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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS THE ESSENCE OF MEDITATION?
This above all else: to thine own self be true,
And it must follow, as the night the day,
Thou canst not then be false to any man.
Hamlet, Act I, Scene 3.
WHAT IS THIS BOOK?
Meditation has immeasurably improved and enriched my life. It’s a joy and a privilege for me to share it with you, and I hope that you’ll get as much out of it as I have.
Meditation can seem pretty impenetrable at first, especially for those of us interested in the deeper experiences that can arise out of a committed practice. We soon encounter a dense morass of technical terms, many of them in ancient languages, and find ourselves trying to make sense of elaborate systems of philosophy and psychology which can feel pretty alien, often laden with cultural baggage that doesn’t translate well into modern Western society. We might also have (legitimate) concerns about getting involved with spiritual or religious organisations, many of which have chequered pasts at best.
I’ve wrestled with these issues myself, even as I’ve seen the benefits of meditation unfold in my own life in a way that’s undeniable. I’ve experimented with traditional approaches, with varying degrees of success; however, some part of me has continued to wonder if there’s an explanation for what happens in meditation that’s grounded in modern science, allowing us to set aside the cultural archaeology and see meditative experiences as just another part of the natural world. And, thanks to some remarkable work in the fields of consciousness studies and neuroscience, I believe we’ve arrived at a place where we really can do that now – and that such an approach might offer an entry point to meditation for those of us who find the traditional systems too far removed from our existing ways of making sense of the world.
So what I’ll present in these pages is what I consider to be the essence of meditation: what it is, how it works, and how it can help us in our lives, all grounded in a modern, scientific understanding of consciousness – no gods or magic1, just straightforward, practical techniques that can radically improve the quality of our lives.
We’ll explore three key aspects of meditation:
*stillness, which involves calming and focusing the mind and cultivating positive mental states such as love and joy;
*clarity, which is concerned with exploring the nature of our subjective experience through inquiry, investigation and awareness in order to free us from unhelpful mental patterns;
*presence, which invites us into an embodied, flowing, intuitive relationship with our lived experience.
For better or worse, what you’ll find in these pages is a personal approach, one that’s grounded in my own experiences and views, rather than relying on the words of others. This is intentional. My two previous books, Resting in the Unborn and In Buddha’s Wake, are both presented in the language of classical spiritual traditions (Zen and early Buddhism respectively), and while I was writing them I became uncomfortably aware that I was using these traditions to present my message: finding quotations and teachings which were in line with the message that I wanted to get across, whilst providing a protective shield of authority: ‘It isn’t just me saying this, it’s coming from great masters from history!’ I began to feel as though I were wearing someone else’s clothing in order to give my own message greater legitimacy, and to wonder whether there wasn’t something a little dishonest about that. So this book is a deliberate attempt to set all of that aside, and make my personal biases fully explicit.
The danger of doing so, of course, is that this approach magnifies the negative impact of my blind spots. Working with someone else’s text or teaching forces me to acknowledge my limitations and recognise those areas where I still have work to do myself. Writing a purely personal book like this takes away that safety rail. So please take what I say with a pinch of salt, and test everything in your own experience rather than accepting it blindly.
That said, I do have great confidence in the material I’ll be presenting. Everything in this book has been of tremendous value to me, and I hope it benefits you at least as much.
PART I: FUNDAMENTALS
1: INTRODUCTION TO MEDITATION
The eye sees not itself
But by reflection, by some other things.
Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene 2.
WHAT IS MEDITATION ANYWAY?
Meditation is the act of turning our attention to one or more aspects of our subjective experience for an extended period of time.
We can choose to meditate for several reasons. Ideally, we should be clear about why we’re meditating, because some meditation techniques are better suited to certain purposes than others. We’ll look at several possibilities throughout this book.
For example, some types of meditation are primarily concerned with settling the mind: becoming calm, focused, less prone to mind-wandering. We’ll look at these kinds of practices in Part II: Stillness.
Other types of meditation are directed toward exploring the nature of our conscious experience, resulting in insights into how our minds really work at the deepest levels. We’ll discuss this form of meditation in Part III: Clarity.
Finally, beyond these types of ‘formal’ meditation, we can also approach everyday activities with a meditative attitude, using the skills of stillness and clarity that we’ve developed to enrich our experiences in daily life. We’ll explore some of these methods in Part IV: Presence.
Before we get into the specifics of individual meditation techniques, however, it’s worth setting out some ground rules that apply for all types of formal meditation.
THE PRACTICALITIES OF MEDITATION
First, you need a suitable posture. Meditation can be practised lying down, sitting, standing or walking. For most of us, sitting is best.
Lying down can work well if you don’t fall asleep, but my experience is that most of us conk out as soon as we’re horizontal. Sitting up invites a bit more energy and wakefulness into the system, which makes falling asleep less common – although it’ll still happen from time to time. Standing up or walking brings even more energy into the system, particularly when we’re drowsy, but it’s easy to overshoot and get to a place where we’re too energised to settle properly into the practice.
If you keep at it, you’ll find a middle ground: alert, yet at rest; relaxed, but fully awake. That’s the place where meditation happens. If you continue to fall asleep every time you meditate, you should probably look at trying to get more sleep on a regular basis rather than just pushing through the fatigue. Most of us can benefit from a bit more shut-eye every night if our circumstances allow it.
Whichever posture you adopt, you’re looking to arrange the body in a way that’s stable, aligned and relaxed; you want a sustainable, reasonably comfortable posture that promotes alertness without being tight or rigid, whatever that looks like for you.
If sitting on a chair, have the feet firmly planted on the floor and the body upright rather than slumped, then relax as much as possible within that alignment. If sitting on the floor, use a meditation cushion or bench if possible; it’s helpful to raise the hip joints slightly above the knees, because this allows for greater relaxation in the core. (Try it and see!) If lying down, it can be helpful to have the upper body slightly elevated; also, if your lower back gets tight, bending the knees and placing the soles of the feet flat on the floor rather than having your legs extended out in front can help.
Your eyes can be open or closed, whichever you prefer; a few practices work better one way or the other, but this will become clear once you start to explore them. The hands can be placed wherever is comfortable. If sitting, standing or walking, it can be nice to have a gentle tuck in the chin to help the neck to align and soften, and to ‘float’ the head as if it’s being lifted by a thread attached to the crown.
Beyond your chosen posture(s), it’s also helpful to have a regular place and time of day to meditate; the ideal is for meditation to become part of your daily routine, like brushing your teeth. I recommend a setup which requires as little preparation as possible, preferably none at all – on the hard days, of which there will be many, any excuse can be enough to skip the practice! But if you’re going to experience the deeper fruits of meditation, you’ll have to find a way to keep at it, day in, day out, so it’s best to make it as easy as possible.
Some people like to do one longer meditation session each day, while others prefer two or more shorter periods throughout the day. How long is right for you? Well, within a meditation session, the mind will typically start out quite scattered, then gradually settle into the groove of the practice; then, after a while, it’ll get tired and start wandering again. It’s a good idea to figure out how long each of these phases take, and try to meditate long enough that your mind has a chance to settle, but not so long that you’re wrestling with fatigue. Over time, you’ll settle more quickly and be able to practise for longer before getting tired, but there’s no hard and fast rule; it’s something you need to figure out for yourself.
Once you’ve got your posture, place and period of time picked out, you’ll need a practice method. I’ll offer a whole host of approaches and options in this book; it’s up to you to figure out which ones seem most interesting to you – and to figure out how to translate my written instructions into something you can actually do.
On the latter point, meditation is such an inherently subjective activity that it can be tricky to teach; many times I’ve given what I thought were clear instructions, only to discover that my students were doing something else entirely! If in doubt, you’re welcome to get in touch, and we can discuss what you’re doing. But I wouldn’t worry too much about it for now; just do your best, and see what happens.
As I mentioned, we’ll look at a lot of different meditation methods in this book. You don’t have to master, or even try, all of them; just follow your interests and see where they take you. It’s probably better to focus on a small number of techniques at any given time; if you’re juggling too many options, you won’t be able to give each method enough time to let it do its work on you. But there’s no ‘right’ number. Maybe you’ll find one that you really like above all the others; great, run with it (with one exception, which we’ll discuss in Chapter 7: Absorption). Or maybe you prefer to have a Batman-style utility belt of practices, one for every occasion. That’s good too. Just make sure you’re giving each method its due.
Above all, the good-enough practice you actually do is infinitely better than the ideal that you imagine doing but never quite get around to. So find something that you’re willing to keep coming back to, run with it, and see where it takes you. You can always add more later.
One final point concerns the attitude we bring to our meditation practice. Are we supposed to be concerned with results, or is meditation a goalless activity that’s all about ‘being, not doing’?
Personally, I think it’s legitimate to look at meditation as the intentional cultivation of skills such as stillness, clarity and presence. This is a natural metaphor for most of us, and I’ll be using that language throughout this book. And, let’s be honest, if meditation really didn’t do anything, why would anyone bother with it? On the contrary, people are drawn to meditation precisely because of its benefits – to be blunt, because it works!
Having said that, there’s also something to be said for the ‘being, not doing’ view. It turns out that it doesn’t work well to try to make something happen in meditation – in fact, over-efforting is the quickest way to ensure that all we’ll get out of the practice is a headache.
So I’d like to suggest a middle ground. We might view meditation practice as a form of ‘inner gardening’. Our job is to sow the seeds and tend the soil; we can’t force the plants to grow, but if we take care of the garden then the flowers will bloom in their own time.
Speaking of which…
MEDITATION IS A MARATHON, NOT A SPRINT
Throughout this book, I’ll do my very best to present what I see as the core principles and methods of meditation in simple, straightforward, practical terms. And I’ll try to keep it brief and to the point; fundamentally, meditation is a pretty simple activity, and we don’t actually need a lot of theory and philosophy in order to start practising and benefitting from it.
But just because meditation is simple doesn’t mean it’s easy. Beginning meditators are often disappointed and frustrated when they don’t have exciting experiences right away, and even long-term practitioners go through dry spells that feel rather discouraging.
The key is to keep going. Meditation practice has a kind of momentum to it – and if we want to go deep, the best approach is the consistent investment of a decent chunk of high-quality practice time, day in, day out.
That said, for me, my daily practice fluctuates depending on what else is going on in my life. It’s usually somewhere between half an hour and ninety minutes, split across two or three meditation periods. Following the urging of several of my teachers, I’ve occasionally been able to get up to two hours daily, and I’ve definitely noticed benefits from doing so. But my life is pretty busy and I’ve found it difficult to sustain that level of practice for more than a few weeks at a time (please consider this an invitation to surpass me!); so I just do what I can in daily life, and supplement my practice by going on meditation retreats.
A retreat is a period of time, usually a whole day or more, where we set aside work commitments, family and friends for the time being and dedicate ourselves to formal practice, either alone or together with other meditators. Group retreats might be residential, where the teacher(s) and students all stay together at a dedicated retreat centre, or online, with students practising in their own spaces and teachers offering instruction and support via Zoom. Experienced meditators sometimes choose to do self-guided solo retreats, but these are not for the faint of heart and are definitely not the place to start if you’re new to retreat practice. Whatever the format, though, the retreat environment and total focus on practice typically allows the meditation to go much deeper than is possible in the context of daily life, and this is where most (though not all) of the deeper experiences have opened up for me. (If you’re interested in this type of practice, Chapter 19: The Seasons of Practice describes two recent meditation retreats that I attended, to give you a better sense of how things can unfold in that environment.)
Of course, I realise that not everyone has life circumstances that permit them to attend long retreats or practise for two hours a day! That’s fine; we work with what we have, and I’ve known plenty of people who’ve made great progress without ever attending a retreat. Equally, though, I don’t want to pretend that five minutes of meditation once a month is all it takes to reach the same depth of practice as someone practising an hour or more every day, because for most of us that simply isn’t the case. I’ve sometimes worked with students who are frustrated with their modest progress but also unwilling to put the hours in to develop further – unfortunately, there’s really no way around it. Few things in life that are truly worthwhile come easily, and meditation is no exception.
Sometimes people try to compensate for an inconsistent daily practice by trying really hard when they do meditate. Unfortunately, this doesn’t work either! As I suggested above, the act of meditation is best approached with a relaxed, gentle attitude, a willingness to let the practice unfold however it will, rather than trying to force something to happen. The use of excessive effort just tightens up the mind and makes progress more difficult. Consistency is more important than intensity or sincerity.
It’s also worth highlighting, particularly if your life circumstances don’t permit you to attend retreats, that most of the benefits of the practice show up in daily life. The kinds of altered states that result from intensive meditation can be brought about through any type of extreme or disruptive experience: sweat lodges, fasting, sleep deprivation, psychedelics. These states are interesting, to be sure; but they also fade over time, and without a consistent daily practice to ground and integrate whatever we’ve experienced, there’s a risk that they become merely something cool that happened to us once upon a time. Daily meditation offers us the possibility of cultivating a skill set that helps to embed inner stillness, clarity and presence of mind into every moment of our lives, whether or not we’ve had a fancy peak experience.
MEDITATION SOUNDS LIKE HARD WORK – WHY BOTHER?
Because life is short, and I think it would be a good thing to make the most of it.
That might seem like a strange argument to make in favour of a practice which, at least from the outside, closely resembles sitting around doing nothing at all. But, as I hope to show, I think it’s quite the opposite.
Ever since I was small, I’ve wondered how exactly one should live in order to live well. The meditative skills outlined in this book are the best answer that I’ve found so far. By developing stillness, clarity and presence, we greatly enrich each moment of our lives: enjoyable experiences are more rewarding when we can give them our full attention; difficult situations are easier to bear when we have more inner resources; and whatever activities we engage in benefit greatly from the increased focus and acuity that comes from a regular practice.
More than that, the meditative path offers an ever-deepening process of discovery, revealing more and more about ourselves and our relationship to the world. Learning to recognise and regulate our emotions, and shifting the balance toward open-hearted qualities like love and compassion, strengthens our relationships and enables us to serve our community more effectively. And as our clarity grows and different perspectives open up to us, we come to feel profoundly connected to the wide, mysterious world around us. Joining a meditation group can compound these benefits, offering friends to accompany, encourage and challenge us along the way; but even the path of the solitary contemplative explorer offers many ways to realise these fruits, both for our own sake and for those around us.
Despite the fundamentally uncertain nature of life, I think I can say with confidence that meditation has helped me to live a better life. As I said above, it’s made the good stuff better, the bad stuff easier to endure, and everything in between more workable – not to mention bringing a tremendous amount of joy and love into my life.
I’ll take that.
2: ETHICS: THE FOUNDATION OF PRACTICE
Love all, trust a few, do wrong to none.
All’s Well That Ends Well, Act I, Scene 1.
A SOURCE OF SUPPORT AND A SAFETY RAIL
This book is intended to offer a guide to the practice of meditation rather than a comprehensive way of life. Nevertheless, I think it’s important to say a few words about ethics before we get into the main text.
Basically: I strongly recommend living in a way that improves the lives of the people around you. If your meditation practice is taking you in the opposite direction, something is going wrong.
I don’t want to be prescriptive about ethics; I’m not telling you how to live. You’ll have to figure that out for yourself, within the scope of your personal circumstances. But I’d like to offer two key points for consideration.
First, having a clear conscience is a great support for practice. When we’re consumed with guilt, shame, fear of being found out and so on, it’s very difficult for the mind to settle into meditation. It may be that such uncomfortable feelings will bubble up to the surface from time to time in your practice – we’ll talk about that in Chapter 8: Unburdening – but if you’re interested in meditation then it’s in your best interest not to stoke those flames any more than you need to. In my own experience, aspiring to lead a life that minimises the harm I cause to others has been very helpful – and, on the occasions when I’ve fallen far short of that aspiration, a troubled conscience has invariably dominated my meditation sessions.
Second, there are times on the meditative path when things get weird – we’ll talk about that in Chapter 13: Breakthroughs – and a well-known failure mode of meditation practice is when people regard their weird experiences as granting them some kind of special status which somehow justifies appalling behaviour. I hope that the naturalistic, grounded approach that I’m offering in this book will help to place the more unusual meditative experiences in a context that makes clear the continuing importance of treating one another with respect and dignity; but I’d also like to make this point explicitly, because my worst nightmare as a meditation teacher is that someone takes what I’ve shared with them and ends up causing harm to themselves or others as a result.
So please, in the words of Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure, be excellent to each other. The people in your life will appreciate it, and most likely you will too.
3: THE REALITY MODEL: WHY MEDITATION WORKS
Love looks not with the eyes but with the mind;
And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act I, Scene 1.
DO WE NEED TO UNDERSTAND WHY MEDITATION WORKS?
As I mentioned in the Introduction, in this book I’ll be offering an explanation for the inner workings of meditation in terms of (my understanding of!) today’s consciousness science.
Do we actually need an explanation for why meditation works? Perhaps not; the practices still produce benefits even if we don’t take the time to wonder why. But I think it helps.
Personally, I prefer to have a sense of the mechanisms at work when we meditate, not just to follow someone else’s instructions on blind faith. I’m wary of wasting my time chasing the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, and I’d like to be sure that there’s a real phenomenon at work before I commit a lot of time and energy to it.
Good theoretical explanations can also highlight subtle aspects of meditation that might otherwise go unnoticed, and provide a language for describing our meditative experiences in some detail; this is especially helpful if we’re interested in discussing our practice with others.
Finally, having a clear understanding of what’s going on when we meditate provides important context for some of the stranger experiences that can come out of practice (see Chapter 13: Breakthroughs) – and ideally ensures that those experiences are understood in a way that preserves the central importance of ethics, as discussed in the previous chapter.
Please note that the explanation that I’ll present here is by no means the only way to interpret meditative experiences! In Chapter 18: Support, we’ll (briefly) discuss some of the other approaches to meditation that have been developed over millennia of human civilisation and codified into traditions and lineages, many of which have large, detailed bodies of theoretical material which offer their own explanations of what’s going on; and in Chapter 20: A Meaningful Life, we’ll explore the nature of meaning itself in a deeper way, to see how we make sense of the world and find our place within it. I don’t expect that what I’m offering here will convince many traditionalists to abandon their existing frameworks – but I’m not really trying to. Rather, I simply want to offer a way of understanding meditation which doesn’t require adherence to pre-scientific ways of thinking, so that people who might otherwise reject the whole thing as nonsense might find a way in.
Indeed, if you already have an established meditation practice within a particular context, you might find that you prefer your existing framework; perhaps it offers a stronger source of motivation, or provides a better explanation for the results you’ve experienced so far. You’re likely to find that the material below differs from what you’ve heard from your existing teachers, and potentially even conflicts with the way that you’ve framed your experiences to yourself up to now. I’ll suggest two paths here.
One is to set aside your existing understanding of meditation for now, and simply ‘try out’ the explanation that I’m proposing. You might find that it works well enough that you can get on board with it, at least for the duration of the book; you might even find that it has some advantages.
The second is to skip both the remainder of this chapter and all subsequent theoretical material; instead, simply focus on the practices themselves. Meditation theory is really just a bunch of concepts that attempt to explain what’s going on, while meditation practice itself is largely non-conceptual, concerned with experience itself; so we can benefit from the practices themselves regardless of how we choose to interpret those benefits. Provided you bear Chapter 2: Ethics in mind, then, you can discard the theory if it isn’t working for you.
Now that the caveats are out of the way, let’s take a look at how and why meditation works.
WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE MEDITATE?
Physical exercise is effective because our bodies are adaptable; if we repeatedly place demands on them, they grow stronger and more skilled in order to be able to meet those demands. In the same way, meditation works because our minds are adaptable, and the exercises of meditation place mental demands on us which invite us to grow and develop accordingly.
Before I took up meditation, it had never occurred to me that ‘paying attention’ was actually a skill, and something that I could improve through regular practice. I just figured that most of the time I could do it fairly well, and if I got distracted it was because I wasn’t trying hard enough. So it was quite a revelation to discover that my ability to focus was actually trainable – and, even more, that doing so could take me to some very interesting places.
Another interesting discovery is how radically subjective our experience actually is. I had some inkling of this before I took up meditation; at university, I noticed that a particularly dour person in my circle of friends would always focus on the negative aspects of every situation, and as a result he effectively inhabited a more miserable world than I did. It only takes a little reflection to realise that our moods have a major impact on our experience: have you ever noticed that, when you’re in a bad mood, everything around you is a little more annoying than usual? Or that, when you’re relaxed and happy, you can take pleasure in small things that you might ordinarily overlook?
It turns out, however, that this subjectivity goes much deeper. We tend to imagine that we see the world as it is: that our eyes are like little windows looking out onto our surroundings, allowing us to see what’s there. But it turns out that this is not what’s happening at all!
Scientists now describe our conscious experience as a kind of ‘controlled hallucination’: something that our minds are constructing, based not just on our sensory inputs, but also on our prior expectations and beliefs about what we should be experiencing. Rather than presenting ‘reality as it is’, our minds actually generate predictions – guesses – about what’s likely to be happening right now, then check those predictions against the available sensory data, and quickly update the predictions if the data doesn’t agree. (This mechanism is sometimes called predictive processing or predictive coding; another name is active inference, which nicely captures the way that what we experience is the result of an active process being carried out in the mind to infer what’s going on around us and how it should be represented.)
So what we experience is actually a model of ourselves and the world, a set of representations, rather than being any kind of ‘direct’ access to what’s ‘out there’. The mind selects whatever seems to be most important to help us understand what’s going on, and chooses a representation that allows us to navigate our present circumstances effectively.
Throughout the rest of this book, we’ll keep coming back to this concept, which I’ll refer to henceforth as the reality model for convenience.
One interesting, and somewhat mind-bending, consequence of this is that many of our intuitions about what’s going on are back to front. For example, it seems obvious to me that I love chocolate cookies so much because they’re objectively delicious (and enough other people agree with me that it’s clear that anyone who disagrees is simply wrong). But, in truth, cookies are a good source of calories, which historically were harder to come by than they are today; so I’m evolutionarily primed to be drawn towards foods which offer calories by the truckload, and as a result my mind chooses to represent the taste of cookies as utterly wonderful in my reality model, in order to encourage me to keep eating them and thus stock up on those precious, precious calories. (Unfortunately evolution hasn’t had time to catch up with the invention of the supermarket yet.) In short, the wonderfulness of the cookies isn’t inherent in them – it’s actually inherent in me!
This is also why we experience pain and suffering. Feelings are central to the model, since they provide a motivating force for our behaviour; simply put, we want to move towards what makes us feel good, and away from what makes us feel bad. So our reality model incorporates the sense that physical pain is unpleasant (to steer us away from danger), and that spending time with loved ones is pleasant (because it provides safety, security and support). Again, these qualities are not inherent in the experiences themselves, but rather are a reflection of our own reality model doing its best to keep us fed, watered and out of harm’s way.
What we experience most of the time, then, is simply the content of our reality model: people, places, thoughts, feelings, things that need to be done by the end of the day. We don’t notice the model itself; and we attribute the qualities that the model has assigned to those experiences (such as whether they’re desirable or not) to the ‘things out there’ that we believe they correspond to. It’s as if we’re looking through a tinted window, completely focused on what we believe we see outside, unaware that there’s even a window there at all, let alone that it’s colouring our perceptions.
Why does any of this matter? Because, if our subjective experience is actually the result of mental processes, and the mind is trainable in the ways that we’ve been discussing, then it’s possible that we can use meditation to change our experience for the better.
Fundamentally, meditation is the act of examining, exploring and changing our reality model. Everything that we experience in practice, and all the benefits that accrue from it, are the result of developing a more nuanced, more effective relationship with our own subjective reality.
Through focusing the mind, we can work to modify the contents of the reality model: calming the ordinarily incessant process of thinking, cultivating beneficial emotions like love and compassion, and even entering altered states of consciousness characterised by joy, bliss and radically altered perceptions. (We’ll see how to do this in Part II: Stillness.)
Beyond working with the contents of the model, we can also learn to become aware of, and even alter, the features of the model itself, resulting in transformative shifts in how we experience the everyday world that radically improve our lives. (We’ll see how to do this in Part III: Clarity.)
Finally, the regular practice of meditation helps us to develop a kind of intimacy with our own experience. Ordinarily, the reality model aims to automate as much as it can, developing habitual ways of reacting to particular stimuli which play out whenever triggered. This tendency toward automation can save us time and energy, but also invites us to sleep-walk through our lives, doing what we do just because that’s what we’ve always done. Through meditation, we become more attuned to the present moment, more engaged with the task at hand, more open to the full range of experience available to us. In short, we inhabit our lives more completely. (We’ll see how to do this in Part IV: Presence.)
PROS AND CONS OF THIS WAY OF UNDERSTANDING MEDITATION
For me, at least, I find this way of explaining the mechanisms behind meditation to be both convincing and powerful. It provides an explanation of the experiences that can arise in meditation – both mundane and extraordinary – which is grounded in science, and thus compatible with the way I make sense of the rest of the natural world. It requires no supernatural or religious beliefs, no assumptions beyond those of science itself, and as such I find it to be a better framework than explanations which require me to believe in the existence of a transcendent ‘other reality’ beyond the reach of ordinary folks and yet somehow attainable simply by sitting still and paying attention in a particular way. Furthermore, it’s a ‘living’ explanation; the science of mind and consciousness is a growing and evolving field, continually deepened and enriched by new research findings, and personally I find it both interesting and enjoyable to hear about the latest developments.
That said, it also has some drawbacks. Perhaps the greatest weakness is that it’s very reductive. By ignoring the collective wisdom of the world’s established meditation traditions, some of which are thousands of years old, I could be accused of throwing out the baby with the bathwater. Who am I, some random computer programmer who meditates in his spare time, to declare that I’ve found the ‘essence of meditation’ and that the rest of it isn’t important? This kind of ‘secularisation’ of meditation is often accused of cultural appropriation, or at the very least cultural insensitivity.
To that, I would say that I have no particular desire to undermine or dethrone the world’s wisdom traditions! (Indeed, we’ll talk more about the tremendous riches they can offer to those who are receptive to them in Chapter 18: Support.)
But I would also say that meditation itself shows up across all of these traditions in remarkably similar ways, despite the significant differences in their philosophical and religious orientations. Personally, I believe that the reason that meditation methods don’t differ all that much is because meditation is not the property of any particular tradition; rather, it’s something that all humans are capable of, simply by virtue of having a body and mind, and anyone whose life circumstances and personal inclinations allow for an inward journey will sooner or later find themselves in similar territory, no matter their background.
So, when I talk about the ‘essence’ of meditation, I don’t mean to suggest that ‘only this is important, and the rest is irrelevant’. Rather, I’m simply seeking to identify the universal principles of meditation that I’ve found in every tradition that I’ve studied; to ground those principles in a modern, scientific conceptual framework that is powerful enough to explain the experiences that arise; and to offer up the methods of meditation to all – not as something belonging to any one particular historical culture, but as our human birthright.
Another objection is that, for some, a purely scientific understanding of meditation can feel rather dry and flavourless, even mechanistic. I can very much relate to this! I was drawn to meditation in the beginning because I wanted something magical, something totally out of the ordinary; and although I found it very satisfying on one level when I finally arrived at scientific answers to my questions about meditation, part of me was a little sad that in doing so I seemed to have closed the door to the very magic that I sought.
Indeed, some practitioners reject this way of understanding meditation out of hand precisely because they’ve had experiences which are, to them, unquestionably transcendental. A friend of mine talks passionately about how his practice puts him in touch with an ‘absolute truth’ which is ‘beyond subjective experience’; for him, this is immensely meaningful, and so he strongly resists any characterisation of meditation that might threaten to take that away from him.
In response, I’ll say this. Irrespective of the underlying mechanism, it’s absolutely true that we can have experiences which utterly transcend everything we ordinarily believe ourselves to be. (Indeed, we’ll talk about some of these experiences in Chapter 13: Breakthroughs.) The transformative power of meditation is not diminished in any way by any particular set of concepts that might be used to describe its inner workings. Furthermore, while a scientific explanation of meditation might feel rather dry to some, I’ve found that the actual practice of meditation has given me incredible experiences of awe and wonder – the exact opposite of flavourless!
One final drawback is that taking a scientific view may seem to put the onus entirely on the practitioner to get the benefits of the practice through plain old hard work; if we take a view that leaves no room for gods, spirits or mystical forces to bestow their grace upon us, what else is left apart from individual perspiration?
But even here we need to be a little careful. In Part III: Clarity we’ll talk a bit about how meditation can be used to investigate our sense of self, and how we can ultimately come to see that the conventional perspective of ‘me, in here, in control of what I’m doing’ isn’t quite the whole story. To access the deeper insights of meditation, it’s actually necessary to relax the controlling grip of executive function and allow ourselves to open to a far broader perspective.
Don’t worry if none of this seems to make much sense yet! It’ll hopefully become clearer as we go on. And, at the end of the day, if this conceptual framework isn’t a good fit for you, that’s fine too; the practices, which are the heart of this book, are what really matter.
So, without further ado, let’s get into them!
PART II: STILLNESS
4: INTRODUCTION TO STILLNESS
How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank!
Here will we sit and let the sounds of music
Creep in our ears; soft stillness and the night
Become the touches of sweet harmony.
The Merchant of Venice, Act V, Scene 1.
OVERVIEW OF STILLNESS PRACTICES
In this part of the book, we’ll look at meditation practices which are primarily concerned with changing the content of our experience.
We’ll start with a set of techniques for focusing the mind. A more focused mind is a more effective one, better able to tackle whatever task it’s turned towards. And, as it turns out, a focused mind is also a quieter, more peaceful mind, less prone to getting carried away by unhelpful wandering thoughts or caught up in distressing emotional reactivity. Focus could be considered the core skill of meditation, and it’s a great place to start your explorations if you’re new.
Next, we’ll turn to a family of practices concerned with cultivating positive emotions: love, compassion, joy, and gratitude. Whereas some stillness practices emphasise reducing the overall level of mental activity, these heart-based practices seek to introduce something beneficial to our experience, enabling us to evoke and abide in wholesome, uplifting emotional states that can serve as deep sources of support and encouragement in our lives.
Then we’ll dive into some of the altered states of consciousness that can arise through committed stillness practice. These weird and wonderful states offer profound resources for our personal wellbeing; and they accelerate the development of other meditative skills, such as those discussed in Part III: Clarity.
