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The venerable Ananda, a senior disciple of the Buddha,
 spoke of noble friendship as being “half of the holy life.”
 The Buddha said, “No, Ananda. It is not. 
It is the whole of the holy life.”

This book is for my noble friends. 
Some appear in stories, mentioned by name. 
Others, because they have supported my heart 
and held my hand as this book was being born,
will recognize themselves in what I’ve written. 
Thank you, all.


PREFACE:
Promising Signs
My first Mindfulness retreat experience—a Friday-afternoon-to-Sunday-evening residential weekend for  twenty students—happened in the spring of 1977 in a  private home in a suburb of San Jose, California.  Everything about it was difficult. I didn’t know anyone.  It was hot. We sat for meditation crowded together in  what must have been formerly a storage shed, now serving as a meditation room in the backyard. We slept on  mattresses too close together on the floors of the bedrooms, men and women sharing rooms, dressing and  undressing—albeit speedily and discreetly—all at the  same time. I felt shy and confused. I was also in pain because no one had told me there wouldn’t be any coffee  and I had a huge caffeine-withdrawal headache. I sat on  my meditation bench counting first the hours and then  the minutes remaining until the time my husband was  scheduled to pick me up. I rehearsed the long, indignant  speeches I planned to make on the drive home about  how poorly he had prepared me for this event and what  nonsense it all was.
Two months later, on July 7, I was on a plane en  route to Portland, Oregon, enrolled in another, even  longer Mindfulness retreat, the second of many, many  retreats that continue even now and have become—although I couldn’t have imagined it then—a core element  of my spiritual life. When people ask me now, “How  come, given that your first experience was so difficult,  you went back?” I respond, in all candor, “I’m not sure.  It’s mysterious. Maybe it’s grace.”
I have only two clues. One is a photograph, a 3½-by-5-inch black-and-white class-graduation-style photo, of  all twenty of us and our teacher grouped together in  three rows facing a camera, probably taken on Sunday in  the late afternoon. I am sitting in the front row, at the  very right end. I am smiling. Looking at this picture now,  I think that perhaps I’d had more hints of promise than  I recall. Perhaps my mind, in its normal self-protective   mode—remembering discomfort in order to avoid further discomfort—began retelling itself exaggerated stories of pain in a voice loud enough to drown out the  whispers of hope. The other clue is a clear recollection  of a decorative plaque on the mantelpiece of the living  room, a highly polished redwood burl with a sentence  etched into it, the kind people buy in souvenir shops in  national parks. Usually those plaques say HOME SWEET  HOME or SISTERS ARE FRIENDS FOREVER. I think it was the  message on this plaque that brought me back. It read LIFE  IS SO DIFFICULT, HOW CAN WE BE ANYTHING BUT KIND?

INTRODUCTION:
The Paramitas
GOODNESS AND KINDNESS
My friend Lew Richmond took ill suddenly and almost  died of viral encephalitis. Lew and I are longtime members of a Buddhist teacher-colleague group that he  named Rhinoceros for what he saw as our common tendency to stake out independent paths. At a Rhino meeting just a few days after Lew’s crisis had passed, several  of the group members, reassured that he would live, admitted to having begun to compose his eulogy. We mentioned his many talents. Lew is a Zen teacher. And a  pianist. And a composer. And an author. And a lecturer.   And a business consultant who is the CEO of his own  computer design company.
“The best thing about Lew, though,” Jack said, “is  that he is a truly good person.”
Roger laughed. “Do you suppose,” he said, “that  after all our sophisticated Buddhist discussions, and all  our meditation practice, and all our teaching, that what  it’s all about is being a truly good person?”
I do.
The Buddha was a profoundly good person. He was  generous and moral, restrained and patient, honest and  openhearted. He was also tough. He did not confuse  compassion with passivity. He obligated monks and  nuns to leave the community when their presence was  disruptive. In one of his earlier incarnations he killed a  murderer, out of compassion, to spare him the pain he  would suffer in later lifetimes for the heinous crime he  was about to commit. He acted wisely and energetically,  out of love, on behalf of all beings.
We could too.
