarama, Lumbini,
or some of the Thai or other Asian Mahasi centers, are highly recommended. There is also Tatha-
gatha in San Jose, California.

I often marvel at the things we spend our time and money doing. As Kenneth once said,
“If you had to flip burgers for thirteen years to save the money to do the three-month at IMS, it
would be well worth it.” I prefer more pragmatic centers due to various cultural factors, such as
their tendency to be less comfortable talking openly about states and stages, but IMS has helped
a lot of people, including me. Burma is a great place to go for the real deal, but there are some
issues that need to be carefully weighed involving the government, the oily food, the cultural
barriers, the water, the heat, the parasites, and the malaria-carrying mosquitoes. I personally
haven’t been to Burma as of writing this, though I have been to plenty of places with similar
issues, and if you can avoid these, you may just live a bit longer.

I should also mention that it is common these days for logistical and financial reasons for
people to go on retreats at centers and with teachers that teach a technique different from the
one they decide to practice when they go there. To use a common example, people go on easily
accessible and financially doable ten-day retreats in the Goenka tradition, which teaches medi-
tation on the breath for three days followed by a body scanning meditation technique, yet do
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some other practice, such as noting. Or people go to an IMS or Spirit Rock retreat with a laid-
back teacher advocating a more relaxed version of practice than we might get out of a book such
as this one, and, instead of following along with that center and teacher’s approach and instruc-
tions, might have a hardcore attitude involving rapid, blazing investigation.

There are ethical and practical problems with using available and more affordable retreat
facilities to do your own practice. For example, if you are doing some technique other than what
the teacher is teaching, that teacher might not be able to identify the territory you are likely to
get into and the potential traps and side effects of the practice you are doing, so you reduce the
chances that you will get good guidance if you run into anything unusual, complex, difficult,
or destabilizing. For example, the laid-back teacher with a gentler style may not be expecting or
even know how to handle the potential energy imbalances and irritability that more rapid and
hyper-investigative styles can produce.

If you are not telling your teacher what you are doing, and instead lie about your following
their instructions, not only is this deceptive, and in contradiction to the first training of morality
required to embark on a safe journey to awakening, but it can be very confusing to everyone
involved. You may not be able to determine if the teacher’s advice is based on whatever lie you
told them, or on something more about your mood, way of being, or another aspect of how
you present. Said another way, they may pick up on something off or imbalanced in you that
has nothing to do with whatever lie you told them, but you can’t hear, much less apply, their
perhaps skillful and beneficial advice. Specifically, if you are frying yourself and they can see
that and are trying to get you to chill out, they just might know what they are talking about.

If you do tell them that you are using techniques and frameworks that are different from
what they are teaching, at best they are likely to be annoyed, and at worst they can get really
pissed off, though how much of that they will show you is anyone’s guess. They may not even
know what the heck you are talking about, or might have opinions that are contrary to yours
about those techniques, maps, models, and attitudes. Sorting all that out in the limited time
usually given to daily or every-other-day interviews is unlikely to occur, as those discussions
generally take much longer than the allotted or available interview time.

This ill will and complexity then gets back to those who might have advocated that you use
those techniques, attitudes, maps, models, and the like, such as myself and my fellow hardcore
practitioners, as the world of high-end meditation practice is a very small one. Flipping this
around, were someone to come on a retreat with me and blatantly not follow my advice, not
listen to my instructions, not attempt to use a common set of terms and concepts that would
allow us to communicate important and/or subtle points of practice, not heed my warnings
and the like, I would not be amused. I know for a fact that teachers in other traditions have
understandably similar reactions. Thus, discord, prejudice, disharmony, tension, disconnection,
resentment, bitterness, and the like are sown far too often in the small and incestuous world of
meditation, whose foundation was supposed to be the truthful and non-harming first training
of morality.

For all these reasons, I ask that you please avoid using centers for practices other than those
they teach. While logistics, finances, and scheduling issues may make you think using centers in
this way is a really good idea, please don’t. I recommend that you try to find places to practice
that embrace the style you practice, the attitudes you bring, the techniques and concepts that
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you use, as things will go much better and the world of meditation will be happier and hope-
fully healthier.

The flip side of this advice is, if you have access to retreats where they are doing something
other than what you generally do but that is still reasonable and time-tested, give that a shot.
You might just be surprised by what happens. While there is something to be said for cross-
pollination, at this point the meditation world is not quite there, and so instead bad feelings and
possibly bad outcomes are increased.

I have learned from all sorts of teachers, some of whose styles were very different from mine.
Later, I will give an example from my own practice of why not following the non-map guy’s
advice was a very bad idea. I could also tell plenty of stories from other people about situa-
tions that went weirdly or badly in some way when they tried to mix up techniques or combine
techniques that were never meant to be combined to yield their optimal effects.

Some people will go on retreats on their own or with friends. This can be good if done well.
Digital communication has also opened many logistical possibilities, including practicing with
others who are remote from your location, getting teachings and instruction remotely, and
reaching out to wider bases of support from across the world while on retreat. The number of
online dharma talks that might also help support retreats has exploded in recent years.

For those practicing on their own who haven’t done a retreat, here is a sample schedule like
one you would see at a Mahasi center. This is a slightly modified version of something that was
posted on the wall for some people doing a residential retreat:

Meditation Schedule

4:30 a.m. Awaken, dress, wash, brush teeth, bathroom, etc.
5:00 a.m. Walk

6:00 a.m. Sit

7:00 a.m. Breakfast

7:30 a.m. Walk

8:00 a.m. Sit

9:00 a.m. Walk

10:00 a.m. Sit

11:00 a.m. Lunch

12:00 p.m. Rest, wash, walk, etc.
1:00 p.m. Walk

2:00 p.m. Sit

3:00 p.m. Walk

4:00 p.m. Sit

5:00 p.m. Walk

6:00 p.m. Sit

7:00 p.m. Walk

8:00 p.m. Sit

9:00 p.m. Walk

10:00 p.m. Sit, perhaps do Metta
10:30 p.m. Recline
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Reminders:

1) Don’t indulge in your crap!

2) When in doubt or struggling, note those sensations and everything else.

3) If you have a question, the answer is in the three characteristics.

4) Analysis is not the same as practice.

5) Practice at all times when awake; be mindful during transitions between sessions.

6) When nobody is around, practice just as hard: this is for you, not them.

7) Remember how precious these moments are and how rare the opportunity to go on
retreat is.

You can modify the above to suit your needs if you are creating your own retreat, but that
should give you a good idea of what the schedule on retreats can be like for those who haven't
been on them or are thinking about doing one. Not all styles have schedules as intense, but that
sort of intensity does tend to make for rapid progress. Those styles with less hours per day make
for easier integration and may reduce side effects.

Lastly, there is the problem often referred to as “yogi mind”, a phrase meaning that, as our
sensitivity and concentration increase, we meditators can spiral off into very strange mental path-
ways with a degree of intensity that might otherwise be totally out of character for us. The more
intense the retreat, the higher the probability of an episode of yogi mind. Yogi mind can make
us have much stronger and more neurotic reactions to situations we find in retreat centers than
we normally would. If you go on retreat, it is worth actively mentally compensating for this by
expecting it in yourself. You seriously don’t want to go on a retreat, let yourself get all jacked up
on the dharma, become totally yogi-minded, and start talkin’ out yo’ head, as we say in the South.

Unfortunately, a reasonable number of theoretically mature adults who consider themselves
already very moral people would have likely benefitted greatly from a retreat where the train-
ing was all about more formal training in Buddhist morality, specifically how to handle our
minds, speech, and behavior skillfully in relative terms. Even more unfortunately, there are
vastly fewer resources for people to acquire this sort of formal morality training than there are
for them to go on intensive retreats where that sort of training in morality would have miti-
gated or at least reduced yogi mind and the many other possible problems that regularly plague
people when they go on insight retreats.

Instead, many insight retreats end up being a painful crash course in just how lacking these
foundational skills are. This lack is an obvious and glaring shadow side of the modern world of
spiritual training and practice, whose advocates predictably want to jump into practices for which
they deem themselves ready and qualified. Let me repeat: there is a reason that the Buddha’s three
trainings are in the order they appear: sila, samadhi, pafifia, or morality, concentration, wisdom.

One significant problem with yogi mind is that it can temporarily impair the very meta-
cognitive faculties that would allow us to diagnose and temper it. I know of no perfect solution
to this problem except to have a firm commitment to honestly diagnosing yogi mind in yourself
and a high degree of receptivity to others should they politely inform you that you seem yogi-
minded. Yogi mind can persist for some period after a retreat ends, so watch for it in the days
that follow a retreat. Speaking of the period following a retreat ...
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t is very important to consider what you will be doing in the few days and perhaps weeks

after a retreat. Retreats change the brain, sensitizing it, enhancing it, optimizing it for deep
investigation but often not for the more intensive rigors of daily life. The longer and deeper the
retreat was, particularly if it was a silent retreat, the stronger this effect can persist. Thus, leave
some time after the end of a formal retreat for a gentle re-entry into your ordinary life when
possible, unless your ordinary life is already relatively peaceful and contemplative.

I think that you should set aside afterwards at least a day per each week of the retreat for
skillful reintegration, if you can possibly spare the time. During reintegration days, take it easy
with speaking, driving, and challenging tasks, as these can sometimes feel surprisingly jarring,
draining, and harsh. They can also produce strange effects, such as headaches, irritability, excit-
ability, and emotional reactions in us that would otherwise not be expected. If you don’t have the
time between the retreat and the life you are returning to, then consider cutting the meditation
hours and intensity in the last few days of a retreat if you have gone deep.

It is common in some people who don’t know about these effects to start talking to other
retreatants excitedly and unstoppably about their amazing experiences the moment the retreat
ends and the noble silence is lifted, despite the warnings not to do so. Most learn a short while
later that talking too much too soon is a pretty bad idea physically, energetically, mentally, and
socially. Even less intensive retreats that incorporate a bit more social interaction and less strict
silence can produce these sorts of sensitizing effects. So, my strong advice is to take it very easy
on yourself and those around you for a few days after any retreat and perhaps for more than a
few days after a more intensive one. Gradually reintroduce yourself to situations that involve
more interaction and stimulation.

If you find yourself experiencing bad effects after a retreat due to overly quick re-entry, do
your best to find time when you can close your eyes, lie down, and reduce the stimulation.
Bringing the energy down from the upper parts of your body (head, eyes, mouth, throat) to the
lower parts (chest, stomach, pelvis, legs, feet, hands) will likely help. Warm baths help. Sooth-
ing music and mellow surroundings may help. Silence is golden. As a voice said to me once in a
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dream, “There are very few problems in your life that don’t benefit from the proper application
of silence.” Post-retreat is one of those times.

Retreat settings can also normalize unusual language, concepts, behaviors, modes of dress,
and paradigms in us to such a degree that we may forget that the rest of the world wasn’t on
that retreat and didn’t just go through what we did. Thus, it can be easy to assume that everyone
in the world will now be as excited as you are about meditation and about your experiences,
an assumption that rarely works out. Similarly, descriptions of experiences we have on retreats
may not sit well with those who weren't there, so be sensitive to this and employ appropriate
discretion in what you share and with whom about the more unusual aspects of the retreat, or
you, like me, may learn the hard way how socially toxic this can be.

