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			Praise for A Meditator’s Guide to Buddhism

			“A Meditator’s Guide to Buddhism offers anyone, from the merely curious, to beginners in meditation, to ‘old dog’ seasoned practitioners, a wry and useful overview. This guide can be used on its own by solitary meditators or serve as a handbook to the valuable lessons in Buddhism and meditation offered by Tergar International, the organization guided by Mingyur Rinpoche. I highly recommend it.”

			—Daniel Goleman, New York Times bestselling author of Emotional Intelligence

			“This book opens an extraordinary door to meditation—wise, practical, brave, and accessible.”

			—Roshi Joan Halifax, abbot of Upaya Zen Center

			“Guiding us with a gentle hand, Cortland Dahl leads us through every stage of the Buddhist journey, beginning with the bedrock of the Four Noble Truths and the altruistic aspiration to enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings, and culminating in the profound view of ultimate truth. In a clear and accessible manner, he offers a comprehensive exposition of the Buddhist teachings that will appeal to all readers.”

			—Matthieu Ricard, author of Notebooks of a Wandering Monk and The Quantum and the Lotus

			“This jewel of a book accomplishes the seemingly impossible task of distilling ancient Buddhist texts into relatable and accessible teachings without watering them down. A warm and accomplished teacher of challenging material, Cortland Dahl has written a brilliant and indispensable guide that shows both new and experienced meditators innovative ways to integrate these ancient texts into their lives anytime and anywhere.”

			—Susan Kaiser Greenland, author of Real-World Enlightenment, Mindful Games, and The Mindful Child

			“A Meditator’s Guide to Buddhism is that rare combination of impressive clarity and warmheartedness, so that we feel invited to our own direct experience of a path to freedom. Reading it, whether you are new to meditation or a more experienced student, will enrich your understanding and inspire you to live these truths.”

			—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Real Life

			“A Meditator’s Guide to Buddhism is a gem. Easily accessible, down-to-earth, and practical. This book should be a companion to anyone with an interest in the Buddhist path. Replete with compelling personal stories, sprinkled with simple, user-friendly practices, and comprehensive in its overview of the entire Buddhist path, this book is a must-read for anyone interested in meditation, and really for all those who wish to flourish.”

			—Richard J. Davidson, New York Times bestselling author of The Emotional Life of Your Brain and coauthor of Altered Traits

			“This is a delightful and extremely useful book. Cortland Dahl expertly describes the essence of the three main Buddhist traditions, guides the reader through accessible practices, and brings it all to life with his own embodied wisdom.”

			—Judson Brewer, MD, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of Unwinding Anxiety and The Craving Mind
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			This book is dedicated to the Buddha and the countless awakened teachers who have followed in his footsteps.

		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			Imagine growing up in a beautiful village tucked into a valley in the Himalayas. There is a glacial stream and lake nearby, wildflowers and gardens around tiny houses where cows, yaks, and dogs wander freely. This was my experience as a child, and I was surrounded by caring family and friends. Most people would think that this was a perfect place to grow up, but the threatening clouds and storms that blew into the valley gave me anxiety and panic attacks. I spent much of my childhood living in fear. Coming from a family of meditators, I loved the idea of meditation, but I was a bit lazy. After struggling for some time, I gathered up enough courage to ask my mother if she would request permission from my father, a great master, for me to study with him formally. He agreed, and for the next three years he taught me, in his experiential manner, many meditation techniques. I heard about Buddhist principles and ideas such as emptiness, interdependence, and that we all have buddha nature. Though all of this was helpful, it wasn’t clear to me how these teachings were interrelated or how I might apply them.

			When I turned eleven, I was sent to Sherab Ling Monastery in northern India, the monastic seat of Tai Situ Rinpoche. It was there, under the guidance of Saljey Rinpoche and others, that I studied the three yanas, or three vehicles. These are three different approaches to Buddhist practice that offer practical methods for exploring and transforming our inner world, including our thoughts, emotions, and even consciousness itself. Taken together, this framework ultimately allowed me to make friends with my thoughts and emotions, especially my anxiety and panic. Once I could see how the three yanas all fit together, I began to understand the potential they held for inner freedom and happiness—something I believe we all hope to experience.