Finally, we’ll spend some time discussing one of the more challenging aspects of the meditative path: encountering our own unresolved psychological material, and what we might do when that happens.
5: FOCUS: SETTLING THE MIND
A turn or two I’ll walk
To still my beating mind.
The Tempest, Act IV, Scene 1.
THE PRIMARY SKILL OF MEDITATION
Sometimes, my mind goes where I want it to go; it’s sharp, clear, precise and effective, willing to focus on a task for an hour or more. Other times, it’s like a hyperactive monkey, bouncing from one thing to the next without staying long enough in any one place to get anything done; or it gets caught in a loop, endlessly fretting about what might happen tomorrow or replaying whatever foolish thing I said last week.
What’s going on here?
Fundamentally, our minds have the ability to pay attention. We can pick something out of the crazy whirl of sensory experiences that constantly surround us, put it in a kind of mental spotlight, and disregard (or at least de-emphasise) everything that isn’t relevant in that moment.
This faculty of attention is vital to our survival. Without it, we’d be totally lost, overwhelmed by a tumult of sights, sounds, sensations, thoughts and emotions. (I can say this with some confidence. Compared to most people I have certain sensory hypersensitivities, and these become more acute when I’m tired and stressed. For example, beyond a certain level of noise, I sometimes become totally overwhelmed; I completely lose the ability to pick out individual sounds, and so the sonic environment becomes incomprehensible. On a really bad day, the same thing happens with visual information, and then I’m in trouble!)
Often, we can use our ability to pay attention to our advantage: by emphasising what’s most relevant and dialling down the noise level of everything else, we thereby create an environment which allows us to engage with the situation at hand more effectively.
Sometimes, though, the system gets hijacked. Our instincts for self-preservation can give rise to worries and frustrations which seem so compelling in the moment that our minds ‘lock on’ to them, and we find it difficult not to pay attention to the unpleasant emotional turmoil that ensues – totally caught up in worries about the future or rumination about the past.
To make matters worse, our society often puts us in situations which lay siege to our ability to focus. Advertisers figure out the most compelling colours and shapes to ensnare our attention, while the creators of mobile apps craft their notification sounds so that the WhatsApp message which just arrived is now the most important thing in the room, leaving us no choice but to turn to the screen. The result is an exhausting battle for our attention – and it’s one that can easily leave us feeling frazzled and scattered, unable to focus on anything at all.
Fortunately, there’s something we can do about all of this: we can learn to meditate!
Arguably the core activity of meditation is training the mind to pay attention more effectively, and that’s the skill we’ll explore in this chapter: focusing on an object of our choosing, and noticing when the mind has wandered away so that we can bring it back again.
This type of meditation thus trains two qualities simultaneously: stable attention, the ability to rest the mind on the meditative object without it wandering off; and metacognitive awareness, a fancy term for ‘knowing what the mind is doing right now’, i.e. consciously recognising whether we’re paying attention to our chosen object or not.
It’s helpful to bear both of these qualities in mind when doing focus practice, because a common trap is to view this type of meditation as ‘going well’ when the mind is calm and settled, and ‘going badly’ when the mind is wandering a great deal. This is especially common in beginners, but even veteran meditators will sometimes find themselves relating to their practice in this way. I do! On some level I know that it’s a mischaracterisation of the practice, but the fact is that it feels nicer to have a calm mind than a scattered one, and it’s easy to make the leap from ‘feels nice’ to ‘going well’, or ‘feels lousy’ to ‘going badly’.
But this is, ultimately, a mistake. The practice is working even when it feels like it isn’t working at all. If the mind is steady and stable, we’re training our ability to rest our attention for longer and longer periods; and if the mind is scattered and wandering, we’re training our ability to recognise and respond appropriately to that mind-wandering. We need both skills.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Focus meditation is beautifully simple.
Pick an object; for example, you might choose the physical sensations of breathing.
Place your attention on this object, and experience it fully. (If you’re following the breathing, you might notice the in-breath, the out-breath, the gaps between the breaths, and any other details that show up.)
Don’t think about the object. Experience it, the same way you taste a cup of coffee or feel the chill of a winter’s day. It’s raw, immediate, and doesn’t require any mental commentary or analysis. Just experience, directly.
When you notice that your mind has wandered, disentangle yourself from the distraction. Take a moment to relax – it’s quite common to get a bit annoyed when the mind wanders, so consciously relaxing helps to avoid tension building up – and then return your attention to the object.
Keep doing this for the whole practice period.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
In the instructions above, I suggested working with the physical sensations of breathing. Paying attention to the breath is a popular choice: it’s nice and portable, goes wherever you go, and is (hopefully!) always there.
But don’t feel that you’re limited to the breathing. You can use pretty much any sensory object, internal or external. For example, you might:
*gaze at a candle flame, a nicely shaped rock, or a flowing river;
*listen to the sound of a heater or air conditioner, the quiet ringing in your ears (not recommended for people who struggle with tinnitus), or repeat a word or phrase (e.g. ‘peace’, ‘now’, ‘stillness’) out loud;
*feel the sensations of your body in contact with the chair, floor or whatever is supporting you, or more broadly the sensations of your whole body;
*create and focus on a mental image, such as an ocean wave coming in and going out, a beautiful sunset, an inspiring person or whatever else comes to mind;
*create and focus on a mental word, phrase or sound, such as by silently repeating a word or phrase to yourself.
(You can also work with an emotion, but we’ll talk more about that in the next chapter.)
I don’t suggest using something very dynamic or exciting, like listening to music or watching a movie. We’re trying to train the mind to focus more effectively, and it actually works better to do that with a less interesting stimulus. If it’s something that the mind naturally wants to gravitate towards anyway, there’s no challenge. Something which is (at least initially) comparatively dull, like the sensations of the breathing, works a lot better.
If your mind is very busy, it will help to make the practice a bit more engaging by adding more details: for example, if following the breaths, try counting them as well. At first you might count each in-breath and out-breath separately, then dial it down to just counting the out-breaths as your mind settles, and then drop the counting entirely. This kind of gradual approach is very effective: a busy mind is more likely to take an interest in a more active, engaging practice, rather than simply getting bored and wandering away; then, as you simplify the practice, the mind can settle more and more deeply.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
Most people’s first experience of this kind of meditation is something like: ‘Right, the breath. Oh, my mind wandered right away. Hmm, he said to count the breaths, right? One, two… Oh, it wandered again immediately. One… There it goes again! Wow, it just keeps wandering. It won’t stop! Maybe I’m not cut out for meditation? I can’t clear my mind at all. All these thoughts! There must be something wrong with me. I hate this!’ And so on.
Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it!
Over time, you’ll start to recognise natural variations in your practice. You sit down, take a few breaths, and notice the general condition of your mind. Some days it’s busy: worried about something, excited about something, buzzing with outrage about your most recent encounter with that guy (you know the one I mean). Other times, it’s slack, wanting nothing more than to sink into a dull grey fog. And sometimes, just occasionally, you sit down to meditate and find that your mind is relaxed, bright, clear and quite content to rest on your breathing for the duration of your practice. Miracle of miracles, you’ve cracked it! (This is perhaps the worst kind of experience, because the next time you meditate you’re likely to expect it to go just like last time, and the chances are that it won’t…)
Having established where you’re starting from, you can then tweak things accordingly. If you’re sleepy, it can help to inject a bit of energy into the practice: sit up a bit straighter, focus on the in-breath a little more than the out-breath, make your mental image a bit larger and brighter, your spoken phrase a bit louder, that kind of thing. Conversely, if you’re jittery, lowering the gaze, relaxing the body, focusing a little more on the out-breath than the in-breath and dialling down the volume can help.
Mostly, though, it’s a matter of sticking with your object and coming back to it over and over, allowing the mind to settle in its own time. It’s like a jar of water mixed with sand. The world has a way of shaking the jar, so that when you sit down to meditate, the water might be pretty murky. But you can’t really force the water to get clear, and shaking the jar even more just makes matters worse. All you can do is put the jar down on a table and leave it alone, and allow the sand to settle in its own time. Eventually, the water becomes crystal clear.
This analogy has its limitations. As I mentioned in Chapter 1: Introduction to Meditation, there’s a point beyond which your mind and body get tired and the stillness you’ve developed up to that point starts to ebb away again. But the general metaphor of leaving your busy thoughts alone and letting them settle down in their own time is a helpful one. Actively trying to ‘clear your mind’ isn’t a good plan; the best case scenario is that it doesn’t help at all, while the worst case is that you learn to suppress your thoughts forcibly for a while and fall into the mistaken belief that you’re now meditating better than before, whereas what you’re really doing is bullying your mind into a terrified silence that lacks any of the beneficial qualities of real stillness.
Rather than aiming for ‘no thoughts’, then, it’s much better to take the attitude of ‘non-involvement with thoughts’. Thoughts will still come and go in the background of your mind, but it’s possible to learn not to engage with those thoughts – to treat them as a kind of background noise that can safely be ignored for the time being.
As an analogy, suppose that I’m trying to write a book about meditation practice in a noisy coffee shop. (Just, you know, pulling an example out of the air.) There are all kinds of sounds in the nearby environment: conversations, clattering cutlery, the hissing and chuntering of the coffee machines, and so on. But, since I’m writing a book, I’m (hopefully) focused on the writing process rather than the environment around me; sounds will come and go, but I needn’t start listening to them. If I become interested in the lyrics of the pop song playing in the background and stop to enjoy the music, it’s fair to say that I’ve become distracted from the writing process. But if I remain engaged with the words appearing on the screen before me and let the music babble away without getting involved, then the sounds are just there in the background, not distracting me from the task at hand.
In the same way, over time you’ll learn to focus on your meditation object and allow thoughts to come and go in the background without engaging with them – without actively thinking about whatever is coming up. This is quite a wonderful skill when you get the knack; thoughts lose their dominance over the mind, taking their proper place as just another type of sensory phenomenon, along with body sensations, sights and sounds.
When you’ve been doing this for a while, you might find yourself starting to feel pretty good. Once the mind gets into the groove with the meditation object, it turns out that it feels really nice not to be pulled this way and that by distractions. At this point, you might feel happy, or simply relieved.
Then, over time, as you settle even more deeply, the predominant experience becomes one of restful tranquillity.
From day to day and week to week, it’s likely that you’ll experience quite a bit of natural variation in your practice. Often, this is related to what’s going on in your life at the moment. A few years ago I thought I’d gotten pretty good at this meditation stuff, and was finding that every time I sat to meditate my mind would settle down quickly. Then my Dad was diagnosed with a serious illness, and that was pretty much the end of my ‘naturally’ peaceful mind. (During the worst of it, I was so scattered that I started using guided meditations as an external source of support. Up to that point I’d been scornful of such things, always telling people that’s it’s much better to be able to meditate unaided. I still think that self-guided practice is preferable, but I now recognise that there are times when external support is very helpful too.)
That said, pretty much every long-term meditator finds that there’s an overall trend towards the mind settling more quickly and easily. The mind really is trainable. And you’ll also get better at recognising the external factors that might contribute to your being unusually scattered (or unusually focused!), so you’ll take it a little less personally when you have a difficult day.
It’s important to say that – contrary to what you might sometimes hear in meditation circles – not all undirected mind-wandering is a bad thing, particularly outside of formal meditation; it forms an important part of creativity, for example. Some of my best ideas have come to me unprompted. But the mind can all too easily wander in negative directions, getting caught up in thought spirals of worry or frustration, and that really isn’t useful, so it’s a good thing to cultivate the self-awareness to notice when this is happening and gently nudge yourself onto a different track. It’s particularly helpful to remember your focus practice when you’re waiting for an interview or a medical appointment, going through airport security, or in any other such stressful situation. Being able to find even a hint of the calmness and stability of your meditation practice can really help to keep you grounded and relaxed in difficult circumstances, and to keep your mind from going into dark places.
Just take a moment, feel the physical sensations of your breathing, and let everything else drop away.
6: LOVE: OPENING THE HEART
Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove:
O, no! it is an ever-fixed mark,
That looks on tempests and is never shaken.
Sonnet 116.
CULTIVATING POSITIVE EMOTIONS
The type of stillness practice described in the previous chapter is most often experienced as a gradual reduction of mental activity: we experience fewer episodes of mind-wandering, less emotional churn, greater stillness and spaciousness.
But less isn’t always more – sometimes, more is more2. In this chapter, we’ll see how to add something to our experience, by generating, cultivating and refining positive, supportive, enjoyable emotional qualities such as love, compassion, joy and gratitude.
Not everyone clicks with this approach right away. It can feel forced, like trying to plaster on a fake smile; or it can seem cheesy and superficial, a bit New Age or a bit Instagram depending on your age group. That’s fine. If this chapter isn’t for you, move right along. It’ll still be here a year from now, or five years. These practices didn’t do much for me at first either! But then, one day, during a ten-day meditation retreat, something clicked for me. (Specifically, I was blindsided by a massive experience of boundless love and joy. It came out of nowhere, and for a couple of hours I found myself wandering around outside the meditation hall giving serious thought to hugging a tree just to have a physical expression of the love I was feeling. As you’ll probably have gathered by now, I’m really not that sort of person, so this experience was pretty striking.) Since then, these practices have developed into one of my dearest and most effective refuges in tough times.
These techniques have a lot in common with those of the previous chapter. Fundamentally, the method involves resting the attention on a specific object, in this case a positive emotion, and coming back each time the mind wanders. The main difference is that, unlike the breath or a candle flame, it might take a bit more work to generate and sustain the positive emotion, at least until we get the hang of it. As a result, the practice instructions in this chapter are concerned primarily with how to bring positive emotions into being.
We do need to be a little careful about the types of emotions we evoke. Specifically, these practices work best with unselfish emotions – those where we don’t stand to gain or lose anything by them. For example, the type of love that works well is what therapists call universal positive regard: a broad, no-strings-attached well-wishing, as opposed to a romantic love that comes wrapped up in lust and passion. Similarly, the type of compassion that we’ll explore is one which recognises the universal nature of suffering and is naturally moved to help to relieve it, as opposed to a kind of detached pity that places ourselves above the poor unfortunates who are the recipients of our wise benevolence, all the while making sure that everyone can see what great philanthropists we are. And the type of joy and gratitude we’re talking about here is the kind of simple, unadulterated happiness that we might experience when something good happens – either for ourselves or for someone else – as opposed to a kind of insincere flattery intended to get us closer to someone who’s just had a lottery win because they can buy the coffees this week, or a grim obligation to give performative thanks to those above us in the social hierarchy so that we stay on their good side.
Self-centred emotions – lust, pity, flattery and so on – don’t work well as objects of stillness meditation. Actually, if you give it a try you’ll see that it’s quite the opposite. These types of emotions tend to generate agitating thoughts and feelings about what we stand to gain or lose from the situation – not what we’re looking for! By comparison, the unselfish emotions I’ve been describing feel much gentler, allowing us to settle deeply into them and come to an inner place of rest.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Perhaps you already have a sense of how to conjure up a feeling of unselfish love, a universal positive regard that wishes all people and animals well. If so, just do that, and then rest in that feeling for the whole practice period, returning to the emotion whenever you notice your mind has wandered. This practice can be as simple as that (and if it isn’t like that yet for you, don’t worry; sooner or later, it will be).
If not, here are a few ways to evoke a feeling of unselfish love.
Bring up a memory of a time when you felt warmly towards someone; a feeling of wishing good health and happiness for this person, or alternatively of receiving this person’s kindness and goodwill. (It also works with animals, and with groups.) Remember how it felt; try to recreate the memory in your mind’s eye as accurately as you can, and notice how your heart responds. Then rest in that feeling.
Alternatively, call to mind someone who is a positive presence in your life; a friend, a dear family member, someone who helped you out in a tight spot. Now, keeping this person in mind, experiment with wishing them well.
You might simply bring up an intention that they be well, and see how that feels.
Or, you might say to them, ‘May you be happy; may you be well,’ either silently or out loud. See if these phrases evoke a feeling of well-wishing. (You can use whatever phrases you find helpful, not just these two, but it works best to pick two or three and stick with them rather than continually coming up with new ones.)
Or, you might visualise the person standing in front of you, and imagine a golden light shining in your heart, casting its rays onto this person, conveying your warm wishes for their wellbeing in the gentle golden light. (Again, you can use another visualisation if you prefer: you might see yourself smiling, and the other person smiling in reply; or imagine giving the person flowers from the garden of your heart; or whatever else you can come up with. Be creative!)
Whichever method you use, remember that the aim of the practice is to connect with that feeling of unselfish love in the heart, and then simply rest there. If you used a specific person to evoke the feeling, you can keep that person in mind, or let the person fade away and simply stay with the feeling, whichever you prefer.
Rest like this until the end of the practice period.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
The instructions above already include a range of options for evoking unselfish love; this is because different people seem to resonate with different approaches, and the ones that don’t work often leave people completely cold. I didn’t want to pick one approach for the primary set of instructions and lose three quarters of my audience in one fell swoop!
Beyond the approaches we’ve already considered, however, there are many other ways to tweak and customise this practice.
For example, the instructions above describe working with a single individual in order to evoke the feeling of unselfish love. A very common variation of this practice is to work with a whole sequence of individuals instead. Typically, it works best to start with someone who evokes the feeling of universal positive regard quite easily, then gradually work towards more and more difficult people, testing to see if you’re able to keep the feeling going. Doing so can greatly amplify the resulting emotion, making it easier to extend unselfish love to strangers and even to people who are causing problems for you. (If you find that you hit a brick wall and the feeling completely goes away, then back up, re-establish the feeling with an easier person, and perhaps try someone less difficult next time so that your heart doesn’t contract so strongly.)
Here, too, there are some options to explore. The most common way is simply to work with one person at a time, letting each one go as you move on to the next. But you can also experiment with adding each new person to an ever-growing group, or allowing the group to surround you so that love flows out in all directions around you.
Even if you aren’t using a sequence of people, you can still experiment with letting the emotion flow in different ways: perhaps sending it to each of the compass points in turn; gradually expanding the range of your love in all directions until it fills the whole world; or even allowing it to infuse your whole awareness, so that your love is inseparable from every aspect of your experience.
Beyond unselfish love, you can also try this practice with other positive emotions: compassion (‘may you be free from troubles of body and mind’), joy (‘I am happy for you’), gratitude (‘thank you’), or indeed whatever other feelings you’d like to explore. Just remember to ensure that you’re working with something unselfish, something where you don’t stand to gain or lose from the relationship.
One final note. I’ve framed the practices above in terms of cultivating the qualities of love, compassion and so on. This is a form of the gardening metaphor from Chapter 1: Introduction to Meditation: you plant seeds, tend them, and in time they grow and bloom. Many people find this to be a natural way to relate to these practices, particularly if not much seems to be happening the first few times you try them: you wouldn’t expect to plant a seed and have a fully-grown flower spring up right away, after all.
Some people, however, don’t get on with this metaphor; perhaps it implies to them that, right now, there’s no love or compassion to be found in their heart, and if the growing conditions aren’t right then maybe it’ll be that way forever!
Another way to frame these practices, then, is that love, compassion, joy and gratitude are qualities inherent to an open heart. If you aren’t feeling them right now, it’s only because you’ve temporarily shielded your heart in order to protect yourself from harm. And all you have to do is learn to let go a little; to develop enough trust in the practice to be willing to lower your shields and allow your open heart to express its inherent love and compassion freely.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
At first, it’s quite common for this practice to feel effortful and inconsistent; perhaps sometimes you can evoke a glimmer of feeling, but a lot of the time it feels like you’re just going through the motions, or at best you’re able to call up a weak, fragile emotion that quickly fades as soon as your attention wanders.
In time, however, it gets easier. As with any meditation practice, sooner or later you learn to ‘find’ the quality that you’re trying to connect with. You might discover a particular memory that’s a reliable trigger for love, or a situation that immediately evokes compassion. Then, once you can consistently call up the intended emotion, the next challenge is to learn to rest there, to stabilise your attention on this feeling. This stage of the practice exactly parallels the progression of focus meditation described in the previous chapter.
In order to rest quietly in an emotion, I’ve found that it works best to let go of whatever phrases and visualisations I might have used to get there; that stuff is busy and effortful, and after a while it gets tiring. In my experience, this practice only truly comes alive when I can drop all of that and simply feel.
Learning to call up and dwell in unselfish positive emotional states in this way can have many beneficial effects. Firstly, it simply feels good! Perhaps that sounds a bit shallow, but meditation is supposed to improve our lives, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with enjoying the feeling of unselfish love, compassion, joy or gratitude from time to time.
At the other end of the scale, these practices can be particularly valuable when you’re going through a tough time. For me, self-compassion has been especially vital in some of the most difficult periods of my life, when I’ve been grieving, depressed or both. Having the option to rest in a feeling of gentle self-compassion has been incredibly supportive at such times.
Beyond the immediate benefits of positive emotional states, working with these practices in the long term can be transformative. As I’ve mentioned, the mind is trainable – and if you practise evoking love and compassion in your meditation, you’ll be more likely to experience those qualities outside of meditation too. Over time, you can actually shift your ‘baseline’ mood in a more positive direction through diligent practice.
Finally, cultivating positive emotions can help to counterbalance a surprising but common side effect of the practices in Part III: Clarity. An important aspect of developing clarity is the letting go of long-held fixed ideas about how things are ‘supposed’ to be; in the absence of the false sense of certainty given to us by those ideas, we can sometimes feel rather uncertain or even lost, as if something important has been taken away from us. But, as I said at the start of this chapter, meditation isn’t solely about what we lose; the practice also gives us something much more powerful and beautiful in return.
I hope you get as much out of these practices as I have.
7: ABSORPTION: DEEPER MEDITATIVE STATES
I have had a most rare vision. I have had a dream past the wit of man to say what dream it was. … The eye of man hath not heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man’s hand is not able to taste, his tongue to conceive, nor his heart to report what my dream was.
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act IV, Scene 1.
ALTERED STATES AND OTHER WEIRDNESS
I’ve always been fascinated by altered states of consciousness; indeed, one of the factors that drew me to meditation in the first place was the idea that it might allow me to experience such states for myself.
In one sense, we could say that all meditation aims to alter our state of consciousness in one way or another. For example, the techniques we’ve looked at in the previous couple of chapters are intended to cause a decrease of overall mental activity (particularly wandering thoughts, worry and rumination), and/or the introduction of wholesome emotions such as love, compassion, joy and gratitude.
Meditation can take us much further than ‘everyday’ experiences of happiness and peace, however. In this chapter, we’ll see how meditation can induce considerably deeper states, some of which are totally unlike our usual conscious experiences. We’ll learn how to enter profound states of bodily energy, transcendent joy and deep peace, and even deeper experiences where all sense of the physical world falls away and nothing remains but boundless space and consciousness.
It’s worth saying that some of what I’m going to describe might sound pretty weird, and perhaps even unbelievable until you experience it for yourself. That’s OK. I’m not asking you to take any of this on faith; I’ll offer methods that have worked for me and many others, and you can try them out for yourself. (Testing the wild claims made by other teachers was actually my own motivation for learning these methods. I’m glad I did! Up to that point, my meditation practice had been almost entirely concerned with the kinds of methods and benefits described in Chapter 5: Focus; that was fine as far as it went, but once I started to experience the deeper states that I’ll be describing in this chapter, I realised how much further meditation could take me.)
Broadly speaking, the altered states I’ll describe can be divided into two categories: those which involve the presence of unusually strong bodily sensations or emotions, but are otherwise fairly ‘normal’; and those which involve such a fundamental alteration of our perceptions that the resulting experience is totally unlike our normal waking state. I suspect that the first category is brought about when we discover a way to tweak something in our physiology – like finding a button in our brains which generates joy when pressed – while the second category comes about by making more radical changes to the reality model that constitutes our actual conscious experience (as described in Chapter 3: The Reality Model). We’ll see both in the practices that follow.
The altered states that arise from stillness meditation can be mapped out in many different ways, and each teacher has their own preferred system. I’ll outline my own approach first, in terms of nine progressively deepening states of absorption, then offer some popular alternatives.
First, though, a warning. Spending too much time in radically altered states of consciousness can be unhealthy; I’ve seen a handful of meditators start to have trouble functioning in daily life due to imbalances in their practice. It’s rare, but it happens. To avoid these problems, don’t only do absorption meditation – ensure that you balance it with something from Part III: Clarity or Part IV: Presence. By all means, explore absorption to your heart’s content, but please do so safely.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Altered states are most easily brought about from a place of great stillness, so the first step is to settle the mind quite deeply. For this, you can use any of the stillness practices from either of the previous two chapters.
The key is to reach a point of stable attention, where your mind settles onto your object and doesn’t really wander any more. It doesn’t have to be 100% perfect by any means, but ideally you want to be able to stay pretty consistently with your object without getting significantly distracted. If you’re working with the breath, for example, it’s helpful to get to a point where you’re aware of each and every breath, and whatever thoughts do come along stay in the background of your experience without completely pulling you away from the breath. Your attention might still wobble from time to time, but it always comes right back.
Once you’ve been at this place of stable attention for a while, look for a pleasant physical sensation anywhere in your body. You might find such a sensation in your palms, the soles of your feet, the centre of your chest, your forehead, or somewhere else. (If you don’t find anything pleasant at all, check to see if your body is tense, and if so, relax. The key to these states is to use only the minimum effort necessary to stay with your object, rather than trying to force something to happen. The number one difficulty people have with this practice is trying too hard.)
Once you find a pleasant sensation, shift your attention fully onto that pleasant sensation – dropping whatever object you were using before – and then simply stay with it, enjoying the pleasantness of the pleasant sensation. Do nothing else; just relish the pleasantness. At some point, this pleasantness will amplify and take you into the experience of pervasive bodily energy, which is the first state of absorption.
Different people experience what I’m calling ‘energy’ differently: heat, tingling, buzzing, electricity, sexual sensations. It can be quite mild or very strong, and either localised in a particular area (e.g. the chest) or felt throughout the whole body; it’s usually enjoyable, but if it’s too strong it can be unpleasant. If it’s enjoyable, you can spend a few minutes here, but if not then you can move on. I don’t recommend spending long periods here; the energy tends to be fatiguing, and people who spend a long time here often report feeling burnt out and irritable, or worse. Don’t give yourself a headache!
When you’ve had enough of the energy, take a deep breath, and exhale with the intention of allowing the body to calm down – you can think of it as ‘breathing out the energy’. Shift your attention to any positive emotional quality that might be present: joy, happiness, contentment. This is the second state of absorption. Rest here for as long as you’d like.
Most people find there’s a residue of the energy from the previous stage in the background of this experience. When you’ve had enough, take another deep breath and breathe out the rest of the energy. You’ll probably find that the emotional tone softens from joy or happiness to quiet contentment at the same time. This is the third state of absorption. Again, rest here for as long as you like.
When you’ve had enough of the contentment, let it go. You’ll probably find that you were smiling at the previous stage; if so, let the muscles in your face relax, along with any other bodily tension apart from the bare minimum needed to maintain your posture. Follow the feeling of relaxation – which often has a tangible feeling of ‘sinking’ – and just let everything settle. Eventually, you’ll find yourself arriving at a stable place of quiet stillness, emotionally neutral and deeply peaceful. This is the fourth state of absorption. Again, rest here for as long as you’d like.
When you’re ready for things to get weird, it’s time to let go of the perception of your body and the world around it. One way to do this is to generate a feeling of ‘limitless expansion’ somehow: you might imagine a beam of light extending out into space, or a very stretchy balloon inflating without limit, or simply two abstract dots moving away from each other in opposite directions. Stay with this feeling of continuously expanding outward, until at some point your perceptions of your actual physical form drop away, and you find yourself experiencing boundless space, a feeling of spaciousness with no border or limit of any kind. This is the fifth state of absorption. Again, rest here for as long as you’d like.
Beyond this, you can drop even the last residue of the material world, the sense of the space that material objects inhabit, by turning your attention from the space itself to your consciousness of the space, the knowing of the space. (We’ll talk more about this ‘consciousness of consciousness’ move in Chapter 12: Awareness, so if you have no idea how to interpret this instruction right now, check out that chapter.) You’ll find that, just as the space before was boundless and limitless, so too your consciousness is boundless and limitless, and somehow you’re able to remain aware of this boundless consciousness for an extended period. This is the sixth state of absorption. Again, rest here for as long as you’d like.
Up to this point, we’ve had a definite object for each part of the practice, a specific something to focus on: energy, joy, contentment, peace, space, consciousness. It turns out that the next layer down is to drop even the sense of somethingness, and arrive at an experience of nothingness. To do this, you might simply observe that the boundless consciousness you’ve been focusing on no longer has any content at all – the space is long since gone, and pretty much everything else dropped away before that. The feeling is one of absence, like when you go to fetch something out of a cupboard but it isn’t there; you expected something but found nothing. It isn’t a thing – it’s the absence of anything – and yet it turns out that you can still rest your attention on it. Weird, I know, but it works. This is the seventh state of absorption. Again, rest here for as long as you’d like.
Experience is getting pretty minimal now, but up to this point you’ve at least been able to form a definite experience that you could describe if you needed to. The next step, then, is to let go of even this much ‘intelligibility’ of experience, thereby entering a state that can’t be conceptualised at all. The move here is one of total letting go: allowing the experience of nothingness to collapse, or dissolve, or fall apart, but even looking at it in terms as definite as those is too much conceptuality. Just let it all drop off, and see if you can arrive at a place which permits no words. The closest I can come to describing it is the experience of seeing something in the distance, but you’re not quite sure what it is. You can feel your mind trying to make sense of it, but it hasn’t quite landed yet… Oh, it’s a tree stump. The altered state I’m describing here is essentially a prolonged version of that moment before your mind has arrived at the interpretation it wants to apply to the whatever-it-is: a moment of unknowing, of not-having-decided-yet. This is the eighth state of absorption. Believe it or not, you can rest here for as long as you’d like as well, although it’s pretty fragile compared to the previous states.
