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Introduction
A teaching that is good in the beginning, good in the middle, and good in the end, meaningful and well-phrased; a spiritual practice that’s entirely full and pure.1
 
What is this book?
This book is a practical guide to meditation, mindfulness and a contemplative life. If you have any interest at all in exploring your inner world, there’s something in here for you.
	The principles and techniques I’ll be sharing are drawn from early Buddhism, an extraordinarily rich and beautiful tradition that has given me tremendous benefits both sought and unsought. Early Buddhism offers simple, effective methods for calming the mind and body, being more present in our daily life activities, opening our hearts to love and compassion, cultivating deep states of bliss, joy and peace, and discovering profound insights into who we really are; and it presents all these methods within a comprehensive yet accessible framework. It’s an excellent system.
	That said, you don’t have to be a Buddhist to work with and benefit from these practices! Anyone can meditate, contemplate, or practise mindfulness in daily life; really, these skills are part of our birthright as human beings2. As we’ll see in Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, the Buddha set out on his own spiritual quest because he had serious existential questions that he wanted to answer. The purpose of this book isn’t to encourage you to copy his answers; it’s to help you to explore your own questions, whatever they might be.
	I hope you find the methods presented in this book as helpful as I have.
So what’s ‘early Buddhism’ anyway?
There’s no commonly agreed definition of ‘early Buddhism’. What I mean by the term is the Buddhism found in the discourses (suttas3) of the Pali canon, one of the earliest collections of Buddhist teachings, as opposed to the later teachings found in the Abhidhamma (literally, Higher Teachings; systematic treatises which take an analytical approach to unpacking the discourses, composed a hundred years or more after the death of Siddhattha Gotama4, the historical Buddha), or influential commentarial works such as the Visuddhimagga (the Path of Purification, written by an Indian scholar-monk named Buddhaghosa about a thousand years after the Buddha’s death).
	As time has gone on, successive generations of Buddhists have attempted to elaborate on the early teachings, presumably intending to clarify them. Two and a half thousand years later, however, the effect is quite the opposite, with a bewildering array of teachings split across multiple competing schools. The sophistication of these teachings can be inspiring, but it can also be overwhelming.
	In contrast, what we find in the earliest material is both simple and practical. Personally, I’m drawn to the clarity and directness of these early texts, as opposed to the more elaborate works of later traditions. That isn’t to say one is better than the other; it’s just that my preference is for the earlier material, so that’s what I’ll be presenting here. If you’re more strongly drawn to another tradition, that’s totally fine with me, but this might not be the book for you.
Is this what the Buddha ‘really’ taught?
I don’t know!
	Actually, I don’t think anyone alive today can be sure what the Buddha ‘really’ taught. We weren’t there. What you’ll find in this book is my interpretation of the Pali discourses, taken on their own terms rather than seen through the lens of later works such as the Visuddhimagga.
	And it’s important to highlight that it’s my interpretation. You’ll be seeing the discourses through my eyes: I’ve chosen which discourses to present, how to explain them, and in some cases even how to translate key terms. But, honestly, that’s what every other Buddhist teacher and tradition does too. Many Buddhist organisations will tell you that they teach the exact word of the Buddha, preserved unchanged for 2,500 years – which sounds great until you realise that there are multiple such organisations, and they all disagree with each other!
	So please keep in mind that, whenever I use a phrase like ‘in xyz discourse the Buddha says abc’, it’s a shorthand for ‘in xyz discourse, which may or may not bear any relation to what the historical Buddha might have said, as preserved over thousands of years and potentially modified according to the doctrinal needs of the groups doing the preserving, translated into English by a translator who had distinct ideas about what the original text meant that might not be fully in line with the original intent, then further interpreted by me based on my own limited experience, the Buddha, as represented in this particular text, appears to say abc’. I hope we can agree that it would be pretty tedious for us both if I had to spell that out every time.
	I’m a pragmatist at heart; if it’s interesting and useful, I’m all in favour of it, regardless of whether it’s exactly what the historical Buddha taught. I’m not trying to say that I’m right and everyone else is wrong; I’m simply saying that what’s in here has proven itself to be good and worthwhile in my own direct experience, and I think that’s the most intellectually honest stance I can take.
	Also, it’s actually a stance recommended by the discourses themselves (subject to the above caveats!). In the famous Kesamutti Sutta (AN3.65, the Discourse at Kesamutti, popularly known as the Kalama Sutta), we find the following:
Please, Kalamas, don’t go by oral transmission, don’t go by lineage, don’t go by testament, don’t go by canonical authority, don’t rely on logic, don’t rely on inference, don’t go by reasoned train of thought, don’t go by the acceptance of a view after deliberation, don’t go by the appearance of competence, and don’t think ‘The ascetic is our respected teacher.’
 
But when you know for yourselves: ‘These things are unskilful, blameworthy, criticised by sensible people, and when you undertake them, they lead to harm and suffering’, then you should give them up.
 
…
 
And when you know for yourselves: ‘These things are skilful, blameless, praised by sensible people, and when you undertake them, they lead to welfare and happiness’, then you should acquire them and keep them.5
 
	In other words: don’t just take my word for it, but try it for yourself, and see what happens. If it works for you, great; if not, don’t worry about it.
How to use this book
Above, I described this book as a practical guide to early Buddhism. One reason why I was originally drawn to Buddhism was because it offered more than doctrine to be memorised and poetry to be admired; it also suggested that there was something I could do in order to experience for myself what the teachings were pointing to.
	As such, the focus of the book is practices. I’ll try to cover only the minimum theory necessary to make sense of the practices so that you can explore them for yourself. Don’t just take my word for it: ponder, investigate, challenge and wrestle with what’s being offered here. Test out the various practices as you go through the book, to give yourself an experiential taste of the theoretical material covered in each chapter, and also to feel free to innovate and explore. Don’t let these be ‘dead words’. Make them come alive in your own experience.
	You don’t have to master every practice in the book (although don’t let me stop you!). If part of the book leaves you cold, skip it; you can always come back in a year or two and see if anything’s changed. Alternatively, if you’re interested in a particular topic but don’t like the practice(s) I’ve given, look around and see if you can find a different way to approach it. Keep searching, and you’ll find something that works for you. If you don’t know where to start, just find something that seems interesting and start playing with the practice(s) in that section, then broaden out from there.
	To help get you started, each part of the book includes a few core practices. These are practices which have been especially valuable for me, and which I believe can form the bedrock of a rich, varied and comprehensive spiritual path inspired by early Buddhism. But these are just suggestions. If you prefer something else, that’s totally fine. I’ve seen people have massive breakthroughs with pretty much any practice imaginable.
	However you choose to engage with the practices, though, please do approach what’s offered here as something to be explored and tested, not merely understood intellectually. Putting these methods into action is what really helps.
Why ‘In Buddha’s Wake’?
Any sage recognised as a knowledge master,
who has nothing, unattached to sensual life,
clearly has crossed this flood,
crossed to the far shore, kind, wishless.
And a wise person here, a knowledge master,
having untied the bond to life after life,
free of craving, untroubled, with no need for hope,
has crossed over rebirth and old age, I declare.6
 
An image frequently used in the Pali discourses to describe the goal of the spiritual path is that of a great flood or ocean which is to be crossed, with safety to be found on the far shore. The Buddha himself is often described as one who has made the journey, one who ‘has crossed this flood’. If we’re interested in making the journey for ourselves, we’re invited to follow in his wake.
	As I contemplate this, what comes to mind is a sense of profound gratitude for those who have come before us. The Pali discourses were preserved as an oral tradition for hundreds of years, then written down on perishable palm-leaf ‘paper’ by hand, copied and re-copied countless times down the centuries. This tradition has survived because in each generation, for two and a half thousand years, people were willing to devote their lives to its preservation. How remarkable, and wonderful!
	Something else that comes to mind as I consider the idea of being in Buddha’s ‘wake’ is an image of tiny fishing boats bobbing around in the wash created by the passage of a great ocean liner. My own practice is more fishing boat than ocean liner! But even a small boat can cross a great flood if the crew is persistent enough.
	May this book help you to cross to the far shore.

Part I: Laying the Foundations
All phenomena are preceded by the mind,
Created by the mind,
And have the mind as their master.
If one speaks or acts from a corrupted mind,
Suffering follows as the cart-wheel follows the ox’s
foot.
 
All phenomena are preceded by the mind,
Created by the mind,
And have the mind as their master.
If one speaks or acts with a pure mind,
Happiness follows as an ever-present shadow.7

Chapter 1: Finding Peace
All is burning. And what is the ‘all’ that is burning?
 
The eye is burning. The ear is burning. The nose is burning. The tongue is burning. The body is burning. The mind is burning.
 
Burning with what? Burning with the fires of greed, hate, and delusion.
 
Seeing this, a learned noble disciple grows disillusioned with the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind.
 
Being disillusioned, desire fades away. When desire fades away they’re freed. When they’re freed, they know they’re freed.8
 
Extinguishing the three fires
Fundamentally, the goal of early Buddhism is to find peace.
	Across the thousands of discourses in the Pali canon, the path to peace is described in many different ways, but the overriding theme is that peace is found by letting go of that which causes distress and disturbance.
	Easier said than done! But, as we’ll see, early Buddhism offers many ways to explore the factors which disturb our peace, and many methods for uprooting those disturbances.
	One of the most common images is of three fires: greed (or lust), hatred (or aversion), and delusion (or confusion, or ignorance). Greed leads us to crave to get hold of something, and to cling to it once we have it; hatred leads us to crave to avoid something, and to resist and resent it when we get it anyway; and delusion leads us to misunderstand what’s going on, acting in confused ways that don’t fit the situation and thereby causing problems for ourselves.
	The goal of the path is thus described as the extinguishment of those three fires. The Pali term for this extinguishment is nibbana (better known in its Sanskrit form, nirvana); rice which has been cooked and then put to one side to cool down is said to be ‘nibbana-ed’.
	The good news is that we don’t need to put out the three fires completely in order to reach at least some measure of peace. We each have peaceful moments in our lives, moments where greed, hatred and delusion are temporarily quiet or absent.
	What are these moments like? Well, in the absence of wanting things to be other than they are, we might experience contentment. And if we aren’t confused (or deluded) about what’s going on, we might experience clarity. The combination of the two allows us to set aside our concerns for the moment, thereby leading to peace of mind.
	Even momentary glimpses of contentment, clarity and peace of mind can be deeply nourishing, and may give us a sense that, if this is really where the early Buddhist path leads, it might be worth exploring, whether or not we reach the point where the three fires go out for good.
Practice: Noticing moments of peace
Above, I suggested that we all experience moments in our lives which are relatively free from greed, hatred and delusion. But is that really true? Here’s one way to find out.
	First, take some time to reflect on those moments in your life when you felt a sense of peace. Try to remember as many details as you can; it might help to write them down, if you’re so inclined.
	In particular, remember how each moment felt. Did you want something? Were you trying to get something? Or was there something you were trying to avoid, or get rid of? Did you find yourself wishing that you’d gotten something else instead? Were you confused by what was happening? If not, what was happening? How did it feel?
	Another way to explore this topic is to notice moments of peace as they arise throughout your day. This approach needs a bit more presence of mind, a bit more skill in the moment – a bit more mindfulness, which we’ll explore later in the book – but it’s very doable if you put your mind to it.
	Anytime you notice that you’re experiencing a sense of peace, again, simply explore how it feels. What’s going on? As above, notice if you’re wanting something, not wanting something, or confused about what’s going on; and if it’s none of those, notice how it feels instead.
	Over time, this practice reveals how it feels to be at peace. It can be subtle at first (it was for me!), and perhaps even feel a bit dull compared to the excitement of watching a movie or eating a bowl of ice cream. But it’s an acquired taste. As you get used to it, it’s easier to notice, and it comes to feel quite beautiful.
	Give it a try, and see how it feels.
What if I don’t want peace?
Actually, finding peace is just one way to describe the goal of early Buddhism.
	More commonly, the goal is expressed as the end of suffering. Many people are drawn to spiritual practice because they’ve suffered deeply in their lives, and they find the prospect of relief from that suffering to be compelling.
	Since an emphasis on suffering (even the elimination of it) can sound rather gloomy, the goal can also be described as finding happiness; sometimes it will be qualified as happiness without a cause, or even unreasonable happiness, to distinguish it from the kind of happiness that comes from getting something we want, like a bowl of ice cream. (As we’ll see, that kind of ‘happiness’ is fleeting, and ultimately unsatisfactory. That isn’t to say it’s bad, just that there’s a better alternative.)
	The happiness of early Buddhism is not ‘toxic positivity’. We aren’t trying to ‘be positive’ no matter what’s going on, suppressing our difficult emotions even when they’re wholly appropriate. The kind of happiness that the Buddhist path offers is not about having a permanent grin. It’s about being free from the forces that lead to so much unnecessary psychological distress in our lives: the three fires of greed, hatred and delusion. Cooling those fires frees us from this distress and leads us to a deep, abiding contentment which is not dependent on any particular external cause (not even a bowl of ice cream).
	Another benefit of spiritual practice is that it tends to open our hearts and liberate our emotions, helping us to let go of resentment and find deep resources of patience, kindness and compassion within ourselves. As the heart opens, we find ourselves feeling more deeply connected to those around us, more aware of the beauty in our lives, and more grateful for the simple fact of being alive. Connecting with these qualities can be so rewarding that many teachers say that opening the heart is the real value of the spiritual path.
	If this still isn’t resonating, you might be interested to know that the spiritual path is also described in terms of cultivating wisdom: coming to understand who we really are and what’s actually going on in our moment-to-moment experience. The title Buddha literally means one who is awake, and the process of realising nibbana is often referred to as awakening (or enlightenment). For some readers, that might be a more interesting prospect than finding peace or eliminating suffering. That was certainly the case for me!
	Personally, I was drawn to the practice more out of curiosity than the desire to find peace, freedom from suffering, an open heart, or even ‘unreasonable happiness’ (which wouldn’t have meant anything to me back then!). As a youngster, I was into martial arts, and a lot of the books I read included brief, impenetrable chapters about the importance of meditation for martial artists. I didn’t really understand it, but it sounded cool, and I came away with the understanding that I should definitely check out this meditation thing at some point to find out what it was all about.
	Over the years that followed, I developed an interest in Zen and Daoism, and read as widely as I could. This only deepened my interest in exploring these mysteries for myself; the classic texts were poetic and inspiring, but also confusing and paradoxical. Over and over, they said that the only way to know what they were really going on about was to sit down and meditate. So, one day, I resolved to do exactly that.
	I’ve been continuing my exploration ever since, and it’s just as interesting to me now as when I started – perhaps even more so, now that I’ve experienced enough to know beyond doubt that there’s something real here, something available even to a regular person like me with a day job, a partner and various other hobbies (which still include martial arts). It turns out that awakening isn’t limited to monastics or cave-dwelling hermits; it’s available to everyone who is interested enough to pursue it.
	In truth, these seemingly different ‘goals’ are parallel and wholly compatible fruits of a spiritual practice, different facets of the gem of awakening. If we keep at it, peace, wisdom and compassion are pretty much inevitable, whatever our initial motivations.
	No matter why you chose to read this book, I hope you find the practices I offer here to be helpful. Over the course of the following chapters, we’ll develop profound abilities of focus and clarity, cultivate altered states of consciousness, explore the mysterious nature of our own being, discover deep spiritual wisdom described in the ancient texts, open our hearts to boundless love and compassion, and much more. There’s something here for everyone.
	So let’s get started!

Chapter 2: Training the Mind
All things are preceded by the mind,
surpassed by the mind, created by the mind.
If one speaks or acts
with a corrupted mind,
Then suffering follows,
As a track follows a wheel.
 
All things are preceded by the mind,
surpassed by the mind, created by the mind.
If one speaks or acts
with a pure mind,
Then happiness follows,
As a shadow that never leaves.9
 
The role of mind training
What does it mean to say that ‘all things are preceded by the mind’?
	Fundamentally, our experience of the world is heavily influenced by our state of mind. We receive information about our surroundings through our senses, but then our minds process and interpret that information to determine how we conceptualise and react to what’s going on. If we’re in a negative mind state, we’ll tend to see a negative world. (Have you ever noticed that, when you’re running late, the other drivers on the road are driving worse than usual?)
	Because of this, meditation teachers often make a distinction between pain, which is physical, and suffering, which is psychological. Consider what happens when I stub my toe. First, my toe hurts; that’s what happens when I slam a body part into a solid object. But it doesn’t always stop there. I might also experience thoughts like ‘Oooh, I wish I hadn’t done that, it really hurts! I’m such a klutz!’, or ‘Who left that thing there? I’ve told him not to do that! The next time I see him he’s gonna get what’s coming to him…’ This psychological suffering is triggered by and associated with the pain, but is not the same as the pain.
	We can’t do much about the pain of a stubbed toe (apart from wearing steel toe-capped shoes or watching where we’re going more carefully), but we can train the mind to behave differently. We can spend time cultivating beneficial mind states, so that we’re more likely to respond to pain with patience and self-compassion rather than anger or blame; we can practise being more fully aware of what’s going on, reducing the risk of stubbed toes; and, ultimately, we can come to know the workings of our minds so clearly that we extinguish the fires of greed, hatred and delusion, eliminating the roots of psychological suffering altogether. (Which of the three fires is at work in the stubbed toe example above?)
	This is the heart of early Buddhism: training the mind to reduce and ultimately eliminate the influence of greed, hatred and delusion in our lives. By doing so, we find peace.
How to meditate
An effective way to train the mind is through meditation. (It isn’t the only way, and we’ll discuss other approaches throughout the book.)
	‘Meditation’ means different things to different people. To get the most out of this book, it will be helpful if you can set aside any preconceptions you might have and do your best to work with the practices as I describe them. That’s not to say that what I’m offering is the only valid way to meditate! We’re fortunate to have so many wonderful traditions, teachers and techniques at our fingertips. It’s just that if you feel that you already know how to meditate and aren’t interested in trying something different, this book probably won’t be useful.
	When I talk about meditation, I mean a formal activity that you undertake for a specific period of time, in which you adopt a specific posture, in a specific place, and then work with a specific practice or sequence of practices until the time is up. Your total focus should be on the meditation practice; don’t try to combine a formal meditation session with something else. (Later on, we’ll look at how to approach other activities in a ‘meditative’ way, but for now we’re focusing on the core skill of formal meditation.)
	Let’s now look at each of these points in turn.
The period of time
If you’re just getting started, it’s best to begin with short meditation sessions (a few minutes at a time) and gradually build up. In my experience, meditation works best as a daily habit, so it’s important to practise in a way that makes it as easy as possible to keep going until it becomes automatic. If you think you can meditate for twenty minutes a day, you could perhaps start with ten minutes, then gradually work your way up to twenty, and eventually beyond.
	As a general rule, longer meditation periods allow the mind to settle down more, helping the practice to go deeper. The catch is that at some point your mind and body start to get tired, after which continuing to practise becomes harder and less valuable. However, if you keep up the habit, you’ll find that over time you can go for longer before fatigue sets in.
	For experienced meditators, my teacher Leigh recommends aiming to meditate for at least 45 minutes five times a week, ideally an hour every day. If you want a really strong practice, try for an hour every morning and an hour every evening. Now, that’s a high standard, and it’s one that’s aimed at maintaining the same depth of practice in daily life that’s achievable on a two-week silent meditation retreat. If you can do that, wonderful; but if not, don’t beat yourself up about it. The most important thing is to find what you can do, and do it consistently. If that looks like twenty minutes rather than an hour, do twenty minutes. If you have a bit of time in the morning and the evening, try doing two sessions instead of one and see how that works out for you.
	Most people find it helpful to determine the length of a meditation session in advance. Use a timer so that you don’t have to look at a clock. (I use the Insight Timer app for my own practice.) Some meditation practices can lead to a distorted sense of time (either seeming to pass very rapidly or very slowly), and so a timer ensures that your practice stays within the bounds of your daily schedule. That said, some people prefer to set an intention to meditate for a certain period, and to trust their ‘inner clock’ to let them know when it’s time to finish. Try both and see what works.
	One more consideration is what time of day to meditate. This is highly individual; you’ll have to experiment and figure it out for yourself. Some people find that their meditation works best first thing in the morning; for others, later in the day is better; for still others, the middle of the day is the best time. Partly it’s a matter of when your mind is sharpest, and partly it’s a matter of what makes sense in your daily routine. For me, my mind is sharpest in the middle of the afternoon, but that isn’t terribly compatible with working full-time. Instead, I meditate first thing in the morning, where it fits neatly into my morning routine (get up, meditate, exercise, have breakfast, go to work) and last thing in the evening before going to bed (so that my partner and I can meditate together; she isn’t a morning person, so she’s still in bed when I’m meditating in the morning).
	The ideal situation for a long-term practice is for meditation to be integrated into your daily routine in the same way as brushing your teeth, so that it happens automatically, without needing to remember to do it. Meditation delivers its greatest benefits over months and years of consistent practice, so looking at it as a lifelong habit is the best way to go.
The posture
Meditation is most commonly associated with a sitting posture (so much so that ‘sitting’ is synonymous with ‘meditation’ in the Buddhist world), and this is a good choice for most people. Actually, though, meditation can be practised in a variety of postures. The four most commonly taught postures are walking, standing, sitting and lying down.
	Why choose one posture over another? One reason is to care for the body: long periods of sitting meditation are physically taxing, so it can be nice to change things up and walk or lie down for a while. Another reason is to manage our energy levels: if we find ourselves falling asleep while sitting, for example, then shifting to standing or walking can help us to stay awake. The trade-off is that the standing and walking postures typically don’t allow the mind to settle as much as it can when sitting or lying down.
	Ultimately, there’s no ‘best’ posture for meditation. What’s appropriate for a particular session depends on the condition of your body and mind, and it’s important both to develop some sensitivity to this and to be honest with yourself about it. When I ran a weekly meditation class, many first-time visitors wanted to lie down to meditate because it was more comfortable than sitting up without back support, but almost all would immediately fall asleep once we started to meditate. There’s nothing wrong with sleeping, but it isn’t meditation! For me, I’ve found that a mixture of sitting and walking works best. But you should experiment and find out what works for you.
	When lying down, it’s helpful to have your back straight. If your hamstrings are tight (like mine!), bend your knees to take the strain out of your lower back, planting the soles of your feet on the floor to give you stability. If you fall asleep, try elevating your upper body a bit, so that your head is higher than your feet; a few strategically placed pillows can help. The hands can rest by the sides or on the lower belly, whatever feels most comfortable.
	When sitting, you have a few options. Some variation of a cross-legged posture can work well; sitting ‘Burmese style’, with one leg placed in front of the other rather than resting on top, can help to avoid your legs falling asleep. If you’re flexible enough to do a quarter, half or full lotus, these are very stable postures which are supportive for the practice, but (very important!) don’t force your body to do something that isn’t comfortable. You can injure yourself very badly by forcing your body into a meditation posture that it isn’t flexible enough to maintain. (Unfortunately, I speak from experience.) Also, it’s very helpful to have the hips somewhat higher than the knees. A small cushion placed under the buttocks to raise the hips works well; it’s worth buying a proper meditation cushion (often called a zafu) for this purpose.
	An alternative to sitting cross-legged is to kneel in the Japanese seiza style; again, I recommend elevating the hips. A cushion can work for this purpose, or you might prefer a meditation bench which is designed for the kneeling position. Kneeling is my main sitting position, partly due to a knee injury sustained – you guessed it – by trying to force myself into a half lotus posture when I was new to meditation, and partly because I prefer the more symmetrical feeling of kneeling rather than crossing my legs.
	Yet another option is to sit in a chair. This option is often unfairly looked down on, and many teachers and books will assume by default that people are sitting on the floor – so much so that the expression ‘on the cushion’ is often used as a shorthand for formal meditation, while ‘off the cushion’ refers to practice in daily life. However, the truth is that we associate meditation with sitting on the floor only because most of our meditation traditions come from cultures where people routinely sit on the floor. Westerners tend to sit in chairs, and there’s really no reason why you can’t sit in a chair to meditate if that’s what works best. My teacher Leigh sits in a chair, and he does just fine!
	If sitting in a chair, it’s helpful to have the soles of the feet flat on the floor, emphasising stability and grounding, rather than allowing the feet to dangle or sprawl. If you have short legs and a tall chair, it might help to have a cushion under your feet to bridge the gap. It’s also good to have the hips slightly higher than the knees, so depending on the shape of your chair, you might also like to place a small cushion or foam wedge on the seat.
	Whatever sitting posture you choose, the most important points are to have a stable base and an upright spine. The stable base prevents you from wobbling or floating, giving you a grounded posture which allows the body to relax deeply. The upright spine ensures that you avoid slumping or hunching, postures which tend to promote drowsiness and dullness. The aim is not to force the spine to be unnaturally straight, but rather to align the body so that the weight travels efficiently down into the chair or cushion, allowing you to be supported without having to use a lot of muscular tension to hold the body upright.
	However you sit, the hands can go wherever is comfortable: in your lap, on your thighs, somewhere else. Depending on the relative length of your arms and torso, you might find it more comfortable to place a small cushion in your lap and rest your hands on that.
	It’s quite popular to place the hands in a special posture called a mudra in Sanskrit; a common one is the cosmic mudra, in which the right hand is placed in the lap, palm facing upwards, then the left hand is placed on top, also palm upward, with the thumbs gently touching. (Sometimes it’s the other way around, right hand on top.) If you don’t know what to do with your hands, try the cosmic mudra. Really, though, what matters most is that the hands are placed somewhere where they aren’t distracting you, aren’t pulling your shoulders forward, and aren’t bringing unnecessary tension into the body. (Hollywood movies often show people ‘meditating’ in very elaborate positions involving outstretched arms – really, don’t. Meditation is not the time for a shoulder workout.)
	Moving up the body, it’s helpful to have a slight tuck in the chin, as if you’re holding a tennis ball between your chin and your chest. This helps to counteract the tendency among habitual screen users (which is most of us these days!) for the head to jut forward. However, please be gentle, and if you find that tucking the chin is increasing the tension in your neck, stop doing it. The idea here is to align the head and neck so that the muscles can relax as much as possible. Another way to find this alignment is to have a sense of a string attached to the top of your head pulling gently upwards, with the rest of the body suspended below.
	Unless you’re doing a practice with a specific breathing technique, it’s best to breathe through the nose if you can, although it’s fine to breathe through the mouth if you need to. The jaw should be relaxed rather than clenched. The tongue should be soft and broad, resting gently on the roof of your mouth.
	The eyes can either be open (fully or partially) or closed. Some techniques are a little easier one way or the other, and some people have a strong preference, but either way works fine in most cases, and it’s good to try both. If the eyes are open, it’s best to have the gaze angled gently downwards, and to use a soft, broad gaze rather than staring at something in particular: this has a calming effect on the nervous system. (The exception is practices which specifically involve gazing at an object, where of course you’ll need to focus on that object.)
	For standing practice, the key is to stand in a firm, grounded way, weight equally distributed through the soles of both feet. Make sure you have a slight bend in the knees rather than locking the legs, since the latter can lead to passing out! The body should be upright and aligned in a similar manner to the sitting posture. The hands can hang at the sides of the body or be clasped in front of or behind the body, whatever you prefer; just be sure to pick one and stick with it rather than allowing the hands to fidget during the practice. It’s probably better to have the eyes at least partially open in standing meditation, but experiment and see what you find. (Please be careful!)
	The posture for walking practice has a lot in common with the standing posture: you’re looking to be relaxed, upright, and firmly connected to the ground as you’re walking. The eyes will need to be open, of course. Pick out your walking route in advance so that you don’t have to make any decisions while you’re meditating.
	One approach is to use a straight-line route of maybe fifteen or twenty paces. Walk along the route to the end, then very deliberately stop. After a brief pause, carefully turn around on the spot, then deliberately stop again. Then, after another pause, walk back the other way. This walk-stop-turn-stop-walk approach feels rather clunky at first, but it reminds us to pay close attention to the moments of transition, which are the prime time for the mind to wander. If you don’t like all the stopping and starting, another approach is to find a looping path that you can simply walk continuously for the duration of your practice time.
	Whatever posture you adopt, it’s important to check in with the body at the end of a practice session and see how you feel. It’s quite natural for the body to get tired and achy after a long meditation session, particularly when you’re sitting, but any pain should go away pretty quickly once you get up and start moving around. If you feel persistent pain after sitting meditation, especially in the knees, please take this very seriously and find a different way to sit that doesn’t damage your body. Don’t hurt yourself!
The place
Closely related to the posture is the place where you’re going to meditate.
	It’s helpful to have a quiet place where you won’t be disturbed. If you do get interrupted during meditation once in a while, it’s not a big deal; just deal with the interruption and then return to the meditation for the remainder of the practice time. But try to keep interruptions to a minimum. If you share your space with other people, it’s very helpful if you can arrange for them to leave you alone while you’re practising. If not, it will be difficult to get settled into the practice.
	Most people find it helpful to set up a dedicated space for meditation. I have a meditation cushion set up on a zabuton (a kind of mat that provides a bit of padding for the knees) 24/7, so I can sit down and start meditating with zero prep. (This is especially helpful on days when I can’t really be bothered with meditation, when any effort at all could easily turn into an excuse to skip it!) Some people like to add some ornaments to their meditation space, like a statue of the Buddha, a picture of a favourite teacher or a stick of incense; personally, I prefer to keep things simple, but if you find these things motivational, go for it.
	If you’re going to do walking meditation, you’ll need a bit more space – but, actually, you don’t need a lot. If you don’t have space for full-length strides, just take smaller steps. That way, a little bit of space goes a long way.
The practice
So we have a period of time, a posture, and a place to meditate. Now all we need is the actual practice.
	It can sometimes surprise people to learn that there are lots of different meditation techniques, differing both in the ‘how’ (the practical method) and the ‘why’ (the intention of the practice). The ‘why’ is important: if you don’t know why you’re doing what you’re doing, how will you know if it’s working, or even if it’s something you want to do? The ‘how’ is also important: not every meditation method is a good fit for every practitioner, and many people become discouraged after trying a practice they don’t get on with. I’ll be offering a wide range of practices in this book, and I’ll do my best to explain the ‘why’ as well as the ‘how’ along the way.
	To get the ball rolling, let’s now take a look at a specific meditation technique. The technique in question can be called mindfulness of the body, or more simply embodied mindfulness.
	The ‘how’ of it is simple: we adopt a meditation posture (the instructions below describe sitting, but any posture will work), then pay attention to our experience of the sensations of the body. If we notice that our mind has wandered, we come back to the body sensations. That’s it!
	(Don’t be fooled by the simplicity of the practice. Any meditation technique, simple or complex, can be profoundly transformative if taken far enough.)
	So that’s the ‘how’; what about the ‘why’? The body sensations provide a convenient, portable ‘anchor’ for our attention, enabling us to do this practice anywhere and at any time. Noticing the body sensations, which are always happening right now (it’s much harder to pay attention to yesterday’s body sensations!), helps us to stay in the present moment, letting go of worries about the future and regrets about the past. Furthermore, since we aren’t trying to make anything in particular happen – we’re just sitting (or standing, or…), and feeling how it is to sit – we don’t need our experience to be anything other than it already is. By repeatedly letting go of any thoughts of wanting to get something (greed), wanting to avoid something (hatred) or believing that whatever is here isn’t what it’s ‘supposed’ to be (delusion), we arrive at a place of clarity, contentment and peace of mind, even if only temporarily. So this practice gives us a very simple, direct method to cultivate peace.
	It’s worth distinguishing between the method (the ‘how’: paying attention to the body sensations) and the intended outcome (the ‘why’: greater peace). We aren’t directly trying to ‘make ourselves peaceful’; we’re simply paying attention to the body sensations. If and when we do experience peace, it’s a natural consequence of paying attention to the body sensations. Rather than trying to force a particular outcome, we’re setting up an environment in which the outcome can arise of its own accord.
	It’s a bit like gardening. To grow flowers, you plant the seeds and then tend the garden, ensuring that there’s enough moisture and sunlight and so forth. It won’t help to dig up the seeds ten minutes after planting them to see if they’re sprouting yet, or to try to ‘encourage’ the flowers to grow by yanking on them. Instead, the flowers grow by themselves, as a result of the necessary conditions for growth being in place. Meditation is like this too.
* * *
All right, enough background. Without further ado, let’s give it a try!
Core practice: Embodied mindfulness
First, make any necessary arrangements to ensure that you won’t be disturbed during the practice, then go to your meditation place.
	Decide how long you’re going to spend doing this practice, and set a timer if you’re using one. It’s helpful to set it up so that you can’t see the time remaining, so that it doesn’t distract you.
	Next, adopt the posture you’ve chosen for this practice period. (I’ll assume you’re going to do this practice sitting down, but as mentioned it can be done in any of the four postures with the appropriate modifications to the instructions.) Assuming you have a reasonably sustainable posture that isn’t damaging your body in any way, do your best to stay in the posture you’ve chosen without fidgeting or changing posture for the duration of the practice period.
	Now, bring your attention to the sensations of your body. How does it feel to sit, right now?
	See if you can bring a broad, gentle awareness to the body as a whole. If you find your attention drawn to a particular aspect of the body, perhaps the breathing or the feeling of contact with the cushion or chair, allow your attention to open up to encompass those sensations within the wider field of the whole body.
	If you find yourself thinking about the body sensations (engaging in mental commentary about what you’re feeling), gently let go of those thoughts and come back to the direct experience of how the body feels. You don’t need to think about the body at all to feel what’s going on. It’s like how you know whether a cup of tea is warm or cool simply by touching it: directly, no thoughts required.
	Notice if there’s any sense of viewing the body sensations ‘from a distance’, as if you’re up in a watchtower somewhere gazing down at the body from afar. If this is the case, see if you can find a way to experience the sensations more intimately. You’re feeling what’s going on in the body, with the body, as the body. There’s no need for any distance at all.
	From time to time, you might notice that your mind has wandered: most commonly, you’ll find yourself thinking about something else. This can seem frustrating at first, but it’s actually an important part of the practice. Each time you notice that your attention has wandered, gently let go of the distraction, take a moment to relax, and then come back to the body sensations. The next time it happens, do the same: let go, relax, come back. If a distraction is particularly persistent, you might find that it helps to give it a simple, one-word label (‘planning’, ‘remembering’) before letting it go.
	Don’t be tempted to skip the relaxation step! It’s quite common to experience a flicker of annoyance when noticing that the mind has wandered; this can lead to the body tensing up over time, which in turn makes it more difficult and unpleasant to sit still, and thus increases the tendency towards distraction. Taking a moment to relax after each distraction defuses any possible tension creeping into the system, sidestepping this problem.
	As you continue to sit in this way, paying attention to the body sensations, all kinds of other experiences will come and go too: sights, sounds, thoughts, emotions. That’s fine; you don’t need to make any of that go away. You’re not trying to make your mind go blank or suppress everything apart from the body sensations. Instead, the attitude is one of leaving everything else in the background, like traffic passing by on a nearby road: it’s there, but it isn’t your concern right now. Whatever happens, simply let it come, let it be, and let it go; no need to get involved. (Of course, that’s easier said than done, but that’s the attitude you’re looking for in this practice.) Just keep coming back to the body each time you notice that your mind has wandered, and leave everything else alone.
	Just sit, and feel how it is to sit. That’s all.
What’s supposed to happen?
It’s quite common for people to find meditation rather disappointing at first. Perhaps the predominant experience was mind-wandering; or maybe it just felt like nothing much was going on. Isn’t meditation supposed to be more interesting than this?
	That happens; and if it happens to you, you aren’t doing anything wrong. Earlier, I said that meditation is a marathon rather than a sprint, and that’s absolutely true. In the long run, we really can experience peace, joy, love, profound insights and more; but probably not at first, and not every time you meditate.
	Usually, the first discovery we make when we take up meditation is quite how much the mind wanders. Sometimes, it can even seem like meditation is increasing the number of distractions in the mind! Actually, it’s more likely that we’re simply noticing how busy our minds usually are. It’s hard to pay consistent attention to one relatively uninteresting aspect of our experience for minutes at a time when there’s so much else going on in our lives. At first this might seem rather annoying, but we can also regard it as our first meditative insight. We see now the condition of our minds, and perhaps have a sense of how valuable it might be to take up a practice like meditation. Over time, we really can train our minds to focus better, and this has numerous benefits both in our meditation practice and our wider lives.
	A helpful attitude to keep in mind is that ‘it’s working even when it isn’t working’, as Buddhist teacher Gil Fronsdal puts it. It’s easy to judge the practice as ‘going well’ if we’re quite focused and ‘going badly’ if our mind is wandering frequently. But both are equally important. There are two skills being cultivated here: resting the attention on an object in a stable way, and developing an awareness of when our minds have wandered off track so that we can ‘wake up’ out of the distraction quickly.
	In some ways, embodied mindfulness is better thought of as ‘seeing what happens when we intend to pay attention to the body sensations’. Perhaps the mind settles quickly, and we remain present with the experience of the body for an extended period. Great! We’re practising resting our attention on the body sensations. On the other hand, perhaps the mind wanders frequently, and many, many times in a single practice session we notice that it’s wandered and bring it gently back to the body sensations. Great! We’re cultivating that awareness of mind-wandering so that we notice more quickly when we’re getting distracted. Either way, the practice is valuable.
	Of course, meditation is often more pleasant when the mind is calm and settled! But the unpleasantness of mind-wandering is another blessing in disguise. A great benefit of meditation is that it gives us the opportunity to practise being with our experience without trying to change it, even when that experience is somewhat unpleasant. It’s interesting to see how intolerant we can be of even minor inconveniences such as a mild itch; learning to bear them calmly is a great asset, both in and out of meditation.
	Yet another discovery, if we practise regularly, is that some days are ‘better’ than others, in the sense of the mind settling more quickly and easily. Often, the busyness of our minds is related to what’s going on in our lives at the time. If we’re dealing with a lot, the mind is likely to be busy with planning and worrying when we sit down to meditate. If things are more relaxed, the mind will tend to settle more quickly. Seeing the cause-and-effect relationship here makes it easier not to take a ‘bad’ meditation session personally; it isn’t that we’ve somehow forgotten how to meditate, it’s just that our busy lives are reflected in our busy minds. Sometimes our meditation can even alert us when something is amiss that we might not otherwise have noticed.
	In the long run, of course, we do have enjoyable experiences in meditation too! Otherwise, it wouldn’t be worth doing. Peace, contentment, joy, boundless love, sudden moments of insight; all of these can arise, often when we least expect them. And it’s fine to enjoy these when they arise. We only get into trouble if we expect our practice to be like that. Ironically, the craving inherent in the desire for a nice experience is typically enough to prevent it from happening. Positive meditation experiences generally come as a result of letting go and opening up, whereas craving for a particular outcome tightens our grip instead. It’s helpful to view enjoyable meditative experiences as unexpected gifts: lovely when they come along, but not something to demand from our practice.
	If you’re just getting started, please do your best to keep at it, and trust that the practice will bear fruit in time. Other people might notice the effect it’s having before you do. If you’re really struggling, it can be helpful to talk it through with a teacher. Generally speaking, though, what’s most important is simply patience, persistence and regular (ideally daily) practice. You’ll get there!
I hate this practice! Can I do something else?
I chose embodied mindfulness as the first practice in this book for a few reasons. It’s simple to do, anywhere and anytime; it cultivates greater awareness of the body, which has many benefits; and it’s been a key practice for me personally, particularly when paired up with the letting go practice that we’ll explore in Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha. It’s well worth learning even if it doesn’t grab you at first.
	 As I mentioned above, it’s good to develop the willingness to persist through difficult meditation sessions, whether the difficulty is related to something in your immediate environment, something in your mind, or your dislike of the technique itself. Also, some meditation techniques are simply an acquired taste. The first time I encountered embodied mindfulness I felt like I was banging my head against a brick wall! But I got there in the end, and the chances are you will too.
	Still, not every practice suits every practitioner. For example, I don’t think I’ll ever be excited about visualisation-based practices, because visualisation is so difficult for me (according to one test I’m in the bottom 5% of visualisation ability!). Ultimately, the most important thing about our meditation practice is that we actually do it. If we dislike a technique so strongly that we end up not practising at all, that’s no good, and we’ll need to find something else.
	Luckily, this book is full to the brim with meditation practices, so if you keep reading you’re bound to find one that clicks with you sooner or later. Hang in there!

Chapter 3: Contemplating the Teachings
‘Mendicants, knowing and seeing in this way, would you speak thus: “The Teacher is respected by us. We speak as we do out of respect for the Teacher”?’
 
‘No, venerable sir.’
 
‘Do you speak only of what you have known, seen, and understood for yourselves?’
 
‘Yes, venerable sir.’
 
‘Good, mendicants. So you have been guided by me with this Dhamma [teaching], which is visible here and now, immediately effective, inviting inspection, onward leading, to be experienced by the wise for themselves.’10
 
Meditation and contemplation
In Chapter 2: Training the Mind, we looked at the practice of meditation. Meditation is a powerful tool that can serve many purposes, including the cultivation of positive states of heart and mind and deep insights into the nature of our subjective experience.
	However, meditation isn’t the end of the story. Another powerful approach which can help us to explore the teachings of early Buddhism is what we might call contemplation.
	So what’s the difference?
	Generally speaking, meditation doesn’t involve much thinking. We might pay attention to some aspect of our sensory experience, such as the body sensations, or cultivate a particular state of the heart or mind. Perhaps we use thoughts in a limited way, such as repeating a phrase to ourselves, but we aren’t thinking about our meditation topic while we’re practising; rather, if we find ourselves in the middle of a train of thought, we take it as a sign that we’ve become distracted, and let the thoughts go.
	Contemplation is different. When we contemplate a topic, we pick a theme of interest and then explore it in any way that we like: thinking about it, wrestling with it, trying to poke holes in it, or even just sitting with it to see how it feels to us. Anything goes!
	(As an aside, sometimes these terms are used the other way around in other spiritual traditions. For example, in contemplative Christianity, ‘meditating’ on a subject means ‘thinking about it’, while ‘contemplating’ a subject is a wordless activity. However, the translators who first brought Buddhism to the West chose the term ‘meditation’ for the latter activity, and now it’s deeply ingrained in modern-day usage. Sorry if it’s confusing!)
Three levels of knowledge
Why contemplate? Why not just meditate?
	Buddhism has a lot of theory. We don’t necessarily need all of it – a little goes a long way – but it can be helpful. We have two and a half thousand years of spiritual research and development available to us; no need to reinvent the wheel. But when there’s so much to learn – always another list, another set of principles – it’s possible for spiritual practice to degenerate into a memory test. It’s common to meet people who can rattle off whole paragraphs of theoretical information laced with references to the Pali canon and backed up by scholarly analysis. The whole thing can start to seem pretty intimidating and intellectual.
	Actually, though, every single one of these teachings is supposed to be something we can experience first-hand through practice. That’s why meditation doesn’t involve much thinking: it’s trying to get us past what we think about something so that we can touch it experientially.
	Still, some of the teachings are pretty complex. That’s where thinking can come in handy: exploring an idea at the intellectual level can provide at least some idea of what the teaching is about, pointing us in the right direction to check it out for ourselves.
	We might describe the unfolding of this process in terms of three ‘levels’ of knowledge: hearing, understanding, and experiencing.
	The first level is the kind of knowledge we obtain by hearing it from someone else (or reading it in a book, or watching a YouTube video). When we encounter knowledge at this level, we’ve acquired some new ideas, but haven’t yet had time to think them through. This type of knowledge is all too familiar to me: I’ll hear something interesting on a podcast, get excited, then try to tell my partner about it. Right away, she’ll poke holes in it: ‘Yeah, but what about this? And how’s that supposed to work?’ And I’ll feel the sickening lurch of being on unsteady ground; turns out I didn’t understand the subject as well as I thought I did, and I can’t defend or unpack any of the points beyond whatever I heard on the podcast. The core idea might still be interesting, but there’s no depth to my understanding.
	The second level is the kind of knowledge that comes from taking time to understand a subject: exploring, challenging and testing it, really thinking it through. Maybe I take that idea I heard on a podcast, then do some further research, looking at a few different sources and finally thinking it all through for myself, arguing for and against the idea, looking for its strengths and weak points. At the end of this process, I can now do what I couldn’t previously: defend the idea against criticism (or at least say ‘Well, a counterargument to that might be xyz’ if it turns out that I don’t agree with it myself). I now grasp the idea at the intellectual level; that’s a big step forward, but there’s still further to go.
	The third level is the kind of knowledge that is grounded in personal experience. I take the idea and put it into practice: I explore it in the context of my own life, and see how it plays out for me. Does it actually work? When we reach this level of knowledge, there’s often a subtle but tangible feeling of a shift taking place, perhaps a kind of ‘Aha!’ moment (or, sometimes, more like ‘Oh no…’), when we grasp the lived experience behind the idea.
	Let’s say that I’m interested in taking better care of myself, and I hear that fizzy caffeinated drinks aren’t good for me. (First level.) Yeah, maybe, but I like them, so I keep consuming them anyway. And besides, I know lots of people who drink way more than I do, and they seem to be doing fine. What’s the problem?
	Then, over time, I keep running into the idea. I read a few articles, watch a couple of YouTube videos, and start to take an interest in health and nutrition. The evidence starts to mount up; I become intellectually convinced that maybe this stuff really isn’t good for me. (Second level.) But… well, I still like it. So I keep consuming it anyway. It tastes good, right?
	Then, one day, I decide to pay close attention to the experience of drinking half a litre of Pepsi Max. I notice not just how it tastes in the moment, but how I feel afterwards. I discover that, although I believe it gives me ‘energy’, what it actually does it agitate my mind. The increased ‘busyness’ in my mind seems like energy, but it’s actually rather unpleasant, whereas feeling genuinely energised (e.g. because I’m enthusiastic about something) is a totally different and much more enjoyable experience. To make matters worse, a strong jolt of caffeine and sweeteners actually makes it harder to focus on what I’m trying to do; my mind is now jumping this way and that. It’s like my brain is itchy. This is… really not that great, actually. Now, for better or for worse, I’ve arrived at the third level of knowledge: the direct experience that fizzy caffeinated drinks are not so great for me after all.
	(In an ideal world, having this direct experience would be the end of it, but as I’m sure you already know, there’s another step: the long, often unpleasant process of breaking the underlying habit. For a while, we have to remind ourselves of what we’ve seen, until the old habit is replaced by a newer, healthier one.)
	Meditation sometimes allows us to stumble into this third, experiential, level of knowledge directly, but for many people it’s helpful to have some kind of intellectual understanding beforehand. We can find the ideas themselves easily enough (some of them are in this book!), but contemplation really helps us to move to a deeper, more useful understanding of them. And, actually, sometimes contemplation can take us further still, if we go about it the right way.
	So let’s take a look at a few ways to approach contemplation, then give it a go.
Approaches to contemplation 
There’s no wrong way to contemplate (provided you stay on topic!), but here are some suggestions to get you started.
	One approach is to do contemplation as a formal practice like meditation. Choose your topic for contemplation before you start, so that you don’t spend your practice time deciding what to contemplate. Then, set yourself up in a suitable posture: sitting, lying down, standing or walking. You might like to spend a few minutes meditating to settle your mind, though this is not required. Now, simply start thinking about the topic you’ve chosen. You might set a timer, as you would for meditation, or just sit and contemplate until something clicks for you.
	So, for example, let’s say you’ve glanced ahead to Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight, and you want to explore the Buddhist notion of impermanence. You might sit down, get yourself settled, and then simply start thinking about permanence and impermanence. What does it mean for something to be ‘permanent’? Is everything really impermanent, like the Buddhists say, or is there something that isn’t? Are there degrees of permanence and impermanence? …And so on.
	Alternatively, you can approach contemplation informally. Simply think about the topic from time to time, perhaps when you have a few spare moments. It doesn’t have to be a big deal; just allow your mind to explore the topic, turning the ideas over however it wishes. Maybe you see some fallen leaves, and that reminds you of the Buddhist notion of impermanence; here, you can see the seasons changing, the life cycle of trees playing out over time. Perhaps that sparks further reflection on impermanence, perhaps not.
	Another interesting approach is to use journalling. One way is to use free writing, where you bring the subject to mind and then write down whatever comes to mind. Allow yourself to ramble and jump around; the mind can make surprising connections when it’s given this sort of freedom. Or you could do the exact opposite: bring the subject to mind, and only let yourself write down what you know to be true about it.
	One final approach is what we might call wordless contemplation, a technique right on the boundary between contemplation and meditation. In this mode of practice, bring the topic to mind in the form of a word or phrase, see what comes up in response, then let that go and bring the topic to mind again. Continuing the example of impermanence, you might silently say to yourself ‘Everything is impermanent,’ or ‘Is everything impermanent?’, then simply see what thoughts, emotions, memories, body sensations and so on come up in response. Perhaps you get a whole flood of thoughts, or perhaps nothing much seems to happen. Either way, it’s fine. Notice whatever has come up, let it go, then once again silently repeat your phrase or question. Just keep going that way, and see what happens.
	OK, let’s give it a try.
Practice: Five daily reflections
The following practice, taken from a discourse in the Pali canon11, offers five themes for contemplation concerning impermanence and cause and effect. The discourse recommends reflecting on these themes ‘often’, and so they’ve become known as the five daily reflections.
	These five themes are powerful. They confront us with old age, sickness, death, loss and consequences. Approach them carefully and gently, and give yourself time at the end of the practice to absorb and process whatever might have come up, rather than going straight into your next activity. Be kind to yourself.
	For each theme, I’ll provide both the overarching theme (in bold) and a series of questions which can be used to explore the theme. The questions are intended to inspire rather than limit; feel free to contemplate the five themes in any way that seems interesting.
	1. I am subject to old age; I am not exempt from old age
*Is this true?
*How do I react to this truth?
*What do I do to cover it up?
*How do I feel about parts of my body not working as well as they used to?
*Are there things that I can do to help my body in the process of getting old?
*Do I look as good right now as I am ever going to look?
*How do I treat older people?
*How will I want to be treated when I am old?
*What is my relationship to my current age? What happens to that relationship as I contemplate the inevitability of growing older?
*If this is true for me, it’s true for everyone else as well. Everyone I know is likewise subject to old age, no matter how I feel about them.
	2. I am subject to illness; I am not exempt from illness
*Is this true?
*How do I react to this truth?
*When I make plans I assume I’m going to be healthy, but has this always been true in the past?
*Am I grateful when I’m healthy?
*How do I react when I’m ill?
*How do I treat other people who are ill or have been diagnosed with an illness?
*How do I want to be treated when I’m ill?
*How would I want to be treated if I were diagnosed with an illness?
*What is my relationship to my health? What happens to that relationship as I contemplate the inevitability of becoming ill?
*If this is true for me, it’s true for everyone else as well. Everyone I know is likewise subject to illness, no matter how I feel about them.
	3. I am subject to death; I am not exempt from death
*Is this true?
*How do I react to this truth?
*Will this body really become a corpse?
*Can I imagine this body as a corpse?
*Is my remaining lifespan really decreasing continuously?
*Is it true that I can’t bargain with death?
*What are the implications of this truth?
*Given that my death is unavoidable, but the time of death is uncertain, how should I live?
*What is my relationship to my life? What happens to that relationship as I contemplate the inevitability of my death?
*If this is true for me, it’s true for everyone else as well. Everyone I know is likewise subject to death, no matter how I feel about them.
	4. All that is dear and delightful to me will change and vanish
*Is this true?
*How do I react to this truth?
*Suppose I have something precious to me, and it gets lost. What is my reaction?
*Suppose something precious to me is stolen, or breaks beyond repair. What is my reaction?
*Are there dear and delightful things which have already changed and vanished?
*Do I appreciate what I have right now?
*What is my relationship to that which is dear and delightful to me? What happens to that relationship as I contemplate the inevitability of its changing and vanishing?
*If this is true for me, it’s true for everyone else as well. Everyone I know has dear and delightful things which will change and vanish, no matter how I feel about them.
	5. I am the owner of my actions, the recipient of my actions, born from my actions, bound to my actions, inseparable from my actions; whatever action I take, whether good or evil, I’ll receive its result
*I am the owner of my actions: I make choices every day, and I’m responsible for the outcomes of those choices. Is this true?
*I am the recipient of my actions: the choices I make define who I become, and come back to me in other ways too. Is this true?
*I am bound to my actions: I cannot escape or erase the choices I’ve made, or those that I’ll make in the future. Is this true?
*I am inseparable from my actions: I’m known in the world by my actions, not for who I believe myself to be deep down. Is this true?
*How aware do I tend to be of the consequences of my actions? How does that change as I contemplate the impact of my choices?
*If this is true for me, it’s true for everyone else as well. Everyone I know is the owner and recipient of their own actions, no matter how I feel about them.

Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path
And what, mendicants, is that middle way awakened to by the Tathagata, which gives rise to vision … which leads to nibbana?12
 
How do we reach the goal of peace?
We’ve seen that the traditional goal of the Buddhist path is to find peace – but how do we get there? Some of the early discourses describe the path primarily in terms of what someone at peace doesn’t do: not clinging, not craving, not getting into quarrels and disputes with others. These discourses have a beautiful, Zen-like simplicity to them, a spiritual path implied via negative space; but they can also leave us wondering what, if anything, we’re supposed to do.
	Fortunately, other discourses in the Pali canon have suggestions aplenty, and so in the next couple of chapters we’ll take a look at what is traditionally considered to be the first formal teaching given by the Buddha. The historical accuracy of that claim is questionable, but it doesn’t really matter for our purposes; the teaching, laid out in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN56.11, the Discourse on Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Dhamma), contains some of the most fundamental principles of early Buddhism.
A very brief introduction to the Pali canon
Before we dive into the discourse itself, it’s worth taking a moment to understand the Pali canon itself. The canon is a record of the teachings of early Buddhism, preserved in the Pali language. It’s arranged into several categories, or ‘baskets’: the suttas, discourses which are traditionally attributed to the Buddha, although some appear to have been composed after the Buddha’s death; the vinaya, the ethical code of conduct for mendicants in the Buddha’s community; and the Abhidhamma, a set of detailed, systematic analyses of what’s found in the discourses, composed after the Buddha’s death. In this book we’ll be focusing on the discourses.
	The basket of discourses is further subdivided into five collections (nikayas): the Long Discourses (Digha Nikaya), the Middle-Length Discourses (Majjhima Nikaya), the Connected Discourses (Samyutta Nikaya), the Numerical Discourses (Anguttara Nikaya) and the Minor Discourses (Khuddaka Nikaya).
	As the names suggest, the Long Discourses tend to be pretty long, while the Middle-Length Discourses are not so long. The Connected Discourses consist of groups of discourses which share a common theme. The Numerical Discourses are those which focus on a numbered list of some kind (e.g. the five daily reflections we saw in the previous chapter are found in book 5 of the Numerical Discourses). The Minor Discourses are the Hufflepuff of the Pali Canon, an ‘everything else’ bucket for various other anthologies of texts that didn’t fit into one of the previous categories. (Don’t be tempted to dismiss the Minor Discourses as unimportant! As we’ll see throughout this book, there’s some really good stuff in there.)
	Within each collection, the discourses are numbered, and sometimes also divided into books within that collection. Discourses in the Long and Middle-Length collections are referred to by a single number (e.g. DN2, MN10); discourses in the Connected and Numerical collections have a book number followed by a discourse number (e.g. SN56.11, AN3.66); and Minor discourses are referred to by the sub-collection they belong to (e.g. Dhp1 for the first verse of the Dhammapada, a popular collection of verses; and Ud8.1 for book 8, discourse 1 of the Udana, the collection of ‘inspired utterances’ of the Buddha). Note that sometimes the numbering varies between translators; for example, Snp5.11 in Thanissaro Bhikkhu’s translation13 is numbered Snp5.12 in Bhikkhu Sujato’s translation14.
	Because the material is organised thematically rather than chronologically, there’s considerable debate about which discourses might date back to the Buddha’s lifetime and which are later additions. A few trends are apparent – earlier discourses tend to be simpler, later ones more analytical, for example – but there’s a lot we still don’t know. Adding to the confusion, the discourse traditionally regarded as the Buddha’s first formal teaching, the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN56.11, the Discourse on Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Dhamma), actually appears to be a somewhat later composition, perhaps drawing together key points of doctrine that had emerged over many years into one ‘introductory’ teaching.
	Regardless of when it was composed, however, this discourse clearly and concisely presents the most important foundational teachings of early Buddhism, and we’ll explore it in this chapter and the next.
	But before we dive into the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, it’ll be helpful to look at the Buddha’s own spiritual journey, since it provides useful context for the teachings in that discourse. The Buddha’s story is recorded in a few different discourses, in particular the Pasarasi Sutta (MN26, the Discourse on the Heap of Snares; also known as the Ariyapariyesana Sutta, the Discourse on the Noble Search) and the Mahasaccaka Sutta (MN36, the Greater Discourse to Saccaka), so we’ll start there.
	I’ll include quite a bit of material from the discourses, to give us a feel for how it is to read the Pali canon. It’s an acquired taste, but one that’s worth acquiring; there’s all sorts of interesting stuff in there, and personally I like to check things out for myself. In that spirit, whenever I include a quotation from the Pali canon, I’ll include the reference so that you can read the whole thing for yourself if you’re so inclined.
	Let’s get into it!
The back story: the Buddha-to-be’s spiritual quest
The Pasarasi Sutta describes a sudden moment of realisation for the young Siddhattha Gotama:
I considered thus: ‘Why, being myself subject to birth, do I seek what is also subject to birth? Why, being myself subject to aging, sickness, death, sorrow, and defilement, do I seek what is also subject to aging, sickness, death, sorrow, and defilement?’15
 
	A key principle in Buddhism is the recognition of impermanence. Sooner or later, whether we like it or not, everything changes; we grow old, get sick and die, no matter how much cool stuff we’ve accumulated around us. Death comes to rich and poor alike.
	Realising the futility of a life oriented toward the accumulation of material wealth, and seeking relief from the resulting existential crisis, the young Gotama thus shaved off his hair and beard, left his family behind, and went forth into the spiritual life.
	The Pasarasi Sutta goes on to tell us that he trained with two meditation teachers, Alara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta, who taught him certain profound altered states of consciousness. In both cases he mastered their teachings, but found the practices ultimately unsatisfying: altered states of consciousness can be wonderful while we’re in them, but as soon as the meditation ends, we’re right back in the impermanent world again. Gotama wanted something deeper, more profound, more revolutionary than that.
	According to the Mahasaccaka Sutta, he next tried ascetic practices, including extreme breath holding and eating only a handful of food each day. What he discovered is that extreme breath holding leads to dreadful headaches, and eating only a handful of food each day makes someone terribly thin and weak:
So I stopped the in-breaths and out-breaths through my mouth, nose, and ears. While I did so, there was a violent burning in my body. Just as if two strong people were to seize a weaker man by both arms and roast him over a pit of hot coals, so too, while I stopped the in-breaths and out-breaths through my mouth, nose, and ears, there was a violent burning in my body.
 
…
 
Because of eating so little my limbs became like the jointed segments of vine stems or bamboo stems; my backside became like a camel’s hoof; the projections on my spine stood forth like corded beads; my ribs jutted out as gaunt as the crazy rafters of an old roofless barn; the gleam of my eyes sank far down in their sockets, looking like the gleam of water that has sunk far down in a deep well; my scalp shrivelled and withered as a green bitter gourd shrivels and withers in the wind and sun; my belly skin adhered to my backbone, so that if I touched my belly skin I encountered my backbone and if I touched my backbone I encountered my belly skin; if I defecated or urinated, I fell over on my face there. Because of eating so little, if I tried to ease my body by rubbing my limbs with my hands, the hair, rotted at its roots, fell from my body as I rubbed.16
 
	Ew.
	Eventually, he became disillusioned with ascetic practices too; he’d taken them as far as they could be taken, but still hadn’t found an escape from the misery of old age, sickness and death. Chasing material luxury hadn’t worked, but torturing his body in an attempt to break free of all attachment to pleasure hadn’t worked either.
	At this point, he remembered a moment from his childhood, when he spontaneously fell into a pleasant meditative state:
I considered: ‘I recall that when my father the Sakyan was occupied, while I was sitting in the cool shade of a rose-apple tree, quite secluded from sensual pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states, I entered upon and abided in the first jhana, which is accompanied by thought and examination, with rapture and happiness born of seclusion. Could that be the path to awakening?’ Then, following on that memory, came the realisation: ‘That is indeed the path to awakening.’17
 
	We’ll explore the jhanas in depth in Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana, but for now all we really need to know is that they’re meditative states of enhanced wellbeing. Unlike ascetic practices, they feel good; but unlike the pleasures of sensual indulgence, the jhanas offer a form of spiritual happiness. Whereas an obsession with sensual pleasures tends to lead us away from the spiritual path, the jhanas provide a source of wellbeing which actually supports the path.
	The Buddha thus came to refer to his approach to spirituality as a middle way between sensual indulgence and asceticism. He felt that neither extreme had led him to the awakening he sought, and that a better answer could be found in freedom from both extremes.
	The Mahasaccaka Sutta goes on to tell us that, from this point on, he began to eat a little more food, and slowly recovered his strength. Now, around this time he’d been hanging out with five other ascetic practitioners. As soon as they saw him eating a little boiled rice and porridge, they left him in disgust, believing that he’d given up the spiritual path altogether and returned to a life of material luxury. What a quitter!
	Gotama was not to be deterred, however. After recovering his strength, he returned to his meditation practice with great zeal – and finally found awakening. (We’ll talk more about what the Buddha might have found, and how he might have done it, in Part V: Knowing and Seeing.)
	The Pasarasi Sutta tells us that, in the immediate aftermath of the Buddha’s awakening, he found himself thinking that what he’d found would be difficult to explain to anyone else.
This Dhamma that I have attained is profound, hard to see and hard to understand, peaceful and sublime, unattainable by mere reasoning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise. But this generation delights in attachment, takes delight in attachment, rejoices in attachment. It is hard for such a generation to see this truth, namely, specific conditionality, dependent origination. And it is hard to see this truth, namely, the stilling of all formations, the relinquishing of all acquisitions, the destruction of craving, dispassion, cessation, nibbana. If I were to teach the Dhamma, others would not understand me, and that would be wearying and troublesome for me.18
 
	(As a teacher, I can relate…)
	The discourse tells us that, at this critical moment, a divine being appeared in front of the Buddha and encouraged him to teach those who had the aptitude to learn: ‘beings with little dust in their eyes’, in the poetic language of the discourse. Fortunately, the Buddha agreed. (This passage can be interpreted as an allegorical description of an internal struggle if your world view doesn’t include divine beings.)
	At first, he wondered about reaching out to his first two teachers, Alara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta, but sadly both had recently died. Instead, he decided to seek out his five ascetic friends, and see if he could share what he’d found with them.
	…And that brings us to the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, which we’ll now examine in detail. This time, rather than just quoting little excerpts, I’ll include pretty much the whole thing. Let’s go!
The Buddha’s first teaching
Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling at Baranasi in the Deer Park at Isipatana. There the Blessed One addressed the mendicants of the group of five thus:19
 
The first phrase, ‘Thus have I heard’, shows up at the start of many discourses. It’s an indication of the oral tradition which preserved the Pali canon for the first few centuries after the Buddha’s death. The speaker is literally telling us ‘This is how I heard it from my teacher.’
	Next we have some scene-setting, telling us where the Buddha was and who he was speaking to. This is more useful than it might first appear: the Buddha routinely tailored his message to his audience, giving deeper teachings to more experienced practitioners who were ready for them. In this case, the ‘mendicants of the group of five’ refers to his five ascetic friends, and is thus an indication that this episode comes very early in the Buddha’s teaching career – hence why it’s traditionally regarded as his first formal teaching.
	If you aren’t familiar with the term, a mendicant is a homeless wanderer. The underlying Pali term bhikkhu/bhikkhuni is often translated as monk/nun, but to modern audiences that tends to imply someone living in a monastery, which mostly wasn’t the case for the Buddha’s followers. Mendicants are contrasted with householders: people who live ‘ordinary lives’, with houses, families, jobs and so forth. (You’ll sometimes see lay follower instead of householder, but that sounds a bit more religious, which can be off-putting to some modern readers, so I’ll stick with householder.)
	Just because a discourse was given to a mendicant audience, however, that doesn’t mean we need to be mendicants ourselves to benefit from it! As we’ll soon see, the spiritual path that the Buddha now outlines is eminently practical and accessible for mendicants, monastics and householders alike.
The eightfold path
Mendicants, these two extremes should not be followed by one who has gone forth into homelessness. What two? The pursuit of sensual happiness in sensual pleasures, which is low, vulgar, the way of worldlings, ignoble, unbeneficial; and the pursuit of self-mortification, which is painful, ignoble, unbeneficial. Without veering towards either of these extremes, the Tathagata has awakened to the middle way, which gives rise to vision, which gives rise to knowledge, which leads to peace, to direct knowledge, to awakening, to nibbana.
 
The Buddha (who refers to himself here in the third person as the Tathagata, literally meaning one gone to thusness, i.e. one who sees the truth of things) begins by setting out the middle way between extremes that was the turning point of his own practice. He’s saying to his ascetic friends: ‘Look, I know what you think of me, but I didn’t just give up because I’m lazy. What we were doing wasn’t working – and I’ve found something that does!’
	We might imagine his five friends looking on sceptically. OK, they might have been thinking, prove it. Let’s hear this so-called ‘middle way’ of yours.
And what, mendicants, is that middle way awakened to by the Tathagata, which gives rise to vision … which leads to nibbana?
 
It is this noble eightfold path; that is, right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right samadhi. This, mendicants, is that middle way awakened to by the Tathagata, which gives rise to vision … which leads to nibbana.
 
	The Buddha explains his ‘middle way’ in terms of the eightfold path, one of the cornerstones of early Buddhism. The eightfold path is a comprehensive approach to the contemplative life which, if followed diligently, leads to the peace of nibbana.
	Before we get into the eight factors of the path, let’s take a moment to look at the language here. Talking about ‘right action’, ‘right livelihood’ and so on can come across as moralistic and judgemental, as if the Buddha is saying, ‘If you don’t do things my way, you’re going straight to hell!’ But that isn’t really what’s meant here. Rather, the underlying Pali word, samma, means something like appropriate or wise. The Buddha is saying something closer to, ‘If you want to find peace, here are some things that will help.’ I’ve decided to stick with ‘right’ because it’s the most common translation, but you’ll find sometimes find other teachers using ‘appropriate’ or ‘wise’.
	Another interesting detail is that the Pali word samma also has a connotation of ‘togetherness’. The implication here is that the factors of the eightfold path should be practised together to form a complete spiritual path, rather than each being an independent end in themselves.
	With that out of the way, let’s now take a look at the eight factors of the path, with the help of yet another discourse, the Vibhanga Sutta (SN45.8, the Discourse on Analysis), which provides short definitions for each factor.
Right view
And what, mendicants, is right view? Knowledge of suffering, knowledge of the origin of suffering, knowledge of the cessation of suffering, knowledge of the way leading to the cessation of suffering: this is called right view.20
 
Here, right view is defined in terms of the four noble truths, another cornerstone of early Buddhism. (In Chapter 27: Emptiness and Self we’ll see another definition of right view, but we’ll need a bit more theory to make sense of that one, so we’ll leave it for now!)
	Even without unpacking the four noble truths further (which we’ll do in the next chapter), we can see right away how they relate to the Buddha’s own spiritual path. He was motivated to set out on his spiritual quest by the existential dismay and ensuing psychological suffering he experienced upon realising that no amount of material wealth could ultimately provide lasting satisfaction. In order to find a solution, he had to explore the nature of psychological suffering itself, tracing it back to its roots, and then search for a way out of that suffering.
	I’ve already mentioned that the use of the term ‘right view’ here is not meant as a contrast to ‘wrong (i.e. non-Buddhist) views’. Buddhist practice is not about adopting particular philosophical beliefs. Indeed, in the long run, it’s actually necessary to learn to hold our views lightly. Some of the historically earliest and most interesting teachings in all of Buddhism can be found in the Atthakavagga (Snp4, the Book of Eights), and a common theme in that collection of discourses is the importance of being free from all fixed views. For example:
For a sage, not even the tiniest idea is formulated here
regarding what is seen, heard, or thought.
That sage does not grasp any view – 
how could anyone in this world judge them?
 
They don’t make things up or promote them,
and don’t subscribe to any of the doctrines.
The sage has no need to be led by precept or vow;
gone to the far shore, one such does not return.21
 
	Holding to fixed views, the discourses in the Atthakavagga suggest, leads to seeing others as inferior and oneself as superior, to clinging to dogma and competing for status by debating with others. In contrast, one who is at peace ultimately holds no fixed views at all, and so quarrels with nobody.
	How are we supposed to make sense of a path that says ‘right view’ on one hand and ‘no fixed views’ on the other? One helpful approach is to see all of these teachings as means to an end, rather than an end in themselves. The four noble truths are useful tools that we can use to examine our experience, understand the causes of our psychological suffering and move toward greater peace. But, like any tool, they have their time and place, and once they’ve served their purpose, we put them down until we need them again.
Right intention
And what, mendicants, is right intention? Intention of renunciation, intention of non-ill will, intention of harmlessness: this is called right intention.
 
Right intention (sometimes translated as right thought or right resolve) breaks down into three specific intentions: renunciation, non-ill will, and harmlessness. Let’s take those in turn.
	As my teacher Leigh likes to say, a common first reaction to the idea of renunciation is ‘Get your hands off my stuff!’ But renunciation doesn’t have to mean giving away all our belongings and going to live in a cave in the Himalayas (although don’t let me stop you). Rather, it’s about being willing to let go of that which is not serving us on our spiritual path – that which obstructs our peace of mind. For now, we can simply think of it as a willingness to make changes in our lives if our spiritual practice shows us that it would be beneficial to do so.
	Next up is the intention of non-ill will. This literal translation is a bit cumbersome in English, but it simply means abandoning and avoiding ill will: holding grudges, wishing harm on others, that kind of thing. An alternative phrasing is that this is the intention of cultivating good will towards others. We’ll see some techniques for doing this in Part III: Opening the Heart, and in particular Chapter 9: Loving Kindness.
	Finally, the intention of harmlessness. It’s impossible to live a life that causes no harm whatsoever, but that isn’t really the point. These intentions are ideals to aspire to, guiding principles that align and inform our spiritual practice. To put it another way, if our meditation leads us to cause more harm than we did before (or to start holding grudges or hoarding material wealth), something is going very, very wrong.
	Some people are inspired by having a high, unattainable ideal to reach toward. If we reach for the stars and only get halfway, well, we’ve still come sky-high, and that’s pretty good! But for others it can feel demoralising to have an unreachable target; if that’s you, it can be helpful to have more modest formulations of these intentions. For example, committing to simplifying your life, practising forgiveness (see Chapter 13: Further Openings of the Heart), and minimising the negative impact of your actions – even just a little – provides a practical approach to right intention.
	Before we move on, here’s one more interesting detail. The eightfold path is sometimes split up into three sections: wisdom (panna in Pali), ethics (sila), and meditation (samadhi). Right view and right intention comprise the wisdom section. We’ll discuss wisdom more in Part VI: Living Wisely, but for now we can understand it in two ways. First, right view and right intention offer us a practical approach to the spiritual path: if we study and practise according to these principles, we’re likely to have better, more peaceful lives than if we don’t. Second, wisdom can be seen as the fruit of spiritual practice: if we study the teachings and practise the techniques laid out in this book, we’re likely to find that our views and intentions naturally align themselves with those presented here.
Right speech
And what, mendicants, is right speech? Abstinence from false speech, abstinence from divisive speech, abstinence from harsh speech, abstinence from idle chatter: this is called right speech.
 