			In Tibet, this framework of the three yanas has been used for more than a thousand years as a kind of road map to traverse the path of awakening. The three yanas have the potential to help us navigate the many challenges we find in front of us and even to shift how we view the world. For me and countless others, the yanas provide a step-by-step process to gently dissolve the habitual patterns that cloud recognition of our own true nature. By breaking through these patterns of dissatisfaction and suffering, our experience is transformed. Taken together, they are the path to truly knowing, with certainty, our innate basic goodness.

			In this book, Cortland Dahl offers a clear presentation of the three yanas and why they matter. Weaving together stories of Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha of our time) and his own personal experience, Cortland lightheartedly explores the most essential teachings in Buddhist philosophy. He also taps into uniquely Tibetan teachings and meditation techniques that have evolved over centuries, and he emphasizes that awareness, compassion, and wisdom are at their core.

			This book is an experiential guide that begins with an exploration of the Four Noble Truths to help you bring awareness to human suffering, its causes, and how to alleviate it. With practical examples, Cortland brings the three yanas into view with clarity and insight, and he shares how we might apply these teachings in our own lives. We are taken on a journey of self-discovery to investigate the human patterns of continual grasping and dissatisfaction, our addiction to doing, and our tendency to look to the future rather than enjoying the richness of the present moment. With warmth and humor, he reminds us that a mind facing outward is lost and confused, and only by facing the mind inward can we truly find peace and contentment.

			Cortland has spent decades studying and experiencing all of this firsthand. He is a scholar and Tibetan translator, but he is also deeply versed in the experiential lineage of Tibetan Buddhism. He lived in Nepal and India for nearly a decade, spending time in retreat and studying the traditional teachings on meditation in the Tibetan tradition.

			Whether you are new to meditation or an experienced practitioner, this book will prove a helpful guide in learning about Buddhist teachings, especially as they are presented in Tibetan Buddhism.

			—yongey mingyur rinpoche

		

	
		
			
				INTRODUCTION

				A New Way to Live

				
					Everything you ever wanted is right here in this present moment of awareness.

					—Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche

				

				A long time ago there was an old man living in a run-down shack in the forest. He had next to nothing, barely enough to survive, but little did he know there was a treasure buried under his home.

				Every single day, he would leave his fortune behind and venture out into the world looking for some way to make a living. He tried hunting and foraging for food. He worked odd jobs. And when he couldn’t find anything, he begged from his neighbors. Many nights, he simply went hungry.

				One day a mysterious woman showed up at his door and proclaimed that he was wealthy beyond belief. “There is a treasure of gold and diamonds buried right where you are standing. You are rich! Don’t you see? You just have to dig up the treasure, and it will all be yours!”

				The old man was so used to seeing himself as poor and impoverished, he simply could not believe the good news. Being wealthy was so far from his reality that he dismissed the mysterious woman’s comment without thinking twice. Maybe she was playing a joke on him. Maybe she had the wrong person. He didn’t even take the time to check for the treasure. A few years later, he passed away in poverty, completely oblivious to the wealth he possessed.

				Each of us is the old man living in the forest. We all have a treasure buried deep within, a source of contentment and inner peace that we carry with us every moment of every day. Yet just like the old man, we remain blind to this inner richness. We have no idea it’s there and thus no way to enjoy the wealth we possess.

				A nagging sense of inner scarcity drives us to look for happiness and fulfillment in a million different places. We search and search, hoping to find something that will allow us to feel at home in the world, yearning to finally let go of the struggle and relax.

				But that day never seems to arrive. So we keep looking.

				
					The Age of Anxiety

					We are all homesick. Although our true home is within, we do not recognize this, and we seek happiness outside ourselves.

					—Saljey Rinpoche

				

				It is no accident that so many of us feel like we are in a race that never ends. In this age of anxiety, we are barraged with information from the time we wake up in the morning to the moment we drift off to sleep. Our devices have become extensions of our being, so much so that we rarely turn them off. As a result, we ourselves never switch off.