Most of the meditators I know began their practice  hoping for special and exotic experiences. I was hoping  to lessen—perhaps even erase—my perception of pain  in the world. Instead, my sense of the suffering in the  world deepened. What surprised me were the experiences of awe and wonder and appreciation that made  the suffering bearable. What surprised me even more  was that dedication to goodness—dedication in response to an inner moral mandate rather than external  restraint—was both the antidote to the pain and the  source of great happiness.
When people ask the Dalai Lama, “Is Buddhism a religion?” he answers, “Yes, it is.” Then they ask, “What  kind of religion is it?” He responds, “My religion is kindness.”
You might think, “Everyone’s is.”
Everyone’s is. That’s true. It’s not complicated to describe the goal of a spiritual life. It’s easier than you think  to explain it. It’s more difficult than you can imagine to  do it.
A magazine journalist interviewed me on the telephone for an article about newly emerging religious  forms. He wanted to know what I thought about people  “mixing and matching religions.”
I responded (clearly disingenuously, given that I am  both a Buddhist teacher and an observant Jew), “Are  people doing that?”
The interviewer said, “Yes, indeed. People are just  taking what they like and making up their own religions.  Like salad religions—a little bit of this, a little bit of   that—whatever they like, they mix it in. Do you think  it’s bad or good?”
I said, “Well, I don’t know if it’s bad or good. If people are doing it, maybe it’s a reflection of what the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson called the American character.  He believed we are inspired by what we think of as  the pioneer spirit, like cowboys—independent, able to  go out on the range alone, taking the best of what’s  available and making it work. And maybe it also means  that people are realizing that what seemed important  to them in their life—materialism and consumerism—  doesn’t work at all to make a happy heart. It actually  makes an unhappy heart. And an unhappy world.  And maybe people are discovering that they really  need something that speaks to the essence of their  being, something that connects them directly, with conscious intention, to the truth of their experience so that  their lives become meaningful. Maybe it is a good  thing.”
He said, “But do you think it could be dangerous?”
I said, “I don’t know if it could be dangerous. I suppose there might be a pitfall.”
“What would the pitfall be?”
I replied, “Well, if you were in a religion all by yourself, you would have nobody to encourage you if you   were making progress, to tell you, ‘That’s great.’ And you  also wouldn’t have anybody to tell you that you were deluding yourself and that nothing was happening.”
Then he asked, “What’s supposed to happen?”
“What’s supposed to happen? What’s supposed to  happen is that our vision becomes transformed. We begin  to see, with increasing clarity, how much confusion and  suffering there is in our own minds and hearts, and we  also see the ways in which our own personal suffering  creates suffering in the world. That part is heartbreaking.  And totally daunting. But that’s not all. We also get to see  the extraordinariness of life, how amazing it is that life  exists and continually re-creates itself in an incredible,  spectacular, mind-boggling, lawful way. When we see  clearly, our awe and our thanksgiving for the very fact  that life is happening makes it impossible to do anything  other than address the pain in the world, to try to heal it,  to hope never to add one single extra drop of pain or suffering to it. As our understanding increases, our hearts become more responsive. We become the compassionate  people we were meant to be. That’s the whole point of  practice. That’s what’s supposed to happen.”
There was a very long pause, because I had gone  from measured, thoughtful teacher to thundering  preacher in about thirty seconds.
Then he said, “Very good!”
It is good. The Buddha called the message he taught  “good medicine.” It’s medicine with two active ingredients. One ingredient is a set of lifestyle choices—how  we act, how we speak, how we work, how we manage  our relationships—that produces a contented heart. The  other is a program of practices for paying attention  that develop the direct, personal experience of the end of  suffering, the liberating awareness of the changing nature of all experience, the absolute trust in the interconnectedness of everything in creation that makes  every single act important and means that each of us  makes a difference. I’m grateful to the journalist who  asked, “What’s supposed to happen?” I got to hear  how passionately I believe that paying attention—  Mindfulness—shows itself as goodness and kindness, as  concern for others, as concern for the whole world.  That’s what this book is about. That’s what I most want  to teach.