Right speech is the first of three factors in the section of the eightfold path concerning ethics. Here we see specific suggestions for how to put the three aspects of right intention into practice. All of the principles of right speech are framed as ‘abstinence’ from particular types of speech (renunciation); avoiding false, divisive and harsh speech also helps to avoid fanning the flames of anger, resentment and grudges (non-ill will) and to avoid causing psychological and emotional harm to others (harmlessness).
	Abstinence from ‘idle chatter’ is an interesting one. What harm does it do to have a bit of a chat from time to time? Making small talk and joking around is one way to connect with the people around us, and people who only ever want to discuss serious, weighty matters can come across as rather intense.
	As with the intention of renunciation, we can approach this one as something to explore. How do we spend our time and energy in a social context? Who do we hang out with, what do we talk about, and, well, does it help? I have a small circle of friends at work, and it’s often good fun to spend time with them, but every now and again they’ll get stuck in a cycle of doom and gloom. I’ve noticed that, when I get too involved with that kind of conversation, it weighs me down; I’ll see the world through more pessimistic eyes, noticing little things to complain about next time I meet up with the guys. So over the years I’ve learnt to step away for a while when they’re in one of those phases, and go for a walk instead of hanging out in the coffee shop moaning. I haven’t cut them out of my life entirely – we’re still good friends – but it’s definitely been good for me to impose limits on this particular flavour of ‘idle chatter’.
Right action
And what, mendicants, is right action? Abstinence from the destruction of life, abstinence from taking what is not given, abstinence from sexual misconduct: this is called right action.
 
Just like right speech, right action offers us more examples of how to put right intention into practice, by renouncing certain types of actions that cause harm and lead to ill will.
	I hope I don’t have to devote too many words in what’s already a long chapter to explaining why killing, stealing and committing sexual misconduct are generally not a good idea, whether or not we’re interested in peace of mind! We’ll explore the important topic of ethical action in Chapter 6: An Ethical Life, but for now, let’s move on.
Right livelihood
And what, mendicants, is right livelihood? Here a noble disciple, having abandoned a wrong mode of livelihood, earns their living by a right livelihood: this is called right livelihood.
 
The final ethical component of the eightfold path concerns how we earn a living. The Vibhanga Sutta is rather terse here, simply defining right livelihood as ‘not wrong livelihood’. Fortunately, another discourse, the Vanijja Sutta (AN5.177, the Discourse on Trades), unpacks it for us.
Mendicants, a householder should not engage in these five trades. What five? Trade in weapons, living creatures, meat, intoxicants, and poisons. A householder should not engage in these five trades.22
 
	Lists are interesting. We’re psychologically primed to be impressed by them; when someone gives us a list, it conveys the impression that they’ve comprehensively studied a topic and pulled out all the important points for us. That can be true, but the downside is that we may end up disregarding what’s not in the list as a result.
	Every now and again I’ll see someone trying to make an ethical argument about why it’s OK to do something that looks a bit shady at face value, because the Buddha gave us a list of what not to do, and the thing they want to do isn’t on the list. For instance, the list of wrong livelihoods doesn’t include ‘being a corrupt politician who takes bribes’ – so that’s OK, right? Ehh.
	Personally, when I’m presented with a list like this, I like to treat it as a set of examples illustrating a deeper underlying principle, rather than trying to find loopholes based on the particular items in the list. To me, the question ‘Is my livelihood ethical?’ is much more interesting and fruitful for a contemplative life than ‘Does my profession appear on the naughty list?’
	So perhaps the Vibhanga Sutta was better to define ‘right livelihood’ as ‘not wrong livelihood’ after all!
Right effort
And what, mendicants, is right effort?
 
Here, mendicants, one generates desire for the non-arising of unarisen evil unwholesome states; one makes an effort, arouses energy, applies one’s mind, and strives.
 
One generates desire for the abandoning of arisen evil unwholesome states … 
 
One generates desire for the arising of unarisen wholesome states … 
 
One generates desire for the maintenance of arisen wholesome states, for their non-decay, increase, expansion, and fulfilment by development; one makes an effort, arouses energy, applies one’s mind, and strives.
 
This is called right effort.
 
Right effort looks pretty convoluted at first, but it turns out to be a simple formula once we know what’s going on.
	The basic idea is that, at any given moment, we might be in an unwholesome state or a wholesome state. Perhaps we’re burning with resentment, wishing that our enemies could take a long walk off a short pier; or perhaps we’re at peace, experiencing love and joy. Unwholesome states are those which lead to suffering (for ourselves, others, or both), while wholesome states are those which lead to freedom from suffering. These are also known as unskilful and skilful states of mind; part of the ‘skill’ is knowing which is which!
	Right effort is thus defined as the four great efforts: efforts to avoid and escape unwholesome states and find our way into wholesome states.
	Let’s review the four efforts and then see how they might play out in practice. The four:
	Preventing the arising of an unarisen unwholesome state 

	Abandoning an arisen unwholesome state

	Causing an unarisen wholesome state to arise

	Maintaining and developing an arisen wholesome state

	Suppose I’m waiting to get on a train, then just as the doors open someone pushes in front of me and gets on first. How rude! Why, I hope he… Uh oh, an unwholesome state is about to arise! As satisfying as it might be to smack him with my suitcase ‘accidentally’ as I walk past him, that probably won’t do much to prevent the arising of an unwholesome state. So: deep breath, let it out, calm down. OK. Unwholesome state averted! (#1)
	But then… Oh no. Turns out that the seat I’ve booked is right next to his, and the rest of the train is full. I’m going to have to sit next to this bozo the whole way? As I take my seat I can feel my annoyance returning full force. Sigh. An unwholesome state has now arisen. Still, I’ve been meditating for a while, so I have a few tricks up my sleeve. One really good way to get out of an unwholesome state is to cause the arising of a wholesome state to replace it. So I decide to practise a bit of loving kindness meditation (which we’ll talk about in Chapter 9: Loving Kindness). At first, it’s slow going, but after a minute or so of meditation I’ve at least returned to a neutral state, letting go of the annoyance. Unwholesome state abandoned! (#2)
	But now I’m in my groove, so I keep going, and after a couple of minutes I start to feel pretty good. It isn’t a big deal, and maybe he’s in a real hurry or something has happened to put him in a bad mood. Let’s hope that, whatever is going on, it gets straightened out and he can relax. Wholesome state arisen! (#3)
	At this point, I’m not feeling so grumpy any more, and I’m engaging in a meditation that’s making me feel pretty good. I don’t have anything better to do, so why not carry on? And after a few more minutes, my heart glows with peace and warmth. Wholesome state maintained and developed! (#4)
	Now, we have to be careful. Back in Chapter 1: Finding Peace I mentioned ‘toxic positivity’, in which someone tries to be unrealistically optimistic at all times, even when it isn’t appropriate. A closely related phenomenon is spiritual bypassing, in which a meditator uses their skills to avoid facing something difficult, such as unresolved psychological baggage or relationship troubles. Having a disagreement with someone? No problem, just sweep it under the rug with loving kindness and never speak of it again!
	We’ll look more at spiritual bypassing in Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart. It’s a nuanced topic. Spending our days wrapped up in rage and resentment really isn’t a great plan, and taking active steps to manage our emotions can be very helpful. On the other hand, suppressing those emotions and burying our head in the sand is the opposite of helpful. It’s important to develop the discernment to know which is which. External feedback from people we trust can be helpful here – it’s always easier to see someone else’s mistakes than our own! – but it’s also important on the spiritual path to cultivate personal integrity, to be as honest with ourselves as we possibly can.
	That said, the dangers of toxic positivity and spiritual bypassing are not so severe that we should avoid the four great efforts altogether. That would be like refusing to keep knives in our kitchen in case we cut ourselves. We can cut ourselves, sure, but if we’re careful, we probably won’t. In the same way, the four great efforts are powerful tools that can help a great deal if we apply them with care and discernment.
Right mindfulness
And what, mendicants, is right mindfulness?
 
Here, mendicants, one dwells contemplating the body in the body, ardent, clearly comprehending, mindful, having removed covetousness and displeasure in regard to the world.
 
One dwells contemplating feelings in feelings …
 
One dwells contemplating mind in mind …
 
One dwells contemplating phenomena in phenomena, ardent, clearly comprehending, mindful, having removed covetousness and displeasure in regard to the world.
 
This is called right mindfulness.
 
We’ve already had a brief introduction to mindfulness in Chapter 2: Training the Mind. Fundamentally, right mindfulness is about being present for our experience, having presence of mind; we might contrast it with being distracted, lost in mind-wandering, absent-minded.
	Without mindfulness, the rest of the path falls apart. A big part of early Buddhism boils down to training ourselves out of unwholesome habits of body and mind. In order to overcome a habitual tendency, we need to pay attention to what’s going on so that we can spot the arising of that tendency and make the hard choice to do what doesn’t come naturally, repeating this again and again until a more wholesome behaviour has become ingrained. The less present we are, the more we risk absent-mindedly playing out the old habit – potentially reinforcing it in the process.
	The good news is that early Buddhism offers a wide range of practices to help us cultivate mindfulness. The definition of right mindfulness above recommends four areas of exploration: the body, feelings, the mind, and phenomena. In Part V: Knowing and Seeing, we’ll go into each of these in detail. Ultimately, however, the intention is that we practise bringing mindfulness to every situation, every moment of our lives. As we’ve seen from the preceding factors of the eightfold path, early Buddhism offers far more than a set of meditation techniques. It invites us to examine how we view the world, the intentions behind our speech, action and livelihood, how those intentions take shape in practice, and how we can observe and regulate our emotional state from moment to moment. Mindfulness underpins all of that.
Right samadhi
And what, mendicants, is right samadhi?
 
Here, mendicants, secluded from sensual pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states, one enters and dwells in the first jhana, which is accompanied by thought and examination, with rapture and happiness born of seclusion.
 
With the subsiding of thought and examination, one enters and dwells in the second jhana, which has internal confidence and unification of mind, is without thought and examination, and has rapture and happiness born of samadhi.
 
With the fading away as well of rapture, one dwells equanimous and, mindful and clearly comprehending, one experiences happiness with the body; one enters and dwells in the third jhana of which the noble ones declare: ‘One is equanimous, mindful, one who dwells happily.’
 
With the abandoning of pleasure and pain, and with the previous passing away of joy and displeasure, one enters and dwells in the fourth jhana, which is neither painful nor pleasant and includes the purification of mindfulness by equanimity.
 
This is called right samadhi.
 
Having just said that early Buddhism isn’t all about meditation techniques, it’s nevertheless important to note that meditation does play a significant role!
	The final factor on the eightfold path is right samadhi. Samadhi is a tricky enough word to translate that I’ve chosen to leave it in the original Pali. Sometimes, it’s used as a general term for meditation, but usually it has the more specific connotation of settling, collecting and unifying the mind, ‘bringing it together’ with the object of our meditation. (The sam- prefix is the same as in ‘samma’, which we noted above implies that the various factors of the eightfold path are to be practised together.) With that in mind, I’ll suggest composure as a good way to think of samadhi. Someone who is composed is calm, present, imperturbable; composure also includes the sense of things being ‘brought together’, as a body is ‘composed’ of its parts, or a piece of music is ‘composed’ of melody, harmonies and rhythms.
	In the passage above, right samadhi is defined as practising the jhanas. The jhanas are wholesome states of enhanced wellbeing: rapture, happiness, contentment and equanimity. We encountered the jhanas earlier, in the story of the Buddha’s own spiritual journey: it was his memory of having experienced the first jhana as a child that inspired him to adopt the middle way between sensual indulgence and asceticism that is perhaps the best-known feature of Buddhism.
	We’ll explore the jhanas at length in Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana, but for now, it’s enough to observe that the spiritual path isn’t only concerned with what’s to be given up. Actually, the practice has much to offer us as well. And it isn’t just the jhanas! In Part III: Opening the Heart we’ll look at samadhi practices which cultivate other wholesome states of heart and mind, including loving kindness, compassion and appreciative joy.
	The quality of composure can also be cultivated in a broader manner, not limited to dwelling in specific states of consciousness in formal meditation. For example, we can also approach everyday activities with a simple, unified present moment awareness of the task at hand. We’ll look at this in Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life, and find that a little bit of composure can make even the most mundane activities more rewarding.
	Like mindfulness, samadhi is a key feature of the path to peace. If you’ve tried meditation even once, you’ll have discovered how fragmented the everyday mind is, pulled this way and that by wandering thoughts competing for attention. The cultivation of samadhi brings our mental struggle to an end, at least momentarily. When we become composed, we experience temporary peace simply by virtue of the absence of the habitual noise in our minds. And, as we’ll see, that temporary peace makes it much easier to practise the rest of the path, thereby accelerating our progress toward a deeper freedom.
Practice: The eightfold path and the middle way
We’ve covered a lot of theory in this chapter. In the spirit of not holding to fixed views, I’d encourage you to take some time to contemplate each aspect of the eightfold path for yourself. I’ll offer some suggestions to help guide your contemplation, but please feel free to go in any direction that seems interesting or useful. Remember that there are no right or wrong answers here; the aim is simply to cultivate a deeper understanding of the topic in question.
	For each factor of the path, you might like to explore:
*What does this factor mean to you?
*Does it appeal to you? If so, why? What about it is attractive? If not, why not? What about it is unattractive?
*If the factor has several parts (e.g. right intention breaks down into three intentions), do some parts resonate more than others for you? If so, why?
*How might the principle of a middle way between two extremes apply to this factor of the path? Do you see this factor as something where more is always better, or could it be possible to overdo it? What might ‘too much’ look like? What might ‘too little’ look like?

Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha
When my knowledge and vision of these four noble truths as they really are in their three phases and twelve aspects was thoroughly purified in this way, then I claimed to have awakened to the unsurpassed perfect enlightenment.23
 
What’s wrong with us?
In the previous chapter, we saw that the first aspect of the eightfold path, right view, can be defined in terms of the four noble truths. As we continue now with the Buddha’s first discourse, we’re given some more detail on this foundational topic:
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering, aging is suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering; union with what is displeasing is suffering; separation from what is pleasing is suffering; not to get what one wants is suffering; in brief, the five aggregates subject to clinging are suffering.
 
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of the arising of suffering: it is this craving which leads to cyclical existence, accompanied by delight and lust, seeking delight here and there; that is, craving for sensual pleasures, craving for becoming, craving for extermination.
 
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering: it is the remainderless fading away and cessation of that same craving, the giving up and relinquishing of it, freedom from it, non-reliance on it.
 
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering: it is this noble eightfold path; that is, right view … right samadhi.
 
	There’s quite a bit to unpack here. And before we even get started, we should first understand a key Pali word: dukkha.
What is dukkha?
You might have noticed that the word ‘suffering’ shows up a whole bunch in that quotation above – twelve times, to be precise. The Pali word that’s being translated as ‘suffering’ is – you guessed it – dukkha. Recall from Chapter 1: Finding Peace that the goal of the Buddhist path is sometimes described as ‘freedom from suffering’ or even ‘the end of suffering’; that’s freedom from dukkha, the end of dukkha. ‘Suffering’ is the most common translation of this word, so I’ve been using it up to this point, but unfortunately it doesn’t do a good job of capturing the full implications of the Pali term.
	First, dukkha covers a wide range of scenarios. The word ‘suffering’ might suggest some terrible or grandiose malady, the kind of thing we might find in Byron’s poetry. If our life circumstances are relatively fortunate, it’s tempting to think ‘My life is fine! I’m not suffering at all,’ or alternatively (and very commonly) ‘Oh, other people have it worse – I don’t have anything to complain about, really.’ But dukkha isn’t limited to epic tragedy. We can also experience dukkha in the most everyday of circumstances: the stubbed toe, the unanswered message, bad weather at the weekend. No single English word captures the full spectrum of dukkha, all the way from the tiniest irritation to the greatest catastrophe.
	Second, and very importantly, dukkha is more about our relationship to a situation than the situation itself. Practising Buddhism will not ensure that our friends always reply to our messages from now on (more’s the pity!), but it can help us to manage our reactions when they don’t.
	In the film Clerks, the main character frequently groans ‘I wasn’t even supposed to be here today!’ That’s dukkha, right there: a sense that things weren’t supposed to go this way, that there’s a better version of the present moment out there somewhere, but unfortunately we took a wrong turning and now we’re stuck with this instead. To the extent that we continue to hold on to that parallel reality, we resist and resent our actual experience – and the further apart the two are, the greater the resistance we experience.
	To illustrate this point, here’s an example of the same situation playing out in two different ways.
	I come down the stairs, head into the kitchen, and bump my elbow on the door handle as I do. Ow, that hurts! I curse myself for my clumsiness. Why don’t I watch where I’m going? Now it’s going to leave a mark, and if I’ve grazed the skin – yes, I have, oh good grief, why can’t I be more careful? – then it’s going to rub against my jumper and hurt all day. Ugh!
	Or…
	I come down the stairs, head into the kitchen, and bump my elbow on the door handle as I do. Ow, that hurts! I pause, take a breath, feel the angry burning sensations where I’ve grazed the skin. I adjust the position of my sleeve so that it won’t rub, at least for now, and take a moment to let the immediate rush of pain subside. Then I get on with my day.
	In both cases, I bumped my elbow and felt the pain. That’s what happens when a soft, fleshy body collides with a solid object. Not only will meditation not make us immune to pain, but it turns out that we actually wouldn’t want to be; being able to sense physical discomfort is pretty important for many basic bodily functions, like recognising when it’s time to eat and when it’s time to go to the toilet.
	But in the first case, I took an already-unpleasant situation (the physical pain) and added more unpleasantness on top of it, with the negative mental talk, the self-critical thoughts fuelling the unpleasant emotions that were coming up, resulting in a layer cake of unpleasantness. Yuck. In the second case, I still had the physical pain, but didn’t add any mental unpleasantness on top of it, and the net result was that much easier to bear.
	There’s a famous discourse, the Salla Sutta (SN36.6, the Discourse on an Arrow), where the Buddha describes exactly this dynamic playing out:
Mendicants, an unlearned ordinary person feels pleasant, painful, and neutral feelings. A learned noble disciple also feels pleasant, painful, and neutral feelings. What, then, is the difference between a learned noble disciple and an ordinary unlearned person?
 
When an unlearned ordinary person experiences painful physical feelings they sorrow and wail and lament, beating their breast and falling into confusion. They experience two feelings: physical and mental.
 
It’s like a person who is struck with an arrow, only to be struck with a second arrow. That person experiences the feeling of two arrows.
 
…
 
When a learned noble disciple experiences painful physical feelings they don’t sorrow or wail or lament, beating their breast and falling into confusion. They experience one feeling: physical, not mental.
 
It’s like a person who is struck with an arrow, but was not struck with a second arrow. That person would experience the feeling of one arrow.24
 
	When I first started examining the relationship between pain and resistance for myself, I was surprised to see just how much of the negative component of my experience was coming from my resistance to it, and in particular the ensuing negative mental activity. Dropping the resistance didn’t make me totally immune to pain, but it did allow me to get through the experience much more easily. It was almost as if the pain was flowing through me rather than getting stuck.
	Perhaps as a result, I tend to think of dukkha as a kind of friction. For me, that captures the sense of resistance to the present moment, the feeling of having to work harder than usual to get through it, even the sense of getting hot and bothered that often accompanies the experience of dukkha.
	Another option which works pretty well is struggle. We might not all feel that we can relate to ‘suffering’, but I think pretty much everyone struggles from time to time. Struggle also captures the important point that dukkha is about our relationship to what’s going on, rather than the situation itself. In any given moment, we can (fruitlessly) struggle against what’s going on, or we can accept it on its own terms and spend our energies trying to find the best way forward.
	But these are my personal translations of the term, rather than something you’ll typically find in the wider world of Buddhist writing, so I won’t force them on you, dear reader. Instead, I’ll leave dukkha untranslated for the rest of the book, and you’re welcome to think of it as struggle, friction, resistance, unsatisfactoriness, bummer (my teacher Leigh’s preferred translation!), or even suffering, whichever you prefer.
	Still, no matter how we choose to translate it, this understanding of dukkha has important implications for our search for peace.
	When we imagine being at peace, we might picture ourselves in a quiet place; perhaps gazing out at a beautiful horizon, relaxing in the bath, or attending a meditation retreat. But, as the Salla Sutta shows, we can’t always control our external circumstances; in fact, it’s pretty much certain that we’ll experience pain and inconvenience from time to time.
	Rather than trying to control what’s outside us, then, the Buddhist approach is to cultivate inner peace. Despite our best efforts, that first arrow will strike us from time to time. We can’t help that. But we can work with our own minds, and learn to refrain from shooting ourselves with the second arrow. And while that might not sound like much – ‘Hey, at least we’re not making things worse!’ – in practice it makes all the difference in the world.
	OK. So now that we have a clearer sense of what’s meant by dukkha, let’s return to those four noble truths and see what’s going on here. This time, I’ll leave dukkha untranslated.
The first noble truth: Diagnosis
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of dukkha: birth is dukkha, aging is dukkha, illness is dukkha, death is dukkha; union with what is displeasing is dukkha; separation from what is pleasing is dukkha; not to get what one wants is dukkha; in brief, the five aggregates subject to clinging are dukkha.
 
It’s been suggested that the four noble truths follow the format of a medical diagnosis at the time of the Buddha. The first step is to identify the illness; the second step is to identify the underlying causes of that illness; the third step is to offer a prognosis; and the fourth step is to suggest a course of treatment to cure the illness.
	Recall that the goal of the early Buddhist path is peace. So, how come we aren’t peaceful right now? The Buddha’s diagnosis is that the problem is dukkha. All sorts of aspects of our lives can give rise to that sense of friction, of resistance to what’s happening. I don’t remember being born, but I gather from other people that it’s typically not much fun either for the mother or for the child. On the other hand, I’ve been around long enough now to get a sense for how the aging process plays out: injuries don’t heal like they used to, aches don’t quite fully go away any more, my energy levels aren’t what they used to be. There’s plenty to resent and resist there. Illness is definitely no fun, often presenting itself as a sudden, unexpected and unwanted restriction placed on us. And as for death, well, I think it’s fair to say that most of us don’t relish the prospect (although I’ve also seen the opposite: people at the end of their lives for whom death couldn’t come soon enough).
	But, as I mentioned above, dukkha isn’t just about the big moments in life. The Buddha also points out three more everyday sources of displeasure. Union with what is displeasing; separation from what is pleasing; not to get what one wants. I think everyone can relate to these experiences.
	Finally, the discourse throws in a technical term to summarise the first noble truth: ‘the five aggregates subject to clinging’ are dukkha. We’ll look at the five aggregates in much more detail in Chapter 21: Exploring the Self, but for now it’s enough to say that they’re a way of dividing up our subjective experience into five categories. In short, the Buddha is suggesting that any time we cling to any aspect of our experience, we experience dukkha.
	Later on in the chapter we’ll take a look at a meditation practice which invites us to identify and release clinging, right here and now. First, though, let’s keep going with the Buddha’s first discourse. There’s more good stuff to come!
The second noble truth: Underlying causes
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of the arising of dukkha: it is this craving which leads to cyclical existence, accompanied by delight and lust, seeking delight here and there; that is, craving for sensual pleasures, craving for becoming, craving for extermination.
 
So how come we cling, if it leads to dukkha? Basically, because we want stuff. We want nice things, like sensual pleasures; we want to become someone special or important; or we want to stop being the way we are (or even stop entirely). And because we’ve got big brains that are really good at imagining things, we can pretty much always imagine a nicer version of the present moment: one where we’re a bit cooler, or calmer, or cleverer, or less awkward, less anxious, less angry; whatever it is that is most unsatisfactory to us right now. And by imagining this ‘pleasant moment’ as contrasted with the boring old ‘present moment’, we experience dukkha as a result. Oops.
	Fundamentally, we want to feel good. We associate feeling good with having pleasurable experiences or gaining status in the eyes of others, and so we chase those things (‘seeking delight here and there’) in the hope that getting them will make us feel good. Unfortunately, however, the pleasure we get in this way doesn’t last: the cup of coffee is soon gone, the new iPhone soon loses its special shine, and even the increased status and salary that come with the big promotion soon become commonplace, overshadowed by the challenges of the new role. Once the pleasure has worn off, we’re back to feeling somehow unsatisfied; once again, we can see many ways that our situation might be improved. And so the cycle begins again.
	Now, there’s nothing intrinsically wrong with having pleasant sensory experiences, or trying to become (or stop being) someone or something in particular. Remember the middle way: the Buddha’s path is not an ascetic one. We don’t have to burn all our possessions and live on a single grain of rice a day (unless you really want to, I guess). Rather, what’s being asked of us here is to look at why we’re doing the things we’re doing, and if they’re really bringing us the results we believe they are.
The third noble truth: Prognosis
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of the cessation of dukkha: it is the remainderless fading away and cessation of that same craving, the giving up and relinquishing of it, freedom from it, non-reliance on it.
 
Here’s the good news: we don’t have to remain prisoners of dukkha forever. The implication of the second noble truth is that dukkha is rooted in our tendency to wish for the present moment to be something other than it actually is. The third noble truth points out that there’s another way to be; we could simply let go of that wishing, give up the idealised ‘pleasant moment’ that’s better than this one, and thus be free from dukkha; at peace.
	That’s easier said than done, of course. I don’t mean to suggest that Buddhism boils down to a trite suggestion like ‘Have you tried not wanting things you don’t have?’ The premise of the third noble truth is simple enough to express, and profound in its implications, but very challenging to put into practice. Fortunately, the Buddha isn’t going to leave us hanging. Instead, he’s going to offer us a complete spiritual path leading to the cessation of dukkha – something we can actually do to make this a reality, or at least move ourselves in that direction.
The fourth noble truth: Treatment
Now this, mendicants, is the noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of dukkha: it is this noble eightfold path; that is, right view … right samadhi.
 
Yep, the path of practice leading to the cessation of dukkha is none other than the eightfold path that we looked at in the previous chapter – the same eightfold path that started with the four noble truths! It’s sometimes said that the Buddha’s teachings have a ‘holographic’ quality to them: if we look closely enough at any one part, we find all the rest of it contained within.
	And, sure enough, each step of the eightfold path contributes to letting go of dukkha. We start with right view: the Buddha suggests that, if we look, we’ll see that we are not at peace because of dukkha, an existential friction at the heart of our experience which results from craving for things to be other than they are. By letting go of craving and the ensuing clinging – by deeply accepting the present moment as it is – those factors which disturb our peace of mind come to an end, and peace naturally ensues.
	In order to support that deep acceptance of the present moment, it’s helpful to organise our lives according to certain helpful intentions. By cultivating renunciation, we deliberately turn away from the so-called hedonic treadmill of modern society, the ever-present culture of ‘more’. By cultivating non-ill will, we release the tight knots in our heart telling us that the painful experiences of our lives ‘shouldn’t’ have happened, that the scales of justice need to be rebalanced before we can find peace. By cultivating harmlessness, we move more lightly through the world, leaving it be rather than trampling it into a shape that we think we might prefer. If these three intentions carry forth into our speech, action and livelihood, we’ll tend to live in a way that takes into account the needs of our whole community rather than focusing solely on satisfying our own desires.
	On a personal level, the four great efforts encourage us to move away from mind states which are rooted in a sense of inadequacy or dissatisfaction; mindfulness encourages us to be present with what is, just the way it is, and show up fully for the task at hand, doing what needs to be done; and cultivating samadhi gives us a deep resource of inner wellbeing that reduces our dependence on external factors to provide us with pleasure.
	Taken together, these eight factors represent a potent, multi-disciplinary approach to finding peace through the abandonment of craving.
From four truths to four tasks
At the risk of belabouring the point, it’s important to say that, although these are called four noble ‘truths’, they’re not meant to be taken as points of religious dogma to be recited on command and blindly accepted. The very next section of the discourse shows us that these four principles are meant to be grappled with, tested, and ultimately understood for ourselves, through direct experience.
‘This is the noble truth of dukkha’: thus, mendicants, in regard to things unheard before, there arose in me vision, knowledge, wisdom, true knowledge, and light.
 
‘Dukkha is to be fully understood’: thus, mendicants, in regard to things unheard before, …
 
‘Dukkha has been fully understood’: …
 
‘This is the noble truth of the arising of dukkha’: …
 
‘The arising of dukkha is to be abandoned’: …
 
‘The arising of dukkha has been abandoned’: …
 
‘This is the noble truth of the cessation of dukkha’: …
 
‘The cessation of dukkha is to be realised’: …
 
‘The cessation of dukkha has been realised’: …
 
‘This is the noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of dukkha’: …
 
‘The way leading to the cessation of dukkha is to be developed’: …
 
‘The way leading to the cessation of dukkha has been developed’: thus, mendicants, in regard to things unheard before, there arose in me vision, knowledge, wisdom, true knowledge, and light.
 
	For each of the four noble truths, we have a three-part formula.
	The first part is simply a restatement of the relevant principle. In the language of Chapter 3: Contemplating the Teachings, we might equate that with the knowledge that comes from just hearing the teaching. At this point, we ‘know’ the four noble truths, but we haven’t really done anything with them yet, and they probably aren’t much help unless we’re at a Buddhist pub quiz.
	The second part of the formula reframes each truth as a task: dukkha is to be fully understood; its arising is to be abandoned; its cessation is to be realised; and the path leading to that cessation is to be developed. At this point, we’ve spent enough time with the four noble truths to understand what they’re pointing to, and as a result we see that this isn’t just a matter of belief; it’s a matter of action. But, at this point, although we know what needs to be done, we haven’t actually done it yet. That’s the hard part!
	The third part of the formula represents the completion of the task that emerged in the second part: dukkha has been understood, its arising abandoned, its cessation realised, the spiritual path fully developed. We’ll return to the topic of what the ‘end’ of the spiritual path might look like in Chapter 30: Visions of Awakening. For now, however, we can simply read this as the Buddha’s encouragement that the cessation of dukkha is actually achievable, if we’re willing to do the work to get there.
Understanding nibbana as ‘unbinding’
Back in Chapter 1: Finding Peace, we discussed another Pali term, nibbana, which is one of the terms used throughout the Pali canon to describe the fruition of the spiritual path. In that chapter, I defined it as extinguishment, in the sense of putting out the fires of greed, hatred and delusion. But nibbana can also be translated another way: unbinding.
	(In terms of the fire metaphor, ‘unbinding’ might seem like a strange choice for a translation; that is, until we discover that, in the time of the Buddha, fire was understood as being ‘bound’ to its source of fuel – or, alternatively, as clinging to the fuel. The fire was ‘extinguished’ when it was ‘unbound’ from its fuel source; when it was no longer clinging. For more on this topic, see Thanissaro Bhikkhu’s book A Mind Like Fire Unbound.)
	Recall how the Buddha summarised dukkha:
In brief, the five aggregates subject to clinging are dukkha.
 
	In other words, any time we cling to any aspect of our experience, we run the risk of experiencing dukkha.
	Now, if you like the metaphor of extinguishment, this teaching can be understood in that light: any time any aspect of our experience burns with the fires of greed, hatred and/or delusion, we experience dukkha, and so the task at hand is to extinguish those fires in order to find peace.
	But we can also understand the teaching in another way, by taking ‘clinging’ a bit more literally, perhaps a little more in line with the understanding of dukkha as ‘struggle’.
	What does it mean to cling? When we cling, we’re trying to hold something in place, to make it be a certain way. Perhaps there’s something here that I like, so I want to keep it, and I’ll struggle to hold on to it if someone or something tries to take it away. The equal and opposite impulse is when there’s something here that I don’t like, so I want it to go away, and I’ll struggle to push it away as long as it continues to be here. (Perhaps we could broaden the Buddha’s summary of dukkha to ‘the five aggregates subject to clinging and pushing away’.)
	We might say that the opposite of clinging to something is letting it go, and the opposite of pushing something away is letting it be. Letting something go doesn’t have to mean getting rid of it entirely, and letting something be doesn’t mean it’ll remain there for ever and ever. Both are simply attitudes of allowing. When we allow something, we cease to struggle with or against it; we disentangle ourselves from it, unbinding our sense of personal well-being from its presence or absence. In so doing, we find some measure of peace.
	In Chapter 2: Training the Mind, we tried the meditation practice of embodied mindfulness, which we might alternatively call just sitting. In this practice, we simply sit and experience whatever is going on in the body. We aren’t trying to make anything happen, and we aren’t judging what’s going on or comparing it to some imagined ideal. Another way of saying that is that we simply allow the body to be however it is right now.
	It turns out that we can take this ‘attitude of allowing’ and extend it to the rest of our experience as well. The resulting meditation practice, variously known as letting go, open awareness and undirected meditation, is perhaps the simplest of all, and certainly one of the most profound. And if letting go and letting be – unbinding our wellbeing from our circumstances – really is the antidote to dukkha, we might even say that it represents the simplest and most direct path to nibbana; to peace.
	So let’s give it a try!
Core practice: Letting go (open awareness, undirected meditation)
To begin, set yourself up in a comfortable meditation posture.
	Because this practice is so simple and open-ended, it can be helpful to take some time to settle in before moving into the main part of the practice. Perhaps you might spend a few minutes (or longer) relaxing your body, starting at the top of the head and working your way slowly down. You might then like to spend some time practising embodied mindfulness as described in Chapter 2: Training the Mind, lightly resting your attention on your body sensations.
	As the mind settles, you might find that there’s a natural inclination to open up your attention to include your surroundings and your mental activity, to let go of the subtle effort required to pay attention specifically to the body sensations. In this way, the embodied mindfulness practice can naturally and effortlessly evolve into a broader awareness of your entire field of experience. Alternatively, you can make a conscious choice to let go of the specific focus on the body and open up to the totality of what’s going on. Either way, this movement of letting go takes you into what’s often called open awareness practice.
	Most meditation techniques involve paying attention to an object, to something in particular. Open awareness practice isn’t like that. Rather than focusing on a particular object – which is, in a sense, a kind of ‘holding on’ – we instead let go of all objects, all the ‘things’ of our experience, and instead shift into a mode of being in which we’re not paying attention to anything in particular; our meditation is undirected.
	When you’re ready to move into open awareness, simply allow your attention to expand beyond your body, opening out into your surroundings. Notice what you can hear, both nearby and further away. If you’re happy to meditate with eyes either partially or fully open (which is what I’d recommend for this practice), notice what you can see around you; if you prefer to keep your eyes closed, notice what you can see in the darkness behind your eyelids. Spend a few moments here, aware of what you see and hear around you, and aware of what you can feel in your body.
	Then, allow your attention to extend inward as well, noticing your mental activity: your thoughts, emotions, mental images, feelings, memories, whatever is going on in your inner landscape.
	Finally, bring it all together: sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings, inner, outer, everything. Simply be aware. You don’t have to do anything with what you’re experiencing. You don’t need to label, or compare, or analyse, or figure anything out, and if you find yourself doing so, stop; let go of the subtle effort that’s keeping that mental process going, and allow it to dwindle away into nothingness. It doesn’t matter whether your experience is pleasant, unpleasant or neither. There’s no ‘better’ experience than the one you’re having, nowhere else to be than right here, right now. So simply allow your experience to unfold, as you continue to be aware of it. (When you’ve had some experience with open awareness practice, you can simply open up all the way in one smooth movement rather than using the stepping stones of extending your attention first outward and then inward described above.)
	In the embodied mindfulness practice, you pay attention specifically to the sensations in the body, and whenever you find yourself paying attention to something else – a train of thought, a sound in the environment – you’d regard yourself as having become distracted. In the open awareness practice, it’s a bit different. Here, you aren’t paying attention to anything in particular, which allows you to be aware of whatever is going on, across all of your senses (including your mental activity). Here, ‘distraction’ looks like getting drawn into something in particular, at the expense of your connection to that wide open awareness.
	So if you find yourself caught up in a train of thought, or focusing on a sound, or exploring the fine details of a sensation in the body, and you realise you’re no longer aware of the big picture – sights, sounds, thoughts, feelings, the whole works – then you’ve become distracted. When that happens, the good news is that simply by noticing that your attention has become contracted around something in particular, you’re already opening back up again. Simply allow that opening up of awareness to continue, and perhaps take a moment to relax your body if you notice that some tension has crept in. Then return to wide open awareness, and continue to allow your experience to unfold. Spend as long as you like here, experiencing whatever comes and goes.
	Over time, this practice can take you to deep places. You might find yourself experiencing states of joy or happiness, contentment or calmness. These are simply possible side effects of the practice; don’t seek them out or try to ‘make’ them happen, and don’t worry if they’re there one day and gone the next. Simply remain open, observing your experience as it unfolds, seeing whatever comes and goes as merely the natural processes of your body, mind and environment. No need to get involved; just let it all happen.
	No matter what comes up in this practice, let it come, let it be, let it go. That’s it. There is absolutely nothing in this practice that needs to be clung to in any way. Let your experience flow. Don’t try to ‘steer’ it or ‘improve’ it. Just let it be.
	Just let go.
The end of the discourse
So what’s the result of this letting go?
So long, mendicants, as my knowledge and vision of these four noble truths as they really are in their three phases and twelve aspects was not thoroughly purified in this way, I did not claim to have awakened to the unsurpassed perfect enlightenment in this world …
 
But when my knowledge and vision of these Four Noble Truths as they really are in their three phases and twelve aspects was thoroughly purified in this way, then I claimed to have awakened to the unsurpassed perfect enlightenment in this world …
 
The knowledge and vision arose in me: ‘Unshakable is the liberation of my mind. This is my last birth. Now there is no more cyclical existence.’
 
	In short: letting go leads to awakening, to nibbana, to the goal of the path; to peace.
This is what the Blessed One said. Elated, the mendicants of the group of five delighted in the Blessed One’s statement. And while this discourse was being spoken, there arose in the Venerable Kondanna the dust-free, stainless vision of the Dhamma: ‘Whatever is subject to origination is all subject to cessation.’
 
	Imagine for a moment how easily this pivotal moment in the Buddha’s life could have gone wrong. He spent years on his spiritual quest, trying out all kinds of painful, unpleasant austerities until finally arriving at the middle way which led him to awakening. After an inner debate about whether it was even worth trying to share what he’d found with anyone else, he decided to give it a go. His first two choices – his two previous teachers – had both passed away already, so he settled instead on his five friends from his ascetic days. Suppose he’d laid all of this out to them, and they’d just shrugged and said, ‘Yeah, so what?’ Perhaps that would have been the end of his teaching career, and I wouldn’t be writing this book right now!
	Instead, however, one of his friends, the Venerable Kondanna, actually got it, at least to some extent. The discourse tells us that Kondanna had a moment of deep insight into the impermanent nature of all things, traditionally regarded as the first stage of awakening. (We’ll talk about insights arising from the spiritual path in Part V: Knowing and Seeing, and discuss the traditional stages of awakening in Chapter 30: Visions of Awakening.)
	In the closing lines of the discourse, we see that the Buddha was pretty thrilled that his friend had caught a glimpse of the true nature of things:
Then the Blessed One uttered this inspired utterance: ‘Kondanna has indeed understood! Kondanna has indeed understood!’ In this way the Venerable Kondanna acquired the name ‘Anna Kondanna – Kondanna Who Has Understood.’
 
	Thanks, Kondanna!
 

Part II: In Daily Life
One who lives unrestrained in the senses
And focused on pleasant things,
Who is immoderate in food,
Who is listless and lazy:
Mara overcomes one such as this,
Just as wind overcomes a weak tree.
 
One who lives restrained in the senses
And focused on unpleasant things,
Who is moderate in food,
Who has faith and diligence:
Mara cannot overcome one such as this,
Just as wind cannot overcome a rocky mountain.25

Chapter 6: An Ethical Life
One comes to be endowed with wholesome bodily and verbal action, one’s livelihood is purified, and one is possessed of moral discipline.26
 
Isn’t meditation enough?
As we saw in Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, early Buddhism includes much more than training the mind. In addition, the eightfold path invites us to live ethically, and to develop wisdom in the course of our daily lives.
	In some Pali discourses, such as the Samannaphala Sutta (DN2, the Discourse on the Fruits of the Spiritual Life), we find another presentation of the spiritual path, known as the gradual training. This covers the same ground as the eightfold path, but in more detail, and given in a particular order whereby each step supports and enables the one that follows. In the gradual training, we begin with ethics and mindfulness in daily life, then incorporate meditation, with the ultimate aim of attaining wisdom. The idea here is that living ethically and intentionally leads to greater peace of mind before we even sit down to meditate; as such, our minds more easily become calm and composed, allowing us to see more deeply into what’s going on and hence accelerating our progress toward insight and wisdom.
	These days, many of us are drawn to Buddhism more for its meditation practices than its guidance on ethical living; as a result, it can be tempting to skip the ‘boring stuff’ and go straight for the altered states of consciousness and mind-bending insights. But it turns out that it’s well worth looking at the relationship between practice and daily life, and how to combine the two.
	It’s not uncommon to find that the states of peace, love, joy and insight which arise in formal meditation don’t seem to help much in the busy environment of daily life. There’s too much to do, and our habits tend to take over, leaving no room for mindfulness. But this is where daily life practices can help: by intentionally approaching the activities of our lives through the lens of practice, we bridge the gap between formal meditation and the rest of our day, allowing the benefits of our practice to extend beyond the meditation seat.
	So let’s take a look at how to do this! In this chapter, we’ll explore the ethical dimension of the path, and then in the next chapter we’ll see how to approach everyday activities in a meditative, contemplative manner, thus enabling every moment of our lives to be a potential source of insight and wisdom.
The ethical precepts
The ethical core of early Buddhism is encapsulated by the precepts. These are a set of training principles which invite us to explore ethics through the lens of activities to be avoided: killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, false and divisive speech, and the misuse of intoxicants. There’s a significant overlap between the precepts and the ethical aspect of the eightfold path, which looks at our intentions, speech, action and livelihood; both are expressions of the underlying virtues of avoiding harm, cultivating kindness and compassion, and living peacefully with one another.
	The way I learnt them, the precepts are not commandments, iron-clad laws handed down from on high by a divine being who will condemn us to hell if we break them. Rather, they’re invitations: ‘I undertake the training to refrain from taking life’, for example. In short, they’re practices, just like every other aspect of early Buddhism. (That’s my preferred approach, anyway. I’m sure you can find teachers offering a more dogmatic approach to the precepts if you’re that way inclined.)
	In that spirit, it’s important for me to frame this chapter as an invitation to explore ethics in your own life, as opposed to me trying to tell you how to live. While I’ve found the precepts to be helpful in my own life, you might not, and I’m OK with that. My advice in the Introduction about testing out the material in this book for yourself applies equally to the ethical dimension of the path, and in fact the only concrete practice I’m going to offer in this chapter is a contemplation of the precepts, with a particular focus on their grey areas. I’d much rather than you came away with an authentic ethical stance that disagrees with mine than that you behave a certain way just because I told you to.
	With that in mind, then, let’s take a look at the five precepts which are traditionally offered to householders. We’ll use the descriptions found in the Abhisanda Sutta (AN8.39, the Discourse on Overflowing Merit) and the Samannaphala Sutta (DN2, the Discourse on the Fruits of the Spiritual Life) as a starting point.
The first precept: Refraining from taking life
The Abhisanda Sutta defines the first precept like this:
Here, a noble disciple, having abandoned the destruction of life, abstains from the destruction of life. By abstaining from the destruction of life, the noble disciple gives to an immeasurable number of beings freedom from fear, enmity, and affliction, and in turn enjoys immeasurable freedom from fear, enmity, and affliction.27
 
	The first precept is given above as abstaining from the destruction of life; a simpler phrasing, which I picked up from my teacher Leigh, is refraining from taking life. In either case, the meaning is pretty clear: don’t kill living beings.
	We might feel that, sometimes, the situation is a bit more complicated than that. What about killing in self-defence? What if our country is at war? What if killing one person saves several, or many, or millions? What about killing animals, or eating animals that have been killed to provide food? What about antibiotics? Where do we draw the line?
	Real-world ethics are complex and messy. It’s very attractive to have a simple, clear-cut list of ethical principles to follow, but the truth is that our decisions often involve shades of grey in practice. (The contemplation later in this chapter will invite you to explore some of these grey areas for yourself.)
	Nevertheless, if we’re interested in reducing dukkha – both our own and that of others – then refraining from taking life unnecessarily is a good start. Knowingly causing harm or even loss of life to another can weigh heavily on us, and of course have even more severe consequences for whoever we’ve hurt or killed. If we seek to minimise the physical harm we cause, we’ll have fewer reasons for remorse, and those around us will likely be a little safer and happier too.
	The Samannaphala Sutta offers suggestions for developing the theme of non-violence further:
Having abandoned the destruction of life, one abstains from the destruction of life. One has laid down the rod and weapon and dwells conscientious, full of kindness, sympathetic for the welfare of all living beings.28
 
	Here, we’re encouraged to go beyond merely refraining from causing harm, by manifesting beneficial qualities such as conscientiousness, kindness and sympathy for others’ welfare.
	This is also interesting to explore. How does it feel to help people, to build strong relationships founded on concern for the welfare of all living beings (yourself included)? Scientific research suggests that living in this way greatly increases our sense of subjective wellbeing. Is that true for you?
The second precept: Refraining from taking what is not given
The Abhisanda Sutta defines the second precept like this:
Again, a noble disciple, having abandoned the taking of what is not given, abstains from taking what is not given. …29
 
	(The same passage regarding giving an immeasurable number of beings freedom from fear, enmity and affliction, and likewise enjoying such freedom ourselves, repeats after this precept, and each subsequent one.)
	The second precept also has a straightforward face-value interpretation: don’t steal. Actually, though, the traditional language – taking what is not given – has always seemed more interesting to me. Personally, I find that I think of ‘stealing’ quite narrowly, in terms of a physical act like shoplifting or robbery, whereas ‘taking what is not given’ has a much wider range of possible meanings. (I’m sure there are occasions when I take up more of someone’s time and energy than they’re really willing to give, for example.)
	In terms of developing the theme further and manifesting the corresponding positive qualities, the Samannaphala Sutta offers this:
Having abandoned taking what is not given, one abstains from taking what is not given. Accepting and expecting only what is given, one lives in honesty with a pure mind.30
 
	Here we find an invitation to cultivate contentment: to expect only what is given, rather than always demanding more.
	We have to be a little careful here. The world is not a level playing field, and some people are ‘given’ disproportionately little when starting out in life. This precept is not about reinforcing a social status quo, and it certainly isn’t about withholding resources from those in need because ‘Buddhism says it would be better for them to be content with what they have’. Rather, it’s about looking at our own relationship to greed, and encouraging ourselves to live within our means and moderate our desires to an appropriate extent. The precepts offer us a tool with which to get our own houses in order, rather than a stick with which to beat others.
	Again, if we’re interested in reducing dukkha, then approaching our lives with an attitude of honesty and contentment is a great place to start. As we’ll see throughout the book, freedom from dukkha and contentment go hand in hand.
The third precept: Refraining from sexual misconduct
The Abhisanda Sutta defines the third precept like this:
Again, a noble disciple, having abandoned sexual misconduct, abstains from sexual misconduct. …31
 
	Actually, a friend of mine who studies Pali tells me that this is a common mistranslation, and that it would be better translated as refraining from misusing the senses, or misusing sensuality. My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, often talked about our tendency to treat our senses as an ‘amusement park’; a broader interpretation of the third precept is that it’s about reining in the tendency to revel in sensual gratification of all types.
	Having said that, I think there’s value in focusing specifically on the ethical implications of sexual misconduct. Sexual energy is an immensely powerful force in our lives, and sadly it’s all too common to see the devastating ramifications of its misuse, even in the spiritual world. Thus, for the purposes of this book, I’ll interpret the third precept as referring to refraining from sexual misconduct, i.e. sexual activity that leads to harm of any sort: for oneself, one’s partner, or a third party.
	In terms of developing the theme further and manifesting positive qualities, unfortunately the Samannaphala Sutta isn’t much help for householders, offering only the following description of the mendicant lifestyle:
Having abandoned incelibacy, one leads the holy life of celibacy. One dwells aloof and abstains from the vulgar practice of sexual intercourse.32
 
	Since celibacy isn’t practical or appealing for most householders, we might instead consider something like fostering an appropriate sense of respect for one’s intimate partners, promoting healthy boundaries in relationships, taking care of one’s sexual health and so on.
The fourth precept: Refraining from false speech
The Abhisanda Sutta defines the fourth precept like this:
Again, a noble disciple, having abandoned false speech, abstains from false speech. …33
 
	Once again, a simple, straightforward interpretation: don’t lie. This is the simplest form of the precept. Often, however, we find quite a bit more detail. For example, the Samannaphala Sutta gives several categories of speech to take into consideration, starting with the familiar one:
Having abandoned false speech, one abstains from falsehood. One speaks only the truth, one lives devoted to truth; trustworthy and reliable, one does not deceive anyone in the world.34
 
	So: in addition to avoiding lies, we’re invited to be devoted to truth, and consequently trustworthy and reliable. These are good qualities to have!
	As with the precept on killing, sometimes things aren’t totally clear-cut. (What happens if a death squad comes knocking at the door looking for the refugees we’re hiding in our basement?) There’s also a certain level of care that needs to be taken with how we use the truth; if we deliver it unkindly, or at the wrong time, the best-case scenario is that what we say will be ignored, and in the worst case we may actually cause harm.
	Nevertheless, living a generally honest life is a good place to start. (If nothing else, there’s less to remember.) And being honest with ourselves is especially important on the spiritual path, where we’re actively seeking to cut through delusion and our underlying tendency toward self-deception.
	The Samannaphala Sutta continues:
Having abandoned slander, one abstains from slander. One does not repeat elsewhere what one has heard here in order to divide others from the people here, nor does one repeat here what one has heard elsewhere in order to divide these from the people there. Thus one is a reconciler of those who are divided and a promoter of friendships. Rejoicing, delighting, and exulting in concord, one speaks only words that are conducive to concord.35
 
	Sometimes the word translated here as slander is given instead as divisive speech, which captures the meaning very well. This is speech intended to create a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The more we divide ourselves up into separate groups which disagree, argue or even fight with one another, the harder it is to find peace of mind; we’re always worrying about the next attack, or raking over the coals of the latest outrageous thing that they did to us.
	Instead, the invitation here is to use speech to bring people together, to heal wounds and rifts, to make peace with our words. Many Buddhist teachings emphasise what we share in common – a tendency to experience dukkha, for example – in order to foster a sense of community and companionship, rather than conflict and tribalism. At the very least, we can perhaps refrain from worsening existing divisions or creating new ones; ideally, we can see ourselves as part of the broadest possible community of humanity, each of us playing our own small part in the vast web of life.
	The Samannaphala Sutta continues:
Having abandoned harsh speech, one abstains from harsh speech. One speaks only such words as are gentle, pleasing to the ear, endearing, going to the heart, polite, amiable and agreeable to the manyfolk.36
 
	(My thanks to Bhikkhu Bodhi for the use of the word ‘manyfolk’, which put a smile on my face as I was writing this chapter!)
	The definition of harsh speech is somewhat culturally specific. One person’s vulgar language is another person’s friendly banter, and I’ve learnt that it’s usually better to try to hear the intent behind the words rather than the words themselves. When we’re speaking, however, the onus is on us to try to communicate effectively. Attacking and insulting others rarely gets us what we want, and even when it does, it often causes damage to our relationships that makes life more difficult further down the road.
	It’s worth saying that abstaining from harsh speech doesn’t mean turning into a human doormat. As we’ll see later on in Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart, kindness and compassion aren’t necessarily synonymous with being ‘nice’, and science is showing us now that trying to be ‘nice all the time’ is actually quite unhealthy. Rather, I take the spirit of the suggestion here to be about refraining from petty insults, passive aggression and rudeness, and instead finding ways to communicate that land well with our listeners whilst preserving our own integrity.
	The Samannaphala Sutta continues:
Having abandoned idle chatter, one abstains from idle chatter. One speaks at the right time, speaks what is factual and beneficial, speaks on the Dhamma and the Discipline. One’s words are worth treasuring; they are timely, backed by reasons, measured, and connected with the good.37
 
	With the exception of the encouragement to limit one’s topics of conversation to the teachings of the Buddha and the ethical precepts, which again makes sense for a mendicant audience but isn’t appropriate for most householders, these are some pretty good principles for speech. How much of the time are we saying something that’s really worth hearing – true, beneficial, well-reasoned and timely – and how much of the time are we simply speaking for the sake of speaking?
	Again, the principle of the middle way applies. As I mentioned in Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, in daily life we sometimes use ‘idle chatter’ as a way of connecting with other people. I don’t necessarily have a profound and timely truth to share with my co-workers every day, but I still say good morning to them and ask about their weekends.
	Even so, we might usefully ask how much of this type of ‘idle chatter’ we really need. Are we really relating to people in a meaningful way, or are we simply filling up the quiet moments in our day in the same way that we compulsively reach for our phones when there’s a queue at the supermarket?
The fifth precept: Refraining from intoxicants causing heedlessness
The Abhisanda Sutta defines the fifth precept like this:
Again, a noble disciple, having abstained from liquor, wine, and intoxicants, the basis for heedlessness, abstains from liquor, wine, and intoxicants, the basis for heedlessness. …38
 
	The simple, face-value interpretation of this one is: don’t drink alcohol or take recreational drugs.
	Modern Buddhism is greatly split over whether this should be interpreted as an absolute prohibition (which tends to appeal to more ascetically minded practitioners) or as an instruction not to misuse intoxicants (which appeals to a much broader audience!).
	The basic idea here is that intoxicants give rise to heedlessness, i.e. a loss of both mindfulness and self-control, which can potentially lead us to break all the other precepts, and more besides. Thus, from an ethical standpoint, it’s better to avoid such things. Another argument in favour of refraining from intoxicants is that they impair our clarity, and in early Buddhism clarity is regarded as necessary for wisdom. (My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, commented that we’re already confused enough without adding intoxicants into the mix.)
	There are Internet debates about specifically which substances are prohibited in the Pali discourses – what about something like crystal meth that wasn’t around at the time of the Buddha? – but personally I think these debates miss the point. I’ve found it much more useful to look at all the things I consume, whether they’re conventionally considered ‘intoxicants’ or not, and whether they lead me toward or away from peace. (In this interpretation, the fifth precept becomes the vehicle to explore the ‘misuse of sensuality’ that I mentioned above in the discussion of the third precept.)
	The Samannaphala Sutta doesn’t list this one at all, since the assumption at the time was that mendicants wouldn’t have access to intoxicants, but one option for a positive counterpart is that we might endeavour to be clear-minded, present and heedful, acting from a place of sobriety rather than a place of intoxication.
* * *
Now that we have a sense of the traditional understanding of the precepts, we’re ready to explore them for ourselves. Here’s a contemplation that I’ve found to be helpful for investigating some of the more nuanced aspects of Buddhist ethics; please give it a try and see what you find.
Practice: Contemplating the precepts
Take a few minutes to get settled, perhaps paying attention to the body sensations as described in Chapter 2: Training the Mind.
	When you’re ready for the contemplation, pick one of the themes below and get started. One option is to contemplate all five precepts in one session; ideally you’d have at least ten minutes for each precept, so you’ll need about an hour in total. (Less than that and the contemplation probably won’t go deep enough to be useful.) An alternative is to take one precept per practice session, and cover the five precepts over five days or even five weeks. Contemplating the precepts over a period of weeks has the added advantage that you’ll have plenty of opportunities to explore each precept in the course of your daily life as well as in formal practice.
	As usual, for each theme I’ve provided several suggestions to guide your contemplation, but feel free to work with the theme in any way that seems interesting.
	1. I undertake the training to refrain from taking life
*Take some time to explore this precept in the broadest sense. Taking life could potentially include everything from killing another human, to stepping on an insect, to taking antibiotics, to cutting down a tree. What does ‘taking life’ mean to you?
*How do you feel when you see or hear about life being taken?
*Does it make a difference what kind of life is being taken, by whom, or for what reason?
*When is the taking of life justified?
*What might it mean for you to undertake the training to refrain from taking life?
	2. I undertake the training to refrain from taking what is not given
*Take some time to explore this precept in the broadest sense. Taking what is not given could potentially include everything from armed robbery, to insider trading, to shoplifting, to taking more than your fair share, to downloading music without paying for it, to taking up too much of someone else’s time and energy. What does ‘taking what is not given’ mean to you?
*How do you feel when you see or hear about someone taking what is not given?
*Does it make a difference what is being taken, by whom, or for what reason?
*When is taking what is not given justified?
*What might it mean for you to undertake the training to refrain from taking what is not given?
	3. I undertake the training to refrain from sexual misconduct
*Take some time to explore this precept in the broadest sense. Sexual misconduct could potentially include everything from rape, to inappropriate physical contact, to adultery, to using sexuality to get what you want. What does ‘sexual misconduct’ mean to you?
*How do you feel when you see or hear about someone committing sexual misconduct?
*Does it make a difference what kind of sexual misconduct is being committed, by whom, or for what reason?
*When is sexual misconduct justified?
*What might it mean for you to undertake the training to refrain from sexual misconduct?
	4. I undertake the training to refrain from false speech
*Take some time to explore this precept in the broadest sense. False speech could potentially include everything from lying under oath, to committing fraud, to spreading lies about someone to damage their reputation, to misleading someone in order to manipulate them, to exaggerating your achievements to make yourself sound more impressive, to telling a little white lie for social convenience. What does ‘false speech’ mean to you?
*How do you feel when you see or hear about someone speaking falsely?
*Does it make a difference what kind of false speech it is, by whom, or for what reason?
*When is false speech justified?
*What might it mean for you to undertake the training to refrain from false speech?
	5. I undertake the training to refrain from intoxicants causing heedlessness
*Take some time to explore this precept in the broadest sense. Intoxicants could potentially include everything from alcohol, to recreational drugs, to risk-taking behaviour, to anything else we can get addicted to – gambling, the Internet, even our work. Heedlessness could potentially include anything from total loss of control, to a significant impairment of judgement, to a subtle lowering of inhibitions. What does ‘intoxicants causing heedlessness’ mean to you?
*How do you feel when you see or hear about someone using intoxicants leading to heedlessness?
*Does it make a difference what kind of intoxicant it is, or what degree of heedlessness? Does it make a difference by whom, or for what reason?
*When is the use of intoxicants leading to heedlessness justified?
*What might it mean for you to undertake the training to refrain from intoxicants causing heedlessness?
	Finally, I recommend closing the practice by taking a few minutes for meditation to let things settle down and integrate.
Kamma (karma), rebirth and ethics
No discussion of ethics in early Buddhism is complete without touching on two rather contentious topics: kamma (more commonly encountered in its Sanskrit form, karma) and rebirth.
	At the time of the Buddha, it was widely understood that beings were reborn after death into a new life, and that this process continued endlessly. The goal of the spiritual path was sometimes described as escaping this endless cycle of rebirth; this can strike modern readers as a strange idea, since the prospect of immortality is usually seen as a positive thing these days. In the time of the Buddha, however, the material world was regarded as a pretty crummy place to be, full of pain and suffering, and so the prospect of rebirth was seen as more of a Groundhog Day-style nightmare than anything else: we live, suffer and die, only to go through the same miseries again and again! This prison-like process of cyclical death and rebirth was known as samsara, which literally means wandering.
	However, the nature of someone’s next rebirth was thought to be determined by their kamma, which originally referred to actions: if they did good deeds in this life, they might have a good next life, perhaps being reborn into a heavenly realm where they could enjoy pleasures for eons before eventually (and unavoidably) being reborn back into the human world. Conversely, if they did bad things, they might end up reborn as an animal, or even into a hell realm (as the name suggests, not a great place to be). So, in this world view, ethical actions – ‘creating good kamma’ – were regarded as an important way to guarantee an upgrade in the next life, or at least avoid a serious downgrade. The modern, New Age-influenced understanding of karma is also along these lines, a kind of cosmic ‘scales of justice’ which ensures that good deeds are rewarded and bad deeds are punished somehow. (There’s a whole genre of ‘instant karma’ videos on YouTube, in which someone does something disagreeable and immediately has something bad happen to them.)
	While some of the Pali discourses do refer to rebirth and the consequences of kamma across multiple lifetimes, the Buddha placed the greatest emphasis on what we do in this life. In the Nibbedhika Sutta39 (AN6.63, the Penetrative Discourse), he redefines kamma not as action but as intention. We can’t always control the outcomes of our actions, but we can at least intend to act in kind, compassionate, harmless ways.
	These intentions have a cumulative effect over time, as discussed in the Dvedhavitakka Sutta (MN19, the Discourse on Two Kinds of Thought):
Whatever one frequently thinks and ponders upon, that will become the inclination of one’s mind. If one frequently thinks and ponders upon thoughts of sensual desire, ill will and cruelty, … then one’s mind inclines to thoughts of sensual desire, ill will and cruelty.
 
…
 
Whatever one frequently thinks and ponders upon, that will become the inclination of one’s mind. If one frequently thinks and ponders upon thoughts of renunciation, non-ill will and harmlessness, … then one’s mind inclines to thoughts of renunciation, non-ill will and harmlessness.40
 
	In this understanding, we do indeed reap what we sow, but not necessarily because there’s a cosmic judge ‘out there’ somewhere weighing up our sins against our good deeds and deciding whether it’s time to give us a good kicking. Instead, if we habitually incline our minds towards greed, hatred and delusion, we will become greedier, more hateful and more deluded. Conversely, if we habitually incline our minds towards generosity, kindness and compassion, we’ll become more generous, kinder and more compassionate.
	That said, it’s not only about intention. Our actions have consequences too, a ‘ripple effect’ that extends beyond the immediate situation. A brief conversation with a single person in an otherwise empty room can indirectly impact the lives of countless others – including future lives, in the sense of the lives of people who haven’t yet been born. Developing a deep understanding of the interconnected nature of all life is a key theme in early Buddhism, and something we’ll return to several times throughout this book.
	Personally, then, I tend to think of kamma in terms of cause and effect, encompassing both the psychological level and the real-world impact of our actions. Both are profoundly important on the path to peace, and essential if we’re interested in living ethically. For me, these concepts are meaningful without the need for recourse to a cosmic force keeping a tally of good and bad deeds, but some people do find that latter interpretation helpful as well. Either way, the key is to use the idea of kamma as a tool to examine our own ethics and make good choices in our lives, rather than as a way to escape blame (‘I can’t help it, it’s my karma’) or criticise others.
	So that’s kamma, but what about rebirth? Discussion of rebirth is found all over the Pali canon, and this can be uncomfortable for modern readers who don’t adhere to the cyclical world view of the Buddha’s time. As it happens, though, there’s a well-known discourse, the Kesamutti Sutta (AN3.65, literally the Discourse at Kesamutta, but more commonly known as the Discourse to the Kalamas), which offers us a way forward no matter what our position on rebirth might be:
When that noble disciple has a mind that’s free of enmity and ill will, uncorrupted and purified, they’ve won four consolations in the present life.
 
‘If it turns out there is another world, and good and bad deeds have a result, then – when the body breaks up, after death – I’ll be reborn in a good place, a heavenly realm.’ This is the first consolation they’ve won.
 
‘If it turns out there is no other world, and good and bad deeds don’t have a result, then in the present life I’ll keep myself free of enmity and ill will, untroubled and happy.’ This is the second consolation they’ve won.
 
‘If it turns out that bad things happen to people who do bad things, then since I have no bad intentions, and since I’m not doing anything bad, how can dukkha touch me?’ This is the third consolation they’ve won.
 
‘If it turns out that bad things don’t happen to people who do bad things, then I still see myself pure on both sides.’ This is the fourth consolation they’ve won.
 
When that noble disciple has a mind that’s free of enmity and ill will, undefiled and purified, they’ve won these four consolations in the present life.41
 
	In other words, whether or not we believe that ethical actions in this life will lead to a beneficial rebirth, or even whether we believe that our bad deeds will come back to haunt us, it’s still good to behave ethically.
	In modern times, teachers such as Ajahn Buddhadasa Bhikkhu have proposed an alternative interpretation of rebirth which is more in line with a naturalistic world view. Whether or not this interpretation is ‘what the Buddha was really teaching’, it has the advantage of illuminating a key aspect of the Buddhist path: the nature of the self.
	Who are we, from moment to moment?
	When I look at myself, I find not just one ‘self’ but many. At times, I’m a writer, or a teacher; at other times, a researcher, a manager, a mentor; at still other times, a partner, a friend, a son, a music lover, a martial artist. My speech, behaviour and even the clothes I wear change from one situation to another. In a certain sense, a new self is ‘born’ in each context, and ‘dies’ as the context changes.
	The many roles we play in the course of our lives are not something to be eliminated through practice; they’re helpful vehicles that allow us to function appropriately in our different relationships. But if we identify too much with a particular role (‘Don’t you know who I am?’), or alternatively feel forced into a role that doesn’t quite fit us, then we can find ourselves caught up in the struggle of dukkha.
	To make matters worse, we can become trapped in these problematic roles; each time we enter a particular situation, a particular set of behaviours and beliefs are triggered, sometimes despite our best intentions to the contrary. These habitual patterns represent another kind of ‘cyclical existence’ that can – at least in my opinion – meaningfully be thought of as a kind of samsara. In this sense, practice can help us to overcome being ‘reborn’ again and again into stale, unhelpful patterns of behaviour and limiting beliefs about ourselves.
	And one way to escape this samsaric cycle of habitual behaviour is to examine the source of those habits: ‘Whatever one frequently thinks and ponders on, that will become the inclination of one’s mind.’ Our intentions; our kamma.
Ethical living and mindfulness
Earlier on, I said that, in the scheme of the gradual training, living in alignment with the precepts is seen as a support for the development of mindfulness. Perhaps now we can see why that might be.
	Even at the most basic level, simply trying to remember to apply the precepts asks us to have some degree of presence of mind. It’s not at all uncommon to set the intention to work with one of the precepts throughout the day, then get to the evening and realise that we were so caught up in the events of the day that we completely forgot about it.
	Here, reviewing our actions at the end of the day (or whenever we remember to do so) can help quite a bit. By reflecting frequently on the ethical implications of our activities, we become slowly but surely more attuned to ethical matters, and after a while we start noticing the ethical dimensions of our decisions as they’re arising rather than after the fact. In short, we become more mindful of our actions and their consequences.
	And it turns out that the relationship between ethics and mindfulness goes both ways. Paying attention to ethics helps to cultivate mindfulness, but cultivating mindfulness also helps us to live ethically. As we’ve seen, each of us possesses behavioural habits that are easily triggered by the right circumstances; some of the time that’s fine, but our habits aren’t always the best fit for the situations in which we find ourselves, and mindlessly following a script written long ago in a different context doesn’t always result in the most ethically appropriate choices. Ethically ambiguous situations benefit very greatly from having our full presence of mind, a willingness to turn completely toward the matter at hand and examine it on its own merits rather than simply taking the path of least resistance.
	Presence of mind isn’t enough on its own, of course. We need skills, knowledge and ethical intentions as well. But without presence, we won’t be able to bring our other resources to bear on the situation. So, in the next chapter, we’ll take a look at how to cultivate presence of mind in the course of our daily activities, which is where we need it most if we hope to live ethically.

Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life
Whether in village or wilderness,
in a valley or the uplands,
wherever the perfected ones live
is a delightful place.42
 
Finding peace in the midst of activity
In Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha, I mentioned that the peace which early Buddhism promises is an inner peace, one which is found by examining our relationship with our circumstances rather than trying to arrange those circumstances exactly to our liking. If we struggle against what’s happening, we experience dukkha – whether what we’re resisting is the boredom of our meditation practice or a difficult interaction with a coworker. Conversely, if we’re inwardly peaceful, then we can engage in and fully commit to whatever activity is in front of us without experiencing dukkha, even in noisy, busy environments. We don’t need to withdraw from the activities of our lives to find peace; we simply need to approach them differently.
	In this chapter, then, we’ll look at some strategies for cultivating an attitude of inner peace in the midst of daily life. Doing so allows the benefits of our formal meditation practice to flow into every part of our lives.
Mindfulness and clear comprehension
One guards the doors of one’s sense faculties, is endowed with mindfulness and clear comprehension, and is content.43
 
The quotation above, taken from the description of the gradual training given in the Samannaphala Sutta (DN2, the Discourse on the Fruits of the Spiritual Life), invites us to find inner peace by living with mindfulness and clear comprehension.
	But what exactly does that mean? If we’ve been practising the embodied mindfulness meditation from Chapter 2: Training the Mind, we might have some sense of how to be mindful of our bodily sensations; but is that really what we’re supposed to do all day, every day? Isn’t that rather limiting? How are we supposed to have a conversation or get any work done if we’re totally focused on the body all day long?
	I’ve found it helpful to distinguish between mindfulness itself, which is the capacity to be present with some aspect of our experience, and exercises like mindfulness meditation, which are designed to cultivate that capacity. There’s no ‘one size fits all’ mindfulness exercise that suits every situation in life. Sometimes we’re talking to someone; sometimes we’re solving a problem; sometimes we’re eating; sometimes there’s nothing in particular going on. I do know people who try to keep a particular meditative technique going all day every day (e.g. scanning the body sensations or repeating a mantra), but I’ve never been able to make that work; it simply takes up too much bandwidth, and ultimately interferes with my ability to function in daily life and maintain good relationships with the people around me.
	So how do we know what to be mindful of in any given moment? This is where the clear comprehension part comes in. Bhikkhu Sujato translates the underlying Pali term (sampajanna) as situational awareness, which gives a sense of what’s meant here. We can be utterly mindful of the feeling of our feet touching the road as we wander obliviously into the path of an oncoming car, but this is not appropriate situational awareness. Clear comprehension is about bringing mindfulness to the situation at hand in a way which enables us to respond appropriately.
	Perhaps this sounds like a cop-out, like I’m just moving the problem around. ‘How do you know what to be mindful of? Well, whatever’s appropriate!’ But, in truth, most of the time it’s pretty obvious. If we’re crossing the road, it’s appropriate to be aware of our surroundings. Is there a car coming, and do we need to pause the podcast we’re listening to in order to hear the traffic a little better? Similarly, if we’re making tea, it’s appropriate to be aware of the kettle, the tea, the cup and so on – but if we’re making tea while we’re cooking dinner, then we don’t want to be so focused on making tea that the food gets burnt.
	The point here is that daily life mindfulness and clear comprehension is not about doing something unusual. It isn’t about going through our day counting our breaths; it’s about doing what we would have done anyway, but really showing up for it, bringing full awareness to each activity. One of my teachers likes to quote the old jazz standard: it ain’t what you do, it’s the way that you do it.
	We can thus understand mindfulness and clear comprehension as a kind of ‘everyday samadhi’, a meditative approach to a non-meditative activity. In Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, I defined samadhi as composure: bringing together the mind and an object of some sort, just as chords and melodies are brought together when composing a piece of music. In formal meditation we cultivate samadhi with a specific object, such as the breath or the body sensations; but we can also cultivate a broader kind of samadhi, one which is focused on the present moment as a whole. Doing so brings many of the benefits of meditative samadhi practices – greater composure, peace, tranquillity, clarity, and significantly less dukkha – into the course of our daily lives. Also, once we develop some skill with this ‘everyday samadhi’, we find that our activities take on a more intuitive, flowing quality; an appropriate response to each situation suggests itself naturally, rather than requiring a lot of analytical thought, allowing us to maintain our composure moment by moment. (More on this later!)
	I’ve found that a two-pronged approach to developing mindfulness and clear comprehension has worked best for me.
	One prong is simply to hold the intention to be as present as I can in each situation in my life. A red flag for me is the feeling of being ‘split’: doing one thing while thinking about something else. Whenever I notice this, I’ll try to set the thoughts aside and focus on the other activity. Of course, this can be challenging, particularly at work: I often find that if I’m trying to solve a technical problem, my mind won’t let it go, and if someone tries to talk to me while I’m working on it, I’ll only be 20% present for the conversation. (That might be a generous estimate!) Sometimes I’m able to set the problem aside and focus on the person in front of me; when I’m not, if possible I’ll say to whoever is trying to talk to me that my attention is otherwise occupied right now, and they’ll get a better-quality conversation if I can catch up with them later.
	The second prong of my approach is to have some specific mindfulness exercises built into my daily routine. These are simple tasks that I perform every day, like brushing my teeth or making tea, where I make a point of giving complete attention to the task at hand rather than indulging my wandering thoughts – at least, when I remember to do the exercise! 
	On that point, it can be helpful to have cues in your environment to remind you to bring high-quality mindfulness to a particular task each day, like a Post-It note on a bathroom mirror, or an object left in an unusual place that will remind you to do the exercise. These tricks lose their effectiveness after a few days – once we get used to the ‘unusual’ object, it ceases to be unusual, and thus no longer serves as a prompt – so be sure to change things up as soon as you notice that a particular cue isn’t working as well as it used to. Also, if you share a space with someone, it’s a good idea to let them know what you’re doing so that they don’t tidy up or throw away your environmental cues!
	Let’s now dig a bit more into this second prong, because we can approach it on several levels. We’ll start with a very simple practice that only takes a moment, and then look at bringing an attitude of mindfulness to a more involved task.
Core practice: A moment of mindfulness
When one is walking one knows: ‘I am walking.’ When standing one knows: ‘I am standing.’ When sitting one knows: ‘I am sitting.’ And when lying down one knows: ‘I am lying down.’ Whatever posture one’s body is in, one knows it.44
 
The simplest way to bring mindfulness into daily life is in a single moment. Whatever you’re doing, anytime you remember, simply notice the current posture of the body. The instructions above – taken from the Satipatthana Sutta (MN10, the Discourse on Attending with Mindfulness) – can be taken as implying a merely intellectual recognition of the current body posture, but I’ve found it more helpful to connect with embodied mindfulness, thus bringing the practice from Chapter 2: Training the Mind into daily life. Don’t just recognise that you’re walking, standing, sitting or lying down; feel how it is to be in that posture.
	This practice can be done anywhere, anytime. All the little ‘gaps’ in life which are otherwise triggers to reach for our phones can become opportunities to reconnect with the body and establish present-moment awareness, even just for an instant. (The key word there is opportunities: the point of this practice is not to turn mindfulness into a ball and chain weighing you down and making you feel guilty for not being mindful enough!)
	If you’re on a meditation retreat, you can extend this into an all-day practice. My teacher Leigh recommends counting the number of times your posture changes in the course of a day. Give it a try sometime!
Core practice: Clear comprehension
Furthermore, a mendicant acts with clear comprehension when going out and coming back; when looking ahead and aside; when bending and extending the limbs; when bearing the outer robe, bowl and robes; when eating, drinking, chewing, and tasting; when urinating and defecating; when walking, standing, sitting, sleeping, waking, speaking, and keeping silent.45
 
Moving beyond a simple moment of embodied mindfulness, you can also approach the activities of your daily life with the attitude of clear comprehension. The list of activities in the quotation above (also taken from the Satipatthana Sutta) relates to the mendicant life; it probably wasn’t intended to be exhaustive even in that context, but certainly a modern life involves considerably more, so it’s best to think of these as examples of a broader principle. Whatever you’re doing, can you bring clear comprehension to that activity? Can you be fully, appropriately present in whatever you’re doing?
	In this way, the activity you’re engaged in becomes the anchor for your mindfulness, like the body sensations in the embodied mindfulness practice of Chapter 2. You do what’s in front of you, do it completely, and bring your attention gently back whenever you notice your mind wandering.
	Although this practice sounds straightforward, for most of us it’s anything but! At first, you might struggle even to remember to do the exercise at all. Or, when you do remember, it turns out that the bright, clear mindfulness at the beginning of the activity is quickly lost, drowned out by wandering thoughts. You may at times only experience a few brief moments of mindfulness.
	With practice, however, you’ll start to find that you have more of these moments, and every now and again two will come together and join into one longer experience of clear comprehension. Little by little, it builds up.
	Eventually, the distinction between formal sitting meditation and daily life activities blurs, and the practice becomes a matter of cultivating clear comprehension in all situations, no matter what’s going on. You sit to meditate, investing your full attention and energy into the technique you’re working with; then you rise from your seat to go into your daily routine, bringing clear comprehension to each of those activities in turn, one at a time; and so on throughout the day, bringing awareness to each and every situation, mindful, clearly comprehending, responding as needed to whatever comes up.
* * *
While all this might sound exhausting, it’s actually the opposite. The more focused we are on the task at hand, the less energy we waste being split between our thoughts and our actions. Instead, we simply focus on what’s in front of us: calm, composed, inwardly peaceful even in the midst of activity, allowing each action to flow in an effortless, natural manner.
	Keep going! It’s a long-term project, but you’ll get there.
Guarding the senses against mental proliferation
There’s a further refinement we can bring into our daily life mindfulness practice. The quotation at the start of the chapter mentions guarding the doors of one’s sense faculties. Later on in the same discourse, we get a bit more detail:
And how does one guard the doors of one’s sense faculties?
 
Having seen a form with the eye, one does not grasp at the sign or the details. Since, if one were to dwell without restraint over the faculty of the eye, evil unwholesome states such as covetousness and grief might assail oneself, one practises restraint, guards the faculty of the eye, and achieves restraint over the faculty of the eye.
 
Having heard a sound with the ear … 
 
Having smelt an odour with the nose … 
 
Having tasted a flavour with the tongue … 
 
Having touched a tangible object with the body … 
 
Having cognised a mind-object with the mind …
 
Endowed with this noble restraint of the sense faculties, one experiences within oneself an unblemished happiness. In this way, one guards the doors of the sense faculties.46
 
	The language is a bit dramatic – evil unwholesome states, yikes – but the basic point here is that what we experience often triggers some kind of reaction, and if we’re not careful, that reaction can lead to mental proliferation (papanca in Pali).
	Suppose I’m walking past a shop, and out of the corner of my eye I notice a promotional display for a new kind of chocolate. As it happens, I like chocolate, so this display is relevant to my interests. So then I start thinking about chocolate: ‘Hey, they have a new flavour! I wonder what it’s like? It sounds pretty good… Maybe I should have some. Oh, but I’m supposed to be trying to eat more healthily. But surely one chocolate won’t hurt, I’ve been good all week. I do really want that chocolate. And if I don’t get it I’m going to be thinking about it all morning, and I won’t be able to concentrate on my work, so maybe I should just get it over with and eat the chocolate…’ Oh dear. While I wouldn’t necessarily use the word ‘covetousness’ – who does, in everyday speech? – my proliferating thoughts have certainly landed me in a situation where I’m really craving that sweet, sweet chocolate right now.
	So what? What’s wrong with wanting chocolate? Well, it turns out that, if we pay close enough attention, the feeling of craving for something (be it chocolate, a Ferrari or a romantic relationship) is actually quite unpleasant. (Don’t just take my word for it; check it out.) And, actually, the unpleasantness of that sensation of craving is one reason why it’s so tempting to give in to the urge. Whether or not the thing we actually get is all it’s cracked up to be, getting it does at least remove the unpleasant craving – at least for now. There goes the healthy eating…
	So if mental proliferation leads us into craving (or its equal-and-opposite twin, aversion), perhaps it’s better not to proliferate in the first place. But how can we do that?
	Before attempting to answer this question, which is more complex than it might first appear, let’s take a step back and examine what we actually mean by ‘thinking’ anyway. Up to now I’ve been using certain key terms without properly defining them, for the sake of not weighing down the early part of the book with too much theory, but the time has come to take a deeper dive.
Attention, peripheral awareness, thought and thinking
In normal conversation, we often use the terms think about and pay attention to interchangeably. (For example, we might say ’Think about what you’re doing!’ to someone who has made a careless mistake.) But, for the purposes of our meditation practice, it’s much more helpful to make a clear distinction between them.
	What is a thought, anyway? It’s a kind of mental event: a word, phrase or sound, a picture, or a vaguely defined feeling or intuition, which appears in the ‘inner experience’ of the thinking mind; available to us, but not to anyone else. If I silently count from 1 to 10, the numbers I’m conjuring up are thoughts, whether I’m inwardly hearing myself saying the numbers, visualising them, or generating them some other way.
	What I’m calling thinking is when a series of thoughts come along, typically connected by some common topic. For example, if I start thinking about what I’ll have for breakfast later today, a mental image pops up of the breakfast table, then thoughts of bowls and cutlery appear in my mind, and then the names of foods begin popping up one after another, and so on. The common theme here is breakfast; the individual words, ideas and images are separate thoughts which are part of the process of thinking.
	Now, what does it mean to pay attention? Let’s say I decide to pay attention to what I can hear right now. Immediately, the sounds in my environment become more prominent in my experience, like they’re in the ‘foreground’ of my experience, while everything else is relegated to the ‘background’. I hear the humming of water in the pipes, footsteps in the corridor outside, the clatter of my fingers on the keys. I’m much less aware of the sensations in my body, which have mostly disappeared.
	As I’m describing it here, the ‘foreground’ of experience is whatever we’re paying attention to at the time, while the ‘background’ of experience is what we might call our peripheral awareness. (These terms are not found in the Pali canon, to my knowledge, but they’re in common use in the meditation community, and they’re very useful to describe this aspect of experience.)
	Sometimes we deliberately choose to pay attention to something: right now, you’re paying attention to the words in this book, for example. At other times, it seems that our attention is captured, either by something in our environment (such as a ringing phone), or by something that bubbles up internally (such as the sudden realisation that we were supposed to be somewhere else right now). However it happens, we have the same experience of something in particular popping into the foreground; we may or may not notice that everything else has been pushed into the background, depending on how avidly we’re paying attention to the foreground.
	These two processes, thinking and paying attention, are thus quite different, and not necessarily joined together. For example, I can pay attention to sounds without thinking about them very much at all. The sounds might trigger a thought every now and again, and when I tried to describe the experience of paying attention to sounds above, I triggered lots of thoughts, because I was searching for words to convey the experience. (At that point, I was thinking about what it’s like to pay attention to sounds. Argh!) But if I stop typing for a minute and just listen: no thoughts needed. The soundscape is just there, effortlessly, without any need for commentary from my thinking mind.
	(As an aside, it might seem redundant to say ‘thinking mind’ as opposed to simply ‘mind’, but ‘mind’ is a word with multiple meanings in Buddhism, so I’ll be a bit fussy here. The precision will be helpful later.)
	What about the other way around? Well, in a way, thoughts are just like any other sense phenomena: the sights we see, the sounds we hear, the scents we smell, the flavours we taste, the bodily sensations we feel. (In early Buddhism, the thinking mind is actually considered to be a sixth ‘sense organ’, just like the eye, ear and so on, and thoughts are considered to be its ‘sense objects’.)
	In the case of sounds, the ear is hearing sounds all the time, but we aren’t always listening to them. When we’re listening to something, like a song on the radio, we’re paying attention to a particular source of sounds; we’re taking an active interest in these sounds, thereby bringing them into the foreground of our experience. At other times, sounds recede into the background, or are forgotten entirely, like the hum of air conditioning or the quiet rumble of traffic on a distant road.
	It turns out that the same is true with thoughts. Thoughts pop up in the thinking mind all the time, but we aren’t always thinking about something in particular; we aren’t always taking an active interest in our own mental activity, and so our thoughts are just there in the background.
	This is tricky to notice at first. For one, if thoughts are in the background, it’s usually because we’re paying attention to something else, which means we’re too busy with the ‘something else’ to notice the thoughts. For another, as soon as we start looking for our thoughts, it’s quite likely that they’ll immediately pop into the foreground. It’s a bit like trying to look at something at the edge of our vision without turning our eyes to look at it directly. In the long run, though, it becomes pretty clear that thoughts can continue quite happily in the background of our experience, whether or not we’re paying attention to them.
	Something else we might notice is that, when we do start thinking about something in particular – when we start paying attention to a sequence of thoughts – then those thoughts rapidly multiply and evolve. It’s like our thinking mind is responding to our attention by coming up with more and more thoughts along the same lines, as if the thinking process is somehow fuelled by our interest in it. This may be helpful if we’re trying to solve a problem, because one of those thoughts might offer us a solution, but it can also lead to getting ‘lost in thought’, as our thoughts proliferate out of control and completely dominate the foreground of our experience, pushing everything else out. And if we get lost in proliferating thoughts that are leading toward greed, hatred or delusion, that’s a setup for dukkha.
	Let’s put all this theory into practice with an exercise.
Practice: Observing thinking and attention
Set yourself up in meditation as usual, and perhaps spend a while practising embodied mindfulness or another meditation technique to allow your mind to settle a little. The busier your mind, the easier it will be to get caught up in thoughts, and that goes double when you’re trying to observe those thoughts.
	Once you’re feeling settled, start to pay attention to the process of thoughts arising. See if you can notice what actually happens when a thought appears in your mind. Where does it come from? Then, what happens next? Does one thought trigger the arising of another, then another, then another? Or does one thought seem to come ‘bundled’ with several others? Do the thoughts appear to be separate, or joined together in a line, or tangled up together in a way that makes it difficult to separate them at all?
	Notice also how your thinking process changes directions. A thought comes up, and for a while your thoughts follow a particular theme (what we might call a ‘train of thought’, as if multiple thoughts are joined together like the carriages of a train); but then at some point you’ll find yourself on a different theme. How did you get there? Did the original train of thought pivot to another set of tracks, or did you jump to a different train? Was it a conscious movement, or did it seem to happen by itself?
	Do your thoughts ever stop? What happens in the gap between thoughts? Can you tell what your next thought is going to be before it comes up?
	What happens when you introduce a sequence of thoughts into the mind deliberately, by counting from 1 to 10 in your mind? Do you only experience the numbers, or do other thoughts come along for the ride? Where do those other thoughts come from? Do they pull your attention away from the counting? Can you have two trains of thought running at the same time?
	Are there times when you’re ‘lost in thought’ – so completely engrossed in the content of the thoughts whizzing by that you no longer remember that you were meant to be observing the process of thinking? What’s that like? Does it feel like getting sucked into the thoughts, or like your mind ‘grabs on’ to the thoughts somehow, or something else? (Generally you’ll have to examine this in retrospect, because at the time it was happening you were busy being lost in thought!)
	Conversely, are there times when you can see thoughts coming and going without getting so caught up in them, where there’s at least a bit of ‘space’ and presence of mind in your experience, where thoughts are perhaps a little more in the background of your experience rather than dominating the foreground? Experiment with paying attention to something else, like sounds or body sensations, and see if you’re able to notice thoughts coming and going in your peripheral awareness without them completely recapturing your attention.
	Can you figure out how to let thoughts be present in your peripheral awareness without getting pulled into a train of thought, at least for a few seconds? Longer? Can you find a way to allow your thoughts to come and go for extended periods without getting caught up in them? Can you trust your thoughts to take care of themselves without needing the direct involvement of your attention? What happens when you do that?
Strategies for dealing with mental proliferation
Returning to the theme of guarding the senses against mental proliferation, we’re now in a position to see how this might work in practice.
	In the example I gave above, I saw a promotional display advertising chocolate, and that initial sensory contact gave rise to a train of thought that rapidly led me into craving. As much as I like chocolate, since I’m interested in cultivating peace, I would prefer not to experience the craving. I could avoid the chocolate shop, of course, but let’s say it’s on my way to work. Is there something I can do about the mental proliferation instead?
	Perhaps I could just stop thinking. That might work, right? No thoughts, no problem.
	Unfortunately, for most of us, it isn’t quite so easy. As I mentioned above, just as our ears pick up sounds from our surroundings, our thinking minds populate themselves with thoughts, whether we want them to or not. At least for sounds we can wear earplugs, but for the thinking mind it isn’t quite so straightforward.
	Sometimes, meditators try to play Whac-a-Mole with their thoughts, flattening them one by one as they pop up. This approach is particularly common for people who have the idea that meditation is about ‘clearing the mind’. Unfortunately, though, it isn’t a good long-term strategy. It’s tiring, it makes the mind tight and inflexible, and it just plain doesn’t work very well.
	Fortunately, we’ve already seen a much more effective and sustainable strategy: withdrawing our attention from our thoughts. Doing so won’t make the thoughts stop right away, but it does take away their ‘fuel’, causing them to dwindle naturally and effortlessly over time. It’s like taking a pot of boiling water off a hot stove; the water won’t become cold right away, but now that it’s no longer being heated, it can’t help but cool down.
	If we can thus focus on the activity at hand without giving any more attention to our thoughts than is strictly necessary, we’ll find that the thoughts that arise by themselves in the course of that activity lose much of their power to suck us into mental proliferation. They simply come and go in the background, like traffic passing by on a distant road; still there, but no concern of ours.
	What about if the task at hand involves some thought? Could we, for example, solve a Sudoku puzzle in this way? Well, give it a try! Remember that the exercise is not about avoiding all thoughts; rather, it’s about avoiding mental proliferation. So we might approach a task with a mental component in terms of ‘What is the minimum necessary thinking to accomplish this task?’, or, if we prefer, ‘How little thinking can I get away with?’ It can be quite eye-opening to realise how much of our thinking is extraneous to the task at hand, and quite a relief to feel the space that opens up in the mind when we’re able to let go of it.
	‘Guarding the senses’ is thus not so much an active practice of swatting down thoughts as they arise as it is an attitude, a way of approaching an activity that’s oriented towards maintaining continuity of mindfulness and clear comprehension without adding unnecessary thinking into the mix. Rather than allowing ourselves to get caught up in proliferating thoughts, whether they’re triggered directly by the task at hand or simply wandering into our minds to see if we want to think about them, we instead remain focused and present, engaged in our task.
	Let’s now bring all of these threads together: embodied mindfulness, with clear comprehension, in activity, with senses guarded against mental proliferation; in short, how to approach the activities of our lives from a place of inner peace. It’s perhaps the most important practice in the whole book – and also the most challenging.
Core practice: Just making tea (guarding the senses)
Take a simple everyday activity; for this example, I’ll use making tea, because I’m stereotypically English in that respect and so I make a lot of tea. Other beverages are available.
	There are different schools of thought on how to make a cup of tea, of course, but the basics involve fetching a cup, heating some water, and mixing the water with the tea leaves (whether loose-leaf or in a teabag), then waiting a while until the leaves have steeped sufficiently for the tea to be drinkable. That’s it: get the cup ready, heat the water, mix the water and the leaves, then wait until the tea is ready to drink. Simple!
	But what actually happens when you try to do that? It’s a simple process, so it doesn’t require much attention – it isn’t like you’re trying to ride a bike down a steep hill where the slightest mistake could lead to severe injury. So your mind is free to wander. Perhaps the sight of the mostly empty box of teabags triggers an intention to buy more at the weekend; perhaps the aroma of the tea brings up a memory; perhaps the harsh sound of the kettle gives rise to aversion; perhaps you notice that your bladder feels a bit on the full side, and that making another cup of tea right now wasn’t the best idea; perhaps the taste of something you ate is lingering in your mouth and you’re eager for the tea to be ready to wash it away; or perhaps your thinking mind simply volunteers a thought about something more interesting than making tea, like what you’re going to do when the tea is finally ready and you can get on with your day.
	So here’s the question: does that initial thought or impulse lead to further mental proliferation? Or are you able to notice whatever is coming up, let it come, let it be, let it go, and all the while maintain your presence of mind, staying engaged with the process of making tea? Can you allow thoughts to come and go in the background of your experience, without getting drawn into mental proliferation but also without forcibly suppressing your thoughts?
	Can you just make tea?
	As usual, it’s best to think of this practice as a marathon rather than a sprint. Even a moment of peace, where you’re able simply to make tea and leave your bustling thoughts in the background, is a win. How much more so when you have a few such moments, or when you’re able to join two of those moments together and give yourself a longer stretch of freedom from the mind’s incessant chatter?
The benefits of reducing mental proliferation
There’s a discourse, the Dvedhavitakka Sutta (MN19, the Discourse on Two Kinds of Thought), which speaks about the benefits of reducing one’s mental activity:
Mendicants, before my awakening – when I was still unawakened but intent on awakening – I thought: ‘Why don’t I meditate by continually dividing my thoughts into two classes?’ So I assigned sensual, malicious, and cruel thoughts to one class. And I assigned thoughts of renunciation, non-ill will, and harmlessness to the second class.
 
Then, as I meditated … a sensual, malicious or cruel thought arose in me. I understood: ‘This thought leads to hurting myself, others, or both. It blocks wisdom … and doesn’t lead to nibbana.’ When I reflected this way, this thought went away. So I gave up any such thoughts that arose.
 
Then, as I meditated … a thought of renunciation, non-ill will or harmlessness arose in me. I understood: ‘This thought doesn’t lead to hurting myself, others, or both. It nourishes wisdom … and leads to nibbana.’
 
If I were to keep on thinking and considering this all day and night, I see no danger that would come from that. Still, thinking and considering for too long would tire my body and stress my mind. So I stilled, settled, quieted and composed my mind internally. Why is that? So that my mind would not be stressed.47
 
	As I mentioned before, an aspect of clear comprehension is an intuitive sense of what is appropriate to the situation at hand. This intuition supports, and is supported by, a reduction in mental proliferation. When we’re willing to trust our intuition, there’s less need for analytical thoughts; and when our thinking minds are quieter, it’s easier to hear the quiet promptings of intuition.
	As we learn to connect with and trust our intuition more and more, we become able to let our thinking mind rest for longer and longer stretches, and can realise for ourselves how much of a relief that can be. Thinking requires energy – my day job doesn’t require much physical exertion at all, but I’m pretty tired at the end of each day nevertheless! – and so it feels good to give our brains a rest from time to time. Doing so can free up quite a bit of energy that can be redirected into the activity at hand, rather than frittering it away through unnecessary thinking.
	Now, we do have to be a little careful here. Intuition is perfectly appropriate in many circumstances, but it’s also a source of unconscious bias, and in some situations, such as when deciding who to hire for a job, it’s much better that we take the time to think through the evidence in detail and do our best to make a fair, balanced, rational decision. Plenty has been written on this complex subject, and I’m certainly no expert; I recommend Daniel Kahneman’s book Thinking, Fast and Slow as a good starting point. Ultimately, as with all the practices in this book, it’s not that one approach is ‘best’ and should be applied in all situations at all times; rather, it’s about understanding the advantages and disadvantages of each, and developing the discernment to know when to apply one or the other.
	It’s also important to say that intuition isn’t magic. An uncluttered mind and clear comprehension of the situation at hand allows us to respond in the most appropriate way available to us, but what’s available to us is still constrained by the condition of our body and mind, our experience and skills. Intuition won’t allow us to perform surgery if we haven’t studied medicine, or run a four-minute mile if we’re unfit. It also doesn’t grant us supernatural knowledge of how our actions might turn out. We can act with the best intentions with the information available to us at the time and still do something that turns out badly.
	But even with all those limitations, acting from a place of mindfulness, clear comprehension and freedom from mental proliferation is still much better than acting from greed, hatred, delusion or distraction. We won’t always get it right, but we have a much better chance if we’re calm, composed, fully present and undistracted.
Mindfulness and flow
In the 1970s, the Hungarian-American psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi conducted a broad programme of scientific research seeking to understand what he called optimal human experience. Initially fascinated by experiences reported by artists who described getting ‘lost’ in their work, he went on to interview people from all walks of life; he found that, irrespective of nationality, profession, social status, gender, ethnicity or any of the other factors that we might regard as setting us apart from one another, there was a remarkable commonality in the reports of people’s highest, most rewarding life experiences.
	In particular, whenever someone engages in a challenging activity which is close to, but not beyond, the limit of their skill, a state of intense focus on the activity at hand can arise; people report a ‘merging of action and awareness’, of ‘becoming one’ with the activity or ‘losing oneself’ in it. This is often accompanied by a distorted sense of time: either hours flying by unnoticed, such as when absorbed in a creative project, or time slowing down to make a difficult task seem easier, such as when playing sports. Notably, too, because of the all-consuming nature of the activity, there’s no room left for critical self-referential thinking. As such, the resulting experience is universally reported as extremely enjoyable, and rewarding for its own sake, i.e. not because of any particular output from the activity. As a consequence, people build hobbies, or even careers, around whatever gets them into this state, which Csikszentmihalyi dubbed flow. (There’s a reason why I’ve gravitated towards working with computers in my professional life; writing code is a reliable flow activity for me.)
	The quality of total focus on the task at hand might sound familiar! And, indeed, people who practise the ‘everyday samadhi’ of mindfulness and clear comprehension in the context of daily life do tend to find that it’s easier to enter and maintain the flow experience. As such, the optimal human experience becomes steadily easier for us to reach, more and more a part of our lives. And all we have to do is remember to pay attention to what we’re doing!
Practising contentment
We’ve focused a lot so far on mindfulness, clear comprehension and guarding the senses, but there’s one more important piece in the quotation from the gradual training at the start of the chapter: practising contentment.
	What does it mean to be content? In short, contentment is the feeling that arises when we aren’t experiencing a sense of lack; when we feel that we have what we need right now, and aren’t craving for something else, or something better.
	Recall from Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path that one of the factors of the eightfold path is right intention, one aspect of which is the intention of renunciation. Unrestrained wanting leads to greed, one of the three fires keeping us from the peace of nibbana. The fire of greed consumes whatever we throw into it and still leaves us wanting more; it’s like the itch of an insect bite that promises relief if we scratch it, but actually just ends up itching even more. To practise contentment, we make the choice to let go of our desires for things that we don’t really need, thereby undermining the tendency of greed, and ultimately reorienting ourselves toward peace and sufficiency.
	This doesn’t mean that we don’t need anything, of course. Even the Buddha’s mendicant followers needed various requisites: food, clothing, shelter and medicine. For people living ordinary ‘householder’ lives, we typically also need a source of income, utilities, access to transportation and so on. And we’re not looking for perfection either; the practice of contentment isn’t about forcing ourselves to survive on the barest minimum for the sake of some ideal of spiritual ‘purity’; again, remember the middle way.
	But how much do we really need? How much is enough? And how often do we appreciate what we already have?
	Let’s explore!
Practice: What do I need?
The simple question ‘What do I need?’ can provide the starting point for a contemplation of contentment, or its lack, in our lives. It can be applied broadly (in the sense of ‘What do I need in life in general?’) or specifically (in the sense of ‘What do I need to order for lunch right now?’).
	Some tips:
*If the question on its own isn’t strong enough, you might try variants like ‘What do I really need?’, or ‘What do I actually need?’
*Notice your immediate, instinctive reaction to the question, then challenge it.
*If possible, stay with the question until you get beyond the layer of surface thoughts. Remember, the purpose of contemplation isn’t to find out what you currently think about a topic. It’s about exploring more deeply, challenging any unconscious assumptions you might have and finding out what lies beneath.
*You don’t have to make any changes right away, no matter what answers you might get. One of my teachers likes to say: ‘If it’s a good idea now, it’ll still be a good idea in a week’s time.’ Maybe you decide that you don’t really need your solid gold mansion or complete collection of traffic cones; even so, give yourself some time to figure out what to do about it, if anything, rather than making a snap decision.
*If you find that you already have what you need in some particular situation, take a moment to appreciate that. Right now, at least in this one dimension of life, you have enough. See if you find any sense of freedom, relaxation, spaciousness or peace of mind coming up as a result, and if so, take a moment to enjoy it. If, instead, you feel sad, deprived, or alternatively very noble and proud of your spiritual sacrifices, it might be worth checking in to see what’s going on there. Are you being honest with yourself about your needs, or have you chosen an excessively ascetic path because you think that’s what you should be doing, or to punish yourself for some reason?
*Treat this as an exploration of your circumstances rather than an exercise in moral judgement. It isn’t about making yourself a ‘better’ person by giving away all the stuff you don’t need, and it definitely isn’t about comparing yourself to others. It’s about exploring your own relationship to sufficiency and contentment, using a particular aspect of your life to make that exploration grounded and concrete.

Part III: Opening the Heart
One abiding in loving-kindness and
Pleased in the Buddha’s teaching,
Acquires the peaceful state,
The quieting of all conditioned things:
Happiness.48

Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart
Mendicants, I do not see a single thing that prevents ill will from arising, or, when it has arisen, abandons it like the heart’s release by loving kindness. When you apply the mind rationally on the heart’s release by loving kindness, ill will does not arise, or, if it has already arisen, it’s given up.49
 
Where does heart-opening fit into the spiritual path?
Early Buddhism offers four major heart-opening practices: loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy, and equanimity. These four are usually known as the Brahmaviharas (literally, the divine abodes), or sometimes the four immeasurables. Loving kindness and compassion in particular are very popular, and frequently show up outside Buddhist circles too.
	The essence of these practices is very simple: generate a feeling of (e.g.) loving kindness, then rest deeply in that feeling, directing it both inwardly and outwardly. Over the two and a half millennia since the time of the Buddha, many different ways have been developed to help us to do this, and we’ll look at some of these methods in the next few chapters.
	Considering how well-known the Brahmaviharas are, it’s perhaps a bit surprising that we don’t find them listed explicitly in the eightfold path. The closest we get is one of the factors in right intention, the intention of non-ill will; if we reverse the double negative, we get the intention of good will, which is another way to translate the Pali term for loving kindness, metta. (We might also interpret the intention of harmlessness as an intention to manifest compassion, karuna in Pali, although to my mind that’s more of a stretch.)
	Even so, the Buddha clearly felt that the Brahmaviharas were very valuable, and they show up again and again in the discourses. One benefit of heart-opening practice is highlighted in the quotation above, which describes loving kindness as an antidote to hatred – one of the three fires discussed in Chapter 1: Finding Peace. (Later, in Chapter 11: Appreciative Joy, we’ll look at some more benefits traditionally attributed to these practices.)
	The truth is that the Brahmaviharas are one of the greatest treasures of the spiritual path. They’re a gift to ourselves, revealing inner sources of wellbeing that don’t depend on our external circumstances, offering comfort and support even in the most difficult situations. And they’re a gift for those around us; as we sit in meditation day after day sending good wishes to the people around us, our in-person relationships begin to shift. We remember to express a little more gratitude, extend a little extra patience to the friend whose stories never seem to end, and better understand the perspective of the difficult person who presents us with yet another challenge.
	Little by little, the effects of our heart-opening practice ripple out around us. Suppose we practise loving kindness in the morning for five minutes, and the net result is that our mood is 1% better than it might otherwise have been. As a result, perhaps we’re a little kinder to the very first person we meet that day, holding a door for someone in a big hurry. That boosts their mood a tiny bit, and maybe as a result they go on to have a better interaction with the next person they meet. And so on, and so on, the gift of our loving kindness practice passing from one person to the next, spreading out in all directions.
	I’m a big fan of heart-opening practice. It feels good, it helps us, and it helps the people around us. My teacher Leigh often says that if he could only do one meditation practice for the rest of his life, it would be loving kindness.
	All that said, however, heart-opening practices are not without their challenges! I’d like to touch on a few of those in the rest of this chapter, before we get into the core practices of loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity in the following chapters.
Challenges of heart-opening practice
Most people take to heart-opening like ducks to water. I’ve met plenty of people whose deep Brahmavihara practice clearly brings them great joy and support on their spiritual path. Such people really don’t need much from me except a gentle encouragement to keep doing what they’re doing.
	But sometimes people don’t click with these practices right away, and over the years I’ve spent a lot of time looking at the most common difficulties that come up. Over the next few chapters I’ll offer multiple approaches to cultivating each of the Brahmaviharas, together with suggested ways of working through common sticking points, so if these practices don’t feel like a good fit for you right now, please keep reading and see if there’s something here that might help.
	For myself, I must confess that opening the heart was not a priority in the early years of my practice! I was much more interested in insight (see Part V: Knowing and Seeing), and found the Brahmaviharas to be cheesy and saccharine, a bunch of ‘mushy stuff’ that got in the way of what I thought of as ‘serious’ practice. This is kind of an unpopular thing to admit in Buddhist circles, so I’ve chosen to break the taboo; if you feel the same way right now, I want you to know that you’re not alone!
	The fact is that plenty of people don’t get on with these practices when they first encounter them, and sadly they usually suffer in silence. It’s very awkward to be in a group with someone who is gushing about how amazing loving kindness is, while you’re sitting there wondering if you’re some kind of monster with a cold, dead heart of stone. (You probably aren’t.) It’s also not uncommon to find people making a big song and dance about how wonderfully selfless and compassionate they are; that sort of behaviour can be very off-putting, and usually denotes considerable room for improvement in the actual practice. Heart-opening is worthless if it isn’t genuine; many of the kindest, most compassionate people I’ve encountered have also been the most down-to-earth.
	As my own practice has gone on, I’ve found that my heart has opened quite naturally, without much deliberate effort on my part. I’ve seen the same thing happen for others too. After a few spontaneous experiences of heart-opening, I eventually found my way into these practices in a more intentional way, and now I really enjoy them. I find that loving kindness and appreciative joy (mudita in Pali) are not only delightful practices in their own right but also the quickest and most enjoyable ways to develop samadhi and enter jhana (see Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana); connecting with compassion (especially self-compassion) has been particularly helpful when I’ve been in emotionally difficult situations; and equanimity (upekkha in Pali) provides a stable bedrock that holds it all together, helping me to work through unresolved psychological material – more on that in a moment – and even leading to insight. Not bad! (I’m sure I still have considerable room for improvement too, of course.)
	Perhaps you’re reading this and thinking that heart-opening practices sound great. If so, I hope you enjoy the next few chapters! But maybe you’re reading this and thinking ‘Ugh, sounds boring.’ That’s fine. These practices are not for everyone; I suggest you give them a try, and if they’re not your cup of tea, set them aside for the time being. You can always take another look in six months, or a year, or five years. You might find that one day they suddenly just start to make sense.
Unresolved psychological material, emotional purification and trauma
Many people, perhaps all of us, come to meditation practice with unresolved psychological material. We might not think we have any – I certainly didn’t when I first started – but it has a way of showing up as the practice deepens.
	As great as it might sound in theory to sail through life without ever encountering a truly overwhelming situation, it doesn’t really seem to work like that in practice. The childhood years are particularly fraught; at that age we haven’t yet developed the maturity and resilience to deal with everything that life throws at us, and it’s easy to be deeply wounded in ways that we don’t consciously recognise. Overwhelming situations aren’t limited to childhood, either; plenty can happen to us as adults that we aren’t fully equipped to handle, and such events can leave scars.
	In the stillness of meditation, as our busy thoughts calm down and a sense of inner spaciousness opens up, material which is ordinarily kept beneath the surface starts to emerge. We might find ourselves remembering an embarrassing conversation from years ago, seemingly out of the blue. We might unearth deep wells of fear, rage or shame. The meditation practice which once brought us peace may suddenly start to do just the opposite; and this is particularly likely when we’re engaging in practices with a significant component of samadhi, such as the Brahmaviharas in this part of the book and the jhanas in Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana.
	For the most part, discovering unresolved psychological material in meditation practice is totally normal, and nothing to worry about, as unpleasant as it might be at the time. Everyone goes through it. In fact, it’s common enough that there’s a name for it: purification. It seems to come and go in cycles; when we’re in the thick of it, it’s helpful to have a teacher or close friend we can talk to. Social support can be a tremendous asset at such times.
	That said, there are also ways that we can work with difficult emotional material ourselves, and later in the chapter we’ll take a look at some strategies for doing so. The key seems to be a willingness to experience fully whatever it is that’s buried within us, whatever it is that some part of us doesn’t want to feel. If we can do that, often the memory will finally be ‘digested’ and released, and our overall burden becomes just a little lighter. That’s why it’s called purification: the ultimate result of the process is to remove ‘stuck’ material from our system, allowing our psychological waters to run a bit clearer. In the long run, this is tremendously beneficial.
	There’s one major exception to all this, however, and that exception is trauma. Sometimes what happened to us was so severe that trying to ‘meditate through it’ will actually make things worse rather than better. Trauma therapists talk about a window of tolerance that we each have for reliving difficult memories; up to a certain point, we can revisit our experiences with the benefit of older, wiser eyes, allow ourselves to feel those experiences fully and then let them go. Beyond that point, however – outside our window of tolerance – reliving memories can actually re-traumatise us, worsening the pain rather than releasing it.
	I am not a trauma therapist, so I’m not qualified to give advice about working with trauma beyond encouraging you to seek professional help. Furthermore, I suggest being wary of any meditation teacher who does think they can help you unless they’ve also trained in trauma counselling. The unfortunate reality is that the standard advice for overcoming difficulties in meditation – just keep going, you’ll get through it, it’ll work itself out – is exactly the wrong advice to give someone who has been traumatised, and untrained people like myself won’t necessarily recognise the signs of a trauma response as opposed to the ‘usual’ difficulties that come up in meditation.
Spiritual bypassing
A related and all-too-common phenomenon is spiritual bypassing, the art and science of using one’s spiritual practice to avoid dealing with difficult emotions.
	We touched on spiritual bypassing in Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, in the discussion of right effort, since that’s exactly the kind of traditional teaching that can be misinterpreted to justify suppressing unwanted emotions. Heart-opening practices can be misused in the same way.
	Sometimes, there’s an idea that spiritual people should be ‘nice’ all the time: friendly, smiling, softly spoken, never making a fuss or disagreeing with anyone. After all, we’re supposed to be all about love and peace and going with the flow, aren’t we? Those around us sometimes reinforce this idea, too: ‘Aren’t you a Buddhist? I thought you meditation types weren’t supposed to get angry!’
	First, it’s important to say that kindness and compassion are not, in fact, synonymous with being ‘nice’. Sometimes the kindest, most compassionate response to a situation is a very firm ‘No’! Conflict-avoidant people like me are often drawn to the softer side of the heart-opening spectrum because it feels easier and safer, but setting clear boundaries is an important part of making kindness and compassion sustainable, and if we ignore this we can easily be pushed around by people who – knowingly or not – are happy to push our buttons to get what they want.
	Even so, the cultural tropes around meditation and spirituality can leave us feeling that emotions like anger and frustration are inappropriate, something that we ‘shouldn’t’ be experiencing because we’re ‘supposed’ to have risen above all that. So then, whenever we feel anger or frustration, we immediately try to ‘meditate it away’ with the velvet hammer of loving kindness – using it as an ‘antidote’ just like the Buddha said, right?
	Well, it depends.
	There are times when it’s totally appropriate to engage in right effort, when loving kindness is a helpful antidote to feelings of anger, when self-compassion can ease the pain of a difficult memory and help us to process and release it. As we saw in Chapter 6: An Ethical Life, the Buddha pointed out that:
Whatever one frequently thinks and ponders upon, that will become the inclination of one’s mind.50
 
	Wallowing in negativity, endlessly rehashing arguments with our enemies, reliving our worst memories or imagining our fears coming true only embeds those feelings more deeply into the mind, resulting in a festering, deep-seated hatred or dread. These are the kinds of situations in which right effort and heart-opening practices can really help. My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, was very keen on what she called substitution: replacing a negative emotion with a positive one, to avoid exactly this kind of emotional quicksand.
	But we can also use our practice as a blunt instrument, a way of making the unwelcome emotion ‘go away’ by pushing it out of sight, out of mind. Unfortunately, this is the worst thing we can do: suppressing something we don’t want to deal with prevents the possibility of letting it go. In effect, spiritual bypassing actually prolongs the agony under the guise of anaesthetising it; this just makes matters worse in the long run! If we recall that dukkha is not about the situation itself but about our relationship to it, and in particular our resistance to it, then it becomes clear that forcibly pushing away whatever we don’t want to deal with only adds to our troubles.
	Suppressing unwanted emotions like anger and fear also denies a basic aspect of our biology. Neuroscience tells us that our brains are wired for seven primary emotional experiences: seeking, rage, fear, lust, care, grief and play. Trying to suppress a response which is wired into our biology is a recipe for trouble, and there’s plenty of scientific evidence to show that it can actually be damaging to our health to do so, leading to chronic pain, autoimmune conditions and more. In truth, anger is a healthy response to a violated boundary, while fear is an appropriate response to a threat, and without some degree of desire we’d have no motivation to feed or clothe ourselves.
	I know that there are Buddhist teachers who would disagree with what I’m saying here, but to me, the point of Buddhist practice isn’t to eliminate our negative emotions. Rather, it’s to allow them to come and go freely, to pass through us without clinging to them in any way. Of course, it’s important that we take care to act wisely in the presence of strong emotions – feeling anger without lashing out at someone, for example. But the key is to allow the energy to pass through our system, rather than trying to resist or deny it.
	So how can we tell the difference between the appropriate application of right effort and spiritual bypassing? For me, one warning sign is any sense of ‘should’ in the mix: if I’m telling myself that I ‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’ feel a certain way, that’s a good indicator that I’m suppressing what’s going on. There’s often a feeling of ‘tightness’, too: urgency, desperation, even shame. (‘I’m supposed to be a teacher – I can’t let anyone find out that I feel this way!’) By comparison, right effort feels simpler and somehow more obvious, like bandaging a cut or cleaning up some spilt milk. It’s simply a recognition that ‘Oh, this has happened, and here’s what I can do about it.’ Spiritual bypassing feels tight, contracted and forced; right effort feels open, spacious and natural.
	Still, this is all just words! In the end, it’s something we each have to figure out for ourselves. Sometimes a close friend or mentor will spot the signs of spiritual bypassing before we do, but it’s usually pretty hard to hear it from someone else. We’ll get it wrong sometimes; everyone does. In time, though, it does become clearer, and we start to get a feel for when we’re at risk of spiritual bypassing.
The power of genuine surrender
I’ll always remember a profoundly difficult retreat that I attended in 2018. A few weeks earlier, a friend had died unexpectedly, and unfortunately the timing was such that I went (literally) straight from his funeral to the retreat centre. (I arrived late for the retreat, still wearing my funerary garb.)
	That retreat was a bit of a nightmare. Originally it was due to be led by my teacher Leigh, and I was looking forward to having some private interviews with him to talk through everything that had happened. Unfortunately, he’d had to cancel at the last minute for health reasons, so the retreat ended up being run by two other teachers instead, neither of whom I knew. I was grieving for my friend, worried for my teacher’s health, resentful of the teachers running the retreat (not because they’d done anything wrong, but because they weren’t Leigh), and basically I hurt all over. I spent the first few days trying every trick I knew to stop feeling bad: hanging out in the jhanas, doing insight practice to deconstruct my unhappiness, blasting my emotions with loving kindness in the hope of replacing them with something more positive, exerting as much energy as I could to try to find peace.
	It didn’t go well.
	Finally, a few days into the retreat, I gave up. I’d come to the end of my bag of tricks. I’d even tried inventing some new practices just in case they helped. None of it had worked. I still felt awful. So I gave up; I went back to my room, sat on my meditation cushion, and just let myself feel awful. I remembered my friend. I fully acknowledged the complex mixture of emotions that I was feeling, some of which I could barely admit to myself. It’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. But I did it. I sat on my meditation cushion, feeling all the awfulness, allowing myself only the tiniest droplet of self-compassion to stop myself from shutting down entirely. Any more than that, and the gears immediately ground to a halt, as my desperation to make it all go away took over again and the healing process stopped immediately. So just the one droplet of self-compassion, just enough to keep the cogs oiled, just enough to keep the wheels turning until I’d felt every last bit of it.
	Eventually, the clouds parted, and I found that I felt lighter. I wasn’t over it by any means, but the worst had passed. My heart unclenched; just a little, but enough.
	The key point here is that the only thing that actually worked was a moment of genuine surrender. I’d given up trying to ‘meditate it away’. We can’t fool ourselves in this kind of work: pretending to accept something in order to make it go away is no acceptance at all, and, deep down, where it matters, we can tell whether we’re being honest with ourselves.
	So as we take a look at a meditative approach for working with difficult emotions now, please try to keep in mind that any approach that’s based on acceptance and surrender requires integrity to be effective. Otherwise it’s just another source of delusion.
Core practice: Working with difficult emotions
When you’re sitting in meditation and a difficult emotion surfaces, the first approach to try is simply to treat it as yet another distraction. Gently disentangle yourself from the emotion, take a moment to relax, and then return to your meditation object. Try this a few times before moving on to the next stage.
	If the emotion continues to come back, it might be that the best thing to do is to turn directly toward it. Resolve to set aside your primary meditation practice for now, and simply be with whatever is arising. Allow yourself to feel it, both physically and mentally. Notice what’s going on in your body: what sensations you can feel, where you feel them, their shape and size, and any other details you might notice. This will likely feel unpleasant, but that’s the point – it’s possible that this emotion has become ‘stuck’ precisely because you don’t want to feel it. Accepting its presence fully may allow it to be ‘metabolised’ and released. So just sit, and allow yourself to feel. Often, that’s all that’s required, and time will take care of the rest.
	It can help to bring a very gentle sense of kindness and compassion to what’s coming up. Imagine how you might approach a close friend who was experiencing a similar kind of distress; this can be very helpful to undercut self-hatred that might otherwise tell us that we ‘deserve’ to feel whatever we’re experiencing. The truth is that ‘deserving’ doesn’t come into it; we’re feeling what we’re feeling, and that’s it. Pain is always worthy of compassion.
	You’re looking to strike a delicate balance here: neither suppressing what’s coming up, nor wallowing in it. The trick here is to allow yourself to feel what’s there to be felt, fully, without trying to hide, but also without getting lost in it. If at any point you feel overwhelmed, end the practice immediately. Be very gentle with this practice, and don’t try to ‘push through’. Trust that, if your pain isn’t overwhelming, it’ll work itself out in time. It may take many attempts (unfortunately), but you’ll get there in the end.
Other ways of working with difficult emotions
The method I’ve described above is my own go-to technique for working with difficult emotions. Unfortunately, spiritual bypassing comes easily to me; I spent many years ‘pushing through’ difficulties in my professional and personal life, solving every problem by trying harder, so I’ve gotten very good at bulldozing everything in my way. Since that’s exactly the wrong approach for releasing difficult emotions, I usually find that almost anything I do to ‘help’ the process of emotional release just gets in the way, and so I’m better off not doing anything at all.
	But that’s me, and one size doesn’t fit all. I’d encourage you to try the approach described above, but in the spirit of offering a rich toolkit of practices, here are a few more techniques that can also work well when you’re experiencing difficult emotions in your practice.
	First, talking through what’s going on with someone in your life who is a good listener can really help. They don’t have to know anything about meditation; they just have to listen well. (Note that not all meditation teachers are good listeners!) A trained counsellor or therapist is often a good choice if you can find one whose approach works for you. Personally, I have monthly sessions with an acupuncturist who has helped me tremendously; he has a keen eye for noticing details that I’m not willing to admit to myself.
	Some popular techniques used in a therapeutic context can also be practised without an external therapist. For example, journalling can be very effective, and really only needs a notebook and a pen to get started. You can find some suggested ‘prompts’ to get you started on the Internet, such as the JournalSpeak system developed by Nicole Sachs. Alternatively, Internal Family Systems is a powerful therapeutic technique which explores our inner dynamics by treating ourselves as being composed of a ‘family’ of selves, each with different desires and motivations; try Jay Earley’s book Self-Therapy for an introduction to the system and guidance on how to apply it without a trained therapist (although if one is available, so much the better).
	Another approach is to investigate and challenge what’s coming up. This is particularly helpful when the difficult emotions you’re experiencing are rooted in broader negative beliefs, such as ‘Nobody respects me’ or ‘I can’t do anything right’. That kind of generalisation is extremely unlikely to be true in all cases, but when you’re in a mind state dominated by such a belief, it’s easy to find evidence to support it. (I’m sure if I tried I could name five things I did wrong yesterday without much effort. See? I can’t do anything right!) But is it really true, or are you just cherry-picking evidence to sustain the negative belief? What happens if you try to find evidence for the opposite instead? (If I’m willing to try, I can probably find some things I did yesterday that worked out just fine.) My teacher Leigh has a little catchphrase for this technique: ‘Blow it up with TNT – That’s Not True.’ It’s particularly helpful in situations where simply accepting and allowing yourself to feel whatever’s coming up, as described above, is leading to wallowing in negativity rather than processing and releasing the emotions.
	Finally, recall the quotation that opened this chapter: the qualities cultivated by our heart-opening practice, such as loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity, can serve as antidotes for difficult emotions and unhelpful mind states, such as hatred, cruelty, envy and anxiety. In the chapters that follow, we’ll see how to cultivate these beneficial qualities in our lives, both as antidotes for negative mind states and simply because they’re beautiful, nourishing and worthwhile in their own right.

Chapter 9: Loving Kindness
Firstly, one meditates spreading a heart full of loving kindness to one direction, and to the second, and to the third, and to the fourth. In the same way above, below, across, everywhere, all around, they spread a heart full of loving kindness to the whole world – abundant, expansive, limitless, free of enmity and ill will.51
 
What is loving kindness?
The first of the Brahmaviharas is metta, usually translated as loving kindness (sometimes written loving-kindness or lovingkindness). It’s also been translated many other ways by teachers trying to get across the nuances of the term without falling into any of its near enemies – that is, qualities which are similar to metta, but missing the mark in important ways. (We’ll look at both near and far enemies for each of the Brahmaviharas as we go through the following chapters.)
	To give us a starting point, metta is sometimes described as the love that a grandparent might feel for their grandchildren; a no-strings-attached, not-directly-involved love, the kind of love that doesn’t necessarily have to deal with tantrums and endless fits of crying at 2am.
	But it’s a difficult term to translate. Perhaps love makes us think of romantic love, or even of lust, which we sometimes associate with the giddy feeling of ‘falling in love’. On the other hand, kindness might sound rather bland and tepid. (Benevolence and friendliness, two other possible translations of metta, can also come across this way.) Yet another translation is good will; I like this one because it’s the opposite of ill will, indicating that the cultivation of metta aligns with the intention of non-ill will mentioned in the eightfold path (see Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path).
	I recently came across the term universal positive regard, which I’m told is an attitude that therapists are encouraged to cultivate toward their clients. That’s a good fit too. The essence of metta is the attitude of wishing someone well, no matter who they are or what they might or might not have done to ‘deserve’ it; in short, ‘no strings attached’. The attitude of metta is summarised in the phrase ‘May you be happy’ – not because we think the person is necessarily unhappy right now, but simply because it’s a good thing to be happy.
	One subtle point that’s sometimes overlooked is that the intention here is for the person to have a wholesome source of happiness. We can probably all think of people who seem to find pleasure in actions which make life difficult for everyone else. That’s not the kind of happiness we’re talking about here. We might instead substitute something like ‘May you find genuine peace of mind’ – but we have to be a little bit careful, because loving kindness is not about our ideas of how someone should behave. Metta is ‘no strings attached’, not ‘May you be happy once you’ve agreed to buck your ideas up, pal!’
	I’ll stick to loving kindness, because it’s the most common translation, but if that term doesn’t sit well with you, please feel free to substitute another one that you prefer.
Near and far enemies of loving kindness
Let’s start with the far enemy of loving kindness, i.e. the opposite quality. As noted above, the opposite of loving kindness is ill will: that is, the wish for someone to be unhappy. If we’re trying to practise loving kindness and find ourselves wishing that someone would take a long walk off a short pier, that’s a sign that our practice has gone astray. (It happens!)
	What about near enemies? Traditionally, greed and lust are said to be near enemies of loving kindness, although on the face of it they might not sound terribly close! But the point here is that both loving kindness and greed or lust cause us to be positively disposed toward someone. The difference is that in the case of greed or lust we’re drawn toward someone because we’re hoping to get something out of it: money, sex, fame. In the case of loving kindness, there’s no quid pro quo. We simply wish the person well because it would be good for that person to be happy.
	Another near enemy that I’ve observed is a kind of ostentatious or performative ‘kindness’, which I mentioned briefly in the previous chapter. Sometimes people in the spiritual world get the idea that ‘being spiritual’ means ‘being nice’ or ‘doing good’, and then go around making a point of showing everyone how nice and kind they are. They might talk at length about how selflessly they give to charity, or find a way to bring up their latest ‘random’ act of kindness in every conversation. Again, there’s an agenda at work here, a wish to be seen a certain way, to obtain spiritual kudos. This is not true loving kindness.
About the heart-opening practices in this book
Fundamentally, heart-opening practice is always and only about getting in touch with the qualities of an open heart. Every method in this book is simply a means to that end.
	These days, the Brahmaviharas are frequently taught using a particular formula. We start by cultivating (e.g.) loving kindness for an ‘easy’ person, then a ‘middling’ person, then a ‘difficult’ person, and so on. The idea here is that we want to start with someone for whom we can feel loving kindness easily, then strengthen our loving kindness by applying it to increasingly difficult relationships. The ideal outcome is what’s known as breaking down the barriers, where all sense of ‘partiality’ vanishes, and we can feel loving kindness equally for all beings, no matter their relationship to us.
	This step-by-step approach is not found in the early discourses; it actually comes from the Visuddhimagga (the Path of Purification), a commentarial text written about a thousand years after the Buddha’s lifetime. This text is highly influential in the modern-day Theravada tradition of Buddhism, and as such this approach to the Brahmaviharas has become quite widespread.
	Although I’m primarily focusing on early Buddhism in this book, rather than the later developments of the Theravada tradition, I’ve chosen to include this person-by-person approach because it works so well for many people. It has the advantage of being a bit more concrete than the method found in the original discourses, and the process of working with increasingly difficult people can be quite insightful, leading us to discover inner barriers to well-wishing that we might not have realised we had. However, in Chapter 12: Equanimity, I’ll also include the Buddha’s instructions as recorded in the Pali discourses, and we’ll give those a try as well.
	Another complication is that there are many ways to evoke the heart qualities we’re trying to cultivate. The traditional approach is to use a set of phrases (e.g. ‘May you be happy’). This works well for some people, but leaves others cold. My teacher Leigh prefers visualisations, and these seem to work wonderfully for visual people, but do very little for me! A third option is to evoke the quality somatically, perhaps by bringing up a memory that triggers a particular feeling in the body and then focusing on that feeling.
	In short, we can practise the Brahmaviharas in a whole lot of different ways! Rather than making each practice a dozen pages long by trying to include every variation, I’ll offer a slightly different practice method for each of the four Brahmaviharas over the next few chapters. You can use any method with any Brahmavihara; mix and match as you see fit. The key here is to find an approach that works for you, and stick with that, rather than trying to master each and every variation (unless you really want to, of course!).
	Just to repeat the key point: the essence of these practices is to connect with the chosen heart quality, then sustain it. Everything else is just a means to an end. If you’re feeling that heart quality, it’s working.
Core practice: Loving kindness, one being at a time
Set yourself up in meditation. You might like to take a few minutes to settle the mind, but it’s also fine to jump straight into this practice; working with any of the Brahmaviharas is both good as a complete practice in itself and a nice way to lead in to any other practice.
	1. A dear friend or benefactor
	Now, bring to mind a very dear friend, someone who it’s easy to feel positively towards. It’s better not to use a romantic partner if possible; traditionally, it’s suggested to use a trusted teacher or a benefactor, or a ‘boon companion’ if you’re from the 16th century. If nobody comes to mind, you might try a pet, a public figure like the Dalai Lama, or even an imaginary person, the sort of person you’d like to have in your corner. So long as the person, whether real or imaginary, living or dead, evokes a positive reaction, that’s all you need.
	If you’d like to try a visualisation, here are two options:
	Look down into your heart, and you will see a golden light shining there. This light warms, soothes and brings happiness to whomever it touches. Now, look up, and notice your dear friend or benefactor standing in front of you. Allow the golden light from your heart to shine on them, and see how they respond, relaxing and smiling as your heart’s golden light warms and soothes them.

	Imagine that a feeling of joy wells up from within you, manifesting as a warm, gentle smile. Now notice that your dear friend or benefactor is standing in front of you, and see them smile back in response.

	If you’d prefer to try phrases, here are three possibilities. You can either pick one and keep repeating it, or cycle through all three in turn.
	May you be happy.

	May you be well.

	May you be at peace.

	And if you’d like to try the somatic approach, bring to mind a memory which conjures up a happy feeling, then simply allow this feeling to continue. Notice that it feels good to be happy. Now, bring to mind your dear friend or benefactor, and extend this feeling of happiness toward them.
	Spend as long as you like cultivating loving kindness for your dear friend or benefactor.
	2. Yourself
	When you’re ready to move on, turn your attention to yourself. After all, you’re people too! And just as it would be good for your dear friend or benefactor to be happy, it would be good for you to be happy too.
	If you’re using the visualisations:
	Notice that the golden light that you’ve been sharing with your dear friend or benefactor is shining within your own heart, and it has to pass through you to reach them. Allow yourself to feel and enjoy the warmth and radiance of your heart’s golden light.

	Notice that the smile that you’ve just been sharing with your dear friend or benefactor is on your own face. Allow yourself to enjoy the good feeling of your own smile.

	If you’re using the phrases, make the following small tweak:
	May I be happy.

	May I be well.

	May I be at peace.

	If you’re using the somatic approach, simply extend the feeling of happiness toward yourself, evoking it again with a memory if you need to.
	3. A friend
	Now, bring to mind a friend; not your dearest friend, but someone you feel positively towards. It would be good for your friend to feel happy, wouldn’t it?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, wish your friend well.
	4. A neutral person
	Bring to mind a neutral person; perhaps someone you see around and about but don’t know very well, or someone you’ve only just met and haven’t yet formed an opinion about. If it’s difficult to find a neutral person, consider that, actually, almost everyone alive today is unknown to you, and so presumably at least fairly neutral. It doesn’t have to be perfect, just someone that you don’t have a strong opinion for or against.
	Now, you might not know this neutral person well, but you can be pretty sure that this person also likes to be happy, just like you and your friends do. Wouldn’t it be nice for this neutral person to feel happy, too?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, wish this neutral person well.
	5. A difficult person
	Bring to mind a difficult person. If this is your first time trying the practice, I strongly suggest using someone mildly difficult, rather than your worst enemy. Start easy and work your way up!
	Now, this is someone you don’t feel positively towards. Even so, you have at least one thing in common, which is that you both like to feel happy. Perhaps one reason why you find this person difficult is because they currently derive their happiness in a way that makes you unhappy, but if so, that isn’t really a wholesome source of happiness. Wouldn’t it be nice for this difficult person to have a wholesome source of happiness, one that would allow them to feel happy without causing difficulties for others?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, wish even this difficult person well. At first, you might like to spend a little less time on the difficult person than the others, but try to send at least a little bit of loving kindness their way. Difficult people need loving kindness too.
	6. Resting with the feeling of loving kindness
	Finally, let go of the sequence of people, and simply rest with the feeling of loving kindness for as long as you’d like.
Three flows of the heart
The sequence of people given above is nearly the one found in the Visuddhimagga. The tweak I’ve made is to put the dear friend or benefactor first, and ‘yourself’ second. Traditionally, ‘yourself’ comes first.
	So why did I change it? For the same reason that many modern teachers put ‘yourself’ last. Because, unfortunately, self-hatred is so incredibly widespread in modern Western society.
	The traditional belief, and still a common understanding in Asia, is that of course you’re your own favourite person. Why wouldn’t you be? It’s you! But a sophisticated modern reader like me might well scoff at such outdated notions. Me, the most deserving of loving kindness? Surely not! After all, I know what I’ve done (and, just as importantly, what I’ve failed to do); every dirty little secret, every reason why I’m the last person in the world who deserves unconditional loving kindness.
	Yeah.
	Actually, it turns out that there are multiple ways that our willingness to give and receive loving kindness might be ‘blocked’. I once attended a retreat with Buddhist teacher Mary Aubry who spoke about the three flows of the heart52, a model of heart-opening practice which helps us to identify these blockages and find a way of working with the Brahmaviharas that allows us to ‘unblock’ ourselves.
	The three flows are:
	From self to other (giving loving kindness)

	From other to self (receiving loving kindness)

	From self to self (simultaneously giving and receiving loving kindness)

	We might have good reason not to feel comfortable giving unconditional loving kindness to other people; perhaps we’ve been taken advantage of too many times already, for example. 
	Then again, we might have good reason not to feel comfortable receiving another’s apparent good wishes. Perhaps we’ve been tricked, buttered up and then trapped in a difficult situation, and so we’ve learnt to be wary of Trojans bearing gifts.
	Or perhaps, as I suggested above, we simply don’t feel that we ourselves are worthy of receiving our own loving kindness.
	If we’re blocked in one or more of these directions, it can help to find another direction that’s unblocked, or at least easier to work with than the others. Then we can customise our own loving kindness practice so that we start wherever is personally easiest.
	Let’s take a look at this now.
Practice: Exploring the three flows of the heart
Again, take some time to set yourself up in meditation and settle the mind, if you’d like to.
	1. From self to other
	When you’re ready to experiment with giving loving kindness to another, try bringing to mind a dear friend or benefactor and working with them as per the instructions above. If nobody comes to mind, anyone you feel positively disposed towards will do fine.
	2. From other to self
	When you’re ready to move on, stay with the same person you were using for the previous step, but flip the direction of the loving kindness, so that you’re now receiving it from your dear friend or benefactor.
	If you’re using the visualisation, see that the other person is now sharing their own heart’s golden light with you, or smiling at you.
	If you’re using the phrases, imagine that this other person is saying them to you (and meaning it!).
	And if you’re taking the somatic approach, remember a time when someone was kind to you, or, if no suitable memory comes to mind, imagine how it might feel to receive someone’s genuine loving kindness, and then simply feel into the experience.
	3. From self to self
	Finally, experiment with sending loving kindness to yourself and receiving it, again as per the instructions above.
* * *
It’s worth approaching this exercise with care, gentleness and self-compassion. Discovering and working with blockages in the three flows can be a painful experience. But remember that the first step to working through any kind of difficulty – whether it’s with the heart or anything else – is to identify that difficulty. Once we have some level of awareness of what’s going on, we’re better able to bring attention and patience to that aspect of ourselves, allowing whatever healing needs to take place to unfold.
Practice: Incorporating the three flows of the heart into loving kindness practice
By working with the above exercise, you’ll hopefully get a sense of which flow(s) you find most difficult and which come more easily. Then, the next time you do your loving kindness practice, start with whichever flow was easiest for you.
	If it was easiest to receive loving kindness from a dear friend or benefactor, then start your loving kindness practice with a receiving step, even though that isn’t in the traditional instructions. Then, move to whichever was the easier of the other two: either flip the direction of loving kindness around to the dear friend or benefactor before sending it to yourself, or send it to yourself first before extending it to the dear friend or benefactor. Then, move on to a friend, a neutral person, and a difficult person. (If you like, you can experiment with receiving loving kindness from each of these people too, but it’s fine just to send it to them if you prefer.)
	Alternatively, if it was easiest to send loving kindness to yourself, then start with yourself first. Next, move to whichever was the easier of the other two: either sending loving kindness to a dear friend and benefactor or receiving it from them, then flipping the direction around. When you’ve done all three directions, then move on to a friend, a neutral person and a difficult person (either sending and receiving or just sending, as you prefer).
	Finally, if it was easiest to send to a dear friend or benefactor, then start there. Next, cover the other two directions, the easier one first: either receiving loving kindness from your friend or benefactor and then sending it to yourself, or vice versa. Then move on to a friend, a neutral person and a difficult person as above (either sending and receiving or just sending).
	You might need to try this exercise a few times before it really clicks. Patience, persistence and gentleness is the key. You’ll get there.

Chapter 10: Compassion
Furthermore, one meditates spreading a heart full of compassion to one direction, and to the second, and to the third, and to the fourth. In the same way above, below, across, everywhere, all around, they spread a heart full of compassion to the whole world – abundant, expansive, limitless, free of enmity and ill will.53
 
What is compassion?
The second of the Brahmaviharas is karuna, which is pretty universally translated as compassion. But what actually is compassion, and how is it different from loving kindness?
	The Latin roots of the word ‘compassion’ literally mean with suffering. Whereas loving kindness involves wishing ourselves and others well – wishing for happiness – compassion is about the recognition that we’re not always happy, and wishing for that unhappiness to be relieved. It’s the impulse that arises when we see a baby animal whimpering: we want to help.
	Now, in Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha, we saw that the important Buddhist term dukkha, which I defined as the inner struggle we experience when we resist some aspect of the present moment, is commonly translated as ‘suffering’. So, if compassion is about suffering, does that mean that Buddhist compassion is specifically about the wish to relieve this inner struggle?
	I would say no: the scope of Buddhist compassion is much broader than that.
	It’s helpful to define dukkha in terms of our relationship to a particular set of circumstances because it situates the path to peace within our control. As I mentioned in Chapter 5, it’s not only impossible to avoid all sources of pain, but we wouldn’t even want to. What we can do is work with the mind’s tendency to grab on to what’s going on and struggle against it.
	But interpreting compassion in terms of such a narrow definition risks missing the point. If someone has just broken their arm and is in great pain, it isn’t appropriate or helpful in that moment to explain to them that their suffering is only in their relationship to their broken arm. Sometimes, spiritual practice can turn into what one of my teachers called ‘spiritual arrogance’, in which we dismiss certain types of pain as somehow ‘not Buddhist enough’ to be worth bothering with. Needless to say, this is a grave mistake.
	One of the traditional phrases for compassion practice offers us a more appropriate attitude: ‘May you be free from troubles of body and mind’. It doesn’t matter whether those troubles are psychological dukkha, the physical pain of a broken arm, or something else. Troubles of body and mind are universal experiences. We might look at celebrities and movie stars and assume that their lives are a breeze, but we don’t have to read many autobiographies to realise that that’s just a façade. The truth is that we all have difficulties of one form or another; it’s simply part of the human condition. And because we have difficulties ourselves, we know how good it feels when our troubles of body and mind are relieved, even temporarily – and how bad it feels when there’s no end in sight and no help coming.
	In short: compassion is the wish for the easing of troubles of body and mind for ourselves and others, the instinct to help no matter the source of the trouble.
	Even with a definition that encompasses all types of troubles of body and mind, however, there are still plenty of ways to miss the mark with compassion! So let’s take a look at those now.
Near and far enemies of compassion
The far enemy of compassion is cruelty. If we’re doing our compassion practice and find ourselves wanting to inflict pain and suffering on someone, we might have taken a wrong turning somewhere.
	A much more insidious quality is what I’ll call pity, one of the near enemies of compassion. The language is tricky here because some of the older translations of Buddhist texts use ‘pity’ rather than ‘compassion’ to translate the Pali term karuna, so you might run into that at some point. Still, if we take a bit of time to unpack what I’m calling pity and how it’s different from compassion, you’ll hopefully be able to determine how other writers and translators are using each term.
	As I noted above, compassion is ‘with suffering’; it’s a quality that brings us together with others, as we recognise that, even if we have little else in common with someone, we both experience troubles of body and mind. In contrast, pity is a quality that separates and distances us from others. Pity is the quality that looks at someone ‘over there’ in an unfortunate situation and ‘feels sorry for them’, from a superior vantage point. ‘Oh, how unfortunate for them,’ we might think, with the subtle subtext, ‘…and I’m glad it’s not me!’ For example, perhaps we recognise another’s pain whilst criticising the choices that led them to their current situation – choices that, of course, we would never make ourselves! The key difference here is that pity views the suffering person as ‘other’, while compassion recognises our shared humanity.
	A related near enemy – one which works very well in combination with pity – is ostentatious do-gooding. Perhaps we want people to see all our compassionate acts, so they know what good Buddhists we are; so we proudly advertise our latest charitable donation to ‘those poor people over there’ who are having such a hard time. Again, this is a situation where the heart’s natural impulse has been hijacked by the ego, seeking to get a status boost out of helping someone else whilst simultaneously emphasising that we’re not like them.
	A third near enemy is what we might call something like toxic empathy. As I mentioned above, compassion proper includes both the recognition of another’s suffering and the instinct to help out if possible. (Sadly, it isn’t always possible.) A ‘compassion’ practice which stops at the recognition of suffering can actually be a bit of a downer, and not particularly helpful to anyone involved. Compassion begins with recognising others’ troubles of body and mind, but we must be careful not to end up simply feeling bad because those around us are feeling bad. Related to toxic empathy is another quality which is (rather unkindly!) called idiot compassion, where we give people what they want even if it’s harmful, out of a desire to avoid conflict or discomfort.
	True compassion does bring us closer to other people, but not at the cost of getting lost in others’ pain or neglecting our own needs in favour of theirs. We’ll talk more about this in Chapter 12: Equanimity, but for now it’s enough to say that if we’re finding ourselves getting overwhelmed by, or feeling responsible for, others’ pain, we might be going a bit off track.
* * *
OK: now that we’re armed with a sense of what compassion is and is not, let’s take a look at the actual practice.
Practice: Compassion, for a growing number of people
The following practice is similar to the loving kindness meditation from the previous chapter, but has several key differences. The sequence of people, the phrases and the visualisations are all different, and we’re also going to work with the sequence of people in a slightly different way. This approach can be used with any of the Brahmaviharas if you like it, or conversely the simpler approach from the previous chapter can be used here if you prefer.
	Set yourself up in meditation. As before, you might like to take a few minutes to settle the mind, but it’s also fine to jump straight into the compassion practice.
	1. A being clearly deserving of compassion
	First, bring to mind a being clearly deserving of compassion. This might be a dear friend who is in trouble through no fault of their own, or perhaps an animal who’s gotten tangled up and can’t get free. Feel free to imagine such a being if no specific real-life example comes to mind. So long as the situation evokes a clear recognition of a being experiencing difficulty and a natural, immediate impulse to help if you can, that’s all you need.
	If you’d like to try a visualisation, here are two options:
	Look down into your heart, and you will see a golden light shining there. This light soothes and comforts whomever it touches, alleviating their troubles of body and mind for the moment. Now, look up, and notice a being clearly deserving of compassion in front of you. Perhaps you see this being in a difficult situation, or perhaps their difficulties are represented by a dark cloud hovering over them. Allow the golden light from your heart to shine on them, easing their struggle and gradually dispelling the dark clouds.

	Imagine that the impulse to help another being wells up from within you, manifesting as a helping hand reaching out to another. Notice that a being clearly deserving of compassion is in front of you, and see how they respond gratefully to your offer of help.

	If you’d prefer to try phrases, here are three possibilities. Again, you can either pick one, or cycle through all three in turn.
	May you be free from suffering.

	May you be free from pain.

	May you be free from troubles of body and mind.