				The pull to be doing something or consuming the next piece of information never lets up, and before we know it, doing becomes a compulsion. We might be stressed out and overwhelmed or simply unable to stop for a moment and catch our breath, but we simply don’t know how to let go. The closest we get to a moment of true rest is to lose ourselves in distraction.

				Buddhism offers us a different way to live.

				The core perspective of Buddhism is that we all have a source of inner peace and contentment deep within us. The problem is that we do not recognize what we have. Just like the woman who showed up to remind the old man that he was wealthy beyond his wildest dreams, we need someone to point this out and show us the way, and then we need to unearth the treasure and discover it for ourselves.

				Although Buddhism is one of the world’s major religions, it is not focused on belief systems and higher powers. Buddhism is a path, a practical training to tap the potential of the human mind. It is a road map to self-exploration and self-discovery that helps us to be the very best versions of ourselves.

				This book is meant to be an experiential guide to the Buddhist path. It is for people who are more interested in direct experience and practical insights than history lessons and abstract philosophy. It is the kind of book that I was looking for when I first started to meditate. You will find plenty of ideas in these pages, but the core tenets of Buddhism are presented in a direct, simple way, showing how these teachings apply to the intensity of our stressful everyday lives.

				As you might imagine, there are many different schools and lineages in Buddhism, each with its own unique way of presenting the Buddhist path. Zen is known for its laser-like focus and simplicity. The Theravada traditions found in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia are famed for their intricate understanding of the mind and their step-by-step method to gaining insight. The approach I’ve taken here draws heavily on Tibetan Buddhism. The Tibetan teachings are especially well-known for their emphasis on compassion and for the powerful meditation techniques that have evolved over the centuries. Perhaps more than anything else, however, the Tibetan approach is the art of being. It provides a simple path to a calm, balanced mind.

				Our exploration will begin with the core teachings of the Buddhist tradition—the Four Noble Truths. This simple framework is the foundation of the entire Buddhist path. It describes how and why we suffer, as well as how we can learn to thrive and flourish by training our minds through meditation. We will then dig a little deeper and learn about the Buddhist path to awakening. The road map for our journey centers on three unique ways to gain insight into the workings of the human mind. These three pathways are known as the three yanas, the three “vehicles” that take us from our present state of restless distraction to an experience of deep insight and awakening. We will learn about the unique perspectives in each yana and also how each vehicle approaches meditation and applies Buddhist principles in everyday life.

				Over the course of the book, we will explore the full range of teachings and practices found in the Buddhist tradition. All of these are meant to illuminate our experience so we can better navigate all the challenges we face in this chaotic world. But gaining information is not the point here. Every idea should be considered a catalyst for us to experience something for ourselves. Belief is not the point in Buddhism. Experience is the gateway to transformation.

				As a fellow explorer, there are things that I would recommend bringing with you on your journey. The first is curiosity. As you will see, it was the Buddha’s initial curiosity that paved the way for the entire Buddhist path. By opening us up to new ideas and perspectives, curiosity serves as the key to growth and self-discovery.

				A second item that is helpful is patience—the patience to trust the process and remain open to change. When I first started meditating, I was completely overwhelmed with stress and anxiety. But even though I was craving a new way to live, letting go of my old, dysfunctional beliefs was not easy. I had deep-rooted convictions, like the view that my worth as a human being was based on what I do and accomplish. These unconscious beliefs kept me rushing toward a finish line I could never reach. You would think that it would be easy to let go once I became aware of this mental habit, but part of me didn’t want to move past what was familiar. Letting go sounds good in theory, but when it actually happens, it can feel like we’re losing part of ourselves. This is why it often takes patience to see the journey through. The path is rarely predictable.

				The last item I encourage you to carry with you is self-compassion. Being human isn’t easy, and the world is not doing us any favors these days when it comes to happiness and well-being. The spiritual path is transformative and rewarding, but it takes a tremendous amount of courage to even begin this journey. Our fortitude needs to be balanced with self-compassion; it takes both to step into the unknown. But the alternative is to just stay stuck.

