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I have discovered that all human evil comes from this, man’s being unable to sit still in a room.

—Blaise Pascal

To understand the immeasurable, the mind must be extraordinarily quiet, still; but if I think I am going to achieve stillness at some future date, I have destroyed the possibility of stillness. It is now or never.

—Jiddu Krishnamurti
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Introduction

As We Live and Breathe




OUR LIVES ARE LIVED in thirty-second sound bites. At this moment we are focused on one particular thing; the next moment we are on to something new. We try to stuff in more and more activities, and get more and more accomplished in each twenty-four-hour day. To do this we have created multitasking and the type A personality. We live with the burning sense that we have to get something done.

And yet, what have we accomplished? We can’t innovate fast enough to keep up with our own innovative minds. We incessantly produce goods, and incessantly and insatiably consume them, yet we seem never to be satisfied, even as we update our possessions over and over again.

We are like a runner who is leaning too far forward and about to lose balance. Where are we going in such a hurry? Do we really need to be so frantic and driven?

How does this pertain to the practice of meditation? The best way to find out is to do this little experiment:

Find a quiet room free from distraction. In this room, sit still in a stable, upright posture. For a few minutes, just notice the sounds around you, the smells in the air. Notice the feel of the floor underfoot, the feel of your body in a chair or on a cushion or on the ground. Hold a general awareness of your body from the top of your head to the tips of your toes.


Then shift your gaze downward a few feet in front of you and let your eyes relax, keeping them half-open, half-closed.

Notice your breath as you inhale and exhale. Focus on this oscillation. Just follow your breath as it comes in and goes out. That’s all—nothing more. Do this for a few minutes.

Afterward, review what you experienced. Did you notice your mind scampering about? Were you distracted? Was it hard to focus your attention on body, mind, and breath? Did you notice an urge to get up and do something?

If so, you’re not alone. For most people, the first taste of meditation quickly reveals how we commonly live in a state of constant distraction. Our minds jabber away, flashing images and emotions as if we were fixed on a television set that was permanently switched on. Noises, colors, and personal dramas play out in mental commercials and soap operas all of our own making. We live tuned into ourselves, but tuned out from life.

In meditation we switch the television set off, step away from this busy, hectic mind, and taste the experience of this moment—not as we judge it or comment on it or think about it, but as we live it now.

Meditation doesn’t only take place when you are seated in a formal meditation posture. It begins the moment you turn your attention to what is taking place right here, right now. Thus we can bring awareness to any activity—whether we’re at work, playing with our children, eating dinner, washing the dishes, or taking out the garbage.


Meditation begins now, right here. It can’t begin someplace else or at some other time. To paraphrase the great Zen master Dogen, “If you want to practice awareness, then practice awareness without delay.” If you wish to know a mind that is tranquil and clear, sane and peaceful, you must take it up now. If you wish to free yourself from the frantic television mind that runs our lives, begin with the intention to be present now.

Nobody can bring awareness to your life but you.

Meditation is not a self-help program—a way to better ourselves so we can get what we want. Nor is it a way to relax before jumping back into busyness. It’s not something to do once in awhile, either, whenever you happen to feel like it.

Instead, meditation is a practice that saturates your life and in time can be brought into every activity. It is the transformation of mind from bondage to freedom.

In practicing meditation, we go nowhere other than right here where we now stand, where we now sit, where we now live and breathe. In meditation we return to where we already are—this shifting, changing ever-present now.

If you wish to take up meditation, it must be now or never.










    
PART ONE

Getting Started


If we practice meditation as medicine, believing we are sick, it is very difficult for us to realize the true meaning of practice.

—Dainin Katagiri









     

1

It’s About Coming Back




MEDITATION IS VERY SIMPLE. Yet it requires time, energy, determination, and discipline.

Most people think of meditation as a special, relaxed state of mind—one that we maintain for extended periods of time and, with practice, stray from only occasionally. Meditation, however, as we’ll first discuss it in this book, is quite another matter. In meditation, we are aware of the frequent wandering of our mind and bring it back, over and over, to the movement of the breath, to the posture of the body, and to itself. We repeatedly return to body, mind, and breath.

This activity, though simple, is not easy. It takes diligence to return again and again to what is taking place, without falling into distraction or agitation or mental dullness.