	And if you’d like to try the somatic approach, bring to mind a memory which conjures up a feeling of compassion, then simply allow this feeling to continue. Notice that compassion has a tenderness to it, a feeling of intimacy with another. Now, bring to mind a being clearly deserving of compassion, and extend the feeling of tenderness to them.
	Spend as long as you like cultivating compassion for this being clearly deserving of it.
	2. Yourself
	When you’re ready to move on, turn your attention to yourself, but keep the first person or being present too. Recognise that, just as it would be good to ease the other’s troubles of body and mind, it would be good for your own troubles to be eased too.
	If you’re using the visualisations:
	Notice that the golden light that continues to shine on the being clearly deserving of compassion is shining within your own heart, and it has to pass through you to reach them. Allow yourself to feel your own troubles of body and mind being eased by the warmth and radiance of your heart’s golden light, even as the golden light continues to shine on the other being as well.

	Notice that the helping hand that you’re extending to the being clearly deserving of compassion can also be used to help yourself. Allow yourself to experience the tenderness of offering help both to the other being and to yourself.

	If you’re using the phrases, make the following small tweak:
	May we be free from suffering.

	May we be free from pain.

	May we be free from troubles of body and mind.

	If you’re using the somatic approach, simply extend the feeling of tenderness toward yourself in addition to the being clearly deserving of compassion, evoking it again with a memory if you need to.
	Whichever method you’re using, explore these two simultaneous flows of compassion: from yourself to a being clearly deserving of compassion, and from yourself to yourself. Is one stronger than the other? What might it take to balance them, so that each flow of compassion is equally powerful?
	3. A friend
	Now bring to mind a friend – not your dearest friend, but someone you feel positively towards – and add them to the group. It would be good for your friend to have their troubles of body and mind eased, wouldn’t it?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, give compassion to all three beings: one clearly deserving of compassion, yourself, and your friend. Are all three flows equally balanced, or is one stronger or weaker than another? What might it take to even them out?
	4. A neutral person
	Now, add to the group a neutral person; perhaps someone you see around and about but don’t know very well, or someone you’ve only just met and haven’t yet formed an opinion about.
	You might not know this neutral person well, or feel strongly about them, but you can be pretty sure that this person also experiences troubles of body and mind, just like the others in the group. Wouldn’t it be nice for this neutral person to have their troubles of body and mind eased too?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, give compassion to all four beings: one clearly deserving of compassion, yourself, a friend, and this neutral person. Are all four flows equally balanced, or is one stronger or weaker than another? What might it take to balance them?
	5. A difficult person
	Next, bring to mind a difficult person, and add this person to the group too. Again, if this is your first time trying the practice, start with someone who is only a little difficult, and work up gradually.
	This difficult person is someone you don’t feel positively towards. Even so, you have at least one thing in common, which is that you both experience troubles of body and mind. Perhaps one reason why this person is so difficult is because of their troubles of body and mind. Wouldn’t it be good for them to have their troubles eased?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, wish even this difficult person well, along with all the others. Notice all the different flows of compassion at play now, and see if any are weaker or stronger than others. What would it take to balance them all, even the flow of compassion to the difficult person?
	6. Resting with the feeling of compassion
	Finally, let go of the group of people, and simply rest with the tender feeling of compassion for as long as you’d like.
Working with difficult people
In the Anuruddha Sutta54 (MN127, the Discourse to Anuruddha), the four heart-opening practices we’re currently studying are called by another name: the limitless release of the heart.
	As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the Brahmaviharas are ‘no strings attached’. Yet, as you might already have discovered, it tends to be easier for us to experience positive emotions toward those who are closer to us. In terms of evolutionary biology, we’re primed to identify with our ‘tribe’: these people are ‘me and mine’, part of our sense of ‘us’, and they’re the ones we need to care about. We don’t need to be concerned about people outside our tribe (or if we are, it’s with pity rather than compassion).
	But the Brahmaviharas ask something different of us: truly universal loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity. The ideal is to be able to experience each quality equally toward all beings, no matter who they are to us.
	Never mind universal compassion, though; sometimes it’s hard to generate any compassion for the more difficult people in our lives! That’s why I suggest starting with a slightly difficult person when you’re new to these practices. I remember very clearly a time when I was on retreat and experimenting with loving kindness, and I tried it with someone who I considered to be utterly, irredeemably despicable, a truly evil being. My loving kindness practice stopped dead in its tracks; I felt like I’d run head-first into a brick wall.
	Well, it turns out that I’m not alone in having struggled to open my heart to difficult people. In the Visuddhimagga, the commentarial text from which these person-by-person practices are drawn, there’s quite a lengthy passage on how to work with difficult people. Here are a few of my favourite strategies.
Practice: Finding compassion for a difficult person
The following strategies can either be brought up when you’re engaged in the compassion practice above and you encounter someone for whom you can’t generate the feeling at all, or explored as a practice in their own right.
	Bring the difficult person to mind, and then explore each of the following in turn until you find one that works.
	1. Try to find something positive in the other person
	There was this guy I knew at work. I really didn’t get on with him; actually, most people didn’t. He was a disagreeable kind of guy. But then, one day, I saw him outside work with his children. On some level I was vaguely aware that he was a father, but it was my first time seeing him with them. It was a revelation. The hard-headed, frankly rather obnoxious guy I knew had transformed into a loving father, caring for and playing with his young children. Just looking at them together warmed my heart. I couldn’t quite believe it, but there it was.
	After that experience, I was never able to see him in quite the same way again, and while he continued to show up in the ‘difficult people’ category of my Brahmavihara practice for some time, I was always able to call to mind this memory of his relationship with his children to soften my heart enough to keep the practice going.
	So consider the difficult person that you have in mind. Is there something good about them? Maybe they’re annoying and pedantic, but at least they’re always punctual. Or maybe they’re forever late, but at least they don’t give you a hard time when you’re the one showing up late. Is there anything positive about this person? Can you find a single redeeming quality?
	And if not…
	2. Consider how difficult this person’s life must be, going through life without a single redeeming quality
	I mean, ouch. That’s gotta hurt. Imagine being someone who rubs everyone up the wrong way, all the time. No redeeming qualities at all… That’s gotta suck.
	Whenever I’m struggling to find a positive quality in a difficult person, I’ll bring up this reflection. It almost always brings a smile to my face – not because I’m making fun of the difficult person, but because it causes me to realise how blinkered my view of this person has become, how comically exaggerated. It’s really quite unlikely that someone has no redeeming qualities at all.
	Then again, if I’m still struggling, I’ll let myself believe it for a while, and consider what it would actually be like to live without even one redeeming quality. Imagining such a difficult life for a few moments is usually more than enough to crack my heart open.
	3. Notice that, by continuing to resent the other person, you only harm yourself
	As a famous saying goes, ‘Resentment is like taking poison and waiting for your enemy to die.’55
	In one discourse, a brahmin (a holy man from another tradition) tries to pick a fight with the Buddha, shouting angrily and calling him various names. The Buddha, remaining calm, asks the brahmin if he ever prepares a feast. ‘Of course,’ the brahmin replies, irritated. ‘And what would happen,’ the Buddha continues, ‘if no one came to your feast? Who would the food belong to then?’ The brahmin acknowledges that, naturally, the food would still be his. ‘Just so,’ the Buddha says. ‘If I do not accept your anger, then it remains yours alone.’
	Sometimes someone has wronged us to such an extent that it’s very difficult to let it go. But by continuing to hold on to the burning coal of resentment, we most likely hurt only ourselves. The other person might not even know we’re continuing to hold a grudge.
	This is a tricky one, and we’ll return to the subject in Chapter 13: Further Openings of the Heart when we look at forgiveness. But sometimes it can help to remember that by continuing to resent and resist a difficult person, the dukkha we create is our own, not theirs.
	4. Deconstruct the person. What, specifically, are you angry with? Their hair? Their teeth? Their eyeballs? Their earlobes?
	Another approach you might consider is to deconstruct the other person. We’ll look at the topic of deconstruction much more in Part V: Knowing and Seeing, when we discuss Buddhist notions of self and existence. For the present context, however, it’s enough to notice that when we really strongly dislike someone, we tend to apply that dislike to every aspect of their being. It isn’t just their speech or behaviour that annoys us; the mere sight of them coming our way is enough to trigger a negative reaction.
	But is that really fair? Is the person’s hair really so offensive? Or, if that’s the part of them that really is offensive, then what about their fingernails, or their teeth, or the second button on their shirt? Are you able to find some aspect of the person which is less offensive than all the rest?
	Doing this often helps to give us a more objective picture of the person. We recognise that a person is not just one solid lump of obnoxiousness, but is actually composed of many aspects. Ordinarily we lump all those aspects together into ‘John’ or ‘Sally’, but when we’re having a hard time with someone it can really help to go in the opposite direction and deconstruct them. If we’re able to do this, the solid wall of difficulty often starts to break up, and the heart’s light is able to shine through the cracks.
	5. Reflect on the benefits of heart-opening practice
	Even if all of the above hasn’t worked, and you’re still stuck, one more approach that might help is to reflect on the benefits of heart-opening practice – benefits that you’re missing out on by continuing to be blocked with this person.
	I’ve already touched on some of the benefits of these practices. For one thing, they’re enjoyable in their own right. For another, as we practise them regularly, we’re more likely to experience them spontaneously in daily life. They can also provide a very effective means of generating samadhi, one of the factors of the eightfold path.
	In the next chapter we’ll look more at some of the traditional descriptions of the benefits of heart opening practices, so if the above list doesn’t convince you, maybe those will help!
	6. Just sit with this person in mind
	OK, so you’ve tried all of the above approaches, and maybe you’ve even looked up the complete list of strategies for dealing with difficult people in the Visuddhimagga, but nothing has worked. Perhaps it’s hopeless?
	Here, I would advocate the strategy I recommended for working with difficult emotions in Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart: just sit there, and allow yourself to feel what’s going on. Don’t wallow in it – don’t actively replay memories of times when the person did something unpleasant, or try to figure out what you should have said in response – but rather just feel the discomfort that comes up in your body when you consider opening your heart toward them. Allow yourself to experience it; that’s enough.
	Remember to be compassionate to yourself as well, and don’t try to ‘push through’ a really strong block with a particular person. Trust that, over time, if you keep coming back again and again, your heart will open up when it’s ready to do so.

Chapter 11: Appreciative Joy
One meditates spreading a heart full of appreciative joy to one direction, and to the second, and to the third, and to the fourth. In the same way above, below, across, everywhere, all around, they spread a heart full of appreciative joy to the whole world – abundant, expansive, limitless, free of enmity and ill will.56
 
What is appreciative joy?
The third of the Brahmaviharas is mudita, which I’ve translated here as appreciative joy. Other common translations include sympathetic joy, resonant joy and rejoicing. Appreciative joy and sympathetic joy are the translations you’re most likely to see.
	Mudita is tricky to pin down; its many translations reflect the lack of a direct equivalent in the English language. It’s easiest to illustrate with an example. Imagine that you’re out for a walk in a park when you see someone let their dog off the lead. The moment they throw a ball, the dog bursts into motion – so excited that it runs straight past the ball, rushing this way and that, sniffing everything in sight, before finally remembering to look for the ball. Watching the scene, you feel a spontaneous warmth, a quiet happiness in response to the dog’s sheer joy. That feeling – that uplifted, resonant delight – is mudita.
	What I’m pointing to here is our capacity to pick up on another’s (wholesome) joy or good fortune, and to feel warmth in our own heart in response. It’s appreciative joy because it’s in appreciation of the good fortune of another; it’s sympathetic or resonant joy because our own heart resonates in sympathy with theirs, just as playing a note on a piano causes the strings of a nearby guitar to vibrate; and it’s rejoicing because we rejoice when we receive good news, and another’s wholesome happiness is worth celebrating.
	A friend of mine once told me about a time when he was meditating and a memory of his two daughters playing together came up. As he reflected on the memory, he began to feel tremendously happy, remembering his girls getting along and having a great time. In that moment, he was feeling appreciative joy for their happiness.
	Sometimes, life feels like a competition; as if there’s only so much happiness to go around, and if one person hoards it then there’s none left for the rest of us. But my friend’s experience of appreciative joy demonstrates that this isn’t so. One person’s happiness, if it comes from a wholesome source, can generate more happiness for anyone whose heart is receptive to it. It’s an unlimited supply.
	Appreciative joy can be a wonderful way to get into heart-opening practice, particularly if we find loving kindness a bit wet or compassion too heavy, and so it’s a shame it isn’t better known. If you’ve never given it a go, I’d definitely encourage you to do so. Despite the lack of a standard English term, it turns out to be a natural movement of the heart, so it usually isn’t too difficult to find, particularly if we now contrast it with some of the things it isn’t.
Near and far enemies of appreciative joy
Appreciative joy has two far enemies: envy and jealousy. When I first started looking into the Brahmaviharas, I discovered that these two qualities have multiple definitions, so I’ll explain what they mean to me and how they contrast with appreciative joy.
	To me, envy indicates a situation where someone is enjoying some good fortune that I don’t have, and I want it – in other words, envy is a form of greed triggered in response to another’s good fortune. By comparison, jealousy indicates a situation where that other person’s good fortune causes me to resent that person and their happiness – in other words, jealousy is a form of hatred triggered in response to another’s good fortune57. Either way, we find ourselves burning with one of the three fires that we encountered back in Chapter 1: Finding Peace; that’s a sure sign that our heart-opening practice has missed the mark.
	A near enemy of appreciative joy is flattery. Outwardly, it might appear similar – both involve the recognition of another’s good fortune – but flattery is generally coming from a place of personal agenda (this person has something nice; maybe if I butter them up, they’ll share it with me!), whereas true appreciative joy is, like the other Brahmaviharas, unconditional, seeking nothing in return.
	Another quality which is close to appreciative joy but not quite the same is gratitude. Unlike the other qualities above, gratitude is well worth cultivating (see Chapter 13: Further Openings of the Heart), so perhaps we could call it a ‘near ally’ of appreciative joy instead. In practice, appreciative joy and gratitude are often intertwined: one will often spark the other, or both might arise together. But I’d like to make the distinction, because to me appreciative joy is simpler than gratitude, and correspondingly easier to access. Whereas gratitude might involve an assessment of who did what for whom, or a recognition of the benefits of such-and-such, appreciative joy cuts to the chase: happiness is good, yay! That directness can be especially helpful for people who were raised to put others’ needs first. It’s OK just to enjoy something nice; it doesn’t have to be any more complicated or ‘worthy’ than that.
	Let’s give it a try!
Practice: Appreciative joy, surrounding yourself
As with loving kindness and compassion, we’ll work with a sequence of people, evoking the quality of appreciative joy with each one; and, like the compassion practice, we’ll add each new person to the group.
	The difference this time is that there’s a spatial quality to the meditation as well: we’ll have a sense of each person being physically located somewhere in relation to us, and they’ll move around as we go through the practice, so that the newest person is always in front of us. (This approach is inspired by a mandala meditation that I was taught by Michael Taft; it isn’t something found either in the early discourses or the Visuddhimagga, but people often find it to be very helpful, so I’ve chosen to include it here.) Of course, if you prefer, you can use the simpler methods from either the loving kindness or compassion practices.
	Set yourself up in meditation. As before, you might like to take a few minutes to settle the mind, but it’s also fine to jump straight into the appreciative joy practice.
	1. A dear friend or benefactor
	First, bring to mind a very dear friend, someone who it’s easy to feel positively towards. As with loving kindness, it’s better not to use a romantic partner if possible; traditionally, it’s suggested to use a trusted teacher or a benefactor. If nobody comes to mind, you might try a pet, a public figure like the Dalai Lama, or even an imaginary person, the sort of person you’d like to know. So long as the person, whether real or imaginary, living or dead, evokes a positive reaction, that’s all you need.
	Imagine that this person is in front of you right now. If you’re a visual person, you might have a mental image of the person standing before you. If you’re non-visual, just call up a sense of this person however you like, and mentally ‘assign’ the person to the space directly in front of you.
	Now, begin to cultivate appreciative joy for this person’s good fortune. You might not know of a specific source of good fortune in this person’s life right now, but just as all beings have the capacity to suffer, we also have the capacity to experience moments of happiness, even in difficult times. So it’s safe to suppose that your dear friend or benefactor has a source of happiness, whether you know it or not.
	If you’d like to try a visualisation, here are two options:
	Look into your dear friend or benefactor’s heart, and you will see a golden light shining there, glowing with their recent good fortune. As you continue to face this person, the golden light from their heart shines on you, and your own heart begins to glow in response, your own joy resonating in sympathy with theirs. Allow the golden light in your heart to continue to shine together with theirs.

	Imagine that your dear friend or benefactor is smiling; clearly, something good has happened, and they’re feeling happy. Allow their smile to spark a smile within you, and simply enjoy the feeling that it produces.

	If you’d prefer to try phrases, here are three possibilities. You can either pick one and keep repeating it, or cycle through all three in turn.
	I am happy for you.

	May your good fortune continue.

	May you not lose the good fortune you’ve gained.

	And if you’d like to try the somatic approach, bring to mind a memory which conjures up a feeling of appreciative joy, then simply allow this feeling to continue. Notice that it feels good to see someone else experiencing joy, and allow yourself to feel that appreciative joy in connection with your dear friend or benefactor.
	Spend as long as you like cultivating appreciative joy for your dear friend or benefactor.
	2. Yourself
	When you’re ready to move on, turn your attention to yourself, but keep the first person or being present too. Recognise that, just as the good fortune of your dear friend or benefactor sparks joy within your heart, your own good fortune can also be a cause for joy.
	If you’re using the visualisations:
	Notice that the golden light that was sparked within your heart by the light from your dear friend or benefactor’s heart continues to shine. Notice, too, that when you reflect on your own good fortune, that light grows even stronger, resonating with your own good fortune as well as theirs. Allow yourself to feel appreciative joy for your own good fortune, even as you continue to experience it for your dear friend or benefactor as well.

	Notice that the smile that was sparked by your dear friend or benefactor’s smile continues as you bring to mind your own good fortune. Allow yourself to experience appreciative joy both for your dear friend or benefactor’s good fortune and for your own.

	If you’re using the phrases, make the following small tweak:
	I am happy for us both.

	May our good fortune continue.

	May we not lose the good fortune we’ve gained.

	If you’re using the somatic approach, simply extend the feeling of appreciative joy toward yourself in addition to your dear friend or benefactor, evoking it again with a memory if you need to.
	Whichever method you’re using, explore these two simultaneous flows of appreciative joy: from yourself to a dear friend or benefactor, and from yourself to yourself. Is one stronger than the other? What might it take to balance them, so that each flow of appreciative joy is equally powerful?
	3. A friend
	Now bring to mind a friend – not your dearest friend, but someone you feel positively towards – and add them to the group. This person, too, has sources of good fortune, whether you know what they are or not, and you can rejoice in their good fortune too, without losing out yourself.
	Allow your dear friend or benefactor to move around to your left side, and invite this new person to take their place in front of you. Once again, use the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach to evoke appreciative joy in relation to all three people.
	Are all three flows equally balanced, or is one stronger or weaker than another? What might it take to even them out?
	4. A neutral person
	Now, add to the group a neutral person; perhaps someone you see around and about but don’t know very well, or someone you’ve only just met and haven’t yet formed an opinion about.
	You might not know this neutral person well, or feel strongly about them, but you can be pretty sure that this person also has sources of good fortune, just like the others in the group, and you can celebrate their good fortune too, at no cost to yourself.
	Allow your dear friend or benefactor (from step 1) to move behind you, and your friend (from step 3) to move to your left, inviting this neutral person to take their place in front of you. Once again, use the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach to evoke appreciative joy in relation to all four people.
	Are all four flows equally balanced, or is one stronger or weaker than another? What might it take to balance them? 
	5. A difficult person
	Next, bring to mind a difficult person. Again, if this is your first time trying the practice, start with someone who is only a little difficult, and work up gradually.
	This difficult person is someone you don’t feel positively towards. Even so, you have at least one thing in common, which is that you both have sources of (wholesome!) good fortune. Isn’t that worth celebrating? (Perhaps if this person could recognise their own wholesome sources of good fortune more easily, they wouldn’t be so difficult.)
	Allow your dear friend or benefactor (from step 1) to move to your right side, your friend (from step 3) to move behind you, and the neutral person (from step 4) to move to your left side, then invite this difficult person to take their place in front of you. Once again, use the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach to evoke appreciative joy even for this difficult person, along with all the others. Notice all the different flows of appreciative joy at play now, and see if any are weaker or stronger than others. What would it take to balance them all, even for the difficult person?
	6. Resting with the feeling of appreciative joy
	Finally, let go of the group of people, and simply rest with the feeling of appreciative joy for as long as you’d like.
More benefits of heart-opening practices
In Chapter 10: Compassion, we saw that reflecting on the benefits of heart-opening practices has traditionally been recommended as a way to work with some of the more difficult people in our lives. In that chapter, I mentioned a few of the benefits that I’ve experienced myself.
	There’s also a discourse in the Pali canon, one of several with the name Metta Sutta (in this case AN11.15, the Discourse on Loving Kindness), which offers a traditional perspective on the benefits of loving kindness. (Although the discourse doesn’t say so, I would suggest that these benefits apply to all heart-opening practices, not just loving kindness.)
	It’s a very short discourse, so here it is in its entirety:
Mendicants, you can expect eleven benefits when the heart’s release by loving kindness has been cultivated, developed, and practiced, made a vehicle and a basis, kept up, consolidated, and properly implemented.
 
What eleven?
 
You sleep at ease. You wake happily. You don’t have bad dreams. Humans love you. Non-humans love you. Deities protect you. You can’t be harmed by fire, poison, or blade. Your mind quickly enters samadhi. Your face is clear and bright. You don’t feel lost when you die. If you don’t penetrate any higher, you’ll be reborn in a realm of divinity.
 
You can expect eleven benefits when the heart’s release by loving kindness has been cultivated, developed, and practiced, made a vehicle and a basis, kept up, consolidated, and properly implemented.58
 
	That’s quite a list!
	First, the Buddha suggests that cultivating a calm mind and an open heart leads to easier sleep, smoother waking, and pleasant dreams. This makes a lot of sense: stress, anxiety and depression are among the most common causes of insomnia and bad dreams, and meditation practices such as the Brahmaviharas have a proven track record of helping people to manage stress and improve mental health. While meditation isn’t a miracle cure, its benefits are undeniable.
	Next, the Buddha turns to our relationships. By cultivating loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity, and especially by working with those qualities for neutral and difficult people, we’ll tend to become more warmly disposed to others – whilst maintaining appropriate boundaries, of course – and that’s likely to lead to better relationships.
	The discourse mentions three types of relationships that benefit from this practice. The first type, relationships with humans, is not surprising; after all, most of the beings we’ve been working with in our Brahmavihara practice so far are humans. But then the discourse suggests that our relationships with non-human beings will also improve.
	Over the years I’ve heard many reports of people having close encounters with animals which seemed to be deeper and more meaningful than usual as a result of having an open heart and a peaceful mind, particularly while on retreat. Near where I live, a couple of wild rabbits can sometimes be found hopping around on a patch of grass, and they do seem to be less inclined to run for safety when I’m feeling more peaceful. Another anecdote comes from one of my teachers, who visited a temple where senior monks sometimes go and meditate in a cave filled with venomous snakes as a way of ‘testing’ their loving kindness! I’m not sure I’d recommend this myself (‘It usually works out,’ my teacher said, which didn’t exactly fill me with confidence), but it’s an interesting story.
	The third type of relationship mentioned in the discourse is with ‘deities’ (deva in Pali), who are said to protect us as a result of our Brahmavihara practice. Deities show up fairly frequently in the Pali canon, and were evidently an accepted part of the world view back then. Personally, I haven’t (knowingly) had any experience of deities or divine protection, but you’re welcome to contemplate this one as you see fit, together with the suggestion that we’ll be reborn in a divine realm if we don’t achieve a more profound awakening in this lifetime. Perhaps this divine protection is why the discourse says that we won’t be harmed by fire, poison or blade – something else that I wouldn’t suggest putting to the test! – or perhaps it’s simply that by living in an open-hearted way, we’re less likely to give someone a reason to burn, poison or stab us.
	Next, the Buddha suggests that our minds will enter samadhi more quickly as a result of heart-opening practice. This was one of the benefits I noted too; it’s much easier to become composed and collected when we’re calm, peaceful and happy, and these are the very qualities that the Brahmaviharas cultivate. Furthermore, in Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana, we’ll see how we can use the Brahmaviharas as a gateway to even deeper states of samadhi.
	The Buddha also suggests that Brahmavihara practice causes our faces to become clear and bright. We sometimes describe someone’s face as being ‘clouded’ by negative emotions like greed, hatred or envy; by cultivating the Brahmaviharas, which serve as antidotes to these emotions, we can dispel those clouds, leaving ourselves calm, open and present – clear and bright.
	Finally, and perhaps most poignantly, the Buddha suggests that we won’t feel lost when we die. I’ve also seen this translated as ‘you will die unconfused’. A few years ago now, my Dad was diagnosed with late-stage cancer, and died just a few weeks later. I was able to spend some time with him before he passed away, and as I sat at his bedside, this discourse often came to mind. Sadly, my Dad did not die unconfused. I don’t know whether it would have helped him to have had a lifetime of heart-opening practice, but it’s a prospect that touches my heart whenever I consider it. I guess when my time comes, I’ll find out for myself.
Practice: Contemplating the benefits of heart-opening practices
What do you make of the Buddha’s list of benefits in the discourse above? And what about the benefits that I mentioned in earlier chapters? Which ones resonate with you, and which don’t? Why is that? How do these potential benefits change your opinion of heart-opening practices, if at all?
	For ease of reference, here are some of the benefits that have been mentioned so far:
	1. The list from the Metta Sutta
*You sleep at ease, wake happily, and don’t have bad dreams.
*Humans and non-humans will love you.
*Deities will protect you.
*You can’t be harmed by fire, poison or blade.
*Your mind quickly enters samadhi.
*Your face is clear and bright.
*You will die unconfused.
*If you don’t awaken in this lifetime, you’ll be reborn in a realm of divinity.
	2. Some additional benefits
*You’ll create mental habits of loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity that can manifest spontaneously in the course of your daily life, even in difficult situations.
*You’ll have an inner source of well-being, not dependent on your external circumstances.
*You’ll have a source of support when dealing with challenging psychological material or destabilising insights arising from practice, or when experiencing major life challenges.
*Your open-hearted state will extend into your interactions with others, boosting their own moods, and thus rippling out all around you in uncountable, unknowable ways.
*The practices are enjoyable and rewarding for their own sake; it’s simply good to feel loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity, without needing any further benefit beyond that.

Chapter 12: Equanimity
One meditates spreading a heart full of equanimity to one direction, and to the second, and to the third, and to the fourth. In the same way above, below, across, everywhere, all around, they spread a heart full of equanimity to the whole world – abundant, expansive, limitless, free of enmity and ill will.59
 
What is equanimity?
The fourth of the Brahmaviharas is upekkha, usually translated as equanimity.
	Equanimity shows up in many places in the Pali discourses. It’s one of the Brahmaviharas, it’s a factor of the fourth jhana (see Chapter 17: The Four Jhanas), it’s one of the seven factors of awakening (see Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena)… Basically, it’s all over the place, from which we can infer that the early Buddhists regarded it as pretty important. But what actually is it?
	Essentially, equanimity is a quality of emotional balance or stability. (Sometimes it’s alternatively translated as equipoise.) The idea is that, whatever comes along, it doesn’t disturb our fundamental peace of mind. A stock phrase that occurs many times in the discourses describes it like this:
A mendicant, seeing a sight with their eyes, is neither happy nor sad. They remain equanimous, mindful and aware.
 
… hearing a sound with their ears …
 
… smelling an odour with the nose …
 
… tasting a flavour with the tongue …
 
… feeling a touch with the body …
 
A mendicant, knowing an idea with their mind, is neither happy nor sad. They remain equanimous, mindful and aware.60
 
	When we have equanimity, we can allow all kinds of experiences to come and go without being swept away; our feet are firmly planted, the currents of life flowing around us.
	Equanimity might, at first, seem like the odd one out among the Brahmaviharas. The other three qualities – loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy – all evoke clear emotional qualities in our hearts, whereas equanimity seems to be more about the absence of strong emotions. Does it really belong?
	Actually, I would say that equanimity not only belongs with the others, but it’s essential for them to operate effectively. Cultivating equanimity gives us a place of emotional stability from which to open up to boundless loving kindness, compassion and appreciative joy, potentially very powerful qualities which might otherwise sweep us off our feet. Equanimity provides a shelter from the storm, a safe haven that helps us to weather difficulties in our lives.
	Equanimity also provides some succour when the other Brahmaviharas are frustrated. Perhaps, despite our best wishes, those close to us don’t experience happiness or good fortune, and their troubles of body and mind are not eased. Without the balancing quality of equanimity, it’s possible to fall into despair or anger, blaming an unjust world for not living up to our expectations. Equanimity gives us the strength to let things be; the Buddha often recommended equanimity as a last resort when there was nothing to be done about a difficult situation. Sometimes, all we can do is endure.
	On the flip side, it’s important to recognise that equanimity is only one of the Brahmaviharas, and that the other three do involve the cultivation of positive emotions. It’s easy to read a passage like the one quoted above and assume that Buddhists are boring killjoys who insist on maintaining strict emotional neutrality no matter what’s going on. But the point is not to squash our emotions flat at all times; rather, it’s to give us an inner resource to get through situations that would otherwise lead us to lose our composure and peace of mind.
	Equanimity is perhaps the subtlest of the Brahmaviharas, so let’s now take a careful look at its near and far enemies.
Near and far enemies of equanimity
The far enemy of equanimity is emotional instability.
	Many of us experience unexpectedly strong emotions when the heart is opening, whether that opening is cultivated intentionally or not. Meditation makes us more sensitive, and if that sensitivity isn’t balanced by equanimity then we can become rather volatile for a while. That isn’t a problem in itself, just part of the process, particularly if our emotions have historically been buttoned up. In the long run, however, things should settle down as we become accustomed to our greater emotional range and learn to manage our emotions skilfully and responsibly. If we continue to be emotionally unstable, and particularly if we allow those emotions to manifest in harmful behaviour, then we’re going off track.
	Interestingly, emotional instability is a contributing factor in some of the near and far enemies of the other Brahmaviharas. For example, toxic empathy, a near enemy of compassion, comes about when we lack the stability of equanimity and thus become overwhelmed by the suffering of others.
	Equanimity also has a deeply pernicious near enemy, which we might call indifference or callousness. This is an attitude which seeks peace by ignoring what’s going on: ‘Well, that sounds like a you problem.’
	Indifference is a significant risk in any meditation tradition which prizes emotional stability and advocates seclusion from society. Plenty of passages in the Pali canon (and across the whole range of the world’s spiritual literature) can be read as implying that the world of human society is a lost cause, and we’re better off cutting ties entirely and leaving it to burn while we retreat into the forests to meditate and transcend this messy, unpleasant existence entirely.
	To me, all of this is a grave mistake. To be sure, the secluded environment of a meditation retreat is a powerful aid to going deeper in the practice. But to choose indifference as a lifestyle is to choose ignorance – one of the three fires that early Buddhist practice is intended to extinguish. True equanimity is a quality which allows us to turn toward whatever is happening, not a blindfold that renders us oblivious to the suffering of others. A truly open heart is at peace because it offers no resistance to whatever arises, and so experiences no dukkha, whilst retaining the capacity to engage fully and appropriately with the situation at hand. A spirituality which offers a path to peace only at the expense of real-world relationships is not a spirituality that interests me.
Practice: Equanimity as a base for the other Brahmaviharas
Once again, we’ll work with a sequence of people. This time, however, the order is a little different; since equanimity is about finding balance, we’ll start with a neutral person, then branch out from there.
	Another variation this time is that we’ll use equanimity as a kind of ‘base of operations’ from which to touch into each of the other Brahmaviharas. This will allow us to explore how equanimity supports and complements the other heart qualities.
	Set yourself up in meditation. Once again, you might like to take a few minutes to settle the mind, but it’s also fine to jump straight into the equanimity practice.
	1. A neutral person
	First, bring to mind a neutral person; perhaps someone you see around and about but don’t know very well, or someone you’ve only just met and haven’t yet formed an opinion about.
	This neutral person has their own life: their own relationships, interests and habits. You might not know much about them, or share their interests. Yet, like you, they navigate their own path through the world. Can you find a willingness to let this person be, just as they are, recognising their right to make their own choices – while understanding that this doesn’t mean condoning harm or wrong-doing?
	If you’d like to try a visualisation, here are two options:
	Look down into your heart, and you will see a bright, clear light shining there. This light shines steadily, unwavering, no matter what comes and goes, without colouring what it touches in any way. The light shines impartially, illuminating whoever is around you, showing them exactly as they are, not trying to change anything about them. Simply allow your heart’s light to shine on this neutral person, just as they are.

	Imagine that this neutral person is going about their day, doing whatever they do, interacting with their friends and difficult people alike. You simply observe, allowing this person to go about their business, without interference, without correction, without trying to help. Simply let this person be.

	If you’d prefer to try phrases, here are three possibilities. You can either pick one and keep repeating it, or cycle through all three in turn.
	I accept you as you are.

	I care for you, but I cannot guarantee your happiness.

	You are welcome here.

	And if you’d like to try the somatic approach, bring to mind a memory which conjures up a feeling of deep, unconditional acceptance, then simply allow this feeling to continue. The quality might feel neutral or gently positive. Now, bring to mind the neutral person, and extend this feeling of unconditional acceptance to them.
	Spend as long as you like cultivating the unconditional acceptance of equanimity for this neutral person.
	Now, invite loving kindness into your heart, using whichever method you prefer. Notice how it feels to move from the unconditional acceptance of equanimity to the warmth of loving kindness in relation to this neutral person. Spend some time here, then return to equanimity for a few moments.
	Next, invite compassion into your heart. Notice how it feels to move from the unconditional acceptance of equanimity to the tenderness of compassion in relation to this neutral person. Spend some time here, then return to equanimity for a few moments.
	Finally, invite appreciative joy into your heart. Notice how it feels to move from the unconditional acceptance of equanimity to the simple, joyful recognition of another’s good fortune in relation to this neutral person. Spend some time here, then return to equanimity for as long as you’d like.
	2. Yourself
	When you’re ready to move on, turn your attention to yourself. Just as it’s good to cultivate deep, unconditional acceptance toward a neutral person, it’s good to cultivate unconditional self-acceptance too.
	If you’re using the visualisations:
	Notice that the clear light that has been illuminating the neutral person is shining within your own heart, and it has to pass through you to reach them. Allow this bright, clear light to continue to shine through you, illuminating every aspect of your being in a balanced, accepting, non-judgemental way, and allow yourself to accept whatever you see.

	Imagine yourself going through your day, but viewed from afar, as if you were watching someone else. See yourself doing whatever you do, interacting with your friends and difficult people alike. Simply observe, allowing yourself to go about your business, without interference, without correction, without trying to help. Simply let yourself be.

	If you’re using the phrases, make the following small tweak:
	I accept myself as I am.

	I care for myself, but I cannot guarantee my happiness.

	I am welcome here.

	If you’re using the somatic approach, simply extend the feeling of deep, unconditional acceptance toward yourself, evoking it again with a memory if you need to.
	Spend as long as you like cultivating the unconditional acceptance of equanimity for yourself.
	Now, invite each of the other Brahmaviharas into your heart in turn: loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy. Notice how it feels to move from deep, unconditional acceptance to each of the other qualities in relation to yourself. Spend some time with each, then return to equanimity.
	3. A friend
	Now, bring to mind a friend; not your dearest friend, but someone you feel positively towards. It would be good to accept your friend unconditionally, wouldn’t it?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, cultivate equanimity for your friend, then explore shifting to and from each of the other Brahmaviharas in relation to them.
	4. A dear friend or benefactor
	Now, bring to mind a very dear friend, someone who it’s easy to feel positively towards. As with loving kindness, it’s better not to use a romantic partner if possible; traditionally, it’s suggested to use a trusted teacher or a benefactor. If nobody comes to mind, you might try a pet, a public figure like the Dalai Lama, or even an imaginary person, the sort of person you’d like to know. So long as the person, whether real or imaginary, living or dead, evokes a positive reaction that’s stronger than the feeling you had toward your friend from the previous step, that’s all you need.
	It can be surprisingly challenging to cultivate unconditional acceptance for those you’re closest to if you have a lot of emotional energy bound up in the relationship. And yet they’re also independent people with their own lives, interests, preferences and relationships; they don’t always do what you want them to, and you can’t always help them even if you want to. Here, too, it’s helpful to cultivate deep, unconditional acceptance; not as a substitute for the warmth that you might otherwise feel toward them, but actually as a support, a strengthening of the relationship.
	So once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, cultivate equanimity for your dear friend or benefactor, then explore shifting to and from each of the other Brahmaviharas in relation to them.
	5. A difficult person
	Bring to mind a difficult person. Again, if this is your first time trying the practice, start with someone who is only a little difficult, and work up gradually.
	Now, this is someone you don’t feel positively towards. It might seem strange at first to cultivate unconditional acceptance for this person. After all, it’s likely that you’d prefer them to be at least a little less difficult!
	But here, too, there’s great value in cultivating equanimity. Ultimately, you can’t stop this person being difficult, and from time to time you’ll simply have to endure whatever difficulty they might create for you. Cultivating equanimity can also help to keep you away from a potential trap with the other Brahmaviharas, which is the subtle wish to ‘improve’ the person you’re sending loving kindness or compassion to. (‘May you be happy… and I reckon you’d be happier if you stopped parking across two spaces in the car park.’) How would it be to accept this difficult person as they are, even if they continue to be difficult?
	Once again, using the visualisation, the phrases or the somatic approach, cultivate equanimity even for this difficult person, then explore shifting to and from each of the other Brahmaviharas in relation to them.
	6. Resting with the feeling of equanimity
	Finally, let go of the sequence of people, and simply rest with the feeling of equanimity for as long as you’d like.
A boundless heart
Up until now, we’ve been looking at the Brahmaviharas through the lens of the Visuddhimagga (the Path of Purification), with its systematic, person-by-person approach. Now, let’s return to the descriptions that we find in the Pali canon.
	In the Dhananjani Sutta (MN97, the Discourse with Dhananjani), we find the following instructions:
And what is a path to company with Divinity [Brahma]?
 
Firstly, a mendicant meditates spreading a heart full of loving kindness to one direction, and to the second, and to the third, and to the fourth. In the same way above, below, across, everywhere, all around, they spread a heart full of loving kindness to the whole world – abundant, expansive, limitless, free of enmity and ill will. This is a path to company with Divinity.
 
Furthermore, a mendicant meditates spreading a heart full of compassion …
 
… a heart full of appreciative joy …
 
They meditate spreading a heart full of equanimity to one direction, and to the second, and to the third, and to the fourth. In the same way above, below, across, everywhere, all around, they spread a heart full of equanimity to the whole world – abundant, expansive, limitless, free of enmity and ill will.
 
This is a path to company with Divinity.61
 
	(The Pali term vihara literally means an abode or dwelling; Buddhist monasteries are often called viharas even today. The Brahmaviharas are thus modes of ‘dwelling with Divinity’.)
	Elsewhere, in the Anuruddha Sutta (MN127, the Discourse with Anuruddha), we find identical instructions, but the practices are instead called the limitless release of the heart. These instructions – much simpler than the more methodical approach found in the Visuddhimagga – clearly emphasise this limitless quality. Rather than working with one being at a time, we spread the loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity of our heart in all directions: north, south, east, west, above, below, all around.
	Other discourses offer a simile to convey this all-pervasive quality:
Suppose there was a powerful horn blower. They’d easily make themselves heard in the four quarters.62
 
	If you’ve ever heard a brass band, you’ll know that the music can be heard long before you’re close enough to see them. In the same way, the radiance of the heart being described here is not limited to line of sight, or to those people who are near and dear to us; it’s boundless, extending in all directions, to all beings everywhere.
	The step-by-step approach found in the Visuddhimagga assumes, not unreasonably, that most of us will find it easier to evoke warm feelings toward people we like than people we don’t, and so we should start there. Noticing and working with the differences in our willingness to open up to each increasingly difficult person can lead to the experience of breaking down the barriers that I mentioned in Chapter 9: Loving Kindness, where the heart’s resistance drops away all at once.
	However, some meditators find it much easier simply to radiate these heart qualities universally from the start, as the discourses describe. So let’s give this a try now. (I’ll describe the practice using loving kindness, but you can use any of the Brahmaviharas. Sometimes you might find that one is calling you; at other times, it can be interesting to explore one that you’re less familiar with, or to cycle through all four.)
Practice: The heart’s limitless release
Set yourself up in meditation, taking a few moments to relax the body and get settled.
	Now, connect with the feeling of loving kindness, of wishing all beings well.
	If you’ve already been practising other loving kindness methods, you might be able to click into that feeling right away. (Sometimes it helps to relate to loving kindness as a quality that’s always present in the heart, just waiting to be uncovered.) If not, it can help to bring up a memory of a time when you wished someone well, or when someone wished you well; or even to work through a sequence of people as we’ve previously explored.
	Once you’re feeling some loving kindness, let go of whatever method you used to evoke it, and simply allow yourself to experience the warmth of loving kindness in your heart for a few moments. Then, allow that feeling to extend out around you.
	You can do this exactly as the discourse suggests: extending loving kindness out in front of you, then to one side, then behind, then to the other side, then above, then below, until loving kindness extends all around you in every direction, without limit.
	Alternatively, your loving kindness might simply expand out around you in all directions at once. Perhaps it begins with you; then expands to encompass the room you’re in and anyone there with you; then to the whole building; the street; the neighbourhood; the town or city; the county; the whole country; the continent; the whole world; all beings, everywhere.
	Rest in your heart’s limitless release through loving kindness for as long as you’d like.
 

Chapter 13: Further Openings of the Heart
With loving kindness for the whole world,
unfold a boundless heart:
above, below, all round,
unconstricted, without enemy or foe.63
 
Gratitude
The Brahmaviharas are wonderful, beautiful qualities of the heart, and they rightly get a great deal of attention in the Pali discourses.
	However, before we move on, I’d like to mention two other qualities of the heart that I’ve found to be equally valuable: gratitude and forgiveness. Let’s start with gratitude.
	The Buddha certainly recognised gratitude as a key quality on the spiritual path. In the Samacitta Vagga (AN2.32-41, the Chapter on the Peaceful Mind), we see this:
What is the level of a person of no integrity? A person of no integrity is ungrateful and unthankful. This ingratitude, this lack of thankfulness, is advocated by rude people. It is entirely on the level of people of no integrity.
 
A person of integrity is grateful and thankful. This gratitude, this thankfulness, is advocated by civil people. It is entirely on the level of people of integrity.64
 
	In Chapter 11: Appreciative Joy, I mentioned that gratitude can often be found intertwined with appreciative joy. Indeed, cultivating gratitude can give rise to joy.
	I sometimes teach an eight-week beginners’ mindfulness course. One of the course’s exercises is to make a daily note of a few reasons to be grateful. When I give people this exercise, I explain that taking time each day to cultivate gratitude has been scientifically demonstrated to improve one’s wellbeing. It also promotes mindfulness throughout the day, since we’re on the lookout for small moments of pleasure and joy so that we can refer back to them in the gratitude exercise.
	One time, I was walking home from work feeling a bit grumpy. I’d had a bad day, and I noticed myself preparing a narrative of all the awful things that had happened, ready to complain to my partner about how unreasonable a colleague had been lately. Then I remembered that, just a couple of days earlier, I’d taught this gratitude exercise, and I’d spoken to the students about how cultivating gratitude could improve one’s mood.
	So I thought, OK, fine, let’s find some things to be grateful for. Ordinarily I might try for five, but with the day I’ve had, there’s no way I’ll get more than two. All right, let’s try for two. Well, that coffee I had was pretty good, that’s one. I’m thankful for the coffee. Oh, and I suppose lunch wasn’t too bad either; yes, I can be grateful for that. Actually, breakfast was pretty good too – that’s three. And it’s time for tea soon, so I suppose I do have that to look forward to. Oh, and I did get that other thing sorted out, that’s a weight off my mind. Then there was…
	Before I knew it, I had well over ten reasons for gratitude – and my mood had transformed. I was actually starting to think that maybe it had been a pretty good day!
	A crucial point here is that I wasn’t pretending. I wasn’t making up reasons to be grateful. I was simply noticing existing reasons for gratitude which I’d overlooked because I was focused on the negative aspects of the day. We do this all the time: weaving a narrative by picking and choosing particular elements of our lives, whether that narrative is ‘poor me’ or ‘look how great I am’. These narratives are not really ‘true’ or ‘false’ in themselves, but if we buy into them then they can colour our experiences to a significant extent. And, unfortunately, we do have an in-built negativity bias – a survival trait, intended to keep us out of harm’s way – so we’re about five times more likely to focus on the negatives. Cultivating gratitude is a way of redressing that balance.
	If you’d like to explore this for yourself, here are two simple gratitude practices that I’ve found to be helpful.
Practice: Gratitude for the events of the day
At the end of each day, take a moment to reflect on what’s happened, and make a list of three to five reasons for gratitude. You might like to write the list down, tell someone close to you, or simply make a mental list. (I met someone once whose daily practice was to write down one reason for gratitude on a small piece of paper, fold it up and put it in a jar, then at the end of the year open the jar and read all the pieces of paper back to herself.)
	There are no rules on what ‘counts’. It could be something small, like a nice cup of coffee, a tasty mouthful of food or a moment of laughter. It could be something connected with a relationship, like a person who was kind to you. It could be in relation to having a spiritual practice: perhaps the lineage of teachers stretching all the way back to the Buddha; perhaps the teachings themselves, and the value you’ve found in them; or perhaps a spiritual friend who has shared their practice with you and supported you in some way. It could be something that hasn’t happened yet but which you’re looking forward to. Basically, don’t self-censor, and don’t rule anything out. If you feel even a flicker of gratitude, it can go on the list.
	Try doing this every day for a week and see how it feels. If you like it, keep it up for the rest of the month.
Practice: Gratitude for food
In some Buddhist lineages, it’s traditional to do a short chant before eating a meal. Often the chant will include a component of gratitude for the food that you’re about to consume.
	You don’t need to do a whole chant (unless you want to!), but it can be very interesting and powerful to include a conscious moment of gratitude at the beginning of every meal. Most of the time, the food you’re about to eat is the product of many people’s labour, and even if it’s food you’ve grown yourself, the sunlight, rain, soil, climate and so on have all contributed to the process leading to this moment. How many other factors have come together to make this food possible? What other reasons for gratitude might you be able to find?
	Many people find this practice surprisingly challenging. The first obstacle is remembering to do it at all! Then, the second obstacle is to make it a genuine moment of gratitude, as opposed to a perfunctory, meaningless ritual, a box to tick before getting to the fun part. When it works, it’s a powerful moment: an opportunity to notice the interconnectedness of all life, as manifested in the food you’re about to eat.
	Give this one a go and see how you get on. It’s worth it!
Forgiveness
Perhaps surprisingly, forgiveness doesn’t come up a lot in the Pali discourses – at least, not explicitly. Even so, I find forgiveness to be entirely aligned with the approach of early Buddhism, for reasons that I’ll explain momentarily.
	First, though, when talking about forgiveness, we have to be careful to be clear about what we mean. The idea of forgiveness can sometimes bring up immense resistance; most of us have been hurt badly by another’s actions at one time or another, in some cases severely, and someone telling us to ‘just let it go’ can come across as dismissive or even offensive.
	So it’s important to say that I’m not suggesting that whatever may have happened to us should be brushed under the carpet. Exploring forgiveness doesn’t mean that the perpetrator shouldn’t face consequences for their actions, or that what happened was in some way our fault or something we deserved.
	Really, forgiveness in the sense that I mean it isn’t about the perpetrator at all; it’s about helping the injured party to move on.
	Let’s look at an example.
	Many years ago now, I found myself in a toxic workplace environment. I was working for someone who was, frankly, a bully; he knew exactly how to push my buttons to get me to work harder and harder, until eventually I was completely burnt out. Finally, enough was enough, and, having tried our internal anti-bullying mechanisms without success, I moved to another team.
	For the next couple of years, every time I went to work – even though my new team was great – I would get angry all over again about how I’d been treated. It would start the moment I left my house, and by the time I reached the main road, I’d be furious – replaying memories, agonising over what I could have said or done. Sometimes I’d still be seething when I reached my desk twenty minutes later.
	Eventually, my meditation practice (still relatively new at the time) started to kick in, and one day I had the magical experience of a moment of mindfulness early enough in the process that I could see the oncoming storm of anger and choose not to get caught up in it. Instead, I noticed the trees around me. I stopped for a while on the bridge and watched the stream. I felt the breeze on my skin, the warmth of the sun. Then I continued on my way, not angry for the first time in as long as I could remember.
	That moment was a real turning point for me. Even so, I still carried a deep, festering resentment for this individual and his behaviour. Every single time I did loving kindness meditation, he’d pop up as soon as I reached the ‘difficult person’ category, and sometimes the resentment was so strong that it would totally derail my meditation.
	As we discussed briefly in Chapter 10: Compassion, clinging to resentment may or may not hurt the individual we resent, but it always hurts the one doing the clinging. This was the moment where I understood this principle in my own experience. Once I moved teams, he forgot all about me (he’d already moved on to fresh victims); but here I was, still raking over the coals in my meditation. I saw clearly that I was only hurting myself at this point.
	This is what I mean when I talk about forgiveness: letting go of resentment, dropping the hot coal of pain that we’re still clutching even though its original source is long gone.
	Why do we cling to pain in the first place? I’m not sure, but I think it’s a form of self-defence. We were hurt, and we don’t want to let it happen ever again, so we hang on to the painful memory as a reminder of what to watch out for in the future, in the same way that we might learn the hard way not to touch a stinging nettle with our bare hands and subsequently become very interested in learning to recognise nettles.
	But it turns out that we can learn these lessons and move on without continuing to cling to the pain. The toxic workplace relationship I described above happened quite a few years ago now, and while I can say with absolute certainty that I will never work for that individual again, or anyone else who exhibits those character traits, it’s been a long time since I got really worked up about it.
	Actually, several years after I’d escaped that relationship, I went on a 10-day retreat with my teacher Leigh, and one afternoon I had a spontaneous heart-opening experience. Seemingly out of nowhere, I was hit with a profound, utterly boundless sense of loving kindness. I spent the walking meditation period stumbling around the gardens at the retreat centre, marvelling at how much love I felt for everyone and everything. So then, me being me, I decided to test it: I brought to mind that guy, the one who caused me all that pain, and I asked myself: can I let this go? Can I forgive this person for what he did? And my heart said, of course you can. It wasn’t even a question. With my heart so incredibly open, there was no question at all of holding on to resentment. There was nothing there to do the holding on.
	Now, a slightly disappointing truth about spiritual peak experiences is that they don’t last. Sooner or later, things close down again, and over the years I’ve had to do more work on my relationship with that individual, including multiple experiences of finding myself getting caught up yet again in resentment and having to let go. Even so, I’ve been able to drop at least 95% of the resentment that I was carrying at the worst point, and my heart is unbelievably lighter for it.
	So that brings us to the exercise: a deliberate cultivation of the letting go of forgiveness. This is another one that I share with my mindfulness students; the instructions that follow are my best attempt to provide a structured process, developed when one student (rather heartbreakingly) asked me ‘But how do you forgive someone?’, and I realised I didn’t know what to tell her. Here’s what I came up with.
Practice: Forgiveness
First, set yourself up in meditation, and take some time to settle your mind and body using any meditation practice you like. (Any of the Brahmaviharas are a good choice.) Forgiveness is likely to involve encountering difficult emotions, so cultivating some composure beforehand will be a big help.
	When you’re ready to begin the forgiveness exercise, bring to mind your current list of resentments. (Perhaps the most fun part of the process is drawing up that list of resentments, but try to remember to get to the forgiveness part!) I suggest sorting the list so that you start with something only slightly irksome, as opposed to your most burning lifelong grudge.
	Now call to mind a specific situation which triggers resentment. See if you can get clear about exactly what happened; try to see it dispassionately, as if it had happened to someone else. If it’s too much, drop it and go back to your meditation, or end the practice entirely and go for a walk.
	When you can see the situation clearly, reflect on what specifically happened then that has triggered the resentment you’re feeling now. Was a boundary violated? Was one of your core principles or values threatened? What is it within you that has given rise to this reaction? (Our reactions are always driven by something within ourselves – if we didn’t care at all, there would be nothing to resent.)
	Next, what lesson, if any, can be learnt from this experience? If you are indeed holding on to the pain to help yourself remember something important, what is it? Try to be as clear as you can about what you need to take from this experience. Ensure that you’ve consciously taken the lesson on board. It might help to imagine how you would deal with (or avoid) a similar situation in the future, playing out a few possible scenarios so that you’ll have options when the time comes. (Note that, depending on the situation, you might not have to deal with it all by yourself; it’s often totally appropriate to ask someone for help.)
	When you’re satisfied that you’ve taken on board whatever can be learnt from the experience, notice that the hot coal of resentment has now served its purpose, and is no longer needed.
	Can you now simply release the resentment? What would it take to let it go?
	You might try simply saying ‘I forgive you’ (bearing in mind that sometimes the person in need of forgiveness is yourself), then sit with that intention of letting go for a while, to see if something shifts.
	Alternatively, you might explore the resentment on the somatic level: try to get clear about exactly how and where you feel the resentment in your body. Is it a specific pattern of tension? A burning sensation, or an icy one? Something else? Then, once you’ve identified it, can you allow it to relax and release?
	Stay with this for some time before moving on. Maybe it’ll shift, maybe it won’t. If it doesn’t, that’s fine, you can try again later: next week, next month, next year. You’ll get there, in time.
Heart-opening and the path of peace
As we come to the end of this part of the book, I’d like to offer one further reflection on the role of the heart on the path of peace.
	In some ways, it’s a misnomer to talk about ‘heart-opening’: it implies that our hearts are originally closed, perhaps even locked away, and we need to pick the lock in order to open them. But I think it’s the other way around: the most natural condition for the heart is to be open. That’s how we start out life: sensitive to absolutely everything, no defences, no shields. Then, little by little, as we discover the various ways that life can hurt us, we learn to armour ourselves, to close down and protect the fragile, sensitive heart at the core of our being. Some of us end up so densely armoured that not even a glimmer of the heart’s light can be seen. We’re safe, but also totally closed off – and, even worse, that safety can turn out to be an illusion, because sometimes life throws so much at us that even the strongest defences are overwhelmed.
	In Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha, we saw that one way of translating nibbana, the goal of early Buddhism, is unbinding. Whenever we cling, we experience dukkha, and so the path to peace is the letting go of entanglements, a freeing up of the mind – and the heart. (In the time of the Buddha, ‘mind’ and ‘heart’ were regarded as one phenomenon rather than two, so ‘liberating the mind’ and ‘liberating the heart’ are two ways of describing the same process.)
	When we have some familiarity with the Brahmaviharas, we can explore this type of ‘liberation’ in daily life. For example, how might it be to make a simple cup of tea with an open, loving heart? We don’t have to direct a feeling of loving kindness to anyone or anything in particular; we simply ‘open the tap’ of loving kindness and allow a little love to infuse our experience. For me, I find that there’s a palpable feeling of ‘softening’, and an immediate reduction of craving and agitation.
	Heart-opening practices like the Brahmaviharas, gratitude and forgiveness thus give us a taste of how it might be to live more thoroughly at peace. In the absence of clinging, when we don’t close down and raise our shields, our hearts become boundless, effortlessly expressing loving kindness toward all beings, compassion toward troubles of body and mind, appreciative joy for good fortune, and a deep, unshakeable equanimity supporting and permeating it all.
	In moments like these, we’re truly free.

Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana
The wise, intent on jhana,
Delighting in renunciation and calm,
Wholly awakened and mindful:
Even the gods envy them.65

Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi
Mendicants, these are the four developments of samadhi. Which four? There is the development of samadhi that, when developed and pursued, leads to a pleasant abiding in the here and now. There is the development of samadhi that, when developed and pursued, leads to the attainment of knowledge and vision. There is the development of samadhi that, when developed and pursued, leads to mindfulness and alertness. There is the development of samadhi that, when developed and pursued, leads to the ending of the intoxicants [of craving and ignorance].66
 
Samadhi revisited
In Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, I defined samadhi as a form of composure: settling the attention so that it rests in one place rather than chasing after every wandering thought, unifying the mind with the meditation object or activity at hand.
	Since samadhi practices result in a mind which is calmer and less prone to distraction, samadhi is often translated as concentration. For many modern practitioners, however, this word evokes a sense of a furrowed brow and clenched muscles. ‘Concentrate! Stop messing around! Try harder!’ Unfortunately, this image is completely inappropriate for samadhi practice. While it’s certainly possible to force the mind to stay in one place for a little while, true meditative samadhi is not an effortful process, and trying too hard can cause headaches or worse. A more helpful attitude is one of resting the attention on the object of meditation: there’s a quality of stillness and immovability in the experience, but a stillness reached through letting go and settling down as opposed to gripping the object tightly.
	My teacher Leigh likes indistractibility as a translation of samadhi, since it captures the stable quality of a composed mind, one which stays with the object of attention consistently without wandering off. Stable attention is thus another way to think of samadhi.
	We’ve already explored one form of samadhi practice in Part III: Opening the Heart: focusing on the heart qualities of loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy or equanimity. The qualities of composure and indistractibility become particularly evident when we’re able to drop the phrases or visualisations and simply rest with the underlying feeling, radiating it throughout our experience. As I mentioned in that part of the book, the Brahmaviharas are both excellent samadhi practices in their own right and, as we’ll see shortly, a good preparation for going deeper: into jhana.
	The jhanas are altered states of consciousness which can be accessed through samadhi practice, and which have various beneficial and enjoyable properties: rapture, joy, contentment and peace. They also greatly empower other meditation practices. The jhanas have been astonishingly valuable to me on my own spiritual path; indeed, I originally decided to become a meditation teacher in order to pass on these transformative states. The jhanas are also central to early Buddhism; as we saw in Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, the eightfold path defines right samadhi as the practice of the four jhanas. So that’s what we’ll take a look at in this part of the book.
	Before we get into the instructions, it might be worth noting that the jhanas are taught in a wide variety of not altogether compatible ways. We’ll return to this theme in Chapter 19: Going Further. For now, I’ll simply say that what I’m presenting here is what I practise myself, based on what I learnt from my teacher; it’s worked well for me, and for many of the people I’ve been fortunate enough to share it with over the years. I hope it’s helpful for you too.
Access (concentration)
In order to access the jhanas, it’s very helpful to develop a preliminary level of samadhi first; to become at least somewhat composed, somewhat less prone to distraction than usual. My teacher Leigh (following his own teacher, Ayya Khema) refers to this preliminary level as access concentration – enough samadhi to access the jhanas. The term ‘access concentration’ actually comes from the Visuddhimagga (the Path of Purification), and isn’t found in the early discourses, but it’s useful to have a term to denote this key landmark on the path of samadhi. Since I’m not keen on the word ‘concentration’, though, I’ll simply refer to it as access.
	Terminology aside, access is a state in which we’ve developed a level of samadhi noticeably different from the scattered mind state familiar to most of us. We find ourselves much less prone to distraction; the usual torrent of noisy, intrusive thoughts has significantly quietened down (Leigh describes thoughts as being ‘wispy and in the background’ when we reach access), and our attention stays with the object of meditation much more consistently. Arriving at access makes it much easier to find, enter and dwell in the jhanas, and also improves the quality and effectiveness of insight practice (see Part V: Knowing and Seeing) or whatever other meditation we go on to do.
	Sometimes access is described as ‘no longer getting distracted at all’, but don’t take that too literally. What most people find is a sense of crossing a threshold beyond which distraction is significantly reduced. Maybe your attention drifts a little from time to time, but you’re no longer waking up out of a two-minute daydream. Rather than trying to pin it down too precisely, it’s better to explore and experiment for yourself; eventually you’ll figure out what access looks like for you.
	It’s also worth noting again that, as mentioned in Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart, samadhi practice commonly leads us into the territory of unresolved psychological material and emotional purification. Please take a look at that chapter if you haven’t already; it’s important stuff, not to be taken lightly. Cultivating deep samadhi greatly increases our sensitivity to whatever is going on, and if what’s going on is unresolved psychological material bubbling up to the surface, it can be very valuable to have some idea of what’s happening and some resources to help us get through it.
	One final tip is to approach samadhi with a light, even playful, attitude. The methods offered in this part of the book – both in this chapter and those that follow – are just starting points; they work for me, and I’ve seen them work for others, but not every method suits every person. What matters most is what works for you. So play around, try things out, and see what happens!
Settling the mind
So how do we get to access?
	In theory, the answer is simple: put your attention on something (anything will do), and keep coming back each time your mind wanders, until the mind-wandering stops.
	So far so good; but unfortunately it turns out that our minds can be pretty resistant to settling down. At times, meditation is boring and frustrating, our minds stubbornly continuing to wander despite our best intentions.
	What’s going on here? How come the mind is such a recalcitrant beast? Why does something in us seem to want to sabotage our practice?!
	Here’s how I’ve come to think of it. At any given moment, we might say that our minds are experiencing a certain level of agitation: anywhere from hyper-caffeinated excitement to deep tranquillity. Then we attempt to engage in an activity, which has a certain inherent level of stimulation: anywhere from the most energising, fast-paced, multi-sensory experience, like a death metal concert or a championship sporting event, all the way down to watching paint dry.
	Now, if the activity we’re trying to engage in isn’t stimulating enough, it’s boring; the mind wanders off and refuses to settle. But if it’s too stimulating, it’s overwhelming, even painful. There’s a Goldilocks zone somewhere in the middle, where the activity is just right: stimulating enough to engage our interest without being too uncomfortable.
	The tricky bit is that the Goldilocks zone moves – it’s dependent on the level of agitation in our mind. If we’re already highly agitated, we need a pretty engaging activity to hold our attention; watching the breath is going to be a hard sell. Conversely, if we’re super-calm and peaceful, even something we’d normally enjoy like listening to music might feel annoying and abrasive.
	For most of us, daily life is pretty busy at the best of times. There’s usually something going on at work, with our family, in our social life and hobbies, and so on. As a result, there’s quite a bit of stimulation in our lives, and when we sit down to meditate, we’re often pretty fizzed up at first. So it’s no surprise that the mind might not want to cooperate.
	The good news is that we can reduce the level of agitation in the mind by setting up the right conditions. Let’s say that the agitation of our mind is a 9 right now. If we give it an activity that’s a 3, it’ll bounce right off. But if we give it a 6, maybe our mind will be willing to pay some attention. Then, if we stay at that 6-level activity for a while, the mind’s agitation will steadily settle down from 9 to 8, to 7, to 6. (Needless to say, these numbers are made up, but hopefully you get the point!)
	In order to help our minds to settle, then, it can be useful to start with a relatively engaging meditation practice. After some time, as the mind settles down – which it inevitably will, because even the most stimulating meditation practice is likely to be quieter and subtler than the day-to-day activities of our lives – we can dial down the level of stimulation in the meditation practice, making it progressively simpler and more refined, guiding the mind into deeper and deeper stillness. And, soon enough, we reach access. (It’s interesting to note that the traditional sixteen-step meditation practice presented in the Appendix follows exactly this approach, moving from coarser to progressively subtler objects to lead the mind deeper and deeper into samadhi. These ancients knew what they were doing!)
	There are no hard and fast rules for exactly what this looks like – I can’t say ‘Oh, your mind is at a 7 right now, here’s a meditation that’s a 5’. But if we take the time to cultivate an awareness of our own state of mind when we meditate, we’ll start to get a sense of which practices are suited to the mental conditions right now.
	All of this said, it’s also crucial to give the practice enough time to do its work. Finding a practice that’s suitable for our current state of mind definitely helps, but for the most part the mind settles by itself, and the most important thing we can do is to refrain from agitating it further! The more we try to ‘make’ our minds settle down, the more we actually wind ourselves up instead. Suppose we have a jar containing water and sand. If the jar is shaken up, the sand swirls around, and the water becomes opaque. Shaking it up more won’t clear the water, no matter how hard we try. The best thing to do is to put the jar down and leave it alone; eventually, the sand settles to the bottom all by itself, and the water becomes clear.
How to structure your practice time
OK, so access is important, and settling the mind takes as long as it takes. But we only have so much time for practice, and maybe getting to access isn’t the only thing we want to do. How much time should we spend on access versus other types of practice?
	Up to a point, longer is better – if we only sit for five minutes in total, we’re unlikely to develop much samadhi at all – but there’s also a point of diminishing returns after which the mind and body get tired and the stability we’ve cultivated fades. So a simple rule of thumb is to use half of our meditation time for samadhi and half for an insight practice, such as embodied mindfulness (Chapter 2: Training the Mind), the five daily reflections (Chapter 3: Contemplating the Teachings), letting go (Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha), or any of the practices in Part V: Knowing and Seeing.
	Sometimes it’s worthwhile to spend longer on samadhi, perhaps if the mind is especially scattered when we first start to meditate, or if we’re currently learning the jhanas or another samadhi practice. But it’s important to have some insight practice in the mix. Too much samadhi without insight is not healthy: we can get pretty spaced out, or even lose touch with reality. It’s also not the most effective use of our time; ultimately, the greatest freedom on the Buddhist path comes from the enduring wisdom derived from insight practice, rather than the temporary peace of samadhi.
* * *
Let’s now make this a bit more concrete. I’ll give a high-level strategy for cultivating access, then offer three practices which can be used to implement that strategy. In each case we’ll look at some ways to make the practice more or less stimulating, depending on what your particular situation needs at the time.
Core practice: Cultivating access
Set yourself up in meditation. Cultivating access is most easily done in a sitting or lying down posture, rather than standing or walking, but feel free to experiment.
	It’s helpful to be physically comfortable when you’re trying to settle the mind; if the body is struggling, the mind will tend to struggle too. At the same time, though, you don’t want to be so comfortable that you fall asleep, and since settling the mind has a calming effect, falling asleep is quite common at first. Aim for a balance between relaxation and alertness.
	It’s also helpful to have plenty of time, or at least the attitude of having plenty of time. If you’re thinking, ‘Right, I’ve only got fifteen minutes to get to access, better get on with it!’, that internal pressure will greatly interfere with the settling of the mind. It’s better to have the attitude that it doesn’t even matter whether you reach access, but even so you’ll follow the instructions as diligently as you can. (Easier said than done!)
	Now, pick an object of meditation. You can use anything; I’ll give three specific examples (the breathing, loving kindness, and the sensations of the body) below.
	Place your attention on your object of meditation, and simply allow it to rest there. When you notice that your mind has wandered, let go of the distraction; it can help to give the distraction a simple one-word label (‘thinking’, ‘planning’, ‘sound’) before releasing it, unless the labelling seems more disruptive than letting the distraction go wordlessly. Next, take a moment to relax, and then return your attention to the object of your meditation.
	Keep doing this until you’re no longer getting significantly distracted, and if thoughts are present they’re wispy and in the background.
	If your practice starts to feel too ‘busy’ or ‘noisy’, see if there’s a way to simplify it. When you do so, your mind is likely to wander a bit more at first, because now you’re working with a subtler object; that’s OK, it’ll settle down again in time, and ultimately be quieter and calmer overall than it was before. Don’t be tempted to go back to the ‘busier’ version of the practice; bouncing back and forth can turn into a subtle form of entertainment for the mind, just another distraction in disguise.
	Don’t be discouraged if you don’t get it right away, or even after multiple attempts. First, the mind has to learn to settle down, which might not be a tendency that comes naturally depending on your life circumstances and practice history. Second, even when you’ve been meditating many years and have reached access many times, if your life is going through a particularly busy time, your mind is likely to be more agitated than usual and will take longer to settle. Be patient and compassionate with yourself.
* * *
That’s the basic outline. Now let’s look at three specific samadhi practices which can be used to put this strategy into action.
Practice: Cultivating access through mindfulness of breathing
Set yourself up in meditation, take a few moments to relax, then bring your attention to your breathing process. Specifically, pay attention to the physical sensations of breathing. Feel what happens as you breathe in and out.
	You might notice several types of sensation as you breathe. Perhaps your attention is drawn to the air entering and leaving the body at the nostrils or the mouth. You might feel a breeze on the roof of the mouth, or the back of the throat. You might feel movement in the chest or shoulders, the diaphragm or side ribs, the abdomen or belly, even the lower back.
	For many people, it’s easiest to develop access using a small region of sensation, such as at the nostrils or the upper lip. The benefit of focusing on a small area is that it’s precise, so it’s easy to tell whether your attention has wandered; also, for most people it takes a bit more focus to stay with a smaller area, so it’s easier to reach access by paying attention there. On the other hand, some people find that paying attention to a small area causes their mind to feel tight and unpleasant; in this case, it’s better to work with a larger area like the movement of the diaphragm or belly, or even the whole body. It’s also usually better to stay in one place (whether large or small), rather than moving around.
	Wherever you choose to focus, simply follow the physical sensations of the breath at that location. Try to keep your attention on that location even during the gaps between in- and out-breaths when there’s no particular sensation to feel; doing so provides a continuity to the practice which is very helpful for samadhi.
	As the mind and body settle, the breathing often becomes subtler and more refined. Sometimes people report feeling as if they’ve stopped breathing entirely! Don’t worry, your body won’t let you suffocate. Provided you still have a sense of whether you’re breathing in or out, even if you can’t say for sure how you know, you can continue to work with the breathing. (If it gets so subtle that you lose track of it completely, you’ll need to find another access method to keep the practice going.) However, it’s vital that you don’t take a deliberate deep breath in order to ensure you’re getting enough air; doing so actually disturbs the process of getting settled, pushing access further away. Trust your body to look after its own needs, and simply keep breathing naturally, no matter how subtle it gets.
	Often, the sensations of the breathing by themselves are not stimulating enough to hold the attention at first. You can make the practice more engaging by using one of five ‘aids’, each of which adds a bit of complexity to the practice. Decide which aid you’re going to use before you start to meditate. If you realise you don’t like it, try a different one next time; don’t jump around from one aid to another within a single meditation session.
	After a while, you might find that you aren’t really getting distracted any more, or that the aid has started to feel noisy and bothersome. In either case, you can drop the aid. Your attention might start to wander again at first, but stay with it; by dropping the aid, you’ve made the practice subtler, so the mind will take a while to settle down further and become stable again. Hang in there, it’ll happen. Don’t be tempted to go back to the aid when you notice your mind wandering!
	Here are the suggested aids:
	1. Counting the breaths
	This one is likely to be familiar to many people. Simply give a number to each breath as it goes by: the first in-breath is 1, the out-breath is 2, the next in-breath is 3, and so on. When you get to 8, start again at 1, and just keep going. (Counting up to 8 rather than 10 is usually slightly more difficult, so it requires a bit more focus.)
	It’s helpful to put the number in the gap between each breath – in effect, to bridge the gap. This helps to reduce the mind’s tendency to wander when there’s nothing going on.
	After a while, counting both the in-breaths and the out-breaths can start to feel a bit busy; rather than dropping the aid entirely, a nice intermediate setting is to count only after each out-breath. Then, when even that starts to feel a bit much, drop the counting entirely and simply stay with the sensations of the breath.
	2. Noticing the parts of each breath
	Notice that each in-breath has a beginning, middle and end. The beginning of the in-breath feels different to the middle, which in turn feels different to the end. The same is true for the out-breath. So, as you breathe, notice ‘beginning, middle, end, gap; beginning, middle, end, gap’. (If you need a little more stimulation, you can experiment with further subdividing the breaths.)
	At first, you might label each part of the breath explicitly. After a while, if that begins to feel like too much, drop the labels, and just notice each transition wordlessly. Then, when even that starts to feel onerous, drop the noticing of the parts entirely and simply stay with the sensations of the breathing.
	3. Noticing the length of each breath
	Notice that each in-breath has a certain duration, and so does each out-breath.
	Is the current in-breath the same length as the last one, or is it longer or shorter?
	Are all your in-breaths the same length, or do they vary?
	What about the out-breaths?
	How do the lengths of the in-breaths compare to the lengths of the out-breaths?
	At first, this investigation can be quite active, tracking and comparing many details of each breath. What that starts to feel a bit busy, just notice whether the current breath is longer or shorter than average, or about average. Then, when even that starts to be a bit much, drop the noticing of the lengths entirely and simply stay with the sensations of the breathing.
	4. Visualising an ocean wave with the breath
	With your mind’s eye, visualise an ocean wave. The wave comes in as you breathe in, and goes out as you breathe out (or vice versa if you prefer!).
	At first, try to see the wave in as much detail as you can. The more detailed the visualisation, the more engaging it will be. When that starts to feel too busy, simply have a sense of the wave flowing in and out in time with the breath. Then, when even that starts to be a bit much, drop the ocean wave entirely and simply stay with the sensations of the breathing.
	5. Using a mantra with the breath
	Pick a simple mantra, ideally one two-syllable word (such as ‘bud-dho’, which is a traditional mantra based on reciting the Buddha’s name) or two one-syllable words (such as ‘peace, love’, or even ‘in, out’). As you breathe in, silently say the first syllable to yourself. As you breathe out, silently say the second syllable.
	Keep doing this until your mind has settled enough that the mantra no longer feels necessary, then drop the mantra and simply stay with the sensations of the breathing.
Practice: Cultivating access through loving kindness
Set yourself up in meditation, take a few moments to relax, then start your loving kindness practice.
	If you prefer, appreciative joy also works well. Either practice typically leads to an emotionally positive, focused state, which will be helpful as we move toward the jhanas in subsequent chapters. Equanimity can also work, but because of its predominantly neutral quality, it isn’t quite such a natural bridge into the early jhanas. Similarly, compassion certainly can work, but due to its emphasis on troubles of body and mind, it isn’t such a straightforward transition into the early jhanas, which are emotionally positive in nature.
	Along the same lines, if you’re working with a heart-opening practice with the intention of moving into the jhanas when you’ve reached access, it’s usually best do the practice only for people you like to do it for. Working with difficult people is a vital part of heart-opening practices in general, but it can also bring up difficult emotions and agitation, which are counterproductive in the context of developing access.
	Having said all that, it’s also important to have the attitude of practising loving kindness for its own sake, as opposed to doing it in order to get to access! If you’re trying to experience loving kindness so that you get something out of it, you’re coming at it with a ‘strings attached’ mindset which sabotages the genuine opening of the heart. A helpful attitude is something like this: ‘I’m going to practise loving kindness for some of my favourite people for a while, then see where I am. Whatever happens, I’ll have done some loving kindness, which is great.’ Easier said than done, perhaps, especially when you’re trying to learn a new skill, but you’ll figure it out.
	Depending on which technique you prefer, there are a few ways to vary the level of stimulation in the practice.
	If you’re using a visualisation, it may help to make it as detailed as possible at first, then gradually relax into a gentler, more general sense of the person you’re sending loving kindness to, finally dropping into the simple feeling of loving kindness in the heart and resting there.
	If you use the phrases, you might start by using a loud mental voice to repeat the phrases, or even say them out loud if you’re particularly scattered when you start meditating. As you settle into the practice, you can use a quieter, gentler inner voice, or perhaps shorten the phrases (so that, for example, ‘May you be happy’ becomes simply ‘Happy’). Again, finally drop into the simple feeling of loving kindness in the heart, and rest there.
	If you’re more of a somatic person, it may help to start out by taking a look at the feeling of loving kindness even as you continue to experience it. Where exactly do you feel it in the body? How big is the feeling? What shape is it? And so on. Then gradually dial down the investigation until you’re simply resting in the feeling.
	If your preferred practice is to radiate loving kindness boundlessly in all directions, you might spend some time visualising or imagining what is in each direction and deliberately send loving kindness to each being you encounter. If you prefer to extend your loving kindness in an ever-growing sphere, you can do the same thing, starting by visualising or imagining the beings that are nearby, then a bit further away, and so on. As the practice goes on, move toward a more general sense of the beings in each direction or all around you, and finally come to rest in the simple feeling of the boundless radiance of loving kindness.
Practice: Cultivating access through the body scan
A very popular meditation practice in modern times is the body scan. In outline, the body scan consists of bringing your attention to each part of the body in turn, spending some time noticing whatever physical sensations are present there. This isn’t a matter of visualising or thinking about the body; you aren’t trying to figure anything out about what’s going on. You’re simply interested in feeling what’s happening in the body, in the same direct, immediate way that you can feel whether a cup of tea is warm or cool just by touching it.
	The body scan might seem like a counterintuitive choice for cultivating access, since the practice involves moving the attention around the body, but it does seem to work. The key to using the body scan for samadhi is to maintain the continuity of attention as much as possible. It’s tempting to get into a ‘box-ticking’ mentality with this practice: ‘Yep, still got a left forearm, now my mind can wander for a while until it’s time to move on.’ Do your best to stay consistently with the sensations in each body part for the whole practice. You’ll want to spend at least half an hour on this practice if you’re using it for samadhi; otherwise, you’ll likely be moving too fast to settle the mind deeply. (The body scan can also be used for insight, which we’ll discuss in Chapter 22: Investigating the Body.)
	The specific route you take doesn’t really matter so long as you cover the whole body. If you’d like a suggestion, here’s the one I use, which is essentially a spiral starting at the top of the head and working down the body.
* * *
Place your attention at the top of the head, and spend some time noticing whatever sensations you feel there. You might feel warmth or coolness; you might feel your hair against your scalp; perhaps the air against your skin; perhaps itching or tingling; perhaps something else; perhaps nothing at all. Whatever you find there, that’s fine. The object of the practice is not to feel something in particular; it’s to feel whatever’s there. If you don’t find much sensation at first, you’ll probably find that if you keep doing the body scan, your body will ‘wake up’ little by little, and over time you’ll start to find sensations across more and more of the body. But it’s no problem at all if there’s nothing there right now; as my teacher Leigh likes to say, zero is a valid number.
	Move down to the space above the right ear, and again spend a few moments noticing whatever sensations you feel there. As usual, if your mind wanders, let go, relax and come back to the body sensations.
	Now move around the back of the head at the same height, and spend some time feeling whatever sensations you find there. Next, move to the space above the left ear. Then, scan your attention slowly across the forehead from left to right. Try to take roughly the same length of time for each part of the body on each side.
	Move down to the right eyebrow; then down to the right eye: the eyelid, the eyeball, the eye socket. Move to the right cheek; then to the right ear; the space behind the right ear; the back of the head at the same height; the space behind the left ear; the left ear; the left eyebrow; the left eye (the eyelid, the eyeball, the eye socket).
	Now move to the bridge of the nose, then slowly move your attention down the nose to the nostrils. Move down to the space between the nostrils and the mouth; then the mouth: the top lip, the bottom lip, the inside of the mouth.
	Move down to the chin; then to the right side of the jaw; around the back of the head at the same height; then to the left side of the jaw.
	Move down to the throat; then to the right side of the neck; the back of the neck; the left side of the neck. Move to the top of the left shoulder; then to the left collar bone; the right collar bone; the top of the right shoulder; the top of the back at the same level.
	Move down to the upper left arm, between the shoulder and the elbow, exploring each side in turn: the back, the outside, the front, the inside. Move to the left armpit; then to the left side of the ribcage; the left side of the chest; the middle of the chest; the right side of the chest; the right armpit; the upper right arm (inside, front, outside, back); then around the back of the body, to the right shoulder blade; the space between the shoulder blades; the left shoulder blade.
	Move down to the left elbow, again moving all around; then move to the left side of the waist; the front of the body at the same level; the right side of the waist; the right elbow, all around; the middle of the back, at the same level.
	Move down to the left forearm, all around; then down into the left hand: the back of the hand, the palm, the thumb, each of the fingers. Then move to the left side of the pelvis; the belly; the right side of the pelvis; the right forearm, all around; then down into the right hand: the back of the hand, the palm, the thumb, each of the fingers. Then move around to the lower back, and down to the tailbone.
	Move around to the front of the body, to the lower abdomen, and down to the groin; then around the back, to the right buttock; then the left buttock.
	Move down into the left hip, then into the left thigh, all around. Then move into the right hip, and down into the right thigh, all around. Move down to the right knee, all around, then the left knee, all around. Move down into the left lower leg: shin, calf, all around; then move to the right lower leg: shin, calf, all around. Move down to the right ankle, and then down into the right foot: top of the foot, sole, heel, each of the toes. Then move to the left ankle, and then down into the left foot: top of the foot, sole, heel, each of the toes.
	Finally, bring your attention to your breathing and rest here for a while. Notice whether you’re now at access.