				The central idea of Buddhism is that awakening is possible for all of us. What the Buddha discovered for himself, then taught to others, is what we know as Buddhism. It is a living tradition of experience that continues as you read this book and absorb the teachings for yourself. The tradition is really nowhere other than within us and in all people who are living and practicing it.

				Let’s begin.
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			A Human Tradition

			
				Profound, peaceful, simple, luminous, and unconditioned

				Is this nectar-like Dharma that I have found.

				Yet if I teach it to others, they will not understand,

				So I shall stay silent and remain here in this forest.

				—The Buddha

			

			Buddhism Almost Didn’t happen. When the Buddha had his awakening under the bodhi tree in ancient India, his first thought was, I will just keep these insights to myself and live out my days as a quiet meditator. What he discovered was profoundly different from the prevailing views of the time. He had met other spiritual seekers along the way—many of them hard-core meditators like he was—but all of them were wrapped up in a very different paradigm. They were pushing and seeking and striving, searching for extreme experiences and altered states of mind. But what the Buddha discovered was quite simple.

			The Buddha eventually changed his mind and decided to share what he had realized. According to legend, the gods of ancient India came down from the heavens and begged him to teach. Their request moved him, and soon he was “turning the wheel of the Dharma”—sharing the path of awakening with anyone who expressed a genuine interest to explore and transform their mind.

			It has now been more than 2,500 years since the Buddha sat down to meditate beneath the bodhi tree, and countless people have followed the path of self-discovery that he shared with the world. I count myself among his followers, and it is remarkable to think that the entire Buddhist tradition almost never happened. I might never have encountered the path of meditation when I was struggling with social anxiety as a stressed-out college student thirty years ago. I might never have heard about buddha nature or that I could learn to live with more awareness, compassion, and wisdom by training my mind. When I reflect on how these teachings have transformed my life and the lives of innumerable others, I feel gratitude for the Buddha’s long-ago decision to begin teaching.

			The dominant paradigm that almost kept the Buddha from sharing what he found under the bodhi tree is not that different from many of the dominant perspectives we see operating in the world today. While the Buddha’s story begins 2,500 years ago, the feelings and struggles that propelled him to seek awakening have been the feelings and struggles of all human beings—both yesterday and today. It was suffering that prompted him to seek change—and there is no shortage of stress and uncertainty in our lives today. The Buddha’s story may seem extreme, but beyond the details it is a shared human experience.

			The Buddha wasn’t always “the Buddha.” According to Buddhist tradition, he was born Siddhartha Gautama and lived the early years of his life in a palace in a beautiful valley in ancient India. His father was a king and held grandiose aspirations for his son. He raised the young Siddhartha in a life of tremendous privilege, groomed him to be a ruler, and showered him with everything he could ever want. Siddhartha’s father catered to his every whim, sheltered him from every discomfort, and practiced what we would now call “helicopter-parenting” in the extreme. The young Siddhartha had an attendant who held a sunshade over his head to protect him from the elements. Powerful, rich, and famous from the moment he was born, he grew up in a bubble that few of us can relate to.

			Siddhartha’s father’s overprotective instincts were not unjustified. As legend has it, there was a renowned sage in the area who prophesied that when Siddhartha grew up, he would either be a great religious leader or a great ruler. His father, coming from the ruling class in Indian society, wanted the young Siddhartha to follow in his own footsteps, and he became gripped by the vision of his son as a ruler. So his father made sure to steer him in that direction. Not only was he sheltered and given material wealth; he was also given the very best available education and training. His father’s plan was to shield him from all of the trials and tribulations of being human, with the hope that it would steer him away from a religious life and toward the path of politics and power.

			As Siddhartha grew older, it became clear that he was gifted. He was smart. He was a great athlete. He eventually married a woman he loved, and they had a young child. Rich and powerful with a beautiful family, Siddhartha had everything he could ever want or desire. He had all of the things that the world tells us we need to be happy.