We are all human beings with human minds. Whether we acknowledge it or not, the human mind is busy and scattered much of the time. It tends to drift off a great deal, often creating difficulty for ourselves and for others in the process.

Our minds all have a profound ability to package Reality into conceptual models—mental representations of Reality. This conceptualizing mind is a great treasure. Our great art, music, literature, and invention, as well as the scientific exploration of the Earth and space beyond, are, in part, creations of this wonderful, incredible capacity of the human mind to package, process, and represent Reality.

Yet we easily get entangled in our conceptualizing minds—in beliefs, ideas, daydreams, and opinions. And we easily lose sight of the distinction between Reality and our ideas about Reality. In the process we miss the true, vibrant life being lived in this very moment, right here. As a result of our not recognizing this, we suffer.

Meditation is to leave the clamorous mishmash of our conjured-up world and return to the simple and still clarity of here and now.

The distracted mind can be likened to a very shallow river. With rocks, mounds of sand, and plants gathering at the bottom, the water passing over the riverbed creates ripples and vibrations. Our mental obstructions don’t allow the experience of this moment to flow through, and we suffer turbulence, confusion, and instability.

In contrast, a mind that is calm and aware, that isn’t disturbed by passing images, is like a deep river where the water runs smoothly and steadily. The riverbed far below does not disturb the water. In such a mind there is no grasping, and its activity just flows through tranquilly.

The undisciplined mind is easily agitated, nervous, wanting, fearful, preoccupied, distracted, scattered, and confused. In meditation we can begin to see just how busy and distracted our minds really are. We can learn to observe, without judgment, how our minds constantly go this way and that, lunging toward the things we want, and away from the things we loathe and fear. We also begin to see the pain and dissatisfaction that is none other than this leaning mind. And we return to this moment, where sanity, patience, confidence, and openness await—again and again, over and over.

This isn’t to say that the leaning of our minds is bad or wrong or dysfunctional, or that we have to root it out and destroy it. There’s nothing wrong with our human minds. It’s just that we don’t usually handle them properly.

In meditation we can see that our thoughts—for all that they obsess us, tease us, distract us, and disturb us—are insubstantial. And with patience, we can learn to hold our thoughts very lightly, like the phantasmagoria that they are.

In meditation we slow ourselves down and observe the activity of the mind. We then see that much of this activity is an incessant monologue of mostly inane chatter. We see that many of the things we obsess over, and that keep us preoccupied, have no consequence whatsoever. We see that much of what we worry about passes away within minutes; indeed, after a few minutes more, we have forgotten what we were so worried about and have moved on to the next temporary obsession.

In meditation we learn to break this pattern. We learn to take care of the mind by observing its dynamics without grabbing at, interfering with, or rejecting anything that comes up.

In meditation we begin seeing what we usually ignore—the vibrant Reality in which we all live, all the time—which is to say, right now. We begin to loosen our fixation on the thoughts that continuously come up in our minds, like clouds of smoke or bubbles in a glass of champagne. In time we learn not to grasp at the ungraspable.

Meditation is also an expression of faith—not faith in what you believe or what you think, but faith in direct experience itself. Meditation expresses our confidence in our ability to see for ourselves the root of human suffering and our trust in our capacity to bring it to an end.

Thus meditation is not something you need to ponder. Meditation is something you do. To truly take up this practice is none other than the actualization of freedom, right here, at your permanent address.
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Why Bother with Meditation




WHY BOTHER TAKING UP the practice of meditation when, even in its simplicity, it’s so difficult?

As soon as we hear this question, we come up with a list of reasons to justify meditation. We think that we’re going to get something from it—that it will lower our blood pressure, reduce our stress, calm us down, or enhance our concentration. And, we tell ourselves, if we meditate long enough, and in just the right way, it might even bring us to enlightenment.

All of this is delusion.

As long as we insist that meditation must have some use or purpose or meaning, or fulfill us in certain ways, we fail to understand it. As my teacher (and many other teachers before him) used to say, meditation is useless.

One of the obstacles we face when we first begin to practice meditation is our desire to know and reap its benefits. “How can meditation help me?” This approach assumes we are fundamentally sick and in need of spiritual medicine to make us whole. So, when we hear that meditation is useless, that it’s not about generating some benefit, we wonder, “What’s the point?”

But if we are to understand meditation (or anything at all), we must drop our preconceived notions, biases, prejudices, and expectations at the door.