Chapter 15: Hindrances to Samadhi
Mendicants, there are these five hindrances. What five? Sensual desire, ill will, dullness and drowsiness, restlessness and remorse, and doubt. These are the five hindrances.67
 
The worst meditation session ever
All this talk of cultivating access and going deeper into samadhi sounds lovely, but sometimes the practice doesn’t go so smoothly.
	I sit down and start to meditate… At least, I try to. But what I really want is a cookie. Or, ideally, several. Cookies, plural. Cookies are nice. Wouldn’t I rather be eating cookies than sitting on this cushion trying to pay attention to my breathing?
	Ah. Sensual desire. That’s what this is. The mind is a little bit bored and is looking for something more interesting, and it’s latched on to cookies. Well, maybe later, but for now I’m meditating, so I’d better let the cookies go.
	Back to the breath. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, ugh, I can’t believe what my boss said to me the other day. In front of everyone! Does that count as bullying? Why, I ought to…
	Oh. Ill will. Let’s see if I can let it go. Go away, ill will, nobody wants you here, I want to get back to my nice meditation. Then again… Why should I let it go? After what he said? I should stand up to him! He thinks he can embarrass me like that, I’m gonna…
	Good grief. More ill will. This is starting to get annoying. Why can’t I meditate properly? I – Oh. Now I’m developing ill will toward my ill will! I guess maybe I tried to push it away a bit too hard. OK, fine. Let me just feel this annoyance instead of trying to make it go away.
	Grrrr.
	OK, the feeling has passed. I feel better now. Back to the breath.
	Breathing in, breathing out. Breathing in…
	– oops, just jerked awake. Good thing nobody was around to see that! But I’m… getting so… sleepy…
	Oh. Dullness and drowsiness. Well, the way I’m feeling right now, if I just accept it, I’m going to fall asleep. So maybe it’s time to get a bit more active, and investigate what’s going on – perhaps that will stir up some energy and wake me up. So how does it feel to be dull and drowsy, anyway? Well, there’s a kind of heaviness in my face and eyelids, a kind of sinking feeling internally, a bit of a slackness in the body. Let’s see how precisely I can feel what’s going on…
	Yep, that’s done the trick, it’s perked me up a bit. OK, back to the breath once again.
	Breathing in, breathing out. Breathing in…
	You know, I think I might have overdone it. I’m not just a bit more energised, I’m kinda jittery. Perhaps I pushed too hard to wake myself up, and now my mind doesn’t want to stay put – maybe I should watch one of those videos of Siberian huskies to calm down – OK, back to the breath, focus – oh boy, that thing I did yesterday was pretty stupid, I hope nobody noticed – breath, man, breath –
	Oh, right. Restlessness and remorse. Well, this is showing no signs of going away, and at this point I think investigating it might just make matters worse, so it’s time to reach for the traditional list of antidotes to unwholesome mind states. What’s good for restlessness and remorse? Hmm, I think contentment is one of the suggestions. Maybe I’ll switch to equanimity practice for a little while, and see if that settles things down.
	Ahhh. Better.
	This is nice.
	OK, back to the breath.
	But… Seriously, what’s the point? I’ve been here twenty minutes now, and I’ve barely even noticed my breath. I’ve had to deal with sensual desire, ill will, dullness and drowsiness, and restlessness and remorse – that’s almost the complete set! I’m the worst meditator who ever lived. I can’t do this. Maybe I should just give up and go back to playing guitar.
	Hello, doubt, my old friend.
	Then again… My teachers seem to think I’m not a complete lost cause. If Leigh were here, what might he say right now? Don’t make a big deal about it, just keep trying – a lot of meditation is trial and error, and error, and error, and error… But we get there in the end.
	I dunno. It feels pretty hopeless to me. But Leigh seems to know what he’s talking about. So maybe I’ll keep at it just a bit longer. Just for him.
	Oh, there’s the bell. Meditation’s over.
What just happened?
The Pali discourses list five hindrances, unwholesome mind states which obstruct meditation. And, in the not-as-fictional-as-I’d-like story above, I encountered all five: sensual desire, ill will, dullness and drowsiness, restlessness and remorse, and doubt.
	Some meditation teachers would take exception to the notion that practice could ever be ‘obstructed’. I’ve said to my mindfulness students many times that there’s no such thing as a bad meditation, and I stand by that statement in its proper context. There’s a lot to be said for sitting with unpleasant mind states in our practice and watching our mental habits play out.
	In this part of the book, however, we’re interested in cultivating deep enough samadhi to experience the jhanas; a meditation session which is entirely spent wrestling with the hindrances is unlikely to get us there. So I think it’s helpful to take a look at the hindrances as presented in the Pali canon, and then look at some strategies for countering them when they arise.
The five hindrances
Some discourses illustrate the hindrances with a simile involving a bowl of water. When the water is clear and still, it reflects our face perfectly; but when the water is disturbed in one of five ways, the reflection becomes distorted. It’s the same way with the mind: when the hindrances are present, our clarity is obscured.
	The first hindrance is sensual desire. (I want this, ooh, I want that too!) In the simile, the water is mixed with a strongly coloured dye, which in turn colours the reflection, giving a misleading picture of what’s going on.
	When we’re craving something, we typically exaggerate its positive qualities and downplay its negative qualities. Cookies appear so attractive to me because of their wonderful, heavenly taste (never quite as good in reality as I imagine it will be), and my mind quietly airbrushes out the regret I’ll feel later when I’m feeling sick from eating too much sugar.
	The second hindrance is ill will or hatred. (Ugh, I hate this! I want it to go away and never bother me again!) In the simile, the water is heated over a fire until it’s bubbling and boiling, which breaks up the reflection so that we can’t see it clearly.
	When we’re hate something, we typically exaggerate its negative qualities and downplay its positive qualities. My toxic boss appears totally irredeemable, so much so that it’s impossible to think about him at all without getting angry, and the more nuanced picture of how the relationship really plays out is overshadowed by the loathing that I feel.
	The third hindrance is dullness and drowsiness, also known as sloth and torpor. Drowsiness, or sloth, is a fatigue of the body, whereas dullness, or torpor, is a fatigue of the mind. In the simile, the water is clogged with plants and algae, so thick and heavy that it’s too dark to see a reflection.
	When we’re dull or drowsy, we typically want nothing more than to give in to it and sink into peaceful oblivion. It’s difficult to rouse ourselves out of it because it’s so much easier to keep drifting downward. (Sometimes, this is simply because we’re sleep-deprived and need to rest. If that’s the case for you, it’s definitely worth looking to see if you can get a bit more sleep, rather than simply trying to ‘push through’ the fatigue to get your meditation done. The hindrance of dullness and drowsiness refers more to a kind of lassitude that arises even when we’ve had enough rest.)
	The fourth hindrance is restlessness and remorse. We’re restless when there’s so much energy or tension in the system that it’s uncomfortable to sit still. When we’re remorseful, the mind is drawn repeatedly to some unfortunate event from our past, trying to figure out what we could or should have done instead. In the simile, the water is stirred by the wind, whipped into wavelets that churn back and forth, preventing any kind of reflection from forming.
	Restlessness can show up in many ways. Perhaps the mind keeps reminding us of important things that we could (and, it will suggest, should) be doing instead. Perhaps it’s more of a kind of inner irritability in relation to keeping still, a sense that if the bell doesn’t ring in the next five seconds we’re going to explode. Meanwhile, remorse is like a vortex that keeps pulling us back to an awful moment over and over, until we’d rather do anything than continue reliving the unpleasantness. (Please note that, per the discussion in Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart, I would not classify reliving traumatic memories as mere ‘remorse’ in this sense. Trauma should be taken very seriously and addressed separately. The kind of remorse that shows up as a hindrance is concerned with more everyday feelings of dismay, shame, frustration and so on.)
	The fifth hindrance is often translated as sceptical doubt, to distinguish it from the type of ‘doubt’ which shows up as curiosity, questioning and the desire to investigate spiritual teachings for ourselves and test them out to see if they really hold water. This latter type of doubt – sometimes called great doubt in Zen circles – is actually helpful, because it motivates us to keep practising. In comparison, sceptical doubt is a corrosive, insidious force which leads us away from practice rather than toward it. In the simile, the water is unsettled, muddy and placed in the dark. It’s impossible to see anything in those conditions, so why keep trying?
	Sceptical doubt can show up in many ways. Perhaps it invites us to question our teachers: maybe the guy writing this book doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He isn’t even a monk; what could he know about anything? Or perhaps we start to suspect that the teachings are not to be trusted. Maybe it’s all a giant con job, a load of hippie nonsense that’s just a way of getting donations. Or – most insidiously of all – perhaps we question ourselves. Maybe meditation does work for some people, but not me; I’m just not cut out for this.
The hindrances are nothing to worry about!
While it’s helpful to know about the hindrances, it’s important that they don’t become a source of fear or discouragement. In fact, with the right tricks up our sleeve, it turns out that the hindrances are nothing to worry about: nothing, zip, nada.
	So here’s a simple formula for tackling them, with a built-in reminder that they’re nothing to worry about:
*Name the hindrance, then let it go.
*Accept the hindrance, feel it fully, then let it go.
*Deconstruct the hindrance, exploring it somatically until it fades.
*Use one of the traditional Antidotes to counteract it.
	NADA: Name, Accept, Deconstruct, Antidote.
	Let’s see how this works in practice.
Practice: Working with hindrances
So you’re meditating, and you find yourself getting distracted – and not just once or twice. There’s a recurring theme. Looks like it might be one of the hindrances!
	1. Naming
	Sometimes, it’s enough simply to notice that a hindrance has come up and call it out. Naming it can send it on its way, like a shy creature that bolts for the shadows as soon as it’s spotted.
	Don’t get too caught up in trying to figure out exactly which of the hindrances you’re experiencing. It doesn’t really matter. The whole point of this step is that it’s a light touch; just name it, then let it go. (If you aren’t sure what it is, ‘hindrance’ will do fine.)
	Sometimes, that’s all you need; it doesn’t have to be a big deal. Name it and move on.
	2. Accepting
	The trouble with calling these mind states ‘hindrances’ is that it immediately turns them into the enemy, something to be resisted at all costs. But sometimes that very resistance actually compounds the hindrance: as the saying goes, ’what you resist persists’.
	So if you find yourself becoming adversarial toward your current mind state, particularly if naming the hindrance and letting it go didn’t seem to help, you might instead try turning fully toward it, with equanimity.
	The trick here is to be fully present with what’s arising without getting drawn into it. If you find that your attempt at acceptance is actually reinforcing the hindrance, feeding it with attention and encouraging mental proliferation, then the practice is going off track. The kind of acceptance we’re talking about is very much the same as what’s needed when working with difficult emotions, as discussed in Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart; the key is to be able to feel it fully without either adding to it or pushing it away.
	3. Deconstructing
	If the strategies above haven’t worked, the hindrance might be here to stay for a while. But that’s OK too; if it’s going to stick around, we can investigate and deconstruct it. (This is actually a valuable insight practice in its own right, so you could try to look at your hindrance as a fabulous opportunity…)
	It’s particularly helpful to explore how the hindrance manifests in your body, since that helps to keep your attention away from the seductive thoughts that accompany the physical experience. So what, specifically, do you feel in your body? Where is it? What shape and size is the feeling? Is it changing or staying the same?
	Turning the hindrance into an object of investigation, something to be dismantled and explored, usually leads to a more honest acceptance of the situation; if you’re genuinely investigating what’s going on, you’re no longer trying to push it away. The only catch is that, as usual, you can’t trick yourself into acceptance; the intention to investigate the hindrance has to be real.
	4. Antidotes
	If all of the above hasn’t worked, it’s time to reach for one of the traditional antidotes. Several lists of antidotes are in circulation, including a comprehensive one put together by Nyanaponika Thera and made available on the Access to Insight website68.
	The traditional lists can get quite long, so here are a few of my favourite approaches:
*For sensual desire, contemplate the impermanence of what you’re desiring – here today, gone tomorrow – and reflect on its disadvantages, in the hope of arriving at a more balanced perspective on the situation.
*For ill will, practise loving kindness, or perhaps compassion. In order to experience ill will, the heart must be tight and closed; opening the heart, even a little, is often enough to cause the ill will to evaporate.
*For dullness and drowsiness, notice if your posture has slumped, and if so, adjust it so that your body is more aligned and upright. If that doesn’t work, try raising your gaze, or directing it toward a light source. You can also try tugging on your earlobes or splashing cold water on your face. If none of this helps, it’s better to stop your meditation session than to remain in a state of dullness and drowsiness.
*For restlessness and worry, practising contentment or equanimity can be helpful, or more generally bringing any positive quality into the mind. If that doesn’t work, try going for a brisk walk to use up some of your energy, then resuming your meditation.
*For sceptical doubt, it’s best to bring to mind an external source of support, such as a teacher or a spiritual friend. Remember the example they’ve set for you, the faith they’ve shown in you, or the wisdom they’ve shared. Of all the hindrances, doubt is the one which most benefits from support from others.
	If those don’t do it for you, maybe you’ll find something you like in Nyanaponika Thera’s excellent list. Whatever antidotes you choose to adopt, may they help you to find relief from your hindrances.

Chapter 16: Entering the First Jhana
Quite secluded from sense pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states, one enters and dwells in the first jhana …69
 
Preparing to enter the first jhana
OK, the time has come: we’re ready to enter the first jhana!
	The good news is that we don’t have to learn a lot of complex techniques and methods to get into the jhanas. Once we’ve developed enough samadhi, the actual practice is quite straightforward; it turns out that our minds like to enter jhana, so we really just have to set up the right supporting conditions, then take a step back and allow the process to unfold by itself. All we really need to know is what those supporting conditions look like.
	Fundamentally, the jhanas are meditative states of enhanced wellbeing. When we’re in a jhana, we feel good; but it isn’t the kind of good feeling that comes from eating our favourite food. Rather, it’s a good feeling that comes from within. So, in order to access this internal source of wellbeing, particularly when we’re initially learning the jhanas, it’s very helpful to practise a certain type of seclusion. This doesn’t necessarily mean going on a retreat – although it’s often easiest to learn the jhanas on retreat – but rather that we need to separate ourselves from those factors which would otherwise impede our ability to turn inward.
	The first of these factors is sense pleasures. If we have ice cream right at hand, it’s hard to persuade ourselves to meditate for long periods in the hope of experiencing meditative bliss when we could just eat the ice cream instead. More generally, it’s helpful to have a practice space which is as free as possible from pleasant sensory distractions. The point here is not to deny ourselves conventional pleasures out of some ascetic impulse, but rather to set those pleasures aside for the time being in order to find a deeper source of happiness.
	Secondly, we need to separate ourselves from unwholesome states. We can achieve this by developing the preliminary level of samadhi known as access, as described in Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi. When we’re no longer getting distracted from our meditation object, we’re much less likely to drift into an unwholesome mental state. And if we do, we can apply the strategies from Chapter 15: Hindrances to Samadhi to deal with whatever has come up.
	Actually, simply escaping the clutches of the hindrances can give rise to a sense of inner wellbeing. As it says in the Samannaphala Sutta (DN2, the Discourse on the Fruits of the Spiritual Life):
When one sees that these five hindrances have been abandoned within oneself, gladness arises. When one is gladdened, rapture arises. When one’s mind is filled with rapture, one’s body becomes tranquil; tranquil in body, one experiences happiness; being happy, one’s mind becomes composed.70
 
	When we arrive at access, it’s common to feel what the discourse refers to as gladness: some combination of peace, relief, happiness, relaxation, and pleasant physical sensations throughout the body. If we tune in to this quality of gladness, it can lead us into the first jhana.
	I’ll provide more detailed instructions later in the chapter, but for now let’s take a look at how the Pali discourses describe the experience of the first jhana, to get a sense of where those instructions will take us.
The factors of the first jhana
Quite secluded from sense pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states, one enters and dwells in the first jhana, which is accompanied by vitakka and vicara and filled with the piti and sukha born of seclusion.
 
One drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses one’s body with this piti and sukha born of seclusion, so that there is no part of one’s entire body which is not suffused by this piti and sukha.71
 
I’ve left four key Pali terms untranslated in the above quotation: vitakka, vicara, piti and sukha. Each of these terms can be understood in a variety of ways, and the first two in particular are rather controversial! So let me explain how I’ll be interpreting them in this book.
	Let’s start with piti, which is the predominant quality of the first jhana. Piti, as experienced in the jhanas, is a physical sensation felt in the body. It shows up in a variety of ways: as a buzzing, tingling, electrical sensation; as heat; as sexual pleasure; as exhilaration; and so on. Usually, piti is enjoyable, but sometimes it can be so strong that it’s more overwhelming than pleasant. It’s often very strong the first few times it’s encountered, then mellows out over time.
	If you’ve experienced energetic sensations in qigong or kundalini yoga, piti will likely feel quite similar; all of these experiences are associated with what’s sometimes called the subtle body, a layer of sensation somewhat ‘below’ or ‘behind’ conventional body sensations, and as such the resulting experiences feel subjectively pretty close to one another. (The concept of the subtle body doesn’t appear in the Pali discourses, but I’ve found it to be a helpful way of making sense of what I feel in jhana and qigong practice.)
	Piti is often translated as rapture. Personally, because of the subtle body association, I tend to think of it as energy, as a shorthand for ‘an energetic quality experienced in the body’. My teacher Leigh likes glee as a translation, which nicely captures the ‘excited’ feeling of piti; his teacher, Ayya Khema, used delight.
	The Visuddhimagga (the Path of Purification; see Chapter 9: Loving Kindness) delineates piti into five grades. The lightest is momentary piti: a shiver or twitch of involuntary movement, then it’s gone. Next up is minor piti, which could be experienced as a quiet thrill in the body, the hairs on the arms standing on end, or a gentle swaying in the body during meditation; it sustains, but it’s too weak to be considered the piti of the first jhana. Showering piti is unstable: a bit here, a bit there, coming and going without sustaining. If we find ourselves sitting up really straight all of a sudden, that’s uplifting piti. The fifth and final grade is pervasive piti, where it’s present, sustained and felt throughout the body. Pervasive piti is what we’ll experience in the first jhana.
	The next factor of the first jhana is sukha. Sukha is a quality of emotional happiness. The strength of sukha can vary anywhere from the gentlest contentment to the most outrageous joy. In the first jhana, it’s usually at the stronger end of the spectrum, but is commonly overshadowed by the piti; if the piti is strong enough to be unpleasant, we might not notice the sukha at all. Don’t worry if the sukha component of the first jhana isn’t obvious to begin with; the feeling of sukha becomes much clearer in the second and third jhanas.
	Piti is sometimes translated as joy. In the context of the jhanas, I think that’s misleading, because here piti refers to the energetic quality while sukha refers to the emotional quality, and to me ‘joy’ is an emotion. However, there are other contexts in which ‘joy’ might be an appropriate translation for piti; see, for example, the seven factors of awakening, discussed in Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena. I sometimes think that it can be unhelpful to try to settle on a single English translation for a Pali term wherever it occurs; it seems likely to me that, just as in English, words might have different shades of meaning in different contexts. For example, what do I mean when I talk about ‘energy’? If I’m teaching jhanas, I probably mean ‘piti’, but at other times I might mean ‘alertness’ (‘I don’t have much energy this morning, I slept badly last night’), or even ‘mood’ (‘I didn’t like the energy he was giving off’), not to mention potential and kinetic energy and so on.
	Returning to the factors of the first jhana, we also have vitakka and vicara, and this is where things get really controversial! In the time of the Buddha, vitakka referred to thinking, and vicara referred to examining or pondering – literally, the term means to ‘roam around’. Using these translations, the implication seems to be that wispy background thoughts may still occur in the first jhana, and more generally that the first jhana is not a tranquil state. (The first few times I entered the first jhana, I felt like my whole body was disintegrating into a seething mass of electricity. Not tranquil in the least!)
	In the centuries following the Buddha’s death, Buddhism evolved in a more technical, analytical direction. Successive generations of practitioners found that cultivating deeper samadhi led to deeper jhanas, and over time these deeper jhanas became the new standard. Eventually, the jhanas were being practised in a way that required such deep samadhi that there was no longer any room left for wispy background thoughts in the first jhana, and so the description found in the discourses no longer made sense. At this point, vitakka and vicara were reinterpreted to mean initial and sustained application to the meditation object respectively, and that’s how the terms are often translated today.
	Now, in a samadhi practice we do need to apply ourselves to our meditation object! But for the purposes of the jhanas as Leigh and I teach them, it isn’t necessary to develop such deep samadhi that thoughts are totally gone in the first jhana. A bit of thinking and examining is fine, so long as it’s wispy, in the background and doesn’t pull us out of the jhana.
* * *
So now that we have a picture of the first jhana, let’s take a look at how to get there!
Practice: Entering the first jhana
Set yourself up in meditation. Ensure that you’re in a place free from sensory distractions, and that your body is reasonably comfortable.
	Now, practise your preferred access method until you reach a point where distractions have faded, and any remaining thoughts are wispy and in the background.
	Stay in access for some time before attempting to move on: five, ten or fifteen minutes. The period of time is deliberately vague! When your mind is focused, your perception of time might get a bit wonky, so it can be hard to tell how long you’ve been there. Don’t use a clock or timer to measure it; simply stay in access until it feels like you’ve been there about ten minutes or so.
	When you’re ready to move on, drop your access method completely and put your full attention on a pleasant physical sensation somewhere in the body. Pleasant sensations may show up in the hands, the soles of the feet, the heart area, the forehead, or the smile if you like to smile when you meditate, but anywhere will do. It doesn’t matter how pleasant the sensation is; it just needs to be pleasant rather than neutral or unpleasant.
	Having put your attention on the pleasant sensation, allow yourself to enjoy the pleasantness of the sensation. Then – and this is the tricky bit – do nothing else. Simply continue to enjoy the pleasantness of the pleasant sensation. This sets up a positive feedback loop: the pleasant sensation is enjoyable, and enjoying the pleasantness adds a bit more pleasantness into the mix, which makes it more enjoyable; and so on.
	Be gentle with the pleasant sensation. If you’re too eager to get into the jhana, the pleasant sensation will most likely fizzle out and vanish. Approach the pleasant sensation as if touching it with the tip of a feather. If it continues to fizzle out, stay longer in access to build up more stability before shifting your attention to the pleasant sensation.
	At some point, the pleasant sensation will intensify, taking you into an altered state of consciousness which is characterised by a strong energetic quality somewhere in the body (piti), emotional happiness or joy (sukha, which may be overshadowed by the energetic quality if it’s particularly strong), and probably some background mental activity (vitakka/vicara), usually along the lines of ‘Oh, is it happening? Is this it? I think this is it!’
	You are now in the first jhana. To stay there, simply place your complete attention on the piti. If the intensity of the piti is manageable, try to remain here for a few minutes. If the piti is too strong, and particularly if it’s unpleasant, take a deep breath, let some of the energy out as you exhale, and shift your attention to the experience of emotional joy or happiness, and see if your attention stabilises there. (This is the second jhana; it’s a much calmer place, so it can be easier to stay there if your first jhana is unpleasantly strong to begin with.)
	Sometimes, the process of entering the first jhana can be unsettling. You might feel as if you’re losing control – which, in a sense, you are, since you have to give yourself over fully to the altered state in order for it to arise. But that’s fine; you don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to. Here, I suggest a gradual approach. Go as close to the jhana as feels comfortable, then back off. Take a moment to notice that nothing bad happened as a result of letting go of control to the extent that you did; perhaps it felt a bit unnerving in the moment, but in retrospect it was actually fine. Then, when you’ve had time to calm down, repeat the process, perhaps going just a tiny bit closer to the jhana. Continue tiptoeing toward the first jhana until you can ease yourself all the way in.
	Jhana practitioners often find that piti has an energising effect on the nervous system, somewhat akin to caffeine. If you wouldn’t drink a cup of coffee right before going to bed, it’s probably better not to practise the first jhana then either. That said, some people don’t seem to be affected in this way – I don’t – so experiment and find out what works for you.
	Another occasional side effect of jhana practice is headaches. These can simply be the result of trying too hard, particularly if that manifests physically as tension in the head or neck. (When I started learning the jhanas, I found myself clenching my jaw so hard that it made my teeth hurt!) Alternatively, people working with the breath may find themselves unconsciously gazing in the direction of the breath, resulting in crossed eyes. Relaxing will help a lot here, and the headaches will clear up as you learn to relax into the practice.
	Occasionally, headaches are due to ‘stuck piti’. This is where the samadhi practice is starting to generate piti, but not enough for it to develop fully into the first jhana, resulting in discomfort. In this situation it may help to sweep your attention up your spine, starting from the perineum, travelling upward, and leaving the body wherever the headache feels strongest. The sweep should take about half a second to perform, accelerating slightly so that your attention is moving a bit faster by the end of the sweep than it was at the start. Do this ten to twelve times, then return to your meditation object. Sometimes this clears up the headache; sometimes it causes the first jhana to arise, resolving the headache in the process; sometimes it does nothing at all. You might also try gentle self-massage after a meditation session; several qigong self-massage routines can be found on YouTube. Drinking water and going for a walk after practice can also help.
	All that said, getting into the first jhana is mostly just a matter of persistence! The key points are to get a good-enough level of access, and to be gentle and patient enough with the pleasant sensation to allow the jhana to come and find you. That’s all. You’ll get there!
All practice is worthwhile
Learning the jhanas can be a frustrating process. We sit down and try to get to access, but some unresolved psychological material bubbles up instead. We get through that, but then we’re tired, and the stability isn’t there. Eventually, we finally get to access, but now the pleasant sensation won’t stick around, fizzling out every time we put our attention on it because we’re a bit too eager to get into the jhana and so we’re trying too hard.
	The good news – though it doesn’t always feel good at the time – is that whatever practice we’re doing right now is worthwhile, even if it wasn’t the practice we wanted to be doing! Processing unresolved psychological material opens the heart and lightens our emotional burden; developing sensitivity to our energy levels helps us to tailor our approach to the needs of the moment; and overcoming tendencies like over-efforting makes practice easier and more enjoyable. Beyond that, the challenges we face in meditation often reflect deeper patterns playing out in every aspect of our lives; thus, the benefits of working through those challenges extend far beyond our formal meditation practice.
	So please take heart: whatever you’re wrestling with in your practice right now, it’s worth it in the long run.

Chapter 17: The Four Jhanas
And what, mendicants, is right samadhi?
 
Here, mendicants, secluded from sensual pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states, one enters and dwells in the first jhana … second jhana … third jhana … fourth jhana.
 
This is called right samadhi.72
 
Learning the jhanas
When we’re learning a new jhana, our first job is to get into that jhana for the first time. Once we’ve done that, our second job is to get back into it! Often, this can be maddeningly difficult – sometimes, even more difficult than it was to get in the first time. Unfortunately, experiencing a new jhana can trigger a strong sense of wanting to get back to it, and wanting a jhana tends to push it further away rather than bringing it closer.
	Sooner or later, though, we’ll get to a point where we can access the jhana fairly consistently. Now, we have two options. One is to learn how to move on to the next jhana; the other is to deepen our experience of the current jhana. In this chapter we’ll take a look at both options.
The first jhana
Quite secluded from sense pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states, one enters and dwells in the first jhana, which is accompanied by vitakka and vicara and filled with the piti and sukha born of seclusion.73
 
We’ve already seen this definition of the first jhana, taken from the Samannaphala Sutta (DN2, the Discourse on the Fruits of the Spiritual Life), in the previous chapter, so there’s nothing new here. One detail to bear in mind, though, is that the first jhana is described as being filled with the piti and sukha born of seclusion; that is, piti and sukha arising as a result of having secluded ourselves from sense pleasures (by sitting down to meditate) and from unwholesome states (by cultivating access). We’ll return to this point when we discuss the second jhana.
	As I mentioned above, once we’re able to access the first jhana somewhat reliably, one option is to learn to deepen the experience. The Samannaphala Sutta gives the following instructions for doing so:
One drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses one’s body with this piti and sukha born of seclusion, so that there is no part of one’s entire body which is not suffused by this piti and sukha.
 
	The language here is a bit quirky when translated into English – we might wonder what exactly the difference is between ‘saturating’ and ‘suffusing’ – but it turns out that Pali discourses will often give a string of synonyms as a way of emphasising a point. So the idea here is to deepen the experience of the first jhana by causing the piti and sukha to pervade one’s body really thoroughly, and the good news is that this is actually quite a simple process once we have a stable first jhana.
	Before we look at that, however, there’s one more interesting detail in the discourse. After inviting us to drench, steep, saturate and suffuse our body with piti and sukha, we’re given a simile which illustrates how it might feel to do so:
Suppose a skilled bath attendant or their apprentice were to pour soap-powder into a metal basin, sprinkle it with water, and knead it into a ball, so that the ball of soap-powder would be pervaded by moisture, encompassed by moisture, suffused with moisture inside and out, yet would not trickle. In the same way, one drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses one’s body with the piti and sukha born of seclusion, so that there is no part of one’s entire body which is not suffused by this piti and sukha.
 
	In the time of the Buddha, they didn’t sell bars of soap at the local supermarket. Instead, a skilled bath attendant or their apprentice would have to mix soap-powder and water together, kneading the gloopy mass into a ball thoroughly pervaded by moisture.
	Note that this is not a particularly tranquil picture. The skilled bath attendant (or their apprentice) is actively engaged in kneading the mixture, energetically working to produce this ball of soap. In the same way, the first jhana is not a particularly peaceful state, even though it can feel very enjoyable; for one thing, the background mental activity of vitakka and vicara continues, and for another, the piti is generally strong enough that the resulting state is energising rather than tranquil. The simile captures these qualities well!
	Taking a step back from samadhi for a moment, it’s interesting to reflect on the ‘exciting’ nature of the first jhana. A great deal of modern society revolves around chasing excitement in the hope of finding lasting satisfaction, but it turns out that too much first jhana practice – or any other form of excitement – actually leaves us feeling burnt out and jittery. Is pursuing excitement really the best way to go, or might there be another approach to finding happiness? Check this out for yourself!
	Let’s now briefly review the instructions for entering the first jhana, then take a look at the process of drenching, steeping, saturating and suffusing the body with piti and sukha.
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the first jhana
Set yourself up in meditation. Using whichever method you prefer, cultivate samadhi until you arrive at access. Stay there five, ten or fifteen minutes, then let go of your access meditation object and put your complete attention on a pleasant sensation in your body. Allow yourself to enjoy the pleasant sensation, and do nothing else, until the pleasant sensation develops into piti and sukha, with piti the predominant quality.
	To remain in the first jhana, simply keep your attention on the piti. It’s good to learn to stay here for five to ten minutes, although if the piti is very intense you might want to move to the second jhana much sooner. (We’ll discuss how to do that in the section on the second jhana below.)
	When you’ve become familiar with the first jhana, you might like to experiment with drenching, steeping, saturating and suffusing your whole body with piti and sukha. Quite often, piti and sukha will show up somewhere in the body at first, but not throughout the whole body; this next step involves spreading the piti and sukha until no part of the body is left untouched.
	To do this, simply place your attention on a part of the body where you feel piti and sukha strongly, then slowly and gently move your attention to a part of the body where you don’t feel so much. As you move your attention, the piti and sukha will tend to follow; energy flows where attention goes. Think of this as moving your attention rather than moving the piti and sukha; trying to ‘control’ piti and sukha tends to cause them to dissipate, whereas moving the attention seems to work better.
	Now, simply continue this process of placing your attention where the piti and sukha are strong and then gently moving it to areas of the body where you don’t feel so much, until eventually your whole body is pervaded by piti and sukha. Then remain there for a while, experiencing piti and sukha throughout the whole body, before moving on to the second jhana (or another practice).
The second jhana
With the subsiding of vitakka and vicara, one enters and dwells in the second jhana, which is accompanied by internal confidence and unification of mind, is without vitakka and vicara, and is filled with the piti and sukha born of samadhi.
 
As we enter the second jhana, things calm down quite a bit. The discourses indicate that thoughts – vitakka and vicara – cease entirely in the second jhana; in practice, you might find that a bit of mental activity continues in the background unless you’re on a long retreat. That’s fine; don’t demand perfection from yourself, especially when you’re trying to learn the second jhana. A relaxed attitude goes a long way in jhana practice.
	The primary characteristic of the second jhana is the piti and sukha born of samadhi – as opposed to the piti and sukha born of seclusion which characterised the first jhana. The second jhana is a calmer, more composed experience than the first jhana, and the piti and sukha are correspondingly subtler and more refined.
	Experientially, what happens is that the piti settles down significantly; whereas the piti of the first jhana might have been a very strong electrical buzz or a fierce heat, in the second jhana the piti is more of a gentle glow or a tingle. As a result, the sukha – emotional joy or happiness – comes to the forefront, sometimes very strongly. (I’ve had second jhanas which made my face hurt from grinning so much.) That said, at times the sukha of the second jhana can be much gentler, closer to contentment than joy. (This can sometimes make it difficult to distinguish the second jhana from the third, since the third jhana is most commonly characterised by a feeling of contentment. The difference is that the piti is totally gone in the third jhana, whereas it remains present in the second.)
	The second jhana also features internal confidence and unification of mind. As the excitement of the first jhana subsides, the mind settles more fully, and comes to rest on the comparatively peaceful sukha. As a result, the mind feels much more composed and stable than before – and, incidentally, provides further experiential evidence that if we’re interested in finding a reliable source of wellbeing, orienting towards peace is a better bet than pursuing continuous excitement. Again, check this out for yourself!
	As with the first jhana, once we’ve developed some consistency in our ability to access the second jhana, we’re invited to deepen the experience:
One drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses one’s body with this piti and sukha born of samadhi, so that there is no part of one’s entire body which is not suffused by this piti and sukha.
 
	The process for doing this is exactly the same as for the first jhana.
	Again, the discourse then gives a simile which illustrates the experience of the second jhana:
Suppose there were a deep lake whose waters welled up from below. It would have no inlet for water from the east, west, north, or south, nor would it be refilled from time to time with showers of rain; yet a current of cool water, welling up from within the lake, would drench, steep, saturate and suffuse the whole lake, so that there would be no part of that entire lake which is not suffused with the cool water. In the same way, one drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses one’s body with the piti and sukha born of samadhi, so that there is no part of one’s entire body which is not suffused by this rapture and happiness.
 
	The simile for the first jhana was a busy image, someone energetically kneading soap-powder and water together to make a big ball of soap. The simile for the second jhana is, appropriately enough, much more peaceful. Here, we have a quiet, secluded lake, not disturbed either by inlets of water or showers of rain. Instead, it’s supplied by a current of cool water welling up from within. That’s very much how the second jhana feels: quiet, peaceful sukha seems to emerge from deep within us, and we’re not dependent on or disturbed by anything from outside of us.
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the second jhana
To move from the first jhana to the second, simply take a deep breath; as you exhale, let some of the energy out, and shift your attention to the emotional quality of joy or happiness (sukha). You should find that one deep breath is sufficient to calm the piti; if not, try another. If the piti vanishes entirely, you might have gone too far and ended up in the third jhana instead. Aim for a balance where some piti remains present but settles into a quieter, subtler mode, and sukha comes to the forefront.
	Compared to the first jhana, which can be such an intense experience that even a minute there is quite enough, you can stay in the second jhana much longer. It’s good to learn to stay ten to fifteen minutes before moving on. (As a rule of thumb, just as with access, the longer you stay, the deeper your samadhi becomes, until you get tired and your focus begins to wane.)
	When you’re able to access the second jhana somewhat consistently, experiment with drenching, steeping, saturating and suffusing your body with the calmer, quieter piti and sukha found here, in just the same way that you did with the more energetic piti and sukha of the first jhana. Again, remain here for a while before moving on to the third jhana, or another practice.
	(Actually, it’s also worthwhile to experiment with going backwards, returning to the first jhana. We’ll discuss how and why to do this in Chapter 19: Going Further.)
The third jhana
With the fading away of piti, one dwells in equanimity, mindful and clearly comprehending, and experiences sukha with the body. Thus one enters and dwells in the third jhana, of which the noble ones declare: ‘One dwells happily with equanimity and mindfulness.’
 
The transition into the third jhana is marked by the disappearance of the piti, and usually a significant quietening down of the sukha as well. If the second jhana was happiness or joy, the third jhana is closer to contentment. My teacher Leigh uses the image of having eaten a good meal, not having eaten too much, and not having to do the dishes afterwards. There’s a feeling of wishlessness, of being sated, of having everything we need for the moment. We are, at least for now, at peace, and it feels nice. Not ‘Oh wow this is incredibly amazing!’, but nice. The third jhana might be an acquired taste if you’re more familiar with the feeling of excitement – when I first encountered the third jhana, I thought it was boring, and wondered if I was doing something wrong! – but once you learn to appreciate it, it’s really quite wonderful. Quietly wonderful!
	As the piti recedes and the samadhi deepens, the mind becomes even clearer and more focused, bolstering our mindfulness and clear comprehension, which will serve us in good stead if we subsequently go on to do an insight practice (see Part V: Knowing and Seeing). Another interesting detail in the traditional description is that the noble ones – fully awakened practitioners, those who have found enduring peace – make a point of praising the third jhana. Can we infer from this that the third jhana is a foretaste of the fruits of the highest levels of practice, of attaining nibbana? Perhaps that’s reading too much into it, but it’s an interesting idea.
	In any case, we can see clearly how, with the complete subsiding of piti, we might feel even more at peace. A further interesting quality is the sense of wishlessness; if we examine this feeling carefully, we might realise that peace is found not through finally getting what we want (or getting rid of what we don’t), but by letting go of the desire for ‘something else’ altogether.
	Once again, we’re invited to deepen the experience:
One drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses one’s body with this sukha free from piti, so that there is no part of one’s entire body which is not suffused by this sukha.
 
	And once again we’re given a simile:
Suppose in a lotus pond there were blue, white, or red lotuses that have been born in the water, grow in the water, and never rise up above the water, but flourish immersed in the water. From their tips to their roots they would be drenched, steeped, saturated, and suffused with cool water, so that there would be no part of those lotuses not suffused with cool water. In the same way, one drenches, steeps, saturates and suffuses one’s body with the sukha free from piti, so that there is no part of one’s entire body which is not suffused by this sukha.
 
	The image here is one of quiet, nourishing seclusion. These lotuses live their entire lives under water; they don’t have to contend with wind, frost, the blazing summer sun and so forth. The water provides a kind of protection which nevertheless allows them to live out their whole lifespan, flourishing in their watery environment. The implication here is that peace and contentment, such as that found in the third jhana, can offer a stable base of operations which is both nourishing and supportive, even as we go through the ups and downs of our busy lives.
	The third jhana in particular is a powerful place to stay if we’re particularly drawn to wanting things. Explore the feeling of contentment thoroughly: see how it feels to be free from craving, even if only for a moment; no longer caught up in the hurly-burly of the hedonic treadmill, forever reaching out for things which turn out to be not quite as satisfying as we expected. How would it be to put all of that down? To be completely fine, just as we are, right here, right now?
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the third jhana
To move from the second jhana to the third, simply take another deep breath; as you exhale, let the remaining piti out. You might find that the sukha naturally calms down to a level of quiet contentment, or you might find that it helps to bring up a very brief memory of a time when you felt contented, as a reminder of how it feels to be without desires. Then simply rest in this feeling of pleasant wishlessness.
	The third jhana can be a pretty subtle experience, so you might find that it feels more neutral at first. Give it some time and see if you can find the quietly positive feeling of contentment. If it continues to feel utterly neutral, you might have gone too far and arrived at the fourth jhana. In that case, try reintroducing a memory of a time you felt contentment, perhaps a little stronger this time, and see if you can locate a place which feels positive rather than neutral, but without any piti. If the piti is really strong in the first two jhanas, it can take some time to find the third jhana, but don’t worry, you’ll get there.
	Again, you can stay here for as long as you like, up until the point of diminishing returns. It’s good to learn to stay here for ten to fifteen minutes before moving on.
	And again, when you’ve become familiar with this state, you might like to experiment with drenching, steeping, saturating and suffusing your body with the quietly contented sukha of the third jhana, just as you did with the piti and sukha in the first and second jhanas.
	When you’re ready to move on, it’s time for the fourth jhana.
The fourth jhana
With the abandoning of pleasure and pain, and with the previous passing away of joy and grief, one enters and dwells in the fourth jhana, which is neither pleasant nor painful and contains mindfulness fully purified by equanimity.
 
Whereas the third jhana is emotionally positive, still being characterised by sukha, the fourth jhana takes us fully into equanimity. We’re invited to let go of the highs and lows of physical sensation and emotion, and settle into true neutrality. Simply put, we come now to a place of quiet stillness.
	We might wonder why this is necessary, given that the peaceful contentment of the third jhana was already a pretty good place to be. But by letting go even of contentment, we’re temporarily freed from the push-pull of the emotions; we find ourselves in a more impassive, dispassionate place, which turns out to be an excellent base from which to move into insight practice (see Part V: Knowing and Seeing).
	As with the first three jhanas, the Samannaphala Sutta again invites to deepen the experience once it’s become familiar to us, by pervading the body with quiet stillness:
One sits suffusing one’s body with a pure bright mind, so that there is no part of one’s entire body not suffused by a pure bright mind.
 
	However, there are two differences when compared to the instructions we’ve seen for previous jhanas. One is that the language here is softer and gentler: one simply sits suffusing one’s body, rather than the more emphatic drenching, steeping, saturating and suffusing. The other is that, rather than inviting us to suffuse the body with ‘mindfulness fully purified by equanimity’, it instead says with a pure bright mind. What’s going on here?
	A metaphorical interpretation of this instruction relates to the nature of consciousness, which is sometimes described as being luminous or illuminating. In conventional terms, we’re only able to see what’s around us because of a light source: the sun, the moon, or an artificial light. (I’m writing this chapter on a coach, and I’m seeing almost entirely by the light coming from my computer screen, which I’m sure is endearing me to my fellow passengers.) In the same way, we’re able to experience what’s going on around us only because of the ‘light’ of our consciousness. And when we develop the equanimity of the fourth jhana, and thereby free ourselves from the distorting effects of our emotions, we’re able to see more clearly what’s going on within us – in other words, with a purer, brighter mind.
	There’s also a more literal way to understand this instruction, although it’s perhaps less useful because it doesn’t apply to everyone. As samadhi deepens, some meditators encounter a kind of ‘inner light’, perhaps in the form of a diffuse white light in the visual field experienced behind closed eyelids. For some people, this shows up even before reaching access; for others, it takes much deeper samadhi (that’s the case for me); and for still others, it doesn’t show up at all. Whether or not someone experiences this inner light doesn’t seem to make any difference as to whether they can get into the jhanas or develop deep samadhi, so don’t worry at all if you don’t get it. But enough people do experience the inner light that perhaps that’s what this instruction refers to.
	The same image of an all-pervading white light shows up in the accompanying simile:
Suppose someone were to be sitting covered from the head down by a white cloth, so that there would be no part of their entire body not suffused by the white cloth. In the same way, one sits suffusing one’s body with a pure bright mind, so that there is no part of one’s entire body not suffused by a pure bright mind.
 
	The simile not only captures the experience of the inner light, but also suggests a further removal from the usual world of sensory experience. The simile for the third jhana describes lotuses which live their whole lives submerged under the water, but which flourish and fully live out their lives in that environment. The simile for the fourth jhana suggests a more deliberate turning away from the outside world – literally, covering one’s sense organs with an opaque sheet – allowing the meditator to go deeper into their inner experience.
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the fourth jhana
To move from the third jhana to the fourth, let the peaceful contentment of the third jhana go, and relax deeply. It can help to soften the facial muscles: it’s common to have a big grin in the first jhana, a broad smile in the second, and a subtle, Buddha-like smile in the third. The fourth jhana is neutral, so it’s time to let go of the smile. As you relax your facial expression, allow yourself to follow the ‘downward’ feeling of letting go, and sink slowly down into the neutrality of equanimity. For most people, there’s a tangible feeling of descent; you might find that you sink down only briefly, or that it feels like you’re descending for quite some time, perhaps drifting down to the ocean floor, or going down a deep well.
	One way or another, eventually there’s a sense of reaching the bottom, and coming to rest in a place of quiet stillness. The quiet stillness might be experienced as either dark or bright, as discussed above; don’t get too hung up on which experience you have. As long as it’s a place of quiet stillness which is emotionally neutral, you’ve found the fourth jhana.
	Again, you can stay here for as long as you like, up until the point of diminishing returns. It’s good to learn to stay here for ten to fifteen minutes before moving on. And again, when you’ve become familiar with this state, you might like to experiment with suffusing your body with the quiet stillness of the fourth jhana, in the same way as before.
	When you’re ready to move on, it’s time for the first of the immaterial states, also known as the fifth jhana, which we’ll discuss in the next chapter.
 

Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States
A mendicant enters upon and abides in the experience of boundless space … the experience of boundless consciousness … the experience of nothingness … the experience of neither perception nor non-perception.
 
This mendicant is said to have blindfolded Mara, to have become invisible to the Evil One by depriving Mara’s eye of its opportunity.74
 
What are the immaterial states?
In the previous chapter, I commented that the fourth jhana is an excellent base from which to begin insight practice (see Part V: Knowing and Seeing). Indeed, many Pali discourses describe mendicants progressing through the four jhanas and then turning their attention to insight.
	However, in some discourses the four jhanas are followed by other states, most commonly the four immaterial states (and sometimes a ninth state, the cessation of perception and feeling, which we’ll discuss in the next chapter). These states serve as a continuation of the process of deepening samadhi, and as such they’re often called the fifth, sixth, seventh and eighth jhanas in later commentaries. Each one is progressively subtler than the last, leading to a mind which is even more deeply focused than before, and thus provides an even better base for insight practice.
	The immaterial states are also the point where samadhi practice gets truly strange. The first four jhanas are interesting, but they’re also basically familiar; we know how it feels to be excited, happy, content or peaceful, and to experience these states in an embodied way. When we enter the immaterial states, however, we come into a mode of experience which is quite different from what we’re used to. All perception of the material world ceases – that’s why they’re called immaterial states – and we instead find ourselves exploring boundless space, boundless consciousness, nothingness, and even a mysterious state called ‘neither perception nor non-perception’. What on earth is going on here?
	The immaterial states show us something crucially important about ourselves: namely, that our conscious experience is a fabricated phenomenon.
	Day to day, it seems like we perceive the world in a direct, objective way. It’s as if the eyes are little windows looking out onto our surroundings. It’s so obvious that we don’t even question it – why would we? The world is what it is, and we can see it because that’s how our eyes work. End of story.
	But it turns out that there’s more to it than that. Cognitive scientists are now talking about predictive processing, the mechanism by which the brain constructs our subjective experience of the world. What we actually experience is a kind of model, a ‘controlled hallucination’ (their term, not mine!) of what’s happening based on a combination of sensory input and prior expectations – with prior expectations doing most of the work. Far from being some kind of ‘direct’ access to the objective world around us, our conscious experience is actually a carefully constructed ‘simulation’, a virtual reality.
	Now, the Buddha didn’t have access to modern scientific theories two and a half millennia ago. But he did understand that consciousness is a fabricated phenomenon; the Pali term he used is sankhata, which can also be translated as concocted or conditioned. As it says in the opening verses of the Dhammapada (Dhp1-2, the Sayings of the Dhamma): ‘All things are preceded by the mind, surpassed by the mind, created by the mind.’ And, crucially, we can learn to manipulate the process of fabrication through meditation and mind training, quite literally changing our subjective experience for the better.
	We’ll discuss this topic in more detail in Part V: Knowing and Seeing, since understanding the fabricated nature of consciousness is a central topic in insight practice. But the immaterial states can also reveal this point directly, if we take the time to consider what’s going on. As I mentioned, the first four jhanas are clearly altered states of consciousness, but also basically ‘normal’ in the sense of being embodied experiences. As we move into the immaterial states, however, we remain fully awake, yet with no experience of the body or the world around us. From the perspective of our subjective experience, in the immaterial states these (ordinarily crucial) parts of the predictive processing model are ‘turned off’ – they’re no longer being fabricated, and so we simply don’t experience them.
	In some discourses, we find the immaterial states being interpreted more literally: as actual realms ‘out there’ somewhere that we can visit through meditation, and as possible destinations for the next rebirth of skilled practitioners. But I think it’s much more useful to understand them simply as experiences which illustrate the fabricated nature of consciousness. When we see that such fundamental shifts in our conscious experience are possible, it can give us confidence that other shifts are also possible, such as those pertaining to the process of awakening and the elimination of dukkha.
	Indeed, the Buddha cautioned against taking the content of meditative experiences too literally and thereby drawing grand conclusions about the nature of the universe. In the Brahmajala Sutta75 (DN1, the Discourse on the Divine Net), he identifies a huge list of metaphysical beliefs that can arise from samadhi experiences – and then makes it clear that those experiences are not a reliable basis for holding such views. Indeed, to do so is ultimately just another form of clinging, and one that must be abandoned in order to progress on the path.
	My sense is that the Buddha wasn’t particularly interested in cosmic truths. His focus was on understanding the mind, and how to work with it to reduce dukkha. It’s tricky, because profound meditative experiences are often accompanied by a feeling of revelation, a sense of seeing into what’s ‘really going on’. But, unfortunately, a feeling is just a feeling; just because something feels true doesn’t mean that it is true. (I’ve felt absolutely certain about all kinds of things which turned out to be totally wrong!)
	We’ll return to the subtle and complex question of what exactly our meditative experiences do show us – and why they feel so convincing – in Part V: Knowing and Seeing. For now, though, let’s move on to the immaterial states, take a look at the traditional descriptions of each one, and provide some instructions for how to get there so that we can explore them for ourselves.
Boundless space (the fifth jhana)
The following description of the fifth jhana comes from the Mahanidana Sutta (DN15, the Great Discourse on Causation):
Going totally beyond perceptions of form, with the ending of perceptions of resistance, not focusing on perceptions of diversity, aware that ‘space is boundless’, one enters and dwells in the experience of boundless space.76
 
	And that’s it for the instructions! In particular, in comparison with the descriptions of the first four jhanas that we saw in the previous chapter, there’s no encouragement to ‘drench, steep, saturate and suffuse one’s body’ with the boundless space, and there’s no simile comparing the experience to some other everyday scene.
	The brevity of the instructions is an indication of the simplicity of the state. As we go deeper into samadhi, our experience becomes progressively simpler and more refined; the model of reality that we’re experiencing is gradually being stripped down. We can’t pervade our body with the quality of boundless space because awareness of the body has been switched off, so there’s no body to pervade. And there’s no everyday simile for comparison because this is not an everyday state. If we try to picture a boundless space somewhere in the real world, we might imagine the desert, the ocean, the tundra or outer space; but each of these experiences has something in the space (sand, water, ice, stars), and so is not at all like the experience of boundless space, in which there is only boundless space.
	In the quotation above, I’ve made two key modifications to Bhikkhu Sujato’s translation.
	The first modification is that Bhikkhu Sujato describes these states as dimensions, while Bhikkhu Bodhi prefers bases; I’ve followed my teacher Leigh in calling them experiences. The Pali term here is ayatana, which shows up in a couple of different contexts. It’s used when talking about the senses, in which case it’s often translated as sense domains or sense spheres. In the context of the immaterial states, it’s sometimes translated as realm, which to me suggests the interpretation of these states as actual places we can visit. Taking a step back, though, both uses of ayatana are referring to some kind of subjective experience, whether sensory or otherwise, and so translating the term as experience in this context makes the most sense to me.
	The second modification is that Bhikkhus Bodhi and Sujato both have ‘infinite space’ (and ‘infinite consciousness’ for the next state), whereas I’ve gone with ‘boundless space’. Perhaps I’m splitting hairs here, but I’ve found boundless to be more helpful. The Mahanidana Sutta says: ‘Going totally beyond perceptions of form, with the ending of perceptions of resistance, not focusing on perceptions of diversity.’ So this is an experience of a space which has no objects in it (no form), no internal variety (no diversity), and no edges or boundaries of any kind (no resistance). Such a space is ‘boundless’, in the sense of not being ‘bounded’ in any way. Now, a space which is boundless is by definition infinite, since if it were finite it would be bounded; but ‘infinite space’ can suggest ‘incredibly huge’, and although the fifth jhana does usually feel really big, sometimes it can present simply as an empty space without any discernible boundaries. So I’m going with boundless!
	OK, let’s get into the practice instructions.
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the fifth jhana
First, establish a good fourth jhana. The transition from the fourth to the fifth jhana is one of the trickiest, so it’s helpful to have a deep, stable fourth jhana as a starting point.
	Now, find something in your experience that you can expand without limit. Anything will do, so long as you can generate a sense of continuous expansion.
	My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, recommended expanding the ‘boundaries of your being’: get a sense of the edges of your body, then expand your awareness steadily outward, first encompassing the room, then the building, then the surrounding area, and just keep expanding on and on. Beyond a certain point, let the expansion become more abstract – don’t try to imagine stars and galaxies, just let that go and keep expanding.
	Alternatively, you can begin directly with an abstract sense of expansion, such as taking a point in space and then imagining two dots moving away from it in opposite directions. Other people imagine an expanding balloon, following the beam of light from a torch, flying up into space… Whatever works.
	Whichever method you try, just stay with the outer edges of whatever is expanding, even as it continues to get bigger and bigger. You might need to stay with it longer than you think you ‘should’ have to. If you encounter resistance, find a way to keep expanding: flow around it, change direction, do whatever it takes. Just keep expanding, expanding, expanding. Don’t try to ‘find’ the boundless space, just stay with the outer edges of the expansion.
	Eventually, a boundless space will show up. If you’re a visual person, you’ll probably see the space. It might appear as white, off-white, grey or black, and with or without a horizon line. If you’re non-visual (like me), you’ll simply get a sense of a boundless space opening up, perhaps in front of you, perhaps around you. Regardless of how you experience it, place your full attention on the boundless space, and rest there.
	You can stay here for as long as you like, up until the point of diminishing returns. It’s good to learn to stay here for ten to fifteen minutes before moving on.
	When you’re ready to move on, it’s time for the experience of boundless consciousness, also known as the sixth jhana.
Boundless consciousness (the sixth jhana)
Going totally beyond the experience of boundless space, aware that ‘consciousness is boundless’, one enters and dwells in the experience of boundless consciousness.
 
Once again, the description is pretty terse, reflecting the simplicity of the state.
	I’ve mentioned ‘consciousness’ a few times so far in the book, without really taking the time to say what I mean by it. So let’s do that now.
	As I’m using the term, consciousness is the faculty of knowing experience. Right now, I can see a computer screen in front of me: I’m conscious of the screen. In this case, we’re referring to a specific experience: the knowing of the screen. At other times, we might take a step back and talk about consciousness more broadly, as the capacity for knowing: so, in the example above, we might say that I’m able to see the computer screen because I have eye-consciousness – the ability to experience visual forms. In early Buddhism, each of the familiar five sense organs is considered to have an associated form of sense consciousness; there’s also a ‘sixth sense’, the thinking mind, which is the means by which we perceive our thoughts and other mental activity, and for which mind-consciousness is the associated faculty of knowing.
	Consciousness can be a slippery concept at first. It’s difficult to see not because it’s so subtle but because it’s so obvious, so intrinsic to every moment of our lives that it’s easily overlooked, like a continuous hum of air conditioning that fades into the background until we’re no longer aware of it at all. Because it can be rather elusive, let’s take a moment to explore an exercise for becoming ‘conscious of consciousness’, after which we’ll move on to the sixth jhana, the experience of boundless consciousness.
Practice: Becoming conscious of consciousness
Place an object in front of you, and observe it. Notice the shape, colours and texture of the object. Spend a few moments really studying it.
	Now, while continuing to observe the object, notice that you are experiencing this object. Recognise that you are seeing this object in front of you; that your eye-consciousness allows you to experience this visual form.
	Next, experiment with closing your eyes, and noticing that, when you do so, you no longer have a visual experience of the object.
	Of course, you still know that the object is there. But the nature of that knowing has changed. With open eyes, you had a visual experience of the object: you could perceive it through eye-consciousness. With closed eyes, you can’t see it any longer, so you can’t really say that you’re experiencing it through eye-consciousness. Rather, what’s present now is a mental knowing: mind-consciousness. If you now become distracted, even the mind-consciousness of the object will disappear, and you’ll no longer be conscious of it at all (although this will be difficult to notice because you’ll be busy with the distraction!).
	Continue with this exercise until you can recognise the presence of your consciousness clearly. When you can do that, you’re ready to try for the sixth jhana.
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the sixth jhana
First, establish a solid fifth jhana. The transition from fifth to sixth is not so tricky once you get the hang of it – much easier than from fourth to fifth – but many people find that the fifth and sixth jhanas are experientially quite similar, so it can take some time to convince yourself that you’ve really found the sixth.
	In the fifth jhana, you’re experiencing boundless space. To move to the sixth jhana, simply shift your attention from the boundless space itself to the knowing of the boundless space – the consciousness of the boundless space. Now, the space was boundless, so the consciousness of it must likewise be boundless. That’s it: simply rest here, experiencing boundless consciousness. Experientially, it may feel like you become ‘absorbed into’ the boundless space, and thereby ‘become’ a boundless consciousness, or it may be as simple as the recognition that ‘consciousness is boundless’ (as in the traditional description). Either way, simply put your full attention on the boundless consciousness.
	You can stay here for as long as you like, up until the point of diminishing returns. It’s good to learn to stay here for ten to fifteen minutes before moving on.
	When you’re ready to move on, it’s time for the experience of nothingness, also known as the seventh jhana.
Nothingness/no-thing-ness (the seventh jhana)
Going totally beyond the experience of boundless consciousness, aware that ‘there is nothing at all’, one enters and dwells in the experience of nothingness.
 
It’s breakfast time, and I go to the fridge to get the oat milk for my breakfast cereal. But my partner, who typically has breakfast before me, often takes the milk bottle with her and doesn’t return it to the fridge right away. So I open the fridge, reach for the bottle of milk in its usual spot, and – oh. There’s nothing there. I’m primed to expect the presence of the milk bottle, and instead I’m confronted by its absence. I expected something, but I got nothing.
	That’s the best analogy I can come up with for the seventh jhana. The ‘nothingness’ experienced here is not the Buddhist notion of ‘emptiness’ (which we’ll discuss in Chapter 27: Emptiness and Self), but simply a no-thing-ness – the absence of any thing at all.
	Up until now, we’ve had a concrete object to pay attention to in each jhana. In the first, it’s the energetic quality; in the second, it’s emotional joy or happiness; in the third, contentment; in the fourth, quiet stillness; in the fifth, boundless space; and in the sixth, boundless consciousness. Now we’re going to strip down our experience even further, and remove even that much ‘something-ness’, until we arrive at, well, nothing at all.
	Entering an experience of total absence might sound scary at first, but in practice it’s absolutely fine: as my teacher Leigh likes to say, there’s nothing there to bother you! As always, the best approach is simply to try it out, recognising that you can stop at any time: open your eyes, stand up, walk around, and the world of somethings will be right there waiting for you.
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the seventh jhana
First, establish a solid sixth jhana. Stay there long enough for any last trace of boundless space to drop away, so that you’re fully established in boundless consciousness.
	Now, notice that this boundless consciousness has no content at all: there’s nothing in it. Allow your attention to rest on that experience of nothingness; of finding no thing.
	Whereas the fifth and sixth jhanas had the quality of boundlessness, the seventh doesn’t even have that much going on. It might feel like a small piece of the universe has been cut out or deleted, so that you’re touching pure absence. You might also find that the absence ‘expands’ over time: having noticed that there’s nothing over here, you might subsequently realise that there’s nothing right next to it either, and so on. But don’t invest a lot of energy in trying to define the shape and size of the nothingness, because that’s making it into something. Simply rest in the experience of no-thing-ness, nothingness.
	Another way it can show up is as a kind of ‘static’, like the black-and-white static that used to show up on an analogue television set that wasn’t tuned to any particular channel, except that the seventh jhana seems like black-and-black static.
	You can stay here for as long as you like, up until the point of diminishing returns. It’s good to learn to stay here for ten to fifteen minutes before moving on.
	When you’re ready to move on, it’s time for the experience of neither perception nor non-perception, also known as the eighth jhana.
Neither perception nor non-perception (the eighth jhana)
Going totally beyond the experience of nothingness, one enters and dwells in the experience of neither perception nor non-perception.
 
The eighth jhana is even subtler and more difficult to describe than the previous three immaterial states. Even the Mahanidana Sutta has almost nothing to say about it!
	In the language of early Buddhism, perception (sanna in Pali) is our faculty of conceptualisation: the way we identify our experience, categorising it into distinct labelled parts (‘computer screen’, ‘wall’, ‘window’, ‘tree’ and so on). And each jhana up to this point has involved a specific perception: energy, joy, contentment, equanimity, space, consciousness, and even nothingness – while the latter isn’t a thing, we still have a concrete perception of absence, of ‘experiencing no thing’.
	In contrast, the eighth jhana has absolutely no concrete perception of any kind – not even of nothing! However, the eighth jhana is not a state of total unconsciousness (non-perception) either.
	So what exactly is it?
	Suppose I’m out for a walk in the woods, and then up ahead I notice… Well, what the heck is that thing? Is it a tree stump? A dog? Someone sitting down? There’s a moment, sometimes longer, in which I can feel my mind grappling with the situation, trying out different possibilities to see if they fit. That moment of sheer experiential unintelligibility, the moment before my mind finally makes a decision and settles on the perception ‘tree stump’, is the closest I can come to describing the eighth jhana.
	The challenge with the eighth jhana is that, as soon as we find any specific, distinct quality in the experience, we’re now having a concrete perception of something in particular, and that means we’ve already fallen out of the experience of neither perception nor non-perception. In practice, to remain in the eighth jhana requires us to let go so deeply that we don’t perceive anything in particular. And yet, despite the state’s unintelligibility, it turns out that we can remain here if we can find it.
Practice: Entering and dwelling in the eighth jhana
First, establish a very solid seventh jhana. The eighth jhana is by far the subtlest and most fragile of the immaterial states. In the other jhanas, you can get away with some wandering thoughts from time to time; they might cause you to wobble away from the experience, but provided you notice quickly enough and return your attention to the object, the jhana will still be there waiting for you. That isn’t the case for the eighth jhana. If you start thinking in sentences, the jhana is likely to be long gone by the time you remember to look for it. (As ever, of course, don’t try to force yourself not to think! Simply maintain the attitude that whatever thoughts might arise in this practice are not remotely of interest to you right now, so that they’re dropped as soon as they come up.)
	To move from the seventh to the eighth jhana, let go of the nothingness you’ve been paying attention to, allow it to collapse down to even less than nothing, and see if you end up in a place where you have no concrete perception of anything at all, and yet, somehow, you’re able to remain there.
	The transition might feel a bit like switching off an old TV, where the picture collapses down to a single bright dot in the middle of the screen, just for a moment. Alternatively, it might feel like the nothingness ‘dissolves’, melting away and dribbling down into the unintelligible, indefinable space of neither perception nor non-perception. But don’t take these descriptions too seriously, and don’t go looking for a bright dot or a melting nothingness; both of these are just attempts to make sense out of something which by definition doesn’t make sense, because moving into the eighth jhana requires your mind to stop making sense of what’s going on.
	Just keep at it. You’ll figure it out sooner or later.
	When you arrive at the eighth jhana, you can stay here for as long as you like, up until the point of diminishing returns. It’s good to learn to stay here for ten to fifteen minutes before moving on.
	We’ll discuss where you might move on to in the next chapter.