			Despite being surrounded by wealth, power, and pleasure, Siddhartha felt empty. He had everything from a material perspective, but his inner life was undeveloped. No matter what he achieved, no matter how much praise he received or pleasure he experienced, it only reinforced the nagging sense of dissatisfaction that followed him like a shadow. Over time, his discontent grew more and more intense. All the “good things” in life were bringing him temporary pleasure, but not lasting happiness. He was doing everything right, but somehow it was never enough.

			Siddhartha was operating in the same paradigm that we find ourselves in today, thousands of years later. This paradigm tells us that the key to a fulfilled life is to have more—more money, more pleasure, and more stuff. We need a better body, better relationships, better jobs with better pay. From a young age, we get subtle messages that we are not enough and that the only way to feel fulfilled and happy is to get all the things that society tells us we need.

			While many of us don’t live in bubbles of tremendous wealth, we do live in our own self-created bubbles—and we strive to protect ourselves from inconvenience and suffering. We do our best to fence ourselves off into a world that is predictable and comfortable. We all want to save ourselves, and the people we love, from pain and difficulty.

			The inner experience of the young Siddhartha points to a very basic fact about the human condition: no amount of success, wealth, or power will protect us from the suffering of being human.

			We all experience uncertainty and fear. We all experience the roller coaster of our thoughts and emotions. We all have moments of irritation or pain, jealousy or anger. All of us act out at times and completely shut down at others. No matter how hard we try, it is impossible to avoid pain, suffering, and loss.

			One day, Siddhartha was taken by his attendant beyond the palace walls and into a nearby city. By that point, he was aware of the inner trials and tribulations and the sufferings we all face. But on that trip, he saw suffering on a whole new level. He saw aging and poverty, witnessed the sick and the dying. He also saw, for the very first time, a renunciant—someone who had cast aside the pursuit of wealth and pleasure in favor of a spiritual journey.

			It was at this pivotal point that his father’s plan to keep him happy and protected backfired.

			When Siddhartha returned to the palace, he could not forget the extreme suffering he had witnessed, and it caused him to reflect on his own life. He noticed that despite having all the pleasures one might crave, he never felt any lasting contentment. He felt instead a chronic, nagging sense of unease. Things always seemed a little off, as though he were always waiting for some better experience than the one he was actually having.

			Siddhartha began to ask himself some very basic questions about the human condition: How can we feel at home in the world? How can we step outside of this constant cycle of suffering and irritation, the dance of pleasure and pain? As he looked around, he saw that everyone was trapped in this same cycle of dissatisfaction. This was the experience of his wife, of his father, of everyone he knew. This insight into the constancy of our irritation drove him to turn his back on the life that was given to him and go on a very different journey.

			At the age of twenty-nine, he persuaded his attendant to take him out of the palace, away from everything he’d ever known. Siddhartha walked away from it all.

			
				The Path of Renunciation

				All beings want to be happy, yet so very few know how.

				—Sharon Salzberg

			

			When Siddhartha left the gates of the palace, he did not have a clear plan. Ancient India was experiencing a time of enormous social change, with new philosophies, new spiritual doctrines and practices, and large numbers of meditating renunciates who sought a different kind of existence. For Siddhartha, led by his questions and curiosity, we can imagine that a sense of possibility drove him forward into this new life.

			As his wanderings began, he once again confronted the universal facts of suffering: We get old. We get sick. We experience unimaginable losses. And eventually, we all pass away. Everywhere he turned, he was met with this truth. But beyond that, he realized that the subtle suffering that he experienced in the palace was true for everyone. Everyone seemed to be walking through life with a low-grade fever of dissatisfaction. Some people were suffering intensely and some were relatively content, but no one seemed completely at home in the world.

			With all the stress we face in our daily lives and all the demands on our time and energy, many of us crave the experience of feeling at ease. Can you remember a moment of coming home after a stressful day or after a long, arduous trip? You might have felt a sense of relief or like you could finally let go and relax. Maybe it felt like you could be yourself again, with nowhere you needed to go and nothing left to accomplish.

			Siddhartha desperately wanted that sense of being at home in his life and in the world, but everywhere he looked, all he saw was suffering. Everyone was looking for something or doing their best to hold on to what they had. No one seemed truly at ease.

