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INTRODUCTION

People often ask me “What is meditation like? How do you do it?” Let me answer these questions by using an example. It is spring in Perth as I write this book. It is the wettest season in twenty years, and the wildflowers are sensational. My “backyard” is Kings Park, which is 160 hectares of bushland between my home in Subiaco and the Swan River. I escape there at least once a day.

Often I enter the park with my head full of thoughts, mentally writing this book as I walk. But the scene is too lovely to ignore. The rainbow-coloured parrots are feeding on the bottlebrush flowers, the air is rich with scent, and the afternoon sun shines on the white bark of the gum trees.

Wildflowers are very seductive. Like babies and cats, they demand your attention. I soon find myself examining a blossoming bush. Some flowers are in full bloom, some are half-opened. Others are already drying out and decaying, but all are perfect. An ant is running up the stem, and the broken strands of a cobweb waft on the still air. The thoughts and concerns I brought into the park have all slipped away. I am in a different time and space.

This is meditation, a state in which the body is relaxed, the mind is quiet, and we are alive to the sensations of the moment.

We all know moments like these. They are everyday events. They happen to all of us when conditions are right — perhaps while stroking a cat, or listening to music, or enjoying a cup of tea on the veranda.

Yet when conditions are not right, we can walk through the park and be aware of nothing but our thoughts, worries and obsessions. Those peaceful moments don’t always come easily. They most frequently occur when something holds our attention. At such times the mind is focused. It is not drifting aimlessly. Focusing the mind is the secret of meditation.

We meditate by focusing on something. This becomes our meditation object. Anything will do. However, people commonly meditate on breathing, a single repeated word, a flower or a mental image. We lightly examine it to help distance ourselves from thoughts.

This is easy to do for a few seconds. But the mind soon wants more entertainment, and starts thinking again. The challenge is to let the thoughts go and return to the object, again and again and again. Each time we drop a thought, the mind feels freer.

When we try to meditate, the world doesn’t vanish and we don’t pass into oblivion. Thoughts still arise, a headache may remain and noises may disturb us. Gradually they become less aggravating and we feel more at ease regardless.

Meditation is much more than a technique for relaxing. It also makes our minds more clear and alert. We become more sensitive to our own feelings and the detail of the world around us. We call this quality of mind “awareness”. It is what distinguishes a meditator from someone who is simply relaxed.

If we meditate for a few minutes each day, the results can be deep and long-lasting. As we become more relaxed and aware, every aspect of our life can benefit. This book invites you to try it out and see.

For the last seven years, teaching meditation has been my full-time occupation. (This doesn’t stop people from asking me “Do you have a real job as well?”). I teach between 150 and 200 people each term in eight-week-long courses at the Perth Meditation Centre, and run many workshops, seminars and retreats.

This book contains all the basic exercises and explanations I give in class — as much as is possible in print, anyway. It contains all that you need to teach yourself. I have also tried to make the book clear enough so others can use it as a manual to teach from.

When I first learnt meditation, I often found the explanations I received difficult to understand. I would ask my teachers, “How does meditation work? What happens physically and mentally? What are the best techniques?” The usual reply was, “Do it and find out.”

When I started to teach seven years ago, I tried to answer all those questions. I became the kind of teacher I wanted to meet twenty-five years ago. But this is not just a “how to” book. I also want you to know how and why meditation works, and what you are likely to discover along the way.

When we understand meditation, it becomes surprisingly simple — in principle at least. It is like finding the light switch after hours groping in the dark. People often meditate with little understanding of the process. Not surprisingly, they usually get mediocre results. It is like driving at night without headlights. The catch-phrase of this book is “Be aware! Know what you are doing.”

This book is in three parts. Part Two is the meat in the sandwich, where all the important “how to” instructions are given. You can start right there, if you want to.

Chapter 1 explains how I teach, and how to use this book to teach yourself. Chapter 2 outlines why people meditate and the unexpected benefits they discover once they learn. Chapter 3, “What is Meditation?”, answers the questions I am most frequently asked when I talk to the public. It outlines the basic principles of relaxing and focusing, different techniques, how to recognise deeper states of mind, and so on.

This book encourages you to listen to your body. If we are more aware of our physical stress, we can release it (Chapter 4); if we are more aware of the sensations of relaxation, we can enhance them (Chapter 5).

Part Two, Getting Started, is a self-contained, teach-yourself course in meditation. It contains the 10 core meditation practices that I have found work best for people. Each chapter presents a key idea, and is followed by a related exercise. Chapter 6, for example, explains the art of focusing, or paying attention, and is followed by the Breath meditation.

Getting Started explains all you need to meditate well. It is a ready-mix kit: just add time. If you invest 15 minutes a day, five days a week, for two months, you will be more relaxed, aware, healthier and in tune with yourself and the world. For a total of 10 hours’ practice, you can learn a skill that may permanently benefit the rest of your life.

Sprinkled throughout the text are “spot meditations”. You can do these whenever an opportunity presents itself — at traffic lights, in a supermarket queue, walking the dog. They take almost no time and can be very enjoyable. If you want to be relaxed right through the day, and not just when you formally meditate, try these exercises.