If you can’t possibly build in the time to allow for proper re-entry to ordinary life after a
retreat, then you might want to explain to those around you, such as family, co-workers, and
the like, that you might need a bit of additional calm, space, silence, and low-key interactions
for a few days. They may not have the sense or care to listen, but you can at least try. If you find
yourself succumbing to a post-retreat reaction of some sort in your interactions with other peo-
ple, don’t hesitate to apologize and normalize the situation. Simple statements such as, “I was
just on a very quiet retreat and ordinary life has been a bit much after it, so please forgive me if
I seem tense or a bit off,” usually work better than more elaborate, dharma-lingo explanations.

Retreats can also produce some strange and unusual effects, as we will see in the sections that
describe the stages of concentration and insight. Some of the middle and later stages of insight
can cause some profound elevations and depressions in mood and functioning that can persist
for substantial periods of time after a retreat ends. I go into more detail about those effects and
some strategies for dealing with them later when I describe those stages. The key point here is
that we can’t always predict what sort of possibly unusual mind state we will be in when we
come off retreat, thus providing further reasons to give ourselves buffer days afterwards.

On that same theme, those same stages of concentration and insight can be so profound and
fascinating that we may understandably feel compelled to talk about those back home after we
get off-retreat. If we are coming back to a group of people who are well versed in meditation
experiences, not prone to insecurity, jealousy, or competition, or at least open-minded about
the wide world of meditative terrain, this may go just fine. However, you will notice that most
people don't fit all those criteria, and even not fitting one of them can cause conversations about
the more unusual experiences and attainments that can happen on retreat to turn into social
poison. So as already mentioned above, carefully consider who you can safely debrief with after
a retreat before you even go on retreat, cultivating dharma social networks that can handle what
might come out of your mouth afterwards. Consider yourself duly warned.
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he four postures for meditation that are mentioned in traditional Buddhist practice are those

of sitting, walking, standing, and reclining. Obviously, people other than Buddhists also
assume those postures, so there is nothing particularly Buddhist about them. Each has its own
set of benefits and drawbacks, and each may be useful at one time or another. This means that
we can meditate in just about any position we find ourselves. We can be aware of where we are,
what we are doing, and what our experience feels like all day long. Which posture we choose
doesn’t really matter from a pure insight perspective, but there are some practical reasons why
we might choose one or another for formal practice. Posture choice is mostly about finding what
works in our current circumstances and what matches our current energy level.

Reclining practice has the advantages of being extremely sustainable, not requiring attention
to maintain a posture, generally being relatively free from pain, and of allowing the attention
to turn to subtle sensations. It has the distinct disadvantage of quickly putting many people to
sleep, and thus most people prefer sitting. A few people, such as myself, are so naturally high
energy that they can meditate clearly when reclining most of the time and may sometimes find
sitting just a bit too intense and edgy. How we will react to the energetic quality of a posture
varies with the individual, the phase of practice, and practical considerations such as how much
sleep we got the night before, and when we last ate. It usually doesn’t take much experimenta-
tion to let us know if reclining will work for us or not.

Sitting is the classic meditation pose, but it is not as special as some would make it out to be.
I'will use the phrases “on the cushion” and “during a sit” often in this book, but I do so because
I find the phrases catchy and not because there is something magical about the sitting posture,
or at least not more magical than the other postures. When I write “on the cushion” or “during
a sit”, I am referring to formal meditation in any of these four postures.

Sitting has the quality of being more energy-producing than reclining, and less energy-
producing than walking and standing. It can also be very stable once we learn to sit well. How-
ever, many people find that learning to sit well is a whole endeavor. There are many postures
even within the category of sitting, for example in a chair with our back off the backrest or
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with our back on the backrest (a totally reasonable option for those with musculoskeletal issues
that prevent sitting for long periods of time in other postures), in lotus position, in half-lotus
position, sitting “Indian Style” with our legs crossed, in the “Burmese” or “friendly” position
which is like the cross-legged position except that our feet are both on the floor one in front of
the other, in a kneeling position with or without a bench, etc.

Many traditions, for unique and often valid reasons, make a big deal about exactly how you
should sit, with some getting particularly picky about such things. The aspects that seem to
matter most are that you can sustain the posture, that your back be fairly straight so that you
can breathe well, and that you are not causing permanent damage to your body. Aches and
pains are common in meditation, but if they persist for a long time after you get up from sitting,
particularly in your knees and back, seriously consider modifying your sitting posture. Don’t
underestimate the damage you can do to your body by pushing through too much pain and
what is reasonable for your body. At a more advanced level, sitting posture is a whole complex
art and science, and it is true that sometimes extremely subtle changes in your sitting posture
can produce profound changes in your energetics, awareness, and practice in general. Certain
stages of practice can also cause profound changes in how well we sit and how it feels, as will
be explained in detail later.

Standing is an even more energy-producing posture than sitting, with the obvious advan-
tage that it is even harder to fall asleep when standing than when sitting. It seems to increase
the intensity of a meditation session and can be useful when energy is low. The downside is
that standing’s intensity can be too much for some people, with burning in the feet, back pain,
shoulder tension, and other discomfort occurring until we get used to it and even sometimes
thereafter. I recommend standing with eyes open to avoid falling over, though some people do
just fine with eyes closed. If you are sitting and find that you simply cannot stay focused and
awake for whatever reason, try standing for a bit. It is much more skillful than falling asleep and
snoring in the meditation hall, which happens. A friend of mine who is a tai chi instructor com-
mented, “My main teacher says that everything he learned about tai chi he learned from simply
standing.” Standing is an underrated and underutilized posture in most meditative traditions.
The subtleties of posture, muscle tone, balance, weight-distribution, and energetics that we may
learn about while standing surprises many practitioners unless they already have a background
in practices like tai chi.

Walking is the most energetically active of the four postures and provides a nice stretch for
the joints and back after much sitting. Its strengths are its weaknesses, in that when we are
moving it can be easier to stay present, but that movement can also lead to a lack of stable
concentration. Some people consider walking practice to be secondary to sitting, less valid, less
“real” meditation, less powerful or effective. I have learned from experience that walking medi-
tation should be given just as much respect as sitting meditation. Whether we walk quickly or
slowly is not so important, but rather that while walking we investigate all the little sensations
that go into walking. In my own practice, I started out walking very slowly and ended up walk-
ing relatively quickly later, but you must find what works for you. In general, in the beginning
there is something to be said for slowing down a bit and carefully tuning in to the feet.

Walking is a great time to check out intentions and their relationship to actions, as walking
involves a complex and interesting interplay between these. Deconstructing how the sense of a
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doer is created is directly related to noticing how intentions arise naturally and lead to actions
that arise naturally, and this is something that walking teaches well. If you are having problems
staying grounded when walking, I recommend focusing primarily on the physical sensations
in the feet and legs, particularly the sensations of contact between the soles of the feet and the
ground or floor. Really watch it on the turnarounds if you are walking back and forth, and when
going through doors if there are doors, as these are times when people tend to space out. Don't!
These moments are excellent for giving rise to insights. I tend to prepare for turnaround about
two steps before I get there, ramping up the awareness to not space out, and have found this
helps a lot.

Do not underestimate walking meditation. In fact, most people who go on retreats where
there is walking practice totally blow it when it comes to the walking, as they don’t think of it as
being useful or as powerful as sitting, but in this they err. Walking has so many obvious, clear,
strong, complicated, full, rich sensations occurring that it would seem hard to really screw it up.
Yet, as the strength of people’s effort at moment-to-moment concentration and investigation can
paradoxically fall off in comparison to sitting, this break in the continuity of mindfulness can
cause people to regress in their practice and throw away many easy opportunities for insight. Of
all the insights I ever had in my whole practice to date, the very most important one happened
while walking. Take walking meditation seriously and you will maintain and increase your
hard-earned momentum from sitting. Slack off and you will lose momentum and fail to learn
all the incredible lessons that walking practice can offer.



16. RESOLVE

hat brings me to the topic of resolve. I strongly recommend developing the freedom to

choose what happens in your life, which comes from discipline. While people often think of
discipline as being contrary to freedom, I equate the two in many ways. Discipline and resolve
allow us to make choices about what we do, and allow us to stay strong in the face of difficulties.
Thus, I recommend that when you set aside a period for a specific training, you resolve that for
that period you will work on the specific training you have set out to work on, and that you will
work on it wholeheartedly.

Without discipline, without formal resolve, you may easily find yourself in something resem-
bling the following scenario. You sit down on the cushion with the vague intention to do some
insight practice, and begin trying to investigate, but soon you find yourself thinking about how
you really should be paying your bills. Then your knee begins to hurt, so you tune in to the
low-level jhanic bliss that you have managed to cultivate the ability to access, and then you feel
sensations of hunger in your belly, so you get up and fix yourself a sandwich. You then think
to yourself, “Hey, what am I doing here eating this sandwich? Wasn’t I doing insight practice?”

You are not free. You are floundering. Without discipline, without resolve, you are unlikely
to get past some of the difficult hurdles that stand between you and success in any of these
trainings.

I'have found it extremely valuable, particularly when sitting down to do formal meditation,
to state to myself at the beginning of the session exactly what I am doing, what I hope to attain
by it, and why attaining that is a good idea. I do this formally and clearly, either aloud or silently
to myself. Having done practice with and without such resolutions, I have come to the definite
conclusion that they can make a huge difference in my practice. One of my favorite resolutions
goes something like this:

I resolve that for this hour I will consistently investigate the sensations that make up reality to attain to
liberating insights for the benefit of myself and all beings.
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Resolutions like this add a great deal of intentionality to practice. They galvanize energy and
seem to work at some more subliminal or subconscious level to help keep us on track. I have
also found that I can use resolutions in my daily life to good effect. For instance, when I was
studying for a medical school exam, I would resolve, “For this hour, I will study this hematol-
ogy syllabus so that I may increase my knowledge and skill as an aspiring doctor and thus be
less likely to kill patients and more likely to help them live.”

At times resolutions might seem overly formal or perhaps even goofy, and they sometimes
seem this way to me, but I have come to appreciate them anyway. If I make resolutions that do
not ring true, I can feel it when I say them, and this helps me understand my own path and
heart. If I am lost and wondering why I am doing what I am doing, resolutions help me to
consciously reconnect with what is important in life. They also seem to activate deeper parts of
our brains that can help our practice in ways that are hard to explain or quantify. I suggest that
you try making resolutions in your own life, at least so that you can see if they are useful for
you. I am a big fan of formal resolutions, but you should do the experiment yourself and experi-
ence directly what a difference they can make.

I would like to thank Joseph Goldstein for his soft-spoken instruction to dedicate my practice
to the welfare and awakening of all beings, as something in the way he said it landed nicely.
I think it has made a significant difference.



PART I

LIGHT AND SHADOWS






17. INTRODUCTION TO PARTS TWO THROUGH FIVE

hile there is much light and wisdom to be found in the various Buddhist traditions, there

are a lot of shadow sides to Buddhism and meditative traditions in general, some of
which will be discussed here. Some chapters in Parts Two through Five have a distinctly cutting
tone. This is intentional, though no harm is meant by it. Perhaps a more cutting tone will help to
illuminate points that tend to be unmentioned or poorly addressed. Perhaps it will also serve
to spark skillful debate and inquiry, rather than causing needless defensiveness and contraction
into fear and dogma. However, I should warn you now, some of the next three chapters have
quite a bite to them. There is no information in those chapters that is essential to any of the basic
practices, though I do think that plenty of it is useful. If you are not in the mood for some
heavy and scathing social commentary on contemporary Buddhism, please, skip to the chapter
“A Clear Goal” now!