THE BUDDHA’S PRACTICE
Accounts of the Buddha’s life normally begin with his  birth as Siddhartha Gautama in 563 B.C. in northern  India, and continue with accounts of his childhood, his   marriage, his renunciation of his life as a prince in response to his awareness of life’s suffering, his vision of a  monk free of suffering, and his own desire for that freedom. The central point of these accounts is always the  experience known as his enlightenment—his experience, after many years of intense meditation practice as  a monk, of deeply understanding the habits of mind that  create suffering and, through that understanding, freeing  his own mind of those habits forever. The Buddha called  his understanding Dharma (the truth, the meaning of  things), and he taught it for forty years. Over the centuries his message spread through Asia, became incorporated into the religious understanding and practices in  many countries there, and served as the basis for the different forms of Buddhism that have continued to develop throughout the world.
Legends about the Buddha also include stories of the  many previous lifetimes of Siddhartha Gautama—including prehuman incarnations in which he was an incredibly patient buffalo or a tirelessly compassionate  bird—in which he perfected ten particular qualities of  heart that laid the foundation for his later Buddhahood.  Those same Paramitas (Perfections of the Heart) were  said to be the qualities that he naturally and effortlessly  manifested and radiated all the rest of his life.
The stories of the Buddha’s complete understanding  and totally perfected heart inspire me enormously, however incomplete and unperfected my own understanding  and practice may be. The stories of his many, many  years—indeed, lifetimes—of intense practice empower  my own resolve.
I don’t think about having total understanding forever. I think about having enlightened moments, instances in which I see clearly and choose wisely. I think  about those moments becoming more frequent, more  habitual. I think of how much happier my life is becoming as I make wiser choices, and that’s enough.
I don’t think about arriving at a totally perfected  heart either. I am, however, tremendously glad to have  the Paramitas as a spiritual practice, because they are  ways of behaving, and although I am not in charge of  what I think, I am—most of the time—responsible for  how I act. Someone said recently in a class discussion  of the Paramitas, “How it works for me is that my  mind thinks whatever it thinks, and then my heart decides what I’ll do.” It’s wonderful to know we can do  that. It’s also wonderful to think that practicing kind-hearted response is habit-forming. Short of perfection,  it’s enough.
Here’s the list of the Paramitas:
Generosity
Morality
Renunciation
Wisdom
Energy
Patience
Truthfulness
Determination
Lovingkindness
Equanimity

I love this list.
I love knowing that all of these qualities are the natural, built-in inclinations of the human heart. We aren’t  born with the inclination to play the violin, or tap-dance,  or do needlepoint. We have the physical equipment  (ears, arms, eyes, hands, feet) and the mental equipment  (memory and sometimes talent) to learn all of those  skills. My sense, though, is that in cultures where those  activities aren’t done, no one thinks about doing them.  Human beings, however, do not need lessons in friendliness. We are relational. When we aren’t frightened into  self-absorption, we look out for each other. We take care  of each other.
And I love it that all of these qualities seem like gifts   that people give each other. Perhaps Generosity, the first  of the Paramitas, most immediately evokes the idea of  giving something to someone else, but I think all the  Paramitas are gifts. And they are mutual gifts—the  givers and the receivers benefit.
When we act morally, we give the people we meet  the gift of safety, and—untroubled by the pain of guilt—  we experience what the Buddha called “the bliss of  blamelessness.” By practicing Renunciation, we give  ourselves the double gift of modulated desires (itself a  relief) and—as a surprise, like the toy in the box that  makes the Crackerjack even sweeter—an increased appreciation of what we already have. Think of successful  renunciates in twelve-step programs—people who have  given up a way of life that didn’t work well for them—  inspiring people newly contemplating a different life in  the same way that the sight of a monk, free of suffering,  inspired the Buddha to become a renunciate and then  offer his life of teaching as a gift to others.
Imagine how our lives might be if everyone had even  a bit more of the Wisdom that comes from seeing  clearly. Suppose people everywhere, simultaneously,  stopped what they were doing and paid attention for  only as long as it took to recognize their shared humanity. Surely the heartbreak of the world’s pain, visible to   all, would convert everyone to kindness. What a gift that  would be.