			Siddhartha was coming face-to-face with the human condition. Relationships bring joy and meaning to our lives, but they also bring suffering and loss. Our jobs and pursuits can be sources of great stress and hardship, even when we are fortunate enough to enjoy our work. Having a body allows us to do so many things—but inevitably we all experience the suffering of aging and illness.

			These basic facts of existence became increasingly real to Siddhartha when he left the palace, and so his questioning only deepened. At the core of his quest were the most important questions in the entire Buddhist tradition: Why do we suffer? And is there a way out? These questions propelled him on his spiritual journey. He wanted to undo the knots of suffering and to flourish in a more enduring way.

			Take a look at your own life. Can you relate to how incredibly difficult and brave it is to turn your back on something familiar when you don’t know where you are headed? Perhaps you feel stuck in your job, relationships, or old patterns that aren’t serving you anymore. Maybe the daily grind of a never-ending to-do list makes you feel hopeless or gets you craving something more meaningful. Perhaps you feel overwhelmed with stress, anxiety, anger, or sadness. Or maybe you simply feel numb.

			Just like young Siddhartha standing at the threshold of his palace, many of us feel ready to take a step into the unknown yet have no idea what to do next. That’s why renunciation forms such an important part of Siddhartha’s story—he had to turn away from the familiar in order to make space for something new in his life. Indeed, renunciation is as much about turning toward something new as it is an act of letting go. Renunciation can sound gloomy and pessimistic, but the kind of transformation we are talking about here is radically positive. Acts of turning toward new possibilities can be our own expressions of what Siddhartha did when he walked through the palace gates.

			These steps into the unknown are an essential part of Buddhism. Whether you are confronted with a major life choice or are simply wondering how you are going to spend the next hour, every moment presents an opportunity to stand at this threshold. How are you going to pass this one day of your life? Are you going to follow the familiar path, even though you know where it leads? Or will you explore something different? Renunciation invites us to go deeper into ourselves, to try something different and see what happens.

			To turn away from one’s habits and patterns is incredibly brave. To translate this idea of renunciation into your own experience, think of a pivotal moment when you took the brave step to leave something familiar behind and were willing to try something new and different. Perhaps even turning to this book, rather than binge-watching your favorite show or returning to some other source of pleasure, was such a moment for you. When you choose to make a new habit of meditating every morning, rather than scrolling through your newsfeed, you are taking the path of renunciation.

			One such moment in my life came when I was young and discovering who I was in the world. It had nothing to do with Buddhism but came from reading the famous French novel Les Misérables by Victor Hugo. There’s a scene when the main char acter, Jean Valjean, gets released from prison and has nowhere to go. He has no home and nothing to eat, but he gets lucky and ends up being taken in by a kind bishop. Jean Valjean starts off as a good guy, but he has lost his way by this point in the story and ends up stealing from the bishop. It’s a shocking moment.

			Jean Valjean grabs the goods and creeps off into the night, and it’s not long before he ends up getting caught by a local policeman. Jean is desperate. He claims the bishop actually gave him the stuff that he stole. The officer of course doesn’t buy this at all and drags him back to the bishop’s house. And here’s the part that moved me: the bishop tells the officer that he did indeed give Jean all the stolen loot, and then he goes one step further, passing Jean two priceless silver candlesticks. “Here, my friend,” the bishop says, “you forgot to take your candlesticks.”

			I felt deeply inspired by this passage. Looking back, I see that the saintly character of the bishop represented a new paradigm for me. He signified a different way of living, perhaps even a different way of being. He clearly was not seeking material wealth, praise, or personal gain. He seemed to be doing just the opposite. This moment of generosity leapt off the page and into my mind. It was the idea that kindness and compassion could be guiding principles in life and that living to serve and help others may lead to some kind of inner richness, despite the loss of material wealth.

			I felt immensely encouraged by the bishop’s example, and yet, quite suddenly on the heels of that feeling, I also felt a strange sense of discouragement. The story brought me to my own personal threshold, but I didn’t see a path forward. I had an urge to do something meaningful with my life, and yet it was not clear what step I should take. I did not know how I might become more like the bishop. His example seemed unattainable.