The final move available to you is to drop off conscious experience itself. You might wonder what’s so special about that – after all, we go unconscious every night when we fall asleep – but doing it in meditation whilst wide awake is something else entirely. In order to do this, you’ll need to come out of the experience of unknowing just enough to be able to form basic concepts and intentions; then, set the intention to drop off experience altogether. Incline yourself towards stillness, silence and total disengagement with all forms of sensory and mental experience. Finally, let go even of that intention, along with any expectation of anything interesting or unusual happening at all – in effect, allow yourself to ‘lose interest’ in the whole process of experiencing – and just rest in your moment-to-moment experience exactly as it is for the rest of the meditation period. Sometimes, and only ever after you’ve given up all hope of anything happening, you might find that experience stops altogether. At first, you might experience just a momentary flicker, as if a few frames had been deleted from the movie of your life; with time, practice and deeper states of stillness, the gap can be extended much longer and have a more dramatic impact. The sustained total absence of experience is the ninth, and final, state of absorption that I’ll outline here.
Good luck!
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
Perhaps the most important part of the process is finding a form of stillness meditation that can get you to the point of stable attention. Any object will do. I learnt to access these altered states using the breath, but these days I often prefer to use love or joy as my way in. Ultimately, there’s no right choice; it’s something you have to figure out for yourself.
Some people find it very challenging to develop stable attention, and prefer to work directly with a pleasant sensation to enter the first state of absorption instead. If you’re interested in this approach, it can work well to have a broad field of attention focused on the whole body, and to tune in to any sense of pleasantness, warmth, tingling etc. across that whole field, allowing that sensation to become stronger and stronger until energy pervades the whole body. That can then be used as a jumping-off point to move to the second state of absorption and beyond.
Alternatively, some people find that the energy arises quite easily, but isn’t stable enough to focus on, with the altered state collapsing as soon as they shift their attention from their initial object to the energy. In such cases, it can help to stay longer with the initial object, allowing the energy to be present in the background without paying much attention to it until the mind is more settled, or alternatively to experiment with somehow ‘intertwining’ the feeling of energy with the initial object, so that (for example) the breath becomes an ‘energised breath’.
Some people don’t like the feeling of energy, especially if it’s very strong. Others can’t get it going at all, often because they’ve done practices like qigong, kundalini or kriya yoga which involve evoking specific energetic sensations within the body; that training somehow seems to get in the way of what we’re doing here. But that’s fine; it’s possible to skip the first state of absorption and go straight for the joy of the second state. To do this, follow the above instructions up to the point of stable attention, but then shift your focus to a pleasant emotion rather than a physical sensation. (If no pleasant emotion is present, introduce one by bringing up a brief memory of a time you felt joyful or contented. Along the same lines, using love or joy to generate stable attention will sometimes lead people directly into the second state of absorption rather than the first.)
Actually, in general, you can learn to enter any of the above states of absorption directly from stable attention. The sequence I offered above is a nice gradual path where each state leads gracefully and naturally on to the next, but meditators often report having ‘stumbled’ into one of the later states unexpectedly, and this is something that can be cultivated deliberately too. So if you’re having trouble with one step in particular, you might try skipping over it for now and aiming for the next one.
It’s worth mentioning that some teachers ask their students to develop much deeper stable attention before venturing into altered states. Doing so takes longer and is more difficult, but results in deeper experiences too. Personally, I’ve found that the approach I present above can sometimes be learnt at home by meditators with a strong daily practice, and most people can pick it up in the context of a ten-day meditation retreat, so I regard it as the sweet spot between accessibility and depth, but this is an area where you’ll find a lot of very strong opinions. You have been warned!
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
The first hurdle is to develop stable attention. For some people this comes pretty quickly, while for others it’s a much longer process. It can be helpful to bear in mind that any amount of stillness is beneficial, rather than feeling that your practice time has been wasted if you didn’t experience any energy. It’s also crucial to avoid over-efforting: if the body, mind or both are too tight, nothing much is going to happen.
Developing stable attention is easiest to achieve for most people in retreat conditions. In daily life we have many sources of stimulation, resulting in busy minds when we come to meditate. In comparison, on a retreat almost nothing happens; mealtimes are the absolute highlight of the day, and if you’re lucky a teacher might provide some entertainment in the form of a talk once or twice a day, but apart from that it’s mostly long periods of sitting and walking with not a lot else going on. The first couple of days are often a pretty brutal combination of catching up on sleep and wrestling with dopamine detox, but after that the mind tends to settle down much more easily, even effortlessly. Sometimes, being on retreat feels a bit like cheating to me!
Still, one way or another, you’ll find your way to stable attention eventually. The good news is that, like everything else in meditation, the more you do it, the easier it gets to find your way back there. The mind simply learns where to go.
Once you can do that, the next challenge is to get the energy going (or the joy if you’re skipping the energy). Again, this can be a lengthy and frustrating process at first, but sooner or later you’ll find your way in. It’s worth learning how to get back there pretty consistently before moving on; again, the more you do it, the easier it gets. This way, little by little, you’ll deepen and strengthen your access to the altered states you’ve found so far, and build a stable foundation from which to venture deeper.
Beyond a certain point, the experiences themselves become familiar, even comfortable, and you’ll learn to enjoy their many benefits more or less at will. In the same way that the positive emotions of Chapter 6: Love can provide us with a refuge in tough times, it can be profoundly restful and even healing to spend time in states of great joy, contentment and peace. Meditation can become a source of inner nourishment, lessening our dependence on external sources of pleasure to maintain our wellbeing. You’ll also find that, after practising these states of absorption, your mind is much quieter and more settled than before, which makes a huge difference to the depth and impact of the practices in Part III: Clarity.
Speaking of clarity, we might also choose to take an interest in what these altered states can show us about the nature of our conscious experience. Isn’t it remarkable that, simply by sitting down and paying attention to our breath for a while, we can produce these remarkable experiences?
I tend to think of these states as demonstrating what happens as we gradually suspend more and more of our everyday state of consciousness through the practice of stillness.
We begin by using our focused attention to quieten our habitual mental activity, resulting in a comparatively enjoyable state of tranquillity as we reach stable attention.
The next step, generating energy, might not seem like it’s ‘suspending’ anything at first! But my sense here is that the progressive calming of mind and body grants a much greater level of inner sensitivity, enabling us to become aware of a subtle layer of bodily sensation that we ordinarily overlook – a layer which happens to feel very pleasant and energising in most cases. The resulting experience is one that feels very different to the coarser ‘ordinary’ body sensations, and different people’s reality models choose to represent these subtler body sensations to them in different ways (tingling, heat, sexual sensations etc.)3.
In any case, the next few steps can clearly be viewed as further quietening the whole mind-body system. First, we calm the energy, allowing the pleasant emotion behind it to come to the forefront; then the emotion softens in turn, first from joy to contentment, then from contentment to peace.
Next, we move beyond merely calming the body and mind, and begin deactivating more fundamental layers of our reality model.
When we enter the fifth state of absorption, our body and surroundings fall away completely. It isn’t that we’re physically transported to an infinite space somewhere ‘out there’ – from an outside observer’s perspective, we haven’t gone anywhere. But subjectively it’s a different story; it turns out that the experience of ‘body’ and ‘surroundings’ is something that the mind is doing, and, at least for the time being, it’s stopped doing it. All that’s left is the more fundamental experience of space, the sense of three-dimensionality that is required in order to locate physical objects in relation to one another.
But wait, there’s more! By turning off space, we’re left with the sense of being conscious, but no longer having any kind of limits by which that consciousness could be measured. By turning off ‘thingness’, we’re left only with the sense of absence, of the lack of any concrete something. Beyond that, we turn off conceptuality entirely, with the result that experience becomes totally unintelligible; and beyond even that, experience utterly ceases.
Isn’t that cool?!
8: UNBURDENING: PSYCHOLOGICAL BAGGAGE
Sweet are the uses of adversity,
Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous,
Wears yet a precious jewel in his head.
As You Like It, Act II, Scene 1.
THE DARK SIDE OF MEDITATION: DEALING WITH YOUR STUFF
Sitting with ourselves for hours on end – no distractions, no entertainment – can be a tough thing to do. After a while, there’s nowhere to hide. We can’t help but see what’s going on within ourselves, and that includes those aspects that we’d prefer to keep buried.
Sooner or later, every meditator encounters the unresolved psychological baggage that they’ve been carrying around for years, sometimes even decades. One day it just starts bubbling up in meditation; perhaps no more than a stray dark thought or an embarrassing memory at first, but then more and more, until it’s an unstoppable torrent of unpleasantness.
For most of us, despite appearances, this phenomenon is profoundly beneficial in the long run. For those unlucky individuals with a history of serious trauma, however, the situation is much more delicate, and it can require great care and external support to navigate safely.
In particular, if you find that meditation is triggering intense flashbacks to highly unpleasant or traumatic events, causing your heart to race or your breathing to speed up significantly, or anything else along those lines, stop what you’re doing. Sometimes these things happen once and never again; but if they keep happening, it’s very likely that you need the help of a qualified trauma therapist to work through what’s coming up. Trying to push through it on your own is a really bad idea and can actually make matters worse. Please take this warning seriously. I’m not a doctor or a therapist, so I’m not the person to give you specific advice on how to work through trauma, but as a meditation teacher I’ve met too many people over the years who’ve gotten themselves in a terrible mess by trying to deal with a very serious issue alone rather than enlisting professional help. Please don’t be the next person to fall into this trap.
But even if you don’t have a personal history of trauma, meditation won’t always be a walk in the park. As I suggested above, you can expect to revisit difficult conversations and unhealthy relationships, relive embarrassing moments, discover bitter frustrations that have festered for years, and so much more. What fun!
To get through this stuff, I find it helpful to remember that everything within myself serves some kind of purpose, and that purpose is intended to be helpful, even if the way it manifests doesn’t seem helpful at all. For example, if I’ve had a negative experience, I might well hold on to that experience for many years as a cautionary tale: ‘No matter what, I’ll never get myself in that situation again!’ The intention here, to avoid a recurrence of that type of pain, is positive – even compassionate – but perhaps it shows up as a debilitating social anxiety or hair-trigger temper which is deeply unpleasant both for myself and for the people around me. (Sorry!) If the negative experience is impactful enough, it might even come to form a significant feature of my personality (such as the tendency to use self-deprecating humour as a defence mechanism in social situations), thereby encoding a particular reaction as a long-term strategy for keeping myself safe.
Having spent quite a lot of time now working through my own stuff, it seems to me that most of what I’m carrying around is linked to feelings that are so deeply unpleasant that I simply refuse to feel them at all: worthlessness, disappointment, shame, guilt, rage. So instead I’ve squashed them down and erected defences around them, finding ways to blame others for my problems or distract myself from uncomfortable feelings by staying hyper-busy all the time.
As I’ve practised more, it’s gotten easier to spot where there’s some buried emotional treasure. For me, it quite commonly shows up as a narrative of victimhood. ‘So-and-so is making me do this, poor me! How dare they! Why isn’t anyone helping me?’ If I stay with it and pull on the thread a little bit more, all kinds of related material will start bubbling up to the surface, and eventually I’ll discover a much deeper underlying pattern, of which this is just the latest manifestation.
And there’s the key to all this. If we can work through the material that’s coming up and release it, the resulting unburdening can be really significant. We notice ways in which we’ve been hurting ourselves for years or even decades – and then we can stop doing that.
Of course, it isn’t easy, and it doesn’t happen overnight. It takes time to change the deeply ingrained behavioural habits that have built up around these issues. But we can work through them, if we’re willing to give ourselves the time and space to do so, and if we can find the courage within ourselves to pass through the flames in order to come out the other side.
Let’s take a look now at some strategies for working with difficult psychological material when it comes up (and make no mistake, it’s when rather than if!).
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Let’s say you sit down to meditate one day, and you find it unusually difficult to focus on the practice. (The specific meditation technique doesn’t matter. Stillness practices seem to be especially likely to bring up this type of material, which is why we’re discussing it in this part of the book, but it can happen anytime with any technique.)
The first approach for dealing with distractions is, as always, simply to notice that your mind has wandered; gently disentangle yourself from whatever’s come up, take a moment to relax, and then come back to your meditation object.
Sometimes that’s enough; but sometimes it isn’t, particularly when what’s coming up is a painful memory or a disturbing mental image. In that case, it can help to recognise what’s going on and consciously accept it. (Trying to push away an unpleasant distraction, even subconsciously, actually tends to reinforce it; bringing genuine acceptance to what’s arising can interrupt this unfortunate pattern and allow the mind to let go and settle down.)
But if the distraction just keeps coming back, after a while it will become clear that the meditation you planned for today isn’t going to happen. Instead, your practice is now to work with whatever is coming up for you.
How? Well, one very effective strategy is simply to allow the material to arise and let yourself feel whatever emotions it evokes within you. If there’s something you’re subconsciously trying to avoid, it won’t leave you alone until you finally get the message. So let it come.
The key is to find a way to let the emotions be present and fully felt, without falling into either of two extremes: pushing the emotion away, thereby suppressing or ignoring what’s arising; or getting caught up in the content of the associated stories, and thus wallowing in or reinforcing the negativity you’re feeling.
It may help to keep in mind that meditation offers a supportive environment in which to process even very challenging emotions. Trying to work with difficult feelings in the midst of a conversation in a public place can be extremely tough; but in the privacy of your meditation, you’re in a safe place, at rest, and you’re able to devote your full energy to managing the situation and ensuring that it doesn’t get out of hand.
You might also find some of the stillness meditations very helpful here. If you’re working with difficult emotions, it can really help to be coming from a place of deep peace, love or compassion. The potential mistake here is to use your meditative skills to suppress what’s coming up – if you find yourself using the hammer of compassion to crush your unwanted feelings, well, the problem with that approach should be evident from the phrasing. But having a little self-compassion or kindness in the mix can really help to keep the practice moving, like oiling an engine that might otherwise seize up completely.
Stay with the feelings until they pass. Often there’s a tangible shift when they finally do, like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. And then, hopefully, your burden will be a little lighter.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
Often, this kind of material will present itself in your practice whether or not you want it to. (At least that keeps things simple, and you don’t have to decide which meditation you want to do today…)
But it’s also possible (and even helpful) to go looking for trouble sometimes, especially if your life circumstances are relatively peaceful and you have plenty of inner and outer resources to deal with whatever your explorations might unearth. (I particularly ‘like’ to work on this kind of material on a meditation retreat, where I’ll have access to a teacher and the time and space to let really difficult stuff come up without having to put on a professional face for the people around me.)
If you’d like to try this, I suggest starting with a recent event in your life that caused you some pain. For example, on a retreat a few months ago I spent some time exploring my latest episode of burnout. As is my way, I’d taken on far too many teaching commitments all at once, and even though I could see trouble on the horizon, somehow I wasn’t able to bring myself to postpone or cancel any of the events I’d agreed to. As a result, I was an exhausted, stressed-out mess by the end of it all – and I hadn’t even enjoyed any of it because I was so focused on merely surviving, even though any one of those events would ordinarily have been a lot of fun.
So, I thought to myself, what’s that all about? Why didn’t I cancel an event during the busiest week of all? Immediately, something in me recoiled. Can’t cancel! Don’t want to be seen as unreliable! Oh ho, there’s something to work with. Why do I feel that I can’t let myself be seen as unreliable? Would people really see me that way for cancelling a single event anyway? And where does this deep, urgent need to be perceived a certain way even come from? …You get the picture.
One way to do this kind of exploration is on the meditation cushion. Another way is by journalling (personally, I find a pen and paper works best). A third approach is to talk to another person – this is not my natural inclination by any means, but finding someone you trust and can talk to about difficult matters can be an excellent way to find previously unrecognised baggage within yourself. (Other people have an annoying habit of easily spotting things that are difficult for us to see in ourselves.)
Once you’ve found something to chew on, one approach is to use the method given above: simply feel the feelings, letting them work their way through you until they finally release. (I like to think of this as ‘metabolising’ the material.)
Sometimes, though, a more active approach can be helpful, particularly when it comes to self-limiting beliefs (e.g. ‘I never get anything right!’).
There’s a tricky point here about how we justify such beliefs to ourselves. A recurring theme throughout this book is the radically subjective nature of our experience, the way that our minds work to make sense of ourselves and our surroundings; unfortunately, one way that subjectivity can manifest is by cherry-picking evidence to support whatever self-image we currently have, ignoring anything to the contrary. Someone who sees themselves as a failure, for example, will tend to diminish or dismiss their successes (‘oh, that’s easy, anyone could have done that’) but pounce on every setback, no matter how minor, as further evidence of their own worthlessness (‘look at that, I’m useless!’).
With this in mind, it can be very helpful to challenge such beliefs deliberately, particularly when we’re finding a lot of negative emotions bound up in them. A thought experiment that I like to run is to try to prove the opposite of my belief to myself. Let’s say that I’m absolutely sure that I’m a selfish pig; all I have to do is look around and I can find any number of examples of my horrible self-centred behaviour. But now, just for the sake of argument, could I also find evidence that demonstrates what a wonderfully selfless person I am? Usually I can find at least one example fairly quickly – and if I can’t, I generally catch myself refusing to look for evidence in case it disproves my negative self-belief. (This is also a situation where talking to someone else might help; often, those close to us see us quite differently to how we see ourselves.)
Another valuable approach for working with difficult memories in particular is forgiveness – by which I mean letting go of resentment, whether it’s towards ourselves or someone else. This type of forgiveness is not about saying that whatever happened was OK, or that if it happened again we’d turn a blind eye; rather, it’s about consciously and deliberately learning whatever lesson might be available, then choosing to move on. As the saying goes, holding on to resentment is like drinking poison and waiting for your enemy to die – it just isn’t a useful thing to do.
Forgiveness can be approached as a formal practice if you find it helpful to do so: spend some time cultivating a bit of stillness, then bring up a situation where you can feel yourself harbouring some resentment, and form the intention to let go of the pain that you’ve been carrying around. Then simply stay with that intention until something shifts – and if it doesn’t shift today, try again tomorrow, or next week. Just keep coming back until the ice in your heart melts. Adding a little self-compassion to the mix can really help to make this process easier, but to manage your expectations, it’ll never be ‘easy’. And don’t forget – sometimes the person you most need to forgive might be yourself.
The final point to make is that all of this takes time. We can’t work through a lifetime of psychological baggage in a single meditation period (more’s the pity). If you find yourself trying to push yourself through difficult emotions, or getting frustrated that you haven’t solved every single one of your problems yet, please give yourself a break. If the practice is getting too heavy, take it easy for a while; go for a walk, do some exercise, read a book, watch a cat video. (And maybe find someone to talk to; we’ll talk again about the value of friendship on the meditative path in Chapter 18: Support.)
You’ll get there.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
Encountering challenging psychological material seems to be a highly individual process.
Some people discover something unwelcome within themselves the very first time they meditate. (I still remember the first time I taught the meditation from Chapter 6: Love to a group of beginners. I thought it was going to be a nice session and everyone would come away buzzing with excitement and joy. Turns out that one student discovered a deep, abiding resentment for everyone and everything in her life, a resentment that had been festering for decades. Yikes! Not a fun discovery for her, and not the kind of experience I was hoping for as a brand-new teacher either…)
Many people find themselves having to work through a considerable amount of this material before their practice really takes off; but then, once the metaphorical pipes have been flushed out, the going gets much easier. That’s not to say that they won’t hit more in the future – this kind of unburdening process seems to come around every so often – but typically the practice is a lot easier once that initial barrier has been overcome.
For other people – myself included – it’s the exact opposite. I sailed through my first few years of practice with the greatest of ease (I dare say I was even a bit smug about it). I think I just assumed I didn’t have any skeletons in my closet, that I was one of the lucky ones. Then, a few years ago, I had a particularly tough few months. Within a short space of time, a friend died unexpectedly, I developed a mild case of PTSD, someone close to me got very ill, and I started getting regular, debilitating migraines. My first retreat after that was rough, a seemingly endless parade of unpleasant memories and feelings, and by the end of it I remember feeling like my whole chest area had been pounded with a meat tenderiser. Simply put, my heart hurt. (I’m enormously grateful to the teachers on that retreat for all their support.) That experience seems to have opened the floodgates, and since then I’ve had a whole lot more emotional stuff coming up in my practice. It definitely hasn’t been easy – but it’s also been hugely helpful.
And that’s the key point to take away from this chapter, which might otherwise seem a bit discouraging. Working through this stuff can be challenging at times, but it really helps in the long run.
So hang in there!
PART III: CLARITY
9: INTRODUCTION TO CLARITY
Ignorance is the curse of God,
Knowledge the wing wherewith we fly to heaven.
Henry VI, Part 2, Act IV, Scene 7.
OVERVIEW OF CLARITY PRACTICES
In this part of the book, we’ll look at meditation practices which are primarily concerned with exploring the nature of our experience.
Practices which focus on changing the content of experience, such as those in Part II: Stillness, can provide temporary relief from the hardships of our lives. But deeper and more transformational benefits are possible if we become familiar with the mechanisms underlying consciousness itself, thereby fundamentally changing our relationship to all experiences.
The practices in this part of the book will help us to see for ourselves that what we experience is not some kind of direct access to an objective external reality ‘just as it is’, but rather a reality model, a subjective ‘controlled hallucination’ built up out of a mixture of sensory input and prior expectations about how that sensory input should be organised and interpreted. We’ve already touched on this idea in Chapter 3: The Reality Model, but the practices presented here allow us to go beyond mere intellectual understanding, offering a direct, experiential taste of our own personal reality model – and perhaps even enabling us to see what happens when we tweak the model. These explorations thereby open the door to a much more nuanced understanding of who we really are and how we might relate to what’s going on, and to the possibility of developing some remarkable skills along the way.
For example, we typically see the world through the prism of self-referential thought, making sense of our situation in terms of how what’s happening relates to ‘me’ and ‘mine’. From this standpoint, we typically interpret what’s happening as ‘good’ if it benefits me and ‘bad’ if it doesn’t. While that might sound pretty reasonable at face value, it also means that our wellbeing is essentially at the mercy of our circumstances: when fortune is on our side, life is wonderful, but if we don’t get the promotion or the relationship we want, we feel miserable and hard done by.
Through clarity practices we can learn to disidentify with this self-centric view of the world, instead finding broader perspectives from which to operate, and in the process discovering many ways in which we’re less separate and isolated than we might ordinarily believe ourselves to be. For example, in meditation we can learn to switch off the sense of being a separate self, quite literally removing a central assumption from our reality model! Doing so provides a remarkable degree of relief; it turns out that, in order to be able to suffer, worry and resent, we have to have a sense of ourselves as a continuously existing entity who is having a hard time of it right now. In the absence of that felt sense of self, there’s quite literally nothing to worry about. No self, no problem! And as we develop greater skill in working with our reality model, we discover more and more nuanced positions from which we can continue to function effectively as separate individuals in relationship with others whilst significantly alleviating our psychological stresses in the face of the inevitable challenges of our lives.
In this way, our wellbeing becomes less dependent on our specific circumstances and more stable in the face of adversity. And when we combine these shifts in perspective with the inner resources of joy, love and wellbeing that we discovered in Part II: Stillness, we’re well on our way to dramatically improving the quality of our lives, no matter what’s going on.
First, then, we’ll use inquiry to investigate and challenge the assumptions underlying our reality model, and more generally to explore ‘big life questions’. Inquiry is a simple, dynamic form of practice that can be undertaken in many different ways, and we’ll look at a few different approaches that I’ve found to be effective.
Next, we’ll explore practices concerned with investigating our subjective experience at the sensate level. We’ll see how our reality model draws together fleeting sensory impressions and weaves them into identifiable phenomena through the process of conceptualisation, and on that basis infers a world of seemingly stable, independent external entities through the process of reification. One of the easiest ways to discover that conceptualisation and reification are simply activities of the mind rather than absolute truths of the ‘world out there’ is to use meditation to reduce or even completely suspend conceptualisation and/or reification, and investigative practices can take us there.
Third, we’ll take a different approach, transcending our self-centric perspective by cultivating a direct recognition of our own awareness: a broader and more inclusive viewpoint, centred on experience itself, which includes all of our usual mind-body activity but is not limited by it. This approach to practice is beautifully simple and direct once we get the hang of it, but before it clicks it can sound rather impenetrable, so we’ll look at a few possible approaches for finding our first taste of awareness, and then learn to abide there for extended periods.
Finally, we’ll take a look at the breakthroughs and transformative experiences that can arise through meditation practice, such as the sudden disappearance of the felt sense of self that I mentioned above. The possibility of experiencing something weird and wonderful is one of the reasons why many people come to meditation in the first place (it certainly was for me!), and it’s useful to take a step back and understand what these experiences are, how they come about and how we can most usefully relate to them – and what to do if, despite our best efforts, we don’t get any exciting breakthrough experiences in our practice!
10: INQUIRY: QUESTIONING OUR ASSUMPTIONS
The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a fool.
As You Like It, Act V, Scene 1.
ASKING THE BIG QUESTIONS
Many of us are drawn to meditation because we have questions. I wanted to know how to live well – whatever that might mean! Others turn inward to find out who they really are, or to see if there’s more to life than money, sex and power.
Sometimes, these questions are nothing more than a subtle itch at the back of our minds, a question mark hovering in the background of whatever we do. But we can also choose to work explicitly with the big questions of our lives, or more broadly with any theme of interest, through the meditative practice of inquiry. If we’re able to stay with our chosen question through thick and thin, at some point we’re likely to break through to a new way of seeing things – sometimes radically so.
Perhaps you already have a question in mind; if so, that’s a good place to start. (It’s usually more compelling to investigate your own questions than to try to drum up interest in someone else’s.) But if not, here are some popular questions which have the potential for powerfully transformative answers – see if any of these catch your attention:
*Who am I?
*What is this feeling of ‘me’?
*What am I?
*What is my true nature?
*What is this conscious experience that I’m having right now? (‘What is this?’ for short.)
*Why am I here?
*How did I get here?
*Where have I come from?
*How do I know I’m conscious right now?
*How am I experiencing this moment?
*How do I know that I’m separate from everything else?
*What is the difference between ‘me’ and ‘not me’? (Or ‘mine’ and ‘not mine’.)
*What is life?
*What is death?
*If death is unavoidable and my time is limited, how should I live?
Note that these are all ‘open’ questions – who, what, why, how, where. You can also try ‘closed’ questions – ‘Is it really true that everything is connected?’ – but a key part of inquiry is having a theme or question that you can continue to explore, rather than one that has a definitive yes/no answer, so the trick here is to find a way to make your inquiry open-ended even if the question is phrased in a closed way.
Now let’s take a look at how we might work with one of these questions in meditation.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Ensure that you have a question in mind before starting your inquiry, so that you don’t spend practice time trying to decide what to explore – and don’t change to another question during the meditation session. Stay on track. Indeed, it’s best to stay with one question for multiple practice sessions; inquiry can take time to bear fruit, just as with any other meditation practice.
When you’re ready to begin, simply bring your question to mind. You can do this silently, or even ask it out loud if you’re practising on your own.
Now, let the question go, and see what comes up in response.
Next comes the hard part: don’t try to figure out the answer. Not only do you not need to come up with a compelling theory or construct a clever answer, it’s actually better not to. Inquiry isn’t an essay question. It’s more like you’re throwing a heavy stone into the lake of your unconscious mind, then sitting down at the water’s edge to see what floats up to the surface.
Ask the question, then let go and see what comes up. If you get distracted, reintroduce the question to bring yourself back on topic, but apart from that don’t try to steer or guide the inquiry in any way. You don’t need to take notes or remember anything. Just ask, and release. Then, when it seems like the ripples have settled down and the lake is calm again, throw in another stone. Ask, and release. Ask, and release.
Keep going like this for the whole practice period.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
The method above is my preferred approach for working with questions, but it isn’t the only way by any means.
For example, inquiry can also be approached as a journalling practice. One option here is free writing, where you simply write down whatever comes to mind. (Some people like to keep things at least vaguely on topic, reintroducing the question from time to time, while others advocate for truly free writing that goes wherever it goes. Try both and see which you prefer.) Another interesting approach is to sit with the question in mind and only let yourself write what you know to be true. This is a challenging but very worthwhile exercise!
Inquiry can also be practised with a partner. One highly effective way to do this uses a back-and-forth structure. Both participants choose a question at the start of the session: for example, let’s say Alice picks ‘What is this?’, and Bob selects ‘Who am I?’. They then set up a meditation timer to ring a bell every five minutes for half an hour. Now, Alice asks Bob his question, phrased as an instruction: ‘Tell me who you are.’ Bob then has five minutes to respond with whatever is coming up in response to the question. Meanwhile, Alice’s job is simply to listen, silently, giving her full attention to Bob for the whole five minutes, without reacting in any way to whatever might come up. After five minutes, the bell rings, and the roles reverse: Bob now asks Alice, ‘Tell me what this,’ and then listens deeply, while Alice takes the next five minutes to express whatever might be coming up for her. This back-and-forth continues for the whole practice time. At the end of the half hour, Alice and Bob thank each other, and the practice is over. This practice can be pretty intense, but in my experience it can go deep quickly.
The methods of inquiry that I’ve offered so far largely set aside deliberate discursive thinking in favour of probing deeper into intuition and the unconscious. However, it can also be helpful simply to think about your question in a discursive way – with one major caveat.
Systematically, methodically thinking through a topic often helps to clarify aspects that you don’t yet fully understand at the intellectual level, or to resolve the lingering doubt that of course your question has a simple answer, it’s just that you haven’t had time to work it out yet. Discursive thought is especially useful for grasping complex philosophical topics, if those are your cup of tea.
But – here’s the caveat – if your inquiry only goes to the level of the intellect, you’re missing out. Authentic inquiry has the power to change the way you see things in much more radical ways than merely giving you some interesting new ideas to ponder. I sometimes meet people who are unwilling to move beyond the intellectual consideration of ideas in order to allow those ideas to impact them on a deeper level, which is a real shame. No matter how astute someone’s intellectual stance might be, it’s no substitute for the authentic practice.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
Every time I do this practice, I find that the question initially triggers a barrage of thoughts. Personally, I enjoy thinking about interesting puzzles, so I spend the early part of every inquiry session repeatedly falling into thinking about the question and coming up with clever answers. (Many of the people I’ve worked with also report that asking a question triggers an onslaught of thoughts at first, so I don’t think I’m terribly unusual in this respect.)
Sooner or later, however, I’ll run out of thoughts. The question starts to feel ‘dried up’, like I’ve squeezed all the juice out of it and there’s no flavour left. It’s very common to want to move to another question at this point: ‘OK, I’ve done this one, time for something else.’