The practical reason for including Part Two at all is that what often happens between trying
to apply the basics of technical meditation discussed in Part One and successful entry into real
meditation territory discussed in Parts Three through Six is that we run into the mainstream
culture of contemporary meditation scenes and the communities that develop around them.
We need support, friends who are into what we are into, good teachers, and places to practice.
We wish to be in the company of fellow adventurers rather than be lone wanderers in strange
lands. The Buddhist term for this is that we want sangha, a community of like-minded people.
Unfortunately, much of what we find is not particularly conducive to healthy adventure and
deep exploration at all.

Thus, as one small dissenting voice against the tide, I have included Part Two to help those
who want to go deeper than many around them and avoid the numerous cultural sidetracks
and disempowering voices that will keep them from achieving their goals. It is as much a laun-
dry list of my pet peeves as it is anything else, but I am happy to own my neuroses in part
by openly disclosing them to you. While I may be fooling myself, I think this section, while
appearing a bit harsh and perhaps disrespectful to those uncomfortable with examining their
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assumptions, is likely to be helpful to those who wish to go against the stream and become an
actual meditation master.

The real dangers that come from using a forthright tone are that it could alienate readers for
whom such a tone is simply not helpful as well as those who could really benefit from such a
tone but do not want to admit this. Worse, it may cause others to agree too strongly, thinking,
“Oh, yes, even though that Daniel guy sometimes writes like a raving lunatic, he and I are really
on the same side. We know what’s going on. Those over there are the ones who really need to
hear this.” Such polarized attitudes are contrary to the cultivation of actual wisdom. My pur-
pose here is to raise awareness and inspire dialogue.

We all need to hear the points made in this book, myself included, though not necessarily in
the style presented here. The ideals and standards presented here are relatively high so that they
will be able to be applied universally. Further, the numerous traps and pitfalls presented in this
book are so common that each of us needs to be wary, reflecting regularly and honestly on how
we have fallen into them once more. I sometimes find myself re-reading this book and thinking,
“Wow, that was a good point. I should try to remember it.”

There are quite a lot of readable, helpful, and friendly dharma books out there (such as Jack
Kornfield’s masterwork, A Path with Heart), many of which are loaded with brilliant statements
that should basically shock and confound the reader, hitting at the very core of their delusion
with the deadly accuracy of a master of Zen archery. However, as they have been written in
a style that is so completely accessible, these statements may have nearly the opposite effect,
creating a mushy comfort in the reader with statements that should have stopped them in their
proverbial tracks and provoked deep inquiry.

I have grown tired of people routinely quoting profound dharma statements from such
works as if this represents their realization of those statements when in fact they have no idea
what they mean and haven’t realized them in their own practice. Such folks seem to derive
some false security from being able to parrot the masters. While I can relate to behaving in such
ways, I will do my best to keep the second two parts of this book from perpetuating this phe-
nomenon. Thus, I have intentionally written some sections of Parts Two and Five particularly
in a style designed to challenge and erode unfortunate calcifications. Also, I must admit that it
was fun and cathartic to write that way. Perhaps modeling this will help you also have fun and
enjoy some of that same catharsis when you run into similar scenarios.

I think that most spiritual practitioners could and should become much more comfortable
admitting what they don’t know and seeking clarification. The times when I myself have failed
to do so have been much to my detriment, manifesting in the forms of slow progress, more pain
and confusion than were necessary, stagnation, and occasionally regression of practice.

In these next five parts, I will often mention very specific high states and attainments to try
to refocus Buddhism on those things that go beyond philosophy, psychology, and dogmatic
religiosity. It is awakening that finally makes the difference and was, according to the Buddha
himself, the whole reason for all of this. Unfortunately, even fairly rational adults can suddenly
lose the ability to stay in touch with their direct experience when such language is used, and I
will do my best to try to counteract this and bring things back down to earth whenever possible.

It has become almost taboo to mention any degree of actual attainment or mastery, even
the lowest levels of mastery, among many meditation communities, and this is extremely
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unfortunate, which is to say it is completely ridiculous and frighteningly ironic. There are those
who hold the view that attainments will always speak for themselves and that people will be
able to tell, but this is not always true. There are others that point out that plenty who claim
attainments are either being deceptive or err in their assessment of themselves. Perhaps it is
purely my time and cultural conditioning that creates my view that reasonable, open discus-
sions of attainments and qualifications to teach are reasonable and valuable. However, imagine
if people were afraid to admit that they had graduated from the first grade or that they learned
to read: that is what some meditation communities are like.

Some reasons for this will be touched on occasionally, as well as some of what might be done
about it. However, if we are to have a clear standard for whether these techniques and teach-
ings are working for us, it is vital that we have a thorough knowledge of what is possible and
even expected of those who practice well. That is the primary reason for Parts Three through
Six. Remember, you are reading a book called Mastering the Core Teachings of the Buddha. 1t has
been written on the assumption that its readers want to do this.

That said, there will probably be readers who think that most of what is written in Parts Three
through Six, which detail the stages of enlightenment, the high concentration attainments, and
even more unusual territory, is pure fantasy, myth, dogma, and nonsense. I have little to say
to these readers except that this book is not written for them. I hope that one day their narrow
horizons are greatly broadened and this sort of information will eventually be of value to them.

I hope that you will realize the difficulties inherent in the language required to set forth
concepts, principles, doctrines, and maps of the spiritual terrain. They are particularly clumsy
tools even when used to their fullest extent, which, even here, is unlikely to be the case. Even
though I will often use a tone suggesting certainty, let me say that nothing whatsoever that
I'have written here is absolutely true, only provisionally so, but provisional truth can be highly
efficacious. Language at its best is a useful tool, though by its very nature imposes dichotomies,
reduces, dilutes, and oversimplifies. Hopefully, we will concern ourselves with what is practi-
cally applicable rather than what is absolutely “correct” from some arbitrary or dichotomous
point of view. The crucial thing is practice and direct experience. Once you understand for
yourself, you will be able to laugh knowingly at my efforts.

I have written this book with generic commentary on some broad meditation movements.
However, any point I make in some attempt to counterbalance what I perceive to be generic
imbalances may not apply to you. Such counterbalancing effort can cause further imbalances
in you if you are substantially to the other end of things from the mainstream. For example, if
I say something like, “Make tons of effort in meditation,” and you are already overpowering
your practice, then you need to be able to figure out if my advice is targeted at you specifically,
and, if not, take it in context and move on to other points. In other words, reach for balance and
recognize that this book was written in a specific cultural context with specific assumptions that
might not apply to you at all.



18. BUDDHISM VERSUS THE BUDDHA ¥

hristopher Titmuss, one of my teachers, once commented during a dharma talk, “Buddhism

and the teachings of the Buddha have been at odds for 2,500 years!” These are cynical
but appropriate words. What we can tell about the practices the Buddha taught is that they
were generally simple, if sometimes very subtle, particularly unglamorous, and generally quite
difficult though doable. If we have a chance to read the canonical texts, which I highly recom-
mend despite issues of translation and their cultural distance, we see again and again that what
the Buddha taught was very practical, broadly applicable, and non-dogmatic. He basically said,
“Do these very specific things, and these specific results will occur.” He seemed to have little
use for ritual, ceremony, or philosophy that were not intended for some practical and benefi-
cial purpose.

Now, it is true that things did get a bit more complex and religious in the later years of
his teaching as the Vinaya, or code of conduct for monks, was established. The Buddha said
that the added rules and regulations were a response to the greater number of less advanced
and occasionally difficult students and scenarios he encountered in his later years, and the
problems inherent in running a large organization. After the Buddha’s passing, however, the
process of turning the teachings of the Buddha from a practical path for awakening into mul-
tiple competing ritualistic religions reached new heights of dogma and division. It is also true,
however, that many worthwhile and practical variations on the fundamental teachings and
techniques have evolved that have provided great benefit to many of those who followed them
rather than just talked about them.

In general, as contemplative teachings become religions, all sorts of elements are added on
to them depending on the prevailing cultural norms, the current government’s attitude toward
the teachings, how well or poorly the teachings are understood by those teaching them, and
socioeconomic pressures. Christianity as a dogma (rather than as a mystical tradition or set
of spiritual practices such as sitting alone in the desert for forty days, facing our demons, and
finding the kingdom of God within) is just one scary example of this, but perhaps no scarier
than the sects within Buddhism. Just as some self-identified Christian institutions seem to have
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little to do with what Jesus was talking about (and practically nothing to do with the practices
he did or living the kind of life he led), just so, some aspects of institutionalized Buddhism often
seem to have largely forgotten the core teachings of the Buddha. As Buddhism enters the West,
a whole new layer of cultural dust is being added to it, much of which is related to the shadow
sides of Western psychology and the New Age movement. However, there are also signs that
new life and health are being breathed into aspects of Buddhism that had become somewhat
moldy and calcified in their countries of origin.

The diverse trappings are not necessarily all harmful in and of themselves, and some may be
very skillful, but they may also dilute the amount of practical information about how to awaken
with all sorts of other information that may have little to do with awakening and may even
distract from it. This may then lead to a less than comprehensive emphasis on the three funda-
mental trainings of morality, concentration, and wisdom, which are quite a handful and a great
undertaking even in their most basic and direct forms. I was extremely lucky, in that I learned
some great Buddhist meditation technology long before I really got to know the culture of main-
stream Western Buddhism. I have much use for the former, and as for the latter, well, read on.

It is true that Buddhist training can take on many valid forms at different times and
places and in various cultures, and this is a fine and beautiful thing. Different training methods
may be appropriate and even necessary for different meditators at different times and in differ-
ent places, but the lack of appropriate sensitivity to this and some degree of cross-cultural
understanding has seriously impaired the migration and transmission of the dharma. The
added “padding” of tradition and religion can be a comfort and a support, as most people seem
to really like an organized structure and cultural foundation from which to work. Idealized
archetypal heroes and the lure of the secret, ancient, and exotic can appeal to us in ways that
things current and seemingly ordinary often can’t. That tendency may reasonably arise from
our having been able to identify, for example, the dangers of rapid technological or economic
development in a setting of poorly developed ethical and social responsibility.

Traditions and standardized conceptual frameworks can also provide the means to
communicate experiences and techniques that might otherwise be very hard to explain
clearly. I have a friend from another mystical tradition who knows much that I find useful and
interesting, but it took us months to even begin to line up our terminology so that we could
benefit from each other’s understanding. However, these conceptual frameworks and trappings
may also produce the huge amount of useless, harmful, and divisive sectarianism that exists
within every living tradition of Buddhism and between the various meditative or mystical
traditions, as well as all sorts of effort going into thoughts and actions that produce no freedom
and may instead cause other and more insidious, difficult to identify, forms of suffering.

Every time I leave my sheltered little life and enter the rough and tumble world of end-
lessly petty, sectarian dharma scenes, I am again stunned at how fixated people can be on the
miniscule differences between their tradition and traditions that are so like theirs they can only
be differentiated by the clothes people wear and the labels they affix to things. I can’t tell you
how tiring and discouraging this can be. Sometimes I wonder how these otherwise kind and
reasonable people can stand themselves or each other when they behave this way. We all want to
be special but, I beg you, find a way to be special that honors others as equally, if not more, spe-
cial. That which all the great contemplative paths have in common is what makes them special.
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The differences are one hundred percent guaranteed to be fundamentally irrelevant. That said,
I am going to turn around and bust on cultural aspects of traditions that are not about awaken-
ing and mastering what the Buddha was teaching. This is hardcore Buddhism, after all, and so
it seems only natural that I should be into what the dear old chum was into.

