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            INTRODUCTION: THE SMALL BOOK IN MY BAG

          

        

      

    

    
      I had been at the compound a couple of days when he sent for me.

      

      He took new retreatants in small groups, four or five at a time, for an initial instruction. We sat on the floor of a shaded room with one window onto a courtyard. He spoke in careful English. He asked each of us, in turn, what we had been working on that morning. When my turn came I said I had been with the breath. He listened in the way he listens, which is to say without indicating that anything was being missed, and then he asked a small quiet question about the relationship between the working and the watching. I left the room with the question and have not yet finished answering it.

      

      I was at his compound for a week. The book came home with me. It has been in my bag, in one bag or another, for the twelve years since.

      

      The compound itself surprised me. The Burmese monasteries I had stayed at before were austere by design — bare floors, a wooden plank and a straw mat for a bed, a cell-like rhythm of bell and silence — and his was leafy, full of trees, with monks and nuns moving along the paths between the meditation hall and the dining hall and a steady mix of laypeople from half a dozen countries threading between them. More than once, I saw small groups of foreign retreatants doing yoga stretches under the trees, which was not the kind of thing I had seen anywhere else in Myanmar. The place had the quality of a teaching one had relaxed enough to actually receive. I shared a room with a Frenchman who informed me, on my first afternoon, that he was not meditating because he was meditating all the time — he was, he assured me, in continuous awareness of his speech and actions and thoughts, effortlessly, throughout the day. I made a note of him and let it sit. The compound contained people of every register, including his. That, I would learn later, was part of the point.

      

      The book is Don't Look Down on the Defilements: They Will Laugh At You, by Sayadaw U Tejaniya — the same teacher, condensed into a small volume the size of an outstretched hand. Its cover, originally a clear pale blue, has faded to an indeterminate grey. The spine is giving way along the lower margin. Two pages are stained from where a water bottle leaked in a side pocket once, and the stain has bled the type into a tender mark that has not impeded my reading, only made certain passages feel slightly bruised when the eye passes over them, as if the book itself had been there for the trip and had taken something of it on.

      

      I have read it many times. I do not need to read it again. And yet it stays in the bag.

      

      The first time, on the long flight home from Yangon, I underlined the lines I thought were the important ones. The next time, three years later, I underlined different lines and did not recognise some of the earlier ones at all. The third time, I underlined nothing, because by then the book had begun to read me back, and underlining the parts that saw through you felt like flagging your own incompetence in the margin. The book had not changed. The parts of me reading it had.

      

      This collection of essays comes from those readings, and from the long years of sitting and walking that followed — at Mr Soemin's monastery, at Pa-Auk in the earlier years, on cushions in lay halls and front rooms and friends' converted garages back home, and in the ordinary places between them, which is to say most places, since the bulk of what the practice has shown me has happened off the cushion and at no particular hour. The chapters here are not, on the whole, about meditation. They are about the rest of the day. They are about the mind I have brought to a kitchen table, to an email, to a hotel bathroom, to a friend I should not have spoken to that way, and to a frog swimming across the surface of a tank of drinking water in the dark at three in the morning, halfway across the world.

      

      I have tried, over these years, to be the kind of person Tejaniya keeps describing — the kind who notices what is already happening rather than working hard at producing something more spiritual-seeming. I have not consistently been that kind of person. The chapters that follow are, in large part, accounts of the small, reliable ways I have failed to be him, and of the slow education that has come from those failures.

      

      This is not a commentary on Tejaniya alone. His small book is the most-quoted source, but it is one of several. Other things have lived in the bag with it — a slim copy of an earlier teaching book of my own, written at a time I still thought I might be useful to other meditators; a battered notebook full of phrases I have heard from teachers in Australia, in Myanmar, in lay sittings, in conversations with strangers who turned out to be quietly carrying their own version of the same questions. Some chapters here unfold directly from a passage in Tejaniya. Some are scenes from the months at Mr Soemin's, which I have written about more directly elsewhere. Some are essays in the older literary sense — a single moment of seeing, held longer than the usual hurry permits — with the contemplative tradition only as a background hum. And some are records of how I have lived, badly and quietly and with a great deal of self-deception, the very recognitions Tejaniya was offering me on the page.

      

      There are no five steps in here, no seven stages, no method I am asking you to adopt. The dharma, as I have come to it, is not a method. It is a habit of looking that a person can develop or fail to develop at any moment, on any object, in any kind of life. The chapters that follow are records of moments when the looking either happened or, more often, when I caught myself in the small, comfortable practice of not-looking that had been running quietly underneath everything I had been calling my practice.

      

      A note on Tejaniya, before I let his small book back into the bag.

      

      He does not teach as the teachers most Western seekers have read. He does not sound elevated. In person and on the page, his sentences are conversational, the way a kind older man in a tea shop is conversational — a long pause, a small, precise observation, another long pause, a question that goes to the heart of the matter and waits without pressure for an answer. He does not flatter the seeker. He does not promise breakthroughs. He notices, with a kindness that is also unflinching, the dozens of small ways the seeker is, at any given moment, fooling himself; and he names them, and walks on.

      

      The first reading you mostly miss. By the third or fourth, you are wincing. By the tenth, you have stopped wincing because you have started to see what he has been pointing at, and what he has been pointing at is, almost always, something the seeker is already doing, has been doing for a long time, and has been letting go unnoticed under the cover of a more flattering self-description.