And think for a moment about how easy it is to feel  other people’s energy levels. I imagine we are all mood  antennas. Everyone’s personal energy level changes all  the time, of course, but some people seem naturally able  to transmit—by word or deed or even vibe—uplifting  messages. Celia, one of the clerks in my local Safeway  market, seems able—regardless of the news of the day  or the mood in the store—to consistently broadcast this  message: “Take heart! Life is good.” She initiates conversations, even as she scans my groceries, that indicate her  interest in me—something as easy as “How are you?”  Our meetings always leave me cheerful. I think Celia  keeps her own Energy strong by using every possible  moment to connect.
Patient people enjoy the pleasure of saying to whoever is feeling anxious about delays—restaurant servers,  clerks waiting on the telephone to get your credit card  verified, dry cleaners who were sure your sweater would  be ready—“It’s okay. These things happen.” Patience, in  a rushed world, is a shared relief. Witnesses to patient  transactions, as well as participants, all get to calm  down.
Truthfulness levels the playing field by giving everyone involved the benefit of equal information. The very  act of telling, truthfully, as much as we know makes it  clear that we feel safe and establishes us as a friend. I  think of friendships as relationships without guile in  which people give each other the gift of intimacy.
Lovingkindness depends on forgiveness. It definitely  works reciprocally. When I am able to forgive myself—  which is not always easy—I am kinder to everyone.  Including myself.
And we demonstrate Equanimity for each other.  Imagine this scene: At the midpoint of a retreat at Spirit  Rock Meditation Center, where I teach, I am part of a  group of ten or so people walking silently, as we do in  retreat, to the dining hall for lunch. We all stop, as if by  tacit mutual decision, to admire a family of two adult  quail and twelve very new babies successfully managing  to cross the road, watching the father and mother quail  scurry and squawk back and forth until they have accounted for all of their babies. There are giggles all  around. I am thinking—and guessing that the folks  around me are also thinking—“This is amazing! Quail  can count!” And I’m also guessing—since we are midway through the retreat and we are all surely in touch  with our personal sorrow—that in that moment, our  capacity to appreciate quail is sharing space with whatever pain is in each of our hearts. We know it about  ourselves. We intuit it about each other because we all  have the same heart. And we are all, in that moment,  just fine. Nothing needs to be said. We go on to lunch,  having reminded each other that the heart can hold  everything  in it, that Equanimity is possible. Peace is possible.
CONTEMPORARY PRACTICE
Accounts of the Buddha’s life, said to have been told by  generations of disciples before they were written down  and codified as scripture, often begin with the words  “Thus I have heard . . . ,” which carry the sense of oral  tradition into the present. The teacher-to-student, elder-to-novice tone of the narratives invites us into a  centuries-old community of storytellers who made the  Buddha’s practice their own practice. We are in the line  of people who heard the story.
The sermon called Setting into Motion the Wheel of  Truth is the account of the Buddha’s first formal teaching after he declared his enlightenment, his experience  of deeply understanding both the cause of and the remedy for suffering. It includes, before the Buddha’s statement of the Four Noble Truths as the summary of his   insight, the fact that he gave this teaching to five monks  he met walking near Benares. A story told about that encounter describes how the five monks, recognizing the  Buddha from afar as the person who had formerly done  ascetic practice with them, said disparaging things to  each other about him. As one account has it: “They  agreed among themselves, ‘Here comes the monk  Gautama, who became self-indulgent, gave up the struggle and reverted to luxury,’ ” and only reluctantly agreed  to listen to him. That same account describes how at the  end of the Buddha’s teaching, as one after another of  the monks understood the truth of what he had said,  “the news traveled right up to the Brahma world. This  ten-thousand-fold world-element shook and quaked and  trembled while a great measureless light surpassing the  splendor of the gods appeared in the world.”
The stories my friends and I tell each other about our  experience of hearing the Four Noble Truths for the first  time resemble, though in twenty-first-century English-language idiom, the account of what happened in  Benares. My view that I was stuck with my worrying,  fearful, often sorrowful mind—the victim of whatever  events my life had in store for me—“shook and quaked”  at the news that a liberated mind, a mind at ease in  wisdom and filled with compassion, was a possibility.   Long before I had any confidence that I would be able to  see clearly, it was thrilling just to know that it was possible for human beings—like the Buddha, who was a  human being—to become, through practice, free of suffering.