But, if I can persuade myself to stay with the question, an interesting thing happens: after a dry spell, more material will suddenly start to come up. Perhaps I find a different angle to take on the question, or something is triggered that was a little more deeply buried than the first set of surface thoughts. This cycle – stuff coming up, a dry spell, more stuff coming up – can repeat many times. Over time, the trend is usually to go deeper and deeper, until eventually I reach something truly transformative.
I mentioned above that there’s no need to remember or write anything down. This can be really difficult advice to follow, particularly if you’ve hit on a fascinating idea that you just know you want to think about properly once this stupid practice is finally over. But over time you’ll learn to trust the process, to let whatever is arising for you come and go freely. I’ve heard this process compared to refining gold; over time, the impurities fall away, but whatever is truly of value remains.
Beyond formal meditation, developing the skill of inquiry can be very helpful in wider life too. Learning to identify and question your assumptions is immensely valuable. Whenever I find myself feeling ‘stuck’ in some life situation – usually one involving interpersonal conflict – I’ll break out the magnifying glass and try to see what’s going on. Why is this ridiculous situation happening? My experience has been that people usually feel that what they’re doing makes total sense and it’s everyone else who’s wrong; so if I can’t understand someone else’s behaviour, it’s usually because we have different perspectives on the situation. Through inquiry I’m often able to see what might be motivating their actions, at which point a lot of the feeling of conflict evaporates. We might still have a significant difference of opinion, but at least I can see that the other person isn’t actually trying to be obstructive and difficult (or if they are, perhaps I can see why!).
Similarly, a questioning approach can be used to explore your own habitual patterns, particularly those which routinely lead you into difficulties. If you find yourself thinking, ‘Oh no, this again? Why do I keep ending up in these situations?’, that’s a good opportunity for inquiry! It can be extremely valuable to look to see what steps led up to the present situation, and how you might avoid them in future – but also why you took those steps, what purpose they served.
For example, if I’m trying to eat more healthily, it’s very unhelpful to find myself sitting at my desk surrounded by empty chocolate wrappers. Oops, I did it again. (Just like Britney.) One thing I can do about this is not to take my wallet to work with me; if I don’t have a payment method available, I literally can’t buy chocolate. Problem solved? On a deeper level, though, if I inquire into why I feel the need to buy chocolate even when I’m not actually hungry, I find a deeper unease: boredom, frustration, restlessness, stress. These can be easily, if temporarily, alleviated by shoving some chocolate into my face – but they can also be addressed more constructively by going for a long walk, drinking a cup of tea, or even meditating for a few minutes. And if I go further, I might even be able to find and address the source of the unease rather than merely managing its symptoms.
All in all, then, inquiry is a powerful and versatile tool which can help in a great many ways. I hope your inquiries provide some clarity on the questions that are most important to you.
11: INVESTIGATION: DECONSTRUCTING EXPERIENCE
For there is nothing good or bad, but thinking makes it so: to me it is a prison.
Hamlet, Act II, Scene 2.
EXAMINING THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF SENSORY EXPERIENCE
Consciousness is a remarkable phenomenon. Armed only with electrical impulses in the brain resulting from light entering the eyes, vibrations in the air rattling the eardrums and so on, we somehow come to experience a world of people, places and phenomena.
A central aspect of our subjective experience is our ability to conceptualise what’s going on. For example, right now I can see a laptop computer in front of me. The words ‘laptop computer’ correspond to a concept, a kind of mental ‘object’ which allows me to identify a part of my experience as being meaningfully separable from its surroundings. If I couldn’t tell the difference between the computer and the rest of the train in which I’m sitting, I’d have a much harder time writing this book.
We relate to much of what we consciously experience at this conceptual level. Indeed, concepts arise so transparently that we often don’t even notice them as concepts – at least until we undertake a form of meditation which asks us to set concepts aside and focus on the direct experience of our senses. Mostly, we simply experience a world already carved up into separate things: me in here, everything else out there. In meditative circles, this way of relating to the world is often called the dualistic perspective, or subject-object duality: I’m the subject of experience, the one doing the experiencing, and everything else is a potential object of experience, not-me, something which is seen, heard or felt somehow.
Having carved up the world into discrete concepts, the next step in our sense-making process is reification: we take our concepts to refer to real things out there in the world, and on that basis infer a solid, material external world which can accurately be described by those concepts. This understanding of the universe is probably the most commonly held world view in modern Western society, and is the viewpoint of classical science4.
From the meditator’s standpoint, however, it can be very helpful to realise that both conceptualisation and reification are merely activities of the mind, aspects of our reality model, rather than inescapable truths. We already saw a hint of this in Chapter 7: Absorption: in the eighth stage of absorption, conceptualisation ceases, yet conscious experience continues nonetheless.
Another way to see this for ourselves is to practise investigative meditation. Here, we aim to explore our subjective sensory experience at the microscopic level. It turns out that, if we pay close enough attention to any phenomenon, we can break it down into smaller sub-phenomena; and if we keep doing this, deconstructing further and further, then eventually our perspective shifts quite radically.
We’ll talk about why it might be useful to do this later in the chapter. For now, let’s take a look at how we might approach this type of investigation in meditation.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Bring your attention to your breathing. Set aside any thoughts you might have about your breathing, and simply focus on the physical sensations. (If your mind is very busy, it might help do some stillness practice before moving into investigation.)
When your attention is established on the breathing, notice that the in-breath and the out-breath are different. (One phenomenon, ‘breathing’, becomes two phenomena.) Notice the specific ways in which the in-breath differs from the out-breath; for example, it might be helpful to explore how you’re able to tell the difference between the two at all.
Next, notice that there are gaps between the two parts of the breath. (Now two phenomena have become four: in, gap, out, gap.) Notice how the gaps differ from the breaths, and from each other.
Now, observe that the in-breath and out-breath can each be further subdivided. The beginning of the in-breath is different to the middle, and both are different to the end. Similarly, the out-breath has a beginning, middle and end. (Four become eight.)
As you continue to explore, you’ll find that the breath can be broken down even further. Notice that what you ordinarily call ‘breath’ is actually composed of many tiny micro-sensations, coming and going with great rapidity.
Continue investigating your breathing, and see how far the rabbit hole goes.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
The practice above describes working with the sensations of breathing, but actually it can be applied to any object. It can be particularly interesting to work with the sensations of the whole body, either by resting your attention on the entire field of sensations all at once, or by scanning your attention slowly over the surface of the body; in either case, notice how the apparent solidity of your physical form can be broken down into a field of shifting, changing micro-sensations. Notice, too, how easy it is to allow the mind to return to its usual perspective, reassembling a ‘solid’ body as if by magic.
This practice also works well with sounds. I’ve had good results listening to the sound of rain, or the ambient sounds in a busy public place. Alternatively, you can use a visual object. It’s easiest with a moving object, like a candle flame or a flowing river, but even a seemingly inert object like a rock or a statue can be broken down into a field of shifting visual ‘pixels’ with careful attention.
The same can be done with mental activity, too, although thoughts and emotions are somewhat more ‘magnetic’ than other types of sensations, and so it’s easier to get distracted; as such, it’s especially helpful to cultivate some stillness before trying to investigate mental activity. But once you can see thoughts and emotions coming and going, these too turn out to be nothing more than impermanent phenomena briefly passing through your mind.
(One important discovery here is that our habitual thoughts are not really who we are; they’re closer to something that happens to us, like the weather. This can be quite a significant relief: if we experience a lot of angry thoughts, we might come to see ourselves as an ‘angry person’ and feel bad; but if we recognise that anger is merely something that comes and goes, we can take the appropriate action and carry an umbrella when it’s stormy, rather than worrying about whether the sun will ever come out again.)
As your investigation proceeds, you might find that conceptualisation itself begins to fade out. As ’the breath’ breaks down into ever-smaller ‘parts of the breath’, eventually the sensations coming and going are so microscopic and fast-moving that there’s no room left to label or identify them at all. Conceptualisation and reification give way to an experience of wordless, nameless flow, revealing themselves to have been nothing more than processes of the reality model which have now been suspended.
Another way to explore conceptualisation and reification is to examine your sense of self. Right now, as you’re reading this book, doesn’t it feel like there’s ‘someone there’? Well, what exactly is that sense of self? Is it something you can see or hear? Is it a feeling in the body, or a thought in the mind? Does it stay the same, or does it change from moment to moment? Try to find it and pin it down; be as clear as you can. Continue to search until your perspective on the whole matter changes irrevocably.
This exploration of ‘selfhood’ can also be applied to external objects. When you hear birdsong, doesn’t it feel intuitively like there’s a real bird, out there somewhere, making the sound? But when you examine your experience directly, do you find any evidence for the existence of the bird apart from the sound itself? Or is it more accurate in a certain sense to say that the bird is the birdsong in that moment? Can you find a way to let go of the assumption of an external world behind your perceptions, and focus purely on the presently available sensory evidence? What happens when you do?
Another interesting investigation is to explore the interfaces between seemingly independent entities. Are you really separate from ‘not-you’? Where exactly is the dividing line – not as you imagine it to be, but as you actually experience it? Can you find anything other than a convenient conceptual designation which separates ‘self’ and ‘other’? Or do you find nothing but interconnection at every level of your experience?
Finally, the investigative approach can also usefully be employed outside of meditation. Learning to deconstruct a situation into its constituent elements has a wide range of applications. For example, when I stub my toe, my foot hurts and I feel bad; that’s just how it is, right? But, on closer inspection, I find that the physical pain from my injured toe is separate from the mental frustration and recrimination that I experience, and with just a little presence of mind I can let the latter go. It doesn’t make the physical pain disappear, but it does reduce the overall unpleasantness of the situation quite strikingly. Give it a try!
What else can you investigate, and what benefits might you find by doing so?
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
While each person’s practice is to some extent unique, it’s quite common for meditators exploring the deconstructive type of investigation that I described in relation to the breathing to experience a predictable series of stages.
The first major milestone for many practitioners is the shift from the conceptual layer of experience to the sensory. Many of us don’t realise the extent to which we relate to the world through our concepts about it; in that case, learning to connect with sensory experience and rest there can actually be a tremendous relief, as well as making the practice much more engaging. It probably isn’t very interesting to try to pay attention to your breathing on the conceptual level: ‘in, out, in, out’, just two words cycling over and over. But when you connect with the sensations of the breath, you’ll find a much richer layer of experience that is available anytime you remember to feel into it. Pretty much any physical activity can be enriched by turning more of your attention to the sensory layer.
Then, as you dig more into the nature of the sensory layer of experience, you’ll find smaller and smaller sub-sensations which are changing faster and faster. As I mentioned above, after a while, you might even feel that you can’t really identify your ‘object’ any more; instead, there’s simply a flow of ever-changing sensations.
As you continue to deconstruct your experience further still, concepts themselves become less and less relevant. Since the function of the reality model is to flag up what’s most important to you right now, if you continue to turn away from concepts then eventually they simply stop showing up. When conceptuality shuts off, you might find yourself moving from an experience of ‘flowing breath micro-sensations’ to simply a wordless, unnameable experience of change. (This can show up in a number of ways, from a very gentle ‘dissolving’ of experience to a sudden ‘shattering’. My first experience was at the more dramatic end of the scale, as my body abruptly disintegrated into a field of nameless vibrations while I was scanning it for sensations. Fortunately I was on a retreat at the time and was able to arrange a hasty interview with the teacher to talk through what the heck had just happened…)
Learning to investigate experience in this way can be immensely valuable. If you’re interested in exploring the nature of your conscious experience, this is one route to discovering first-hand evidence of what’s going on. It can also show you quite how much of your life is bound up in the concepts and stories you use to explain your situation to yourself, and provide a wonderful sense of relief when you put all of that mental baggage down, at least for a while.
It isn’t that investigative meditation will make all of your problems go away (more’s the pity); you’ll still have to deal with those when you get up from your meditation seat. But I think we’ve all had the experience of getting caught up in worrying about something that we can’t actually influence right now; if we’re honest with ourselves, we might recognise that worrying doesn’t change the situation, and yet it can be surprisingly hard to put those worries down even when we’ve acknowledged their futility. Investigative meditation can help us to find a mode of experience in which there’s no-one to worry and nothing to worry about, and at least for a time we can rest and recharge.
Going back and forth across this threshold also tends to make those worries less compelling in the first place. Our typical way of seeing the world – through reified concepts, unaware that what we’re experiencing is merely a reality model – seems very real, and so when something strikes us as ‘bad’, that evaluation feels more like an inescapable objective truth than a subjective judgement. But once we realise that our judgements of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are coming from within ourselves, rather than being inherent properties of things out there, we can see the challenging feelings that arise within ourselves more as our own well-meaning attempts to navigate the world, rather than a personal attack from a spiteful universe. This then allows us to act on the information that our reality model is providing, without wasting energy on resistance or resentment.
Finally, investigative practices open up a beautiful way of seeing the world: not as the static, lifeless domain of fixed, unchanging entities, but as a dynamic, flowing stream of transformation. We learn to see and appreciate the transience of life, more fully recognising and valuing what we have while we have it, because we know for sure that it won’t be that way forever.
12: AWARENESS: TURNING THE LIGHT AROUND
If we shadows have offended,
Think but this and all is mended:
That you have but slumbered here
While these visions did appear.
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act V, Scene 1.
WHAT IS IT THAT KNOWS EXPERIENCE?
In this chapter, we’re going to take a look at perhaps the most fundamental aspect of our being: our awareness, the very capacity for having a conscious5 experience at all.
This beautiful, intriguing and occasionally maddening approach to practice is sometimes rather poetically called ‘turning the light around’. The idea here is that the ‘light of awareness’ is what ‘illuminates’ our ordinary experiences, thereby allowing us to perceive something rather than nothing. Most of the time, that light is directed ‘outward’, toward the world of sensory phenomena – the sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings that make up our everyday experience. But meditators throughout history have frequently made another choice: to turn that light around, so that awareness instead illuminates itself, thereby allowing us to study the deepest nature of our own being directly.
Perhaps awareness is something that already makes intuitive sense to you; it’s instinctively obvious to some people, and others find their way to it through practices like those in Chapter 10: Inquiry or Chapter 11: Investigation. But if not, don’t worry, because in this chapter we’ll be looking at plenty of practices for connecting with and abiding in awareness.
It turns out that, once recognised, awareness can become the central focus of our meditation practice – and ultimately open the door to radical transformations of our sense of identity and our understanding of our own experience.
Awareness is something that I found extremely difficult to understand until I’d had an experiential taste of it, and I don’t think I’m alone here; so, without further ado, let’s get into the practice instructions.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Notice what you can see directly in front of you, right now. (If you’re visually impaired, work with a type of sensory phenomenon that’s available to you.) Focus on the particular object at the centre of your experience, in the way that you might if you were using it for a stillness meditation.
Now, without moving your eyes, notice your peripheral vision: the other visual objects that you can see nearby. (In my case, there’s a computer monitor in the centre of my gaze; in the periphery I can see a water bottle, a keyboard, a laptop, a webcam, a desk and so on.)
See if you can now shift your focus from the specific object at the centre of your vision to your visual field as a whole, to the experience of seeing. Your visual field is the totality of your visual experience right now; on one level, that means the whole collection of the objects you can see, plus the spaces in between them. But if you continue to explore this experience of the visual field, you might find that you come to relate to it more as a holistic experience of seeing, as opposed to merely ‘a bunch of different things that I can see all at once’.
Notice that the visual field isn’t any one particular visual object. It isn’t a ‘thing’ in the way that a teacup or a cat is a ‘thing’, with a definite shape and colour. Rather, it’s more like the space in which all the ‘things’ are seen – nothing definite in itself, but a necessary aspect of what’s going on nevertheless. (Don’t just take my word for it – check this out for yourself. Some interesting questions to explore: How big is your visual field? Does it have a particular shape? What colour is it? Does it have any identifiable properties?)
Experiencing the whole visual field might feel a bit slippery at first. It’s easy to fall back into focusing on one visual object in particular and letting everything else return to the periphery. But if you keep coming back to it, you’ll get it.
It’s important to say that opening up to the whole visual field requires a gentle touch. Awareness practice is not a matter of comprehensively labelling every single visual object that you notice as rapidly as possible. (That kind of high-speed noting is actually a kind of investigative practice, which for the purposes of the present chapter points in exactly the wrong direction, orienting you towards the sights rather than the field of vision – the phenomena rather than the awareness of those phenomena.) Rather, awareness practice invites an attitude of relaxing and opening up, stepping back and allowing your visual experience to show itself to you rather than you having to go out there and get it. If in doubt, use less effort.
Once you’ve got the hang of observing your whole visual field, see if you can extend the same type of observation to your other senses. See if you can experience the auditory field: the whole experience of hearing, as if listening to a symphony orchestra all at once as opposed to picking out the individual sounds of the violins or the flutes. Next, see if you can experience the somatic field: the whole experience of body sensations, as opposed to focusing on the breathing or a specific body part. And see if you can experience the mental field: the whole experience of mental activity, as opposed to paying attention to any specific thought or mental image.
Finally. shift your focus from any one particular sensory field to awareness as a whole: the total field of experience, all at once.
When you can recognise awareness as a whole in this way, the practice is simply to rest in that recognition for the remainder of your practice time.
This is a subtle process. It’s particularly important to realise that awareness is, in effect, the basis for our experience. Awareness isn’t constructed or ‘added in’ to our experience somehow; it’s the fundamental essence of experience itself. So rather than viewing this practice as doing something to ‘make awareness appear’, it’s probably more helpful to relate to it as stopping something that is obscuring awareness – specifically, temporarily setting aside the habit of carving up experience into discrete objects and focusing on one object at the expense of the others. When you do that, awareness cannot help but reveal itself.
Of course, you’ll still get distracted from time to time. Anytime you find yourself paying attention to some particular object of experience (an interesting thought, a sound, a body sensation) – so that the object has come to the ‘foreground’ of your experience and everything else has fallen back into the ‘periphery’ – you’ve become distracted. But that’s fine, and all part of the practice. Simply take a moment to relax, then return to resting in awareness as a whole. After a while, you’ll find that you don’t even need to ‘return’ to awareness in a deliberate way; merely noticing that you’ve become caught up is enough to open things back up again. (That’s good, because then the practice can become even less effortful.)
One final point of caution. The gentle, open, relaxed nature of this practice makes it very appealing for many meditators. However, it’s important not to kid yourself: make sure you’re actually resting in awareness, rather than simply sitting there letting your mind wander freely. Where is your focus? If you’re resting in stable recognition of awareness as a whole even as sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings come and go within that field of awareness, that’s fine. If your attention is bouncing between sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings with no recognition at all of the awareness encompassing all of these phenomena, you’re distracted.
As a result, awareness practice often benefits from being paired up with a stillness practice of some sort, to settle the mind and reduce its tendency to wander. You might spend half your practice time using one of the stillness methods, then open up to awareness for the remainder of the time; or you might work with a stillness method until you feel that your mind has settled enough for genuine awareness practice to be viable, then make the shift.
I’m making a big deal about this because authentic awareness practice is by far my favourite type of meditation, but I also know from my own experience how easy it is to slip into something which superficially resembles it but which isn’t useful at all! This trap is common enough that I actually don’t recommend just doing awareness practice without any training in stillness. So please take care with this type of meditation, and make sure you aren’t fooling yourself.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
The method for contacting awareness that I described above is a kind of ‘spreading out’ of attention, gradually including more and more of your experience until you arrive at global awareness. It’s more or less how I got into awareness practice myself – at the time I thought of it as ‘paying attention to the whole of experience rather than just part of it’.
If that works, great; if not, here are some more techniques you can try.
One is simply to ask: ‘How do I know I’m aware?’ See what happens when you ask that question; you might find that there’s a kind of immediate intuitive sense of awareness which you can then rest in.
Another approach is to use silence, stillness and/or spaciousness; essentially, to focus on the gaps rather than the things. This one needs a bit more explanation.
Ordinarily, when we look around a room, we see the furniture rather than the space between and around that furniture. When we listen, we hear the sounds rather than the silence between and around them. When we turn inward, we notice our thoughts and feelings, rather than the inner stillness between and around them.
But it doesn’t have to be that way. We can, instead, deliberately choose to focus on the gaps, the spaces between phenomena. Give that a try: see what happens when you listen to silence, or explore what happens in the moments between your thoughts. (If it seems like there are no gaps at all between your thoughts, it might help to ask, ‘What is my next thought going to be?’ That question can sometimes interrupt the thought stream, providing a window of opportunity to explore the space in between.)
Paying attention to the gaps works because it points towards a moment of awareness which isn’t so obscured by content. It’s more difficult to notice your auditory awareness when there’s a nice song playing because you might get caught up in the music; in contrast, silence represents a moment in which you still have the potential for hearing sounds, but there are no particular sounds attracting your attention. This can serve as an effective pointer toward awareness.
Alternatively, but along the same lines, you might try relating to awareness as a kind of ‘space of experience’ (the fancy technical term is ‘epistemic space’). Notice that everything you experience has a spatial aspect: your body is more or less in the middle and extends in various directions, while sights and sounds are ‘out there’ further away, and thoughts and emotions are ‘in here’ somewhere. Then, see if you can relate primarily to the spatial aspect of experience rather than its sensory aspect; it’s as if your experience is a kind of fluxing, changing ‘volume’ of space which is somehow ‘textured’ with the sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings that are coming and going.
One final approach is to engineer a deliberate ‘turning around’ of your attention.
Find an object somewhere ‘out there’ in your environment, and point at it with your index finger. Focus on the object as you continue to point at it; direct all of your attention along the line of the pointing finger, toward the object.
Now, point at your own foot, and again focus on it as you continue to point at it, following the line of the pointing finger.
Next, point at your chest, and again focus on it as you continue to point, following the line of the pointing finger.
Now, point at the place where other people look when they look at your face, and follow the line of the pointing finger all the way back. What do you find there?
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
Perhaps the hardest part of this practice for many people is getting it off the ground: actually recognising this ‘awareness’ thing in the first place!
It might seem as if I’m describing something so subtle and mysterious that it would take years of deep meditation even to catch a glimpse of it. (I’ve had people tell me that this approach is far too advanced for them, and that they don’t even want to hear the instructions.)
But it’s actually quite the opposite. Awareness isn’t hard to see at all; rather, it’s so evident, so natural, so obvious that it’s easy to overlook. In the same way that the dull, unobtrusive hum of traffic on a nearby road quickly fades into the background until we no longer notice it at all, and our everyday habits and customs are basically invisible to us until we travel overseas and find that the locals do things differently, awareness can be difficult to locate because it’s how we’ve experienced every moment of our lives since the day we were born.
Once you’ve figured out a way to get in touch with awareness – and if it hasn’t happened yet, don’t worry, it will! – the next challenge is to learn to rest in that recognition, rather than immediately getting sucked back into the content of your experience.
As you become more familiar with awareness, you might notice that there’s a kind of ‘unmoving’ quality that’s somehow intrinsic to awareness – it’s as if all of the ‘movement’ in your experience happens within awareness, but awareness itself can be experienced as totally at rest. Similarly, awareness has a quality of inherent ‘lucidity’: even if the content of experience is fuzzy, perhaps because you’re tired or feeling under the weather, the awareness of that fuzzy experience is crystal-clear. Becoming familiar with these qualities can make it easier to reconnect with awareness moment by moment.
Finally, once you’re able to recognise awareness and abide in it, the next step is to see how stable and robust that connection can become.
It may help to notice that resting in awareness is actually pleasant, in a very subtle way. Personally, I found this surprising; I had expected awareness to be basically neutral. My theory is that, because one of the functions of awareness is to keep us alive, it might be that each moment of continued existence feels subtly positive because it motivates the whole mind-body system to keep that state of affairs going a while longer. In any case, whatever the reason for it, awareness does have a subtly pleasant quality that you might find you can tune into, and which will in turn help you to rest there. (That pleasantness might also take on qualities of wonder or love, which can be even more helpful.)
Once you have some degree of stability, see what happens if you deliberately introduce thoughts: do you immediately lose sight of awareness, or can you maintain your recognition? Start easy, with ‘meditation-related’ thoughts, perhaps one of the phrases from Chapter 5: Focus or Chapter 6: Love. Next, introduce more ‘neutral’ thoughts, and eventually even challenging or triggering thoughts, noticing at what point the mind becomes sufficiently entangled that the recognition of awareness is lost; then practise over and over until you’re able to maintain it even in the presence of the most difficult thoughts. Just remember that the movement is always towards less effort, less activity; it’s about recognising what underlies every moment of experience, letting go of whatever obscures awareness, rather than creating something that wasn’t already there.
You can also experiment with maintaining the recognition of awareness in activity. Again, use a gradual approach: perhaps start with walking meditation, then extend it to a simple neutral activity like brushing your teeth, and eventually include all types of activity – conversation is by far the most challenging, at least in my experience. (You’ll find more suggestions for meditative approaches to the activities of daily life in Part IV: Presence.)
As it becomes easier to recognise and abide in awareness, you might find that your sense of what awareness actually is changes too.
At first, you might see awareness as a kind of ‘container’ for experience. Above, I talked about sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings arising within awareness, and this is exactly how it feels for many people at first. There’s a sense of a kind of ‘space’ in which sensory phenomena can come and go, while the space itself remains untouched.
Even this much connection with awareness can be deeply valuable. Here, awareness can provide a place of refuge, a perspective that transcends the limited, self-referential commentary provided by the thinking mind – a space big enough to hold even the most difficult experiences whilst still leaving some room to breathe. When we’re caught up in a painful memory, a challenging emotion or a difficult relationship, if we allow ourselves to become totally focused on and contracted around that experience, it becomes our whole subjective universe in that moment. If we’re able to stay connected to our awareness, on the other hand, we can hold that difficult experience within a much larger space. A spoonful of salt makes a glass of water totally undrinkable, but the same spoonful of salt has basically no effect on a lake of fresh water. Awareness can serve us in the same way, helping us to lessen our identification with the tragicomic ‘story of me’ by providing a broader, more stable vantage point, no matter what’s going on – and all we need to do is to remember that this perspective is available to us. Over time, opening up to awareness becomes increasingly effortless, and our habitual patterns of contraction are correspondingly weakened.
This is already a pretty good place to be! Over time, however, you might come to see that the ‘awareness as container’ metaphor has its limitations. The apparent separation between ‘awareness’ and ‘its contents’ doesn’t really stand up to long-term scrutiny; rather, ‘awareness’ and ‘phenomena’ come to be seen as two sides of the same coin, two aspects of one underlying experience. It’s as if the inner silence that you initially found between your thoughts comes to pervade those thoughts. Sooner or later, you’ll recognise that, far from being merely a ‘container’ of experience, awareness is an integral aspect of everything you ever experience.
Throughout this book, I’ve been referring back to the idea that our experience is actually a kind of reality model, as opposed to direct, objective access to ‘things as they are’. Fundamentally, awareness is that reality model. And as we spend more and more time resting in awareness, we come to recognise the ‘model-ness’ of the model. In effect, we suddenly notice the window through which we’ve been seeing the world, and realise that our view was never the unmediated access to ‘things out there’ that we believed it to be.
When this happens, the reification that ordinarily forms part of our reality model – the inference of an objective reality based on our sensory perceptions – takes a significant hit, and may even stop entirely for a while. In such moments, experience can take on a dream-like or ‘virtual reality’ quality, a sense of being not quite as ‘real’ as we’d previously thought it to be. And while this might sound like it would be disturbing or even dangerous, in my experience it’s just the opposite – the world takes on a beautiful quality characterised by openness, peace, love and wonder, all without impairing my ability to function at the practical level.
We’ll talk in much greater detail about some of the striking experiences that can come out of meditation in the next chapter, so for now I’ll simply say that, in my view, ethical behaviour remains crucially important no matter what our meditative experiences might seem to show us. Awareness practice is intended to provide us with some inner resources to help us in our lives, rather than giving us permission to treat other people badly because they ‘don’t really exist’. (They’re as real as we are!) If the practice is turning us into colossal jerks, something is going badly wrong.
Ultimately, resting in awareness can help us to find an effortless, always-available perspective which both supports us through the events of our personal lives and illuminates the deeper nature of experiential reality itself.
It’s my favourite form of meditation, and I hope you get as much out of it as I have.
13: BREAKTHROUGHS: TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES
Gracious my lord,
I should report that which I say I saw,
But know not how to do ’t.
Macbeth, Act V, Scene 5.
BECOMING ONE WITH EVERYTHING, AND OTHER FUN EXPERIENCES
As we’ve seen, one interesting feature of meditation is its ability to lead us into radically altered states of consciousness. Furthermore, beyond simply getting high on joy or love, some altered states seem to present us with visions of a world that works on fundamentally different principles to our everyday reality.
Such experiences include, but are by no means limited to:
*the disappearance of the self; in which the felt sense of someone or something at the ‘centre’ of experience falls away, and all that’s left is an empty room with nobody on the meditation cushion;
*the disappearance of subject-object duality; in which the felt sense of separation between ‘me’ and ‘not me’ falls away, and the practitioner ‘becomes one with everything’;
*the disappearance of reification; in which the felt sense of an inherently existent something ‘in here’ perceiving inherently existent things ‘out there’ falls away, leading to a sense that ‘reality is like a dream’, ‘nothing is truly real’ or ‘everything is awareness’;
*the disappearance of discriminative consciousness; in which the felt sense of ‘better’ and ‘worse’ falls away, resulting in an experience of the present moment as being intrinsically perfect, regardless of the content of that moment;
*the disappearance of conceptualisation; in which any words that could be used to label what’s happening fall away, and experience becomes literally indescribable;
*the disappearance of conscious experience itself; in which experience simply stops – subjectively, the practitioner can only indirectly recognise a period of ‘missing time’.
(A much more extensive range of possible experiences can be found in Thomas Metzinger’s remarkable book The Elephant and the Blind6. While the main text of the book is quite dense and difficult in places, each chapter begins with a series of first-person reports from meditators who’ve had transformative experiences; just reading those reports is enough to give a sense of the range of possible experiences available to us.)
These experiences are often striking, profound and even life-changing – especially the first time they happen, when they have the greatest impact. I highly recommend them! Practising meditation long and deeply enough to experience these things for myself has been one of the most rewarding journeys of my life7.