Chapter 19: Going Further
Mahanama, a noble disciple … gets the four jhanas – blissful meditations in the present life that belong to the higher mind – when they want, without trouble or difficulty.77
 
Consolidating the jhanas
When we’re first learning the jhanas, it’s tempting to want to move on to the next jhana as soon as we have a foothold in the current one. But it’s very helpful to take the time to consolidate and deepen our access to the jhanas that we’ve learnt. Doing so provides a more stable base from which to learn the next jhana, and also helps us to find our way back into the jhanas in more difficult practice conditions.
	In that spirit, here are three exercises which can really help to strengthen our connection to the jhanas. The first one in particular is very useful when we’re first learning them, while the second and third are more useful for experienced jhana practitioners who are working toward a level of mastery.
Practice: Climbing the ladder
For this exercise, you’ll need access to at least two jhanas.
	The simplest version of the exercise is to move from the first jhana to the second, then back again. It’s useful to learn to go ‘backwards’ because that helps to separate out the jhana itself from the method for getting there; the third jhana, for example, becomes more definitely about the experience of contentment, rather than feeling like ‘a calmer version of the second jhana’. It’s like entering a forest clearing from multiple directions rather than just one; the more perspectives we have, the more easily we can recognise it in future.
	To move backwards, simply focus on the primary factor(s) of the previous jhana. So, for example, to move from the second jhana back to the first, shift your attention from the emotional joy or happiness of the sukha back to the energetic quality of the piti. You’ll most likely find that the piti intensifies and takes you back into the first jhana.
	Likewise, to move from the third jhana to the second, allow the contented sukha of the third jhana to build into the happy or joyful sukha of the second jhana; you’ll most likely find that the piti will return, thus taking you back into the second jhana.
	To move from the fourth to the third, allow the contentment to return, taking you out of the neutral quiet stillness and back into the emotionally positive third jhana.
	To move from the fifth to the fourth, notice that the boundless space is quiet and still, and see if you can locate that quiet stillness in your body, thus making the transition back from an immaterial experience to an embodied one.
	To move from the sixth to the fifth, simply recall the feeling of space. Since you’re already in a boundless experience, that’s likely to take you back to the boundless space of the fifth jhana.
	To move from the seventh to the sixth, put your attention back on your consciousness. Since you’re coming from such a refined place, it’s very likely that the resulting experience of consciousness will be boundless.
	The transition from the eighth to the seventh is perhaps the most difficult; try bringing to mind the feeling of experiencing nothingness, and see what happens.
	The general principle here is to incline your mind in the direction of the previous jhana and trust that it will arise. You might find that simply remembering how the previous jhana felt is enough to take you there; at other times, it can help to focus on or look for the factors of the previous jhana.
	When you have some skill in moving both forward and backward, an interesting exercise is what I call the ladder: advancing slowly through the jhanas, two steps forward, one step back. So you start at access, forward to the first jhana, forward to the second, back to the first; forward to the second, forward to the third, back to the second; until eventually you go forward from the sixth to the seventh, forward to the eighth, back to the seventh, and finally forward to the eighth again. Phew!
Practice: Random access jhana
A more advanced version of the previous exercise is to practise entering any jhana from any other jhana, and from access.
	A simple way to make sure you’re covering every possible transition is to use each jhana in turn as a kind of ‘base of operations’, then practise going to and from each higher jhana relative to the current base.
	So, with access as your base, move to the first jhana, then back to access; to the second jhana, then back to access; and so on, all the way up to the eighth jhana and back to access. Next, shift to the first jhana: that’s your new base. Go from the first jhana to the second and back; the third and back; and so on, all the way up to the eighth and back. Then move your base up to the second jhana, and so on.
	If you do the whole thing in one sitting, that’s eighty states in total, so you’ll need a fair bit of time. I suggest spending at least a minute in each jhana before moving, just to ensure that it’s stable enough to be clearly recognisable and that you aren’t cheating yourself. Good luck!
Practice: Dwelling in jhana for longer periods
At the other end of the spectrum, it’s also very worthwhile to spend long periods in each jhana. Doing so can highlight and purify any subtle disturbances that might be present (such as restlessness or resistance), and allows the nourishing qualities of each jhana to soak deeply into your being. Half an hour is a good benchmark for each jhana – with one possible caveat.
	Many people find that the first jhana is incredibly intense, particularly at first. The experience of very strong piti isn’t always particularly enjoyable, and spending a lot of time there might leave you feeling burnt out and over-stimulated, like a caffeine overdose. If this is the case for you, I don’t recommend trying to stay for half an hour in the first jhana. There’s no benefit to burning yourself to a crisp. Skip it and focus on the others.
	Personally, what I found most challenging with this exercise was my natural impatience to move on to the next thing. When I realised what was happening, I found it quite striking. The second jhana is quite literally the experience of unlimited joy; how on earth could I get bored with that? Maybe the Buddha was on to something after all when he spoke about pleasure not being ultimately satisfying?
The cessation of perception and feeling (the ninth jhana)
Beyond the eight jhanas we’ve studied so far, I mentioned in Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States that, when the Pali discourses give a list of the jhanas and immaterial states, they often include a ninth state, the cessation of perception and feeling. Here’s the traditional description:
Furthermore, a mendicant, going totally beyond the experience of neither perception nor non-perception, enters and remains in the cessation of perception and feeling.78
 
	If the eighth jhana was as far as we can go whilst still having some kind of conscious experience, the cessation of perception and feeling (sometimes known as the ‘ninth jhana’) takes the final step: no experience at all.
	The Potthapada Sutta (DN9, the Discourse to Potthapada), gives us a little more detail:
Standing on the peak of perception they think, ‘Intentionality is bad for me, it’s better to be free of it. For if I were to intend and choose, these perceptions would cease in me, and other coarser perceptions would arise. Why don’t I neither make a choice nor form an intention?’ They neither make a choice nor form an intention. Those perceptions cease in them, and other coarser perceptions don’t arise. They touch cessation.79
 
	An alternative translation by Thanissaro Bhikkhu renders the key phrase as follows:
‘Thinking is bad for me. Not thinking is better for me. If I were to think and will, this perception of mine would cease, and a grosser perception would appear. What if I were neither to think nor to will?’80
 
	Personally, I haven’t yet experienced this state. Some teachers describe it as the total cessation of consciousness, of being utterly ‘gone’, as if an hour or more of their lives had simply been deleted. Then again, I’ve heard another teacher say that it’s actually the cessation of experiential content (perception and feeling), but not the cessation of consciousness itself; the resulting experience is apparently akin to being conscious in deep dreamless sleep. (To me, these sound like two similar-but-different states – but since I haven’t experienced either, I’m just speculating!)
	In any case, I don’t know how to unpack the instructions in the discourses any further. Some teachers suggest that it can be done by coming out of either the seventh or eighth jhana, setting the intention to enter cessation, and then simply letting go; but others offer quite different methods. The best I can say is that, if you’re interested in the cessation of perception and feeling, find someone who offers a technique for getting there, try it out, and see what happens!
Deeper jhanas
Back in Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi, I mentioned that the jhanas are sometimes taught differently to what’s presented here. This is a contentious subject that, unfortunately, can lead to serious disagreements between different teachers and lineages.
	As we’ve seen, the jhanas are typically accessed in the context of a samadhi practice, and it turns out that samadhi can be shallow, deep or anywhere in between. A ‘shallow’ samadhi might look like a somewhat reduced tendency toward distraction, whereas a ‘deep’ samadhi might look like an effortlessly stable attention focused so completely on its object that everything else completely disappears from subjective experience. And, of course, there’s plenty of middle ground too.
	As samadhi gets deeper, the nature of one’s subjective experience changes quite radically; a jhana experienced with shallow samadhi looks very different to a jhana experienced with the deepest samadhi, even though there are certain commonalities. Indeed, the differences are so pronounced that some teachers argue that they’re different states entirely – and, of course, whichever states that particular teacher promotes are said to be the real jhanas, while everyone else’s jhanas are either too shallow to be useful or too deep to be practical.
	As I mentioned in Chapter 16: Entering the First Jhana, it appears that, over time, the understanding of the appropriate level of samadhi for a state to be considered a ‘real’ jhana became deeper and deeper. One obvious difference is that the early discourses describe physically embodied states (recall the instruction to ‘drench, steep, saturate and suffuse one’s body’ with the jhana factors), whereas by the time of the Visuddhimagga (the Path of Purification, written about a thousand years after the time of the Buddha) the body is not experienced at all while in a jhana. Unfortunately, these very deep states require a level of samadhi which is very difficult and time-consuming for most practitioners to develop – my teacher Leigh spent several months of retreat time cultivating enough samadhi to enter the first of these deep jhanas, and Leigh’s no slouch when it comes to samadhi practice. I’m told that some people can access these deeper jhanas more easily, but they seem to be few and far between.
	The jhanas I’ve described in this book are accessible to most serious non-monastic meditators. Usually, my teacher Leigh and I offer them in the context of an 11-day silent meditation retreat, which provides an excellent environment to develop the level of samadhi needed to encounter the jhanas as we describe them, although I also know several people who’ve learnt these jhanas off retreat. Furthermore, I can vouch for the value of what I’m offering here from my own experience, and I think it’s likely that you’ll get a lot of benefit out of learning these states if you’re interested.
	However, I would stop short of any claims to have the ‘true’ or ‘best’ jhanas. I do think that what I’m offering accords well with what’s found in the early discourses (and doesn’t align at all with what’s in the Visuddhimagga), but that doesn’t make other jhanas bad or wrong. At the end of the day, if you have a samadhi practice that takes you where you want to go, that’s the most important thing – much more important than whether your practice looks anything like mine!
	Ultimately, the range of possible human experience is incredibly vast. It’s probably impossible to answer the question of which modern-day teachers – if any – are practising exactly the same states as the historical Buddha. But I don’t think that matters much. To me, it isn’t terribly important whether we each arrive at precisely the same set of clearings in the vast forest of human experience; what’s more important is that serious spiritual practitioners each make the effort to explore, to venture off the beaten paths where most people spend their whole lives. Over the last two and a half thousand years, a great many pioneers have ventured into unknown territory and left behind records of their travels to guide us, but I think it’s most useful to see their maps as indications of the art of the possible, rather than slavishly following in their footsteps.
	Of course, if a particular map seems to align very closely with our interests, it would be foolish to ignore it; following an experienced guide can save a lot of time and avoid some serious pitfalls along the way, and if a particular lineage’s map aligns closely enough with our interests, we might even find ourselves becoming a teacher in that lineage someday. (My sense is that the major lineages are kept alive by successive generations of people who get on well enough with that lineage’s ‘standard model’ that they feel comfortable perpetuating it rather than striking out on their own.) But we can get into trouble if we’re too dogmatic about our favourite maps, seeing ourselves as better than others who are using someone else’s crummy, clearly inferior map. Allowing ourselves to be drawn into such judgemental quarrels doesn’t seem like it’s particularly conducive to finding peace!
Beyond samadhi
When their mind has become immersed in samadhi like this – purified, bright, flawless, rid of corruptions, pliable, workable, steady, and imperturbable – they project it and extend it toward knowledge of the ending of the intoxicants [of craving and ignorance].81
 
Samadhi is a beautiful practice in its own right, but the early discourses are clear that its greatest value is in combination with insight practice. Samadhi practised in isolation isn’t always a good thing; it can become a hiding place rather than a refuge, an excuse to escape from the world and enjoy bliss while our lives fall apart around us. And even if we do find temporary peace through samadhi, it wears off sooner or later.
	In the early discourses, samadhi is seen as just one factor of the eightfold path, a helpful tool on the journey of awakening from greed, hatred and delusion rather than an end in itself. If we’re interested in finding lasting peace rather than temporary relief, insight practice is where we should turn our attention – and that’s what we’ll do next.

Part V: Knowing and Seeing
When one perceives with wisdom
That all conditioned things are impermanent,
Then one wearies of dukkha.
This is the path to purity.
 
When one perceives with wisdom
That all conditioned things are unsatisfying,
Then one wearies of dukkha.
This is the path to purity.
 
When one perceives with wisdom
That all things are without essence,
Then one wearies of dukkha.
This is the path to purity.82

Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight
Great king, suppose in a mountain glen there were a lake with clear water, limpid and unsullied. Someone with keen sight, standing on the bank, would see oyster-shells, sand and pebbles, and shoals of fish moving about and keeping still. They would think to themselves: ‘This is a lake with clear water, limpid and unsullied, and there within it are oyster-shells, sand and pebbles, and shoals of fish moving about and keeping still.’83
 
What is insight practice?
As I mentioned in Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, the early Buddhist path can be divided into three aspects: sila (ethics), samadhi (mind-training, heart-opening) and panna (wisdom). We’ve already explored ethics (Part II: In Daily Life) and samadhi (Part III: Opening the Heart and Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana); now we’ll take a look at how we can cultivate wisdom through insight practice.
	A brief aside: insight practice is often called vipassana (literally, clear seeing), but certain modern lineages use the term to refer specifically to their own collection of practices, and would disagree with much of what I’m about to present! So, to avoid confusion, I’ll use ‘insight practice’ rather than ‘vipassana’.
	Regardless of what we call it, though, what actually is insight practice? And why does it matter?
	My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, defined insight as an understood experience. Insight is the ‘Aha!’ moment: the instant when we move from a merely conceptual grasp of a principle to a direct experiential knowing, when we see the principle in action. These moments are important because significant insights can bring about lasting shifts in how we see the world, greatly reducing our underlying tendencies toward greed, hatred and delusion. This is the process of spiritual awakening, or enlightenment: quenching the three fires, liberating ourselves from dukkha, finding peace.
	Insight practice is the form of meditation designed to bring about such insights.
The relationship between samadhi and insight
We might wonder: if insight practice is what leads to awakening, then why bother with samadhi practices?
	One simple, pragmatic answer is that, as we saw in Chapter 19: Going Further, cultivating samadhi leads to a mind which is ‘purified, bright, flawless, rid of corruptions, pliable, workable, steady, and imperturbable’. Such a mind is a powerful ally when it comes to insight practice.
	The challenge we face in insight practice is that, fundamentally, we’re trying to teach ourselves to see things differently. But the way we currently see things is the hard-won product of a lifetime: growing up, becoming independent and finding our place in the world – or at least trying to! Our current perspective has brought us this far, and on an unconscious level we’re likely to want to hold on to that. The world can be a confusing place, and letting go of our current understanding risks making it even more confusing. That could be dangerous!
	For that reason, developing insight takes time. One teacher I know compares insight practice to the scientific process of gathering data. Our first few observations might be interesting, but not enough to justify a firm conclusion. But if the experiment continues and the data mounts up, eventually it becomes undeniable; we simply can’t continue to pretend that our old world view is fully accurate. Something shifts, making way for a new, clearer understanding. The shift may occur suddenly, or might take place over a longer period, but either way we’ll come to see things differently if we can just collect enough data.
	This is where samadhi helps. It takes time to gather all this evidence, and we’ll gather it much more efficiently if we’re paying attention while we’re doing it! If we’re easily distracted by whatever wandering thoughts come along, we’re only spending a fraction of our meditation time actually doing the insight practice. If, instead, our minds are calm, composed and focused on the task at hand, we’ll see what’s going on much more clearly, and the insights will come sooner and have more impact when they do.
How insight practice works
The essence of insight practice is to take some aspect of our experience and investigate it carefully, trying to see what’s going on as clearly as possible. By doing so, we often discover that things are not quite how we’ve believed them to be.
	Early Buddhism offers a wide range of themes to guide our explorations; because we can get stuck in so many ways, we can also do insight practice in many different ways. (It’s no coincidence that this part of the book has the most chapters!) Some practices focus on exploring and undermining particular sources of dukkha in the activities and relationships of our lives, while others target the mechanisms underlying all dukkha by delving into the nature of conscious experience itself. The sheer number of practices can seem daunting at first, but in order to get started we only need to find one practice that interests us – and it doesn’t really matter which one.
	Some people do very well staying with one insight practice for many years, going deeper and deeper over time, while others benefit from exploring a range of topics and developing a more rounded sense of what’s going on. Whichever approach we prefer, however, it’s important to keep going. As I said above, it takes time to gather enough evidence to change the way we see the world, and it’s much easier to do so if we have the kind of momentum that comes from regular practice.
	It’s also worth saying that, while insight practice does lead to insight experiences, it isn’t like jhana or Brahmavihara practice, where – once we have a certain amount of skill – we can go there pretty much whenever we like. Rather, it’s often said that insight is an accident, and insight practice merely makes us accident-prone.
	One reason why insight practice isn’t so cut and dried is that there’s no way to know how much evidence we need to collect before our perspective finally shifts – and there’s often no indication of progress in the meantime. Another reason is that, while we always get the insights we need, we don’t always get the ones we want! The good news is that – at least in my experience – insights are always helpful in the long run, whether or not they’re what we were actually looking for. Finally, different people have different sticking points; one person’s massive insight is another person’s no big deal. Don’t get into the comparison game; your path is your own.
	The bottom line is to keep looking, no matter what; patiently persisting through the dry spells where nothing is coming up, doing our best to see what’s actually there rather than what we expect or hope to see, and accepting whatever insights come our way when they do. Then, little by little, wisdom accumulates, and we begin to let go of our burdens.
	There’s a traditional formulation found in the Pali discourses which describes this process, quoted here from the beautiful Sisipavana Sutta (SN56.31, the Discourse in a Rosewood Forest):
And what have I explained? I have explained: ‘This is dukkha’ … ‘This is the origin of dukkha’ … ‘This is the cessation of dukkha’ … ‘This is the practice that leads to the cessation of dukkha’.
 
And why have I explained this? Because it’s beneficial and relevant to the fundamentals of the spiritual life. It leads to disillusionment, dispassion, cessation, peace, insight, awakening, and nibbana. That’s why I’ve explained it.84
 
	We usually don’t think of disillusionment as a good thing, but what it really means is becoming free from an illusion. Beforehand, we aren’t seeing clearly; we’re caught up in a false image. When we see through that falsehood, we escape the illusion: we become disillusioned. When we see how the magic trick works, it loses its power over us. Perhaps we’ve always craved a certain type of lifestyle, but suddenly we see that it won’t bring us the happiness we thought it would – and, right then and there, its appeal fades away.
	Disillusionment can be a bitter pill to swallow. When we let go of a particular illusion, we must also write off all the time and energy we’ve invested in it up to now, and that can be a hard thing to do. We might even feel a sense of disorientation; we’ve been chasing something for so long that now we feel a bit directionless, unsure which way to turn.
	In moments like these, samadhi practices can be invaluable. The Brahmaviharas and jhanas offer soothing, nourishing and uplifting states of heart and mind which can help us to face challenging transitions in our lives with greater ease – whether these transitions are the result of insight practice or something else. Talking to a friend or teacher can also help. As ever, be kind to yourself.
	Ultimately, however, the sting of disillusionment fades, and we become dispassionate; whatever we were chasing has lost its power over us, and so the associated dukkha fades away. Finally, our struggles cease, and we find ourselves at peace. This is the process of insight, which leads to awakening, to nibbana.
	So let’s now take a look at one of the cornerstones of insight practice in early Buddhism: the three characteristics.
The three characteristics
All conditions are impermanent (anicca) –
when this is seen with wisdom,
one grows disillusioned with dukkha:
this is the path to purity.
 
All conditions are unsatisfactory (dukkha) –
when this is seen with wisdom,
one grows disillusioned with dukkha:
this is the path to purity.
 
All things are not-self (anatta) –
when this is seen with wisdom,
one grows disillusioned with dukkha:
this is the path to purity.85
 
The three characteristics are qualities which, according to early Buddhism, are present in every moment of our experience. In brief: all conditioned phenomena are said to be impermanent, unsatisfactory, and ‘not-self’ – that is, lacking an independent essence.
	The three characteristics are important because they point to three fundamental ways in which we’re prone to self-delusion. Our minds project a false sense of permanence onto what we experience because it helps us to feel that the world is a safer, more stable place than it really is. They promise that we really will find lasting satisfaction if we can just get that new job, or relationship, or iPhone, because the promise of eternal happiness motivates us to go out and get what we need to survive. And they carve up the world into apparently solid, independent entities because simplifying our sensory experience helps us to make sense of what’s going on.
	These all sound like good things – so what’s the problem?
	Unfortunately, things are not permanent – and when something changes unexpectedly, we experience stress, dismay and dukkha. No iPhone – not even the latest and greatest – is going to provide true lasting happiness, and so we experience disappointment again and again, even as we continue to crave the next new thing. And when we see ourselves as totally independent, we may start to feel alienated from others, cut off and alone in a big, bad world.
	By deeply understanding the three characteristics, then, we come to a more accurate understanding. We see that, because everything is subject to change, clinging to things in the hope that they’ll stay the same is ultimately futile; because nothing will deliver truly lasting satisfaction, the energy that goes into craving is being wasted; and because nothing is truly independent, we’re actually an integral part of the incredible web of interdependence that makes up the world in which we live.
	It’s vitally important that we don’t simply take these three characteristics on faith. Recall that insight is an understood experience: we need to see these qualities for ourselves, in our own lives and our own consciousness, for them to have any real impact.
	So let’s now look at each of the three characteristics in turn, unpacking each one to give us a basic intellectual understanding, then trying out some insight practices so we can make that understanding experiential.
Anicca: Impermanence, inconstancy
Anicca is usually translated as impermanence, sometimes inconstancy. Either way, the point is that everything changes, on every level of experience.
	Across the centuries, civilisations rise and fall, empires and nations come and go. Over the course of our lives, we’re born, grow up, grow old and die. Within a single year, spring turns to summer, to autumn, to winter, and back to spring. Eventually, everything fades; all that is dear and delightful to us ultimately changes and vanishes.
	On the level of consciousness, our sensory experience is also subject to constant change. What we see, hear, think and feel all comes and goes; there’s no sight, sound, smell, taste, touch or thought which is always present. And, as it turns out, the more closely we look at our subjective experience, the more impermanence and inconstancy we find. At first, we notice simple change: in-breath turning to out-breath, and back again. But as we go deeper and become more focused, we discover a mode of perception in which sensations flicker rapidly in and out of existence. Buddhist teacher Gil Fronsdal describes this experience of inconstancy as like looking at a line of ants marching along a road: from a distance, the line looks solid, but as we get closer we start to notice that it’s actually composed of lots of individual ants, and its apparent solidity was only an optical illusion.
	Exploring the impermanence and inconstancy of our lives and our immediate experience can be quite challenging. We soon find that something deep within us wants to gloss over the fact that, one way or another, everything will change.
	While I was writing this book, I discovered that the roof of my house was leaking. Up to that point, I’d unconsciously assumed that my roof would always keep the rain out; I’d never even questioned it. So it was a pretty nasty shock when I found water coming in. Of course, I’d been intellectually aware that sometimes a roof might develop a leak. But not mine, surely! This sudden change revealed the impermanence of something that I didn’t even know I had considered to be permanent – and I didn’t like the experience one bit!
	Taking time to reflect on life’s impermanence can thus help to soften the blow when something does change unexpectedly. And, as we come to appreciate the transience of everything around us, we also develop a greater appreciation of what’s here right now, allowing us to feel gratitude rather than simply taking it for granted.
	On the more immediate sensory level, too, we can observe our minds’ tendency to stabilise and solidify, to reduce our complex sensory experience to simple, unchanging objects tagged with convenient labels like ‘tree’ and ‘water bottle’.
	For example, when we first start to meditate on the breath, we might experience it primarily on the conceptual level: ‘breathing in’, ‘breathing out’. At this level, the breath seems boring; these concepts are just static labels, so there’s little to hold our attention. The breakthrough comes when we’re able to move beyond the concepts to the bodily sensations making up our experience of the breath; at this point, things become much more interesting, as the previous solidity of ‘breathing in’ breaks down into a multitude of changing sensations. And if we continue to look deeper, we soon find ourselves arriving at an experience more akin to a continuous flow than individually identifiable sensations; we experience the breath as a process rather than a thing.
	As we become more skilled, we can learn to move between these perceptual layers, experiencing static concepts, impermanent sensations or continuous flow at will. Doing so gradually undermines our unconscious belief in a fundamentally stable, fixed reality, thus reducing the tendency to experience dukkha when we’re suddenly confronted with unexpected change.
Core practice: Contemplating impermanence
Is it really true that everything is impermanent?
	Can you find anything in your life which has always stayed the same and always will?
	How do you feel about the possibility of things changing?
	Is there something that you’re depending on not to change?
	Continue to explore, question and challenge the theme of impermanence in any way that you like. Don’t settle for intellectual acceptance of the principle.
Core practice: Meditating on impermanence
Set yourself up in meditation, and perhaps spend some time cultivating samadhi. (All insight practices benefit from the stability and clarity of samadhi.)
	When you’re ready to move into insight practice, bring your attention to your breathing. Label each in-breath and out-breath as it occurs: ‘in-breath’, ‘out-breath’, or just ‘in’, ‘out’.
	Notice that each breath is new; while the labels repeat, each label actually applies to a new moment of experience.
	Next, turn your attention fully to the physical experience of the breath, dropping the labels; move beyond the concept to the sensations of breathing. Don’t think; feel!
	Notice that the beginning of each breath feels different to the middle, and different again to the end. Observe how the breathing changes at the sensory level, from one moment to the next. Notice, too, what happens in the gaps, those moments where there’s no breath-related sensation at all.
	As you continue to follow the sensations of breathing, notice that there’s more to each breath than ‘beginning, middle, end’. Actually, each breath is composed of many smaller sensations, coming and going within the wider body of the breath. See if you can notice the moment that each smaller sensation arises, or the moment that each sensation vanishes. Tune in to this quality of arising-and-vanishing across the whole breathing process.
	At a certain point, it may become difficult to track individual sensations. The experience may shift to more of a continuous flow of sensation, an on-going and ever-changing process rather than a series of individually identifiable sensory events. Alternatively, the breath sensations might take on a flickering, vibratory quality, becoming harder to find due to their inconstancy.
	Experiment with going back and forth between these different experiences: breath as concept, breath as sensations, breath as continuous flow, breath as flickering vibrations. Notice what effect each way of experiencing the breath has on the rest of your experience, too.
	When you’ve become skilled at perceiving the breathing in these different ways, try the same approach with other types of sensory experience: feeling the sensations of the body as a whole; hearing the sounds around you; gazing at a moving object, such as a flowing river or a candle flame; gazing at a static object, such as a stone; noticing the flow of thoughts and other mental activity.
Dukkha: Unsatisfactoriness, unreliability, not a source of lasting happiness
In Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha, I defined dukkha as a kind of friction or struggle in relation to the undesirable aspects of our lives, which can be reduced or even eliminated through spiritual practice.
	The inclusion of dukkha as one of the three characteristics is not to say that all conditioned phenomena automatically give rise to friction and struggle. (That would make liberation from dukkha impossible!) Rather, it’s pointing to the ultimately unsatisfactory or unreliable nature of what we encounter. The conditioned phenomena of the world can certainly provide temporary pleasure, but – since all conditioned phenomena are impermanent – we can’t expect them to provide a source of lasting happiness. The best we can do is to appreciate and enjoy what’s here right now, accepting that at some point it’ll change and vanish like everything else. If, instead, we try to cling to what’s here, to deny its nature, then we’re setting ourselves up for dukkha. Once we fully appreciate the futility of clinging, our tendency to do so will be greatly diminished.
	In addition, on the sensory level, we discover that all experiential phenomena create some degree of disturbance in the mind. Compare how it feels to have a mind full of racing thoughts with a mind which is calm and peaceful, or to be in a noisy environment compared to a quiet one. In a fundamental way, sensory phenomena are subtly (or not so subtly) irritating, and their absence is comparatively peaceful and enjoyable.
	Seeing this clearly enough can greatly help to undercut our resistance to the present moment. Perhaps we’re unconsciously longing for some idealised existence where we only experience pleasure and comfort, or at the very least don’t have to deal with inconvenience and irritation. But when we realise that our sensory experience is inherently disturbing, we can begin to come to terms with the fact that our lives are never going to be completely free of annoyances; we might touch deep peace in meditation from time to time, but we can’t live there 24/7. We can let go of the unachievable dream of the perfect life, and more fully accept our present circumstances, however they might be for us right now. Great peace and freedom can be found in the willingness to accept imperfection.
Core practice: Contemplating unsatisfactoriness
Is it really true that nothing in the world can be a source of lasting happiness?
	What is happiness, anyway? Is it the same as pleasure, or different?
	What might it mean to find ‘lasting happiness’?
	What, if anything, could provide that?
	Are there areas of your life where you cling – to people, to things, to states of consciousness, to something else? What happens when those things change and vanish?
	Do you experience struggle, or friction, when things don’t go your way? If so, what is that like? Could it be possible to approach situations differently, so that the struggle or friction could be reduced?
Core practice: Meditating on unsatisfactoriness
Set yourself up in meditation, and perhaps spend some time cultivating samadhi.
	When you’re ready to move into insight practice, bring your attention to your breathing, and spend some time following the sensations of the breath.
	Notice any aspects of your experience which are irritating or unsatisfactory. Perhaps your mind becomes bored and wanders; perhaps frustration arises at your mind’s wandering; perhaps your body begins to ache. Notice if these unsatisfactory aspects of experience change over time, perhaps becoming more or less prominent in your experience. Allow the unsatisfactory aspects of experience to come and go without trying to change anything. Instead, gently inquire into what makes the experience feel unsatisfactory. Is there something you would prefer to be happening right now?
	Notice, too, what happens when a feeling of dissatisfaction passes away; notice if there’s any sense of peace, relief or freedom in the space that opens up in its absence.
	More generally, notice that a kind of peaceful space opens up as any sensation comes to an end, whether unpleasant or otherwise. Notice that the gaps between breaths are, in a way, more peaceful than the breaths themselves.
Anatta: Not-self, non-self, essencelessness
Of the three characteristics, anatta is perhaps the most difficult to grasp at first. We all have a basic awareness that things change and that life sucks sometimes, but what’s this business about not having a self? Of course I have a self! Someone must be having this experience, surely – and if it isn’t me, who could it be?
	As I mentioned above, our minds like to carve up the world into seemingly separate, individual entities. The computer screen; my water bottle; me. Doing so helps us to navigate the world; I understand that this bit is me, and it needs to be fed and watered regularly if I want it to keep going. Meanwhile, that bit over there is definitely not me, and might attack me if I poke it with a stick. Furthermore, although everything changes sooner or later, our minds like to sweep that under the carpet, instead projecting a sense of permanence and reliability onto the ‘things’ we’ve identified. Thus, we experience a world of separation, seeing ourselves as billiard balls rolling along the table of life and bumping into one another.
	This impression is reinforced by our subjective sense of self, the feeling of a ‘me’ that’s ‘in here’ somewhere. The feeling comes and goes – it’s particularly acute when we’re in the spotlight (imagine that someone calls out your name in a crowded room, then says ‘This is all your fault!’), while it recedes into the background when we’re engrossed in an activity –but it always feels basically the same, providing a sense of continuity to our existence. (Doesn’t it feel like the ‘you’ who you are today is somehow the same ‘you’ that was looking out through your eyes when you were ten years old?) As such, the sense of self helps us to understand our lives, allowing us to tell stories about who we are and what we’re doing. Unfortunately, however, it can also lead to tremendous dukkha if those stories don’t go our way.
	The Buddhist teaching of anatta – usually translated as not-self or non-self, although I prefer essencelessness – directly challenges this idea, and invites us to explore whether we (or anything else) really do have an unchanging essence, something that we can put our finger on and say ‘Well, everything else might change, but this bit is me!’ The Buddha suggests that, no matter how carefully we look, we won’t find anything like that, whether in ourselves or anywhere else – in other words, all phenomena in our experience are not our self. All that we find is a feeling, together with some thoughts, collectively assuring us that of course we have an enduring essence somewhere.
	Just because we can’t find an enduring essence, though, that doesn’t mean we don’t exist at all. It’s more a question of how we exist, of what we really are. In the Buddhist view, we’re less like separate entities and more like bundles of unfolding processes interacting with one another. There’s enough continuity in what’s going on that it’s convenient to identify and label particular bundles of processes – person, dog, water bottle – but there’s no fixed essence to be found anywhere in there.
	This is tricky stuff, so let’s look at an example.
	What’s a river?
	There’s a river near my house; I have to cross over it to get to work. It’s there every day; there’s no denying it. But what actually is it?
	Well, there’s the water, of course. Can’t have a river without water! But if I bottle some of the water and bring it back home, I can’t really say that the river is in my house now; I just have some river water in a bottle. And besides, the water is constantly moving; the water that’s in the river right now will most likely be part of the Celtic Sea or even the Atlantic Ocean pretty soon, if it hasn’t evaporated and become part of the clouds above me, or sunk down into the groundwater. So the water is always changing. I can say that ‘water’, as an abstract idea, is an important part of the river, but the actual physical water is different every moment.
	Also, there’s more to it than that. The river involves water, but not all water is river water. For something to be a river, we also need a path for the water to take: a channel carved into the earth, giving rise to the course of the river. But that changes over time too; perhaps little by little, due to erosion, or perhaps significantly, if someone dams or redirects the river further upstream. And, of course, without gravity’s gentle tug, the river wouldn’t flow at all. Is it still a river if it doesn’t flow?
	So, coming back to the original question, what exactly is the river? Is it the water? The course taken by the water? Gravity? All of the above? None of the above?
	It seems to me that there’s no particular bit of all this which is the ‘essence of the river’; rather, what I call ‘river’ is an emergent phenomenon caused by the coming together of water, course, and gravity. It isn’t that the river doesn’t exist; it’s simply that it’s a process, composed of multiple aspects, each of which are themselves processes (the water cycle, the changing landscape, the influence of gravity). This particular river has enough continuity that I recognise it as part of my local landscape, and this type of phenomenon happens frequently enough that we’ve given it a more general name, ‘river’, for the sake of convenience. So both this river and other rivers do exist; just without any fixed essence.
	But what’s the point of all this? I’ve said repeatedly that early Buddhism is all about direct experience rather than clever intellectual theories. So who cares what a river is, or whether a person has an enduring essence?
	It turns out that exploring our sense of self is crucial to spiritual practice, because it’s at the heart of our dukkha. I experience dukkha when I want something and don’t get it; or I don’t want something and do get it; or I lose something precious to me… I, I, I. Looks like I’m at the centre of all my struggles! And over the last two and a half millennia, Buddhist meditators have consistently reported that coming to a deeper and more accurate understanding of the nature of self can dramatically reduce the amount of dukkha we experience, leading directly to peace.
	This is a complex topic, and we’ll return to it repeatedly in the coming chapters. For now, however, let’s take a look at a couple of practices that we can use to explore not-self for ourselves (no pun intended!).
Core practice: Contemplating not-self
The simplest approach to contemplating the self is to ask yourself: ‘Who am I?’
	One way to work with this question is to ask it to yourself, notice whatever comes up in response, set the response aside, and then ask the question again. No matter what comes up, no matter how clever or meaningful it might seem, just keep asking, and stay open to whatever arises. At first, you’ll probably find a lot of thoughts coming up: your ideas about yourself, your beliefs, your life story. At other times, you might find that nothing comes up at all. No matter what happens, just keep asking, and see what you find.
	My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, offered a different way to work with ‘Who am I?’ Her suggestion was to take whatever comes up in response and turn it into another question: ‘Who am I? I’m Matt. Well, who’s Matt? He’s writing a book. So is “writing a book” who I really am? Well, no, that’s just something I’m doing. So who am I, if I’m not what I’m doing?’ And so on. If you find that you get stuck in a loop, just go back to ‘Who am I?’, and keep asking.
Core practice: Meditating on not-self
Set yourself up in meditation, and perhaps spend some time cultivating samadhi.
	When you’re ready to move into insight practice, bring your attention to your breathing, and spend some time following the sensations of the breath.
	Notice that, in examining the breath, there’s a tendency to objectify it, to relate to it as ‘my breath’. Notice, too, that the same applies to ‘my body’, ‘my thoughts’, ‘my emotions’, ‘my attention’, ‘my mind’, and so on.
	So, if all of these aspects of experience are ‘mine’, who is this ‘me’ that they belong to? Can you find your self? Is it a thought, or a feeling, or a sensation in the body? If not, what is it?
Essencelessness and ethics
It would be remiss of me to end this chapter here, without bringing ethics back into the picture.
	A truly grave mistake on the spiritual path is to conclude that, because the world is empty of essence and so ‘personhood’ is merely a convenient label, therefore ‘there’s nobody to be hurt’ by harmful actions, and thus we can do whatever we like.
	Let me be absolutely clear: this is utterly wrong.
	Remember the example of the river. Once we see it as a confluence of processes, we understand that there’s no fundamental thing there, no ’essence of river’; but we can still meet at the bridge over it, and watch the dogs playing in the water and getting muddy. Just because what’s going on is a collection of interacting processes rather than a set of fixed entities colliding with each other, that doesn’t make the troubles of body and mind of the people around us any less real, or any less deserving of compassion.
	Any so-called ‘insight’ which leads us to abandon ethical behaviour is not worthy of the name; it’s the worst kind of delusion. A practice which fails to incorporate ethics is no practice at all.
	Let’s close this chapter with one final contemplation.
Practice: Interdependence and consequence
Take some time to contemplate a river. See as clearly as you can the many factors which come together to give rise to the process called ‘river’.
	Notice that rivers often have tributaries: smaller streams which join the larger river. Notice how the water from each tributary contributes to the water in the larger river. If one tributary is dammed, there’s a little less water in the larger river overall. If another tributary is polluted, those pollutants will make their way into the larger river; perhaps somewhat diluted, but present nevertheless.
	Notice that, actually, all this is possible precisely because rivers are processes rather than things. If a river were a fixed entity, how could a tributary influence it in any way?
	Notice how one process can affect another; sometimes beneficially, sometimes harmfully. If you were to obstruct every water source feeding a river, what would become of it?
	Now, extend this analysis to other processes in nature, seeing how the life cycles of plants and animals interact.
	Finally, consider your own life, and the people you encounter from day to day. See how your actions impact others, and how their actions impact you, even when you understand that ‘person’ is merely a label for something utterly without essence.
 

Chapter 21: Exploring the Self
Seeing this, a learned noble disciple grows disillusioned with form, feeling, perception, mental activity, and consciousness. Being disillusioned, desire fades away. When desire fades away they’re freed. When they’re freed, they know they’re freed.86
 
The Discourse on the Characteristic of Not-Self
Now that we have a handle on the three characteristics, we’re ready to take a look at another key discourse in the Pali canon, the Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN22.59, the Discourse on the Characteristic of Not-Self).
	This one is traditionally considered to be the Buddha’s second formal teaching. Recall from Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha that his first teaching resulted in one of his five ascetic friends, Kondanna, reaching the first stage of awakening; well, this time the Buddha’s going to take things to the next level…
The second discourse begins
Thus have I heard. At one time the Buddha was staying near Baranasi, in the deer park at Isipatana. There the Buddha addressed the group of five mendicants: ‘Mendicants!’
 
‘Venerable sir,’ they replied.
 
We open with the usual scene-setting, and we can see that this is taking place in the same location, and with the same audience, as the Buddha’s first discourse.
	Next, the Buddha introduces five new technical terms:
Mendicants, form (rupa) is not-self (anatta).
 
For if form were self, it wouldn’t lead to affliction. And you could compel form: ‘May my form be like this! May it not be like that!’ But because form is not-self, it leads to affliction. And you can’t compel form: ‘May my form be like this! May it not be like that!’
 
Feeling (vedana) is not-self …
 
Perception (sanna) is not-self …
 
Mental activity (sankhara) is not-self …
 
Consciousness (vinnana) is not-self.
 
For if consciousness were self, it wouldn’t lead to affliction. And you could compel consciousness: ‘May my consciousness be like this! May it not be like that!’ But because consciousness is not-self, it leads to affliction. And you can’t compel consciousness: ‘May my consciousness be like this! May it not be like that!’
 
	Before we can really delve into what’s being discussed here, we first need to unpack all these new terms, which are collectively known as the five aggregates.
The five aggregates
The five aggregates are a way of splitting up our subjective experience into five categories (literally, five ‘heaps’). Let’s take a look at each aggregate in turn, then see how they all fit together.
	1. Form/materiality (rupa)
	The first aggregate, rupa, consists of the physical objects of the world, including our own bodies. It’s usually translated as form, sometimes as materiality.
	It’s worth taking a moment to explore our experience of form. We have quite a lot of sensory information from our own bodies: touch, temperature, position, balance, discomfort and so forth. For other forms, it’s different. For example, right now, I can feel the solidity of the computer keyboard beneath my hands – I press down, and it resists – but I have no such tactile experience of the monitor in front of me. I can remember having poked it in the past, so I ‘know’ it’s solid, but in terms of present-moment evidence to support that memory, I have nothing. It’s interesting to reflect on how much of what we ‘know’ about the world is based on memories, as opposed to immediate sensory experience.
	So what? Well, although the previous paragraph might sound rather pedantic, it’s intended to illustrate a key principle of insight practice: the need for precision. It’s important to see as clearly as possible not just what we know but how we know it; doing so may, in time, reveal subtle disparities between what we think is happening and what’s actually happening, and that’s a fertile source of insight.
	2. Pleasantness/feeling tone (vedana)
	The second aggregate, vedana, is that aspect of experience which registers sensations as pleasant, unpleasant or neutral.
	Because the quality of pleasant/unpleasant/neutral is a key part of how something feels to us, vedana is often translated as feelings. That translation can be misleading, however, because to readers unfamiliar with the five aggregates it might suggest our emotions (‘I feel upset/angry/happy’), or even our opinions and intuitions (‘I feel that I’d do better in a different job’/‘I feel like the problem is somewhere in the engine’).
	For that reason, many translators prefer feeling tone, which still captures the ‘feeling’ component, but is a strange enough expression that it’s clearly a technical term with a specific meaning.
	Personally, I tend to think that if we’re going to invent an English-language technical term with a specific meaning, we might as well leave the Pali untranslated, as I’ve done throughout this book with terms like dukkha and samadhi. If I were to suggest a translation myself, it would be pleasantness, which I think captures the essence of vedana quite well. However, it has two drawbacks: first, it risks emphasising the pleasant over the unpleasant, whereas vedana covers the whole range; and second, I’m the only person who translates it this way! So for the rest of the book I’ll leave it untranslated.
	3. Perception/conceptualisation (sanna)
	The third aggregate, sanna, is that aspect of experience which determines what’s actually going on, making sense of our sensory experience by breaking it down into specific people, objects and events. It’s usually translated as perception, although my teacher Leigh prefers conceptualisation.
	This one is tricky to grasp at first because it’s so transparent to us. As I look around me, it’s completely obvious that there’s a computer monitor in front of me with a webcam sitting on top of it, a water bottle to the left, a laptop to the right and so on. It’s as if my eyes are windows gazing out on to a world of objects, just waiting to be seen.
	If I take a step back from the specific objects that I can see around me, however, I notice that my visual field really just consists of coloured shapes. The coloured shapes themselves don’t automatically announce what they are, or even how to assign boundaries between them. There are quite a lot of different coloured shapes making up the door to my left, for example, but somehow I ‘know’ that all of those different brownish shapes are part of the door, while the whiter shapes are part of the door frame, and the yellow shapes are part of the wall. Luckily, I don’t have to sort all of this out for myself; I can simply look to the left and see the door, right there.
	Indeed, it’s a good thing that we don’t have to wade through all the coloured shapes in our experience trying to fit them together in order to make sense of what’s going on – we’d never get out of bed. Fortunately, our minds are able to conceptualise our sensory experience, gathering together little bits of information and joining them together into the objects and events that we perceive: computer screen, door, wall.
	One way we might catch the mechanism of perception in action is to go for a walk, and look at something far away – far enough that we can’t tell what it is yet. If we continue to approach, then at some point the unknown ‘thing’ transforms into a distinct object. The process might even happen several times, as the perception gradually refines: from ‘something brown’ to ‘a tree’ to ‘an oak tree’. If we really pay attention, we might also notice times when perception initially gets it wrong: ‘I think there’s a person crouched in the darkness over there! …Oh, wait, no, it’s a tree stump.’
	As we discussed in Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States, it’s important to realise for ourselves that whatever we experience is fabricated by our own minds, the result of the process of conceptualisation rather than an objective truth ‘out there’ in the world. Remember: ‘All things are preceded by the mind, surpassed by the mind, created by the mind.’ Meditation works because our minds, and the experience they give rise to, are malleable. If we saw the world truly objectively, we wouldn’t be able to perceive it any other way, and awakening would be impossible.
	4. Mental activity/mental formations (sankhara)
	The fourth aggregate, sankhara, is an interesting one, because according to scholars its definition has changed over time. In the earliest discourses, it referred specifically to the faculty of volition: our ability to make conscious choices and carry them out. Bhikkhu Sujato translates sankhara as choices for this reason, and other translators use terms like volitional formations.
	As time went on, however, the Buddhist understanding of psychology became more sophisticated, and it was necessary to find somewhere to put other aspects of mental activity, such as our memories and emotions. For this reason, sankhara is often translated more generally as mental formations. My teacher Leigh prefers mental activity; I also like this translation, because it’s a relatively normal English expression which gets to the heart of what’s going on here. One way or another, if the five aggregates are to be a comprehensive map of human experience, our mental activity has to go somewhere, so it might as well be here!
	Another way of looking at sankhara is in terms of our reactions to what’s going on, and how we choose to relate to it. Perhaps we make an intentional choice to respond in a certain way, or perhaps an impulse bubbles up from somewhere inside us; perhaps the situation triggers a memory or an emotional reaction, or alternatively gives rise to mind-wandering because what’s going on isn’t engaging enough to hold our attention.
	In short, if something doesn’t really seem to fit in any of the other aggregates, it’s probably sankhara!
	5. Consciousness (vinnana)
	The fifth aggregate, vinnana, is consciousness, which we’ve already discussed in Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States.
	Consciousness is, in many ways, the simplest of the aggregates, since it consists of the bare knowing of experience. However, it’s worth noting that, in early Buddhism, consciousness is considered to be a conditioned phenomenon just like everything else: impermanent, unsatisfactory, not-self. Each moment of consciousness relates to some specific perception: for example, a moment of eye-consciousness of the computer screen in front of me. As such, consciousness and perception arise together and pass away together as well. This dependently arisen, evanescent consciousness is a different understanding from what’s found in other spiritual traditions, which talk about consciousness or awareness as a primordial, eternal phenomenon.
	We’ll return to the important topic of consciousness several times: in Chapter 26: Dependent Origination, where we’ll look at the causes and conditions for the arising of consciousness, and the ultimately fabricated nature of all conscious experience; in Chapter 27: Emptiness and Self, where we’ll touch on the idea of an eternal ‘witnessing’ awareness as a possible candidate for the True Self, and explore the ever-present ‘taste’ of consciousness in each moment of our experience; and again in Chapter 28: Nibbana, where we’ll look at the limits of conscious experience. For now, though, it’s enough to understand that consciousness is the knowing faculty of the mind, and that each moment of knowing is regarded in early Buddhism as just as impermanent as everything else.
	Bringing the aggregates together
	The five aggregates are aptly summarised in a formula developed by the Buddhist monk Nanavira Thera. Imagine you’re out for a walk on a hot day, just about ready to get out of the sun and take a break, when you encounter a (1) tall, solid, (2) pleasant, (3) shady tree, (4) suitable for lying under, (5) that you can see. That’s the five aggregates in a nutshell.
* * *
Now that we have some understanding of the five aggregates, let’s return to the Buddha’s second discourse and see what it goes on to say about the nature of the self.
The aggregates and the self
Mendicants, form is not-self.
 
For if form were self, it wouldn’t lead to affliction. And you could compel form: ‘May my form be like this! May it not be like that!’ But because form is not-self, it leads to affliction. And you can’t compel form: ‘May my form be like this! May it not be like that!’
 
[The same formula repeats for the other aggregates.]
 
The Buddha makes an interesting move here, saying that if form (i.e. the body) were self, then it wouldn’t cause us problems, because we could tell it how to be and it would be exactly that way. In other words, the Buddha is suggesting that something is only worthy of being called ‘me’ if it’s fully under our control.
	The feeling of control does seem to be central to selfhood. We perform at our best when we feel that we have an appropriate degree of autonomy; conversely, taking away someone’s autonomy can trigger depression and anxiety. We want to feel that we’re in control of our own destiny: our bodies, our minds, our thoughts and actions.
	For myself, I’ve found that I’m more likely to identify with my body when it does what I want: ‘I played that great guitar part!’ On the other hand, I’m more likely to disidentify when it doesn’t behave: ‘Oh, I’d like to go running, but my knee hurts.’ (Wouldn’t it be weird to say ‘My hands played that great guitar part!’?)
	The same formula then repeats for the other aggregates. Are we fully in control of our sense of what’s pleasant and unpleasant? Our perceptions? Our mental activity? Our consciousness? And if not, then is any of this fit to be called ‘me’?
	We’ll explore these questions in more detail shortly, but first there’s another twist to come in the Anattalakkhana Sutta!
Bringing in all three characteristics
The Buddha continues:
‘What do you think, mendicants? Is form permanent or impermanent (anicca)?’
 
‘Impermanent, sir.’
 
‘But if it’s impermanent, is it unsatisfactory (dukkha) or satisfactory (sukha)?’
 
‘Unsatisfactory, sir.’
 
‘But if it’s impermanent, unsatisfactory, and perishable, is it fit to be regarded thus: “This is mine, I am this, this is my self”?’
 
‘No, sir.’
 
[The same formula repeats for the other aggregates.]
 
‘So you should truly see any kind of form at all – past, future, or present; internal or external; solid or subtle; inferior or superior; far or near: all form – with right understanding: “This is not mine, I am not this, this is not my self.”’
 
[The same formula repeats for the other aggregates.]
 
	In the previous chapter, we considered each of the three characteristics separately, but in this discourse they’re linked, each one flowing into the next.
	We start with impermanence. Is the body permanent or impermanent? Well, my body certainly isn’t the same one I had twenty years ago! So far, so straightforward.
	But then comes the twist. Can something which is fundamentally impermanent ever provide a source of lasting happiness? Can it be fully satisfactory? Or is it possible that, at least at times, an impermanent phenomenon will let us down, changing when we least want it to? (Have you ever been let down by a usually reliable friend?)
	Furthermore: if something is impermanent, inconsistent and perishable; and if it’s unsatisfactory, unreliable, prone to letting us down; then is it really fit to be regarded as ‘me’?
	In the discourse, the Buddha goes even further, and says that impermanent, unreliable things shouldn’t be considered ‘mine’ either. This last step doesn’t feel quite so obvious to me; I have no problem with the idea that I might possess something that’s unreliable, such as a car that doesn’t always start first time. I’m used to things not always doing what I want them to!
	But there’s a hidden assumption concealed in the word ‘mine’: for something to be ‘mine’, there must be a ‘me’ that it belongs to. So before we get too invested in arguing about whether things can be ‘mine’ or not, perhaps we should look to see if we can find this ‘me’ who owns them?
	With that in mind, then, let’s put this discourse into practice. Here’s an extended contemplation on the five aggregates and the three characteristics, primarily inspired by this discourse but with a bit of additional flavour that’s all mine. (Or is it?!) Then we’ll look at a second contemplation from another discourse.
Practice: Five aggregates, three characteristics
	1. Form/materiality (rupa) 
*Notice that you have a body, with various qualities and capabilities.
*If you had a different body, would you be a different person?
*Notice that your body changes over time, due to age, exercise, injury, and so on. Is there anything permanent about your body?
*Is your body always a source of pleasure, or is it ever a source of pain? Could it ever be a totally reliable source of pleasure?
*Does your body always do what you want it to? Does it ever let you down?
	2. Pleasantness/feeling tone (vedana)
*Notice that you experience things as pleasant, unpleasant or neither, and as a result you develop preferences.
*If you had different preferences, would you be a different person?
*Notice that your preferences change over time: things which used to be unpleasant can become pleasant, and vice versa. Is there anything permanent about your preferences?
*Are your preferences always a source of pleasure, or are they ever a source of pain? Could they ever be a totally reliable source of pleasure?
*Can you choose only to have pleasant experiences all the time?
	3. Perception/conceptualisation (sanna)
*Notice that you understand the world through concepts, which you’ve learnt and developed over the course of your life. These concepts form your world view, your sense of what things mean.
*If you had a different world view, would you be a different person?
*Notice that your concepts change over time: as you have new experiences you learn new concepts, and over time you forget old ones. Is there anything permanent about your concepts?
*Are your concepts always a source of pleasure, or are they ever a source of pain? Could they ever be a totally reliable source of pleasure?
*Can you control which concepts you pick up from your environment? Can you choose to forget an unwanted concept?
	4. Mental activity/mental formations (sankhara)
*Notice that you have various intentions, impulses, thoughts, emotions, memories and reactions, and over time you learn to identify your character traits and your life story in terms of these.
*If you had different character traits, or a different life story, would you be a different person?
*Notice that your mental activities change over time: for example, in meditation we cultivate compassion so that our instinctive responses become more compassionate. Is there anything permanent about your mental activities?
*Are your mental activities always a source of pleasure, or are they ever a source of pain? Could they ever be a totally reliable source of pleasure?
*Can you control what mental activities arise within you? Do you always act on the mental activities you approve of, and always refrain from acting on the mental activities you don’t? 
	5. Consciousness (vinnana)
*Notice that you are conscious of all sorts of events throughout the day.
*If you had very little consciousness, or none at all, would you be a different person?
*Notice that your degree of consciousness changes over time: sometimes you’re perceptive, sometimes absent-minded, sometimes asleep. Is there anything permanent about your consciousness?
*Is your consciousness always a source of pleasure, or is it ever a source of pain? Could it ever be a totally reliable source of pleasure?
*Can you always choose what you become conscious of? 
Practice: Contemplating the relationship between the self and the aggregates
Another interesting practice is suggested by the Mahapunnama Sutta (MN109, the Longer Discourse on the Full-Moon Night):
‘But sir, how does substantialist view [the view that we have a fixed essence] come about?’
 
‘It’s when an unlearned ordinary person … regards (1) form as self, (2) self as having form, (3) form in self, or (4) self in form.
 
‘They regard vedana as self …
 
‘They regard perception as self …
 
‘They regard mental activity as self …
 
‘They regard consciousness as self, self as having consciousness, consciousness in self, or self in consciousness. That’s how substantialist view comes about.’87
 
	So, let’s explore. First, for each aggregate individually, and then for all five aggregates collectively:
	Is this aggregate identical to the self? / Are these five aggregates identical to the self?

	Does the self possess the aggregate? / Does the self possess these five aggregates?

	Is the aggregate contained within the self? / Are these five aggregates contained within the self?

	Is the self contained within the aggregate? / Is the self contained within these five aggregates?

	What is the relationship between the self and the aggregates? What is the self, really? Who is this ‘me’ who owns that which is ‘mine’?
The end of the discourse
So what happens if we do as the Buddha suggests, and view the five aggregates through the lens of the three characteristics?
‘Seeing this, a learned noble disciple grows disillusioned with form, feeling, perception, mental activity, and consciousness. Being disillusioned, desire fades away. When desire fades away they’re freed. When they’re freed, they know they’re freed.
 
‘They understand: “Cyclic existence is ended, the spiritual journey has been completed, what had to be done has been done, there is nothing further for this place.”’
 
That is what the Buddha said. Satisfied, the group of five mendicants approved what the Buddha said. And while this discourse was being spoken, the minds of the group of five mendicants were freed from defilements by not grasping.
 
	That’s right: the punchline of this discourse is that the Buddha’s five friends all achieve full awakening.
	Pretty good, eh?

Chapter 22: Investigating the Body
This is the direct path for the purification of beings, for the complete transcendence of sorrow and lamentation, for the disappearance of pain and depression, for the attainment of the way, for the realisation of nibbana – that is, the four modes of attending with mindfulness.88
 
Attending with mindfulness: the Satipatthana Sutta
An excellent source of insight practices in the Pali canon is the Satipatthana Sutta89 (MN10, the Discourse on Attending with Mindfulness). It’s thought to be an anthology, composed after the Buddha’s death; a one-stop-shop for a wide array of mindfulness practices, which together form a remarkable resource for the cultivation of wisdom.
	Sometimes this discourse is referred to as the Four Foundations or Four Establishments of Mindfulness. According to scholar-practitioner Bhikkhu Analayo, however, this is a misunderstanding. Early translators understood the term satipatthana as sati (mindfulness) + patthana (foundation); hence, foundations of mindfulness. (The ‘four’ part doesn’t appear in the title, but the discourse has four major sections.) But scholars are now of the opinion that satipatthana should actually be understood as sati (mindfulness) + upatthana (placing near). So satipatthana is the attitude of placing one’s mindfulness near to an object or aspect of experience; in other words, attending to it with mindfulness.
	The point here is that mindfulness is an innate faculty that we already possess. We don’t need to build it up from scratch, using these ‘four foundations’ as the starting point. Rather, these are four dimensions of experience which are rewarding to explore by attending to them with our existing mindfulness, anytime we’d like to do so.
	Since the Satipatthana Sutta is a pretty long discourse, we’re going to take the next four chapters to explore it in depth. Let’s start with the opening lines.
The discourse begins
Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was living among the Kuru people at a Kuru village named Kammasadhamma. There the Blessed One addressed the mendicants: ‘Mendicants!’ ‘Venerable sir,’ those mendicants replied to the Blessed One. The Blessed One said this:
 
As usual, the discourse starts by setting the stage. The audience for this discourse is a group of mendicants, which is usually the case for the deeper teachings in the Pali canon; however, all of the practices given here are accessible to householders, so don’t let that put you off!
	The next line acts as a kind of mission statement for the discourse:
This is the direct path for the purification of beings, for the complete transcendence of sorrow and lamentation, for the disappearance of pain and depression, for the attainment of the way, for the realisation of nibbana – that is, the four modes of attending with mindfulness.
 
	The phrase translated here as the direct path is much debated among scholars. Literally, the underlying Pali term means one-going path: this has been interpreted as leading one way only, directly to awakening; or as being a path that one must walk for oneself. (There are also some more sectarian interpretations along the lines of ‘This is the One True Way to awakening’, but personally I believe that if the Internet has done anything for spiritual practice, it’s shown us the incredible richness and diversity of the world’s contemplative traditions. I don’t think Buddhism has a monopoly on wisdom.)
	Anyway, the Buddha is making big promises here: if we work with the four modes of attending with mindfulness, we’ll realise nibbana, become fully awakened and find peace in this very life. So I guess we’d better hope he tells us what those four modes are…
What four?
 
One abides observing the body as the body – dedicated, completely aware, and mindful, without covetousness or depression about the world.
 
… observing vedana as vedana … 
 
… observing the mind as the mind …
 
One abides observing phenomena as phenomena – dedicated, completely aware, and mindful, without covetousness or depression about the world.
 
	These are the four modes of attending with mindfulness: mindfulness of the body, vedana, mind states, and phenomena (a catch-all for more complex topics). In this chapter we’ll look at the practices relating to the body, then over the next three chapters we’ll cover the subsequent categories.
	Without further ado, the discourse now moves into practice instructions for working with the body.
Mindfulness of breathing
How does one abide observing the body as the body?
 
One who has gone to the forest, to the base of a tree, or to an empty building sits down, crosses their legs, sets their body upright, and establishes mindfulness as foremost.
 
First, we get some instructions on how to meditate. We start by finding a quiet place where we won’t be disturbed; we sit down in a stable, upright manner; and then we establish mindfulness. While brief, this is good advice!
One breathes in mindfully, one breathes out mindfully.
 
Breathing in a long breath, one understands, ‘I am breathing in a long breath.’
 
Breathing out a long breath, one understands, ‘I am breathing out a long breath.’
 
Breathing in a short breath, one understands, ‘I am breathing in a short breath.’
 
Breathing out a short breath, one understands, ‘I am breathing out a short breath.’
 
One trains in this way: ‘I will breathe in experiencing the whole body.’
 
One trains in this way: ‘I will breathe out experiencing the whole body.’
 
One trains in this way: ‘I will breathe in calming the body.’
 
One trains in this way: ‘I will breathe out calming the body.’
 
	Readers familiar with the sixteen-step practice described in the Anapanasati Sutta (MN118, the Discourse on Mindfulness While Breathing) may recognise these instructions as the first four of those sixteen steps. We’re going to cover the Anapanasati Sutta in detail in the Appendix, and we’ve already spent a fair bit of time working with the breathing in meditation in Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi and Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight, so let’s move on for now.
	What comes next is a simile that illustrates the appropriate attitude for practising mindfulness of breathing:
Just as a skilled turner or apprentice turner who is making a long turn understands ‘I am making a long turn,’ or when making a short turn understands ‘I am making a short turn,’ in the same way, when one is breathing in a long breath, one understands ‘I am breathing in a long breath,’ …
 
	We’re invited to consider a wood-turner, working carefully with a piece of wood. Woodwork requires great precision; unlike a word processor, there’s no undo button, so if we cut in the wrong place, we have to start all over again. Making a beautiful carving thus requires tremendous focus, paying attention to every nuance of the work to ensure that the finished product comes out just right. (At least, I assume it does. I was pretty hopeless at woodworking when I was at school.)
	As meditators, we’re invited to bring the same care and diligence to that most mundane of sensations, our breathing. Why? Because, if we want our meditation practice to go deep, we need to pay close attention. Without the stillness of a composed mind, we won’t have the clarity to see deeply enough into our experience to have any impact. Our meditation practice asks us to find the same quality of intimacy with our experience that a skilled artisan brings to their work.
	After the simile comes a further set of instructions:
In this way, one abides observing the body as the body internally, or one abides observing the body as the body externally, or one abides observing the body as the body both internally and externally.
 
Or one abides observing the nature of manifestation in relation to the body, or one abides observing the nature of cessation in relation to the body, or one abides observing the nature of both manifestation and cessation in relation to the body.
 
Or mindfulness that ‘There is the body’ is established to the extent necessary for knowledge and awareness. And one abides independent, and one does not cling to anything in the world.
 
In this way one abides observing the body as the body.
 
	Every practice in this discourse is followed by a version of this passage; it’s like the chorus in a song, and as such it’s often called the refrain of the discourse. The refrain includes some wonderful instructions for exploring and deepening each practice, touching into each of the three characteristics along the way.
	First, we’re invited to examine the phenomenon internally: within ourselves. This is, in a sense, the easiest place to start, since that’s where we have the most information. But then we’re asked to examine the phenomenon externally as well: as it manifests in others. This requires a different kind of observation, and can take a bit more time. But the effort pays off when we move to the third step, which is to observe the phenomenon both internally and externally: seeing it as something common to all of us.
	We’ve already discussed the central importance of the sense of self in insight practice. Key to self is other: those aspects of experience which are seen to be ‘not me’, in contrast to those which are ‘me’. The division of experience into the duality of self and other is fundamental to how we usually see the world, and an important line of inquiry in insight practice is to explore and question this duality. As such, any time we examine a phenomenon within ourselves, it’s helpful to notice it in others as well, and to recognise that it’s a universal experience, as opposed to something unique to us. There’s a risk – a small one, but it does happen – that meditation can actually make us more self-centred, as we invest more and more energy into studying ourselves at the expense of others. Consciously recognising the universal nature of our experiences helps to keep us out of that trap.
	The second part of the refrain focuses on impermanence. First, we’re directed to observe the arising of the phenomenon in question. Again, this is the easiest place to start; our attention is naturally drawn to what’s new. Once we’re familiar with the phenomenon, however, we then turn our attention to its ending. This leads to a more balanced understanding, appreciating the full life cycle of the phenomenon rather than only noticing it when it’s new and shiny. Finally, we take a step back and shift into a broader appreciation of the impermanence of the phenomenon, seeing it arising and passing like waves in the ocean.
	The final part of the refrain indicates how we might take our new appreciation of the phenomenon into daily life. Outside of formal meditation we have many duties and responsibilities; it can be very helpful (as discussed in Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life) to have some kind of ‘touchstone’ for mindfulness as we go through our day, whether that’s an awareness of the body or something else. Maintaining mindfulness in this way – not to the exclusion of everything else, but just to the extent necessary to remain composed and engaged rather than lost in distraction or caught up in greed, hatred and delusion – frees us from our reactivity and keeps us out of dukkha.
Mindfulness of postures
When moving, one understands ‘I am moving.’
 
When standing, one understands ‘I am standing.’
 
When sitting, one understands ‘I am sitting.’
 
When reclining, one understands ‘I am reclining.’
 
Or in whatever way the body is positioned, one understands it as it is.
 
In this way, one abides … observing the body as the body.
 
Next up, we have mindfulness of postures.
	We’ve already seen this practice in Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life, where I introduced it as a simple way to bring about a moment of mindfulness. However, when we bring the refrain into the mix, we see how even this simplest of practices can offer some hidden depths.
	For example, we see that, for all the fuss that’s made about the attractiveness of certain bodies (or the unattractiveness of others), fundamentally, they all do pretty much the same things; we’re much more alike than we are different. We notice, too, the unceasing motion of our lives, constantly changing from one posture to another and back again. And we discover that maintaining some basic awareness of our body – even through the oh-so-simple lens of noticing the posture – can keep us grounded in the maelstrom of activity that might otherwise lead us off into greed, hatred or delusion.
Mindfulness of activities
One acts with clear comprehension while moving forward or backward. One acts with clear comprehension while looking around or examining. One acts with clear comprehension while contracting or extending one’s limbs. One acts with clear comprehension while wearing one’s robes and carrying one’s bowl. One acts with clear comprehension while eating, drinking, chewing, and swallowing. One acts with clear comprehension while defecating and urinating. One acts with clear comprehension while moving, standing, sitting, sleeping, waking, speaking, and silent.
 
In this way, one abides … observing the body as the body.
 
We also looked at the practice of clear comprehension in Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life. The core idea is simple: to extend our mindfulness into the whole range of activities throughout the day, fully and appropriately aware in each situation.
	As an aside, scholars have suggested that the Satipatthana Sutta may originally have placed mindfulness of breathing after mindfulness of postures and activities, rather than coming first. Then, the discourse would start by recommending a form of mindfulness so simple that almost anyone can do it: no matter what else is going on, we can usually tell whether we’re lying down, sitting, standing or walking, although we might not previously have realised that there would be value in doing so. Next, having been introduced to the core principle of mindfulness, we’d extend it to our daily-life activities; not doing anything special, not ‘meditating’, but simply noticing what’s going on as we go through our day. Only then, when we’d developed some skill in mindfulness, would we introduce meditation, beginning with mindfulness of breathing. In this way, the reordered discourse would offer a gentle introduction suitable for people with no contemplative experience at all, gradually building up to more sophisticated practices. (So, if this is true, how come mindfulness of breathing was subsequently moved to the start? Perhaps because mindfulness of breathing came to be considered so important; in the Buddha’s time, when teachings were conveyed orally, the most important items were often placed at the beginning and end of a list, since those are the most memorable locations.)
	Returning to the text, the refrain again serves to bring some interesting nuances into this practice: we see the universal nature of the activities we perform, consciously notice their impermanence, and then use mindfulness of those activities to keep us grounded throughout the day. And not just during the main part of the day – notice that the instructions even invite us to be mindful while we’re falling asleep and waking up! In fact, let’s give that a try…
Practice: Falling asleep and waking up
Bringing mindfulness to falling asleep and waking up can be a slippery process, but here’s a fun exercise that my teacher Leigh likes to suggest to people on retreat.
	When you’re falling asleep, do you fall asleep on an in-breath or an out-breath?
	And when you’re waking up, do you wake up on an in-breath or an out-breath?
	See if you can find out!
The parts of the body
One considers this body, up from the soles of the feet and down from the top of the head, as a skin-bag filled with a variety of unclean things: ‘In this body there are head-hairs, body-hairs, nails, teeth, skin, muscles, tendons, bones, bone-marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, membranes, spleen, lungs, stomach, intestines, undigested food, excrement, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, oil, and saliva.’
 
Ew.
	This practice is sometimes called ‘meditating on the unattractiveness of the body’, or even ‘the repulsiveness of the body’. Really, it’s hardly surprising that sometimes people think Buddhists are gloomy, life-denying schlubs who hate their bodies.
	Fortunately, that really isn’t what’s going on here (although plenty of gloomy, life-denying people are out there too!). I mentioned that one of the functions of insight practice is to give us a broader, more balanced view of what’s going on; practices like this are intended to counteract the common tendency to experience lust for attractive bodies. When we’re in the grip of lust, we typically idealise the object of our lust, overemphasising the attractive aspects and ignoring the unattractive. When we have a crush on someone, we don’t spend a lot of time imagining the undigested food in their body; usually, it’s other aspects that come to mind. This selective perception then sets us up for the dukkha of disappointment when whatever we were lusting after doesn’t live up to our impossible expectations.
	That said, in an age of Instagram filters, eating disorders and social anxiety, some of us find our bodies quite unattractive enough already, without spending our meditation time focusing even more on the icky bits. And, unfortunately, someone who already has an excessively negative image of their own body is likely to be drawn to a practice like this one, because it resonates so well with how they already see themselves.
	So, to reiterate: the purpose of this practice is to arrive at a balanced view of the body. If you have a negative view of your body (or the bodies of others), it would be very worthwhile to spend some time contemplating the positive aspects of the body. Conversely, if you’re routinely overwhelmed by sexual lust, then contemplating the unattractive aspects of the body might actually serve its intended purpose.
	Another important theme of this practice is to start to deconstruct the body. It’s quite natural to think of the body as a single cohesive unit, but of course that isn’t the whole story. By examining the body in terms of its parts, we can see clearly that ‘body’ is simply a label assigned to an ever-changing collection of biological processes which somehow hang together well enough for us to live our lives, but none of which is individually ‘me’.
	Next, we have a fun little simile:
It is just like a bag with an opening on both ends that is full of various kinds of grain, such as white rice, brown rice, beans, lentils, sesame seeds, and red rice. After pouring them out, a person with eyesight could identify them: ‘This is white rice, this is brown rice, these are beans, these are lentils, these are sesame seeds, this is red rice.’ In the same way, one considers one’s body … ‘In this body there are head-hairs … and saliva.’
 