When I teach the Four Noble Truths, I say them this  way:  
I. Life is challenging. For everyone. Our physical bodies, our relationships—all of our life circumstances—are fragile and subject to change. We are  always accommodating. 
II. The cause of suffering is the mind’s struggle in response to challenge. 
III. The end of suffering—a nonstruggling, peaceful  mind—is a possibility. 
IV. The program—the Eightfold Path—for ending suffering is:  
Wise Understanding: realizing the cause of suffering 
Wise Intention: motivation—inspired by understanding—to end suffering 
Wise Speech: speaking in a way that cultivates  clarity 
Wise Action: behaving in ways that maintain  clarity 
Wise Livelihood: supporting oneself in a wholesome way 
Wise Effort: cultivating skillful (peaceful) mind  habits 
Wise Concentration: cultivating a steady,  focused, ease-filled mind 
Wise Mindfulness: cultivating alert, balanced attention 
Each time I teach the Four Noble Truths I reinspire  myself. They make so much sense. Every step of the  practice path is an ordinary, everyday activity of human  beings. I say, “Look what a feedback loop this is! It’s a  never-ending, self-supporting system. Any piece of it  builds all the other parts of it. The more we understand  the causes of suffering, the greater our intention, the  wiser and more compassionate our behavior, the clearer  our minds, the deeper our understanding of suffering, the  stronger our intention, over and over and on and on.” I  especially like to teach the steps in this one-through-eight progression, because I always want to pause and  emphasize Wise Mindfulness. It reaffirms for me the goal  of practice. Paying attention, seeing clearly in every moment, leads—by way of insight—to appropriate response.
I sometimes end a Four Noble Truths teaching by  saying, “That was a lot of words. But truly, what the   Buddha taught was simple: When we see clearly, we behave impeccably.” If I want to be sure that I’ve made the  point that acting wisely and compassionately is the inevitable, passionate imperative of the heart that comes  from realizing the depth of suffering in the world, that  we pay attention for goodness’ sake, I say it this way:  “When we see clearly, we behave impeccably, out of  love, on behalf of all beings.”
THE JOURNEY OF A LIFETIME
It’s clear to me that my journey from confusion to clarity and from closed heart to open heart is one of continual arrivals and departures, a lifelong process that  happens over and over again, every day. I’m fine with  that. I love the story of the Buddha’s enlightenment. It  inspires me in the way that heroic stories are meant to  inspire. The message of the story—that arriving at freedom and happiness is a possibility—reminds me that I  too can arrive, even if it is again and again rather than  once and for all, at that experience of clarity in which I  am happy. It’s easy to forget. I think of myself as always  being one mind-moment away from forgetting. My experience is that we all are that way. I think, “One false  move...”
My friends Davine and Alan planned to fly from Los  Angeles to San Francisco, staying overnight just one  night, to attend a party celebrating the publication of our  friend Jack Kornfield’s new book. The next day I phoned  Jack from Lake Tahoe, where I was on holiday, to ask  about the book party. “It was lovely,” he said, “but  Davine and Alan didn’t come. Davine had food poisoning.”
I called Davine. “It was terrible,” she said. “It must  have been the sandwich I ate in the airport before we  took off. The flight was less than an hour, but I was so  sick when we landed, I could barely stagger off the  plane. Someone called the paramedics, and the paramedics called an ambulance, and on the way to the hospital, while they were setting up an IV, I felt so bad I  pleaded, ‘Please don’t let me die,’ and a very confident  voice said, ‘You’ll be fine. You won’t die,’ and I believed  him.”