But what’s actually going on here? Some people believe that these experiences reveal deep secrets about the fundamental nature of the universe – and that such revelations are the true value of meditation. Personally, though, I’ve always struggled with this idea; as cool as it sounded, it just didn’t make much sense to me that sitting still and paying attention to my breath could reveal deep cosmic secrets. And when I encountered the modern scientific theory of predictive processing/active inference – what I’ve been calling the ‘reality model’ in this book – it immediately seemed to me to offer a more convincing explanation for what’s going on. Rather than transcendental encounters with ‘deep cosmic truth’, perhaps instead these experiences are nothing more than the result of tweaks to our reality model – mere changes in perception that don’t tell us anything in particular about the universe ‘out there’. (That’s not to deny their transformative impact, however; I’ll return to this subject shortly.)
Still, if that’s true, then how come these breakthrough experiences feel so much like profound revelations about the nature of the universe?
Epiphanies are interesting. When we spend time trying to solve a problem, our minds erect a kind of conceptual scaffolding around it, trying out all sorts of different ideas to see if they help to resolve the question at hand. Finally, the breakthrough happens: everything clicks into place, and all of that scaffolding – the half-baked ideas, the failed theories, the speculative musings – falls away. We simply have the answer now; it’s clear and undeniable.
As a result, we come to associate a sudden feeling of simplicity and clarity with having found the truth.
So here’s the interesting part: meditative breakthroughs feel the same way. You might have noticed that the transformative experiences listed above are all expressed in negative language: some aspect of our reality model that’s been in place for so long that we take it for granted – that’s just how it is as far as we’re concerned – disappears, and we find ourselves catapulted into a different relationship with experiential reality. And, crucially, this new mode of experience is much simpler than our usual frame of reference – because we got there by switching something off, like the felt sense of self, or subject-object duality. The result is a sudden feeling of simplicity and clarity, coupled with a direct experience of a world that plays by a different set of rules.
So it’s only natural that a radical meditative experience feels like having touched into a profound truth, a sense of having peeked behind the curtain into the ‘real reality’ that lies beneath our mundane everyday existence. And that feeling is only reinforced when we find other meditators throughout history who’ve had the same experiences and drawn the same conclusions – and challenged when we meet other meditators who’ve had very similar experiences but drawn totally different conclusions! (Clearly, they’re the deluded ones, while we’re correct – right?)
But I think all of this is actually a kind of sidetrack. What I believe matters most about these experiences is the potential that they open up for us to experience our lives in a radically transformed way. Common to all of these experiences is a profound sense of relief, joy and/or love; an enormous opening of the heart and mind that results from letting go of our everyday preoccupations. To the extent that we’re able to touch and then integrate these experiences into the way we see the world, we gain immeasurable benefits for our personal wellbeing, and our capacity to help others is likewise dramatically increased.
In short, then, I humbly suggest that the most valuable takeaway from these remarkable moments is that what we experience is a model of reality, and that model is susceptible to training through meditation, as a result of which we can radically improve the quality of our lives.
That, to me, is far more helpful than having discovered some grand metaphysical secret about the nature of space and time – if the metaphysical secrets don’t help me when I’m getting caught up in an argument with a friend, who really cares? Conversely, if training myself to tweak my reality model allows me to cultivate a more open, resilient, loving attitude, enriching all of my relationships in every aspect of my life, then I don’t really care whether it’s ‘true’ or not because it’s so incredibly valuable to me.
Of course, all this is just my opinion! It’s one way of making sense of what’s going on, with strengths and weaknesses like any other. We’ll examine some popular alternatives in Chapter 18: Support; and we’ll explore the inherent limitations of all conceptual frameworks in Chapter 20: A Meaningful Life. If it’s more helpful for your personal practice to believe that meditation reveals deep truths about the nature of the cosmos, go right ahead.
That said, I do start to get concerned when people ascribe meanings to their meditative experiences that are ethically dangerous. Maybe someone feels that they ‘know’ that there are no separate beings outside of themselves because they’ve seen the ‘real truth’ now – and so it’s OK to lie, steal, cheat and hurt people, because nobody’s ‘really’ being harmed by these actions8. After all, reality is nothing but a dream anyway, right?
Personally, I don’t think so. It’s absolutely true that turning off reification results in a subjectively magical, dreamlike quality to experience. (It’s quite beautiful; again, I recommend it!) But I don’t think that means that waking reality is exactly the same as a dream. For one, the waking world has a remarkable (and often undesirable) consistency to it that even my most lucid dreams lack. If I close my eyes and open them again, or turn around in a circle, the room I’m in now looks basically the same when I’m awake, whereas the landscape might have transformed quite radically in a dream. Dreams (the lucid ones especially) are also highly responsive to my intention – if I decide I can fly, I can – whereas I’ve never been able to pull that trick off while awake. All in all, it simply makes more sense to me to suppose that I’m a real human being embedded in a physical environment surrounded by other people, and that the most appropriate way to behave is to treat the people around me with respect, just as I hope they’ll respect me.
Another interesting category of experiences that people sometimes report in meditative circles is what we might call ‘visions’. I’ve heard people describe encounters with angels and demons who imparted wisdom, prophecies, dire warnings and more.
Now, I’m not the best person to ask about this; I’ve had only a tiny amount of it in my own practice, most of which felt to me somewhat akin to drifting into a dream. To my knowledge, I haven’t encountered any supernatural entities. I did have one strange experience in which it felt like I visited a vast, ancient realm populated by immense beings when I’d spent a very long time in a highly altered state (specifically, the sixth meditative absorption – see Chapter 7: Absorption for details), but honestly that felt more like a vivid nightmare that lingered after waking rather than anything ‘real’. (I’ve never been back there since. Maybe the beings weren’t that impressed with me…)
It probably won’t surprise you to learn that here, too, I lean toward a naturalistic explanation. We do know that our brains can do remarkable things. People who experience dissociative identity disorder are capable of quite literally being two or more different personalities at different times, for example; and recently I saw a scientific paper9 proposing that the ‘voices’ that schizophrenics hear are the result of the brain forgetting to make the usual distinction between internally generated thoughts and externally perceived sounds, with the result that an inner monologue sounds exactly like an invisible voice coming from outside the hearer.
Well, if the brain can do all that, and taking into account the remarkable malleability of perception that can be experienced by anyone whose mind is still and clear enough, I think there’s a strong possibility that many of these visionary experiences can be explained along similar lines: our reality model simply slips out of its usual alignment, with the result that we see, hear and feel things that seem very much out of the ordinary, but have no deeper meaning than that. Personally, I find this explanation simpler and thus more convincing than one which requires me to believe in the existence of a whole unseen world which somehow interacts with ours in ways that we can’t measure and only very occasionally experience; but, as I said, this is just my opinion, and you’re welcome to disagree!
Nevertheless, I’d like to return to my point above: regardless of what’s ‘actually’ going on here, the types of experiences that emerge from meditative practice can be profoundly, beautifully life-altering. And if you’re at all interested in any of this stuff, I wholeheartedly encourage you to practise until you’ve experienced them for yourself too.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
I’d love to be able to give a straightforward set of instructions for how to trigger a transformative breakthrough, but unfortunately that doesn’t seem to be how it works. I’ve come to believe that meditation really just makes such experiences more likely to arise, and the more we meditate the more likely they become. The specific method doesn’t actually seem to be terribly important – almost any method will work if you have the right conditions for practice.
I used to have this backwards. I remember one long retreat where I was very interested in subject-object non-duality, so I did a lot of practice that was themed around exploring the boundaries between inner and outer, self and other; and, a couple of weeks later, I started to have definite experiences of the boundary between subject and object softening and eventually dissolving. That’s cause and effect, right? But then, over the years that followed, I taught many classes and retreats where I shared my ‘method’ for experiencing non-duality – and the results were mediocre at best. I now suspect that I could probably have been doing almost any other type of meditation and still had the same experience, or an equivalent one.
In short, then, it comes back to the basics of meditation. Select one or more practices that you’re willing to commit to for a while, do them as diligently as you can, and let the outcome take care of itself.
Just keep at it. Stay the course, and sooner or later the results will come and find you.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
It turns out that meditation isn’t the only possible trigger for transformative breakthroughs. People report remarkably similar experiences in a wide range of other contexts too.
Perhaps the most popular at the time of writing is psychedelic substances. I’ve never taken a psychedelic (as far as I know!), so I’m the wrong person to ask about what this feels like from the inside; but the reports I’ve heard certainly sound like these substances have a similar effect, in the sense that they destabilise the reality model of the person who takes them, resulting in radically altered perceptions that can feel deeply meaningful to the one having them.
Other situations which can induce such experiences include sweat lodges, sleep deprivation (a common feature of many meditation retreats), sensory deprivation, extreme physical exertion, extended fasting, and even severe emotional crisis. In short, it seems that anything which pushes the human organism far enough outside its usual operating parameters can trigger wildly altered states (which, again, fits with the idea that we’re disordering our reality model).
All of these activities – including meditation – carry certain dangers. Anytime we push ourselves outside our usual ‘safe zone’, we run the risk of damaging ourselves: physically, mentally, or both. At the same time, however, living entirely within our comfort zone leads to complacency and stagnation. So the question is how much risk we’re willing to take in exchange for the potential rewards of personal growth and transformation.
There’s something to be said for taking a leap of faith and plunging into a deeply challenging experience. But there’s also something to be said for taking care of ourselves, reading the possible side effects on the label and going into unfamiliar territory with our eyes wide open. There’s no simple way to tell what’s ‘safe’ and what isn’t; ultimately, there’s no risk-free human activity. But please be careful in your explorations, and if you’re drawn towards the more extreme end of the spectrum, I highly recommend doing it with expert supervision.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
In the early days of meditation practice, it’s very common to experience nothing more unusual than a sense of mild disappointment! People who come to my beginners’ courses often struggle with boredom and mind-wandering, and ask me when the practice will start to ‘work’. (The more convinced they were before taking up the practice that it was going it change their lives, the more disappointed they tend to be after a week of trying to focus on the breath while the mind wanders in every other direction.)
If they stick with it, however, they eventually come to recognise some benefits from the practice: a little more stillness, clarity and presence in their lives, perhaps a sense of slightly greater ease, being less rattled by situations that would previously have bothered them, that sort of thing. OK, they’ll think, I get it now; meditation works! It makes me a little bit happier and more relaxed. Cool.
But all of that seems pretty far removed from what I’ve been talking about in this chapter: radically altered states of consciousness, transformative experiences and life-changing breakthroughs. It’s not uncommon for meditators with a little experience under their belt to become actively suspicious of such claims, or to put them down to the influence of drugs or psychosis.
Yet these experiences do happen, and they do change lives. They’ve happened to me, and I’ve seen them happen to plenty of other people too. And, if you keep practising, they might happen to you too.
Note the word might in that last sentence. It isn’t a guaranteed thing. I know people who’ve meditated for decades without having a ‘blow your socks off’-type experience. And, actually, that isn’t always a bad thing!
Radical breakthroughs can be wonderful, beautiful experiences, but they can also be highly disruptive. It’s very common for people who’ve had a major experience to become rather destabilised for a while. As a minimum, they tend to become rather zealous about the practice, particularly the specific one they were doing at the time (which they now know to be the One True Way to meditate), and potentially rather full of themselves since they’re now in possession of deep secrets about the universe. This is where it can really help to have an experienced teacher: both to normalise whatever experiences you might have had, and to bring your feet back down to the ground and put things in perspective.
Another problem with these experiences is that they don’t last. Sooner or later, whatever curtain opened up for you will close once again, and you’ll find yourself back in the conventional perspective. Now you know beyond doubt that there’s another way to see things… but it’s hidden again, like the moon disappearing behind the clouds. This can be very frustrating and upsetting, especially if seeing the moon felt really wonderful; people will spend a lot of time and effort trying to get back to that experience again. But even if you do catch another glimpse of the moon, it’s very likely that the impact won’t be the same; now, you’re rediscovering something that’s at least a little bit familiar, as opposed to having a radically new experience.
Of course, it’s very much worth the effort to find ways to reconnect with the experiences that your practice has opened up. As I said in Chapter 7: Absorption, the first task with any altered state or new perspective is to have the experience for the first time, then the second task is to figure out how to get back there. Repeatedly returning to a particular altered state makes it more familiar and easier to access, and thus whatever benefits that state confers become more readily available to you. That’s a good thing, and absolutely worth doing.
But it’s also helpful to keep in mind that the novelty always wears off, even with the most rarefied states of consciousness, and we don’t want to end up chasing our past peak experiences like the proverbial high school quarterback or cheerleader forever looking back on the big game that’s now long gone. (This can be a hard thing to realise – it’s been that way for me, because I was really interested in altered states and transformative experiences when I started meditating, and it was quite a wrench when I realised that re-experiencing these states was having less and less impact each time. I came to meditation because I was looking for something extraordinary, so to have these experiences become ordinary was something of a gut-punch. Still, I got over it, and you will too, assuming it even becomes an issue.)
It’s also important to highlight that, in the long run, these moments of sudden dramatic shifts in perspective are less important than the long-term changes that practice brings about in our lives – and those changes are available with or without transformative experiences. All of meditation involves becoming familiar with and learning to manipulate our reality model, and most of that work happens little by little in the course of our daily practice. Over the weeks, months and years of practice, we develop the practical skills of stillness, clarity and presence; refining our reality model to be more accurate, flexible and effective is much more valuable in the long run than merely disrupting it and having a wacky experience.
The benefits of practice can show up in different ways. Sometimes we’ll experience a genuine watershed, after which there’s a noticeable step-change in our lives, akin to being outside when a thunderstorm kicks off and getting drenched all at once. Other times, it’s a much subtler process, like going for a walk in a fine mist which gradually, imperceptibly soaks you to the skin. Either way, by the time you get home you’re wet through. (In this metaphor, that’s a good thing…)
In the long run, these questions actually lose their importance. Practice becomes a part of who we are; we go beyond wondering whether the practice is ‘working’, because we can see any time we choose to notice it how our practice has enriched our lives, and altered states become just something else that might happen from time to time, not particularly special or unusual. At that point, people often find that they become more interested in helping others than actively seeking to deepen their personal practice – even though that personal practice continues to deepen of its own accord anyway. Extending practice into daily life also comes to the forefront, if it hasn’t already – and that’s where we’ll turn next.
PART IV: PRESENCE
14: INTRODUCTION TO PRESENCE
The labour we delight in physics pain.
Macbeth, Act II, Scene 3.
OVERVIEW OF PRESENCE PRACTICES
Formal meditation is a wonderful thing, but it only goes so far. It’s not uncommon for people to reach a point where they experience great stillness and clarity during meditation itself, but somehow those benefits don’t seem to translate into daily life, where there’s so much going on and it’s so easy to get distracted. But it turns out that some of the greatest benefits of practice come from bringing our skills of stillness and clarity into the realm of activity.
The central challenge here is to find ways to cultivate enough presence of mind to remember to apply our skills, thus enabling us to show up as fully as possible for whatever task is at hand; so, in this part of the book, we’ll take a look at some techniques aimed at helping us to do just that.
We’ll start with embodiment: how we can feel into and work with our own bodies in the course of everyday situations. The body can serve both as a valuable source of information and as an always-available anchor for present-moment attention, so it’s well worth taking the time to get in touch with it if you haven’t already.
Next, we’ll look at flow: how it feels to be ‘in the zone’, and how to get there. We’ll see how the flow state is a natural consequence of the skills we’ve been developing throughout the book, and thereby open the door to a much greater access to what researchers have dubbed the ‘optimal human experience’.
Then we’ll explore intuition: how we can tune into and live more and more in accord with our own inner voice of wisdom, keenly sensitive to the needs of the present moment, and the advantages (and some surprising drawbacks!) of doing so.
Finally, we’ll conclude with an examination of sources of external support for an ongoing meditation practice: teachers, texts and traditions. We’ll see how to translate the principles expressed in this book into other contexts, and how to work constructively with people and situations that don’t totally sit right with us.
15: EMBODIMENT: WALKING THE WALK
Action is eloquence.
Coriolanus, Act III, Scene 2.
GROUNDING AWARENESS IN THE BODY
Some people seem to be naturally in tune with their bodies. Not me! I work in the technology sector, and for many of us our bodies are little more than vehicles to move our brains from place to place. (It’s perhaps telling that my original outline for this book didn’t include a chapter on embodiment.)
Disconnection from the body isn’t limited to the tech world, either. In meditation circles, a common phenomenon is the so-called ‘disembodied meditator’: someone who has become adept (often profoundly so) at manipulating the mind, but for whom the body is an afterthought, perhaps viewed merely as something inconvenient to be transcended and then forgotten.
But if we neglect our bodies, we’re missing a trick. Several, actually.
For one, regardless of how advanced our meditation practice has become, our bodies still support that practice. If we neglect our physical health, we’ll find those lovely meditative states harder and harder to access. Conversely, if our bodies are healthy and strong then we’ll be able to sit for longer with greater ease.
For another, unless we’re willing to renounce human society and live as hermits, we have to deal with other people, and that means experiencing challenging emotions and moods from time to time. Other people have a way of pushing our buttons, and if we don’t have some degree of emotional intelligence grounded in bodily awareness then we’re going to have a really hard time dealing with relationships in general, let alone challenging ones.
The body is our first and best source of information about what’s going on emotionally. If we learn to recognise the physical signature of emotions in our bodies (butterflies in the stomach when nervous, tension in the jaw when angry), we become much more sensitive to our own emotional state and how it might be colouring our judgement. Indeed, one of the most life-changing aspects of my own meditation practice is that it’s given me enough bodily awareness to recognise when I need to go for a walk rather than replying to an annoying email straight away. As I re-read the previous sentence, it sounds almost laughably trivial, but I can assure you it’s made a huge difference. There have been regrettable situations in my life that I can never take back because I acted in haste whilst in the grip of anger, fear or both, and to the extent that embodiment can help me to dodge similar bullets in the future, it’s worth its weight in gold.
The body can also provide us with an always-available anchor for our attention, helping us to stay grounded in the present moment. As we’ve seen, our minds are prone to wandering thoughts, and it’s very easy to get caught up in them and drawn into worrying about the future or agonising over the past. This tendency is especially common as we go about our daily activities, where there’s so much going on and so many opportunities to become distracted without really noticing it. Formal meditation is a much more supportive environment in this respect: it’s easier to notice when we’ve become caught up in mind-wandering if we’re just sitting still paying attention to the breath, rather than navigating the supermarket and talking to someone on the phone at the same time.
So let’s take a look first at a simple practice for cultivating some degree of embodiment, then explore a few more methods in the next section.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
Pick a simple activity that doesn’t require thought: brushing your teeth, making a cup of tea, going up or down a flight of stairs, something like that.
Now, as you perform this activity, see if you can focus your attention on your body. Feel what’s happening as you carry out the task. Experiment both with feeling particular sensations (the pressure of your feet on the floor, for example) and with a broader, gentler awareness of the body as a whole. Anytime you notice that your attention has wandered, whether it’s into thought or somewhere else, simply return to your awareness of the body.
Notice whether you seem to be observing your body from afar, as if you’re a disembodied watcher peering through binoculars from a distant tower, or a scientist making impartial observations. If so, see if you can inhabit your body rather than studying it; feel your body from the inside. If you notice any kind of mental commentary or analysis, just treat it as another type of distraction: let it go and return to the felt sense of your body.
You might find that you’re able to have some awareness of the body whilst at the same time also engaging in a train of thought. If so, set the thoughts aside for the moment, and focus fully on your body. Allow your thinking mind to take a break; it’ll be there when you need it.
And that’s it. It’s as simple as it sounds. Carry out some simple physical task, and be in your body as you’re doing it. Just brush your teeth, make tea, go up or down the stairs, and feel what’s happening with your body as you do that. No need for anything extra.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
Some meditators find that they’re able to go far beyond this simple exercise and cultivate a continuous awareness of the body, splitting their attention so that some small portion of it is always anchored in the body while the rest of their attention is available for whatever else is going on. It’s best to start small, with a few simple tasks like those mentioned above, and then gradually extend the awareness of your body into more and more activities; eventually, you’ll reach a tipping point, after which you’re aware of the body more often than not, and from that point on it’s just a matter of extending your body awareness to the last few tricky situations where it’s still being lost.
Full disclosure: the previous paragraph is hearsay! I’ve never been able to get even close to that level of body awareness. I can manage it in the context of the simple sorts of tasks I suggested above, but as soon as things get more complex – which for me involves any kind of technical work or any kind of human interaction, to name just two categories – my body awareness goes out of the window, because I need my whole attention for the task. In fact, attempting to maintain an awareness of the body in those situations actually interferes with my effectiveness, because now I have less than my full capacity available to deal with the situation at hand. Since I make my living by dealing with highly complex technical problems and discussing them with other people, that isn’t really an option.
For me, then, it’s worked much better to have a kind of ‘intermittent check-in’ approach to cultivating body awareness. While I’m at my desk doing research, my mind is as completely focused on the work as it can be; then, when I get up to make a cup of tea or stretch my legs, I’ll do my best to inhabit my body fully – at least when I remember to do so! (Remembering to apply these practices is considerably more than half the battle…)
And, actually, even periodic check-ins can be very helpful. I’ll routinely find myself holding tension in my body, and on days when I consistently remember to check in and relax, I feel much better overall than on days when I forget completely and only notice in my evening meditation that my body is an aching mass of misery.
Something else that’s well worth doing is actively exploring the effect that emotions have on the body. I mentioned above that developing a familiarity with the physical ‘signature’ of emotions can really help to provide a more nuanced awareness of your current state; it’s certainly possible to do that by noticing emotions as they arise, either in your meditation practice or in daily life, but it can speed up the process quite a bit if you actively evoke those emotions. The practices in Chapter 6: Love offer some ideas for how to go about doing this, and can be applied to ‘negative’ emotions like fear and anger just as easily as ‘positive’ emotions like love and compassion.
Finally, physical practices such as yoga and t’ai chi can really help to deepen embodiment. Actually, any physical activity can work if it’s approached in the right way. I’ve studied martial arts for most of my life, but a lot of that time was spent focusing purely on performance – making the same shapes as everyone else, trying to get faster and stronger, but with little to no awareness of what was actually happening in my body. I’ve seen this type of externalised, performance-oriented comparison happen in yoga classes too. Conversely, when I go running, I’ll often use it as an opportunity to deepen my embodiment. (Sometimes I’ll do the same with cycling, but when I’m on the roads I need a lot more situational awareness to make sure I don’t collide with a car, and as I mentioned above, I find ‘splitting’ my attention between the body and something else quite difficult, so I tend only to do this when I’m on a nice straight cycle path and I can see that there’s nobody else around.)
Ultimately, any physical activity can be a doorway to greater embodiment, if we remember to take the opportunities presented to us.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
I’ll be honest, I have plenty of room for improvement where embodiment is concerned! But here’s what I’ve seen so far.
When I started out, like I said, my body was pretty much a transport mechanism for my brain. Despite having studied martial arts most of my life, I had next to no physical awareness, let alone emotional literacy.
Meditation taught me the art of turning my attention inward, and through a mixture of stillness and clarity practices I learnt to feel what was going on in my body far more than I ever had before. And when, as I described in Chapter 8: Unburdening, I started venturing into the territory of unresolved psychological material, I started really feeling emotions in a big way. Since then there’s been a steady process of becoming more aware of what’s going on in my body, what it means and how to manage it.
I do now find that bringing my attention to the body in one of the periodic check-ins I described above is very helpful. If I notice that I’m caught up in thought and try to come into ‘the present moment’ in a vague, non-specific way, I often find that my attention is quickly pulled back into thoughts; perhaps I’ve had some relief from the endless churn of mental activity, but only for a moment. Whereas if I notice my body, and particularly if I take some time to feel into my posture, relax, find a sense of alignment and allow my weight to drop down through the structure of my body into the floor rather than being held up through patterns of muscular tension, the end result is much more effective. (For whatever reason, stretching after exercise seems to be particularly powerful, often causing my mind to go quiet almost immediately, as if I’d been meditating for three quarters of an hour on a good day.)
Based on my own experience, I would suggest not beating yourself up if you find the prospect of cultivating a continuous connection to the body to be totally unachievable. If you can do it, that’s wonderful; more power to you. But if not, just do the best you can. In the end, that’s all we can ever do; these techniques are meant to help us in our own lives, not to give us a stick with which to beat ourselves if we don’t measure up to someone else’s standard. So please take this as an invitation find your own relationship to your body, just as much as is helpful and appropriate for you.
16: FLOW: BEING IN THE ZONE
For never anything can be amiss
When simpleness and duty tender it.
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act V, Scene 1.
OPTIMAL HUMAN EXPERIENCE
In the late 1960s, psychologist Mihály Csikszentmihályi set out to explore what he termed optimal human experience: those moments of our lives in which we feel the most fully alive, in which we can ‘lose ourselves’.
His research discovered remarkable commonality in optimal experiences across gender, nationality, social status, profession and personal wealth; the people he interviewed described their most rewarding moments in fundamentally the same ways no matter what they were actually doing. Common to all of them was a sense that the activity was intrinsically rewarding – that is, worth doing for its own sake, rather than merely as a means to an end. But the activities themselves varied widely. The conclusion that Csikszentmihályi drew from this was that achieving an optimal human experience is not so much about the particular activity that we’re engaged in, but much more about our relationship to that activity.
Csikszentmihályi coined the term flow to describe this relationship, and identified six factors which characterise flow states10:
Now, you’ll probably recognise some of the points above as themes that have shown up throughout this book:
*(1): training the mind to focus on the present moment is the essence of the practices in Part II: Stillness (although I’d probably use a word like ‘complete’ or ‘wholehearted’ rather than ‘intense’ in a meditative context to avoid over-efforting);
*(3): the absence of self-referential thought is another common consequence of stillness practice, while the practices in Part III: Clarity may lead to a decrease in or de-reification of self-oriented thinking;
*(5): meditators commonly report distortions in their sense of time, with stillness practices often leading to a sense of time passing more swiftly, and open awareness practices giving a sense of time having slowed to a snail’s pace;
*(6): over time most meditators come to find the practice to be intrinsically rewarding as opposed to something to endure only to obtain the beneficial side effects of practice; fundamentally, it turns out to be enjoyable in its own right to focus the mind completely and set aside distractions for a while11.
This last point also provides the bridge into the other two factors of flow (2 and 4). It turns out that it isn’t only in meditation that it’s enjoyable to be completely focused; actually, the same is true of any activity. A Harvard study12 tracking subjective reports of wellbeing while engaged in a variety of everyday tasks showed that people reported feeling better when more focused on the task at hand – and, crucially, that their level of focus was a stronger predictor of wellbeing than the nature of the task! Even something ‘unpleasant’ like cleaning a toilet can be experienced as rewarding if we can set aside any thought of what we’d prefer to be doing right now and simply focus completely on the activity of cleaning, while a seemingly ‘pleasant’ task like watching a movie can be unenjoyable if we’re only vaguely paying attention to what’s going on whilst doom-scrolling on our phones and worrying about what might happen tomorrow.
The key to finding the flow state, then, is to apply the meditative skills that we’ve explored earlier in the book to the activities of our daily lives; to give ourselves completely to the task at hand, letting wandering thoughts and self-consciousness fall away.
It may well be that you’ve already had some experiences of flow; perhaps these were one-off episodes, or maybe you’ve found one or more activities that can reliably bring about flow. For me, writing and coding are very reliable flow triggers; playing music can be, but I’m not very technically skilled, and mistakes tend to kick me out of the zone. Doing t’ai chi is another doorway into a very gentle, relaxing flow state, provided I’m willing to let go fully into it and allow the movements to play out without comparing myself to the other people in the class. Teaching meditation can also be an opportunity for flow if I’m not too nervous; when my body is fighting me, it’s hard to let go of self-consciousness (factor 3 above), but once I get into it I can ‘lose myself’ into the subject matter – I’ll often get to the end of a class or talk with only a fairly vague idea of what I actually said, because the material had taken on a life of its own and was simply flowing forth.
(At this point, I can’t help but notice how fortunate I am. My list of flow activities above is basically a summary of my career in technology, my side hustle as a meditation teacher, and my hobbies as a musician and martial artist. Not bad!)
But the key point here isn’t to identify a list of particular activities that will be your personal set of doorways to flow. Rather, it’s that flow comes about as a result of our relationship to any activity – and that relationship is trainable. Flow is always a possibility if we can learn to engage so completely with the task at hand that we leave no room for self-referential thinking, no space for a sense of separation between me over here and the task over there. In essence, we ‘simply’ need to suspend the part of ourselves that sits on the sidelines offering commentary and criticism, whether it’s finding endless room for improvement or congratulating us on how amazing we are. Once this voice is quietened, at least for a time, we can ‘lose ourselves’ into the activity, and thus experience flow.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
It’s difficult to give explicit instructions for flow itself, because if you have enough spare capacity to be checking to see if you’re in flow, you aren’t in flow! The flow state is one of those experiences that you can only recognise in retrospect; at the time you’re too engaged in the activity itself.
What we can do, however, is look at the conditions which help flow states to arise. One version of these conditions suggests that you’ll need:
For these reasons, extreme sports are very common flow triggers, since their inherent danger has a way of focusing the mind. (This should not be taken as an encouragement to put yourself in dangerous situations!)
Perhaps you can think of some skilled activities already in your repertoire which might fit the bill. This can be a good place to start your exploration of flow. Choose an activity which is right on the edge of your current skill level, and see what happens!
In a meditative context, however, you can practise bringing wholehearted engagement to any activity, even one that you wouldn’t ordinarily consider to be ‘skilled’, like brushing your teeth or making a cup of tea. The key is to bring such total focus to the task at hand that there’s no room for anything else. The result is a flow-like experience; one which perhaps lacks the intensity and danger of the ‘extreme sports’ variety of flow, but which nevertheless can allow for the dropping-off of the sense of separation between you and the activity and the quietening down of the inner commentator. Give it a try, and see if you find the resulting experience to be intrinsically enjoyable in its own quiet, subtle way.
Like the practices in Chapter 5: Focus, it can take a little calibration and experimentation to find the right attitude here. An attitude of gentle curiosity is much more effective than trying to force yourself to pay close attention to what’s going on. It might help to notice small details of the task, since this can often lead to a richer and more engaging experience; but if this leads to a kind of mental box-ticking or sensory overwhelm which pulls you out of the activity then it’s gone too far. The trick is to find a way to let go into the activity, like slipping into a river and allowing the current to carry you along.