Instead, let’s look at the mind we bring to this practice. If it’s a mind of getting somewhere, a mind that seeks peace, calm, enlightenment, or freedom, then it’s not the mind of enlightenment. It’s a mind that seeks gain and keeps coming up short, a mind of strain and frustration.

Here is why meditation is useless: meditation is, finally, just to be here. Not over there, in some other place called peace or freedom or enlightenment. Not longing for something else. Not trying to be, or to acquire, something new or different. Not seeking benefit.

We need to understand that the wanting mind is the antithesis of the mind of meditation. The mind of meditation is a mind not driven by desires and fears and longings. Indeed, a mind that seeks to rid itself of these painful mental qualities is already the dissatisfied and confused mind from which we seek to free ourselves.

When we desire the desirelessness, we remain trapped in desire. When we want the wantlessness, we bind ourselves with yet another chain.

We can’t do meditation for any reason other than to be aware. We have to learn to see all of our desires and expectations as the forms of immediate dissatisfaction that they are, and then forget them.

If you’re sitting in meditation to get something—whether it’s tranquility, lower blood pressure, concentration, psychic powers, meaningfulness, enlightenment, or freedom from the desire for enlightenment—you’re not here. You’re off in a world of distraction, daydreaming, confusion, and preoccupation.

Meditation doesn’t mean anything but itself—full engagement in whatever is going on. It’s not about looking for something.

To look for meaning or value is to look for a model, a representation, an explanation, a justification for something other than this, what’s immediately at hand. In meditation we release whatever reasons and justifications we might have, and take up this moment with no thought that this can or should be something other than just this.

Meditation is not our mental and emotional business as usual. It’s about deeply seeing what’s going on within our own mind.

If we wish to free ourselves from a mind that’s tormented by greed, fear, obsession, and distraction, we must first clearly recognize that it’s the same tormented mind we are using to blindly pursue meditation. Since we can’t throw away this tormented mind, we can instead begin to honestly look at it, with all its expectations, fears, and desires.

In meditation, we do not try to forcefully detach ourselves from the feelings, thoughts, and expectations that arise in the mind. We don’t try to force anything into or out of the mind. Rather, we let things arise and fall, come and go, simply be.

In meditation, the things you like come up, then pass, then come up again. The same goes for things you fear or dislike. In meditation we simply see this clearly, without trying to grip or control any of it.

There will be times in meditation when we’re relaxed, and times when our minds are agitated. We let both of these states be what they are. We do not seek to attain a relaxed state or to drive out our agitated and distracted mind. That is just more agitation.

When we allow the mind to function and just be here, with whatever comes up, without grasping, the mind settles on its own.

If we stay with meditation and continually keep our eyes open, gradually the unhealthy aspects of the mind, including ideas we have about what we’re going to get out of meditation, will drop away on their own.
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Things Mistaken for Meditation




THERE ARE MANY IDEAS about meditation floating around, most of them inaccurate.

Right now I invite you to put aside any ideas you may have and look at meditation as if you were taking it up for the first time, without any notions or information or expectations whatsoever. Loosen your grip on what you think you know about meditation. Let your mind be open, ready, and innocent, like that of a child. (Actually, such an open, curious, unhindered, and unpresuming mind is already the mind of meditation.)


Meditation is a big word that covers a lot of territory. It’s often used to refer to techniques in relaxation, visualization, and trance states. Each of these has a certain value, and each differs from what we’ll be looking at in this book. (In the remainder of this book, I’ll refer to these techniques by their more specific names—relaxation, visualization, trance, etc.—and save the word meditation [and its Japanese translation, Zen] for the practice of awareness, openness, and direct experience of here and now.)


First, let’s try a relaxation technique. Sit down and make yourself comfortable. Take three deep, slow, quiet breaths, and return to normal breathing. But, for the next few minutes, on each in-breath, count “one” silently to yourself. On each out-breath, again count “one.” Do this for a while and you can easily notice that, rather quickly, you start to feel calmer. Your blood pressure gets lower, and the stress you feel in your body starts to dissipate.

This is a relaxation technique often taken for meditation. It’s very simple, and useful for quickly calming yourself down when you’re feeling stressed. Feel free to use it as often as you wish. But it’s not meditation.