			A few years later, another book opened my mind even further. I was nineteen and just starting college. Things were not going well. The low-grade social anxiety of my high school years was getting much more intense and starting to affect my relationships, my studies, and other areas of my life. But it turned out that getting overwhelmed and stressed out was one of the best things that ever happened to me, because it prompted me to look for ways to work with my increasingly unruly mind and emotions.

			The book I stumbled upon was The Words of My Perfect Teacher, an obscure and esoteric translation of a book from nineteenth-century Tibet. Most of the teachings in this book went way over my head, but I remember seeing pictures of great Tibetan meditation masters, towering figures of twentieth-century Buddhism like Dudjom Rinpoche and Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche. As I learned more, I could almost feel their wisdom and compassion radiating from the pages. There was something very different about these people. Even through the medium of the book, I sensed their gentle wisdom and kind presence.

			I was also struck by the idea of following a spiritual path. These people were remarkable individuals, like the bishop from Les Misérables, but it was also clear that they had learned to meditate and followed a step-by-step training. Their wisdom and compassion came from a path that anyone could follow—even me. This book opened my eyes to the practice of meditation.

			I decided to try something new and stepped across the threshold to follow in their footsteps. It wasn’t long before I started meditating and became hooked. The inner journey of self-exploration and self-discovery opened up before me like a hidden pathway, and I’ve been following the path ever since.

			Taking a step into the unknown can awaken the sense of potential that Siddhartha must have felt when he decided to leave his palace. When we cross a threshold and turn to something different, we make room for fresh perspectives and insights. We are opening to something new.

			Siddhartha’s renunciation led him to world-changing discoveries and insights. The first insight he had was that chasing wealth, power, privilege, and pleasure does not lead to lasting happiness or well-being. All of these things are fleeting and fragile. Spurred by this transformative insight, he continued to move toward new possibilities. He left everything and became a wandering ascetic, with nothing but the clothes on his back. His quest to understand and overcome suffering pushed him over the threshold and into the unknown. And what he discovered by leaping into the unknown became what we now know as Buddhism.

			
				A Tradition of Direct Experience

				You yourself must strive. The buddhas only point the way.

				—The Buddha

			

			Unlike many of the world’s spiritual traditions, Buddhism is not based on a belief in the divine, a god, or a pantheon of gods but rather in a deep exploration of the human experience. This raises the question of whether Buddhism is a religion at all—or more of a philosophy. Academics and religious scholars argue about these categories and labels all the time. To some degree, this is just a matter of semantics, but there are a few key points that are important from an experiential point of view, all of which sidestep these academic debates.

			The first point is that Buddhism is not a theistic tradition. The Buddha was not a god. He was a human being, like the rest of us, who had a moment of awakening 2,500 years ago. This occurred after he turned away from his old life and spent seven years meditating in the wilds of ancient India before sitting down to meditate under the bodhi tree. Although he is revered as an awakened being in the Buddhist tradition, he is not a savior. He was simply someone who gained deep insight into the human condition and was also profoundly skilled in leading others to do the same. In short, he was a teacher. As the Buddha himself said, “I am not here to free you from suffering. I can merely show you the path.”

			The second key point centers on whether Buddhism is a philosophy. Calling it one doesn’t quite capture the essence of Buddhism. While it’s true that there are profound ideas and concepts in the tradition, the ideas and philosophies are nothing more than stepping stones to experience. Buddhism does not seek to offer some grand explanation for the universe, or even for the human mind. Rather, ideas are windows into our lived experience. They are meant to be starting points for us on our own inner journey. Each idea is a kind of prompt and a place to begin, but should not become dogma. “When we cling to our views and beliefs,” goes one Buddhist saying, “we transform medicine into poison.”

			If Buddhism is not exactly a religion and not just a philosophy, then what is it? In my view

			
			
			
				The Middle Way: From Self-Improvement to Self-Discovery

				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				Practice: From Doing to Simply Being

			

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
				
				Developing a Rich Inner Life

				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				The Scholar, the Yogi, and the Householder

				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			The Fourth Model
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