Experimentation is crucial here: play around! Approach flow more like a game than a serious business; if you’re too severe or self-critical, flow is very unlikely to manifest.
It doesn’t have to be perfect – indeed, the perfect is almost always the enemy of the good here. Even a little bit of focus brought to an activity improves your experience of it; a little less self-consciousness, a little less worry or criticism, a little less time spent comparing yourself to others, a little less energy wasted on unnecessary, off-topic mental activity. Any amount of this is a good thing. So don’t be too concerned about whether your experiences ‘count’ as flow; instead, simply focus on giving yourself completely to the task at hand, whatever that looks like for you in the moment. The rest is just noise.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
Csikszentmihályi’s excellent book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience gives a wide range of examples of activities in which people have found flow, and offers many suggestions for engineering flow states. I’d definitely recommend it if this is something you’d like to explore further.
Ultimately, the key is to find a way to generate enough interest in the activity that your mind will pay very close attention to it for its whole duration, rather than dipping in and out while simultaneously thinking about what’s on at the cinema. I’ve already mentioned paying attention to details as one way to encourage this; another approach is to ‘gamify’ the activity, perhaps setting yourself little challenges like completing the activity within a certain period of time or to a certain standard. Again, make it fun! The point is not to turn every activity into an opportunity to beat yourself up for your failures (and if that’s happening, you’re setting the difficulty level way too high – remember, you’re looking for a balance between challenge and skill). The point is to find ways to make the activity more interesting, just like we explored counting the breaths in Chapter 5: Focus in order to make the breathing slightly more engaging as a meditation object.
One more point on the challenge-skill balance is that you do need to have some skill in a particular activity for it to be a candidate for flow. Learning something new can often be a rather self-conscious process; and even if that isn’t the case for you, there’s no possibility of flow if your current level of skill simply isn’t up to the challenge of the task in front of you. That’s fine! The good news is that you already know how to do all kinds of things – you’re unlikely to have a lot of fundamental questions remaining when it comes to brushing your teeth, for example – so you have plenty of opportunities for flow at other times.
It’s also worth emphasising again that anything can be a potential candidate for flow. It doesn’t have to be something ‘worthy’ or ‘meditative’. Playing video games, doing puzzles, listening to music, going for a run. In general, it’s actually quite helpful to take the attitude that the meditative qualities of stillness, clarity and presence can be found pretty much anywhere if we only remember to look; doing so greatly increases our opportunities to learn and develop further.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
As I mentioned, you may well already have one or more favourite flow activities in your life; and whether or not that’s the case, you can experiment with bringing this attitude of complete, wholehearted focus to any and all activities in your daily life. Each time you succeed, you’ll have another little window of flow in your life, another opportunity to set down the burden of the inner commentator and lose yourself in a simple activity for a time.
Over time, you’ll find it easier to enter flow, for longer periods, in a wider range of circumstances. Since flow is intrinsically rewarding, it’s a condition that your mind-body process wants to enter, so it’s really just a matter of persistence until it starts to open up.
A natural question that might arise is whether we should seek to be in flow all the time, or if that’s even possible.
Personally, I don’t think so. For one thing, the complete focus of flow doesn’t really tolerate interruptions. But life is full of interruptions – at least, mine is! One of the reasons I prefer working from home rather than being in the office, even though we have much better heating and air conditioning in the office, is because when I decide to engage in a technical task I can lose myself in it without fear of a colleague wanting ‘just a minute’ for a quick chat about something. And even if I were able to engineer a distraction-free environment, sooner or later each task comes to a natural end, and I have to decide what to do next, so my experience is at best characterised by a series of opportunities for flow punctuated by context switches rather than one continuous flow state. I’ve sometimes wondered if the very simple life of a hermit or a monk could offer greater opportunities for longer periods of flow – if, indeed, that’s what draws some people to that lifestyle – but I’ve never lived that way myself so I don’t know for sure.
Moreover, as enjoyable as it is to jump into the river and let ourselves be carried by it, sometimes it’s crucial to have the option to sit at the water’s edge and observe what’s going on without being fully immersed in it. It’s important to have the ability to be self-reflective sometimes, to examine our thoughts, emotions and behaviour while standing back at a safe distance. Indeed, the alternative – spending all our time hanging out in enjoyable states while avoiding dealing with uncomfortable truths about ourselves and our lives – is one of the most common ways to abuse meditation.
So my impression is that flow is ultimately just another skill, just another tool in the meditator’s arsenal. Rather than trying to find a one-size-fits-all answer to every moment of life, I think it’s more of a question of figuring out what’s most appropriate in each situation.
Which brings us neatly on to the subject of the next chapter: intuition.
17: INTUITION: DECISION-MAKING MADE EASY
My heart suspects more than mine eye can see.
Titus Andronicus, Act II, Scene 3.
TRUSTING YOUR GUT
If we examine our cognitive activity carefully, we find two distinct processes. One is the slow, deliberate, effortful operation of analytical thinking, our primary tool for solving complex problems when a step-by-step approach is required. The other is the immediate, instinctive, effortless function of intuition, where a ‘gut feeling’ tells us what needs to happen next.
The problem-solving abilities of analytical thought are immensely powerful. It’s no exaggeration to say that, without them, we wouldn’t have modern science, technology or philosophy.
However, this kind of thinking also has its limitations. For one, it can sometimes become overwhelming: I think most of us are familiar with ‘analysis paralysis’, the situation in which we find ourselves ‘stuck’ trying to figure out which path to take because there are too many options. It’s also time-consuming and fatiguing, and its effectiveness falls off as we become tired (which is why it’s harder to solve a Sudoku puzzle or play good chess when it’s past our bedtime).
By comparison, intuition is much faster, since it doesn’t require the deliberate step-by-step approach of analytical thinking; we simply know (or feel) what to do. This kind of instinctive decision-making saves us a huge amount of time and energy, and feels natural, obvious and fluid, unfolding in harmony with the situation at hand rather than having the comparatively detached quality of analytical thinking.
Unfortunately, there are drawbacks to the intuitive approach too. In order to make decisions quickly and easily, intuition basically skips the hard bits. If there’s a complex question that we can’t answer easily (‘Who would be best suited to the vacant role in my team?’), intuition will instead silently substitute an easier question (‘Who do I like best out of the interview candidates?’) and offer an answer to the latter as if it’s an answer to the former! This avoids the cognitive cost of analytical thinking whilst still providing a decision – but the problem is that it’s a decision based on answering the wrong question. As such, intuition is the source of cognitive biases: systematic errors in reasoning such as confirmation bias (the tendency to cherry-pick evidence supporting our existing beliefs), anchoring bias (relying on the first thing we heard even when we’re given better information later), affinity bias (preferring ‘people like us’ over others), and many, many more.
So it isn’t that one type of cognition is better than the other. Analytical thinking and intuition both have their pros and cons. Rather, at least for the purposes of this book, the question is whether we’re using these two systems as effectively as we could; and, in particular, whether we’re spending unnecessary time wrapped up in tiring, time-consuming analytical thinking when we could be using intuition instead, thereby enjoying an easier, less effortful way of moving through the world.
Note that intuition is not the same as flow as described in the previous chapter. In flow, we experience an absence of self-referential thought, but not necessarily an absence of analytical thought. Here’s an example. For me, solving a medium-difficulty Sudoku puzzle can be a flow activity; I can lose myself completely in the puzzle, and I find the activity very rewarding for its own sake even though nothing meaningful is ‘accomplished’ at the end of it. But it’s also a methodical, deliberate process, driven mostly by analytical thinking. From time to time intuition might suggest that a certain number ‘feels’ right or wrong for a particular cell, but I still have to check that suggestion through analysis if I want to avoid mistakes.
It’s also important to make a distinction between intuition and reactivity. Following the promptings of our intuition isn’t quite the same as acting on every impulse that pops into our heads. Some of those impulses are nothing more than random brain noise, while others relate to deep-seated patterns of emotional reactivity based in the kind of psychological baggage I described in Chapter 8: Unburdening, and we’re actually much better off not acting on that stuff. The big difference is that reactivity tends to feel pressured or compelled, whereas intuition has a gentler, more open quality to it, a feeling of obviousness rather than urgency. I spill some water and immediately reach for something to mop it up – not because someone will shout at me if I don’t, but because there’s water where there shouldn’t be and cleaning it up is simply the obvious thing to do right now. The difference in these feelings is difficult to describe in words, but not so difficult to feel in practice, so let’s take a look now at how we might explore the role of intuition in the course of our lives.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
The key here is to learn to recognise that on some level you immediately know what needs to happen in many situations. That’s the voice of intuition.
The next time you find yourself feeling uncertain, stuck or blocked in some way, you might ask yourself: ‘What needs to happen here?’ Then listen, and see if, in some subtle way, you already know the answer – or at least you know an answer, some way to move the situation forward (even if you don’t want to do it!).
You might find that it’s difficult to hear that quiet inner prompting at first. Perhaps it’s drowned out by other, louder voices: ‘Well, you ought to be doing this!’ ‘No, you can’t do that!’ ‘So-and-so wouldn’t do it that way!’ The exploration of intuition may reveal layers of conditioning you’ve internalised from parents, teachers, caregivers, authority figures and peers; much of this is likely to have been meant well, but it can result in a paralysing web of restrictions that seems to leave no viable options in the moment. In that sense, it can require a certain amount of courage to open up to your own intuition, to trust your inner promptings without first filtering them through all of those externally imposed rules.
As such, it can be helpful to approach intuition as a conscious practice at first, and to include a checking step. Listen to the voice of intuition, but then ask yourself: Is this OK, or am I about to do something dangerous or unethical? Is this a genuinely intuitive decision, or has my emotional reactivity been triggered? Notice, too, how it feels: is this coming from a place of openness and freedom, or one of tight, urgent compulsion? And is this situation actually one where analytical thinking really is the better choice, where cognitive biases could be a serious problem (such as hiring someone)?
This checking step acts as a kind of safety net, a way to build confidence in yourself. Through a careful exploration of intuition, you’ll learn from experience when it’s safe to rely on your gut feelings and when you really do need to bring analysis into the picture. Over time, you’ll need to check less and less often, and you’ll find yourself spending less energy on unnecessary analytical thinking whilst still bringing it to bear on those situations where it’s appropriate.
Finally, please be patient with yourself when something goes wrong. Intuition and reactivity are difficult to separate at first, so there will be times when you act out of reactivity and only realise it in retrospect. It happens. And even when you’ve developed a strong connection with your intuition, you’ll still make plenty of mistakes; both intuition and analytical thought are quite capable of being totally wrong about something! Unfortunately, there’s no magic solution to ensure that you always know the ‘right thing to do’ in every situation in life (more’s the pity), so please be kind both to yourself and to those around you when mistakes inevitably happen. Just do your best.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
An alternative way to get in touch with intuition is to look to see how you make decisions. The next time a meaningful choice comes up, try to notice the process you go through. In my own examinations, I’ve found that, very often, one particular option simply feels like the right choice. I’ll usually then think through the situation as well; sometimes, this has the function of checking and verifying that my intuitive decision is correct, while at other times I’m really looking to justify my intuitive choice to myself, to pretend to myself that I arrived at the decision through reasoned analysis rather than gut instinct. (I studied maths at university, and clearly part of me is very wedded to the notion of myself as a rational being!) Now, this is just me, and maybe it’s different for you; but in any case, see if you can observe that instinctive feeling of ‘this is the right choice’ arising before it’s completely obscured by analytical thoughts, and notice the interplay between intuition and analysis.
Another option is to explore intuition through the realm of embodiment. We call intuition ‘gut instinct’ for a reason, after all. Perhaps sometimes it’s your body telling you what to do more than your mind. As I mentioned in Chapter 15: Embodiment, my own body-awareness has plenty of room for improvement, but maybe it’s different for you; I’ve certainly heard people describe having a very strong connection with the messages coming from their body. Does your body tell you what needs to happen before your mind does? Do they sometimes disagree? What’s going on there?
A third alternative, which offers a neat way to sidestep analysis paralysis and the excessive self-concern in which we sometimes entrap ourselves, is the so-called Solomon effect. I’ve often noticed that it’s much easier to figure out how other people should deal with their problems, whereas my own are much more difficult! It seems that we’re much better able to find effective solutions for problems – usually, very quickly and intuitively – when we aren’t personally involved in them. So one strategy for dealing with your personal challenges is to imagine what you might say to a friend in the same situation. This simple reframe is often enough to escape analysis paralysis and tap into your intuitive wisdom directly.
I discovered a variation on the Solomon effect during a truly disastrous meditation retreat that I attended a few years ago. When I first signed up for the retreat, I mentioned – because they asked – that I’m a meditation teacher myself. I received a fairly terse reply to say that I could attend one retreat with them, but if I wanted to come back after that I’d have to agree to give up teaching(!). My reply can be summarised as ‘Er, no, that’s not going to happen. Would you rather I just didn’t attend at all?’ But they said it was OK for me to attend this one retreat, so long as that’s as far as it went.
Well, once I got there, it turned out that it really wasn’t OK for me to attend that one retreat after all. The teacher was remarkably hostile, and the whole situation was extremely difficult and uncomfortable13. It came as a bit of a shock; this was by no means my first retreat, and in the past I’d always found meditation teachers to be welcoming and supportive. To make matters worse, the daily regimen on that particular retreat was extremely harsh; I’d known this going in, but I’d expected to have at least some degree of support from the teachers if things got to be too tough for me. Nope!
I gave serious consideration to leaving the retreat; actually, the only thing that stopped me – which is a daft reason in retrospect, but gives an indication of my state of mind at the time – was that my partner was also attending the retreat, we’d travelled on a joint train ticket, and since male and female participants were kept strictly segregated during the retreat, I’d have no way of getting a message to her to say that I wanted to leave. So I decided to stay.
After a couple of days, I’d developed severe migraines, and was pretty much at my wit’s end. I wanted nothing more than to sit down with a friendly, compassionate teacher and talk through my situation, but that clearly wasn’t an option. That was when the thought occurred to me: what would I say to myself if a student in this situation came to me on one of the retreats that I teach?
Remarkably, I found that I knew the answer. Right away, I had a sense of the advice that teacher-me would give to student-me. So I took it, and it helped. And, ever since then, I’ve been able to turn to my ‘inner teacher’ for advice whenever I find my analytical mind spinning out into uncertainty, lost amidst all the options. That intuitive voice is often capable of surprising wisdom when I let it speak – especially if I’m able to take its advice.
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
In Chapter 3: The Reality Model, I pointed out that we all already have the innate ability to pay attention, but that this ability can be trained and developed. Intuition is the same. We’re all capable of making decisions intuitively, and it’s very likely that we already do so many times each day; but, by taking the time to study and explore our intuition, we can learn to recognise its promptings more easily – and, crucially, to understand when it is and isn’t appropriate to follow those promptings. Just as the flow state has its time and place, so does intuition.
Intuition is highly valued in the meditation world, and sometimes I see presentations which seem to suggest that we can live purely on the basis of intuition and discard that pesky analytical thinking entirely. I disagree. Intuition isn’t magic, and it doesn’t somehow unlock skills that we don’t already have. It simply allows us to make quicker, easier decisions – and those decisions will only be good ones if we have relevant prior experiences and expertise. Not only does intuition not remove the need for the long, slow, often tedious and error-prone process of learning, it actually benefits from it.
Skill development is sometimes mapped out into four stages of competence14:
*unconscious incompetence: we don’t know how to do something, and don’t necessarily even recognise that there’s a skill there to be cultivated;
*conscious incompetence: we’ve started learning the skill, but we recognise that we aren’t yet effective and still have a way to go;
*conscious competence: we’ve become capable of using the skill, but it’s still a deliberate, effortful process which is reliant on remembering to work through a series of steps or follow particular procedures;
*unconscious competence: we’ve had so much experience that the skill has become completely internalised and no longer requires conscious effort or deliberate following of procedures.
You might recognise the similarities between the stage of conscious competence and the step-by-step, effortful approach of analytical thinking, and between the stage of unconscious competence and the effortless ease of intuitive thinking. Indeed, our most powerful intuitions come from skills that we’ve developed to the level of unconscious competence. The result can seem like magic, especially to an external observer, because we simply ‘know’ what’s going on in a situation and what to do about it – but that ‘knowledge’ is founded on a deeply ingrained skill, the result of having practised in an analytical, step-by-step way enough times that intuition has now taken over.
Unfortunately, then, learning to connect with your intuition won’t make you a world-class brain surgeon overnight – but if you are a world-class brain surgeon, I’m betting you’ll have a clear understanding of when to trust the quiet promptings of your intuition and when to take a step back and break out the analytical thinking to steer you through a uniquely difficult situation. And if you aren’t a world-class brain surgeon right now, please don’t try to operate on someone using only the power of intuition – but if you subsequently decide to take up brain surgery and study diligently, sooner or later it’ll become intuitive to you.
Taking a step back, this understanding of intuition also provides us with an answer to a perennial question in meditative circles: when is the right time to use each of the meditative skills that we’ve been exploring in this book? When is it better to open our hearts to a challenging situation, and when is it better to investigate and deconstruct? When is intuition the right tool, and when should we use analytical thinking? When should we let go into flow, and when should we cultivate deeper embodiment? We can’t do everything all at once, so how do we know what to pick?
Last year, my partner and I went canoeing together for the first time. (This is going somewhere, I promise.) The guy who took us out to the water advised us that I would be the ‘engine’ of the canoe, providing most of the power for our forward motion, while my partner would be the ‘navigator’, doing most of the steering. No problem, I thought: I understand how to apply effort! So I started hacking away at the water with the paddle, driving us along as quickly as I could. Full power to forward thrusters!
After a while, we realised that we were moving too fast. We had the whole day to travel a relatively short distance; we could afford to relax a bit. I also noticed that we were sometimes having trouble avoiding obstacles – thanks to my efforts, we were travelling fast enough that we didn’t have a lot of time to react to unexpected bends in the river or protruding tree roots. And, more than that, the river had a current of its own that was already taking us downstream – so, actually, even if I stopped paddling entirely, we would usually still move in more or less the right direction. Even better, it was much quieter and more peaceful to let ourselves drift rather than splashing around, and I found myself enjoying those moments of being carried by the water far more than the more frantic experience I’d been having up to that point.
Clearly, I thought, this is a metaphor for life! All that effort was just getting me into trouble, and if I would only stop and let the river’s flow carry me, everything would work out by itself.
Well, the limitations of this approach showed themselves pretty quickly too. There were times when I absolutely needed to paddle, and sometimes quite effortfully. Simply ‘going with the flow’ wasn’t the one-size-fits-all strategy that it had first appeared to be. Instead, there was a time and a place for both approaches; I didn’t need to be paddling away furiously all the time, but I couldn’t afford to stop altogether either. Actually, what worked best was a relaxed attentiveness to the conditions at hand: the boat, the current, the river banks, the various hazards in the water. This put me in the best position to figure out what action was most appropriate in each particular situation.
Meditative skills are the same way. In the beginning, we need to learn the basics; to move from unconscious incompetence to conscious incompetence, and then, through training, to conscious competence. But it isn’t enough to know how to use a skill; we also need to know when to use it, and that requires a degree of ongoing attentiveness. The whole process gets much easier when our skills reach the level of unconscious competence; at this point, they’ve become sufficiently well integrated that our own intuition will tap us on the shoulder when it’s time to bring them into play. Yes, we’ll get it wrong from time to time, but overall the direction of travel will be toward greater ease and effectiveness; and even if we forget to use our skills of stillness, clarity and presence for a while, sooner or later the habits we’ve trained so diligently will reassert themselves, and we can find our footing once again.
Connecting with intuition may also have the effect of making our choices and actions feel more spontaneous. By this I don’t mean that we’ll start doing random, off-the-wall things all the time, but rather that, by following the promptings of intuition, we might find ourselves acting in ways outside the habitual. Our habits are designed to keep things predictable and safe, but often what’s most appropriate for the particular situation in front of us is not the most familiar choice. As such, opening up to an intuitive way of life can require a surprising degree of courage – but it can also make things much more interesting compared to merely playing out the same old patterns on autopilot. Once we learn to trust ourselves, living intuitively thus offers many benefits: the ease and naturalness of gut feeling, the freshness and spontaneity of escaping fixed patterns of reactivity, and the surprising wisdom that comes from trusting our own inner voice rather than filtering every decision through externally imposed rules and frameworks.
Give it a try, and see where your intuition takes you!
18: SUPPORT: TEACHERS, TEXTS AND TRADITIONS
Those friends thou hast, and their adoption tried,
Grapple them unto thy soul with hoops of steel,
But do not dull thy palm with entertainment
Of each new-hatched, unfledged courage.
Hamlet, Act I, Scene 3.
ENCOUNTERS WITH INTERESTING PEOPLE
This book is primarily written for meditators who don’t already have a teacher and a practice community. Perhaps you’re taking your first steps into this world; or perhaps you’re wary of organised groups and don’t want to risk getting sucked into a cult.
Either way, if you’re planning to practise mainly on your own, you’ll need quite a bit of time, patience and willingness to explore and experiment for yourself. That’s why the meditation instructions in this book are on the brief side; my aim is to give you enough to get started, on the assumption that you’ll figure the rest out for yourself as you go.
Regardless of your intentions right now, though, it’s worth saying that it’s very helpful to have other people and resources to support your practice. Teachers can offer guidance, point out your blind spots and generally save you a bunch of time, while peers can provide support, encouragement, normalisation of your experiences, and a degree of healthy irritation which will serve you well in the long run. Meanwhile, the vast range of meditative literature out there can provide inspiration, insight and additional methods which might serve you better than the ones in this book, as well as more holistic ways of life that extend beyond mere meditation techniques. To my mind, some of the philosophical systems that have developed around meditative traditions have truly profound things to say about the interconnected nature of our lives and the limitations of conceptuality, and they’re worthy of serious consideration.
The catch, however, is that each of these resources also comes with baggage.
Many groups practising meditation do so within the context of a spiritual or religious tradition. Once you start exploring you’ll run into groups practising Theravada, Zen or Tibetan Buddhism, Advaita Vedanta and many more, as well as explicitly ‘secular’ groups which define themselves in opposition to their religious counterparts but can often look pretty similar from the outside. You’ll also have to wade through all manner of inflexible dogma, arcane language and plenty of ‘One True Way’-isms.
My starting point for this book was to offer something written in straightforward language, compatible with the modern science of consciousness, and not explicitly tied to any particular religious or spiritual tradition. As I’ve said, I consider this understanding of how meditation works to be the most compelling that I’ve encountered, and I hope that at least some of my readers will find it useful too.
But I’ve also spent plenty of time practising in Buddhist circles, especially Zen and early Buddhism, and I’ve found my time with those groups to be interesting, helpful and encouraging, even if I don’t necessarily agree with every point of doctrine that they offer. And, honestly, if I hadn’t had access to those resources, I’m not sure what I’d have done. There have been some tough times in my practice, and it’s been hugely helpful to have people I can talk to about what’s going on, even if I sometimes have to choose my words carefully to put my experiences across in language that they can relate to.
The primary purpose of this chapter, then, is to offer a kind of ‘translation guide’, showing how the principles I’ve laid out in this book show up under different names in various mainstream traditions. Once you understand how the language I’ve used here maps on to what you’ll encounter elsewhere, those traditions will hopefully become much more accessible to you, and you’ll be able to speak to their teachers, read their texts and practise with other meditators in those traditions – if you want to, of course! (If that prospect holds no appeal at all, you’re welcome to skip the rest of this chapter.)
In what follows, I’ll start by correlating this book with my two previous books, then broaden out from there. This is not because I regard myself as the greatest meditation teacher ever to have lived, but I figure that if you’ve managed to read this far into one of my books, you might be able to stomach a couple more.
Without further ado, let’s take a look at that translation guide.
PRACTICE INSTRUCTIONS
In this section we’ll be talking about my books Resting in the Unborn15 and In Buddha’s Wake16. (Both are freely available from my website in electronic form, so this isn’t an attempt to squeeze you for cash…) For the sake of clarity, I’ll refer to the chapters of those books by abbreviated book title and chapter number, e.g. RitU Chapter 1, IBW Chapter 3. I’ll continue to refer to the chapters in the current book (Going with the Flow) as I have done throughout, e.g. Chapter 5: Focus. I hope that isn’t too confusing!
Resting in the Unborn is concerned with the Zen tradition; specifically, it’s my attempt to unpack the beautiful but rather opaque teachings of Zen master Bankei. (I mention the specific teacher not merely to satisfy my pedantry, but also because the Zen tradition is one which prizes personal experience first, theoretical knowledge second; while this is in many ways a helpful emphasis, it also leads to huge range of different approaches, which can be a tad confusing at first.)
Bankei was big on what I’m calling awareness in this book, so much of the material in the earlier chapters of Resting in the Unborn maps pretty well onto Chapter 12: Awareness here, the major exceptions being the exercise in RitU Chapter 1 titled ‘Noticing the “born” nature of experience’, which is an approach like those found in Chapter 11: Investigation here, and the exercise in RitU Chapter 3 called ‘Quietening the thinking mind’, which is a stillness technique straight out of Chapter 5: Focus in this book.
The first five chapters of Resting in the Unborn are thus almost exclusively concerned with discovering and developing a relationship with awareness. The recognition of awareness is usually considered to be the first major milestone in Zen practice, and is often called kensho (Japanese; literally, seeing true nature).
Kensho is traditionally considered to be the first stage of spiritual awakening or enlightenment within Zen, although different teachers have different views about what constitutes kensho, and some don’t even subscribe to the concept(!). For the most part, however, awakening is depicted as a process of liberating oneself from entanglement with self-centred thoughts and emotions, finding a broader perspective and learning to live from a place of peace and freedom, with kensho seen as a key moment on that path; some teachers use the term satori (Japanese; literally, understanding) to indicate a deeper level of realisation that comes later in practice.
In any case, after recognising awareness as the fundamental nature of experience, the Zen path becomes much more concerned with integrating this new perspective and living an engaged life grounded in intuitive wisdom and compassion, and this is reflected in the subsequent chapters of Resting in the Unborn. RitU chapters 6, 7 and 8 focus on many of the themes from Part IV: Presence in this book, particularly Chapter 16: Flow and Chapter 17: Intuition. RitU Chapter 9 then takes a look at obstacles that can arise on the Zen path, and includes some of the methods for working with unresolved psychological baggage mentioned in Chapter 8: Unburdening here.
Next, RitU Chapter 10 offers some reflections on transformative experiences that can arise through practice, mirroring Chapter 13: Breakthroughs here, and offering a sketch of how the practice might deepen over time. This kind of ‘road map of awakening’ is often encountered in spiritual circles; it both provides an orienting principle through which to understand the various transformational breakthroughs and shifts in perspective that can happen in the course of practice, and serves as a form of motivation for meditators who are keen to experience what it’s like to be ‘awakened’ or ‘enlightened’. Although there’s no real agreement on the exact meanings of these terms, RitU Chapter 10 lays out my thoughts of how things might unfold in a Zen context, depicting awakening as a never-ending journey of cultivation in which our own self-concern gradually dwindles and we become more and more available to help those around us.
Finally, the Appendix of Resting in the Unborn presents my take on one of Zen’s most iconic practice methods, Silent Illumination, also known as shikantaza or ‘just sitting’. The version of Silent Illumination I present begins with a gentle focus on the body sensations to develop some stillness (a step that I regard as very important, and often a weakness among Zen practitioners in my experience), then transitions into an awareness practice to cultivate clarity, concluding with some suggestions for bringing the same attitude into daily life to develop and manifest presence in the course of activity. (Stillness, clarity and presence in a single practice – not bad!)
My next book, In Buddha’s Wake, focuses on ‘early Buddhism’. This is another term which isn’t terribly well defined, but I use it to mean ‘practices drawing inspiration from the earliest discourses of the historical Buddha, as recorded in the Pāḷi canon’ (an ancient collection of Buddhist texts written in the Pāḷi language). It’s also a much bigger book; whereas Resting in the Unborn was focused primarily on awareness and presence, which is the emphasis that I find to be most characteristic of Zen, In Buddha’s Wake includes everything from my personal practice in a single volume. (This has the added advantage that the physical copy can be used to defend yourself from assailants in a pinch.)
IBW Part I introduces the fundamentals: the basics of meditation, contemplation (equivalent to the practices in Chapter 10: Inquiry here), and the key points of Buddhist doctrine. Again, I’ll emphasise that nobody needs to identify as a Buddhist to read any of my books; but an understanding of the core pillars of the historical Buddha’s teachings is helpful as an organising principle for the rest of the material.
IBW Part II then moves on to looking at ethics and daily life practice. The latter has some overlap with the techniques in Part IV: Presence in this book; on the other hand, I’ve taken a very light touch with the discussion of ethics in this book because I wanted to keep it focused mainly on the practical skills of meditation, and to avoid presenting myself as any kind of moral authority. Nevertheless, I do think that an exploration of ethics is an interesting and valuable thing to do, and would encourage you to read that chapter if you’re curious about the approach found in early Buddhism.
IBW Parts III and IV are concerned with stillness techniques; IBW Part III is a much more detailed exploration of the practices in Chapter 6: Love here, while IBW Part IV is a similarly extensive examination of the material in Chapter 7: Absorption here.
IBW Part V is all about clarity practices. Most of these use the approaches found in Chapter 10: Inquiry and Chapter 11: Investigation here; I do briefly mention awareness practices too, but they’re less prominent in early Buddhism.
IBW Part VI contains a discussion of maps of spiritual awakening, including the traditional view in early Buddhism (a four-stage process with a final definitive end-point – quite different to what’s found in Zen!), and advice on how to find an authentic personal path when there are so many practices and so many possible directions to explore.
Finally, the Appendix offers a commentary on the sixteen-step mindfulness of breathing practice found in early Buddhism. This technique weaves together multiple aspects of stillness (including focus, love and absorption) and clarity (primarily investigation) into a single extended meditation, offering a sophisticated worked example of how to combine multiple methods in one session.
Hopefully you can see that, despite the use of Buddhist language which might be unfamiliar at first, the three core principles of stillness, clarity and presence are clearly evident throughout my previous books. My hope is that you can pick up either of those books and find something of value in them without too much difficulty.
Finally, if you get on with my approach, you’re always welcome to come along to any of my practice events. I run workshops and longer retreats both online and in person; many of these are framed in the language of either early Buddhism or Zen, but now that you’ve read this chapter you’ll have no trouble decoding the jargon and translating what I’m talking about back into familiar terms. If I can support your practice, I’d be happy to.