If your goal is to temporarily calm down, a simple relaxation technique is useful. If, however, you want to experience a mind that is present and collected, this is the mind of meditation. Meditation, in other words, is not a quick fix. It’s long-term—that is, it’s a lifelong approach to peace of mind, tranquility, and stability.


Visualization is very useful. Many years ago, while being treated for cancer with chemotherapy, and for several years thereafter, I used visualization to improve and maintain my health. Today I sometimes instruct cancer patients and others with illness in the use of visualization techniques.

With visualization, you actively conjure up images in your mind. In meditation, however, there’s no deliberate effort to conjure up anything, or to create any mental phenomena. Plenty of them will bubble up anyway, and in meditation, we don’t try to hold on to them or drive them out. Contrary to visualization, in meditation we allow our mental images to freely come and go.


Unlike relaxation and visualization, which have no significant downsides, the various forms of trance states—sometimes called trance meditations—can be dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing. They can even be addictive, like a drug.

In most trance meditations, you turn inward and tune out awareness of your surroundings, your body, and your mind. Your attention becomes filed down to a very narrow, still point, which can feel temporarily blissful.

But every trance is itself temporary. When you come out of it, you’re back to all of the problems and confusion that were there when you went into it. There’s no transformation.

Gotama, the historical Buddha, mastered various trances in his early spiritual training and came to this same conclusion. He realized that if he entered into a trance while confused, he’d come out of the trance still confused. He realized that if he was going to wake up, trance meditation was not going to help.


We can’t deal with our problems by running from them. They not only don’t go away, but they follow us and disturb us all the more. We must be here to deal with our problems, not somewhere else.

Meditation is not escapism, or tuning anything out. Meditation is tuning in and facing our problems head-on.


Some people think that meditation can help them acquire supernatural powers. Others think meditation will help them build more mundane abilities such as a good memory, or stronger powers of persuasion, or an improved ability to concentrate or to perform their work.

But meditation is not about acquiring anything. In fact, it’s about getting rid of the clutter of our mental lives. It’s an act of mental housecleaning.

Through our grasping and acquisitiveness, our minds become cluttered with beliefs, thoughts, likes and dislikes, longings and regrets. Yet we don’t need to hunt these down, pick them up, and throw them away. If we simply allow the mind to function without deliberately trying to rid it of anything, under the keen eye of awareness it will begin to clean itself.

Bankei was a popular Zen teacher who attracted large audiences. This made a priest from another Buddhist school very jealous, so he came to one of Bankei’s lectures to debate with him.


Bankei was in the middle of his lecture when the priest arrived. The priest made such a racket that Bankei stopped his lecture and asked the priest about the noise.

“The founder of our sect,” boasted the visiting priest in response, “had such miraculous powers that he could hold a brush on one side of the river, while his attendant held a piece of paper on the other side, and the teacher could write his name through the air. Can you do something like that?”

Bankei replied calmly, “Perhaps your teacher can perform such a trick, but that’s not the manner of Zen. My miracle is that when I’m hungry, I eat, and when I’m thirsty, I drink.”

Meditation is not about acquiring supernatural powers. It’s about being present and living life completely.


When you eat a peach, do you truly taste it? Or do you bite into it, chew it a little, and then swallow it without really tasting it—perhaps while thinking about something else? In meditation, we completely taste, smell, and feel the peach when eating a peach. We totally experience whatever we encounter in this moment.

If you’re distracted, however—perhaps by thoughts about getting something out of the peach, such as nutrition or energy or enjoyment—your mind will spin off. You won’t really taste the peach because you’ve separated your attention from what’s actually happening.


The miracle of meditation is to taste the peach and know it directly.

Meditation is about awareness, not about getting something. If you think about what you’re getting from this moment, you’re not in this moment.


Another misunderstanding about meditation is that it’s a bodily form of philosophical inquiry, a method for breaking through some cosmic mystery to a transcendent reality beyond our everyday world.

Meditation is not about any “beyond.” Truth and Reality are right here, in plain view. They are not vague or far away. Meditation is an acknowledgment and a manifestation of this. In meditation, we see that there is no cosmic mystery to break through.

The vivid experiences of sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, and thought are not mysteries. They’re clear, vibrant, unmistakable, and ever-present. Here is where we put our attention in meditation. We do not give our attention to speculation, belief, ideas, or other mental constructs. This will only leave us with doubt
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