Part Three, Meditation in Daily Life, explains how to integrate meditation into our lives. Many people think of their meditation just as a few minutes of formal daily practice. However it can become a quality of mind that is with us continually. We can be calm and aware in any activity — even in emotionally charged situations! Part Three describes meditation as a tool for living well in this difficult, beautiful and unpredictable world of ours.


PART ONE

WHY MEDITATE?

[image: image]


▪ CHAPTER ONE ▪

GETTING THE MOST FROM THIS BOOK

The people with whom you learn meditation and the place you are taught it set a tone that is just as important as the instructions. The masseuse who works at the Perth Meditation Centre says she loves to hear the bursts of laughter and the lively discussion that often follow a meditation. Certainly there is nothing solemn about my classes. Even if students can’t remember the instructions, they learn from the atmosphere.

There are many places you can learn to meditate. Even if the techniques were identical (which they are, in essence), the setting will shape your view of meditation. You may learn in a candle-lit room, with incense and dreamy music, reclining in chairs; or without any props, lying on the floor after a yoga class; or at an evening class at a local school, with the noise from the gymnasium next door, or in a place where men sit on the right and women on the left (no one explains why) and everyone sits on the floor.

Most of you will only have this book, and I can’t transport you all to my classes in Perth. But it may help if you picture the way I teach, so you can put my words in context. This book closely follows the format of my beginners’ classes. I hope something of their atmosphere comes through in the way I write.

Let us go back several years. When I came to Perth in 1986, I started teaching with a class of 12 people at a local learning centre. We could hear the shouts of the children at the creche, people gossiping at reception through the closed door, and various dramas proceeding up and down the corridors as we tried to meditate. This is what we call “meditation in daily life”!

I had already been meditating for 16 years. After my last seven-month retreat, my teacher encouraged me to teach, “but in your own way”. This suited me because, although my training was Buddhist, I did not want to teach in that rather hierarchical format.

As any meditator knows, meditation is a practical skill with benefits that are obvious to anyone. It is a natural faculty of the human mind, not the property of any culture. I felt sure it could be explained in non-religious language, without throwing out the baby with the bathwater.

It seemed that Perth wanted a meditation teacher. My classes grew rapidly, and within a few months I was able to support myself solely from teaching. I have lived, breathed and slept meditation for seven years now. When I come home from a hard day’s teaching, I give myself a break — and meditate!

Initially I taught at universities, schools, civic centres, government offices and from my home. The surroundings often left something to be desired. I was glad to leave them behind when I opened up the Perth Meditation Centre in West Perth.

The Centre is a top-floor office suite about as large as a suburban house. The main teaching room is large, symmetrical and airy with natural light coming through windows on three sides. It is carpeted and simply furnished in light colours with jungles of vegetation in the corners. Being on the top floor of a freestanding building with views of the sky, the room has the feeling of hanging in space.

If you were attending a class and came early, you may have a cup of tea in the reception room, or talk with other students. Or you may go into the teaching room, and relax in silence. When the class begins, up to 20 people will be sitting in a circle of chairs.

At your first class, you would find out who your companions are. On average, two or three would have cancer or some critical illness. Others want to meditate to help them through a life drama. Two or three may be students, hoping to improve their study. Professionally, about one third will be either nurses, doctors, physiotherapists, counsellors, administrators or teachers — in other words, people who work a lot with people. There are likely to be one or two creative artists, or keen sportspeople. Others are people who “need time to themselves” — especially mothers! There may be a few retired folk making good use of their leisure time. Their ages range from 15 to 70.

They come for every conceivable reason (Chapter 2 explains these in detail), yet all have to start at the same point: learning consciously to relax. They attend one class a week for eight weeks.

A typical class format would be: general discussion — long meditation — discussion — teabreak — shorter meditation — discussion. People often talk over personal matters with me before and after a class.

I teach through guided meditations. In other words, I keep people on track by talking them through the meditations. It is like helping someone learn to ride a bike.

You run alongside them, holding the carrier to keep them upright. As the course progresses, my instructions diminish, and they wobble off on their own.

In the first meditation, people may feel sleepy as they let themselves relax and their adrenalin levels drop. They often come to class after a hard day’s work, and need to rest But although they relax, I insist they stay awake, and I (almost!) always get my way. Meditation is not about going to sleep! The discussion afterwards helps people understand what happened in the session.

People are usually brighter in the second meditation, which is usually one aimed to develop clarity of mind, or introduce the kind of practices that can be done whenever an opportunity presents during the day. We may do just one exercise, or three or four in quick succession.

Over eight weeks, we cover all the exercises in Part 2, usually more than once, and from various angles. People soon recognise which practices suit them best, and work primarily with those. By sampling the whole range, even if they don’t practise them all later, they understand the principles better.

It is easy to enter deep states of meditation in a class. People who are afraid they won’t be able to need not worry. In a supportive environment, free from distractions and with the guidance of a teacher, meditation comes easily.