OPTIONS AND VARIATIONS
Of course, I’m not the only meditation teacher in the world! And, actually, there are plenty of teachers with vastly more skill and experience than me. So let’s now take a more comprehensive look at the terminology of the spiritual world and how it relates to the language used in this book. Many traditional meditation teachings use terms from the Indian languages Sanskrit (Skt) and Pāḷi (P), or the Tibetan (Tib) language, so as we go through, I’ll indicate which is which in case you’re interested.
Part II of this book is concerned with stillness meditation. In the Buddhist world, you’ll encounter terms like samatha (P), śamatha/shamatha (Skt) or shiné/shinay (Tib), all of which mean something like calm abiding or serenity, for this type of meditation; another umbrella term for stillness practices is samādhi (P/Skt), although different teachers and traditions will use this one in quite different ways, so don’t automatically assume that it means what you think it does! In any case, the practices found in Chapter 5: Focus are the type of thing that you’ll find in introductory teachings of this sort.
Chapter 6: Love introduces heart-based practices. You’ll often find these being referred to as Brahmavihārā (P, divine abodes) or appamaññā (P, four immeasurables) practices; the four immeasurables in question are mettā (P, loving kindness, termed love in this book)/maitrī (Skt); karuṇā (P/Skt, compassion); muditā (P/Skt, sympathetic joy); and upekkhā (P, equanimity)/upekṣā (Skt). Another heart-related practice commonly found in Tibetan Buddhism is tonglen (Tib, sending and receiving), in which one visualises breathing in the suffering of others and breathing out joy, peace and healing.
The states described in Chapter 7: Absorption are known as jhāna (P)/dhyāna (Skt). Once you start digging into this stuff you’ll find multiple conflicting views on what constitutes ‘proper’ jhāna, some of which can get a bit heated, so don’t be surprised if you read something about jhāna that doesn’t look much like what’s in here!
In Chapter 7: Absorption, I also mention ‘energetic’ sensations that can show up in practice. These are well-known phenomena that have a variety of names, including pīti (P), prana (Skt), śakti/shakti (Skt), kundalini (Skt) or ch’i/qi (Chinese); many systems exist for cultivating and working with this ‘energy’, although the explanations of what it is and how it works vary quite considerably. It’s also unfortunately fairly common to encounter people talking about ‘energy’ in very vague, woolly terms that don’t seem to have much substance behind them, so do your research before committing to practising with someone!
Part III of this book deals with clarity meditation, which is often called insight meditation in the Buddhist world.
There are all sorts of ways of talking about insight practice, and some groups use particular terms to mean their own preferred subset of the broader category of such practices, but as a rough guide:
*the practices in Chapter 10: Inquiry are found in early Buddhism in the form of contemplation, in Zen in the form of koan practice, and in Tibetan practices as analytical meditation;
*the practices in Chapter 11: Investigation often show up in Theravada Buddhism and the earlier stages of Tibetan Buddhism as clear seeing or discernment (vipassanā (P), vipaśyanā (Skt), lhakthong (Tib));
*the practices in Chapter 12: Awareness are commonly found in Zen and the later stages of Tibetan Buddhism, as well as in Hindu traditions like Advaita Vedanta. Terms for awareness include ordinary mind, Buddha-Mind, the Unborn, rigpa (Tib), Buddha Nature, true nature, one’s original face, the ground of being, mind-essence, clear light, and many more. If a particular text sounds like it’s talking about awareness, it probably is!
The presence practices in Part IV of this book are not often taught in quite the way that I’ve presented them here, but the broad theme of bringing presence of mind to the situations of our lives is universal to all spiritual traditions. Often you’ll find the term mindfulness (sati (P), smṛti (Skt)) in this context, but in the modern world ‘mindfulness’ is used in so many different ways that it’s become pretty meaningless.
Regardless of what we call it, however, cultivating a strong connection to one’s bodily sensations – as suggested in Chapter 15: Embodiment – is a major theme in the early Buddhist discourses, and in many other traditions, including Zen. Meanwhile, flow can be seen as a modern articulation of what happens when we apply a focused mind to the task at hand, which traditionally might have been called something like ‘mindfulness and clear comprehension’ (sati sampajañña (P), smṛti saṃprajanya (Skt)) in early Buddhism, and is also a major emphasis in Zen; and intuition is also a central theme in Zen in particular, but could also be argued to be an aspect of ‘clear comprehension’ in early Buddhism, in the sense of a direct knowing of the most appropriate response to the situation at hand.
Hopefully this provides a starting point for your explorations, if this is something that interests you!
HOW THE PRACTICE MIGHT UNFOLD
Whether or not you decide to engage with other meditators, I highly recommend establishing your own personal practice and maintaining your own autonomy. Some teachers present themselves as ‘gurus’, expecting students to submit unquestioningly to their authority; perhaps that model works in Asia, but we have plenty of evidence from the past fifty years that this approach hasn’t translated to the Western world terribly well. The bottom line is that if it looks like a cult, it might well be, and if a teacher or a community is making you feel unsafe, it’s better to keep your distance.
Still, as I said above, it can be tremendously valuable to work with teachers, texts and traditions, and I don’t want to discourage you from doing that! Actually, in the process of writing this book I’ve come to realise just how much I value the community-centric aspects of my own path, and how difficult and lonely it would have been to try to do all of this work on my own. So here are some suggestions for how to get started.
Concerning teachers, do your homework. Many teachers have recorded talks available on YouTube, or through websites like Dharma Seed; some have published articles or books, or set up websites. Read around about them, as well. The Internet being what it is, if you look long and hard enough you’ll be able to find someone with a beef against literally anyone, but if there’s a significant body of people expressing major concerns about a teacher, approach with great caution (or don’t approach at all).
But let’s say a teacher passes your pre-flight checks. Great; now try them out! A good first step is to sign up to a short event with them: a talk, a workshop, a day retreat. See if this is someone you get on with, or at least can tolerate well enough to learn from them; you don’t have to like them, but you do need to be willing to try out what they’re suggesting. Also, see if they’re someone you can trust. The meditative path can get pretty heavy at times, and it’s helpful to be able to discuss what’s going on with a teacher; if you can tell that there’s absolutely no chance of you being willing to open up to someone, they’re probably not a good fit for you.
Then, learn their language. Figure out how they’re using the various technical terms above, since it might not line up exactly with what you’re used to. Try to get as clear as you can about what they’re actually saying. Don’t hesitate to ask questions, if possible; teachers who refuse to take questions are usually not that helpful, at least in my experience, and if asking questions gets you in trouble, that’s another red flag.
Don’t let all these warnings put you off! There are many really great teachers out there, and I’m hugely indebted to mine. Also, please don’t get me wrong; it isn’t necessary (or even desirable) to find a teacher who approves of everything you say and do and never challenges you. Part of the role of the teacher is to point out your blind spots and invite you to engage with practices that are stretching or uncomfortable at times; after all, you’ve chosen to work with someone more experienced than you who can hopefully see things about you that you can’t, and it’s inevitable that that will be hard at times. But my experience has been that having this kind of input is invaluable in the long run.
It’s also worth taking the time to read some of the classic spiritual literature. There are, of course, many good modern books on meditation too (I’d like to hope that this is one of them!); but the ancient texts have stood the test of time for a reason.
The primary challenge is the language barrier (even in translation): these texts were written for a different culture in a different era, and often make references that would have been obvious to readers at the time but which can be pretty baffling to modern eyes. Also, while some texts offer straightforward, step-by-step practice advice, many are written in elliptical, grandiose or cryptic terms which only really start to make sense once you’ve experienced at least some of what they’re talking about. But, at least for me, that’s part of the fun: the sense of exploring a deep mystery that gradually reveals itself as a result of your own earnest efforts in meditation practice. And, if nothing else, sometimes simply coming across an elegant turn of phrase that subtly reframes a familiar concept can help to breathe life into a practice that’s becoming stale and stuck in a rut.
Then there are groups. Practice in a group setting can happen in a couple of different ways, either or both of which can be immensely helpful.
One option is to start attending meditation retreats, either with one particular teacher or with several. Residential retreats in particular are a good way to meet fellow practitioners and develop friendships that can be deeply supportive over the years of practice, without having to commit to attending a weekly or monthly meet-up if that isn’t your thing. Attending one or more retreats every year is also a great way to take your meditation practice to the next level; the retreat environment typically allows for practice to go deeper than in daily life, and having periodic access to a teacher offers opportunities for expert guidance. I realise that not everyone has life circumstances that allow for attending retreats, but if you do have the opportunity, I recommend that you take it.
The other option is to join a practice group. Groups take many forms: in-person or online, peer-led or teacher-led. Meeting up with a group regularly is both a good way to meet like-minded people and a reliable method for getting your buttons pushed – which can be a great help if you’re able to see it like that! Meditators are like any other group of people; some are friendly, some are arrogant, some never seem to have a clue what they’re doing, and so on. You’ll also encounter a wide range of attitudes toward meditation practice: some people really do approach their chosen path as a sacred religion, while for other people it’s a way to explore being ‘spiritual but not religious’, and for still others it’s more about practical techniques for working with the mind. My own approach to working with this range of attitudes is to do my best to respect other people’s positions (I don’t see much point in picking fights) but to maintain my own inner compass where these matters are concerned.
Some groups are quite informal, perhaps welcoming people from a range of meditative traditions or none at all, while other groups are focused on a particular teacher or tradition. The former tend to be more tolerant of eclectic practices, but as a result sometimes offer a confusing mixture of practices drawn from incompatible traditions, whereas the latter tend to be more invested in propagating the specific teachings of their chosen tradition and are often less familiar with or tolerant of ‘outside’ practices, but on the other hand typically have much greater expertise within their particular lineage.
Formally joining a particular tradition has pros and cons. The major advantage is that you’ll gain access to far more than just the grab-bag of meditation techniques offered in a book like this one. An authentic tradition offers a complete system of interrelated teachings, potentially even a way of life; most likely, this will include ethical and philosophical aspects, as well as elements of ritual, ceremony and sometimes devotion17 which serve to bind the community together in a sense of shared identity and meaning. Some of this might seem weird, uncomfortable or pointless at first (I wasn’t a huge fan of all the chanting and bowing when I first took up Zen practice), but my own experience has been that these things usually serve a valuable purpose even if I can’t see what it is right away. In effect, by participating in an established tradition, we gain the benefit of centuries of meditative and cultural research and development, and can potentially derive a tremendous sense of meaning in life that’s somewhat harder to come by with a totally home-brewed meditation practice (a topic we’ll revisit in Chapter 20: A Meaningful Life!).
However, spiritual and religious traditions come with some drawbacks too. These can include being locked in to particular ways of practice (or heavily criticised for practising other systems), having to navigate cliques and power dynamics within the structures of organised hierarchies, and trying to parse teachings presented in terms of pre-scientific cosmologies, convoluted philosophies and magical thinking. (One of the great joys of writing this book has been not having to spend multiple paragraphs explaining the beliefs of people in ancient India or China in order to provide the proper context for a classical teaching. As much as these things can be interesting, they can also be a huge distraction from the actual practice of meditation.) Some groups are more relaxed about the extent to which individual practitioners have to adhere to their doctrines, while others can be extremely rigid (going as far as to forbid students from practising with other teachers or even reading other books on meditation, for example).
A teacher I know commented to me recently that some meditators are like dogs, while others are more like cats. Dog people find their teacher, become intensely loyal, follow them around everywhere and obey their instructions without question. In contrast, cat people wander around from one teacher to the next; perhaps returning to particular favourites on a regular basis, but never getting too close, and if a teacher tries to get a bit too hands-on, they’ll hiss and stalk off. And, inevitably, each group likes to criticise the other: from a dog’s perspective, cats are feckless, inconsistent and all mixed up in their practice due to their inability to commit, while from a cat’s perspective, dogs have surrendered their autonomy and critical thinking and end up tying themselves in knots trying to reconcile the contradictions, blind spots and shortcomings of their chosen teacher rather than simply seeking better advice from someone else.
Personally, I’m much more of a cat person. Sometimes I envy friends of mine who have more dog-like tendencies – it does seem to make life simpler – but I’m just not wired that way. Over the years I’ve met more cat people too, and we seem to get on just fine provided we’re willing to put the effort in. But my friends who are dog people seem to do well too. So, in the end, I think it’s mostly a matter of finding which approach will work better for you.
That said, I’ll give one more piece of advice for the cat people among my readers. I’ve presented this book as ‘the essence of meditation’, in which I offer core principles that I’m claiming can be found in all the major meditative, spiritual and religious traditions. That’s fine as far as it goes; but it would be too reductive to take the next step and suggest that, as a result, all of these traditions are fundamentally the same as one another. They aren’t. Different traditions have different philosophical underpinnings, different values and emphases, and even different goals. A great way to get confused is to take a teaching from one tradition and attempt to make it fit into a different tradition; it’s a bit like going to China and wondering why they aren’t all speaking Greek. It isn’t that one is better than the other, they’re just different – but those differences are meaningful within their own contexts, and an important part of working authentically with a tradition is learning to take it on its own terms rather than merely cherry-picking the bits that look the most interesting.
In closing, I’d like to be clear that this chapter is absolutely not intended as a bait-and-switch; I didn’t write a book explicitly avoiding all religious and spiritual language only as an extended sales pitch to get you to start ticking the ‘Buddhist’ box on the census form.
Rather, the idea here is simply to provide a ‘way in’ to the wider world of meditative practices that take place within a more explicitly spiritual or religious context. My own involvement with established teachers, texts and traditions has been enormously helpful, and I’m very glad that I was able to find a way to navigate through my own misgivings about organised religion in order to benefit from their support. My hope is that this chapter might help you to do the same – but if you decide you don’t want to, that’s totally fine with me!
PART V: THE CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE
19: THE SEASONS OF PRACTICE: CYCLES, SPIRALS AND PATHS
At Christmas I no more desire a rose
Than wish a snow in May’s new-fangled shows,
But like of each thing that in season grows.
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Act I, Scene 1.
A META-MAP OF MEDITATION
Every meditation practice has its ups and downs. Each of the techniques I’ve outlined has its own particular way of unfolding over time, but we can also identify broader cycles which are common to all methods and approaches. In this chapter, I’ll offer a sketch of the peaks and troughs that await us all, and how we might navigate them with some degree of grace.
Like any ‘map’ of meditation, this material is at best a guide that might offer a way forward when you’re feeling stuck in a rut; at worst, however, it can become a serious distraction from the actual practice at hand. If you find yourself spending more time trying to figure out where you are on this map than actually practising, please burn the map and run far, far away.
With that said, let’s take a look at four distinct phases that show up in meditation, over and over again.
SPRING18: NEW GROWTH, AND GROWING PAINS
Spring is a time for new life to come into the world. This can be wonderful, full of beauty and creativity; but growth can also be messy, painful, and hard work at times. Meditation is just the same way.
This phase starts when we encounter something new: perhaps we read about a cool new technique that we want to explore, stumble across an interesting phenomenon in our practice, or even just feel a subtle call to ‘go deeper’ in a non-specific way.
If we choose to answer this knock at the door, what follows is mainly hard work. To paraphrase Thomas Edison, inspiration only takes us so far; most of the rest is perspiration. The period between taking up a new meditation technique and seeing some concrete pay-off from our efforts is often discouragingly long, and as a result the meditator’s single most valuable asset is persistence. (I originally wrote ‘patience’, but I’m about as impatient as they come; somehow, though, I usually manage to find it in me to keep going anyway. So while ‘patience’ might sound more serene and meditator-like, I think ‘persistence’ is a better fit.)
Still, the springtime of meditation can be beautiful too. I’m an explorer at heart, and there’s nothing I like more than venturing out into new territory, cryptic map in hand, wondering when – or even if – I’m going to stumble upon something interesting.
The best advice I can offer for this stage is simply to keep at it. Unfortunately, it’s impossible to know how long it will take for the mind to find its way into whatever state or experience we’re looking for; but it’s important to remember that, although meditation is something of a minority pursuit, a great many people have worked with these techniques before us and had good results. We can too, if we just keep coming back to the practice, day in, day out.
SUMMER: HARVEST TIME, AND A SCORCHING SUN
At certain points, our practice bears fruit. Perhaps we have a transformative experience, or achieve some altered state of consciousness that we were interested in. Perhaps we have some kind of personal breakthrough, finally stepping away from a difficult personal history or discovering a deeply buried pattern that we can now escape. Or perhaps we simply handle a difficult situation with unexpected grace.
While meditation is by no means all about big shifts and striking experiences, they do happen, and they’re worth celebrating. We’ve done all this work; we might as well enjoy the results on the rare occasions when they show up in a tangible way!
However, a word of caution. As I mentioned in Chapter 13: Breakthroughs, it’s quite possible for people to get rather big-headed when they feel that they’ve achieved some kind of grand milestone in practice. Just remember: the people around us still matter, even if they can’t see a fraction of our immense genius, and no matter how wonderful our meditation experiences become, we still have to eat, sleep and poop just like everyone else. If our friends are starting to roll their eyes when they see us coming, it would be a good idea to chat with a much more experienced meditator, ideally a teacher, who can help to put our experiences into perspective and bring our feet back down to the ground.
Enjoy the summer sun, but don’t get scorched.
AUTUMN: SHORTER DAYS, DARKER NIGHTS AND FALLING LEAVES
What goes up must come down, and meditative highs are sooner or later followed by equal and opposite lows.
A common experience is ‘I had it! But now I’ve lost it…’ There’s a sense of having found ‘the answer’, but even though it was so clear at the time, now it’s slipping away, like the memory of a dream. Well, not that it’s any consolation, but nothing has gone wrong here; that’s just what happens with these experiences. A doorway opens for a while, then shuts again. At least we know now that what’s on the other side is real, but that can be rather scant comfort.
A related experience is a sudden decrease in the sensory clarity of our experience; this is particularly common in investigative practice, and it can very much feel like we’re going backwards rather than forwards. My sense of what’s happening here is that the discoveries from a previous, more summery, phase of our practice (when everything felt crystal clear, obvious and exciting) are now starting to be incorporated into the baseline of our reality model, and this results in a bit of inner turbulence as the ground rules of our reality shift beneath us. (Don’t worry if this is the case for you right now; it’ll settle down in due time.)
Another type of meditative low comes about when we realise that our increasing clarity brings with it some drawbacks. For example, perhaps our investigation practice leads to the recognition that nothing that we usually take to be permanent and dependable is actually so. Yikes. Or, through inquiry, we discover that something we’d taken to be an inarguable fact about ourselves is really just a matter of perspective, and this shakes our sense of identity. Such revelations can feel bittersweet, as though the practice has robbed us of something important. In the long run it helps to recognise that if what’s been ‘taken away’ was an illusion then we haven’t truly lost anything, but it can be hard to see that in the heat of the moment.
This is another period in practice when it’s particularly helpful to have someone more experienced to speak to. Most committed meditators experience challenges sooner or later, and it can be helpful to have such experiences normalised and placed in their proper context; if you’re feeling this way right now, you’re definitely not alone.
It’s also crucial to keep our daily practice going, even if we really don’t want to do it right now. If we stop here, we’re basically parking the car in the middle of a dark tunnel and refusing to drive on any further. If we’re able to keep going, even just a little bit each day, then sooner or later we’ll get through it and out the other side.
WINTER: HIBERNATION AND PREPARATION FOR RENEWAL
Sometimes, practice simply goes quiet. It can feel like nothing at all is going on. We’ve had the novelty, the highs and the lows, and now things are… Fine? Maybe even a little boring?
This phase of practice is sometimes likened to a desert, but I see it as more like winter: a period where everything has gone into hiding while the surface world freezes, waiting for the right opportunity to re-emerge.
The nature of skill development is such that we often experience long plateaus in between periods of growth, and that’s as true in the meditation world as anywhere else. Often, what’s going on is a continuation of the integration from the autumnal phase, but the work has now gone deeper, to the unconscious level, with the result that it feels on the surface like nothing’s happening at all.
On a more technical note, and particularly where clarity practices are concerned, this kind of ‘dry spell’ can also come up when our efforts have taken us as far as they can go. Much of clarity practice is ultimately about seeing beyond the limitations of the conventional sense of self, and so there comes a point where deliberately trying to develop our practice further actually becomes counterproductive. Instead, it’s by letting go of any attempt to control, direct or ‘help’ the process in any way that the practice takes its next step forward. So if you’re finding that your clarity practice has brought you to a place that’s generally calm, quiet and even a bit boring, go with it; let your practice be whatever it seems to want to be, and trust that something will happen when it’s good and ready.
Toward the end of this period, there can be a quite tangible sense of renewal or reset, of having completed the cycle of the seasons. Sometimes this comes with a feeling of finality (‘That’s it, I’m done!’), and there’s something of a honeymoon period where we feel refreshed and uplifted, gloriously free from all the hard work that came before.
Enjoy it while it lasts! Sooner or later, we’ll hear that knock on the door once again, and it’s time to start the next springtime of our practice.
TWO WORKED EXAMPLES
I’d now like to tell you about two meditation retreats that I recently attended. The aim here is to provide real-life examples of how things might play out in the context of intensive practice, where the cycles of the seasons typically unfold in a more compressed way that makes them a little easier to pick out. (But I won’t make it too easy! Identifying the seasons of practice as they show up in these stories is left as an exercise to the reader.) My intention is also to expose my own struggles in practice, perhaps in the hope that it’ll encourage people who are just starting out and experiencing those same struggles themselves; you’re not doing anything wrong, it’s just that this is what meditation is like sometimes.
Honestly, I’m in two minds as to whether it’s a good idea to include this material in the book! Perhaps it will fatally puncture my image as an elite-level meditator and bearer of great wisdom. Then again, I remember reading other people’s retreat reports when I was just starting out and being inspired to start going on retreats myself, so maybe there’s some value in it. If you don’t find this stuff useful, though, you’re welcome to skip it!
What follows, then, is my best attempt to reconstruct two retreats that I attended in November 2025 and January 2026. My record of the first of these is somewhat approximate, because it was longer ago and I didn’t take very detailed notes. The second report is based on more extensive notes taken during the retreat, but the subject matter was much less familiar for me, so it was (and still is) harder to judge what actually happened.
Make of them what you will!
FIRST RETREAT: DROPPING OFF BODY AND MIND
This was a six-day silent residential retreat organised by a Zen group. We were focused on a 13th or 14th century text written by a Zen master called Keizan19 that provides detailed instructions for the practice of shikantaza, which can be translated as ‘nothing but just sitting’. Along with the text, we also heard a series of stories about another Zen master, Dōgen, who described his most pivotal moment of transformational breakthrough as ‘dropping off body and mind’. We were encouraged to follow the practice instructions in Keizan’s text to see whether we, too, could experience this ‘dropping off’.
In the terms I’ve been using here, the core method of shikantaza can be viewed as an awareness-based clarity practice: resting in awareness until both awareness itself and its non-separateness from sensory phenomena are clearly recognised, and then continuing to abide in that recognition to deepen the resulting experience, allowing our habitual identification with the processes of body and mind to fall away. The text includes a number of passages pointing to awareness, my favourite of which is to ‘be before thought’, a neat pointer to the intrinsic inner silence of the mind before discursive thought comes along and clutters everything up.
The text also offers advice for working with altered states of consciousness (basically, ignore them, since the content of such experiences isn’t the point; what matters is recognising the underlying nature of all experiences), and practical tips for setting up a comfortable environment for practice. Other helpful suggestions include techniques for managing energy levels, such as using walking meditation or washing the face with cold water when sleepy, and introducing stillness methods such as counting the breaths or placing the attention on the body to settle the mind if it’s too scattered. (The text notes that these methods might not be necessary, since the mind tends toward natural stillness in the context of intensive practice. For modern practitioners arriving at a retreat with busy minds filled with work and family obligations, however, it’s tremendously helpful to have suggestions like these on offer!)
So how did the retreat unfold?
The first day was largely a matter of travelling to the retreat centre with my partner, settling into our room and setting ourselves up in the meditation hall. The evening meal was a time for meeting and getting to know our fellow retreatants, after which we then moved into silence for the remainder of the retreat. (The silence isn’t absolute; teachers will give talks and interviews, and we’re invited to ask questions when appropriate and use other types of necessary functional speech. But the basic idea is to eliminate all ‘social speech’, so we don’t chat amongst ourselves or prolong necessary interactions beyond the minimum, thus allowing us to focus more deeply on the formal practice and enabling that natural inner stillness to manifest more readily.) After the meal we went to the meditation hall for an opening talk introducing us to Keizan’s text and the shikantaza practice, after which we did some sitting (zazen) and walking (kinhin) meditation before going to bed.
The retreat schedule was pretty punishing, with a 4am start each day, so the second day began with all-too-familiar physical discomfort and psychological resistance. Fortunately, I’m very familiar with the text we were studying, and the actual practice is one of my favourites, so I settled into the groove pretty quickly.
After a few pleasant meditation sessions, we had the first of our daily work periods (samu). Most residential retreats require participants to spend some time (perhaps an hour or two) every day doing something which helps to keep the retreat centre running: cleaning, chopping vegetables, gardening, that sort of thing. When I first started attending retreats I bitterly resented these work periods, feeling that they were taking me away from the important meditation practice that I’d gone there to pursue, but over the years I’ve found a different relationship to them. First, as I get older, it’s good to have plenty of opportunities to move around and give my body a break from all the sitting! Second, they’re also a good way to see whether I can maintain any of the stillness and clarity from the formal practice when engaged in a more involved everyday activity – in other words, it’s an excellent training ground for presence, if I can remember to relate to it that way rather than just being grumpy that I have to interrupt my meditation to vacuum a corridor or clean a bathroom.
Generally speaking, I don’t settle into a retreat until after the first work period. I always have a lingering worry that I won’t be able to do the job, or that someone will tell me off for not doing it well enough, so it’s always a bit of a relief when it turns out that I do know how to wash dishes after all. (You probably didn’t need to know that about me.)
At this point, then, I was able to relax more, and the practice became very enjoyable for the next few sessions. Before long, however, as I settled further into the gentle openness of awareness practice, some challenging psychological material started to bubble up to the surface.
To be honest, I’d expected this to happen. I’d arrived on the retreat experiencing fairly severe burnout, after a very intense period where (as I mentioned in Chapter 8: Unburdening) I’d been greatly overcommitted; one of my intentions for my practice in general was to explore this recurring pattern of overcommitment and overwhelm, to find out what’s actually driving this unhelpful cycle of behaviour and see if I can stop doing it to myself!
Now, at this point one might argue that I was allowing myself to stray from the intended practice of the retreat. The technique, after all, was to rest in recognition of awareness; if thoughts and emotions were coming up, surely those were nothing more than distractions to be set aside?
Actually, in general I do highly recommend following the teacher’s instructions as carefully as you can and not wandering off on your own! The teacher is there to offer a particular method, and they’re much more likely to be able to help you if you’re doing the thing they’re trying to teach rather than freewheeling. (Some teachers will also not take it terribly well if you choose to attend their retreat with the deliberate intention of ignoring their instructions.)
But I’ve been working with this teacher for quite a few years now, and he’s always been very clear that he sees the surfacing of buried psychological material as an important part of the practice, rather than as a distraction to be set aside. Furthermore, the supportive retreat environment offered ideal conditions for working with what was coming up. So I chose to let it come, and even to investigate and inquire into it in a gentle, curious way.
The first part of this exploration was actually pretty fun. I like investigating! So I spent a while looking back over my life and identifying episodes of overwhelm, doing my best to remember what factors contributed to each situation and what I was feeling at the time. The most recent example was, of course, the clearest, but I could also recognise similarities with previous situations, so I had a fair bit to work with.
On the third day I had some significant insights into the beliefs and experiences underlying the problematic pattern of behaviour. This was great: I love the feeling of epiphany when it all clicks together!
However, what goes up must come down, and it quickly became apparent that I’d unearthed a rat’s nest of unpleasant emotions and memories that I’d been going to great lengths to avoid feeling for most of my life. As these feelings started to emerge, I found myself experiencing anger, resentment, misery, the whole nine yards. In short, it was thoroughly unpleasant. But, as I discussed in Chapter 8: Unburdening, merely pushing this stuff back down is no solution at all, and it never got to the point of being overwhelming; anytime things were starting to feel a bit much, I’d shift back to the space of awareness, or even bring in a little bit of self-compassion, in order to make the experience a little easier to hold. Perhaps the most challenging aspect of this phase of the retreat was reminding myself not to project my difficult inner emotions onto the people around me (at times I was finding everyone and everything hyper-annoying, and it was clearly all their fault… Oh, wait).
On the fourth day, during a period of walking meditation, I felt a palpable internal shift, and the dark clouds of emotion cleared. I found myself feeling much calmer and more open; sitting, walking and working became relaxed and straightforward, if a little uneventful. I found that I was able to let go into the routine of the retreat, giving myself to the practice sessions, the work periods, the mealtimes and the breaks with much greater ease than before.
The fifth day was more of the same, mainly spent calmly relaxing into awareness, allowing the habitual identification with body and mind to soften and dissolve, enjoying the quiet beauty of my surroundings and doing my bit to contribute to the smooth running of the retreat. I was aware on some level that the retreat was almost over, and I was conscious of wanting to appreciate the remaining time without getting too attached to the peaceful retreat environment. When I first started attending retreats, I fell in love with the deep states of tranquillity that are available there, and so it was a bit of a wrench going back to work when the retreat was over. These days, the transition has become much easier, but I do try to bear in mind how much more sensitive I am by the end of a retreat than in normal daily life, and thus to approach the outside world with an appropriate level of caution.
The sixth and final day started with one last practice session, then we cleared out our rooms, tidied up, had a final closing ceremony, then said our goodbyes and travelled home.
Overall, I was happy with this retreat. Going into it, I knew that I wanted to explore some difficult material, and I’d spent enough time with this group to trust that the retreat would be a good environment in which to do that. The resulting discoveries about myself were hard-won but immensely useful, and I’ve been putting them into practice since I got back, with beneficial results.
I was pleased that I trusted my own intuition enough to know when I needed to step away from a group activity and go for a walk instead (in particular, I skipped the early afternoon yoga sessions on a couple of days when I was feeling a bit overstimulated). It was also absolutely the right move to take it easy for the first couple of days and go gently with the practice, rather than diving into the difficult stuff right away; I was still pretty frazzled when I first arrived, and it was very helpful to have a couple of days to stabilise myself and find some stillness before delving into the investigation.