I'have heard way too many conversations between members of differing mystical traditions
that could be summarized, “My dogma and ideals are better than your dogma and ideals.”
Even worse are the rare and astonishing conversations that might be summarized, “My dogma
and ideals are better than your actual realizations and profound insights.” Frightening.

There is a movement in the West, reminiscent of the original objectives of the Buddha in the
early days of his teaching, to divorce Buddhism'’s core ethical and meditation technology and
basic trainings from religion and ritual entirely. I am a great fan of this movement if it does
not cause people to throw out too many of the original Buddhist conceptual frameworks and
supports that are critical as tools for mastering these practices.

There is also a movement in the West to take the meditative technology of Buddhism and
integrate it into everything from Catholicism to psychiatry to the freaky fringe of the New Age.
I don’t particularly have a problem with this trend (as why not spread useful things around?)
if people realize that you could just as easily divorce these practical technologies from those
traditions and have something that is still very useful and powerful.

There is another related movement in the West that seeks to make Buddhism into something
for everyone. Remember, the Buddha’s original takeaway right after his awakening was that
the dharma wasn’t going to be understood by anyone else. He was wrong, but not by a large
margin. Unfortunately, what is happening is that Buddhism is becoming watered down, often
indiscriminately, to promote mass appeal. The result is something like what happens in places
such as Thailand, where most people “practice Buddhism” in a way that is largely devotional
and dogmatic, meaning that the Buddha is turned into an object of worship, Buddhism into
rote motions, with dana being like medieval indulgences, and personal responsibility for freeing
oneself relinquished.

In the West, this translates to people “practicing Buddhism” by becoming neurotic about
being “Buddhist”, accumulating lots of fancy books and fancy props, learning just enough of
a new language to be pretentious or misleading, and sitting on a cushion engaged in free-form
psychological whatnot while doing nothing resembling the meditative practices the Buddha
and subsequent disciples taught. They may aspire to no level of mastery of anything and may
never even have been told what these practices were designed to achieve.

Thus, their “meditation” or “dharma practice” is largely a devotional or social set of
activities—something that externally may look like meditation but achieves relatively little.
In short, it is just one more spiritual trapping, though one that may have some personal and
social benefits. Many seem to have substituted the pain of the church pew for the pain of the
zafu with the results and motivations being largely the same. It is an imitation of meditation
done because meditation seems like a good and evolved thing to do. However, it is a meditation
that has been designed by those “teachers” who want everyone to be able to feel good that they
are doing something “spiritual”.

It is good for a person to slow down to take time out for silence. There is some science coming
out that seems to show that small doses of not particularly good practice may confer various
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physiological and psychological benefits. Yet, I claim that many who would have aspired to
much more are being shortchanged by not being invited to really step up to the plate and play
ball, to discover the profound and extraordinary capabilities hidden within their own minds
that the Buddha realized and pointed out.

This book is designed to be just such an invitation, an invitation to step far beyond the
increasingly ritualized, bastardized, and gutless mock-up of Buddhism that is rearing its fluffy
head in the West and has a stranglehold on many a practice group and even some of the big
meditation centers.

To be fair, it is true that spiritual trappings and cultural add-ons may;, at their best, be “skillful
means”, ways of making difficult teachings more accessible and ways of getting more people
to practice correctly and in a way that will finally bring realization. A fancy hat or a good ritual
can really inspire some people. That said, it is lucky that one of the fundamental “defilements”
that drops away at first awakening is attachment to rites and rituals, i.e. “Buddhism”, ceremony,
certain techniques, and religious and cultural trappings in general. Unfortunately, the cultural
embeddedness and resulting inertia of the religions of Buddhism is hard to circumvent.

It need not be, if the trappings can serve as “skillful means”, but I assert that many more
people could be much more careful about what are fundamentally helpful teachings and what
causes division, confusion, and insufferably sectarian arrogance, which could be reduced with
the proper attention to and training in the practice of morality. Those who aren’t careful about
this are at least demonstrating in a roundabout way that they themselves do not understand
what the fundamental teachings of the Buddha are and have attained little wisdom, much less
freedom or the ability to lead others to it.



19. CONTENT AND ULTIMATE REALITY ¥

here is too much content-centered Buddhism and content-centered spirituality in general.

Itisnot that content isn’t important, but it is only part of the picture, and the part we are already
quite familiar with and typically stuck in. By content, I mean everything except determined effort
to realize the full truth of the three characteristics of impermanence, suffering, and no-self, that is,
to realize what the Buddha realized. I don’t want to strip people down to the animal stupidity of
thoughtless sensate experience, nor do I wish to needlessly pathologize our ordinary human expe-
rience and the fact that we do have to find a way to deal with our issues. Perhaps two illustrations
will help. I present these as an attempt to counterbalance a broad trend I see all around the world
of contemporary Buddhism, and it is possible it doesn’t apply to you or your specific practice or
tradition. Still, the trend is so widespread that it is worth speaking out about it here.

The first odd phenomenon I have noticed is that when meditation students gather together
to discuss Buddhism, they almost never talk about actual meditation practices in any depth or
detail. They almost never talk about their diligent attempts to really understand these teachings
in each moment. It is almost an unacknowledged taboo that nearly any politically correct topic
under the sun is acceptable if it doesn’t have to do with trying to master meditation techniques.
While there are sporadic moments of “dharma combat” or heated discussion for learning and
sharing the dharma, even these tend to be mostly on Buddhist philosophy and theory and very
little about how to gain deep insight or what it is like.

The second odd phenomenon I have noticed has occurred in situations when we might
suspect that there would not be this problem. I have been to a fair number of retreats in the
West, and these tend to have small group meetings. The dharma teachers have invariably given
instructions that emphasize following the motion of the breath or the sensations of the feet,
developing concentration on these objects, not being lost in thought, and giving precise atten-
tion to bare reality just as it is. They tend to use the phrase “moment to moment” often, which
in my world means “rapidly”. This is all as it should be.

They tend to mention things like impermanence, suffering, and no-self, and tend to advocate
trying to understand these qualities of all experience directly without the elaboration of thought.
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They mention time and time again that we should not be lost in our stories and tape loops, that
is, in mentally rehashing our past or future scenarios. They may have traveled thousands of
miles at great expense to help people understand these teachings that they themselves may
have spent many years learning. For the hundreds of dollars in retreat fees, donations, and
spent vacation time, students will perhaps get three to five meetings with the teacher during a
ten-day retreat and perhaps get fifteen to twenty precious minutes of time to talk to an actual
meditation master, assuming they are lucky enough to be sitting with one.

However, when some eight to ten students finally get a chance to meet with the teacher in a
small group meeting, a brief chance to really learn what this teacher has to teach, what happens?
Do they talk about their wholehearted attempts at following the careful and skillful instructions
of the teacher? Strangely, this only seems to happen on rare occasions.

I'was at one of these small group meetings where everyone was talking about their neurotic
stuff. In a moment of feeling like I might be able to add something useful, I said in a loud and
exasperated voice, “The breath! Is anyone trying to notice the breath?” They just looked at me
like I was out of my mind and went back to whining about their psychological issues. Here was
a roomful of otherwise accomplished adults who somehow had been functionally transformed
into needy and pathetic children without any obvious ability to deal with their lives or fol-
low very basic instructions. Beware of meditation cultures that consistently encourage this in
people. It is a mark of something gone horribly wrong.

Stranger even than this, when students do talk about trying to follow the careful instruc-
tions of their meditation teachers, it can occasionally seem to be such a shock to teachers, such
a violation of the unwritten taboos, and perhaps even such a threat to the hierarchy that they
sometimes hardly seem to know how to handle it. In my more cynical moments, I have some-
times suspected that the quickest way to get worried looks from many contemporary Western
meditation teachers is to talk about practice in a way that implies the attempt to master anything.

Taking a brief meta-cognitive timeout: I don’t want to retraumatize the traumatized, or need-
lessly pathologize those with real emotional damage, but there are some people who likely just
need to know that they are capable of great insight practice and just need to get back on track.
Figuring out how to say this skillfully to a diverse audience is not easy, as I risk hurting people
that need healing, so, if you really need traumatic healing, the next paragraph is not meant for
you, and please take this section in context. However, I don’t want to do a disservice to those
who, by getting some perspective on themselves regarding their circumstances, get a grip on
themselves and do great insight practice.

So, for those who are in the latter category, their fixation on their stuff may be because what
they are used to most of the time is people who gather together whining about their relation-
ships, their childhood, their neurotic thoughts, their screwed-up lives, in short, content. I must
say that I have great empathy for these people. I really do. God knows we all have this sort
of stuff to whine about; and, in the right context, such as with close friends or family or a good
therapist, whining about our stuff might be a very good idea. I should also add a qualifier
related to serious emotional trauma, as the effects of that can be profound and may legitimately
require serious work before insight practices are possible. Healing deep trauma is not my core
skill set, but there are many resources available these days, and if you need them, find and use
them. That important exception aside, two things are clear: most of these people have spent
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too little time in therapy (or perhaps too much time in bad therapy), and somehow have not
heard one word of what the teacher has been talking about regarding insight practice.

Now, it is true that we all have our issues, pains, traumas, scars, and quirks. We should learn
to deal with these somehow if we want to be happy and live the good life we all want to live.
We should find ways to deal with the content, to heal, to grow, to mature, but we can also learn
when to shift to seeing things on a completely different level. I am a big fan of trying to sort
out these important content aspects of our lives, believe me, but there is a time and a place for
everything. Some have read this book and concluded that I believe we should just dissolve
into vibrations and ignore the specifics of our lives and our psychological aspects, but nothing
could be further from the truth. My emphasis on also making time for insight practices is to
counterbalance the general trend for most insight practitioners” practice to be almost entirely
about moderately neurotic, largely ineffective, spiritually rationalized, hyper-idealistic wallow-
ing in their emotional pain or attempting to bypass it altogether in a blinding golden haze
of Buddhist-inspired fantasy. This sort of practice often impairs both real psychological and
emotional maturation and deep insight.

Imagine if you were an algebra teacher and you told your students to solve the math prob-
lems in the back of chapter one. Instead, your students turned in long, rambling essays about
the traumas of their childhood. How would you feel? Unfortunately, you would feel like many
competent meditation teachers do. Now, it is true that many dharma teachers find it rewarding
helping people deal with their stuff, and some of them are thankfully quite good at it. There are
others who put up with having to play this role, but they would prefer to be teaching insight
practices. Some teachers just can’t stand it when they spend lots of time giving careful instruc-
tions only to have very few people follow them, particularly when they know what an amazing
opportunity for even deeper healing, increased well-being, and clarity is being squandered by
their students when they fail to really practice.

Sometimes we have heard just a bit of the teachings on impermanence, suffering, and no-self,
but then proceed to talk about this in highly inaccurate content-centered terms. We may say
things like, “Oh, yes, I am impermanent and will die one day. This is awful and this thought
causes me suffering. But there’s no self anyway so it doesn’t matter.”

If we are talking like this then we are still squarely in the territory of philosophy and
existentialism. Philosophy and existentialism have their obvious uses and points, but they
are totally different endeavors from insight practices. In this case, we not only need to learn
what insight practice is, but might also benefit from a bit more sunshine, exercise, warm
baths, or perhaps even some psychological support. A very small amount of such reflection
can be of some limited benefit if the energy of frustration is directed into practice. There
are other types of reflection that might be much more skillful, but those are largely a topic
for another day (see Jack Kornfield's A Path with Heart or Christopher Titmuss’ Light on
Enlightenment).