If people just want to see what meditation is like and understand it better, coming to a class is sufficient. However, to be able to meditate independently once the course is over requires practice.

On any day, read a chapter from Part Two and do the subsequent meditation. I suggest you try most of them over several days. Then work primarily with the one that appeals most. Spend a week or two with it, so the procedure becomes automatic. Make it your core practice, and then experiment with others.

Be patient and disciplined. You are most unlikely to do the exercise perfectly the first time you try. It takes repetition to retrain the responses in the body. Don’t expect the same effects each day.

Amongst the text are the “spot meditations”. These are mostly informal versions of the 10 basic meditations. They can be done anywhere the opportunity presents itself. The “red-light” meditation, at the end of this chapter, is one of these. They help dissolve stress and enhance relaxation through the day. Improvise with them. They can be fun.

Do you want to learn to meditate? If you read this book, do one 15-minute meditation a day, and three spot meditations a day, you can become a meditator in two months. That is only about 15 hours practice in all. If you can meet this challenge, the odds are 4 to 1 you will succeed.

Students who are happy with their progress often make the following comments:



“It is much easier if I do it at the same time every day.” (This is usually in the morning after waking at night before bed, or just after they come home from work.)

“The spot-meditations are wonderful. I am doing lots of them. But I find they really only work well if I also do formal practice occasionally.”

“I am not doing much formal practice, but I consciously look for ways to be more relaxed. I don’t know if I am meditating but I feel much better.”





In Chapter 14 I describe how best to support your practice. You can attend groups, go on retreats, talk with meditators and teachers, and so on. This will only work if you have a practice there to support! If you are practising on your own, for 15 minutes a day, you will be 80 per cent of the way there.


Spot meditation: RED LIGHT

This exercise works best if you are late, in a hurry — and the traffic lights turn red just as you approach.

Instructions

If you feel frustrated, smile at yourself.

You have been given perhaps a whole minute to stop and do nothing.

Let body and mind slow down and relax.

Take a deep sigh, lingering on the out-breath.

Let your face and belly soften.

One whole minute to breathe softly.

Be aware of excess tension in your body.

Gently shake it free, as you settle back into the seat.

Look around you slowly.

The exercise finishes as the light turns green. Now devote all your attention to the task at hand: driving safely and well. And look forward to the next red light.




▪ CHAPTER TWO ▪

WHY DO PEOPLE MEDITATE?

I am always surprised when people ask me, “Why do you meditate?” It’s like asking “Why do you breathe?” When my meditation practice is strong, I sleep well, rise early and the freshness of morning seems to last all day. I like people more and even the nuisances are tolerable. My thoughts are lucid, and I feel “on top of things”.

The benefits of meditation ripple through everything we do. It is to have more energy, to be healthier, to think and work more efficiently and enjoy life more. Being relaxed and aware is the mental equivalent of being fit and healthy.

People often have a precise reason to meditate — to heal an illness or to study better, for example. They often get something different, or more than they expect. They come for relief from insomnia and find their relationships improve. They come for hypertension, and find peace and purpose in life. They may discover they are smoking or eating less, or that they don’t need their glasses or asthma medication.

I often feel embarrassed talking about the benefits of meditation. Like those patent medicines of the last century, meditation seems to cure everything. I feel like a snake-oil salesman: “Meditation will help your insomnia, stomach cramps, poor memory, melancholy, PMT, and self-esteem. Oh yes, and your warts will disappear also!”

As a teacher, I don’t need to sing the praises of meditation. In the class, people soon discover the benefits for themselves. This direct experience is worth a thousand words. They may have been thinking about meditation for years. Thirty minutes later, and they finally know what it feels like.

People often say to me “I hear meditation can cure cancer”. I prefer to say that meditation supports a cure, rather than causes it. After all, even doctors don’t “cure” anything. They only assist the natural healing processes of the body.

As support, meditation may be vital for healing. If we don’t support a young tree, for example, it may blow over and die. But it would be only one of many factors in producing a healthy tree. Meditation may be the crucial factor that helps a person overcome cancer. But it is unlikely to be the sole cause. Lifestyle, diet and psychological factors would all play a part.

Wonderful as meditation is, I feel ashamed of the way some people promote it. Practising meditation is like building good health. It takes time and effort, and you should try to avoid having unrealistic expectations about what you can achieve. Yet some New Age advertisements depict it as a magical route to boundless wealth, sexual vigour, power over others and physical immortality. (I am not exaggerating!)

People meditate for many reasons:



Relaxation

Health

Inner peace and harmony

Concentration

To improve sporting or theatrical performance

Inspiration and creativity

Quality of life

Self-understanding and therapy

Spiritual awakening





In this chapter I will talk briefly about each of these.

RELAXATION

After a serious crisis or years of chronic stress



HEALTH















INNER PEACE AND HARMONY


CONCENTRATION



TO IMPROVE PERFORMANCE



INSPIRATION AND VISION




QUALITY OF LIFE



SELF-AWARENESS AND THERAPY



SPIRITUAL AWAKENING
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