	The first time I read this simile, I thought ‘That’s a daft design for a bag.’ But it turns out that what’s being described here is a farming tool that was used for sowing seeds in the time of the Buddha. The grain was loaded into the upper hole, then slowly came out of the lower hole as the farmer walked across the fields. Clever!
	Now, this simile has its limits. I don’t recommend emptying out your skin-bag (or anyone else’s, for that matter) in order to identify the contents one by one. But it’s certainly true that we have holes at the top and bottom, and we put things in the hole at the top, and… Well, you get the idea.
In this way, one abides … observing the body as the body.
 
	Once again, the refrain reminds us to generalise our observations from our own body to the bodies of others, and thus to the shared nature of human experience. (Non-human animals have bodies too, of course.) Likewise, we see the impermanence of our bodies: bodily phenomena arising (uh oh, is that toothache?), passing away (there goes the 20/20 vision…), and, more generally, changing over time. And, if we’re able to develop and maintain a balanced view of the body, perhaps we’re less likely to get caught up either in greed for attractive bodies, hatred of unattractive ones, or delusion about the capacity of the body to provide lasting satisfaction.
Practice: Contemplating the body
One way to approach this practice is exactly as given in the discourse: to reflect on the various components of the body, one at a time. Incorporating the approach of the refrain, you might start by noticing and contemplating each component of your own body, then each component of the bodies of others, then the shared nature of physicality; or you might contemplate the changing nature of each bodily component.
Practice: The body scan for insight
Another approach is more meditative in nature. One possible drawback of the contemplative approach is that it involves a fair amount of imagination; it’s difficult for most of us to be directly aware of our bone marrow, for example.
	However, the body scan (which we’ve already encountered in a different context in Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi) offers a convenient meditative way to explore your direct experience of the body. Moving part by part through the body has the same deconstructive quality as the contemplation, and the added benefit that no imagination is required.
	You can explore impermanence on several levels with the body. From one meditation to the next, your body might feel different: alert, then tired; aching, then comfortable; tense, then relaxed. From one moment to the next, sensations come and go; an itch arises, intensifies, then passes away. And, as your attention penetrates deeper into the sensations of the body, you might find that even seemingly ‘unchanging’ sensations, like the pressure between your body and the cushion or chair, dissolve into a flow of flickering, vibrating micro-sensations.
	The unreliable, unsatisfactory nature of the body is typically evident rather quickly in this practice! You only have to sit a little longer than usual to start noticing the body’s tendency toward discomfort. And while the body can certainly be a source of pleasure, it’s equally likely to be a source of pain and displeasure.
	The body scan is also an effective vehicle for exploring not-self. Notice, for example, that the body scan systematically objectifies every part of the physical body that you can experience. So, who’s doing the experiencing? Whose body is it, exactly?
The four great elements, or four aspects of materiality
Next comes a further exercise in deconstruction:
One considers this body, however it is positioned or directed, as composed of elements: ‘In this body there is the earth-element, the water-element, the fire-element, the wind-element.’
 
	Here we have what are traditionally called the four elements, or sometimes four great elements. (Note that these four elements correspond to those found in classical Western thought as well, such as ancient Greek philosophy.)
	The idea that we should study the four classical elements can be quite off-putting for modern practitioners versed in scientific thinking. The idea that the table in front of me is somehow ‘made of’ earth, water, fire and wind seems instinctively ridiculous; we’ve got a whole periodic table of elements now, not to mention sophisticated instruments like electron microscopes that allow us to probe the very structure of matter. Asking people to look at things as if they’re solely composed of earth, water, fire and wind can come across as archaic or even ridiculous.
	So, let’s be clear. By including this practice in the book, I am not suggesting that all material things are literally composed of earth, water, fire and wind, nor am I implying that modern science has got it all wrong and we’d be fine if we just went back to how the ancient Indians thought about the universe.
	Actually, if I had a completely free hand in the matter, I would translate the name of this practice as four aspects rather than four elements – the only reason I don’t is that basically every other teacher calls this practice ‘four elements’, so if I used a different term it would be pretty confusing. But I find it very helpful to understand this practice as working with the ‘elements’ of the material world in the same way that we might talk about ‘the elements of style’: aspects of what’s going on, as opposed to literal physical building blocks.
	The earth aspect, or element, represents solidity: hardness and softness, the resistance that we experience when we press up against a wall. In a nutshell, the earth aspect of matter is what pushes back.
	The water aspect, or element, represents liquidity: the gentle, easy flow of water, or the slow, creeping movement of tree sap (or even glass). The water aspect also represents cohesion: the tendency for things to stick together. Think about what happens if you lick your finger and then insert it into a bag of sugar, for example.
	The fire aspect, or element, represents temperature: from searing heat to icy chill. As I write this it’s been snowing outside, and there’s a distinct lack of fire aspect outdoors; so I have a pleasingly fiery cup of tea next to me as I type, helping to keep my fingers mobile.
	The wind aspect, or element, sometimes alternatively called the air aspect, represents movement. This is perhaps the most unintuitive of the four, and is why I prefer ‘wind’ to ‘air’; air can hang still and heavy on a hot day, whereas wind always has some sense of movement, from the gentlest breeze to a raging hurricane.
	So these are the four aspects, or four great elements. If I were to retranslate the description of this practice using my own preferred language, we might end up with something like:
One considers this body, however it is positioned or directed, as composed of aspects: ‘In this body there is the aspect of solidity, the aspect of liquidity, the aspect of warmth, the aspect of movement.’
 
	If you’re unconvinced, you might prefer my teacher Leigh’s formulation of this practice. He interprets the earth element as referring to solids, the water element as referring to liquids, the air (or wind) element as referring to gases, and the fire element as referring to energy. That would give us something like:
One considers this body, however it is positioned or directed, as composed of the following: ‘In this body there are solids, there are liquids, there are gases, and there is energy.’
 
	Even so, what’s the point of this practice? To understand this, we can look at the associated simile.
Just as a skilled butcher or apprentice butcher, after killing a cow and slicing it into pieces, might sit at a crossroads, in the same way, one considers this body, however it is positioned or directed, as composed of elements: …
 
	The previous practice, the parts of the body, began the process of deconstructing our physical aspect. We went from seeing ‘body’ to seeing ‘body parts’. This practice goes one step further. The poor old cow has been killed and sliced up, ready to be eaten. We’ve now gone from readily identifiable parts of the body to mere pieces of meat (think ‘mince’); the ‘cowness’ of the cow has vanished.
	When we examine our body sensations in meditation, there’s often a story involved; sometimes even a tragedy. ‘Ugh, my knees are really aching. I’ve been sitting for much too long. Did I forget to set the timer? I’m not sure I can bear this any longer!’ But if, instead, we view our physical experience in terms of its four aspects, we get something much simpler. ‘Sharpness… That’s earth. More sharpness, earth. Earth, earth. Kinda hot… Fire. Earth, earth. Fire. Earth. Ooh, a stomach gurgle – let’s call that wind, with a bit of water. Earth, earth, fire, earth, water, earth, wind, earth, earth.’ Now, that story isn’t going to win any literary prizes. But it does provide us with a way to be fully present with our experience that’s less likely to lead to unpleasant thoughts and emotions.
	Recall from Chapter 21: Exploring the Self that the third of the five aggregates is perception, or conceptualisation: how we make sense of what’s going on, how we label and explain it to ourselves. If we use rich, emotive labels then there’s plenty of scope for drama; if we use a much simpler set, such as earth, water, fire and wind (or solidity, liquidity, temperature and movement), we’re less likely to get caught up in a story of struggle.
	Understanding the extent to which our perceptions shape our lived experience is crucial on the path of insight. If we’re to discover the full implications of the claim that ‘all things are preceded by the mind, surpassed by the mind, created by the mind’, we’re going to need to be able to let go of our familiar conceptual frames, at least for the purposes of a meditative exercise. Again, it isn’t about returning to a pre-scientific world view; it’s about seeing what happens at the subjective level when we swap our familiar labels for a different, much simpler, set.
In this way, one abides … observing the body as the body.
 
	As usual, the refrain suggests several ways of extending this practice. In terms of not-self, we first examine ourselves in terms of these four aspects, then everything else around us – and here it’s very natural to extend the analysis to the whole physical world, not just the bodies of other people. Seeing the commonality between ourselves and a fox, a tree, a mountain or a cloud can be a powerful way to break down the sense of separation between ‘special little me, in here’ and ‘boring old everything else, out there’.
	Likewise, the reflection on impermanence can be quite powerful. Sometimes the process-based nature of our body is more apparent when viewed through the lens of its constituent aspects. We may also get a sense of the impermanence of even that which seems totally solid and permanent, like mountains or skyscrapers.
	Finally, as I’ve already suggested, learning to see the world through the lens of these four simple aspects can offer another way to stay grounded even in the midst of difficult experiences, less likely to get caught up in the mental proliferation of dukkha.
Practice: The four great elements
First, spend some time getting to know each of the four aspects.
	For earth, notice the solid aspects of your body. Some parts are firm, like the bones and teeth. Other parts are softer, such as the skin, but still offer some degree of resistance. See what other aspects of solidity you can find in your experience of the body. Notice, too, the feeling of resistance as your body encounters the solid aspect of the cushion, chair or ground beneath you.
	For water, notice the liquid aspects of your body. Saliva in the mouth is perhaps the easiest place to start, and sometimes the nose can provide some water element to work with too. The blood is an interesting case; of course, it’s well known that the body is full of liquid blood, but how do you actually experience it? Perhaps you do indeed feel it as liquid; or perhaps it’s the movement (the wind element) that strikes you the most, or something else. See how it is for you.
	For fire, notice the temperature of the body. Is your whole body the same temperature, or is there a difference between the core and the extremities? Notice, too, how you experience the temperature of whatever your body is in contact with.
	For wind, notice whatever aspects of the body are moving. The breathing is the easiest place to start; we can feel both the movement of the air itself, entering and leaving the body, and also movement within the body as the chest and lungs expand and contract and the diaphragm moves. What other sensations of movement can you find?
	Now, spend some time simply labelling the body sensations that arise in your experience with one of these four aspects: solidity, liquidity, temperature, movement. Notice the effect that it has on your experience overall.
Contemplation of death and decay
Just as if one were to see a corpse discarded in a charnel ground – one, two, or three days old – that was bloated, discoloured, and festering, one would compare it to this body: ‘This body is also of that nature, it is becoming like that, it is not exempt from that.’ In this way, one abides … observing the body as the body.
 
Just as if one were to see a corpse discarded in a charnel ground that was being eaten by crows, hawks, vultures, dogs, jackals, and worms …
 
… a corpse discarded in a charnel ground, a skeleton with flesh and blood, bound together by sinews … 
 
… a fleshless, bloody skeleton bound together by sinews … 
 
… a fleshless, bloodless skeleton bound together by sinews …
 
… disconnected bones scattered in every direction – a hand-bone in one direction, a foot-bone in another direction, an ankle-bone in another direction, a calf-bone in another direction, a thigh-bone in another direction, a hip-bone in another direction, a rib-bone in another direction, a spine-bone in another direction, a breast-bone in another direction, a neck-bone in another direction, a jaw-bone in another direction, a tooth in another direction, a skull in another direction … 
 
… bones as white as conch-shells … 
 
… a pile of bones more than a year old … 
 
… bones crumbling to dust, one would compare it to this body: ‘This body is also of that nature, it is becoming like that, it is not exempt from that.’ In this way, one abides … observing the body as the body.
 
Yikes.
	Strictly speaking, there are nine separate practices here, but since they all follow the same basic pattern, they’re usually grouped together as the charnel ground contemplations.
	These days, we bury or cremate our dead. In the time of the Buddha, dead bodies were often taken to a charnel ground: a place where corpses were simply dumped and left to decompose, providing a feast for the crows, hawks, vultures, dogs, jackals and worms, as described above.
	As such, the process of death and decomposition was, or at least could be, much more visible than it typically is in modern Western society. We prefer to hide the ugly, messy bits of death, concealing the dead in coffins or applying makeup and putting them in nice clothes for open-casket funerals. In fact, we go further, often doing our best to conceal even the signs of aging, never mind death. It’s not uncommon to make the news when a Hollywood celebrity finally allows their age to show.
	In contrast, the charnel ground contemplations put us up close and personal with our own mortality, inviting us to observe the process of death and decay, and to consider how the same process will inevitably happen to our own body at some point.
	The refrain takes things even further, inviting us to consider how the same fate awaits everyone else as well. By contemplating the impermanence of life and death, we see the transience and fragility of all life. And by reminding ourselves of our mortality in the course of our daily lives, we hopefully encourage ourselves to use our time wisely.
	Contemplation of death is a very powerful practice, and correspondingly one which should be approached with great care. If it becomes overwhelming, or leads to a sense of nihilistic futility or fatalism, it’s time to step away and try another practice.
Practice: The charnel ground contemplations
One approach is simply to perform the contemplations as written. Note that the first instruction is ‘Just as if one were to see a corpse’; in other words, there’s an invitation here to use one’s imagination if an actual charnel ground isn’t available, as is the case for most of us in the West today. So you might bring to mind the stages of death and decay, and then contemplate that process happening to your own body.
	Another option that sometimes presents itself is to contemplate the decomposition of an animal that has recently died, perhaps along a walking route that you frequent. In that case, you might spend a moment each time you go past simply observing the deceased animal, reflecting that the process of decay taking place will also happen to you someday.
	A third option to have an experience of death is to observe an autopsy. Depending on where you live, it might be possible to arrange to see one in person. Alternatively, some recordings of autopsies are available on YouTube. I recommend treating this as a formal practice: spend some time getting settled in meditation first, then watch the video in a focused, undistracted, contemplative manner, taking advantage of the opportunity to contemplate your own mortality along the way.

Chapter 23: Investigating Vedana
How does one abide observing vedana as vedana?90
 
Mindfulness of vedana
Unlike the first section of the Satipatthana Sutta, which has a whole host of practices for investigating the body, the second section just has one: mindfulness of vedana. Having thoroughly explored, deconstructed and seen the impermanent nature of the body, we now move to a subtler layer of experience: our innate sense of each arising phenomenon as pleasant, unpleasant, or somewhere in between.
	The instructions begin as follows:
When one is experiencing a pleasant vedana, one understands ‘I am experiencing a pleasant vedana.’
 
When experiencing an unpleasant vedana, one understands ‘I am experiencing an unpleasant vedana.’
 
When experiencing a neutral vedana, one understands ‘I am experiencing a neutral vedana.’
 
	So far, so simple. We’ve already discussed vedana in Chapter 21: Exploring the Self, as the second of five aggregates, and there’s not much more to say at this point. The initial invitation here is simply to observe this quality of pleasantness and unpleasantness in experience.
	But the discourse has a bit more for us:
When experiencing a physical pleasant vedana, one understands ‘I am experiencing a physical pleasant vedana.’
 
When experiencing a non-physical pleasant vedana …
 
When experiencing a physical painful vedana …
 
When experiencing a non-physical painful vedana …
 
When experiencing a physical neutral vedana …
 
When experiencing a non-physical neutral vedana, one understands ‘I am experiencing a non-physical neutral vedana.’
 
	The terms translated here by Suddhaso Bhikkhu as physical and non-physical are, like so many other aspects of this discourse, the subject of some debate among scholars. Literally, the underlying Pali terms mean with flesh and without flesh.
	As an alternative, in Nanamoli Thera’s translation, edited and revised by Bhikkhu Bodhi, we find the following:
When feeling a worldly pleasant feeling, he understands: ‘I feel a worldly pleasant feeling’; when feeling an unworldly pleasant feeling, he understands: ‘I feel an unworldly pleasant feeling’; …91
 
	In this second interpretation, with flesh refers to worldly sources of vedana, as contrasted with unworldly or spiritual sources of vedana. For example, in the worldly sphere, pleasant vedana might be found in the taste of chocolate cake, unpleasant vedana in stubbing one’s toe, and neutral vedana in the unobtrusive hum of air conditioning. In the unworldly, or spiritual, sphere, pleasant vedana might include the sukha of the first three jhanas; unpleasant vedana might include samvega, a sense of spiritual urgency that can arise from (for example) contemplating one’s own mortality; and neutral vedana might include the equanimity of the Brahmaviharas or the fourth jhana.
	If we prefer to read these terms as referring to physical and non-physical vedana, we might instead interpret the instructions as distinguishing between vedana associated with the body and vedana associated with the mind – and this leads to a very interesting discovery.
	Our ‘five sense’ experience of the world – what we see, hear, smell, taste and touch – is actually pretty simple; for example, what we ‘see’ is based on light of certain wavelengths impacting our retinas. As we saw in Chapter 21: Exploring the Self, the visual field itself really just consists of coloured shapes; the interpretation that turns those coloured shapes into distinct perceptions (‘computer screen’, ‘wall’) is provided by the mind.
	But that’s not all; the context matters, too. The sound of a meditation bell might be quite pleasant under typical circumstances; but if the bell rings when we’ve been desperate for the toilet for the last fifteen minutes, it might sound unusually pleasant; and if it rings when we were just about to experience a new jhana for the first time, it might be rather unpleasant. It’s the same sound in each case, but the meaning is quite different: in one case, it’s just a sound, to be enjoyed; in another, it’s blessed release from torment; and in another, it’s an irritating interruption that snatches defeat from the jaws of victory.
	One way of understanding this phenomenon is that there are two vedanas at work here. The first is the vedana of the sound itself, which (in the case of a meditation bell) is pleasant: a harmonious tone with pleasing acoustic properties. But that initial, physical vedana is very rapidly overshadowed by what my teacher Leigh calls the downstream processing of the mind: the mental activity that spins up in response to it, analysing and contextualising it. As such, we usually only notice the mental vedana, and miss the physical vedana; but if we spend some time cultivating samadhi and then focus on the ‘pure sound’, the physical vedana becomes more apparent, and more easily distinguishable from the mental vedana. This view aligns well with our current scientific understanding of the processing in the brain that ultimately gives rise to our conscious experience.
	Personally, though, in my own insight practice I’ve usually found it more helpful to focus on what I experience for myself, rather than relying on models telling me what ‘should’ be there or what’s ‘really’ going on. After all, consciousness is a fabricated phenomenon, and it turns out that how we choose to look at our experience actually affects what we see. If I’m perceiving the meditation bell in terms of its musical properties – if I’m listening to it as music – then I’m much more likely to experience a pleasant vedana. If I’m perceiving the meditation bell as a signal that the meditation period is over, then the resulting vedana will accordingly be coloured by the relief or frustration that I feel.
	That isn’t to say that one way of understanding vedana is right and the other is wrong! These are two views of the same phenomenon; I suggest you explore both and see what you find to be helpful.
In this way, one abides … observing vedana as vedana.
 
	As usual, the refrain invites us to make a thorough exploration of this seemingly simple aspect of our experience.
	First, we notice our own vedana. Personally, I find it fascinating to see how much of my decision-making process is driven by vedana, in contrast to my mental image of myself as a supremely rational agent. I tell myself that of course I make decisions logically, based on evidence – but a close examination of my experience suggests that, more often than not, my decisions are made primarily based on how I feel about the options presenting themselves to me, and my so-called ‘logical analysis’ is actually an after-the-fact explanation so that I can justify the decision to myself or others if I need to. Is that how it is for you?
	Next, we notice that others experience vedana too. Of course, we can’t experience another person’s vedana directly, but we can infer it from their reactions, choices and preferences. And if we’ve discovered that vedana play a significant role in our own decision-making, then it’s interesting to reflect on the extent to which others’ decisions might be driven by vedana as well. How much of the activity in the world comes down to people seeking pleasant vedana and avoiding unpleasant vedana?
	Finally, we broaden this out to include both ourselves and others, once again recognising the universal nature of this aspect of human experience. At least in this respect, we aren’t so different.
	Next, we examine the impermanence of vedana: first noticing its arising, then its passing away, and then stepping back to see the coming and going of vedana more broadly. Seeing this clearly may give us some confidence that chasing material things isn’t going to lead to lasting happiness, no matter how much our instincts tell us otherwise. The pleasant vedana of even the nicest chocolate cake wears off sooner or later. Can we really find happiness by trying to ensure a continuous flow of pleasant sensations, or might we need to look elsewhere?
	Finally, vedana can provide yet another source of everyday mindfulness to keep us grounded in our lives. In the previous chapter, we saw that focusing on our physical experience in terms of the four elements simplifies our experience and makes it less likely that we’ll be overwhelmed by emotional reactivity in the face of challenges; focusing on vedana is another approach to the same end. A friend of mine tells the story of getting through a painful dental surgery by paying very close attention to the vedana of the experience, thereby keeping her mind from spinning off into negative thoughts and emotions. Life has a way of throwing fierce challenges at us from time to time, and the more tools we have available to us, the greater the likelihood that we’ll handle those challenges with some grace.
Practice: Investigating vedana
Set yourself up in meditation, and perhaps spend some time cultivating samadhi.
	When you’re ready to begin your exploration of vedana, turn your attention to the sounds around you. As each sound arises, notice whether the sound strikes you as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral.
	Some teachers say that almost all experiences have a neutral vedana, and only a few are noticeably pleasant or unpleasant. Other teachers say that almost all experiences are at least a tiny bit pleasant or unpleasant, and only a few are truly neutral. How is it for you?
	As you continue to listen to the sounds around you, see if you can notice any distinction between the vedana of the sounds themselves and the vedana of any associated mental activity. It may help to contextualise the sounds as ‘pure sounds’, as if listening to music, and then contrast that with what happens if you allow your usual process of perception and mental proliferation to provide more context. (For example, the sound of a crow is quite unpleasant when experienced in a musical context, but if you’re fond of birds, you may have pleasant associations with bird song in general, or perhaps a particular dislike of crows.)
	Notice that you can also explore the three characteristics through your experience of vedana. Can you find any vedana in your experience which is permanent, always present and unchanging? Can you find any vedana which is totally reliable, ultimately satisfactory? To what extent can you control, or even influence, your vedana – are you making them happen, and if so, what happens if you stop doing that?
	Once you have some experience working with the vedana of sounds, the same approach can be applied to any of the other senses too.

Chapter 24: Investigating the Mind
How does one abide observing the mind as the mind?92
 
Mindfulness of mind states
Like the section on mindfulness of vedana, the third section of the Satipatthana Sutta also contains just a single practice: mindfulness of mind states.
	In the previous chapter, we saw that our minds make a significant contribution to the way our experience feels. If we’re listening to the sound of a meditation bell in order to appreciate its musical qualities, we might experience it one way; but if it signals the end of our meditation practice when we were just about to get into a new jhana, that’s another story!
	More broadly, our current mind state significantly conditions our experience. If we’re feeling unhappy, we’re likely to notice every little irritation and disappointment, whereas if we’re in a good mood then we’re often able to take such minor difficulties in our stride. Once again, this points to the fabricated nature of conscious experience, the inherent subjectivity in what appears to be objective. As such, developing the ability to recognise our current mind state and to understand how it’s colouring our experience is important to explore if we’re interested in reducing dukkha. This is the subject of the third section of the Satipatthana Sutta.
	But how do we recognise a mind state, exactly? There’s no particular sensation or thought which is itself the state of our mind. Rather, in order to determine the state of our mind, we need to pay attention over a period of time, noticing underlying trends in our perceptions and reactions. As such, the third section of the Satipatthana Sutta offers a subtler practice than those which have come before it: bodily sensations and vedana are right there in the present moment, just waiting to be explored, but observing our mind states requires more perseverance.
	Still, it’s worth the effort. Personally, I’ve found mindfulness of mind states to be a real game-changer. For example, I’ve come to realise that, above a certain level of stress, I lose all perspective on which problems are serious and which are no big deal. At such times, it’s far better to ask a trusted friend for a second opinion, because they’re much more likely than I am to be able to keep things in proportion. Similarly, if I’m angry about something, I tend to make choices which feel satisfying in the short term but are strategically rather unwise; so I’ve learnt to recognise my own anger and avoid making long-term decisions until I’ve cooled off. This has made a huge difference in my life, and I think the people around me appreciate it too!
	Turning now to the instructions in the Satipatthana Sutta, what we find is actually just a big list of mind states, rather than a discussion of mind states in the abstract. I don’t think the list is meant to be exhaustive – I prefer to see it as examples illustrating the broader principle of mindfulness of mind states – but the specific states that are called out are pretty interesting, so let’s take a look.
One understands a greedy mind as a greedy mind.
 
… a greed-free mind …
 
… a hateful mind …
 
… a hate-free mind …
 
… a delusional mind …
 
… a delusion-free mind …
 
	First of all, we’re invited to notice whether our state of mind includes any of the three fires: greed, hatred or delusion.
	It’s very helpful to be able to recognise the three fires when they show up, because they consistently distort our perceptions in predictable ways. Greed magnifies the attractive aspects of something at the expense of the unattractive, while hatred does the opposite. If we notice ourselves focusing a little too much on either the positive or negative aspects of something, that can serve as a prompt to take a step back and view the situation more dispassionately. Delusion is a bit trickier; after all, if we knew we were deluded, we probably wouldn’t be deluded! But sometimes we might notice that our behaviour is out of alignment with our intentions; for example, perhaps we feel deep down that we’re committed to practising loving kindness, yet find ourselves reacting to a difficult situation with indifference or even cruelty. Catching ourselves in such a moment of dissonance can be a significant clue that delusion has crept in, and an invitation to reconnect with our aspirations.
… a constricted mind …
 
… a scattered mind …
 
	The next two mind states can be interpreted a couple of different ways. One interpretation is that these refer to a focused mind and a distracted mind; however, later in the list we’ll see ‘a mind endowed with samadhi’ and ‘a mind not endowed with samadhi’, so to me that interpretation is redundant.
	I prefer to see these as two examples of the obstacles we saw in Chapter 15: Hindrances to Samadhi: a constricted mind might indicate dullness and drowsiness, which has the effect of shutting down (i.e. ’constricting’) our ability to meditate, while a scattered mind might indicate the frenetic, unsettled experience of restlessness and remorse.
… an expansive mind …
 
… an unexpansive mind …
 
	I’m not really sure what this couplet refers to. One possibility is that it refers to an open mind which is able to accommodate a range of views, compared to a closed mind which is set in its ways; or alternatively a mind engaged in creative, open-ended thinking, as opposed to a focused mind carrying out a precise analytical task.
	Another option is that it refers to the current ‘size’ of one’s attention – so the open awareness practice in Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha would be considered an expansive mind, while a precise focus on the breathing at the nostrils would be considered unexpansive. This interpretation is inspired by a passage in the Anuruddha Sutta (MN127, the Discourse with Anuruddha), which contrasts the heart’s limitless release (the practice of the Brahmaviharas) with the heart’s expansive release (a meditation focused on increasingly large regions of space). Personally, though, I think the other interpretations are more in keeping with the theme of mindfulness of mind states.
… a surpassable mind …
 
… an unsurpassable mind …
 
	This is another curious couplet with several different interpretations. (At times like this I wish the discourses were just a bit more systematic in defining their terms!)
	One possibility, drawing inspiration from other discourses, is that a surpassable mind is one in a state which is in some way ‘lower’ than another state. For example, one might say that the first jhana is ‘surpassable’ because the second jhana is subtler and more refined.
	My preferred interpretation is to ask whether the current mind state is as good as it can be right now, or whether there’s room for improvement. Perhaps we’re practising loving kindness, but right now it’s really only a trickle of loving kindness, a few drips from the tap of the heart. And we know from past experience that loving kindness can be much richer and more fulfilling than this – which means that we’re in a surpassable mind state. That very recognition might even help to open the heart further. Then again, maybe we’ve had a tough day, we’re totally drained, and this really is all we’ve got left in the tank – thus, we’re actually in an unsurpassable mind state right now, despite its apparent limitations. Such a recognition can trigger great self-compassion, as we realise that we’re doing our best, and that’s all we can ever ask of ourselves.
… a mind endowed with samadhi …
 
… a mind not endowed with samadhi …
 
	It’s very helpful indeed to develop a sense of how focused and composed our minds are in any given moment. In daily life, recognising that our focus is wavering serves as a helpful reminder to take a break. And as a meditator, an awareness of our current level of focus helps us to tailor our practice accordingly, making the most of our meditation time rather than simply getting lost in mind-wandering until the bell rings.
… a liberated mind …
 
… an unliberated mind …
 
	This is the final pair of mind states given in the discourse, and once again, liberated could have a range of meanings. Sometimes, the term indicates someone who is fully awakened, but that’s unlikely to be useful as an object of inquiry. (‘Am I fully awakened? Nope. How about now? Still no. Now? Nuh-uh.’)
	At the beginning of the list of mind states, we were invited to examine whether each of the three fires of greed, hatred and delusion were present or absent. In practice, we’re quite capable of experiencing more than one at once – or none at all.
	So perhaps this final couplet is a kind of summary. Right now, are we entangled in dukkha, craving for something we want or struggling against something we don’t? Or are we experiencing a moment of peace, of freedom from dukkha?
	Can we recognise a moment of freedom – not as some far-off goal to be attained after many years of practice, but as a tangible experience here and now? Can we appreciate that freedom, however brief?
In this way, one abides … observing the mind as the mind.
 
	As usual, the refrain invites us to explore mindfulness of mind states from many angles. We begin by recognising our own mind states and their impact on our perceptions and reactions. Next, we see how those around us also experience the world coloured by their present state of mind. (How much of the world’s activity is driven by unwholesome mind states?) Finally, we take a step back and appreciate the universality of mind states. Nobody is immune from the influence of their state of mind; all we can do is to recognise how our mind states shape our experience of the world, and to take steps to counteract the more unhelpful aspects of their influence.
	Next, we turn our attention to impermanence. Because a mind state isn’t any one particular sensation, it’s tricky to notice the exact moment that a mind state arises or ceases; however, we can certainly develop a general awareness of the transient nature of mind states. Doing so can be very helpful, because we often take our subjective experience as ‘the truth’ of what’s going on, as opposed to merely how we happen to be seeing things at that moment. Whether we’re down in the dumps or on top of the world; sooner or later, this too shall pass.
	Finally, we can cultivate just enough awareness of our mind state to keep us grounded in daily life. While it’s certainly useful to spend some dedicated time exploring mind states, most of the time it’s sufficient to have a gentle background awareness of how we’re doing – just enough to raise a red flag if we stray into a mind state that might lead us to make poor decisions.
Practice: Noticing mind states
The exploration of mind states is more of a long-term process of introspection than a formal meditation. By paying attention to your internal state, you’ll learn to notice more quickly and intuitively how your mind state colours your perceptions and reactions. The suggested list of mind states in the Satipatthana Sutta is well worth exploring, in order to get a direct, lived experience of how each one feels, but more broadly the emphasis is on developing sensitivity to all mind states. Doing so will undoubtedly help you on your spiritual journey.

Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena
How does one abide observing phenomena as phenomena?93
 
Mindfulness of dhammas
The fourth and final section of the Satipatthana Sutta is concerned with mindfulness of dhammas.
	Dhamma is a word with several shades of meaning. It can refer to the Buddha’s teachings, but also to a law, principle or pattern, and even to phenomena more generally – and, actually, the fourth section of the discourse incorporates all of these meanings. We’re going to take a look at various important teachings in early Buddhism, with a particular focus on the patterns of cause and effect in relation to each one, as experienced through the many phenomena of our subjective experience.
	Let’s get into it!
Mindfulness of the five hindrances
We begin with the five hindrances, which we’ve already encountered in Chapter 15: Hindrances to Samadhi – and perhaps in our own practice too.
One abides observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the five hindrances. How does one abide observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the five hindrances?
 
If there is sensual desire present, one understands ‘There is sensual desire in me,’ or if there is no sensual desire present, one understands ‘There is no sensual desire in me.’ One understands the arising of unarisen sensual desire, the abandoning of arisen sensual desire, and the future non-arising of abandoned sensual desire.
 
If there is ill will present …
 
If there is dullness and drowsiness present …
 
If there is restlessness and remorse present …
 
If there is doubt present, one understands ‘There is doubt in me,’ or if there is no doubt present, one understands ‘There is no doubt in me.’ One understands the arising of unarisen doubt, the abandoning of arisen doubt, and the future non-arising of abandoned doubt.
 
	At first glance, these instructions seem to overlap with those from the previous chapter, in which we cultivated mindfulness of mind states by noticing the presence or absence of various wholesome and unwholesome factors. The hindrances are certainly unwholesome, so they fit right in.
	But now we go one step further. Rather than simply noticing that ‘such-and-such hindrance is present’, we’re invited to explore its cause and effect: how it comes to arise, how to escape its clutches, and how to prevent it from coming back. Once we understand this, we’ll be in a position to apply the first two of the four great efforts (see Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path), allowing us to neutralise the hindrance and any associated dukkha. Conversely, if we don’t understand the cause and effect of our mind states, we’ll struggle to apply the four great efforts with any real success.
	As an aside, please note that the phrase cause and effect is really an oversimplification: it implies a simple, one-to-one relationship, the existence of exactly one cause for each effect. In practice, the situation is much more complex; everything that arises does so as a result of many factors coming together. As such, Buddhist teachers often use the term causes and conditions to describe the interconnected web of phenomena giving rise to the situation at hand. 
	We’ll discuss causes and conditions in more detail in Chapter 26: Dependent Origination. For now, it’s enough to say that we aren’t trying to find a single cause that is always responsible for the arising of a particular hindrance. Rather, we’re interested in understanding the many factors that can give rise to a hindrance; and in particular, we’re looking for one that we can affect, since that’s the key to escaping the hindrance.
	Here’s an example of how this might play out. Let’s say I notice that, every week, I get grumpy at a certain time on a certain day. So I take a look at what’s going on, and realise that it happens right before my regular weekly meeting with… that guy. I don’t like that guy. He grinds my gears. But I have to meet him once a week; it’s part of my job. There’s no getting around it – I’m stuck!
	OK, but are there any other factors at play here? Actually, yes – on closer inspection, it turns out that the weekly meeting is at a time when I would normally have lunch. Not only am I meeting a person I don’t get on with, but I’m going into the meeting hungry and thus resentful, and that added negativity is causing the whole situation to escalate into ill will. Now, I can’t do anything about having to meet up with that guy, but perhaps I can reschedule the meeting so that it happens after lunch. That simple tweak might be enough to avert the arising of ill will.
	The discourse continues with the familiar refrain:
In this way, one abides … observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the five hindrances.
 
	As usual, we’re invited us to broaden and deepen our understanding. First, we examine the cause and effect of unwholesome mind states in ourselves; next, we explore how they operate in those around us. Actually, we don’t need to wait until we have our own mind states figured out before approaching others; since falling into unwholesome mind states is such a common human experience, other people may well have strategies for managing their own mind states that can help us as well.
	Next, we’re invited to reflect on the impermanence of both the hindrances themselves and the factors which give rise to them. By doing so, we can develop an even deeper appreciation of the complex web of ever-changing factors that both give rise to our negative mind states and ultimately ensure that they pass away again.
	Finally, we return once again to the task of maintaining sufficient mindfulness to keep us stable and grounded in our daily lives. Understanding the cause and effect of our negative mind states is a powerful tool here, since it enables us to spot warning signs that we might otherwise have overlooked, and sometimes avoid unwholesome states entirely rather than getting caught up and having to extricate ourselves every single time.
Practice: Overcoming the hindrances
We looked at some strategies for escaping the clutches of the hindrances back in Chapter 15: Hindrances to Samadhi, but it’s also important to understand how they arise in the first place.
	Maybe you’re fortunate enough to have one or more hindrances present right now! If not, bring to mind a time when you were in the grip of a hindrance. Now, see if you can trace back and work out how you got there. Sometimes it happens in a flash, with a clear trigger; other times it creeps up on you. Either way, ask: what gave rise to this experience of sensual desire, ill will, dullness and drowsiness, restlessness and remorse, or doubt? Were there any warning signs, and if so, what were they?
	By applying this inquiry whenever you notice that a hindrance has arisen, the hindrances can become powerful opportunities for insight, not just irritations to be shrugged off as quickly as possible. The challenge, of course, is that when you’re in the grip of a hindrance, you might not feel much like doing insight practice! But, to the extent that you’re able to do so, adopting an attitude of curiosity and investigation will transform even seemingly ‘unproductive’ moments in meditation into fuel for your practice.
Mindfulness of the five aggregates
One abides observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the five aggregates subject to clinging. How does one abide observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the five aggregates subject to clinging?
 
One knows the body, the arising of the body, and the disappearance of the body; one knows vedana … perception … mental activity … one knows consciousness, the arising of consciousness, and the disappearance of consciousness.
 
In Chapter 21: Exploring the Self, we looked at the five aggregates in the context of the Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN22.59, the Discourse on the Characteristic of Not-Self), where the Buddha examines each aggregate in terms of three characteristics: impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and not-self.
	In contrast, the Satipatthana Sutta focuses specifically on the impermanence of the aggregates. Notice that every practice in this discourse already includes a contemplation of impermanence via the refrain, so it seems that we’re being invited to give particular emphasis to impermanence here. But why?
	As I mentioned, the broader theme of this fourth section of the Satipatthana Sutta is an exploration of the patterns of cause and effect that operate in our minds and bodies. It turns out that impermanence is actually essential for the mechanism of cause and effect: if something were totally permanent, utterly fixed, then it would actually stand outside of cause and effect, since it would be impossible for it to be altered or affected in any way. By carefully and deeply exploring the impermanent nature of everything that makes up ‘me’, then, we see that we’re just as subject to cause and effect as everything else; we’re just another part of nature, continuous with the rest, not fundamentally separate or special in that regard.
In this way, one abides … observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the five aggregates subject to clinging.
 
	In any case, the usual refrain follows. We’re invited to observe the aggregates in ourselves, in others, and then the shared nature of aggregate-based existence. We’re asked to observe the arising, passing and impermanence of the aggregates, further emphasising the transient, process-based nature of our experience. And, finally, we’re advised to keep in mind the impermanence of every aspect of our being, just to the extent necessary to keep us grounded and free from dukkha.
Practice: The impermanence of the aggregates
Take some time to settle yourself in meditation, perhaps cultivating some samadhi if you’d like to.
	Now, notice your body sensations. See how they come and go from one moment to the next. Can you find any body sensation which is always present, fixed and unchanging?
	Notice your vedana: the way that the sights, sounds, scents, flavours, textures and thoughts of your experience are felt as pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. See how vedana come and go from one moment to the next. Can you find any vedana which is always present, fixed and unchanging?
	Notice your perceptions: the concepts with which your mind categorises and makes sense of your experience. See how perceptions come and go from one moment to the next. Can you find any perception which is always present, fixed and unchanging?
	Notice your mental activity: thoughts, emotions, reactions, intentions, impulses, memories. See how all of these come and go from one moment to the next. Can you find any specific thought, emotion, reaction, intention, impulse or memory which is always present, fixed and unchanging?
	Notice your consciousness: the knowing of each individual sensation as it arises and passes in your experience. See how the consciousness of each sensation comes and goes with the associated sensation, from one moment to the next. Can you find any specific consciousness which is always present, fixed and unchanging? (What is it the consciousness of?)
Mindfulness of the senses and their fetters
One abides observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the six internal and external sense domains. How does one abide observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the six internal and external sense domains?
 
The word that Suddhaso Bhikkhu translates here as sense domain is ayatana, which we previously encountered back in Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States. Other common translations in the present context include sense sphere or sense base.
	Whichever translation we choose, here the focus is on sensory experience. Each sense is broken down into an internal domain, which is the sense organ, and an external domain, which is the whole array of sense objects that can be perceived with that organ. Sometimes, these are also paired up with the corresponding sense consciousnesses, giving us the following:
	Internal sense domain / sense organ	External sense domain / sense object	Associated sense consciousness
	Eye	Sights	Seeing
	Ear	Sounds	Hearing
	Nose	Scents, odours	Smelling
	Tongue	Tastes, flavours	Tasting
	Body	Textures, tangibles	Touching
	Thinking mind	Thoughts, mental activity	Thinking

	Bringing careful attention to each sense in turn is an interesting practice in its own right, but there’s more to come in the discourse:
One understands the eye, sights, and the fetter that arises dependent on both; one understands the arising of an unarisen fetter, the abandoning of an arisen fetter, and the future non-arising of an abandoned fetter.
 
One understands the ear, sounds … 
 
The nose, odours …
 
The tongue, flavours …
 
The body, tangibles …
 
The mind, thoughts, and the fetter that arises dependent on both; one understands the arising of an unarisen fetter, the abandoning of an arisen fetter, and the future non-arising of an abandoned fetter.
 
	Beyond establishing a simple awareness of our sense domains, we’re invited to investigate the fetters that arise in dependence on both, and to understand their patterns of cause and effect.
	Broadly speaking, a fetter is anything which ensnares us, leading to the struggle of dukkha. The Pali discourses often mention a specific set of ten fetters; these are associated with the four stages of awakening, and we’ll take a closer look at them in Chapter 30: Visions of Awakening. For our present purposes, however, it’s more useful to interpret the term in the broader sense. We can see this as a generalisation of the examination of the five hindrances, extending our exploration of cause and effect to all of our sources of dukkha.
	One way to do this is by examining our experience of attraction and aversion. For example, we might start by cultivating a sense of contentment, then noticing whatever takes us away from that feeling. Typically, we’ll find that it starts with vedana, then gradually snowballs: pleasant vedana gives rise to attraction, building into desire that culminates in greed, while unpleasant vedana leads us toward hatred, and neutral vedana toward indifference and ignorance (in the sense of ignoring what’s going on).
	Please note that I’m not suggesting that pleasant vedana inevitably leads to greed. If that were the case, we might as well give up now! Rather, this investigation is about seeing how and why that initial flicker of positive feeling might snowball into dukkha – and what we can do to avert it.
	One approach to breaking the chain that leads to dukkha is based on the cultivation of continuous mindfulness and introspective awareness of our own condition – a major theme throughout the Satipatthana Sutta. We learn how it feels as attraction begins to develop into craving, catch ourselves in the act, and consciously turn away before we get into trouble. Neuroscientists tell us that a key function of consciousness is to ‘veto’ impulses as they bubble up. Perhaps we feel the urge to go to the shop for some chocolate, despite our earnest intention to eat more healthily; but we catch it in time, veto the idea, and go for a walk in the opposite direction instead.
	This kind of constant vigilance is hard work, though. Shooting down our habitual impulses all day long is exhausting, and works best as a short-term solution. Fortunately, there’s another mechanism that we can enlist to retrain our habitual impulses in the long run, and our study of cause and effect in relation to the fetters will help here too: reward-based learning.
	Suppose we try something for the first time, and it feels good. We learn: ‘This is a good thing to do, so let’s do it again next time!’ (Or it feels bad, and we learn: ‘This sucks, let’s try to avoid this in future.’) Simply put, based on the perceived reward of the activity – the good or bad feeling – we become a little more inclined to behave a certain way in similar situations in future. After enough repetitions, the response becomes automatic.
	The problem is that we don’t always make wise long-term decisions about which behaviours are worth repeating. This is because the future is fundamentally uncertain – let’s face it, anything could happen a week from now – whereas pleasure or pain in the present moment is undeniable. So we’re set up to prioritise short-term pleasure over long-term wisdom. (And this mechanism can be hijacked: for example, junk food companies have learnt the precise balance of sugar and fat required to make their unhealthy treats irresistible, so much so that it’s hard not to learn the lessons that cookies are amazing and we should eat them whenever humanly possible.)
	Fortunately, this is where mindfulness and a careful study of cause and effect in relation to our sense domains can help. Researchers studying habit change have run mindfulness-based experiments aimed at helping people to quit smoking. In essence, the technique is to bring careful mindfulness to the whole process of smoking a cigarette; not just the initial rush of pleasure (that’s how a smoker friend describes it to me; I’ve never smoked), but the whole subsequent experience. It apparently turns out that most of the experience of smoking is unpleasant; it’s just that a smoker’s mind has become trained to crave the initial rush of pleasure and then overlook the unpleasant bits that follow. By bringing careful mindfulness to the entire process, the smoker’s reward-based learning system now updates its assessment of the activity, and concludes (surprisingly quickly) that, actually, this wasn’t such a good idea after all, and the addiction wanes. (I don’t mean to trivialise the challenges of quitting smoking; the paragraph above is based on my best understanding of research conducted by Dr Judson Brewer and his team. Do check out his work94 for more details of his methods and findings!)
	Returning to the exploration of fetters, we thus have a two-step process for uprooting unwholesome tendencies once we’ve noticed them. In the long term, we can take advantage of reward-based learning to retrain our habitual impulses; and in the meantime, we can wield the mental flyswatter, vetoing unhelpful urges as we need to.
	And, as usual, once we have a handle on this practice, the refrain offers some suggestions for deepening our understanding:
In this way, one abides … observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the six internal and external sense domains.
 
	We begin, as always, with ourselves; then, we observe how fetters also arise for others based on their own sensory experience. Finally, we acknowledge – hopefully with some compassion – that this is a universal fact of human experience.
	Then we notice arising, passing and, more broadly, impermanence in relation to our sensory experience and its associated fetters. Seeing fetters arising and passing can be a powerful practice; in the world of addiction treatment, there’s a technique called urge surfing in which we’re invited to experience our impulses as waves, mindfully ‘riding’ their rise and fall until they naturally subside rather than trying to ignore or suppress them.
	(Staying with the theme of impermanence but setting aside the discussion of fetters for just a moment, I mentioned earlier in the chapter that simply paying attention to the activity of the sense domains can also be a powerful practice. I’ll sketch out the popular noting practice below for readers who’d like to give this a try.)
	Finally, a thorough exploration of the cause-and-effect relationships of our fetters can offer another support for maintaining mindfulness in daily life, both through the vigilance of the ‘veto’ technique and the broader awareness of our own habitual patterns. Once again, this can help us to remain grounded and stable in the midst of our lives, present and engaged without being drawn off into greed, hatred or delusion.
Practice: Noting the activity of the sense domains
A simple method for investigating the activity of the sense domains, and in particular observing their impermanence, is to allow your attention to move freely to whatever sense experience is most prominent in each moment, then apply a simple mental label to that experience. These labels can be precise (‘music, screen, chair, itch’) or general (‘sound, sight, body, body’), whichever you find more helpful.
	One approach is to note at a gentle tempo, perhaps applying one label every few seconds, and then taking a few moments to examine and appreciate the labelled sensory experience. For example, if you notice the sound of birdsong, you might note ‘birdsong’ to yourself, then spend a few moments listening carefully, exploring the richly textured nature of the changing sounds that make up the experience called ‘birdsong’. Then relax your focus on the birdsong, and repeat the process, noting and then examining the next sensory experience that attracts your attention.
	Another approach is to note more rapidly, perhaps starting off slowly and then gradually accelerating as you become more familiar with the process. Beyond a certain point, it takes too much time to come up with a label, and the practice shifts from noting (with a label) to simply noticing (without a label). This approach can quite rapidly deconstruct your experience into a flow of inconstant, flickering sensations: a direct, visceral experience of impermanence.
Practice: Observing fetters associated with sensory activity
To investigate the fetters that arise in association with sensory activity, one starting point is to tune in to the vedana of your experience, then notice when a particular source of vedana seems to have a certain ‘momentum’ to it, giving rise to a movement toward or away from the sensation.
	Once you’ve identified a pattern of sensory experience which habitually leads to the arising of a fetter, you can then experiment with bringing mindfulness to the complete experience, with a particular focus on those undesirable aspects which you might ordinarily overlook. This will enlist the reward-based learning system, helping you to unlearn the old habit and replace it with a new one.
The seven factors of awakening
One abides observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the seven factors of awakening. How does one abide observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the seven factors of awakening?
 
Earlier in this chapter, we explored the cause and effect of the five hindrances, unwholesome mind states that can arise during meditation. Now it’s time to do the same thing for a group of wholesome states of mind: the seven factors of awakening. As the name suggests, these are seven mental factors which can be a great support to our meditation practice, and our spiritual path more generally.
	The seven factors of awakening are mindfulness, investigation of phenomena, energy, piti, tranquillity, samadhi and equanimity.
	Mindfulness doesn’t need much further explanation at this point; it’s central to every aspect of Buddhist practice. If we aren’t mindful, we’re mindless; lost in mental proliferation and habitual patterns, unable to apply any of the practices we’ve learnt.
	Investigation of phenomena is the foundation of insight practice. Without investigation, our practice might lead us into some enjoyable samadhi states, but if we aren’t curious about what’s going on then we’re much less likely to have the ‘understood experience’ that constitutes transformative insight.
	Energy is also necessary on the path. Meditation is hard sometimes! Some teachers say that meditation can, or even should, be effortless, but my experience is that it takes a lot of effort to get to the place of effortlessness! One way or another, we have to keep coming back to the meditation seat, day after day, even when our practice is going through a dry spell. Energy helps us both to get started and to keep going when it’s tough.
	Piti is familiar to us from Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana, but in this context it’s usually translated as joy rather than referring specifically to the pleasant energetic sensations that we experience in the first two jhanas. Some teachers have suggested that the awakening factors of piti, tranquillity, samadhi and equanimity might refer to the four jhanas, particularly because of the order in which they appear; personally, I wonder if this is just another example of a word having two somewhat different shades of meaning in different contexts. To split the difference, we might perhaps interpret the piti of the seven factors of awakening as a feeling of subtle excitement or enthusiasm that supports our meditation practice, both emotionally joyful and physically pleasant.
	Tranquillity is a great support for meditation practice. When the mind and body lack tranquillity, it’s hard to sit still for any length of time, making it difficult to settle into meditation. Conversely, when we arrive at even a temporary experience of peace, it’s much easier for the practice to go deeper.
	Samadhi is also well known to us at this point in the book; it’s the quality of composure or collectedness. It’s valuable in its own right, both in formal meditation and in daily life activities, and it greatly empowers our insight practice.
	Finally, equanimity makes us unshakeable. When we’re equanimous, we’re able to work with challenging material that would otherwise disturb our meditative composure, allowing our insight practice to go much deeper.
	One way to understand the purpose of the seven factors of awakening is as a kind of roadmap for a good meditation practice session, in which each factor leads to the next.
	Here’s an analogy. I decide to read a book recommended by a friend; it sounds like it should be interesting, but I won’t know until I check it out. So I sit down to read the book. First things first, I need some mindfulness; if my mind is wandering too much, I won’t be getting much reading done. Next, I need to arouse some interest in the topic; that’s the investigation factor. If I don’t actually care about the subject, the chances are I’ll struggle to focus. But let’s suppose I do care, so I start reading, and it turns out that my friend was onto something: this book looks pretty good! Energy arises; I’m now motivated to keep reading. Pretty soon, I’m enjoying the book, feeling enthusiastic and even a little excited to have found such a good book; that’s piti in this context. I’ve got an hour to spare, so I decide to keep going; I settle in, and become tranquil. And as I keep reading, I become absorbed into the text, developing the peaceful composure of samadhi. Before I know it, I’m so engrossed in the book that I’ve long since stopped noticing all the little background sounds that might otherwise have disturbed me; I’ve become equanimous.
	Meditation can be the same way. If we show up with mindfulness and are able to arouse some curiosity about our experience, then, one by one, the seven factors of awakening may naturally unfold for us. Conversely, if we have no mindfulness and no curiosity about what’s going on, our meditation is unlikely to be quite so productive!
	Another interpretation is that the seven factors of awakening offer wholesome mental attributes which can help to keep our meditation practice balanced and on course.
	In this model, we divide up the seven factors into energising factors (investigation of phenomena, energy, and piti), tranquillising factors (tranquillity, samadhi and equanimity), and a balancing factor (mindfulness). If we’re getting a bit dull and drowsy, we can dial up one or more of the energising factors; conversely, if we’re getting a bit agitated, we can give more emphasis to the tranquillising factors. Mindfulness underpins the whole process, alerting us when we’re drifting off in one direction or the other.
	In order to use the seven factors in this way, however, we’ll need to understand something important about them: how to recognise them, and how to bring them about if they aren’t already present. That’s where the next section of the Satipatthana Sutta comes in.
Mindfulness of the awakening factors
If there is the mindfulness awakening factor present, one understands ‘There is the mindfulness awakening factor in me,’ or if there is no mindfulness awakening factor present, one understands ‘There is no mindfulness enlightenment factor present.’ One understands the arising of the unarisen mindfulness awakening factor, and the fulfilment of the mindfulness awakening factor through development.
 
If there is the investigation awakening factor … 
 
… the energy awakening factor … 
 
… the piti awakening factor … 
 
… the tranquillity awakening factor … 
 
… the samadhi awakening factor … 
 
If there is the equanimity awakening factor present, one understands ‘There is the equanimity awakening factor in me,’ or if there is no equanimity awakening factor present, one understands ‘There is no equanimity awakening factor in me.’ One understands the arising of the unarisen equanimity awakening factor, and the fulfilment of the equanimity awakening factor through development.
 
These instructions closely parallel those given for the five hindrances; the key difference is that, whereas we wanted to know how to cause an arisen hindrance to cease and stay that way, now we’re interested in how to cause an unarisen awakening factor to arise, and how to cultivate and develop it. Thus, the practice associated with the hindrances covered the first two of the four great efforts, and this practice covers the second two, completing the set. (How satisfying!)
	Once we’ve engaged in this exploration for ourselves, the familiar refrain invites us to broaden our examination:
In this way, one abides … observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the seven factors of awakening.
 
	We observe how the awakening factors can support our own practice, and our lives more generally; then we see how others benefit from them as well, and finally reflect on the universal nature of wholesome mind states such as these.
	Then, we examine the impermanence of the states. In the case of the hindrances, it was pretty good news that they’re impermanent, because it means if one’s here, we don’t have to suffer it forever. Seeing the impermanence of the awakening factors is rather more bittersweet, but at least it means we don’t have to beat ourselves up when they pass away, and if they’re not here right now, there’s hope for the future.
	Finally, cultivating an awareness of positive, wholesome mind states and how to bring them about rounds out the wider investigation of causality that has been such a theme of this section of the discourse. At this point, we understand how to recognise whichever state we’re in, how to extract ourselves from the unwholesome ones, and how to bring about the wholesome ones. Even this much insight is enough to transform our lives, greatly reducing the dukkha we experience from day to day.
Practice: Cultivating the seven factors of awakening
The practice here follows essentially the same outline as for the hindrances.
	First, notice whether an awakening factor is present right now. If so, you can either track back to see how it came to arise, or experiment with sustaining and even developing it. If not, bring to mind a memory of a time when one of the awakening factors was present, and see if you can learn anything about the conditions that allowed that factor to arise. (Just doing this practice is likely to give rise to mindfulness and investigation of phenomena, which is a great start!)
	By cultivating a broader awareness of wholesome states of mind as you encounter them, both in formal practice and daily life, you’ll gradually gather evidence about how such states come to be, how you might protect and develop them while they’re present, and how to let them go gracefully when they inevitably pass away.
Mindfulness of the four noble truths
One abides observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the four noble truths. How does one abide observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the four noble truths?
 
One understands dukkha as it is; one understands the origin of dukkha as it is; one understands the cessation of dukkha as it is; one understands the practice which leads to the cessation of dukkha as it is.
 
All of the prior work throughout the Satipatthana Sutta has brought us to this point: the essence of early Buddhism, the four noble truths.
	In the first section of the discourse, we learnt to attend to the physical body with mindfulness, then to deconstruct it and see its transience. In the second section, we turned our attention to our experience of vedana, the ‘feeling tones’ which underlie the three fires of greed, hatred and delusion. In the third section, we broadened our scope beyond our immediate sensory experience to consider mind states, adding a level of sophistication by exploring something which can only be observed indirectly, over time. And in the fourth section, we introduced the investigation of cause and effect.
	The four noble truths can themselves be seen as another exploration of cause and effect, this time with dukkha as the subject of inquiry.
	First, we investigate dukkha itself, to understand fully what it is and how it feels.
	Next, we explore its arising: what conditions lead us into dukkha? Physical? Mental? A combination? Is our dukkha primarily associated with greed, hatred, delusion, or something else?
	Then, we examine its cessation: what is it like when we’re no longer in dukkha? Do we experience this primarily as a sense of peace, or contentment, or happiness, or something else? Is this something we’d like to experience more often? Do we appreciate it when it does happen, even for a moment?
	Finally, we cultivate the path to the cessation of dukkha: how do we get out of it when it arises, and how do we stay out of it once it’s gone?
	Each of these steps is familiar to us from the preceding practices; now, it’s a matter of putting it all together.
	And, of course, we have the traditional refrain, one last time.
In this way, one abides … observing phenomena as phenomena in relation to the four noble truths.
 
	We examine the four noble truths first as they apply to our own life. Then, we see that the same is true for others, and recognise the universal nature of dukkha.
	Next, we explore dukkha’s impermanence: arising, passing, ultimately just another transient phenomenon in our lives, no different to anything else.
	Finally, having deeply studied and internalised our understanding of dukkha, how it comes to be and how to get out of it, and having cultivated a way of life rooted in ethical behaviour, inner composure and wisdom, we find ourselves at peace in the present moment: alert, aware, open-hearted, kind, able and willing to respond to the needs of the situation at hand, whether in stillness or in activity.
Practice: Exploring the four noble truths
Let’s take each of the four noble truths in turn.
	What actually is dukkha, as you experience it? Is it something that you can feel in your body, something that happens in the mind, or a combination of both? How does it feel?
	How does dukkha arise for you? Is it associated mainly with the unpleasant aspects of life, or is it also tied up with your sources of pleasure? Do you primarily experience dukkha as a result of greed, hatred, delusion, or some other source? What’s the difference between a pleasant experience that doesn’t lead to dukkha and one that does? How does greed distort your perception, and how does that contribute to the dukkha you experience, if at all? What about hatred, and delusion?
	What is it like when dukkha ceases, in your direct experience? Do you feel peace, relief, contentment, joy, something else, or is the experience more notable for the absence of something? Which do you prefer: dukkha, or its absence? Notice this over and over again; enlist the help of your reward-based learning mechanism to uproot unhelpful habitual tendencies and embed more skilful behaviours.
	Finally, given all that you’ve seen, felt and learnt about cause and effect in your own mind and body: what might you need to practise, and how might you need to live, to reduce or even eliminate the dukkha in your life? What would it take to get you where you’d like to be?
The end of the discourse
Just as the Satipatthana Sutta began with a kind of mission statement to get us motivated, it now concludes with a strong encouragement to engage with these practices.
Whoever develops these four modes of attending with mindfulness in this way for seven years can expect to attain one of two results: final knowledge in this life; or, if there is some remainder, non-return.
 
	In the Pali discourses, awakening is often described as having four stages, or levels. We’ll look at these more in Chapter 30: Visions of Awakening, but for now it’s enough to know that the Buddha is promising the attainment of either full awakening or the penultimate stage. This is a pretty big claim: follow the practices in the Satipatthana Sutta, all of which we’ve now explored over the last four chapters, and after a mere seven years we’ll either be fully awakened or most of the way there.
	But wait, there’s more!
Let alone seven years – whoever develops these four modes of attending with mindfulness in this way for six years … five years … four years … three years … two years … one year … seven months … six months … five months … four months … three months … two months … one month … a fortnight … seven days can expect to attain one of two results: final knowledge in this life; or, if there is some remainder, non-return.
 
	This passage always makes me chuckle; it feels a bit like one of those game shows where the host keeps opening yet another door to reveal an even bigger prize awaiting the lucky contestant. Eventually, it turns out that just seven days is all it takes to reach at least the third stage of awakening.
	Joking aside, there’s a serious point here. There’s no time limit for awakening, nor even a good estimate of how long it will take. Some people experience insight very quickly, while it’s a more gradual process for others. Don’t worry about it, and don’t compare yourself to others – but do talk to a teacher from time to time, and take their feedback seriously, because others can often see our blind spots more easily than we can. Consistency in practice helps a great deal, and having a strong intention to awaken also seems to be beneficial, since it motivates us to keep going; but if we’re pushing too hard then we’re likely to create a kind of tunnel vision that actually makes it more difficult to spot unsought insights arising from our practice. As usual, there’s a balance to be struck; a middle way. Just keep going.
‘This is the direct path for the purification of beings, for the complete transcendence of sorrow and lamentation, for the disappearance of pain and depression, for the attainment of the way, for the realisation of nibbana – that is, the four modes of attending with mindfulness.’ This is what was said, and this is what it refers to.
 
	Whereas I can’t take the previous paragraph in the discourse too seriously, this paragraph touches my heart every time.
	The Satipatthana Sutta is a remarkable document. As an anthology of practices, it represents the distilled wisdom of an unknown number of nameless meditation masters, practitioners who were not only able to grasp deeply important principles of the human condition but also had enough skill as teachers to be able to pass those insights on – and enough compassion to be willing to do so, despite the challenges that every meditation teacher faces. Their collected wisdom could have been lost at any point in human history; but instead it’s been preserved for roughly two and a half thousand years, due to the tireless efforts of uncountable Buddhist monastics who dedicated their lives to safeguarding the teachings. And now, as I sit in front of a computer, halfway around the world from where the Buddha lived and taught, I’m free to explore, play with and ultimately benefit from these practices in my own life.
	That’s pretty amazing.
This is what the Blessed One said. Satisfied, the audience delighted in the Blessed One’s speech.

Chapter 26: Dependent Origination
Venerable Ananda went up to the Buddha, bowed, sat down to one side, and said to him, ‘It’s incredible, sir, it’s amazing, in that this dependent origination is deep and appears deep, yet to me it seems as plain as can be.’
 
‘Don’t say that, Ananda, don’t say that! This dependent origination is deep and appears deep. It is because of not understanding and not penetrating this teaching that this population has become tangled like string, knotted like a ball of thread, and matted like rushes and reeds, and it doesn’t escape the places of loss, the bad places, the underworld, transmigration.’95
 
This-that conditionality
In the passage above, we meet Ananda, the Buddha’s faithful and long-suffering attendant, here being scolded by the Buddha for having the audacity to claim that he understands the Buddha’s teachings on dependent origination.
	If you ask me, Ananda gets a raw deal in the Pali canon. He was kind, friendly, diligent and well liked; he served as the Buddha’s attendant for many years, persuaded the Buddha to allow women to join the mendicant community (unheard of at the time), gave many fine discourses of his own, and, thanks to his superb memory, was able to recall the Buddha’s discourses after his death, ensuring that Buddhism would survive for the next two and a half thousand years. We could use more people like Ananda! Yet he often serves as a foil to the Buddha, making some earnest statement only to be told, ‘Don’t say that, Ananda, don’t say that!’
	Poor guy. He was doing his best.
	In the quotation above, however, the Buddha’s right. Dependent origination is a deep teaching, and one that appears deep – perhaps even impenetrable at first sight. But it’s also crucially important, as the following quotation from the Pasarasi Sutta (MN26, the Discourse on the Noble Search) shows:
This Dhamma that I have attained is profound, hard to see and hard to understand, peaceful and sublime, unattainable by mere reasoning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise. But this generation delights in attachment, takes delight in attachment, rejoices in attachment. It is hard for such a generation to see this truth, namely, specific conditionality, dependent origination.96
 
	(Emphasis mine.)
	So what’s going on here? What is this dependent origination? Simply put, it’s a deep understanding of causality, of the causes and conditions which give rise to everything that we experience.
	The standard formulation of dependent origination is in terms of the twelve links, a rather complex sequence of conditions that we’ll examine later in the chapter. But it’s simpler to start with what my teacher Leigh calls the general principle of dependent origination. We find this general principle stated in many discourses, such as the Bahudhatuka Sutta (MN115, the Discourse with Many Elements):
When this exists, that is; 
due to the arising of this, that arises. 
 
When this doesn’t exist, that is not; 
due to the cessation of this, that ceases.97
 
	This is the specific conditionality (sometimes translated this-that conditionality) mentioned in the Pasarasi Sutta: in essence, a matter of understanding necessary conditions, those factors which need to be present in order for something to arise.
	Here’s an example. Right now, I’m typing these words on my laptop. What are some necessary conditions for this to happen? For starters, I need a working laptop. I also need warm hands; it’s pretty cold here right now, and if I don’t periodically warm my hands on a cup of tea, my fingers stiffen up and I can’t type. Furthermore, I need to be awake, and focused on the writing process rather than distracted by cat videos. Then there’s the subject matter; ideally, I need to have some understanding of what I’m writing about. (I’ll let you be the judge of that!)
	In this one example, we can see that the writing process has many necessary conditions. Remove even one – working laptop, warm hands, attentive human – and the writing stops.
	In Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena, I mentioned that looking at things in terms of ‘cause and effect’ is an oversimplification. As the example above demonstrates, there’s much more going on than a single cause leading to a single effect. Many conditions have to be in place for any particular outcome to happen; and each condition can potentially support many different outcomes too. (A working laptop is a necessary condition both for writing and for watching cat videos; we can’t tell just from the presence of the laptop which outcome will happen.)
	Before we go further, let’s take a moment to explore this complex web of causes and conditions for ourselves.
Practice: Contemplating necessary conditions
Place an object in front of you and examine it.
	Now, notice some of the necessary conditions for that object to have come to be here. For example, if it’s a pine cone, it first had to grow on a tree, then someone had to pick it up and bring it here. If it’s a hand-made object, someone first had to manufacture it from raw materials, then somehow it made its way to you.
	Now, pick a ‘direction’ to explore: backwards, sideways, or forwards.
	To go backwards, pick one of the necessary conditions for the arising of the present phenomenon, then look at some necessary conditions for the arising of that condition. (The pine cone grew on a tree; the tree needed sunlight, water, a place to grow…)
	To go sideways, keep listing more and more necessary conditions for the present phenomenon. (You need enough light in the room to see the pine cone; you had to decide to engage in this particular contemplation; you need a functioning mind and body to contemplate anything at all; you need a place to put the pine cone where you can see it…)
	To go forwards, pick one of the necessary conditions you identified, and see what else has arisen in dependence on it. (The pine cone grew on a tree; that tree has also produced leaves, oxygen, shade for lying under on a hot summer’s day…)
	Continue exploring backwards, forwards and sideways for as long as you like. Ideally, continue until you clearly see the interconnected, conditioned nature of all phenomena everywhere.
Quarrels and disputes
We’ve already seen some applications of the general principle of dependent origination in Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena, which is largely focused on understanding the necessary conditions of our mind states. But the Pali canon also has some more detailed descriptions of dependent origination, and these lead not only to the practices we’ve already seen but also to more fundamental insights into the nature of our subjective experience.
	Let’s start with a description taken from the Kalahavivada Sutta (Snp4.11, the Discourse on Quarrels and Disputes), a very early discourse found in the Atthakavagga (Snp4, the Book of Eights). It illustrates how one form of dukkha, quarrelling and disputing, can come about.
‘Where do quarrels and disputes come from? …’
 
‘Quarrels and disputes come from what we hold dear, …’
 
‘So where do things held dear in the world spring from? …’
 
‘What we hold dear in the world spring from desire, …’
 
‘So where does desire in the world spring from? …’
 
‘What they call pleasure and pain in the world – based on that, desire comes about. …’
 
‘Where do pleasure and pain spring from? …’
 
‘Pleasure and pain spring from contact; when contact is absent they do not occur. …’98
 
	We start with the problem: quarrels and disputes. Where do they come from, the questioner wants to know; how do they arise? The Buddha replies that they arise from what we hold dear. This makes sense to me; when I find myself in a quarrel, it’s because I care enough about something to fight over it. Sometimes it’s the topic itself that’s at stake; other times, I might feel personally attacked and obliged to defend myself. Either way, I’m in a quarrel because of something I hold dear.
	But where do endearing things come from? Well, from desire – we find something endearing because we want it, and so when we see it we think ‘Ooh, one of those!’ and move toward it. And what gives rise to desire? Pleasure and pain; we want to experience pleasure, and avoid pain. But where do those come from? From contact: the moment when our sense organs consciously encounter sense objects, such as the tongue tasting a cookie. This kicks off the whole chain: the cookie tastes so good – and I’d like more – gotta have more cookies – and that guy who just pushed in front of me at the supermarket is about to take the last bag of cookies, OH NO YOU DON’T… Oh dear. A quarrel has arisen.
	It’s important to remember that we’re talking about necessary conditions rather than causes (which we might alternatively call sufficient conditions). A necessary condition is something without which something else can’t arise, whereas a sufficient condition ensures a particular outcome.
	The Buddha is not saying that holding something dear always leads to quarrels and disputes. I’m fond of certain types of music, but over the years I’ve learnt to have discussions with people whose tastes are fundamentally incompatible without getting into an argument. That’s just, like, your opinion, man. No skin off my nose.
	Rather, it’s about seeing how, for the second thing to arise, the first thing must be present; and if it isn’t, the second thing won’t arise. For example, if someone in conversation with me takes an adversarial stance on air fryers – a topic about which I have no discernible opinion – they’ll find that no quarrel or dispute arises. (If anything, I’m more likely to ask why they’re so into air fryers, to try to figure out what’s so exciting about them.) There’s nothing endearing to me at stake here, so no reason to get into a fight about it.
	So far, so good, and we’re already familiar with this type of reasoning from the practices in Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena. So now let’s take a look at the fullest description of dependent origination in the Pali discourses, the twelve links; these follow a similar analysis to the one above, but include a few more important necessary conditions for the arising of dukkha.
The twelve links of dependent origination
And what is dependent origination? 
 
Ignorance is a condition for fabrication. 
 
Fabrication is a condition for consciousness. 
 
Consciousness is a condition for name and form. 
 
Name and form are conditions for the six sense domains. 
 
The six sense domains are conditions for contact. 
 
Contact is a condition for vedana.
 
Vedana is a condition for craving. 
 
Craving is a condition for grasping. 
 
Grasping is a condition for becoming. 
 
Becoming is a condition for birth.
 
Birth is a condition for old age and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, sadness, and distress to come to be. That is how this entire mass of dukkha originates.
 