If we would just go into finely discerned sensate reality and try to see the three characteristics
of each sensation that makes up experience, we might begin to understand reality at a level that
makes the difference. Effectively encouraging students to shift their attention from fixation on
and identification with content to working with direct experience as it arises is probably the
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hardest yet most important job of the meditation teacher. I sometimes wonder how many teach-
ers have mostly given up trying to do this.

When we meditators on retreat focus on content instead of on grounding the mind in the
objects of meditation (which just might produce the deep insights that will make the big dif-
ference we seek), we basically let our minds go, and go they do. After a day or two of silence
and a nearly complete lack of outer distractions, the spinning of our minds on neurotic con-
tent may have accelerated like the turbine of a jet engine on full throttle. If we were a mess
before, now this has been multiplied by a factor of ten to a hundred. We then hit the small
group meeting like a runaway freight train of exacerbated mind noise, and all those present
are bathed in the profound lack of clarity we have ironically spent so much hard cushion
time cultivating.

Years go by, and our practice “deepens”, not into insight territory, but into epoxy-like faith in
and further fixation on content. We learn how to “talk Buddhist”. We learn the culture of Bud-
dhism in just the same way that we learned the culture of transpersonal therapy, transactional
analysis, or French existentialism. We become fascinated with our growing knowledge of Pali,
our fancy brass bell from Nepal, or our knowledge of tantric iconography. We have taken bod-
hisattva vows 108 times.

We may become neurotic about right speech and self-righteous about noble silence. We may
begin to adopt the condescending, rehearsed, and/or saccharine speech patterns and manner-
isms that quietly scream, “I am so spiritually exalted and aware!” We may become fixated on
complex, arbitrary, restrictive, and even disempowering models of what constitutes “proper
Buddhist behavior”, trying to be a “good Buddhist”, whatever that is. In short, we become
insufferably and self-consciously religious. At best, we become gaudy or creepy caricatures of the
spiritual life. When we become like this, we are generally very tiresome to be around. At worst,
we can become dharma monsters who victimize others with nasty behavior that issues from
questionably motivated dharma practice, distorted by intractable self-importance and phony
piety. In this mode, we can wreak significant damage in spiritual communities, and we are ulti-
mately the worst victims of our own bad behavior.

We may even get sucked into the all too common trap of praying for a “better rebirth” and
“making merit” rather than trying to master the art of meditation and wise living here and now.
In short, the trappings, dogma, and scene become everything, and cutting through the illusions
that bind us to the wheel of suffering is lost in the shuffle.

Moreover, we can go on like this for enough time that we develop quite a retreat résumé but
little or no insight, and then eventually become trapped in this. We have been to India, Nepal,
Burma, Thailand, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, Japan, Ecuador, and so on, have sat with this and that
teacher, have taken a medley of tantric initiations, been a longtime participant in all the right
online forums, or been sitting for “twenty years”. We become fascinated by all of this. We begin
to identify as “wise” even though we may have no insight whatsoever into the universal truth
of things because we never actually learned to do insight practice. We use the word “emptiness”
glibly when we don’t have Clue One what it means. But we feel we do, as we have spent so
much time hearing about it, parroting it, and being “spiritual”. We talk about “letting go” and
“mindfulness” as if we are the experts.
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We may even begin to teach, and to do so we find ourselves having to subtly or overtly ratio-
nalize that we completely understand what we are teaching. After all, we want to encourage
faith and devotion in our beautiful tradition, and so try to appear clear and unbefuddled. We
get stuck in the muck of our rationalizations, the misapplied lingo, the sugarcoated dogma,
the role of teacher, and the cultural trappings about which we have become experts. From this
point, it can become nearly impossible for us to learn anything, as we are now trapped in the
very teachings that were originally designed to free us from just such a situation.
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ow did this happen? How did we substitute knowledge of culture, content, and dogma for

fundamental insight? Many who have become like this are quite intelligent. Many have
successful careers or graduate degrees. Most of the big-name teachers we sat with probably had
some insight and may have been highly awakened. So, what happened? I can only speculate,
but perhaps something good will come of such speculation.

It could be that we are into spiritual scenes, trappings, and the like. That is what we went
looking for, and we found it in dizzying abundance. It could be that we had no idea what we
were getting ourselves into or what we wanted, and so we ended up becoming fascinated with
these things simply out of cultural, emotional, and intellectual inertia, as many around us will
likely have done so.

As Bill Hamilton put it, mushrooms are fed manure and kept in the dark. He made this
comment to Kenneth regarding what happened to Kenneth on his three-month retreat at IMS
in response to Kenneth’s indignation about having map theory withheld from him while he
struggled with difficult meditation stages. Kenneth and I speculated that part of the problem
was that some meditation teachers were using the mushroom method of teaching, thus raising
a crop of “mushroom meditators”, all soft and pale. This is a bit of an extreme way to describe
the situation, and is not meant to imply that the teachers were being intentionally malicious.
However, there is a cultural factor in Western Buddhism that insight into the fundamental
nature of reality or the three characteristics, is almost never directly discussed, unlike in Burma
or some other settings.

Thus, most teachers won't say something as straightforward as, “Well, when I was meditat-
ing, I spent some time lost in the stories and tape-loops of my mind. This was terrible and I got
nowhere but nutty. However, one day a senior teacher straightened me out and convinced me
to ground my mind in the specific sensations that make up the objects of meditation and exam-
ine impermanence. After some days of consistent and diligent practice using correct technique,
I began to directly penetrate the three illusions of permanence, satisfactoriness, and self, and my
world began to be broken down into the mind-moments and vibrations that I always thought
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were just talk. By paying careful attention to bare phenomena arising and passing moment
after quick moment, I progressively moved through the stages of insight and got my first taste
of awakening. Thus, if you spin in content and don’t realize the three characteristics, you are
wasting your time and mine. This is just the way it is. If you develop strong concentration on
the primary object and investigate the three characteristics consistently, this will almost cer-
tainly produce insight. This is just the way it is. Any questions?”

Most meditation teachers just won't say this, and there are several reasons for that. First,
they may not wish to alienate their student base. They may believe that if students are led into
this “gently” and with great lenience toward their gross misinterpretations of the practice and
teachings, that they might be more likely to persevere. Another possible reason may have to do
with the fact that making a living as a dharma teacher can be tough, and more students means
more donations. In short, the reality of what practice really is and entails doesn’t tend to sell
well despite the potential for extraordinary benefits, as students tend to relish their delusions
and fascinations more than they realize.

Teachers may also want to hold back the details of what real insight is like so that they can
more accurately evaluate students” practice without having to worry about students rationaliz-
ing that they are experiencing whatever it is the teacher is talking about. Disclosure of the details
of what insight is like can result in students giving spurious reports in interviews either out of
their own confusion or a genuine desire to fool the teacher and make themselves look good.

These situations happen, but probably not nearly as often as people completely missing the
boat on the difference between actual insight practice and mere wallowing in the increasingly
neurotic muck of an unchecked mind. Thus, Kenneth and I decided that we would talk about
insight and our practice when we taught. It turns out that doing this is harder than it would
seem. Some hints about why we sometimes failed to live up to our own ideals will be given later
in the chapter “More on the ‘Mushroom Factor’”. However, we have both done our best to fight
the trend and talk about the stages of insight and what is possible on the spiritual path.

Another possible reason that people don’t learn to practice correctly is that many people are
not on retreat or in the meditation class to learn what the teachers teach. This may be due to a
variety of reasons. Perhaps they are just there to find something else, such as time away from
some situation, but are not there to find what the teachers are teaching. Some students may have
so much invested in their level of education and high position that they just can’t really hear or
comprehend what the teachers are talking about, or they hear it and think, “Oh, yes, I myself
have read many books and fully understand that trivial little point about impermanence, but
when do we get to enlightenment?” Yikes!

Some students may be there to further their psychotherapy, which can be a fine and worthy
goal. However, they may assume that the meditation teacher is the best psychotherapist they
could have. They may think, “After all, they are enlightened, aren’t they? They must be com-
pletely sane and balanced. They must know about how to have the perfect relationship, how to
find the perfect job, how to invest in the stock market, how to talk to their mother, how to end
world hunger, how to rebuild a carburetor, and all other details of wise living on this Earth. After
all, isn’t awakening about understanding everything and even being omniscient?” Gadzooks!

A quick digression here: awakening is about understanding the fundamental nature of all
sensate experiences, and what they happen to be is ultimately completely and utterly irrelevant
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to awakening. Thus, very awakened beings understand something fundamental about what-
ever arises or however their lives manifest, that is, its impermanence, emptiness, luminosity,
groundlessness, or however they wish to describe it. However, they have no more knowledge
about the specifics of the world than they have acquired in just the way that anyone else
acquires knowledge about the specifics of this world. They can even have all sorts of psycho-
logical baggage to deal with, and this is probably the norm.

Awakened beings will often know a lot about the territory of insight, having had to navigate
it, but this is a strangely specialized skill and an esoteric body of knowledge that is useful only
in helping others navigate it. I should qualify that by saying not all will have good language
or conceptual frameworks to describe the nuances of insight territory. True, being awakened
does provide by degrees deeper levels of extreme clarity into the workings of the mind, and this
can be helpful. By understanding their own mind, they will have some level of insight into the
basics of the minds of others by extrapolation.

However, unless the meditation teacher is a trained psychotherapist, they are not a psycho-
therapist and shouldn’t pretend to be one, though this unfortunately happens far too often, in
my humble opinion. Just so, a trained psychotherapist is not awakened unless they get awak-
ened and shouldn’t pretend to understand insight practice if they don’t. This also happens far
too often, if you ask me, and the dark irony is that they tend to charge much more than real,
qualified dharma teachers.

Note: the Buddha was quite adamant about no one charging for the teachings, which are
considered priceless. This system of non-obligatory donation and mutual support has worked
quite well for 2,500 years, and it would be a tragic mistake to assume that it cannot function in
the West. For example, Goenka’s vipassana retreat centers are an excellent expression of how
upholding this ethic of not charging for dharma does indeed not only work, but also serves as a
cause of the flourishing of the dharma. That said, the first person who authorized me to teach, a
person who had been a monk for years in Thailand, suggested that I “charge a little something”
for teaching, as he said that westerners will take things more seriously if they pay for them.
I failed to follow his sage advice, but I can’t be sure that was the right thing to do. Would that
there were simple answers to these questions.

Using retreats or meditation purely as a form of continuing psychotherapy may have other
problems associated with it. A person not under the guidance of a trained therapist may not be
used to the mind-noise amplification factor that silence and a lack of distractions tend to create
in the absence of grounding the mind in a meditation object. Further, we may not gain the ben-
efits of the only thing that does make a lasting difference in ending fundamental suffering and
bringing the quiet joy of understanding, which is mastery of insight practice and thus awakening.

Another quick digression here: a dangerous notion that pervades many spiritual circles is
that it is bad to want to awaken, and that no discipline, effort, or application of a technique could
produce awakening. These notions are completely absurd and have paralyzed or preempted the
practice of far too many. I believe these ideas have come from an extremely confused misunder-
standing of causality and of the “sudden” and “gradual” schools of thought. “Sudden awaken-
ing” is exceedingly rare, and, I will claim, had to involve prior effort and specific prior causes,
even if the practitioner doesn’t subsequently remember or recognize what those causes were or
the effort that was exerted. Anyone who has really gotten into any Buddhist teachings, whether
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Theravada, Mahayana, or Vajrayana, will know firsthand that all require a tremendous amount
of effort just like every other spiritual path.

