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“Will Johnson continues to expand and illuminate the truth of the Buddha’s teaching. From Johnson’s seminal work with the posture of meditation and movement in stillness, to resting our practice more expansively, to breathing with the whole body and expanding our experience to sight and sound, we now move off the cushion and into our lives, radiantly. Mindfulness, now so ubiquitous in our world, has a true and firm foundation, somatically based in his wisdom and masterful guidance. This book invites us to more fully expand into our lives with ease and capacity to connect with the shimmering nature of what is present, always.”
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Which of the following statements is correct:

1.The practice of mindfulness—observing breath as it enters and leaves the body while maintaining awareness of what you can see, hear, feel, and think, adding nothing extra, leaving nothing out, simple awareness of the components of this moment exactly as they are—takes you to the highest levels of awakening available to human being.

2.The practice of mindfulness—observing breath as it enters and leaves the body while maintaining awareness of what you can see, hear, feel, and think, adding nothing extra, leaving nothing out, simple awareness of the components of this moment exactly as they are—is essential bedrock but not the final piece to the puzzle of awakening.

Number One? Number Two? Both? Neither?

Statement Number One reasonably describes the approach to mindfulness practice whose current proliferation around the globe is one of the good news stories of our time. Bringing your attention, over and over again, back to the components of the present moment—what you can see, what you can hear, what your body feels like, what thoughts are present, what you can smell or taste, what your breath is doing as it enters and leaves your body—takes you from a consciousness of lost in thought that often renders you oblivious to sounds, sights, and sensations to one that is far more wakefully present to the rich, loamy, and vital sensorium of life that surrounds and penetrates you. While lost in thought mostly drums up images from the past or the future, mindfulness tethers you to the eternally changing components of the present, lambent moment. It’s an important practice for those of us who’ve woken up to a suspicion that we’re not quite as awake as we could be to the great magic show of life, that we’ve gone a bit sensorially dull and separated ourselves from the wondrous incandescent drama constantly appearing and morphing all around and inside us. How best to deal with so uncomfortable an admission?

Enter mindfulness.

Mindfulness as I’ve always known it has always felt to me to be the most effective, first-line strategy to begin to confront and heal the universal pandemic of diminished awareness. Simply paying attention to what you see and hear, in effect becoming conscious of everything outside your physical body while remaining grounded within yourself through hitching your concentrative focus to the breath, is a fast track from unconscious muddling to conscious awakening.

So . . . what could possibly be the problem with that, and why are you picking up that I’m hedging on throwing my hat wholeheartedly and unreservedly into Number One’s ring?

The long wisdom history of Buddhism has always been oriented to awakening completely, not just to becoming more aware of the condition you find yourself in, as foundational and important as that so clearly is. The cultivation of mindful awareness is prerequisite to awakening, a necessary skill that guides you to your destination, but it’s not the final station itself. Much as what’s happened to hatha yoga as it’s been transported out of its original, deeply spiritualized context into the hustle and bustle of the Western world, mindfulness practice runs an equivalent risk of being co-opted into the biases of our culture rather than exposing us to and healing those biases. While there are wonderfully positive and legitimate roles for traditional mindfulness practices to play in corporate boardrooms and on Hollywood soundstages, and while its inclusion in the classrooms of our children feels really auspicious, real dharma (the teachings across the Buddhist world) isn’t just about helping a developing mind learn to stay focused or creating greater efficiency at work. Dharma views something far larger than that. Its teachings are about healing and transforming what keeps you fixed in your mind and out of touch with your body. Dharma helps you learn how to let go, in both body and mind, of whatever resistance you might be fostering that keeps you from evolving into an altogether natural, higher-frequency radiance that is essentially birthright and destiny both.

Radiant Mindfulness is the future of mindfulness practice. While honoring the teaching of traditional mindfulness practice, it also addresses mindfulness’s structural limitations and offers as a next step a simple, yet radical, approach to practice that is actually far closer to the original instructions of the Buddha. So—as you’ve probably already figured out—my honest, large-picture answer to the question posed at the beginning of this introduction has to be Number Two. In the practices of Number One, the seed gets planted in fertile ground. In the practices of Number Two, the plant bursts forth into life.

What I want to point out to you in this little book is how radiant mindfulness differs from traditional mindfulness, and in the context of presenting the practices of radiant mindfulness, I want to show you how they’re the logical evolution of traditional mindfulness. And it’s not just me saying this and making it up. The Buddha said it long before me.

Radiant Mindfulness can be viewed as a companion volume to The Radical Path of Somatic Dharma: Radiant Body, Radiant Mind. While the earlier book focused on the posture of sitting meditation, this new book takes you off the cushion into your life. In much the same way as the earlier book took issue with the orientation toward sitting meditation coming over from Asia that inserts a frozen stillness into one’s posture, Radiant Mindfulness just as radically addresses the limitations of the world of mindfulness, suggesting how some of our most cherished beliefs are actually keeping us from the awakening we seek, and elevates the practice of mindfulness into a transformative play of radiant, evolutionary awakening. Just as sitting meditation—so commonly thought of as a concentration of mind—can evolve into the awakening of radiance throughout the entire body, so can the practice of traditional mindfulness evolve from a passive, objective observation of the reality of this very moment—these visual images, these sounds, this breath, this thought, this acceptably dialed-down world of sensation, all observed at arm’s length distance from the mindful examiner—into a dynamically alive, at times even eruptive celebration of radiant awakening.

I do not want you to think that I speak critically or pejoratively of traditional mindfulness practices. They’re a vitally important, foundational station on your journey of awakening. I’m just saying that there are more stations to come. While they so fruitfully focus on the Buddha’s opening instruction on breathing as recorded in the Satipatthana Sutta,* they don’t move on to exploring the instructions that follow, which culminate in an altogether radical approach to breathing and the radiance of consciousness that spontaneously arises.

The Buddha’s opening instruction in the Satipatthana Sutta forms the foundation for classical mindfulness practice as well as the approach to sitting meditation in most Buddhist schools that work with breath:


keeping your attention at the front of the body remain aware of the breath as you breathe in as you breathe out





Bringing back the mind that so easily gets channeled off into unbidden streams of thought to the simple observation of breath helps ground us in the here and now, effectively helping us break our addiction to the mind of lost in thought. In order to keep on flowing along in the groove of its thought streams, the mind needs to dispense with awareness of something as seemingly trivial as the breath as it enters and leaves the body. The breath you breathe in and out is clearly of vital importance to your life, and yet, when you’re lost in thought, you don’t have any awareness of what it’s doing or that it’s even happening. And why should you anyway? The oxygen in the air that keeps you alive gets into your body whether you’re aware of it or not.

The simple answer to why should you is that bringing mindful awareness into your life feels momentously better than spending your life lost in thought, encapsulated inside your mind, while the world goes on all around you. So step one is shifting the consciousness of lost in thought toward awareness of breath, and classical mindfulness does this masterfully.

What I’ve always found fascinating about this first level of instruction is that our observation of the cycles of breath needs to occur at the front of the body. Tune in to the front of your body and begin to observe the breath from there. Why? What was the Buddha getting at?

As I’ve explored these instructions over long decades, I’ve come to appreciate that the consciousness that passes as normal in our culture takes us out in front of our bodies. When you’re lost in silent words of thought, who you believe yourself to be is created through yet another word, I, who quite obviously is the speaker
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