Davine and I talked about her ordeal for a long  time. I was glad she wanted to talk about it. After a  scare, just as after a nightmare, telling the details over  and over to other people relieves the tension of a frightened mind. It’s good therapy. We talked about what  was in the sandwich, we talked about how kind the  hospital personnel were, we talked about the efforts   Davine had made to alert the airport food concession  to what had happened so that other people would not  have the same experience. We talked about how you  never know, really, where you’re going. You  think you  are on your way to a party, but you end up in the emergency room. We talked about how faith sustains hope,  and wondered if Davine’s body had been healed by the  ambulance attendant’s confidence as well as by the  medical treatment she had. And we talked about grace.  Davine said, “How glad I am that this was a short  flight and there was a hospital nearby. It could have  been otherwise.” What magic it is, we decided, bodies  being as fragile as they are, that we last as long as most  of us do. We both felt gladdened, uplifted, by that  thought.
“You want to know the silliest thing?” Davine asked  just as we were about to hang up.
“Sure,” I said.
“Well, the next day, when I was home and better, I  was mad because I weighed myself and I’d only lost a  half a pound, and I’d thought for sure five pounds!”
We both laughed.
It is the silliest thing. But it’s true. We have moments  of such clarity, of such appreciation of the incredible  web of interconnected events that carry us from breath   to breath, day to day, as long as we live—and the next  moment we fret about how much we weigh. Or who  didn’t send a Valentine. Or who forgot to compliment  the dinner. Or whatever.
I think a lot about Big Mind–Small Mind, expansive,  wide-lens consciousness and contracted, introverted  consciousness. I have moments—we all do—when just  being alive is a pleasure and a miracle. They feel like moments when the shutters of the mind are open and I can  look out. It also feels as if those same shutters have no  hooks to fix them in an open position. One small wind  and bang—they slam shut.
My friend Rachel was visiting me for several days at  my home in northern California. We spent part of our  time together working, planning some meditation programs. As we worked, Rachel taught me how to identify  birds. Rachel is an experienced birdwatcher, and before  her visit I had been only peripherally aware of birds in  my area. Her binoculars and her instructions opened a  new world for me. I was thrilled.
We were having dinner on my deck, talking about  the work we’d accomplished, feeling pleased, enjoying  the food and each other’s company, saying how  blessed we both felt at that moment for our friendship  and our lives. Then the phone rang. My daughter Emily   wanted to tell me the latest details of my grandson  Collin’s upcoming bar mitzvah. All good news. At the  end of our brief conversation she said, “Oh, I got a response card back from Cousin So-and-So. They aren’t  coming.”
Bang! My mind shutters slammed shut. I thought,  “It’s not right! They should have come! Especially after  we went to so many of  their happy occasions!” Of  course I said nothing to Emily, concluded the conversation appropriately, and then heard myself think, “Just  wait until they invite me to their next occasion. I won’t  go.  Then they’ll feel sorry.” Five seconds later, on my  way back to the deck to rejoin Rachel, I realized that  I had reflexively—but not wisely—traded an open,  happy mind for a constricted, painful one. I told myself  the truth: “Of course I’ll go when I’m invited. I always  go. I’m supposed to go. I am an elder in this clan, and  the clan is spread all over, and weddings and bar mitzvahs are clan meetings, and I’ll go.” I could feel my  mind relax, my happy mood return.
Rachel said, “Who phoned?”
I said, “It was Emmy with bar mitzvah news. Want  to hear the silly thing my mind just did?”
Rachel said, “Sure.”
I told her, and we both laughed.
We laughed because we both know that this is the  reflexive, instinctive response of the mind to disappointment. I sometimes think that no matter how glorious  the mood, we are always one millimeter away from  being trapped by anger. Or greed. Or whatever. Trapped  in something. Reborn into suffering.
When I think about the point of practice I think  about being able, when my mind and heart are kidnapped, to use escape routes. On that day, had I looked  closely at my telephone conversation with Emily and at  the five seconds after I hung up, I could have identified  which Paramitas helped in my escape. To begin with, I  renounced the impulse—which I felt—to say bad things  about our cousin. I was wise enough to know that gossiping would cause Emily pain by detracting from her  pleasure in planning the event, which I was determined  not to do. I composed myself enough—which took  some Energy—to use Right Speech (which was the  moral thing to do). I was patient enough to realize the  truth: Of course I would go.
Somewhat later—not immediately, because it takes  a bit of time for the mind to settle down from a startle—  I remembered the many good
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