I’ll also say that it was very helpful to have the teachers and other practitioners available. There’s a very positive kind of peer pressure that comes from being on retreat with others: seeing a room full of people (apparently) sitting like rocks can be very inspiring, and having a well-defined routine that everyone else is sticking to invariably means that I end up doing a lot more practice than when I’m managing my own time in a solo retreat. There are times when the group carries my practice for me, and I’m grateful for that.
SECOND RETREAT: EXPLORING THE VISUAL FIELD
The second retreat I’d like to share was an 11-day Zoom-based retreat which I attended from home, sharing the house with my partner who was not on retreat. The retreat featured two talks each day, one of which I was able to attend live (and could thus participate in the Q&A if I wanted to), while the other took place in the middle of the night relative to UK time, so I would catch up on that one via a recording the following morning. I also had three formal interviews at regular intervals (in contrast to the previous retreat, where teacher contact time was much more ad hoc).
This was an unusual retreat for me, because I went into it with the deliberate intention of exploring a completely different technique to the one being offered by the teachers – yes, the very thing I said not to do earlier. In this case, though, one of the teachers on the retreat has been my primary teacher for over a decade, so I approached him in advance to say that I really wanted to play with a different practice this time; it was something that I felt would benefit from a decent chunk of retreat time, and I wanted to have teachers available to talk to in case something difficult came up, rather than doing the whole thing completely solo. Luckily, he was happy for me to proceed, with the proviso that he wouldn’t be able to offer me any practical advice about the method because he hadn’t explored it himself. (As it turns out, I should have done more preparation beforehand – I’ll say more about that later!)
The practice I wanted to explore was a technique from Theravada Buddhism called ‘light kasiṇa’. It’s a kind of investigation of the visual field, with an emphasis on noticing how visual phenomena can ‘self-organise’ behind closed eyelids. I used a torch beam to create a visual object to focus on, either by pointing the torch at a wall (for long periods) or toward my face (for much shorter periods, to avoid hurting my eyes); I would gaze at the object until I could see an after-image when closing my eyelids, at which point I would keep my eyes closed and focus solely on the after-image.
At first, the after-image would quickly fade, but after a while it started to go through a series of somewhat predictable transformations that I’ll describe shortly. Eventually, it would fade out into nothingness, at which point all that remained was a kind of ‘visual noise’ that has been nicknamed ‘the murk’. At the start of the retreat, I would typically go back to the light source fairly quickly when I reached this point, but over time I began to spend more and more time in the murk, because it’s where the most interesting phenomena were happening.
I was principally interested in this technique because I’m extremely non-visual myself; although I dream ‘normally’, I can only call up very brief, unstable flashes of visual memory, and my ability to create imaginative visualisations is almost non-existent. So I wondered if anything would happen, and if so what it would be like.
If you’re interested in exploring this practice for yourself, I highly recommend that you look at https://firekasina.org/, read Shannon Stein’s book20 cover to cover, and spend some quality time studying the Safety section on the website – which I did not do, but really should have. It turns out that experienced kasiṇa practitioners are now recommending a minimum of two weeks on retreat to explore this practice without serious risk of adverse side effects. Whoops. I was lucky to avoid serious negative consequences, but I can confirm that it was a bit of a bumpy ride, and I felt pretty rough, over-sensitive and irritable for a few weeks afterwards. This is a really powerful practice, and I got cocky. Don’t do this!
Please take this very seriously. Be safe.
But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s go back and see how the retreat unfolded day by day.
It was a slow start. Unfortunately, I contracted flu shortly before the retreat started, and I was pretty ill for the first few days. As a result, my energy levels were really low, and I spent a lot of time resting and feeling lousy. (In retrospect, perhaps this saved me from going too deep too soon, and so was a blessing in disguise, but it certainly didn’t feel that way at the time!)
As such, the first day was mostly spent playing around with different light sources. I’d originally planned to use the LED light on my phone, but it was much too fiddly to turn it on and off, and too bright to leave it on the whole time, so I ended up finding a wind-up torch with a much gentler bulb and using that instead. It worked pretty well, although I did keep fiddling with the setup throughout the retreat. (One of my biggest flaws as a meditator is to assume that, if a method doesn’t work immediately, I must be doing something wrong. While it doesn’t hurt to double-check the method, I’m almost invariably just being far too impatient and not giving the practice time to do its work.)
By the second day, the afterimage would sometimes stabilise briefly into an orange-red coloured dot in my visual field, before then fading away. A few times, I noticed my mind trying to ‘make sense’ of this dot, interpreting it as a kind of furnace or a tube containing lava, which was kinda fun; it was a crystal clear demonstration of the ‘meaning-making’ function of consciousness, trying to find patterns even in visual artefacts that didn’t correspond to anything ‘real’.
On the third day, the nice stable dot stopped showing up, and I would instead plunge directly into the murk. I got pretty frustrated at this point; just when the practice had been starting to get off the ground, now it was slipping away! I felt like a beginner all over again, fumbling with an unfamiliar technique, desperately wanting something to happen to prove to myself that I was on the right track. I began to apply more and more effort, and found myself obsessively analysing every tiny detail of my practice looking for signs of ‘progress’.
Here I made a major mistake. I was feeling uncertain about the technique, but I didn’t want to take too much time away from practice – so, rather than consult Shannon’s book, I decided to ask ChatGPT instead.
For the benefit of readers in the future who might not remember this particular moment in our cultural history, ChatGPT is a Large Language Model AI chatbot which gives remarkably convincing, authoritative answers to questions. Unfortunately, those answers are sometimes totally wrong, particularly where technical specifics are concerned. And, sure enough, after discussing my practice with ChatGPT I came away feeling encouraged, affirmed and reassured – and having been steered in completely the wrong direction.
Sigh.
As a result, I decided that what I really needed was greater stillness, because that would help to stabilise everything. So I started sitting much longer and introducing more periods of concerted focus and absorption practice before moving into the investigation of the visual field. What I didn’t realise at the time was that this type of practice can’t really be ‘stabilised’ in the same way that the meditative absorptions can (even though ChatGPT had assured me it could be). Whoops.
Nevertheless, greatly increasing the intensity of my practice did at least have the effect of multiplying and magnifying the phenomena that I was experiencing. I started getting flashes of hyper-realistic mind-created imagery, as well as more ‘immersive’ experiences that felt as if I was ‘in’ what was happening rather than merely observing it from a distance; there was even one episode where it felt like I was leaving my body and drifting up to the ceiling. Cool! Again, these types of radical alterations of perception give a very clear indication of the mind-constructed nature of our subjective experience, and thus help to soften our ordinarily iron-clad belief in the seemingly objective world ‘out there’ being presented to us through the lens of reification.
Unfortunately, what goes up must come down, and toward the end of the next day I had a weird and deeply unpleasant experience where it felt like a kind of thick, murky, dark liquid suddenly gushed into my visual field, clogging everything up. All the fun experiences of the previous couple of days now disappeared, and all that was left was this sticky mental gunge. Yuck!
After that point, and for the whole of the fifth day as well, I found myself in very challenging territory. My energy levels fluctuated between dark, useless dullness and jittery over-sensitivity. My attention was vague and unfocused; the clarity of the previous couple of days had completely disappeared. I felt brittle, frantic and incredibly frustrated. To make matters worse, having had such a ‘helpful’ exchange with ChatGPT earlier in the retreat, I continued talking to it, trying to find a way out of my difficulties but actually being led further astray each time.
Eventually, I realised that I’d been neglecting walking meditation. In an attempt to push the practice further, faster, I was doing as much sitting meditation as I could and not moving as much as I normally would on a home retreat. So I got up, went outside and walked around for a while in the rain. By the time I got back, I felt a lot better; my attention was still somewhat jangly and uncooperative, but my body at least felt much more settled.
I took the sixth day very easy. At the time I thought of it as a ‘day off’, but looking at my diary I still meditated quite a bit; the emphasis, however, was much more on relaxation and self-care. I was finally emerging from the flu, and it felt helpful to have a gap mid-way through the retreat to recharge my batteries.
On the seventh day I returned to kasiṇa practice… but I was still pushing way too hard. I was conscious that I was now more than halfway through the retreat and I didn’t yet feel like I had anything to show for it. (ChatGPT had convinced me that the experiences I’d had up to that point were all missing the mark, so I’d completely discounted them.) My whole body felt tense, and I was very emotionally reactive during one of the talks.
At this point, I gave up – which in retrospect turned out to be exactly the right move, the kind of happy accident that I couldn’t have planned but which was nevertheless a perfect fit for the situation. I decided I was going to go back to my usual awareness practice for the rest of the retreat, and give up on this whole stupid kasiṇa nonsense. After that point of genuine surrender, practice immediately got much easier, and eventually after a couple of very gentle sits my whole system began to settle. I started having very brief moments where experience would drop out entirely, followed by a gentle wave of bliss and a clear recognition of the ‘virtual’ nature of conscious experience. This happened several times, and since it coincided with my shift back to awareness practice, I decided that this was the right move and the whole visual field exploration had been a waste of time.
The following day (day 8, if you’re keeping track) I had a bit of a headache from pushing much too hard the day before, so I decided to take it easy again, with plenty of walking and a few periods of gentle sitting in open awareness. Again, this was absolutely the right move, and did help to calm things down, even though on some level I felt like I was ‘wasting’ my precious retreat time.
Just as I was about to go to bed, I decided to take a look at Shannon’s book after all. The retreat was a write-off at this point, so what harm could it do?
This was the point at which I discovered that ChatGPT had led me up the garden path, and that, actually, everything that had happened so far was exactly what was supposed to be happening. The only issue was that I’d been trying way too hard – because a combination of my poor recollection of the instructions and the dodgy advice from the AI had persuaded me that I was doing it all wrong.
What followed was a strange cocktail of emotions. Tremendous relief that I wasn’t an utter failure as a meditator after all; excitement that the practice actually was working; frustration that I’d given myself a headache for no good reason by pushing too hard; and embarrassment that a supposedly sophisticated technology professional like myself had fallen hook, line and sinker for AI nonsense. I should have known better!
Needless to say, it took a while to get to sleep that night. I even did a sneaky little bit of kasiṇa practice in the middle of the night, just to see what would happen. (The result was pretty interesting, showing the potential for ‘steering’ the hyper-realistic imagery with careful intention-setting and patience, much like lucid dreaming. Long story short, I set the intention to meet up with Budai, one of my favourite figures from Zen literature, and a few minutes later I found myself in a teahouse drinking green tea with none other than Budai himself.)
By the time the ninth day rolled around, my emotions had settled; I was feeling much more relaxed, and my enthusiasm for the kasiṇa practice was greatly renewed, so I spent most of the day going deeply into it, exploring all the weird and wonderful types of phenomena that I’d been dismissing up to that point because I thought they weren’t what was supposed to be happening.
In the afternoon, I went for a long walk. I’d noticed several times already that spending extended periods focused on my visual field resulted in the outside world looking absolutely stunning; I was seeing details that my reality model normally omits because at this point in my life I know what trees look like well enough to get by without ‘wasting’ energy on excessive nuance. But now, as a result of the kasiṇa practice, I’d reoriented my reality model towards a much greater emphasis on visual clarity. Perceiving the world at that level of richness was simply spectacular.
Then I realised that I could probably use the same skills that allowed me to find patterns in the visual noise of the murk to see faces in the trees.
Fortunately, my very next thought was that I definitely should not start doing that given that I was going to be off retreat and back at work in three days’ time. Instead, I went and got myself a cup of tea – then spent the next ten minutes mesmerised by the cool shapes that the steam was making as it rose up from the tea cup. And that wasn’t all – later that evening, as I was preparing food, I noticed that I was having a lot of trouble multi-tasking.
This is something that happens sometimes on retreats with a heavy emphasis on stillness. The mind gets very used to locking on to whatever is right in front of it, with the result that the periphery falls away. This is lovely for meditation but not so helpful when making curry. So at that point I decided for the second time to pivot back to a gentle awareness practice for the remainder of the retreat, and to start coming back down to earth. It was a bittersweet decision, since I’d spent so long thinking I wasn’t getting anywhere and I’d only just discovered that the practice was actually working fine; but the fact remained that the retreat was coming to an end, and it was absolutely time for me to be slowing down rather than going even deeper down the rabbit hole.
The tenth day was thus a mixture of integration, reflection and very gentle practice, and the eleventh and final day was more of the same. Afterwards, I was left feeling a bit like I’d had my toys snatched away from me before I’d finished playing with them; but I was also immensely grateful to have had the opportunity to play with what has turned out to be a very cool and stimulating technique, and one which was far enough outside my usual meditative comfort zone to provide a really interesting challenge.
It would have been ideal to have at least a couple more days off work to ease the re-entry process; unfortunately, as a veteran of many retreats at this point, I’d decided when I was booking my time off that I wouldn’t need any extra decompression time. Big mistake! The combination of over-efforting and a practice which really messes with perception left me feeling highly over-sensitive, and it was a challenging first couple of weeks back at work. Things did settle down, thankfully, but it was a useful lesson in respecting the power of the process, especially when working with an unfamiliar method.
The most important takeaway here is not to trust ChatGPT! It was my first time doing a retreat with a new technique where I didn’t have a teacher on hand who was experienced in that technique, and ultimately I don’t think that was a great idea; I could really have gotten myself into trouble, and as it was I wasted a lot of time chasing phantoms. (This is no disrespect to the teachers on the retreat, who did an excellent job. The errors here are all mine.)
A more mundane take-away is the importance of patience when learning a new technique. I put a huge amount of pressure on myself to ‘get results’ which was totally counterproductive, and the harder I tried, the worse it got. It’s almost funny, because I’ve given this exact advice to so many people who’ve come on retreat with me now that you’d think it would be second nature to me, but it turns out that taking my own advice isn’t always straightforward.
Another lesson is that I’ve developed pretty good intuitions for practice over the years, and things went well when I followed those intuitions and badly when I didn’t. The workaholic in me had come to view my propensity for taking lots of walks during home retreat as a sign of laziness, but actually those walks provide balance and keep me from pushing too hard. Skipping the walks to sit more and more was a bad move from the beginning of the retreat and only got worse as things went on. Conversely, when I finally took the pressure off myself and allowed myself to sit much less and walk whenever I felt the urge, the practice went much better even though the overall amount of sitting meditation was lower. In many ways, my body is smarter than my brain, and it’s usually a good idea to listen to its promptings.
Finally, I often find that coming to the end of a retreat gives me a clear sense of where I most need to direct my efforts going forward. In this case, my awareness practice is really calling to me again. This exploration of the visual field has been fascinating, but not a natural fit for me, and there were many moments when I was tempted to go back to the awareness practice that’s become my meditative ‘home’ these days. At the same time, the limitations of my current level of skill in awareness practice have never been clearer, and what seems most important right now is to find ways to develop that skill to the next level.
To be continued?
20: A MEANINGFUL LIFE: THE GREATEST GIFT OF MEDITATION
And this our life, exempt from public haunt,
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones, and good in everything.
As You Like It, Act II, Scene 1.
THE ELEMENTS OF A MEANINGFUL LIFE
Throughout the course of this book, we’ve explored many different methods for cultivating the meditative skills of stillness, clarity and presence, and we’ve seen how each of these can enrich our lives. But is there more? Can we go beyond ‘mere’ skill development, as useful as that is, and find something more profound and enduring – something more meaningful?
As we saw in Chapter 18: Support, many of the world’s established wisdom traditions package meditation together with broader philosophical and moral teachings; in essence, they offer a way of life rather than simply a meditation practice. People who are able to engage with these traditions on their own terms and live according to their tenets often derive enormous value from doing so, finding meaning in following in the footsteps of the countless generations who’ve walked that path before them.
But what if that isn’t my cup of tea? What if I find myself unable or unwilling to commit to a tradition with a pre-modern world view and a chequered history of adherence to its own moral ideals? (I’m not pointing the finger at any specific tradition here; no major religious or spiritual organisation is spotless. Sadly, the tendency to commit ethical violations seems to be deeply embedded in the human character.)
Philosophers have studied and debated the components of a meaningful life for thousands of years, and while the specifics of their theories vary, several themes repeatedly emerge.
First, it’s important to have our basic needs taken care of. If we lack food and water, shelter, clothing or medicine, we’ll be too focused on sheer survival to be concerned with anything else. We also need some form of safety and security, which in modern society typically means a source of income, good health and some amount of personal property, as well as sufficient agency to be able to satisfy at least some of our desires and preferences. If these basic needs are unmet then there’s simply no room for questions of deeper meaning in life.
Once our core survival needs are met, however, we start to look beyond our immediate horizons. We’re social beings, and we derive joy, satisfaction, security, comfort and wellbeing from having positive connections to others: friends, family, colleagues, neighbours. Conversely, social isolation or difficult, fractious relationships can present major challenges for our wellbeing.
We can also derive a tremendous sense of purpose from our work – provided it’s the right kind of work, anyway. Some of us work dead-end jobs that we hate just to make ends meet, or experience miserable conditions working for toxic bosses who strip us of our autonomy for their own benefit; needless to say, this is not the kind of work I’m talking about!
But genuinely fulfilling work has the potential to engage and challenge us in healthy ways, encouraging us to develop and even flourish as we rise to meet the demands of our situation, earning the respect of our colleagues, cultivating our personal skills and abilities, and overcoming challenges that offer a source of healthy pride and self-esteem. Work also places us in a context larger than ourselves, in service to those who depend on our work.
On the inner level, our personal traits also have a significant impact on our quality of life. Many philosophers throughout history have proposed the cultivation of various virtues as the route to the good life: qualities such as self-control, courage, fortitude, equanimity, morality, compassion, kindness, optimism and wisdom. (This is not an exhaustive list!)
We’ve already seen how meditation can play a part in each of these areas once our basic needs are met. Stillness allows us to meet our circumstances with greater focus, inner peace and an open heart; clarity enriches our experience and provides insight into ourselves and our situation; and presence ensures that we remember to use these skills when we need them most. In combination, this is a recipe for strengthening our connections, enriching our work and nourishing our virtues.
At the highest level, however, many researchers today describe three more key components to a truly meaningful life. The first is significance: the sense that our lives and our contributions, whatever form they take, matter, both to ourselves and to others. The second is coherence: the sense that life makes sense in some fundamental way. And the third is purpose: the sense that we’re actively engaged in pursuits that we find to be fulfilling.
When it comes to significance, coherence and purpose, it might not be quite so obvious how meditation can help – and, actually, some of the discoveries that we make in meditation might even seem to threaten our ability to make meaningful sense out of our lives.
This is a crucial point, so let’s take a closer look at what meditation can reveal to us, and what the ultimate consequences of those revelations might be.
THE REALITY MODEL REVISITED: THE LIMITATIONS OF CONCEPTUALITY
Fundamentally, and despite our best scientific, philosophical and artistic efforts to understand it, life is mysterious. I don’t mean anything spooky by that! But if we really examine our lived experience closely, we see that an important part of what’s going on is fundamentally non-conceptual – something which cannot be fully captured in words.
A concept is an idea. What that concept represents is something else entirely. For example, you can read ‘the sound of music’ or ‘the taste of strawberry’ and understand what I mean, but that’s a completely different experience to attending a concert or biting into a strawberry. The map is not the territory.
Moreover, we each use concepts in slightly different ways. I’ve had plenty of disagreements with friends which turned out to be definitional in nature: I meant one thing by a particular turn of phrase and my friend meant something else. Really, it’s remarkable that we can communicate as effectively as we do!
We might say that each of us inhabits what the renowned psychedelics researcher Timothy Leary called a reality tunnel. My personal reality tunnel consists of all the ways I have of understanding my experiences, of making sense of what’s going on in a way that’s reasonably coherent and effective. If my reality tunnel is pretty similar to yours, we can probably have intelligible discussions on most topics, and only experience disagreement and friction in those places where they don’t quite overlap. Conversely, if I try to talk to someone with a wildly different reality tunnel, we might not be able to find enough common ground even to start the discussion.
For instance, throughout this book I’ve used a conceptual framework based in modern science to explain how meditation works. That’s how I tend to think about the practice – in terms of reason, cause and effect, evidence. But I’ve met people who have a totally different world view: their reality tunnel is fundamentally magical, one in which creativity, prophecy and intuitive, subjective interpretation are paramount. Someone coming from such a reality tunnel is never going to be on board with a scientific explanation of meditation – not only will it not be convincing, it will seem positively misguided, utterly missing the point of what the practice is about for that person.
And yet, interestingly enough, both of us can do the practice and experience the benefits!
This is possible because concepts are, to a degree, arbitrary. Our concepts tell us a story about what’s going on, and if that story is convincing enough to be useful, it’ll hold up. But it turns out that there are many different stories we can tell which work ‘well enough’ – each with strengths, weaknesses and blind spots – and each of us finds that some of these stories resonate better with us than others.
In short: the definition of ‘truth’ is up for grabs.
Now, the realisation that our sense of what’s true is ‘just a story’, as opposed to a fixed absolute certainty waiting to be discovered ‘out there’, can be very impactful, even destabilising. I didn’t like it one bit! Sometimes it can even precipitate a kind of personal ‘meaning crisis’: a feeling that, if our concepts are arbitrary, then perhaps meaning itself is an illusion, and deep down everything is totally meaningless! Maybe there’s really no point to any of it – so why bother?
Personally, I believe that this nihilistic view is utterly mistaken.
If anything, it’s quite the opposite. Meaning can be found all around us. The catch is that meaning is personal and participatory: rather than something predetermined, a singular truth waiting to be found out there in the world – a universal answer to the question ‘What is the meaning of life?’ – meaning is something that we must each discover for ourselves through our own lived experiences. Nobody else can do this for us.
The good news is that we’re well equipped for the search! If I can belabour the conceptual framework from Chapter 3: The Reality Model just a little bit longer, we might even see consciousness itself as the process of making meaning out of our sensory experiences. We see, hear and feel what we do precisely because those perceptions are meaningful for us. I hear sounds at certain frequencies because doing so helps me to perceive danger – and allows me to experience beauty. And if I learn to recognise and move towards that beauty, then my life becomes that much more beautiful in proportion.
It’s also important to highlight that, although concepts are somewhat arbitrary, they aren’t completely so! (To quote the statistician George Box, ‘All models are wrong, but some are useful.’) I can’t just decide that I’m a teapot; while it’s true that I can contain tea, you probably wouldn’t want to drink it if you poured it out of me! Some ways of making sense of our experiences are simply more useful – and hence more meaningful – than others. Many of the stories we share with those around us have stood the test of time and proven their value, so we don’t have to reinvent the wheel – but, at the same time, we aren’t obliged to go along with the status quo just because that’s what everyone else thinks either.
So, at least for me, I find that I’ve arrived at a place where I can’t point to any one way of seeing the world as the ‘ultimate truth’, whether it’s the province of science, religion or something else. (Coming back to meditation for a moment, I can’t even claim that the ‘reality model’ explanation is actually true and everyone else’s explanations are false! But I can say that I’ve found a way of understanding meditation that is deeply meaningful for me, whilst acknowledging and respecting the numerous other ways of framing the practice that are more helpful for others.)
And so the invitation is for each of us to find a way to identify our own personal sense of meaning. If we just want an easy answer then plenty of people and organisations will be delighted to give us theirs – just sign on the dotted line to set up a recurring donation, please – but we also have the remarkable opportunity to find something much more authentic, if we’re only willing to look.
MEDITATION AND FINDING MEANING IN LIFE
It might seem strange to be emphasising the importance of personal affinities and preferences in a book on meditation. After all, a major theme of the meditative path is the discovery of something outside our usual conception of ourselves: a broader perspective which both includes and transcends the typical first-person view. This aspect of the path points to something which seems to be universal to humanity, and which is not in any way limited by personal history or identity. Much of the meditative path involves setting aside our personal thoughts, memories and plans and exploring this transcendent aspect of our being.
But that’s only half the story, and if we stop here, we’re missing out on the full extent of what meditation can offer us. If we want to go all the way, we’ll need to understand, explore and ultimately embrace what is unique to ourselves too.
We each have a particular body and mind, a history, desires, affinities, sensitivities, aspirations, sources of joy and pain that are specific to us as individuals. Through meditation, we can come to see ourselves more clearly; we won’t always like what we see, but it’s important to recognise it nevertheless. In one sense we can view meditation practice as the cultivation of a skill set designed to improve our lives, but on another level meditation also invites a deep acceptance of who we are right now – even the bits we’d least like to acknowledge.
As we become more aware of our own inner condition, we develop a keen awareness of what makes us tick. We see what makes our hearts sing – and what makes them recoil. We discover a deeply ingrained sense of the beautiful, the good, the fascinating and even the moral; but we discover these things through the specific moments of our lives, and in terms of what matters most to us as individuals, as opposed to some broad philosophical stance or abstract theory.
Ultimately, we practise not to escape or transcend our lives, but to inhabit them fully; to see the limitations of whatever we might try to hold on to, and to be willing to let go, turning towards whatever comes with inner stillness, clarity and presence – not as the result of deliberate effort but because, by virtue of our long training, those qualities have become part of us. We move from resenting and resisting our unwanted experiences because we think they weren’t supposed to be this way, to embracing the simple moments of our lives because that’s what it is to be human.
This requires a deep trust in ourselves: in our moral compass, to steer our actions; in the intuitive whispers of our hearts, to seek out what matters most to us; and in our endless capacity to explore, grow and love.
The greatest mistake we can make as meditators is to imitate another’s answers to their deepest questions, as opposed to asking our own.
The greatest gift of meditation is to open the door to a recognition of what’s most deeply, genuinely meaningful to each of us as individuals. This is something that nobody else can give us, and nobody can ever take away.
That, for me, is the true essence of meditation.
CONCLUSION
Our revels now are ended. These our actors,
As I foretold you, were all spirits and
Are melted into air, into thin air;
And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve,
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on: and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep.
The Tempest, Act IV, Scene 1.
WHERE WILL YOUR PATH TAKE YOU?
In this book we’ve explored the cultivation of what I consider to be the key qualities of meditation: stillness, clarity and presence.
Individually and collectively, these three qualities have the power to transform our lives for the better, enabling us to find deep, nourishing states of rest, to see ourselves and our world with ever-greater acuity, and to engage whole-heartedly in the moments that make up our lives without flinching when the going gets tough.
Ultimately, these qualities can even help us to live more meaningful lives – not by surrendering our independence and agency to someone else’s doctrine, but by enabling us to discover and participate actively in whatever matters most to each of us.
So now you have the tools. What will you do with them?
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1 To be clear, if you have existing religious or spiritual convictions, you’re still very welcome to read the book! Anyone can make use of the principles I’m offering here, regardless of background or belief.
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHZ48AE3TOI
3 My impression is that ‘energy practices’ like qigong, kundalini, kriya yoga and so on are all based on tuning into and working with these same subtle body sensations in different ways, which is why those practices can sometimes interfere with access to the first state of absorption that I’m describing here.
4 This picture starts to break down at the quantum level, but one of my personal bugbears is meditation teachers talking authoritative-sounding nonsense about quantum physics, so I’ll say no more!
5 In the meditation world, ’awareness’ and ‘consciousness’ are commonly used as technical terms with highly specific meanings – and different teachers use them in different, sometimes incompatible, ways. You have been warned!
6 Freely available at the time of writing from https://thomasmetzinger.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Metzinger_MIT_Press_2024-1.pdf.
7 It’s worth saying that these experiences do have features in common with certain negative conditions associated with trauma and mental illness: depersonalisation, derealisation and so on. These are very serious matters that can be extremely challenging for the people affected by them, and I don’t mean to dismiss them or equate them with positive meditative breakthroughs. One key difference is that the meditative experiences I’m describing have beneficial effects, often greatly enhancing one’s quality of life, whereas mental health challenges have the opposite effect. If you’re in any doubt about your experiences, or if you’re struggling in any way, please seek help from a qualified therapist or medical professional.
8 Unfortunately, this is not a hypothetical example.
9 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37069194/
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flow_(psychology)#Components, retrieved on 10th January 2026.
11 Flow is not quite the same as hyperfocus, a similar-but-different condition commonly experienced by people with (e.g.) ADHD. As I understand it, in hyperfocus, the attention is captured involuntarily, potentially with negative consequences such as unhelpfully losing track of time (e.g. forgetting to eat), whereas in flow, engagement is voluntary and appropriate. I’m far from an expert on hyperfocus, so please check out some of the research comparing and contrasting flow and hyperfocus if you’d like to know more.
12 https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2010/11/wandering-mind-not-a-happy-mind/
13 I’ve since heard that other people have received similar treatment at this particular retreat centre, so it wasn’t just me being singled out. I’m not sure if that’s better or worse!
14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_stages_of_competence, retrieved on 3rd May 2026.
15 https://www.cheltenhamzen.co.uk/resting-in-the-unborn.html
16 https://www.cheltenhamzen.co.uk/in-buddhas-wake.html
17 I have basically no experience with devotional practices, which revolve around developing a relationship with a guru, deity or other celestial being, so I’ll leave the exploration of these as an exercise to the interested reader. One starting point might be to investigate the difference between the Japanese terms jiriki and tariki. Jiriki, ‘self-power’, is regarded as the foundation of Zen practice; self-power is the notion that progress on the meditative path comes primarily as a result of our own efforts. In contrast, tariki, ‘other-power’, is the primary approach used by devotional lineages like the Pure Land school; the idea here is that progress comes from surrendering to the grace of beings far greater than ourselves and placing ourselves in their capable hands, which has the effect of reducing our dependency on our own sense of agency, as well as opening us up to receiving love and compassion from beings outside ourselves. As I said, tariki isn’t my scene, but do take a look if you’re interested.
18 I’ve labelled these phases somewhat playfully with the names of the four seasons as I experience them here in the UK. My mind was blown many years ago when I discovered that not every country has the same set of seasons, so I apologise if this metaphor doesn’t translate well for international readers!
19 https://wwzc.org/zazen-yojinki-notes-what-be-aware-zazen/
20 Strictly speaking, Shannon’s book deals with fire kasiṇa rather than light kasiṇa, but the two practices are very close in terms of both setup and ensuing phenomenology, and it’s an excellent read.