      

      I would not, given the choice, have come to Buddhism via Tejaniya. He is too plain. He does not deliver the things a young seeker wants to receive — the rapture, the depth, the dramatic interior weather, the sense of progressing toward an extraordinary state. He delivers something more useful, and at the time I would have preferred the rapture, which is part of the small joke of the matter. The teacher I needed turned out not to be the teacher I would have picked. The teacher I had gone looking for was somewhere else entirely; the one I found was in a shaded room at the end of a corridor, in a leafy compound, and the small book is what he sent home with me.

      

      The pages that follow are mostly my own story — or, rather, the parts of it I have been able to look at honestly enough to write down. Tejaniya is in here, often, sometimes quoted, sometimes not. The Burmese compound is in here. The front garden, the kitchen table, the message thread, the wave I missed last week, the colleague I had decided about, the Frenchman who was not meditating — these are in here most of all. The small book is still in the bag. The question he asked me twelve years ago is still in the bag, too. These chapters are some of the things that have come out of carrying both.
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            FRIENDS AND RELATIVES

          

        

      

    

    
      There's a particular kind of indignation that arrives on a Tuesday afternoon in a residential street and surprises you with the medieval size of its insistence. The dog was small. That was the first detail my mind would seize on afterward, replaying the scene with a prosecutor's eye for damning particulars: a small white dog — a terrier, maybe, though I'm no expert on breeds. It trotted onto my lawn with the easy entitlement of a creature that's never been told no, squatted, and produced — without ceremony, without apology — a small, efficient mess on the soil just past the rosemary, exactly where my hands had been kneeling three minutes earlier.

      
      Its owner stood on the road, three steps away, her body too still in the specific way that signals someone has noticed and decided not to notice. She was looking at the houses opposite as though their architecture deserved the sustained interest. Then, in a movement I've replayed since with the slow-motion attention of an investigator examining a single decisive frame, she turned. There was a slight upturn at the corner of her mouth. The eyes were aimed deliberately elsewhere, but were knowing. She walked away. She didn't have a bag.

      
      The heat arrived in my face before any sentence had time to form behind it — that sudden colonising warmth the body releases before the mind catches up. My chest tightened the way it does in conversations I'm about to lose. I'd been kneeling at the rosemary — a detail that seems important, in retrospect — and the smell of crushed rosemary was still on my hands when I stood up and discovered that I was, at half past two on a Tuesday afternoon, livid.

      
      I want to be honest about the size of the livid. It wasn't proportionate to a small dog and a small mess. It was the size of a much older anger, dressed for the occasion in the borrowed clothes of a fresh provocation — an anger that had been waiting for an outlet sufficiently petty to permit its full expression without the inconvenience of having to justify itself to anyone, including me.

      
      If you've been reading the books for as long as I have — the small library of dharma texts and meditation manuals that accumulates around a seeker the way silt accumulates around a stone — you know what comes next. The mind reaches, almost before the heat's finished spreading through the face, for the analysis. She must have known. She must have wanted to be seen as not caring. She must have walked away on purpose, knowing I could see her. And then, with the silent fluency of long practice, the second layer arrives: the kind of person who does this, who moves into a street and refuses to bring a bag, is precisely the kind of person who... The kind of person. The kind of person. By the time I'd retreated to my own kitchen, the cup of tea I'd set down before going out had gone cold on the counter, the kind of person had accumulated qualities I hadn't actually witnessed — assembled, in fact, by me, out of materials I had not noticed myself supplying.

      
      Tejaniya's argument is that the gross defilements — the obvious anger, the obvious greed — aren't the difficult ones. The difficult ones are their friends and relatives, even the very distant ones. The smaller, quieter, harder-to-notice ones. The ones we're most likely to call something other than defilements. The ones, in fact, that we're most likely to mistake for reasonable observations a reasonable person would make about a reasonable situation.

      
      For years, I read this and assumed it was about other people’s small judgments. The comfortable misreading of a student who hadn't yet been examined. The petty resentments of the meditation hall. The yogis who, in Tejaniya's own examples, fume about the bananas at breakfast. "No bananas again!" — almost a joke when you read it on the page — the yogi is annoyed that breakfast hasn't arranged itself to his satisfaction. I'd smile reading this. I'd think it, a little smug, sure, I was no longer that particular kind of seeker: yes, but I'm no longer the kind of seeker who minds about bananas.

      
      In my front garden, surrounded by the rosemary and a small unattended mess and the slowly cooling face of someone who'd just lost an argument she didn't have, I was very much the kind of seeker who minded. The anger was the headline; the anger I could see from across the room, the anger I'd have admitted to under questioning. What I hadn't been seeing — what Tejaniya has been pointing at all along, and what I've been very politely failing to look at — was what the anger had arrived with. The small, undocumented entourage that travels behind the main feeling and supplies, from the wings, the lines the lead is delivering.

      
      The story-on-top, for one. She must have wanted. She must have known. A whole person constructed out of a single second of facial expression, complete with motives she may or may not have possessed and a backstory I was already embroidering into something almost novelistic. The mind moves so quickly from observation to verdict that there's no daylight between them; what I think I'm seeing is what I'm already concluding, and the conclusion walks into the courtroom indistinguishable from a witness.

      
      Then the small ownership. She has just moved here. Not she lives here. The implicit hierarchy — we are decent; she hasn't yet been here long enough to know — arranges itself instantly and silently, the geography of belonging assembling its borders against a person I can't remember actually meeting, on streets I don't actually own.

      
      Then the smirk read as a smirk. Was it a smirk? I read it as one. The face I'm replaying in my kitchen is the face I've written, not the face I saw. There may have been embarrassment in it. There may have been something I can't now reach from the small fortified position
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