As one of my teacher’s teachers put it, “In the end, you must give up even the desire for
awakening, but not too soon!” Sutta 131 in the Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha (MN 131)
is called “One Fortunate Attachment”, and in it the Buddha clearly states that making effort to
realize the truth of your experience is an extremely good idea. He also goes on and on about the
three characteristics—fancy that!

Another reason that students often fail to make progress is that they confuse information
and insight. I suspect that they are confused because they have spent their whole lives think-
ing about specific information, learning information, and dealing with information in a context
where information matters, that is, when one is not doing insight practice. You can’t take a
spelling test in school and say that all that is important is that words come and go, don’t sat-
isfy, and aren’t you. This just won't fly and wouldn’t be appropriate. Just so, when practicing
morality, the first and most fundamental training in any spirituality, information that helps
you distinguish between constructive and destructive action is everything, or at least as far as
training in morality can take you. You can’t be a mass murderer and rationalize this by think-
ing, “Well, they were all impermanent, unsatisfactory, and empty, so why not kill ‘em?” This
just won't fly either, and so content and spirituality necessarily and validly are quite connected.

Skillful engagement with information or content even works well when practicing the
second training, concentration. When practitioners are learning to concentrate, they are told
to concentrate on specific objects such as the breath, the body, a mantra, or an image of the
Tantric Buddhist deity Green Tara. This is content. There is no such thing as the breath or an
image of Green Tara from the point of view of insight practices, as these are just fresh streams of
impermanent and transient sensations that are crudely labeled “breath” or “Green Tara”. But,
for developing the second training of concentration, we ignore impermanence and instead give
everything to the specific sensations that make up the breath, or a mantra, or an image, and
cultivate attention to those and the positive mental qualities that arise in strong concentration.
Thus, even for pure concentration practice, the specifics of what you are concentrating on mat-
ter. Thus, the idea that content is everything is reinforced.

However, when it comes to insight practice, fixation on content must be suspended dur-
ing that practice session. In insight practice, everything a practitioner has learned about being
lost in the names of things and thoughts about them, i.e. content, will be not only completely
useless, but an obstacle preventing realization. Here the inquiry must turn to the six sense doors
and to impermanence, dissatisfactoriness, and no-self. These characteristics must be realized
clearly and directly in whatever sensations arise, be they pleasant, painful, beautiful, ugly, help-
ful, unhelpful, skillful, unskillful, holy, profane, dull, or otherwise. Anything other than this is
just not insight practice, never was, and never will be.

It doesn’t matter what the quality of your mind is, or what the sensations of your body
are; if you directly understand the momentary sensations that make these up to be imperma-
nent, unsatisfactory, and not a self or the property of any self, then you are on the right path,
the path of liberating insight. However, as mentioned before, off the cushion the quality of
your mind, your reactions, your words and deeds all matter. There is no contradiction. Insight
practice is about ultimate reality, the true aspects that apply equally to all sensations regardless
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of what they are. Morality and concentration are about relative reality, about creatively crafting
a mind, body, and karmic traces that are as good and skillful as we can make them, and thus the
specifics are everything. Learning to be a master of both ultimate and relative is what mastery
is all about.

Another reason that people don’t make progress is possibly that they are being taught by
people who have little or no insight, and so are taught by those who are themselves fascinated
by content and unskilled in going beyond it into insight practices. The scary truth is that there
are far more people teaching insight meditation that don’t know what insight is than those that
do, though this tends to be less the case in large, well-established retreat centers. Thus, even
if students learn what they are taught, if those who lack insight are teaching them, then what
they learn is unlikely to be correct or helpful. While the teacher may have learned to parrot the
language of ultimate reality, this is absolutely no substitute for direct realization of it. The tradi-
tion I come from generally considers what they call the second stage of enlightenment (“second
path”, see Part Five p. 330) to be the minimum level of attainment required to be qualified to
teach others. This is a very reasonable standard.

Another possible reason that people get lost and don’t follow the clear and basic instruc-
tions of insight practices is that they just can’t believe that doing something as simple and
straightforward as examining the impermanence, dissatisfactoriness, and no-self aspects of the
ordinary sensations that make up their ordinary world could produce awakening. It just sounds
ridiculous to them, and thus they imagine that there are secret or complex teachings somewhere
that are the only way to enlightenment.

Thus, they may not try at all, may practice in their own way, or may keep trying to read
more into the teachings than is there and come up with their own finely honed, special non-
sense. These unhelpful ways of speculating can become very engaging, but they won’t produce
insight. These speculations can also lead to people trying to do very advanced practices (such as
intensive tantric practices and retreats) that were originally designed for practitioners who had
already mastered morality, concentration, and insight practices to a pronounced degree. Such
people do not derive the full benefit of such practices and may run into other often serious and
complex problems.

How do I know that solely content-based practice won’t produce insight? Because there are
only three doors to ultimate reality, that’s why, and they are utterly unrelated to content, though
they can be found in all content if the content aspect is ignored. “Only three doors? But there are
thousands of practices, many traditions! How can you say there are only three doors?”

There are only three doors, that’s how. I don’t care what tradition you subscribe to, what
practice you do, or who you are, there are only three basic ways to enter the attainment of frui-
tion, nirvana, nibbana, or whatever you want to call it. These doors relate directly to profound
and direct realization of the three characteristics of impermanence, dissatisfactoriness, and
no-self, and you must understand the heck out of these to join the ranks of the awakened ones.

“But there are many valid traditions that do not talk about the three characteristics!” That
may appear to be the case, but if the tradition is a valid one, you will find these teachings there
somewhere, in some other language or formulation, as these are the only way. You will find them
in the works of Rumi, Kabir, and Krishnamurti. You will find them in the Bible and the Koran.
You will find them in the writings of St. John of the Cross and many other Christian mystics.
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You will find them in all the branches of Buddhism. You will find them in the Upanishads. You
will find them wherever you find a true spiritual path, and that is just all there is to it. It can help
to consider that to completely understand compassion is to understand suffering and vice versa,
as these are really two sides of the same coin. Also, to understand true-self practices to their end
is the same as understanding no-self practices, as these are also two sides of the same coin.

“But we are tantric practitioners, and the three characteristics are merely a low-brow
Hinayana teaching.” Tantra primarily cultivates the no-self door, which is one of the three char-
acteristics. It can also be useful for transmuting energy into more skillful forms, a bit of which
will be discussed later. However, those who consider themselves to be Mahayanists or Vajraya-
nists should read the fine print. You will find that all three characteristics are there, and in fact
if you were listening properly when hearing teachings on the prerequisites to tantra in the form
of lamrim or other preliminaries to Vajrayana, you were expected to generate the realizations in
common with those of what they call the “listener” vehicle practices before moving on to the
Mahayana or Vajrayana practices. I strongly suggest checking out Lama Yeshe’s Introduction to
Tantra. Further, the Hinayana, so often mentioned by Tibetan practitioners, doesn’t exist today
in the way they imagine it does, and is often conflated with the Theravada, and while there are
similarities, the Theravada is much more extensive than the Tibetan conception of the Hinayana
and contains extensive teachings on compassion and emptiness as well as helping others, but
this is a topic for another time.

In short, should you gain ultimate realizations, it will be through one of the three doors. This
is just the way it is. It is not negotiable. The natures of the mind and reality are just the natures
of the mind and reality. You cannot change this, but you can realize it.

“But we are Zen students. We realize Buddha Nature! We don’t need the three charac-
teristics, we sit zazen!” Read any good book on Zen, such as those of Dogen, Chinul, or the
excellent Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, by Shunryu Suzuki. The three characteristics are there in
abundance, and those who think they can enter ultimate reality in some other way are further
deluding themselves. Paying direct attention to bare reality with clarity and precision will result
in directly observing the three characteristics regardless of whether you wish to call them that, as
they are absolutely the truth of all conditioned experiences in all times and in all beings.

Thus, the practice and tradition become a disposable foundation for insight in the end.
However, you need them right up until the last moment, as the content of the tradition can
provide many valuable supports for insight and the other two trainings, so don’t for a moment
think that I am advocating not following a tradition. They may also be useful after gaining deep
insight for social, moral, psychological, and educational purposes, as well as personal progress
along many other axes of development. I am only advocating following the tradition correctly
and thus clearly penetrating the nature of your actual experience just as it is. Nothing helps in
the end like understanding the wisdom-producing aspects of our experience, that is, the three
characteristics.

It may be true that people are not in a position at a specific time in their lives to do insight
practices. Insight practices are not for everyone. One of the clear marks of whether insight
practices are appropriate for a given individual is simply that person’s ability to do them after
having properly understood the instructions on how to do them. If, despite clear instructions
and appropriate support, a would-be insight meditator is simply unable to do anything but
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mentally spin in content, “processing”, and fixation, they should dedicate themselves to care-
fully cultivating ethical conduct through at least observance of the five precepts until they
can hear, understand, and then follow the extremely basic yet precise instructions of insight
practices. The Buddha iterated and reiterated that the first training of morality forms the foun-
dation for the latter two trainings.

People often imagine that this readiness for insight has something to do with intelligence,
but I don’t think that is particularly true. I have known people with doctoral degrees from pres-
tigious universities, who, having been told, “Notice the many sensations of your body breath-
ing and of your feet walking arising and vanishing moment to moment,” were as incapable of
believing that those were the instructions that could produce awakening as they were of follow-
ing them. I have also known people of no great intelligence or education who clearly under-
stood that those were the instructions and diligently followed them moment after moment,
hour after hour, day after day, and so made great progress in insight.

The last and perhaps most pernicious of the reasons that students don’t apply themselves
is they don’t believe that it can be done, that they could awaken, or that anyone else except a
rare few from centuries ago have awakened. Further, if they do know of a potentially awak-
ened person, such as a lineaged teacher, that person typically is thought of as being “other”, an
aberration, one of “those over there”, one of the “chosen ones”, “special”, and somehow unreal,
like an imagined demigod.

This has been a terrible problem since the very beginning of all mystical traditions, and is
unfortunately not likely to go away any time soon. Part of this is due to the mushroom factor,
but there are many other complex reasons for it. Suffice to say, it can be done and is done today
by ordinary people using these simple practices. Find an awakened person who is willing to
talk about practice in a straightforward manner, and follow time-honored techniques to your
own awakening.



21. A CLEAarR GoAL

Many of the possible reasons that people can get so into “Buddhism” in every way except
clear, well-defined, focused, and precise practice are directly related to not having a clear
goal. If you have no clear idea of what you want or why you are doing something, then the
results are likely to be just as murky, vague, and fragmented. Why are you doing all of this? This
is a very important question.

People may wish to go on a retreat and have the whole thing be relaxing and blissful. This
can be attained temporarily if they gain some mastery of concentration practices, though their
clarity will almost certainly shatter the instant they leave the retreat, as concentration practices
on their own produce no long-term stability nor do they address the deeper roots of the suf-
fering caused by ignorance. However, they may think that they wish to get enlightened by
doing insight practices, which involve hard work and a clear, unanesthetized examination
of suffering. Thus, these two goals of securing perpetual bliss and developing insight are in
direct conflict, and the meditator’s practice will surely be conflicted. This is just one of many
possible examples.

Having a clear goal is fundamental to the practice in more ways than may be initially obvious.
In fact, if you understood your actual reality right now clearly enough to get to the root of
why you are doing all of this and where all this mental movement comes from, you would be
highly realized. You would penetrate to the heart of compassion and suffering, of ignorance and
emptiness, and wake up to something extraordinary about your own experience.

I do not write this lightly. It is vital that your motivation be as clearly understood as possible
and that all its energy be channeled into realizing your goals. Wishy-washy practice brings
wishy-washy results, and determined, well-guided, brave, and wholehearted practice can
eventually bring the desired results.

Knowing what is possible, what each of the trainings can and cannot accomplish, helps. I will
spell out the details in Parts Three through Six. The specifics of our goal may change with time
as we become more familiar with the realities of these trainings, but the core motivation for
practice never changes. That is quite a statement, given that all things are impermanent, and
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about as big a hint as can be given. Whatever ultimate truth you want on the spiritual path is to
be found in the sensations of the wanting itself.

Thus, don’t look out there except to find wise guidance about how to look in here, for what
you are looking for is “nearer than near”. It is in the looking. It is in the motivation. It is in the
suffering, which is why this was the first noble truth that the Buddha taught. He went right for
the heart of the problem. It is in the question itself, which is why koan training can work. The
experience of the sensations of the question contains the answer to the content of the question.
It is in the love that drives our every wish for happiness.

Strangely, the process of creating the illusory sense of a self arises out of compassion, but it
is a confused compassion, which is grasping. This may sound odd, but it’s as if there were an
eddy in perception that befuddled empty compassion, which might be conceptualized for the
moment as an intrinsic functional aspect of things. Thus, somehow it seems that there is some-
thing to defend, some self apart from it all that must be protected. Due to confused compassion,
barriers and defense mechanisms continue to be erected to defend this territory, this illusion
of a separate self. Spiritual practices are designed to systematically debunk this illusion and
penetrate these barriers by providing clarity, whereas all the traditions can easily contribute to
and further the barriers, becoming cultures to defend, knowledge to assume as self or owned
by self, and so on.

It is as if reality got caught in an unfortunate loop, and this is what we have to work with, as
this loop of illusory duality thinks it is “us”. The natural tendency, given “our” lack of clarity,
is to continue to defend this “self” out of distorted compassion and a lack of understanding
that there never was such a self to defend. This defense is the process of identification. If we
identify as x, we must defend that shifting x against some shifting y. As the identifications fall
away, space opens and integrates. Interestingly enough, all of the phenomena that make up
this process, that is, all the “defilements”, are themselves empty, intrinsically luminous, and
non-dual, though they seem otherwise by their own contrivance due to distorted perception.!
Slippery teachings such as “you are already enlightened, but you have yet to realize it” point
to this (see Moon in a Dewdrop: Writings of Zen Master Dogen, edited by Kazuaki Tanahashi, for
a particularly profound discussion of this dangerous point of view, a teaching best counterbal-
anced by useful Zen teachings such as, “Don’t just sit there like an idiot!”). Thus, realization is
not something created or acquired but instead is discovered or unveiled as being an intrinsic
aspect of phenomena.

With enough stability and clarity (concentration and insight), this natural, compassionate
process of manifestation can begin to function more skillfully, as it now has better information
to go on, and can begin to see that creating the illusion of a separate, unchanging self was not at
all helpful (though it seemed to be). At this point, “it” will then let go of the illusion it has been
perpetuating and return to understanding its natural state, which is freedom and non-duality.

This is something that cannot be accomplished by an act of will alone, though in relative
terms the set-up and conditions for awakening often seem to have been created by what in
the unawakened state appear to have been many acts of “will”. Awakening arises only when

'Luminosity is a term sometimes used in this context to point to the experiential fact that sensations contain the “light”
of their own awareness within them where they are.
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the level of basic sensate clarity is developed enough, which usually takes lots of work, and the
heart accepting enough of things as they are. We might say that grace favors the well-trained
mind. The pronounced tenaciousness of this process of defending an illusory and arbitrary
“self” demonstrates clearly just how much confused compassion and how much delusion there
is in this. Work at perceiving your sensate world clearly so that the knot may begin to untie itself.

Iinclude all of this in the section called “A Clear Goal” because the very sense of a drive to
find something is the thing it is seeking. The motivation is looking for itself. In those sensa-
tions is something very powerful and amazing if they are clearly comprehended. However, to
see this, a shift must happen in which the drive becomes driven to understand the sensations
of that drive itself rather than looking to future sensations for satisfaction and understanding.
As straightforward as that sounds, it is a completely unintuitive thing to do, and this is one
reason that meditation practices can seem so awkward at times.

However, the fact that the drive or the goal contains its own solution is the reason there is
such relentless emphasis on being present to what is happening now. If we can get this drive
to just chill on its past and future fixation, insight is close at hand. Aspects of this “drive” are
patterns of sensations such as those that make up wondering, frustration, investigation, effort,
suffering, expectation, anticipation, analysis, trying to game the system, trying to force insights,
mapping, practicing, and the like.

Thus, if you feel frustrated that your practice has not been as energized or as clear as you
wish it to be, first sit with the sensations of the urgency of that wish, with the fullness of that
frustration, with the fullness of your fears, your hopes, with the fullness of that suffering and
compassion, as clearly and bravely as you possibly can until you understand them to their
very depths as they are. Channel all this energy into clear, precise, kind, and focused living
and practice.

Since this whole book is clearly goal-oriented, I thought that it would be appropriate to
add guidelines about formulating specific goals and working towards mastery that can help
reduce the problems that poorly conceived goals can cause. Goals tend to involve a heavy future
component. That future component, poorly related to, can fry insight practitioners. The trick is
to add a component that relates to the here and now as well.

For instance, we could wish to become awakened. This is a purely future-oriented goal.
We could also wish to understand the true nature of the sensations that make up our world
so clearly that we become awakened. This adds a present component and makes the whole
enterprise much more reasonable and workable. We could simply wish to understand deeply
the true nature of the sensations that make up our world as they naturally arise and vanish in
that practice session or throughout that day. This is a very immediate and present-oriented goal,
and a very fine one indeed. It is also method-oriented rather than result-oriented. This is the
mark of a good goal.

Similarly, we could try to be kind, honest, or generous that hour or that day, try to appreci-
ate interdependence that day, or try to stay very concentrated on some object for that practice
session. These present and method-oriented goals are the foundation upon which great practice
is based. Purely future-oriented goals are at best mostly worthless and at worst very dangerous.

Wishing to become awakened or more awakened is only helpful if it leads us to live in the
present as it is. The same goes for training in morality and concentration, as articulated in
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Part One. An old dharma friend of mine once forgot these basic rules of goal-oriented prac-
tice and strived with great energy for months to attain a goal that had nothing to do with the
reality that he was experiencing at that time. The results were disastrous, and decades later
the dark consequences of his error ring on, the best consequence of which was providing a
striking example of why purely future-oriented practice is a terrible idea. Don’t get burned
by the shadow side of goal-oriented practice. Avoid competition and comparing your practice
to others. Stay present-oriented whenever possible, and always avoid purely future-oriented or
results-oriented goals!

Thoughts of the past and future occur only in the present, which is natural and straight-
forward. These sensations are worthy of investigation. “Future mind” is only a problem if the
sensations that make it up are not understood as they are. A fun practice to try is to think con-
sciously those thoughts whose content is purely past- or future-oriented. Notice that they are
occurring now and are part of this sense-field, this space here and now. There is something
profound about this sort of practice that might be missed on first inspection, and doing this well
enough can deconstruct how the sense of time is created, which is liberating in and of itself.

It is also worth keeping in the front of your mind the three characteristics, the most pro-
found and important of which is no-self, meaning that all phenomena occur interdependently,
causally, naturally, and lawfully. By remembering this essential characteristic and keeping it
in our minds, we can notice that reality already shows up with comprehension built right into
sensations. Sit quietly and notice this most fundamental and liberating aspect of things again
and again, realizing that just sitting involves sensations, and each of these sensations is natu-
rally revealing its true nature. Return to this paragraph when you feel you are frying yourself
and read it a bunch of times to help it sink in as, strangely, this very easy and natural message
can be a hard one to really integrate.

While discussing goal-oriented practice, I should say a few words about how to avoid over-
doing it. First, if those around you, particularly those with a lot of experience in meditation
and the spiritual life, are telling you that you should chill out a bit, they are probably saying it
for good reason. Ask them why they think that and take their opinions into consideration, but
without using it against yourself. While it is true that occasionally people may tell you to chill
out on your practice a bit just because of their own envy of your determination and diligence,
I'haven’t found this to be a common occurrence.

When on intensive retreats, there are a few basic ways to sail too far out there too fast. The
first is to stop eating. It is true that there is a long and glorious tradition of people fasting
when doing spiritual practice, but generally they do so because they want to bring on extremely
altered states of consciousness. Fasting when meditating is an effective technique for doing this.
Should you be doing insight practices, altered states are not your intended focus, and so these
are more likely to be distracting than helpful. Further, severely altered states of consciousness
can sometimes be very disruptive and hard to process and integrate, leading to what might be
considered by some to be temporary insanity or other psychotic episodes. If you are the sort of
person who would drop LSD when out in public, then the altered states that fasting might bring
on might not be a problem for you. On the other hand, if you are on retreat with other people,
consideration for the fact that they may not want to deal with the potential side effects of your
vision quest is warranted.
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Another way to go off the deep end is to stop sleeping. Sleep deprivation can eventually
lead to very altered states of consciousness and visionary experiences. The exact same consid-
erations that come into play with not eating apply here as well. While it may be true that, when
doing intensive practice, the need for sleep may go down to perhaps four to six hours or less
at a time, try to get at least some sleep every night. I would strongly advise against going more
than forty-eight hours without sleep while doing intensive practice (or most other things, for
that matter).

Some people are such macho meditators that they will try to sit for very long periods of time,
say ten to twenty-four hours. While this might seem like a brave thing to do, a real tribute to
our determination, I don’t see the point. I have managed to make very rapid progress when
on intensive retreats where the longest sit I did was about four hours and most were less than
ninety minutes.

However, if we sit long enough and really push the investigation with heroic effort, we can
get into states of consciousness that are quite volatile. It can be very difficult to get grounded
again and integrate what comes out of that sort of extreme practice. We might assume that if
we dial back the power after the trouble starts that the excessive and imbalanced energy might
rapidly drain out of our practice, but this is not always the case, at least in the short term, so
don’t count on it. Again, out of consideration for your mind and body, as well as for those
around you on retreat who may not want to deal with your potential inability to integrate and
control the volatile energy that can be unleashed from that sort of practice, consider moderation
in sitting.

Lastly, there are some who will try to mix mind-altering substances and meditation. This
can seem like an easy and fast path. In fact, there are many traditions that use substances as
an integral part of their path. I must also admit that a non-trivial number of my meditation
co-adventurers and teachers got into meditation or spirituality more generally due to experi-
ences with entheogens. However, there are many strong warnings against doing this at all, or
against doing so without the guidance of those who really know what they are doing, such as
seasoned traditional shamans, who can help keep you safe and recognize the many experiences
that can occur and how to handle them. It’s important, in addition to being properly guided
or supported, to experiment in a safe setting and without dangerous elements nearby, such as
weapons or cliffs. Many of these substances are also illegal in various countries, so make your
own choices wisely.

Given that there is some significant overlap between those who use entheogens and those
who get into deep meditation, I have gotten to hear many reports from people of the effects
of various entheogens on meditation practice and life in general, and the results are all over
the place, from profound heart openings to those who years later were still trying to put their
shattered minds and hearts back together, and everything in between. Correlating the effects
of the entheogens and the results of meditation practices is not always easy, and the degree
to which the maps I will later describe fit with the effects people describe from entheogens is
hotly debated.

I know people who claim to have dropped literally hundreds of hits of acid over their
lifetimes who clearly don’t have any profound insights to show for it, but I must also admit
that I have a few friends who did get some useful low- to mid-level insights from doing similar
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substances. This demonstrates that whether substances will expedite or yield insights is highly
unpredictable, so don’t for an instant take this as my recommending that you do any such
things. You are presumably an adult and any decision to do anything rests totally on you. As a
good friend with extensive personal experience with the heavy end of hallucinogens once said,
“Doing hallucinogens is like trying to fix a Swiss watch with a sledgehammer.”?

I have found that simply doing insight or concentration practices consistently and well can
quickly produce altered states and strange experiences that have taken me to the very brink
of what I could skillfully handle and sometimes beyond. Further, there are reasons to learn to
see things from different perspectives on our own power so that these may become a part of
who and what we are rather than some transient side effect brought on by tinkering with our
neurochemistry.

In short, those on the path of heroic effort can easily get sidetracked into various ritualistic
displays or other extreme methods and practices that seem like heroic effort. Heroic effort on the
insight path means heroic investigation of the three characteristics of the sensations that make
up our experience, whatever they may be. Thus, my advice when on an insight meditation
retreat is to power the investigation skillfully all day long, whether you are sitting, walking,
reclining, standing, eating, washing, etc., until you get stable enough to realize that reality is
happening on its own and just gently be with that. Take care of your body, particularly your
knees and back.

While some students of Buddhism can fixate on the loathsomeness of the body, it is the
vehicle we ride to awakening, so care for it appropriately. As spending years working in
emergency departments has taught me, by showing me both what people who live long, happy
lives do, and also what happens when people do otherwise, your best hope for good physical
outcomes results from putting good, nourishing things in your mouth in moderate quantities,
avoiding putting bad things in your mouth, exercising in non-damaging ways, driving safely,
getting enough sleep, reducing stress, having a good attitude about life, having meaningful
things to do with your time, and having good social support.

When on retreat or practicing hard in some other context, should those with more experi-
ence in these matters than you consistently tell you to back off on the effort just a bit, give it a
try. I have occasionally stubbornly done otherwise and sorely regretted it. William Blake wrote
that we do not know what is enough unless we know what is more than enough. Unfortunately,
most insight meditators will not put forth enough effort to know either. However, should you
find that you are frying yourself through too much effort, learn from your mistakes and follow
the middle path. Should you find yourself way out there in Crazyland and unable to figure out
how to get back to balance despite the skillful help of good teachers, seriously consider relying
on standard medical psychiatric services and treatments for support. Remember back in the
Foreword and Warning when I said that some people would unfortunately ignore the various
paragraphs that tell them to avoid frying themselves? These are some of those paragraphs.
There will be many more specific details about mental illness and adverse practice side effects
later to help flesh out the points made here.

2The website Erowid is a resource for reports of the effects of various substances, and the book Secret Drugs of Buddhism,
by Mike Crowley, is a scholarly treatise on the subject.
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The last point about having a clear goal I make reluctantly, as I am afraid that I will justify the
very thing I wish to speak out against. Here goes ...

I heard someone speculating that Zen might have developed as being very austere, strict,
and drab because of how colorful and unstable Japan was during its development, and like-
wise the Tibetan tradition was very colorful and complex because much of the landscape of
Tibet was so alienating and bleak. Burmese Buddhism might be so extremely technical, goal-
oriented, straightforward, empowering, and efficient because their country is such a chaotic
mess politically. Perhaps in just this way, those of us in Europe and North America have some
of the most goal-oriented, workaholic cultures in the world and yet tend towards the least goal-
oriented, least practical, and least effective take on Buddhism I have found anywhere.

It is an unfortunate shadow side of our culture that many of us can barely tolerate one more
goal to attain, one more hoop to jump through, one more exam to pass, one more certification
or degree to obtain, one more SUV to buy. Perhaps we are crafting a Buddhism in which we
don’t have to ever accomplish anything to find a refuge from our extremely neurotic and short-
sighted fixation on “achievement” as driven by prevailing social norms. This might explain why
we often fixate on teachings such as “effortless effort”, “there is nothing to attain”, and postpon-
ing enlightenment through a mistaken understanding of the bodhisattva vow. Believe me, as
someone with two graduate degrees who is actively involved in a profession that requires what
feels like constant reading, recertification, and training, I am often sick and tired of the whole
achievement trip as well.

On the other hand, I have found that goal-oriented practice combined with good instruction
and a few good conceptual frameworks is largely unstoppable barring extreme circumstances.
Thus, if you are sick of goals to the point that you can’t make any room for those that will soon
follow, strip down your daily life to make room for the drive to master the states and stages of
the path. Take more vacations, back off the career climbing a little, and make time to really bust
out some serious meditative accomplishments. The Buddha was known for saying that there is
nothing so valuable in this world as mastering the dharma. I could not agree more.
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am astounded at how many people are completely paralyzed in their practice because they

feel bad about the many types of emotional sensations that arise. Unrealistic ideals of the
emotional perfection that meditation might bring often create an inability to face our actual
humanity or to continue practicing. The energy in “negative” emotions, often referred to as
defilements or mental afflictions, can be used to fuel our practice, which is good, as this is much
of what we have to work with.

This paralysis happens because people tend to feel that “negative” emotions should not and
indeed must not arise and are despicable, worthless, shameful, and embarrassing. While there
is much to be said for consciously understanding and/or restraining the actions of body, speech,
and mind that would otherwise result from destructive emotions, there is also a lot to be said
for using the tremendous energy of the wide range of emotions in skillful ways. Basically, until
we are awakened, some odd mixture of compassion and confusion motivates everything we do,
as mentioned already, and so we must learn to work with this. Further, these potentially useful
emotional energies will continue to arise like the weather, even in awakened beings (contrary
to popular belief), so we must learn how to deal with them and use them well. If you have a
Vajrayana background, or even if you don’t, you may benefit from books by Rob Preece that
address skillful and unskillful relationships to the emotions and other topics.

Remember that these practices and teachings are not about becoming a nonexistent entity
devoid of emotions, but about clearly understanding the truth of our humanity and life. Becom-
ing fluent in the true nature of all categories of sensations, including the sensations that make up
all categories of emotions, is a particularly good idea and highly recommended. This might even
be undertaken as a systematic practice by those who are dedicated to thorough understanding.
Thus, if you are doing noting practice, which I highly recommend, try to note precisely which
emotions you are feeling, such as fear, boredom, anger, confidence, restlessness, joy, jealousy,
dread, elation, envy, frustration, doubt, etc. For those who want more information on the many
and interesting mental factors that can be investigated, consider reading A Comprehensive
Manual of Abhidhamma, translated and explained by Bhikkhu Bodhi, which also contains many
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other useful bits of information woven in with a bit of archaic physiology that can be ignored.
The Abhidhamma also outlines very clearly how to investigate and identify the triggers for
the emotions.

I personally gave the emotions what I now consider not nearly enough attention in my early
practice years, preferring to break reality down into little buzzing blips of pulsing, fluxing
phenomena, which was powerful for insight purposes, but left the emotions insufficiently
addressed on their own terms. As a result, they were less transformed or carefully integrated
than they might have been had I given the feeling life more attention. I found that when I went
back and gave the emotions more basic, bare, honest attention, rather than sidestepping them
by prematurely breaking them down into blips and pulses, it really helped to provide balance
and equilibrium in my practice. Still, there is also much to be said for dealing with emotions
from a place of insight, and that is what breaking down reality into little blips and pulses
first allowed.

On the other hand, it can be extremely helpful if the powerful energy of the emotional life
can be harnessed to energize our practice. Some level of skill and moderation is required here,
a middle way between repression of the defilement and energy transmutation. Either extreme
can be harmful or helpful depending on how much wisdom the practitioner has, the quality of
the guidance they receive, and how well they put that guidance into practice.

There are ancient and modern debates about how much we should go into our emotions,
repress our emotions, or acknowledge our emotions but not dwell on them or unskillfully act on
them. It is a hot topic in current psychology as well, with Freudian psychoanalysis and related
techniques on one end and cognitive behavioral therapy and similar schools on the other.
Clearly, if we just let emotions run amok we will be in big trouble. We also must figure out how
to acknowledge our emotions so as not to be in denial of them. Emotional denial and repres-
sion are serious problems that can lead to unrecognized or unacknowledged shadow sides giv-
ing rise to explosions of emotion and unskillful actions, all the way to the mass destructive
actions issuing from a mob mentality. Further, recent research shows that repressing emotions
is physiologically toxic. Still, the fine points of how to handle our more “negative” emotions
are many, complex, and not easily resolved, but for the sake of this discussion, I am advocating
careful, honest, human acknowledgement of feelings and then finding the useful elements that
can skillfully fuel practice.

Those who are passionate about practice and learning to practice correctly are much more
likely to make progress than those who are not. Those who can channel rage, frustration, lust,
greed, despair, confusion, and anguish into trying to find a better way are more likely to have
what it takes to finally attain freedom. Those who can sit with the specific sensations that make
up rage, lust, anger, confusion, and all the rest with clarity, precision, acceptance of their human-
ity, and equanimity are even more likely to get enlightened. This paragraph deserves to be read
more than once.

It is common for people to feel badly about their lack of perceived progress. This can cause
extreme frustration, self-judgment, self-hatred, jealousy, depression, extremes of blind faith, and
rigid adherence to dogma. It can paralyze their practice if they get caught up in these or in think-
ing that desire for awakening is a problem when in fact it is the most compassionate wish that
someone could have for themselves and others. The whole trick is to channel this energy into
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actual practice using good technique rather than into thoughts of progress or comparison. Sim-
ply allow yourself to examine the sensations that make up this frustration, self-condemnation,
depression, and jealousy, etc. In other words, don’t stop investigating when certain categories of
sensations arise. Instead, rejoice in each “negative” feeling that you clearly identify in your sen-
sate experience, not because it is a “negative” feeling, but because you had an honest moment
of clarity about what was going on. Then, do something skillful with that feeling.

Try this little exercise the next time a strong and seemingly useless, scary, dangerous,
embarrassing, or “unskillful” emotion arises:

e Stabilize precisely on the patterns of sensations that make it up and perhaps even allow
these to become stronger if this helps you to examine them more clearly. You might do this
practice with eyes open if the feelings are very strong and you wish to add the perspective
that space brings to help maintain a more open perspective.

¢ Find where these are in the body, and discern as clearly as possible what sorts of images
and storylines are associated with these physical sensations.

* Be absolutely clear about the full magnitude of the suffering in these, how long each lasts,
and that these sensations are observed and not particularly in our control.

* Find the compassion in it. Take a minute or two (no more) to reflect on why this pattern
of sensations seems to be of some use even though it may not seem useful in its current
form.

* Ask yourself: Is there a wish for yourself or others to be happy in these sensations? Is
there a wish for the world to be a better place? Is there a wish for someone to understand
something important? Is there a wish for things to be better than they are? Is there a wish
to find pleasure, tranquility, or the end of suffering?

e Sit with these questions, with the sensations that make them up, allowing them to be
strong enough for you to see what is going on but not so strong that you become com-
pletely overwhelmed