This is called dependent origination.99
 
We start with ignorance (or delusion), one of the three fires. The twelve links suggest that ignorance is ultimately a necessary condition for all dukkha: eliminate ignorance and we eliminate dukkha! However, the twelve links also propose several more steps in between the two.
	In particular, ignorance is said to be a necessary condition for fabrication, which in turn conditions consciousness. These first three links are crucially important, but also rather subtle; we’ll return to them later in the chapter. For now, let’s move on.
	Consciousness is a necessary condition for namarupa, usually translated as name and form, although we could also say concept and manifestation. The name part refers to our mental labelling of what we encounter, while the form part refers to the physical counterpart. (These are the third and first aggregates respectively.) This link is pretty straightforward; if we aren’t conscious, we won’t experience any names or forms!
	However, we also need names and forms in order to have a sensory experience. If there were nothing to see, for example, no eye-consciousness could arise. But if we do have some kind of sensory consciousness, then we can’t avoid experiencing contact.
	Contact is the moment where a sense organ, sense object and sense consciousness all come together, producing the experience of ‘teacup’, ‘cookie’ or ‘stomach ache’. No sense domain, no sense contact; this is straightforward enough, if not a terribly appealing solution to the problem of dukkha.
	Contact then conditions vedana, which we explored at length in Chapter 23: Investigating Vedana. The experience of pleasant, unpleasant or neutral is always related to something in particular; a sight, a sound, a scent, a flavour, a body sensation, a thought.
	Notice that this step and the next few parallel those in the Kalahavivada Sutta above. There, contact was said to condition pleasure and pain – in other words, vedana. Pleasure and pain were then said to condition desire, which in turn conditions endearment. In the twelve links, we see a similar formula: vedana conditions craving, equivalent to desire; and craving conditions clinging, analogous to endearment.
	The Kalahavivada Sutta then goes directly from endearment to quarrels and disputes, where the discourse started. In the twelve links, we have a few more steps.
	Clinging conditions becoming: that is, the urge to become someone or something in particular. Perhaps I find that I enjoy other people’s admiration; in other words, being admired leads to pleasant vedana. That leads me to crave admiration; so, in order to get more of it, I build up a reputation and put myself in front of big, adoring crowds. Unfortunately, it turns out that, when the crowds go away, that pleasure also goes away; but now that I’ve tasted it, I need that rush of pleasure to sustain me. I’m now clinging to the feeling of being adored. And so I develop the urge to become a perpetually adored person, surrounded at all times by followers telling me how amazing I am.
	The urge for becoming conditions birth. We can understand this both literally – our evolutionary drive to perpetuate the species leads to the creation of new small humans on a daily basis – and also more psychologically, in the sense of the ‘birth’ of an identity (‘I’m a celebrity, don’t you know who I am? Everyone adores me!’).
	Unfortunately, as we’ve now seen, all conditioned phenomena are impermanent, unreliable and subject to perishing. Sooner or later, the identity that was born will grow old and die (perhaps as our adoring fans move on to the next up-and-coming star); and if we’re still clinging to that identity, we’ll experience sorrow, lamentation, pain, sadness and distress; in short, the whole mass of dukkha.
Contact, vedana, craving, clinging
The middle links in the twelvefold chain offer a practical way to work with dependent origination in our moment-to-moment experience. Let’s assume for the time being that we aren’t interested in eradicating our sense consciousnesses for the sake of avoiding dukkha; in that case, we’re going to experience sense contacts, and, as we saw in Chapter 23: Investigating Vedana, those sense contacts will give rise to vedana.
	The question is: what happens next?
	Pleasant vedana doesn’t have to lead to craving, at least as I understand the term. It seems to me that I can – sometimes – enjoy a pleasant sensation while it’s present, let it go as it passes away, and not experience dukkha in its wake. I enjoy the sight of a sunrise, but I don’t find myself getting up early in order to feed my insatiable lust for sunrises. On the other hand, it’s undeniable that pleasant vedana lies at the root of the cravings I do experience; for example, I find cookies so irresistible, despite their obvious drawbacks, because of that wonderful, wonderful flavour. Mmm.
	One way to explore dependent origination in action, then, is a variation on the exploration of fetters from Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena, using these middle links – contact, vedana, craving and clinging – to guide our investigation.
Practice: Necessary conditions for craving and clinging
Watch your sensory experience carefully, trying to discern which sense contacts give rise to pleasant vedana that leads to craving and clinging, and which don’t.
	One option is to start at the contact and its associated vedana, and look to see what follows: do the vedana come and go freely, or do you find yourself grasping at them?
	Another option is to catch yourself in a moment of craving, and track back to see how it arose. What triggered the craving? Was it the experience of pleasant vedana, the memory of a previous pleasant experience, or something else?
	A third option comes about when you find yourself caught up in clinging, unwilling to part with something or unwilling to accept its absence. Again, track back to see what’s happening here. What was the specific trigger that led you into clinging? What is the craving fuelling it? And what is the pleasant vedana behind that craving?
	When you get clear about the movement from pleasant vedana to craving, you can start to examine the web of causes and conditions supporting that craving. You won’t be able to cut off the contact or the vedana in most cases, but perhaps you can find another necessary condition which you can affect. Or perhaps it’s enough simply to learn to recognise the feeling of attraction turning into craving, the subtle, unsteady feeling of being pulled towards or pushed away from something. Then, you’re in a position to step in with mindfulness and steer yourself down another path, one that doesn’t have dukkha as its final destination.
	Of course, the same practice can also be performed with unpleasant vedana leading to aversion, and with neutral vedana leading to ignorance (that is, the tendency to ignore some aspect of what’s going on).
Ignorance, fabrication, consciousness
Working with the middle links is a practical and effective way to explore our experience and mitigate dukkha. But, as I mentioned, it turns out that the twelve links also point to deeper insights into the nature of our experience, insights which have even more liberating power.
	So let’s return now to those first three links: ignorance conditions fabrication, which conditions consciousness. What’s going on here?
	Recall the opening line of the Dhammapada (Dhp1, the Sayings of the Dhamma):
All things are preceded by the mind,
surpassed by the mind, created by the mind.100
 
	Back in Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States, I observed that altered states of consciousness provide us with clear evidence of the fabricated nature of conscious experience. Ordinarily, it seems that we experience the same objectively real world as everyone else; we might disagree about certain aspects, such as the taste of aniseed (which is clearly revolting, despite my partner’s claims to the contrary), but we chalk this up to ‘a matter of taste’ and move on, as if we haven’t just discovered a glitch in the Matrix, a fundamental disparity in the supposedly ‘objective’ experience of reality that we believe we’re having.
	The truth of the matter, as we discussed in Chapter 18, is that what we experience is actually a virtual reality, the product of our brains weaving together the information flooding in through our senses with our prior expectations about how our subjective experience is ‘supposed’ to be. It couldn’t be any other way; there’s far too much sensory information to take it all in and process it in real time, so most of it is discarded. Instead, the brain makes educated guesses about what’s likely to be going on, and uses only small samples of sensory information to check those guesses and update them if necessary.
	The result is a model of reality, a ‘controlled hallucination’. This model needs to be accurate enough that we can navigate our world and stay alive; but it also needs to be simple enough that we don’t get overwhelmed with information. As such, the model quietly leaves out the fact of its own virtuality. In effect, the model is transparent to us; we look straight through it, seeing only what it shows, and not what it is. And so, subjectively, it feels like we experience the truth of things as they are; but in fact it’s quite the opposite. We see things not as they are, but as we are.
	So here’s the problem. Our minds fabricate everything we experience, but we don’t know that this is happening; even if we understand it intellectually, we don’t recognise it in direct experience. That’s the deeper meaning of ignorance in the twelve links of dependent origination: that we’re fundamentally unaware of the true nature of our experience. This foundational ignorance then conditions the process of fabrication, which in turn conditions our consciousness: and so we see, hear and feel an ‘objectively real’ world, blithely unaware of the fabricated nature of our experience.
	Maybe that doesn’t sound so bad; who cares if it’s just a model if it works? But look at the consequences. Our minds, through the medium of our subjective experience, promise us that we’ll achieve true, lasting happiness if only we buy that chocolate bar, or get that promotion and become the big boss, or… And, because we have no reason to believe otherwise, we accept these promises at face value, as the truths of the world – ‘truths’ which are simply intended to keep us alive long enough to pass on our genes to the next generation.
	Ultimately, we believe our own PR, with disastrous results.
	The deepest liberation from dukkha, then, is a matter of recognising the fabricated nature of subjective experience – not just intellectually, but in our own direct experience – and as a result no longer buying into the distorted picture that our minds are selling us. We come to see the world not in terms of stable, satisfactory things to chase and cling to, but as impermanent, unreliable and without essence – nothing ultimately to be gained, and so nothing worth craving.
	If we can sustain this way of seeing, we become disenchanted with what we now recognise to be the illusory promise of the ‘things out there’, and the exaggerated passions that cause so much dukkha fade away. It isn’t that we become numb; we still enjoy pleasant sensations and experiences, the same as we always did. It’s simply that we no longer burn with the insatiable fires of craving; we’re at peace with whatever is present in each moment, neither straining against it nor clinging to it.
	Thus, when ignorance ceases, the whole mass of dukkha comes to an end.
Practice: Contemplating the fabricated nature of experience
Let’s take another look at the opening line of the Dhammapada.
All things are preceded by the mind,
surpassed by the mind, created by the mind.101
 
	Is this true?
	Examine it carefully, and from many angles.
	One starting point is to look at the places where your seemingly ‘objective’ experience of the world differs from those around you. What’s going on there? What is ‘a matter of taste’ anyway? Notice the extent to which your experience is inevitably rooted in your own perspective, your own body and mind, your own preferences and sensitivities.
	Or you can look for ‘prediction errors’ – those moments where predictive processing gets it wrong, then hastily fixes the error. Mis-reading a newspaper headline is one possible way in here.
	Another avenue of exploration is to see how your mind states affect your experience. Notice how the world looks when you’re angry, or sad, or afraid, or happy, or at peace. Is the world actually different, or is it the same world, seen differently? What is ‘the world’ anyway? What does it mean to see it ‘objectively’?
	A fourth option is to notice the impact of meditation practice, particularly if experiences such as the Brahmaviharas, jhanas and immaterial states have opened up for you. When you experience boundless space, for example, where exactly is that space? What happens to all the material objects in the conventional space around you? What is your subjective experience, and what does an outside observer who sees you meditating in this way report?
	One last option is to take the hypothesis on faith for the time being and instead explore its consequences. If all of your experience really is created by your own mind, then why does dukkha arise? What purpose does it serve? Why do you experience unpleasant vedana? Why do you crave and cling? Why is it so easy to engage in patterns of behaviour that lead to unhappiness in the long run? Why do you struggle? If it’s really your own mind doing all of this, why can’t you simply say ‘Enough of this dukkha, let’s be at peace now!’? 
Dependent origination and freedom from dukkha
Dependent origination provides us with a comprehensive roadmap for finding freedom from dukkha. As it says in the Mahahatthipadopama Sutta (MN28, the Longer Simile on the Elephant’s Footprint):
One who sees dependent origination sees the Dhamma; one who sees the Dhamma sees dependent origination.102
 
	On one level, we can find freedom from particular sources of dukkha through an exploration of the middle links in the chain: contact, vedana, craving and clinging. Building on the systematic investigation of body and mind found in the Satipatthana Sutta, we learn to observe and manage our mind states, tune in to the movements of attraction and aversion that lead us astray, and uproot the corresponding unwholesome tendencies using a combination of reward-based learning and the ability to ‘veto’ specific impulses, all underpinned by our daily life mindfulness.
	On a deeper level, we can work to disrupt the mechanism underlying dukkha itself, by seeing deeply into the fabricated nature of our conscious experience and training ourselves to recognise what’s going on more clearly. We come to see ourselves and the world in a fundamentally different way, and we become systematically less prone to greed, hatred and delusion, regardless of our present circumstances.
	Some people are naturally drawn to the straightforward, methodical investigation of mind states and habitual patterns, while others are more interested in exploring the nature of consciousness. In my experience, though, the two work well in tandem. Spending time investigating and alleviating a specific source of dukkha opens up a sense of relief and freedom that then allows us to go deeper in our explorations of consciousness; those explorations can lead to fundamental shifts in our experience which uproot whole categories of dukkha en masse; then, once the dust has settled, we might notice another specific source of dukkha that would benefit from careful examination; and so on.
	Over the next couple of chapters, we’ll explore some meditation techniques that more fully reveal the fabricated nature of conscious experience, potentially leading to significant shifts in how we see ourselves and the world. We’ll begin by returning to a central topic in spiritual practice: the nature of the self.

Chapter 27: Emptiness and Self
Then the Venerable Ananda approached the Blessed One … and said to him: ‘Venerable sir, it is said, “Empty is the world, empty is the world.” In what way, venerable sir, is it said, “Empty is the world”?’
 
‘It is, Ananda, because it is empty of self and of what belongs to self that it is said, “Empty is the world.”’103
 
The questions of Mogharaja
In the Mogharajamanavapuccha (Snp5.16, the Questions of the Student Mogharaja), a young man named Mogharaja comes to the Buddha with a question.
‘I have come seeking with a question
for the one of excellent vision.
How to look upon the world
so the King of Death won’t see you?’104
 
	Taken at face value, this seems to be a question about how to live forever. Recall from Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Quest that the Buddha’s own journey began with the realisation of the impermanent, perishable nature of all things, and in particular the tendency for the human body to grow old, fall ill, and eventually die. Perhaps Mogharaja has come to a similar realisation, and is now looking to escape his fate.
	Unfortunately, the Buddha didn’t find a literal solution to old age, sickness and death; like everyone else, he grew old, fell ill and ultimately died. But he did find a solution to the dukkha that arises due to old age, sickness and death; so he still has something to offer Mogharaja which can perhaps help to address his existential crisis:
‘Look upon the world as empty,
Mogharaja, ever mindful.
Having uprooted the view of self,
you may thus cross over death.
That’s how to look upon the world
so the King of Death won’t see you.’105
 
	(Emphasis mine.)
	The Buddha invites Mogharaja to view the world having uprooted the view of self: in other words, having fully recognised his own essencelessness, one of the three characteristics that we encountered in Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight.
	But how are we supposed to do that? And what might it be like to experience the world without a sense of self? Would we be able to function at all? Why would it even help?
The instructions to Bahiya
In the well-known Bahiya Sutta (Ud1.10, the Discourse to Bahiya), the Buddha gives a pithy teaching to a spiritual practitioner named Bahiya. The key passage is as follows:
Therefore, Bahiya, this is how you are to train yourself:
 
In seeing, just seeing.
In hearing, just hearing.
In sensing, just sensing.
In cognising, just cognising.
 
This, Bahiya, is how you are to train yourself.106
 
	Earlier in the discourse we’re told that Bahiya is dressed in a way which suggests that he’s a follower of a pre-Buddhist text called the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (Secret Doctrine of the Great Forest). That text discusses the nature of the atta (atman in Sanskrit) – the soul or True Self which many traditions at the time proposed to be our innermost essence – in these terms:
From (the faculty of) seeing, you would not see the one who sees; from hearing, you would not hear the one who hears; from the faculty of thinking, you would not think the one who thinks; from understanding, you would not understand the one who understands.107
 
	This passage points to what is often called the Witness: an entity which sits apart from our experience, silently observing whatever is going on. In some traditions the Witness is described as an actual being, while other traditions use terms like ‘pure awareness’ or ‘witnessing consciousness’ to evoke a more abstract principle that serves the same purpose. Something stands apart, witnessing what’s going on; and that’s who we really are. If we can find the Witness and take our stand there, we’ll be insulated from dukkha, because dukkha is simply something happening in the content of our experience, while we sit aloof, watching it all from a safe distance.
	There’s a pragmatic value to this teaching, and some version of it shows up in many later Buddhist traditions. (For a fuller discussion of the Witness-based approach and its limitations, see my book Resting in the Unborn108.)
	For the Buddha of the Pali discourses, however, to stop at the Witness is to stop too soon. A Witness is still a form of self, and still carries with it the potential for problems; for example, it’s possible to become attached to meditative states of stillness (in which the Witness is thought to be most easily apparent), and consequently averse to thoughts, sounds and the activities of daily life which disturb the purity of one’s meditative peace.
	So the Buddha takes the teaching that Bahiya knows well and puts a spin on it. ‘No, Bahiya,’ he says. ‘In seeing, there’s no need to imagine “the one who sees”. Let there simply be seeing.’ The same formula repeats for hearing, sensing and cognising, a shorthand way of saying ‘all sensory experience’ (equivalent to the seeing, hearing, thinking and knowing in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad passage).
	The Buddha continues:
Bahiya, when it is like this for you, …
Then, Bahiya, there will be no ‘you’ in terms of this.
 
When there is no ‘you’ in terms of this,
Then there is no ‘you’ there;
 
When there is no ‘you’ there,
There is no ‘you’ here, or beyond, or in between.
 
Just this is the end of dukkha.109
 
	In our ordinary subjective experience, when we have a visual experience of some kind, we conceptualise what’s going on as ‘me, over here, seeing this, over there’. This makes intuitive sense; after all, someone must be doing the seeing, right? Who else could it be but me? And so we establish a reference point for a sense of self in relation to what we’re seeing: a ‘me’ in terms of ‘this’.
	The Buddha’s instructions invite us to set aside that framing; to allow the process of seeing to continue, but without imposing the subject-object duality of ‘me, doing the seeing’ and ‘this, being seen’ (and, of course, the same for our other senses).
	At first, this might sound impossible – how could we possibly ‘set aside’ something so fundamental to how we see the world? But it turns out that the ‘feeling of me’ at the centre of our experience – the ‘centre point’ of awareness around which everything else is arrayed – is just another fabrication of the mind; and it’s entirely optional.
	Recall from Chapter 26: Dependent Origination that what we actually experience is a ‘controlled hallucination’, a model of ourselves and our surroundings produced by combining sensory information with unconscious prior expectations about what’s going on. It turns out that subject-object duality is simply one of those prior expectations; something fabricated by our minds and projected onto our experience because it’s a reasonably helpful way to relate to the world, rather than a deep truth about what’s going on. When we drop that expectation, even temporarily, there’s no feeling at all of a ‘me’ present in experience. It simply stops.
	And when the felt sense of self drops out of the equation, it takes with it all of our (ultimately self-centred) clinging, all of the greed, hatred and delusion in relation to our hopes, fears, desires and irritations.
	As the Buddha says, just this is the end of dukkha.
	Here, incidentally, we find the solution to a common puzzle. In the Buddha’s first discourse (Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path), he says that the five aggregates subject to clinging are dukkha; but in his second discourse (Chapter 21: Exploring the Self), he says that all phenomena are not-self – so who’s doing the clinging? Now, we see the answer. When our minds fabricate a central point around which everything revolves, we have a felt sense of a ‘me’ who clings to sensory experience and identifies parts of it as ‘me’ and ‘mine’. But when our minds stop projecting that central point, the clinging also ceases. No ‘me’; no problem.
	Needless to say, this is the kind of thing that needs to be experienced to be understood. Words on a page can’t do it justice; perhaps it even sounds totally dysfunctional. We might wonder if we’ll become a zombie without a personality, or lose the ability to take care of ourselves.
	As it turns out, however, what we might call non-self-referential experience is actually fully functional – much more so than deep samadhi states like the jhanas, which are only really possible while in formal meditation. In non-self-referential experience, almost everything remains unchanged. Just like the river, which still flows quite happily even after we see its lack of inherent essence, the processes that make us up continue to operate just fine. Our senses remain fully intact, and we still have all the same skills, memories and experiences available to us; if we weren’t able to perform brain surgery before dropping the sense of self, we won’t be able to do it now. The body also doesn’t change; so if our taste buds prefer sweet foods to sour ones, we’ll still be the same way. (My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, who hinted that she was a long way down this path, still enjoyed ice cream and detective novels. She was quite a character: deeply kind and compassionate, but also fierce when necessary; the exact opposite of a bland, personality-free zombie!)
	The only difference is that self-centred clinging is absent, taking with it the underlying tendency toward greed, hatred and delusion. We stop filtering our natural impulses through the sometimes warped and always limiting priorities of the self; we become freer to express ourselves and take action in the world, less bound up in self-censorship and fear of embarrassment or failure. The thinking mind is still available when we’re faced with a problem, but internal self-critical chatter and second-guessing falls away; there’s a sense of an appropriate response to the situation at hand arising intuitively out of mindfulness and clear comprehension rather than intellectual analysis. Peace and contentment, rather than the worries and cravings of the self, become the predominant tone of experience.
	In the Pali discourses, a practitioner who has fully uprooted the tendency to conceiving in terms of a self is considered to be fully awakened. Fortunately, though, we don’t have to have completed the spiritual path in order to have a taste of non-self-referential experience; and once we’ve done so, we can learn to find our way back, again and again, until perhaps one day it becomes our new default.
	Let’s have a look now at one way to set aside our usual self-referential way of seeing the world.
Practice: Letting go of the centre point
This practice requires a profound letting go, and so it works best when paired up with deep samadhi; ideally at least the fourth jhana. So spend some time settling and focusing the mind before moving on to the next step.
	First, see if you can identify the ‘feeling of me’. Try to get a sense of where ‘you’ are; not necessarily your body, but whatever feels like the ‘central point’ of your experience. It might be somewhere in the body; perhaps the head, the neck, or the chest. Or it might feel more slippery, as if it’s somehow ‘behind’ your experience. Alternatively, it might feel more like a ‘still point’ than a ‘centre’.
	Either way, take your time; try to identify this point as clearly as you can.
	Now, notice that there’s a subtle sense of contraction associated with this point. One way this can manifest is the feeling that your subjective experience is ‘bunched up’ in the middle, as if held in place by a clenched fist. See how it is for you.
	Now, relax that contraction, and see what happens.
	In order to relax the contraction, it might be enough simply to identify the feeling and then let it go, like opening your hand and thereby relaxing the muscles of the forearm. Alternatively, it can sometimes help to intensify the feeling of contraction: make a strong, clear distinction between ‘me in here’ and ‘everything else out there’, focusing on and amplifying the feeling of selfhood, of being a distinct, powerful, controlling entity that lives in the body looking out through its eyes and listening through its ears. Build up that feeling as much as you can, hold it for a few moments, and then completely let go of all effort. See if, as you relax, the contraction of selfhood relaxes too.
	Note that this is one practice where the attitude of letting go is absolutely essential. If you approach this practice with even the slightest sense of deliberately making something happen, that framing will automatically reinforce the very self-referential mechanism that you’re trying to release. This practice is about removing something which is currently part of your experience, rather than adding something new.
	If and when a non-self-referential experience opens up, try going for a walk. Go outside, and see how the world appears in the absence of a centre point of experience. Notice how little has changed; and yet, at the same time, how different it is. Another interesting experiment is to bring up the five daily reflections from Chapter 3: Contemplating the Teachings, and see what impact they now have, if any.
	Don’t be surprised if the experience disappears as soon as you try to investigate it. Asking ‘Do I have a self right now?’ is a sure-fire way to invite the centre point back into your experience. Also, don’t be surprised if it’s difficult to do this around other people at first. A huge part of the self is relational in nature, and so being in social situations naturally triggers self-referential thought and behaviour. It turns out that there are good reasons for meditation retreats being held mostly in silence, and not just because conversations are distracting when you’re trying to meditate!
Non-self-referential experience and flow
Earlier, I said that it’s difficult to understand how it might be to have an experience without a sense of self until we’ve actually been there ourselves. But it turns out that we might already be familiar with one particular variety of non-self-referential experience.
	In Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life, I mentioned flow, which is the name given to the form of optimal human experience discovered by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in the 1970s. One of the key attributes of flow is the merging of action and awareness; becoming one with the task at hand. In flow, the focus on the present moment is so intense that there’s simply no room left for the self-referential thoughts which typically commentate on (or criticise) our experience. The result – an experience without a sense of self – is so rewarding that people who find a way into flow will generally go back to it again and again, sometimes even making major life choices to maximise opportunities for flow.
	Because flow states typically arise in the context of a particular activity, most of the credit usually goes to the activity itself; artists talk lovingly about creating or performing, athletes about those moments of peak performance where time slows down, and so on. The emphasis is usually on what was being experienced as opposed to what wasn’t – namely, the sense of self. Yet, if we know what to look for, we can often see the signs in these reports.
	Of course, there are some differences. For example, Csikszentmihalyi’s description suggests that we need to be engaged in a challenging activity which provides immediate feedback for flow to arise, whereas the Pali discourses suggest that one who has ‘uprooted the self’ sees the world this way no matter what activity they’re engaged in. Nevertheless, I think we can point to flow states as a clear sign that non-self-referential experience is not only neither fanciful nor dangerous, but actually a pretty good place to be.
The emptiness of subjective experience
Up to now, we’ve focused on the sense of self, the subject of our experience. But recall that the Buddha’s instructions to Mogharaja extend beyond the personal:
‘Look upon the world as empty,
Mogharaja, ever mindful.’110
 
	(Emphasis mine.)
	What might it mean to look upon the whole world as empty?
	We find a bit more context in the Sunnataloka Sutta (SN35.85, Empty is the World):
Then the Venerable Ananda approached the Blessed One … and said to him: ‘Venerable sir, it is said, “Empty is the world, empty is the world.” In what way, venerable sir, is it said, “Empty is the world”?’
 
‘It is, Ananda, because it is empty of self and of what belongs to self that it is said, “Empty is the world.”
 
‘And what is empty of self and of what belongs to self? 
 
‘The eye, forms, eye-consciousness and whatever vedana arise dependent on these, Ananda, are empty of self and of what belongs to self.
 
[The same formula repeats for the other five senses, including the mind and thoughts.]
 
‘It is, Ananda, because all this is empty of self and of what belongs to self that it is said, “Empty is the world.”’111
 
	From this, we can infer that the Buddha is asking Mogharaja to see his entire sensory experience as being empty of essence: not just the subject, but the objects too. Once again, we’re being invited to recognise the process of fabrication at work: to notice and uproot our underlying tendency to reify our perceptions, to conceive of our experience in terms of ‘things out there’.
	The Kaccanagotta Sutta (SN12.15, the Discourse to Kaccanagotta) explains why this is important, going so far as to redefine one of the factors of the eightfold path, right view, in terms of this understanding:
Venerable Kaccanagotta went up to the Buddha, bowed, sat down to one side, and said to him:
 
‘Sir, they speak of this thing called “right view”. How is right view defined?’
 
‘Kaccana, this world [of sensory experience] mostly relies on the dual notions of existence and non-existence.
 
‘But when you truly see the origin of the world [of sensory experience] with right understanding, the concept of non-existence regarding the world does not occur. And when you truly see the cessation of the world with right understanding, the concept of existence regarding the world does not occur.
 
‘The world is for the most part shackled by attraction, grasping, and insisting.
 
‘But if – when it comes to this attraction, grasping, mental fixation, insistence, and underlying tendency [of reification] – you don’t get attracted, grasp, and commit to the thought, “my self”, you’ll have no doubt or uncertainty that what arises [i.e. attraction, grasping, mental fixation, insistence and reification in relation to sensory experience] is just dukkha arising, and what ceases is just dukkha ceasing. Your knowledge about this is independent of others.
 
‘This is how right view is defined.
 
‘“All exists”: this is one extreme. “All does not exist": this is the second extreme. Avoiding these two extremes, the Realised One teaches by the middle way:
 
‘Ignorance is a condition for fabrication. Fabrication is a condition for consciousness. … That is how this entire mass of dukkha originates.
 
‘When ignorance fades away and ceases with nothing left over, fabrication ceases. When fabrication ceases, consciousness ceases. … That is how this entire mass of dukkha ceases.’112
 
	So we experience dukkha because of our tendency to reify our perceptions into ‘real things’; but if, instead, we’re able to come to see the world in terms of a ‘middle way between existence and non-existence’, we’ll no longer fall into dukkha’s clutches.
	One way to understand this ‘middle way between existence and non-existence’ is in terms of processes rather than entities. To return to the example from Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight, we might say that a river neither truly exists nor truly doesn’t exist. It doesn’t ‘truly exist’ in its own right because we can’t find an unchanging entity or essence that makes the river what it is; all we find is the water, the course of the river and the influence of gravity coming together in combination. But it also isn’t ‘truly non-existent’ – there’s still a river behind my house, and a bridge that goes over it.
	This is an important understanding, and one which leads to profound insights. But there’s also another way to understand emptiness, one which arguably results in a deeper and more fulfilling liberation from dukkha: the direct recognition of the fabricated nature of our subjective experience, in real time.
	It turns out that when we can do this – when we can see the model that our minds are fabricating in each moment as a model – then the resulting experience is marked by a tangible sense of virtuality. Subjective experience seems like a dream or a mirage, neither fully real nor fully unreal. We find ourselves inhabiting a middle way between existence and non-existence directly; in short, we experience emptiness.
	One way to taste this experiential variety of emptiness for ourselves is to practise noticing the presence of consciousness in every moment: becoming conscious of consciousness. No matter what’s going on, whether we’re attending to a sight, a sound, a scent, a flavour, a body sensation, a mental phenomenon, or even our sense of self, we recognise it all as arising through consciousness, fabricating itself from one moment to the next. We see everything as the play of consciousness; a dance of emptiness.
	Realising emptiness for ourselves in this way has a truly remarkable effect on our dukkha. When we don’t recognise the fabricated nature of what we experience, we’re much more likely to treat our feelings and perceptions as true, as accurate representations of what’s ‘really’ going on – which means that we’re much more likely to be ensnared by greed, hatred and delusion. In contrast, if we recognise the model as a model then we’re much less likely to fall for the mind’s tricks.
	Let’s take a look now at a practice for cultivating consciousness of consciousness, thereby opening the door to a direct experience of emptiness.
Practice: Experiencing emptiness
First. spend some time developing the deepest samadhi available to you.
	Now, turn your attention to any sense of silence, stillness or spaciousness in your experience. The silence, stillness or spaciousness can be external, internal, both, or even indefinable. It doesn’t really matter. See if you can find any sense of silence, stillness or spaciousness, and rest your attention there.
	In a way, the experience of silence is an indication of your capacity for hearing – your auditory consciousness. If you couldn’t hear anything at all, silence would be a meaningless concept for you, because there would be nothing to contrast it against. In the same way, the experience of stillness indicates the capacity to perceive movement, while the experience of spaciousness indicates the capacity to perceive physical forms occupying space. As such, it’s often easier to find the ‘taste’ of consciousness in absence rather than presence. You’re trying to make a foreground-background shift, letting the ‘things’ of the world recede and placing your focus on the spaces between them, on consciousness itself.
	It may help to look for a sense of sameness running through the otherwise apparently different experiences of silence (the absence of sound), stillness (the absence of movement) and spaciousness (the absence of physical forms). This sameness is the taste of consciousness, the unifying factor running through all experiences.
	Once you’ve found the flavour of consciousness, see if you can taste it everywhere. For example, pay attention to the sounds around you, whilst continuing to notice the silence too. At first, sounds might appear to arise out of the silence and return to it when they depart. With time, it might come to seem as though the silence is always there, just ‘covered over’ by the sounds, perhaps behind or even within the sounds. Eventually, as you continue to notice the presence of consciousness in every moment of auditory experience, sounds might even be experienced as ‘manifestations of silence’, expressions of auditory consciousness.
	Continue the same investigation with the physical sensations arising within the spaciousness of your body; with your visual perceptions of movement and stillness; and with the inner experience of mental activity and its absence. Keep exploring until you taste consciousness everywhere, without exception. Pay particular attention to any apparent difference between what’s ‘you’ and what’s ‘not you’, or alternatively what’s ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ you; notice if they’re truly different, or whether the same flavour of consciousness unites both.
	When you have some familiarity with the taste of consciousness, see if you can discern the mind’s underlying tendency toward reification directly. Notice that the things of the world seem to have a ‘weight’ to them, a solidity, a realness. Now that you’ve become intimately aware of the presence of consciousness in your experience, you may be able to let that sense of weight drop away. The appearances remain, but as their realness fades, they take on a dreamlike, magical quality. Seen this way, the fabricated nature of experience is utterly obvious, and the world of the senses is seen to be neither fully real nor fully imaginary; a ‘virtual’ reality, utterly empty of self and what belongs to a self.
	Notice, too, what happens to your personal sense of self, the centre point of your experience, when you see the world as empty in this way.
	This practice can also be continued beyond formal meditation. Since every moment of experience includes the consciousness of that experience, consciousness can always be found; thus, it can serve as an object for continuous mindfulness in the course of your daily activities, another way to keep you firmly rooted in the present moment, without getting caught up in greed, hatred and delusion. See how long and how frequently you can sustain at least some degree of consciousness of consciousness in your everyday activities, and what happens when you do.
	At first, it may be that you can only sustain the direct, experiential awareness of emptiness for a moment or two. That’s fine; this mode of practice works very well with small glimpses repeated many times. Eventually, emptiness becomes much more apparent, and its liberating power becomes more readily available.
	See if you can experience your entire life as simply the dance of consciousness.

Chapter 28: Nibbana
This is peaceful, this is sublime, that is, the stilling of all activities, the relinquishing of all acquisitions, the destruction of craving, dispassion, cessation, nibbana.113
 
What is nibbana?
Back in Chapter 1: Finding Peace, I defined nibbana as extinguishment: putting out the fires of greed, hatred and delusion, leading to peace and freedom from dukkha.
	However, we also find nibbana described in another way. Here’s one example, taken from the Pathamanibbanapatisamyutta Sutta (Ud8.1, the First Discourse on the Theme of Nibbana):
There is, mendicants, that experience where there is no earth, no water, no fire, no wind; no experience of boundless space, no experience of boundless consciousness, no experience of nothingness, no experience of neither perception nor non-perception; no this world, no other world, no moon or sun.
 
There, mendicants, I say there is no coming, no going, no remaining, no passing away, no reappearing.
 
It is not established, does not proceed, and has no support.
 
Just this is the end of dukkha.114
 
	In the quotation above, I’ve used the term experience to translate the Pali word ayatana. We’ve previously encountered this term both in Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States, where it referred to certain altered states of consciousness, and in Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena, where it referred to our sense domains: the experiences of seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching and thinking.
	Translations of the passage above typically use a word like sphere or dimension to translate ayatana, which can sometimes give the impression that nibbana is some kind of actual ‘place’ that we can travel to through our practice, perhaps a heaven for the fully awakened. But I think it makes much more sense to understand what’s being described here as an experience rather than a literal destination.
	Let’s take a look at another discourse on nibbana, the Tatiyanibbanapatisamyutta Sutta (Ud8.3, the Third Discourse on the Theme of Nibbana):
There is, mendicants, that which is free of birth, free of what has been produced, made, and fabricated.
 
If there were nothing free of birth, free of what has been produced, made, and fabricated, then you would find no escape here from birth, from what has been produced, made, and fabricated.
 
But since there is that which is free of birth, free of what has been produced, made, and fabricated, an escape is found from birth, from what has been produced, made, and fabricated.115
 
	A recurring theme in this book is the fabricated nature of our conscious experience; the output of what scientists call predictive processing, a ‘controlled hallucination’ which models ourselves and our environment based on a combination of sensory information and prior expectations.
	But it’s one thing to read that on a page; it’s another thing to see it so clearly for ourselves that we can no longer possibly deny it. And I think that’s the experience that these passages are describing: an ‘escape’ from our conventional fabricated experience so profound that the truth of what’s really going on – the mind-originated nature of all experience – becomes utterly clear. Once we see the fabricated nature of our experience clearly enough, the false promises of the sensory world lose their power to pull us into greed, hatred and delusion; and so our fires are extinguished.
	In effect, then, we find the term nibbana being used in two ways. The first refers to the actual quenching of the fires, and the consequent freedom from dukkha. The second refers to a particular form of experience which leads to the quenching of the fires.
	But what exactly is this form of experience – and how might we bring it about?
The signless samadhi and non-conceptuality
In the Kevatta Sutta (DN11, the Discourse to Kevaddha), we find the following tantalising snippet:
Consciousness that is signless, limitless, all-illuminating,
Then water, earth, fire and wind find no footing,
Then long and short, small and large, pleasant and unpleasant –
Then ‘name and form’ are all brought to an end.
With the cessation of consciousness
all this is brought to an end.116
 
	This sounds very much like the earlier descriptions of the experience of nibbana: the absence of the four elements, and the ending of all opposites.
	But this time we’re given a bit more information. Unfortunately, the information seems to be contradictory! First, we’re told that this experience is reached through ‘consciousness that is signless, limitless, all-illuminating’… but almost immediately it goes on to say that all of the above is brought to an end with ‘the cessation of consciousness’. So, which is it? A particular type of consciousness, or the cessation of consciousness?
	My teacher Leigh, following Pali scholar John Peacock, resolves this apparent contradiction by looking at the etymology of the word here being translated as ‘consciousness’: vinnana. This is composed of two parts: vi-, a prefix which, amongst other meanings, can indicate divided; and nana, the word for knowledge or knowing. So perhaps this last part means ‘with the cessation of divided knowing’?
	We can find further support for this interpretation by returning to the first description of consciousness in the above excerpt. What might it mean for consciousness to be signless?
	Recall that, back in Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life, we looked at the practice of guarding the senses, which encouraged us not to grasp at the ‘signs or details’ of what we experienced. Simply put, a sign is how we recognise an object for what it is. If we see someone holding a black rectangle to their ear – boom, that’s a mobile phone. Our minds recognise the sign, and helpfully supply the relevant concept so that we can make sense of what we’re seeing – along with the corresponding concepts for everything which is not the phone, such as the hand holding it. In this way, then, the process of conceptualisation divides up our holistic sensory experience into the familiar world of ‘things’.
	A signless consciousness is one in which this act of conceptualisation is not taking place. It isn’t that sensory experience has stopped altogether, but that our minds are no longer breaking up that experience into neatly labelled objects – divided knowing has ceased. Essentially, sensory experience loses all meaning, becoming unintelligible, yet continues anyway.
	This sudden dropping away of the ‘thingness’ of the world is deeply freeing. It’s as if we’ve laid down a weight we didn’t know we were carrying. Furthermore, it becomes utterly clear that our normal way of seeing the world is deeply rooted in conceptualisation – and that that’s an optional feature. Seeing this for ourselves gives us direct, visceral evidence of the fabricated nature of our experience.
Practice: Stripping away perceptions
A rather elaborate set of instructions for entering the signless samadhi can be found in the Culasunnata Sutta117 (MN121, the Shorter Discourse on Emptiness). Despite the name, it’s pretty long, so I’ll provide just a brief summary here. The basic idea is to simplify your experience, one step at a time, until all perceptions, labels and concepts are fully abandoned.
	Settle yourself into meditation, and spend some time cultivating conventional samadhi as deeply as you can.
	Then, notice that your current situation is relatively secluded. In the middle of the nearest town or city, there’s a lot going on; people coming and going, things being bought and sold, all kinds of hustle and bustle. By comparison, your meditation place is empty of all that; it’s quiet, and secluded. Spend some time noticing the absence of all those people and activities, and the comparative peace of your meditation place where you don’t have to keep track of all that stuff.
	Next, turn your attention to the earth element, the aspect of solidity. Both your own body and the objects around you exhibit the earth element. By attending solely to the solidity of your own body and its surroundings, notice how the other details of your meditation space gradually recede into the background, and how much lighter and simpler the resulting experience is.
	Next, let go of the perception of resistance corresponding to the earth element, and turn your attention to space. (If it’s available to you, enter the fifth jhana. If not, turn your attention fully to the space around you, and away from the solidity of the physical forms in that space.) Notice the relative simplicity of the experience of space, compared to the diversity of solid forms around you.
	Next, let go of the perception of space, and turn your attention fully to your consciousness. (If it’s available to you, enter the sixth jhana. If not, turn your attention to your consciousness in any way that you can.) Notice the relative simplicity of the experience of consciousness, compared to the somewhat more textured experience of space.
	Next, let go of the perception of consciousness, and turn your attention to the experience of no-thing-ness, or nothingness. (If it’s available to you, enter the seventh jhana. If not, turn your attention to any sense of ‘absence’ which is available to you. If that doesn’t work either, skip this step and the next one.) Notice the relative simplicity of the experience of no-thing-ness, compared to the distinct ‘something-ness’ of consciousness.
	Next, let go of the perception of no-thing-ness, and enter the eighth jhana, the experience of neither perception nor non-perception.
	Finally, resolve to set aside perceptions, concepts and labels entirely, and enter the signless samadhi. Then fully let go and see what happens.
Practice: Sensing the senses
My teacher Leigh offers the following alternative approach for accessing the signless samadhi.
	To begin, first cultivate conventional samadhi to the extent available to you.
	Then, when you’re ready to move towards signlessness, turn your attention to your sensory experience. Open your eyes, and notice what you can see. Then, gradually back off on your attention to detail, and broaden the scope of your visual perception, spreading out your gaze to include more and more of your peripheral vision. Continue this process until you’re able to take in your whole visual field, all at once. Use a soft focus that doesn’t attempt to pick out specific objects; instead, try to experience ‘seeing’ itself.
	Extend this approach to what you can hear, feel and think. See if you can experience ‘hearing’, ‘feeling’ and ‘thinking’, or even simply ‘experiencing’, without attending to any specific content of your experience.
	Rest here for as long as you can.
	You can also try this practice whilst walking outdoors. (It helps to have a familiar route where you’re in no danger of tripping over anything, so you can let your body take care of the walking without having to watch your step.) See if you can relax into the experience of the visual field as a whole, rather than seeing individual objects around you. (It may feel as though ‘you’ are motionless and the world is ‘moving past you’, or even ‘moving through you’; that’s a sign you’re on the right track.) While doing this is unlikely to take you all the way to signlessness by itself, it works well when paired up with the formal sitting practice.
Practice: The knife-edge of the moment
Finally, here’s a third approach for entering the signless samadhi.
	To begin, first cultivate conventional samadhi to the extent available to you.
	Then, when you’re ready to move toward signlessness, turn your attention to your sensory experience. Open up the scope of your attention to rest in open awareness, noticing whatever comes and goes in an even-handed, balanced way, not focusing anywhere in particular. Allow your experience to come and go freely, moment by moment.
	Now, notice that your usual experience of ‘the present moment’ is actually an amalgam of both what’s arising right now and what has arisen recently, the latter providing a context with which to understand what’s happening. For example, a new sensation becomes identifiable as an itch in the arm, located in space relative to other body sensations. Although it’s common to talk about ‘the present moment’ as if it’s a point in time, in practice it’s actually a little broader than that: an interval rather than a point.
	See if you can make that interval smaller and smaller. Try to find the ‘knife-edge’ of the moment. If you notice your mind taking time to understand and contextualise what’s just happened, drop that activity right away and come straight back to the immediate experience of the senses. (Adopt the attitude of letting go of the mental activity rather than forcibly pushing it away.)
	Notice that, as you continue to strip away the context of your experiences, they gradually lose their meaning. You might start to feel unmoored, present in such a small slice of time that what’s going on no longer makes much sense. If at any point the practice feels unsafe or unpleasant, you can stop right away; stand up, walk around, take a shower.
	If you continue, however, then sooner or later perception itself may fall silent, even as your sensory experience continues.
Cessation experiences
Returning to the excerpt from the Kevatta Sutta above, not everyone finds the interpretation of vinnana as ‘divided knowing’ entirely satisfactory. What if, instead, it really does mean a total cessation of consciousness?
	In Chapter 19: Going Further, we looked briefly at a samadhi practice known as the cessation of perception and feeling, also known as the ninth jhana. As I mentioned, I haven’t experienced this one for myself yet, but I’ve sometimes heard it described as a complete cessation of consciousness, of being utterly ‘gone’.
	Furthermore, the discourses do say that the cessation of perception and feeling can be a pathway to full awakening if its implications are sufficiently well understood. For example, the Pasarasi Sutta (MN26, the Discourse on the Noble Search) says:
Furthermore, a mendicant, going totally beyond the dimension of neither perception nor non-perception, enters and remains in the cessation of perception and feeling. And, having seen with wisdom, their defilements come to an end.118
 
	(Emphasis mine. The ending of the defilements is synonymous with full awakening.)
	Once again, we see the familiar pattern: by travelling to a remote point of human experience, returning from it, and fully understanding what just happened, we come to a realisation that brings an end to dukkha.
	Now, the ninth jhana has a reputation as a high attainment – and I’m not just saying that because I haven’t done it yet! Fortunately, there’s another type of cessation experience which is (somewhat) more accessible: momentary cessation. As the name suggests, this is a brief hiatus in consciousness rather than the more extended non-experience of the ninth jhana; and it’s often followed by experiences of radically altered perception such as non-self-referential experience (as discussed in the previous chapter).
	As such, momentary cessations are another good candidate to give us a deeper understanding of the fabricated nature of experience. So let’s now take a look at how we might approach cessation in practice.
Practice: Experiencing momentary cessation of consciousness
This practice requires a very deep letting go of our usual way of seeing the world, and so it works best when paired up with deep samadhi, ideally the eighth jhana. So spend some time developing the deepest samadhi available to you before moving on to the next step.
	Now, form the intention to enter cessation. (My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, said that you must be willing to let go of absolutely everything in order to find the deepest truth.) Then, having clearly established that intention, let go completely, and see what happens.
	It can take quite some time for the cessation to show up. Also, the slightest hint of wanting to enter cessation will prevent it from happening. You might find that it finally happens only after you give up on it, having concluded that it’s been too long and nothing’s going to happen. The key is simply to stay present, be patient, and observe, without expectation, holding your experience as lightly as possible.
	Cessations can happen in a few different ways. Sometimes there’s a sense of being pulled into something, or something being pulled away from you; sometimes there’s a sense of experience flickering and jerking. It seems that any of these experiences can show up, or none at all. The cessation event itself is simply a discontinuity in experience, a few frames removed from the movie of your life. Again, though, any hint whatsoever of looking for a particular experience or trying to make it happen is guaranteed to prevent it from happening, so please consider these descriptions as possible diagnostic criteria after the fact, rather than something to look for during your practice.
So which of these is the real nibbana?
In Chapter 19: Going Further, I discussed the wide range of different, incompatible understandings of jhana in the Buddhist world. Now we’ve hit the same problem again: multiple interpretations of nibbana, and multiple practices leading to similar-but-different experiences. Why can’t we just nail this stuff down once and for all?
	To be honest, I no longer find it surprising that we see a handful of terms being used in so many different ways. In Chapter 19 I compared meditators to explorers in a vast forest, venturing off the well-trodden, carefully signposted footpaths where most people live their whole lives, and stumbling into strange and unfamiliar clearings. When we experience something truly unexpected, it’s natural to seek a frame of reference for what’s happening – and one way to do that is to compare what we’ve experienced with the reports of others. If we find a close fit, we might conclude ‘Oh, so that’s what non-duality means!’ Unfortunately, though, it turns out that multiple experiences fit pretty well with each of the classical spiritual terms – and so we end up in our present state of confusion.
	If you’re interested in learning more about the art of the possible in terms of conscious experience, I can highly recommend Thomas Metzinger’s remarkable book The Elephant and the Blind. Based on thousands of first-hand reports, Metzinger has assembled an impressive catalogue of spiritual experiences, including a whole host of similar-but-different states and modes of consciousness. His list includes such experiences as: relaxation; peace; silence; wakefulness; clarity; density; soundness; non-identification; suchness; presence; connectedness; the most natural state; coming home; nothing left to do; joy, awe, bliss and gratitude; simplicity, nothingness and absence; emptiness and fullness; luminosity; witnessing; pure awareness during dreamless deep sleep; pure awareness and lucid dreaming; timelessness; space without structure, centre or periphery; bodiless body-experience; ego dissolution; non-dual being; non-dual awareness; transparency, translucency and virtuality; the true self; pure awareness knowing itself; experience that is not an experience; non-meditation; and timeless continuity.
	By the time I’d finished Metzinger’s book, it was no longer remotely surprising to me that the classical terms end up being used in so many ways; whether or not the experiences described in each section of his book resonate with us, there’s no question at all that these are experiences that can happen, and it’s equally apparent how many of those experiences are overlapping yet somewhat different in nature.
	My suggestion, then, is not to worry too much about which is the ‘real’ meaning of nibbana. Instead, take the attitude of an explorer: try the practices, play around, and see what happens. Exploring consciousness is a fascinating activity in its own right, and many of the discoveries we can make significantly reduce our dukkha, whether or not they’re exactly what the historical Buddha was teaching.
Perspectives, fabrication and ‘deep reality’
As we come to the end of this part of the book, I’d like to offer one further word of caution: be careful about drawing conclusions from your meditative insights that extend beyond the nature of your own subjective experience.
	In Chapter 18: The Four Immaterial States, I mentioned that in the Brahmajala Sutta (DN1, the Discourse on the Divine Net) the Buddha warns against drawing conclusions about the metaphysical nature of the universe from meditation experiences. Here’s a brief (and heavily edited) excerpt:
There are some ascetics and brahmins who are eternalists, who assert that the self and the cosmos are eternal on four grounds. And what are the four grounds on which they rely?
 
…
 
They say: ‘The self and the cosmos are eternal … Why is that? Because by dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right application of mind I experience a samadhi of such a kind that I recollect my many kinds of past lives, with features and details. Because of this I know: The self and the cosmos are eternal …’
 
…
 
A Realised One understands this: ‘If you hold on to and attach to these grounds for views it leads to such and such a destiny in the next life.’ They understand this, and what goes beyond this. And since they do not misapprehend that understanding, they have realised nibbana within themselves. Having truly understood the origin, ending, gratification, drawback, and escape from vedana, a Realised One is freed through not grasping.119
 
	(The same formula repeats for a total of sixty-two different kinds of views!)
	The Buddha proposes that developing and then clinging to metaphysical beliefs based on samadhi experiences is simply another fetter, another way to keep ourselves tangled up in dukkha – represented figuratively in the passage above by reference to future rebirths, i.e. remaining trapped in samsara. In comparison, the Buddha suggests, true peace is found by exploring and understanding our own experience deeply enough that we no longer grasp and cling.
	Still, it’s an easy trap to fall into. As I mentioned in Chapter 18, spiritual experiences are famous (or perhaps notorious) for being accompanied by a sense of revelation, a feeling that whatever we’re seeing now is a deep truth about the universe.
	This is at least in part because many spiritual experiences are the result of something stopping: perhaps dropping off the sense of self, or interrupting the reification of our sensory experience into ‘things out there’, or even the lowering the shields around our hearts that keep us from feeling boundless love. The result is an abrupt simplification in our experience – the same thing that happens when we’ve been working on a problem and then suddenly arrive at a solution. In that moment, all of the conceptual scaffolding we’ve built up around the problem falls away, leaving only a beautifully clear, simple vision of the answer we’ve been looking for – eureka! As such, we naturally associate that feeling of ‘sudden simplicity’ with having ‘found the truth’.
	Unfortunately, this can get us into serious philosophical trouble if we take that sense of revelation at face value. Feeling profound love, inconceivable beauty and the inherent perfection and sacredness of each moment are one thing, but what about those experiences where there’s no sense of time or space? What about experiences in which we feel at one with the whole universe, with no separate self at all? Don’t these show us another, deeper level of reality?
	In the Pali discourses themselves, we see the Buddha offering teachings at different levels of sophistication depending on his audience. Sometimes he gives simple, conceptual strategies for exploring and addressing dukkha, such as those we saw in the Satipatthana Sutta: for example, understanding the cause and effect of our negative and positive mind states, and taking practical steps such as not buying chocolate if we’re trying to lose weight. At other times he gives deeper teachings relating to the fabricated nature of conscious experience itself – and it’s here that some of the more radical insights show up.
	In the centuries after the Buddha’s death, a great deal of effort went into systematising and elaborating on the teachings in the discourses, resulting in the development of the Abhidhamma (the Higher Teachings). Amongst other things, the Abhidhamma formalised the notion of mundane and supramundane teachings, the former being accessible to anyone with even a conceptual understanding, the latter requiring experiential insight.
	So far so good; but over time these came to be understood as two separate levels of truth, sometimes called relative and absolute. Relative, or conventional, truths are those that pertain to our usual dualistic world view; for example, from the relative perspective, we can meaningfully offer loving kindness to other beings, since we see them as separate from ourselves. Meanwhile, from the absolute, or ultimate, perspective, we understand that nothing is separate and there are no independent beings to be saved. Implicit in this separation is that relative truths are at best partial, whereas the absolute truths are what’s really going on – that’s why they’re called ultimate truths!
	This way of looking at things does provide us with a neat way to make sense of the seeming paradoxes in our meditation experiences. Anything which is basically normal belongs to the relative perspective, whereas the more radical stuff is assigned to the absolute perspective. In particular, dukkha – which is always dualistic in nature, a result of me struggling in relation to that – belongs to the relative perspective; but the good news is that the absolute perspective – which is non-dual – is free from dukkha. Problem solved; hurrah!
	Unfortunately, this framing creates a new problem. We might experience the absolute in our meditation, but we have to live from the relative perspective; we can’t cross the road safely if there’s no time or space. So the upshot is a model of practice where we can only ever enjoy temporary relief from dukkha by hanging out in the bliss of the absolute perspective, and for the rest of the time we simply have to grit our teeth and endure the misery of the relative world.
	I’ve never found this approach to be satisfactory. When the Buddha-to-be was on his spiritual quest, he rejected his first two teachers, Alara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta, because they taught meditations that only provided temporary relief from dukkha. I don’t really see how that’s any different from toggling back and forth between the relative and absolute perspectives.
	Indeed, over the centuries, the drawbacks of this ‘two truths’ doctrine became apparent; the Zen tradition (for example) frequently talks about the need to transcend the apparent duality of relative and absolute, ultimately coming to see them as merely two perspectives on one underlying reality which is utterly beyond description. Relative and absolute then become an expedient teaching that is helpful for a while, but which must be discarded in the long run.
	But we can avoid this whole problem by not making that distinction in the first place! Instead, we can simply view practice as showing us the nature of our subjective experience: that all things are preceded by the mind, surpassed by the mind, created by the mind. Every experience we have, whether it appears to follow ‘conventional’ rules or not, is simply, always and only, another fabricated manifestation of consciousness.
	Seen in this way, our meditation practice isn’t enabling us to flee the pesky relative so that we can hide out in the absolute; rather, we’re simply learning to understand and work with the fabricated nature of our experience, thereby reducing and ultimately eliminating our dukkha.
	That, to me, is the real value of all these teachings and techniques. Not for what they tell us about ‘deep reality’, if anything; but for how they help us to find peace in the midst of our lives.

Part VI: Living Wisely
From practice wisdom arises;
From lack of practice wisdom is lost.
Having recognised this twofold path of
development and decline,
Establish yourself so that wisdom grows.120
 

Chapter 29: Finding Your Path
Wander forth, mendicants, for the welfare of the multitude, for the happiness of the multitude, out of compassion for the world, for the good, welfare, and happiness of devas and humans. Let not two go the same way.121
 
Approaching early Buddhism
Early Buddhism offers us an ecology of practices122: a broad set of techniques and approaches which are both individually valuable and mutually reinforcing. As such, we can engage with as much or as little of the tradition as we’d like, according to our individual needs and interests.
	At one end of the scale, we can learn simple, practical mindfulness techniques that can help us to be more present in our busy lives. Going deeper, we might choose to explore the wider possibilities inherent in meditation: opening the heart, exploring the jhanas, discovering profound insights. At the furthest end of the spectrum, early Buddhism offers a holistic way of life, oriented around the core principles of ethics, mind-training and wisdom.
	Some Buddhist teachers view themselves as spiritual directors, taking charge of their students’ progress and leading them step-by-step through a system they’ve practised very deeply themselves. If we find that what’s being offered by a particular teacher is a good fit for us, we may well benefit greatly from adopting that system ourselves and taking advantage of their experience and willingness to offer explicit guidance.
	Personally, though, the spiritual director model doesn’t suit me. I’ve found practices that work well for me, but from my encounters with students over the years it’s become apparent that my particular path is not a good fit for everyone! So I see myself more in the role of kalyanamitta, a spiritual friend; someone who has spent some time on this path and is willing to share what they’ve learnt, if (and only if) someone else is interested. In essence, my approach is to say ‘Hey, look at all this cool stuff; wanna play with it?’ What you choose to engage with, and to what extent, is up to you.
	If you aren’t sure where to start, my suggestion is to go with whatever seems most interesting. We each have our own personal ecology of practices already – hobbies, self-care routines, whatever helps us to get through the day – and the extent to which we need or want yet more things to do varies widely. Starting with what seems most compelling maximises the chances that we’ll stay with our new practice long enough to see some benefit.
	It’s also worth saying that the methods presented in this book are not necessarily a complete ecology of practices. For example, aside from walking meditation, there’s no movement work in this book. Many of us live sedentary lives, whereas the mendicants of the Buddha’s time lived in the open air and went walking on alms round every day. Connecting with, nourishing and looking after our bodies is important and worthwhile, and mindful movement practices such as yoga, tai chi and qigong are often both very helpful and complementary to a formal meditation practice. (I’ve been practising tai chi most of my life, and it’s been invaluable for developing a deeper connection with my body.)
	What about mixing practices from different spiritual traditions? Many teachers will say that this is a recipe for confusion: why muddy the waters by blending together traditions that have different starting points, different methods, and different conceptions of the goal of practice?
	Personally, though, I couldn’t take that position even if I wanted to. I’ve had a Zen practice longer than I’ve been exploring early Buddhism, and it continues to this day. I’ve never felt that they were in conflict, though; if anything, I’ve found them to be complementary. Zen is more poetic, more mysterious, less inclined to give easy answers, and more focused on a small set of methods: embodied mindfulness, open awareness and wordless contemplation; in comparison, early Buddhism is clearer, more structured, and offers a much broader range of methods, including the heart-opening practices and jhanas that I’ve found to be so helpful. At the end of the day, however, both come back to the same core principles: ethical behaviour, formal meditation practice and daily life mindfulness, ultimately leading to a wiser, more peaceful inner life.
	So, for me, I don’t necessarily see a problem with practising in more than one tradition. Both of my main teachers incorporate multiple traditions in their own ecology of practices too, so I don’t think I’m especially unusual in this regard. That said, I do believe it’s important to be clear about what we’re doing and why, and to approach the traditions we’re engaging in with respect. If we’re not careful, we can end up with a kind of spiritual pick’n’mix: a little of this, a little of that, dabbling in whatever seems entertaining at the time without ever really going deep. If spiritual entertainment is all we’re looking for, fair enough, but the practice can be so much more than that if we’re willing to commit to it.
	Finally, it’s worth saying that your needs may change over time. Mine certainly have! The practices that are right for you today might not be such a good fit a year from now. Too much of my own spiritual path has been spent looking for the ‘perfect’ combination of practices, and at times I’ve been trying to force a square peg into a round hole. These days I’m much more interested in simply trying to find what works for me right now, and when things start to feel like they’re sliding out of harmony, I’ll take a step back and look to see if I need to tweak anything. That approach seems to serve me better than continuing to search for a One True Practice that doesn’t really exist.
Working with multiple practices
Another common question is how best to spend one’s meditation time when there are so many different practices to choose from. It’s clearly impractical to try to do everything every day; but is it better to commit deeply to one practice, or to work with multiple practices in parallel?
	It’s definitely useful to focus our efforts on a small handful of practices, rather than doing something totally different each time we sit. For one thing, the fewer options we have in front of us, the easier it is to make a choice. For another, if we’re interested in the deeper benefits of any of the practices that interest us, we’ll most likely need to spend quite a bit of time with those practices to get there.
	That said, it’s also totally valid to work with multiple practices, particularly of different types. It’s particularly important to balance samadhi practice with insight work; as I mentioned in Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi, too much deep samadhi without any insight is a positively bad idea, potentially leading to spacing out or even losing touch with reality.
	Here’s one possible approach for a combined practice, drawing together each of the major parts of the book. (I’ll give another, more elaborate, example in the Appendix.) The core of the approach is samadhi first, then insight; we compose the mind to the extent that’s available, then use it to investigate our subjective experience. This way of practising is recommended in many of the early discourses, and it does work well for most people. I’ll also offer some ‘bookends’ for the practice, based on suggestions from my teacher Leigh for how to start and end each sitting. (A fuller list is on Leigh’s website123.)
Practice: Combining meditation techniques
The following is simply a suggested framework. Feel free to experiment and modify it according to your needs.
	1. At the beginning: gratitude, intention, loving kindness
	It’s always nice to start with some gratitude. Scientific research shows strong links between gratitude and wellbeing, and it also tends to leave you in a positive frame of mind which is helpful for the rest of the meditation session.
	It can be helpful to set an intention for the practice, too. Be clear about what you’re going to do, and why you’re doing it. Remind yourself why you’re here.
	My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, recommended practising loving kindness in every meditation period: always for yourself, and optionally for others. Aside from the intrinsic value of practising loving kindness, it also helps to put you in a positive mood, and contributes to settling the mind, leading neatly on to the next step.
	2. First half: cultivate samadhi
	The more settled and focused the mind, the more potent the practice(s) that follow. So take some time to cultivate samadhi: that might mean continuing with loving kindness or working with another of the access methods from Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi, and then entering the jhanas if they’re available to you.
	A good rule of thumb is to spend roughly half of your practice time on samadhi. At times, more or less samadhi might feel appropriate, so play it by ear, but 50/50 is a good starting point, and 100% samadhi is to be avoided, as previously discussed.
	3. Second half: insight practice
	Samadhi states are nourishing and enjoyable, but ultimately insight practice is what leads to transformative shifts in perspective.
	Choose which insight practice you’re going to do before starting the meditation, so that you don’t need to spend time deciding in the middle of the practice. Ideally, your prior samadhi practice will have brought you to a place where your mind is sharper and more focused than usual, and it’s best to take that clarity directly into insight practice rather than allowing it to wane while trying to decide what to do with it.
	4. At the end: review, dedicate merit, resolve to be mindful as you move into activity
	It can be helpful to take a moment to review your practice session. What approach did you take, and what happened? This is particularly useful if you’re learning a new skill; for example, if you’re experimenting with the jhanas, it’s good to figure out which access method works best for you, and how long you can practise samadhi before your mind starts to get tired. It’s also worthwhile to reflect on any insights that may have come up during the practice: what did you see, what does it mean, and how might you integrate it?
	A nice traditional step is to dedicate the merit of your practice. You might, for example, say to yourself: ‘I dedicate the merit of this practice for the benefit of all beings,’ or for the benefit of someone in particular if that seems more appropriate. Dedicating merit provides an opportunity to reflect on the wider impact of your practice; if you’re a little calmer, a little kinder, a little slower to anger, then those around you will benefit at least as much as you do.
	Finally, it’s helpful to resolve to be mindful as you move into the activities of daily life. You can see this either as a general reminder to be present throughout the day, or, if you’re so inclined, as an opportunity to begin one of the practices offered in Chapter 7: Mindfulness in Daily Life.
Cultivating wisdom: the long arc of practice
Over the months and years, we discover certain rhythms and cycles to our practice. At times we might have wonderful insights; other times we’re in a more difficult place. Sometimes our meditation feels beautifully tranquil, and we might start to wonder if we’ve finally ‘got it’ – and then the next day that tranquillity is gone, and we find ourselves questioning whether the practice actually works at all.
	Hopefully, the general trend over time is toward a little more wisdom, a little less dukkha. Given the inevitable ups and downs of our lives, however, it can sometimes be difficult to see that trend through all the noise. To help us keep things in perspective, then, it can be useful to have a sense of how the cultivation of wisdom plays out over the long arc of our practice.
	In Chapter 3: Contemplating the Teachings, I outlined three levels of knowledge: the knowledge that comes from hearing something from someone else; the knowledge that comes from thinking about it for ourselves until we understand it intellectually; and the knowledge that comes from experiencing it for ourselves directly. This third type of knowledge is what we call insight.
	I also indicated that there’s a further step beyond that: the process of integrating the insight. Even when we’ve seen something very clearly – ‘Oh, now I get it, this really isn’t good for me, is it?’ – we might still have deeply ingrained behavioural habits pulling in the opposite direction. Although on some level we now ‘know better’, we still find ourselves behaving foolishly, playing out the same old patterns automatically.
	Still, we’re not doomed to be prisoners of our bad habits forever. In the short term, if we have enough mindfulness, we can catch ourselves in the act and hit the brakes, using the ‘veto’ mechanism discussed in Chapter 25: Investigating Phenomena to interrupt the habitual behaviour and make a different choice.
	Continually shooting down our unhealthy, unwholesome impulses takes a lot of care and attention, and it’s tiring; there will be times when we simply don’t have enough left in the tank to intervene, and so we find the old pattern playing out once again. But the good news is that this doesn’t go on forever. If we continue applying our insights to our lives, eventually we train a new habit to replace the old one. There’s rarely any great fanfare when this happens, which is another reason why ‘progress’ on the spiritual path can be difficult to track. Rather, wisdom sneaks up on us; we simply find that the new behaviour becomes steadily more automatic, more natural and obvious, until eventually it’s fully integrated, and we can safely forget all about it, letting the insight go now that it’s served its purpose.
	If we’re having trouble integrating an insight, it can help to take a wider look at the situation. Perhaps we know for sure that too much sugar is bad for us, but we still find our feet leading us to the shop on autopilot, the hand reaching for the wallet despite our inner protestations.
	In situations like this, it’s useful to see what purpose the unwholesome behaviour serves. It often turns out that it isn’t wholly negative. For example, eating a sugary snack provides a burst of energy and some immediate stress relief, so if the pattern persists, it might be that we’re actually struggling with energy levels or stress, and the ‘unwholesome’ habit is really a form of self-medication. Once we recognise that – in other words, once we have a little bit more insight into the situation – we can try to find a ‘replacement habit’ that serves the same purpose, such as going for a long walk to reduce stress, or practising a few minutes of loving kindness to soothe the nervous system.
	In the long run, though, we each have to find our own way. I certainly don’t want to make it seem like I have it all figured out. I don’t. I have found, however, that orienting myself toward insight and wisdom has been very helpful, and has allowed me to make lasting changes in my behaviour which have greatly reduced the amount of dukkha I experience.
	This is probably the best test overall for whether the spiritual life is actually working: does it help with our dukkha? Do we find ourselves a little more at peace, a little less caught up in greed, hatred and delusion than we used to be? Are our hearts a little more open? Are we a little wiser, even a tiny bit?
	If we can answer ‘yes’ to any of these questions, I’d say it’s working.
The power of community
A common practice in many Buddhist lineages is to take refuge in the three treasures: Buddha, seen as a trustworthy teacher with something of great value to offer; Dhamma, the teachings and practices of the path, and the natural laws that those teachings point to; and Sangha, the community of fellow practitioners.
	Of the three, sangha is often the one that generates the least enthusiasm.
	On one hand, sangha can be a wonderful thing. We can meet up with other people who share an interest in spiritual practice, discuss our meditation, share tips and techniques, and come away feeling rejuvenated and inspired.
	On the other hand… People.
	People are often wrong about stuff, and they don’t like to hear that they’re wrong. They behave badly – in ways that we would surely never behave ourselves – and refuse to accept our well-meaning corrections. They breathe too loudly in meditation, or wear strong fragrances that irritate our delicate noses, or… Well, the list goes on.
	As frustrating as other people can be sometimes, though, there’s no substitute for sangha. Having other people to share the journey, provide support, and even push our buttons – thereby showing us where we still have work to do – is incredibly valuable.
	Sangha also brings opportunities for service and contribution. It’s been said that one of the most reliable ways to live a meaningful life is to cultivate a sense of community, to feel that we belong to something greater than ourselves. Offering our time and energy to a group of fellow practitioners is a powerful way to do this.
	These days, we have many options for connecting with other meditators. Sometimes there’s a local sitting group that we can join or a retreat centre we can visit, but even if that isn’t the case, the Internet has opened up many possibilities for practising together. Many communities offer online sitting groups, talks and interviews with teachers, and retreat centres which have traditionally focused on residential offerings now frequently have options for online participation as well.
	Whether or not we choose to seek out fellow spiritual practitioners, however, we almost certainly find ourselves in community with others one way or another, and we can often find ways to learn from them, even if we don’t think of them as ‘spiritual’ people. Some of the wisest people I’ve met have never meditated, but they’ve taught me a great deal nevertheless: by how they are in the world, how they conduct themselves, how they approach difficult situations. And even the most difficult people in my life provide opportunities for practice and reflection, inviting me to investigate how it is that they can get under my skin so easily.
	At times it’s hard not to resist and resent the difficulties imposed on us by the people in our lives, particularly when they seem to interfere with what’s most important to us. In the end, though, our relationships are perhaps the most important aspect of our practice: our greatest source of dukkha, and our greatest opportunity for liberation.

Chapter 30: Visions of Awakening
The sage has stepped over the boundary;
knowing and seeing, they adopt nothing.
Neither in love with passion
nor besotted by dispassion,
there is nothing here they adopt as the ultimate.124
 
Peace, revisited
In the course of this book, we’ve seen several different descriptions of the goal of early Buddhism: finding peace; quenching the fires of greed, hatred and delusion; ending dukkha; uprooting the intoxicants of craving and ignorance; realising nibbana.
	It may be that one of these descriptions resonates more strongly with us than the others, but ultimately – at least in the early Buddhist way of understanding things – reaching any of the above goals accomplishes the others too. Little by little, our spiritual path leads us in the direction of greater peace.
	Perhaps, even after all we’ve explored, we still have some reservations about ‘peace’ as a worthy goal; maybe it sounds rather dull, or even flat, like a life entirely drained of colour. But, in the Potthapada Sutta (DN9, the Discourse to Potthapada), the Buddha makes clear that the peace he describes is not a bland neutrality, but actually a source of great happiness:
Potthapada, you might think: ‘Corrupting qualities will be given up and cleansing qualities will grow. One will enter and remain in the fullness and abundance of wisdom, having realised it with one’s own insight in this very life. But such a life is dukkha.’
 
But you should not see it like this. Corrupting qualities will be given up and cleansing qualities will grow. One will enter and remain in the fullness and abundance of wisdom, having realised it with one’s own insight in this very life. And there will be only joy and happiness, tranquillity, mindfulness and awareness. Such a life is blissful.125
 
	(Emphasis mine.)
	This book has offered many ways to cultivate ‘cleansing qualities’ and uproot ‘corrupting qualities’. By living ethically, we avoid many possible causes of remorse and agitation, and we act in ways that benefit both ourselves and others. By practising mindfulness, we’re better able to stay grounded and present in the face of challenges, and more likely to enter flow-like states in the course of our daily activities. By opening the heart, we process and release unresolved psychological material, enabling loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity to take root. By settling the mind, we set aside our hindrances and enter the jhanas, intrinsically nourishing states of consciousness that also offer profound benefits for our insight practice. Through investigation, we discover and disrupt unhelpful tendencies of mind and body, cultivating more wholesome mental habits and behaviours to replace them. And by coming to understand the fabricated nature of our experience, we become less prone to greed, hatred and delusion, operating more and more from a perspective of inner peace.
	Spiritual practice in early Buddhism is a multidimensional, highly individual affair. There’s no ‘one size fits all’ description of practice, no template for an awakened life. Rather, we must each explore for ourselves, discovering our personal spiritual path by walking it. We each start from a different place, and we have different aptitudes and interests; as such, it’s almost always more useful to focus on our own practice rather than comparing ourselves to others.
	That said, it would be remiss to end this book without discussing a traditional map of spiritual practice found in the Pali discourses: the ten fetters, unwholesome mental factors which are said to be progressively eliminated over four stages of awakening.
	Please approach this map this caution, and don’t take it too seriously. It’s best to see it as a broad outline of a spiritual life, rather than a tick-list to be accomplished as rapidly as possible; if we find ourselves craving the next level of awakening, we’re much less likely to progress than if we’d never encountered the map in the first place!
	Even so, with caveats duly in place, let’s take a look at the four stages of awakening.
The four stages of awakening
The progression of awakening is actually described in a variety of ways throughout the Pali discourses and the later commentaries (my teacher Leigh has a detailed list on his website126), but the most well-known is based on the progressive eradication of ten fetters:
Mendicants, there are these ten fetters. What ten? The five lower fetters and the five higher fetters. 
 
And what are the five lower fetters? Identity view; doubt; attachment to rites, rituals and righteousness; sensual desire; and ill will. These are the five lower fetters.
 
And what are the five higher fetters? Lust for form; lust for the formless; conceit; restlessness; and ignorance. These are the five higher fetters.
 
These, mendicants, are the ten fetters.127
 
	These fetters are eliminated over four stages: stream enterer (sotapanna), once-returner (sakadagami), non-returner (anagami) and worthy one (arahant).
	The quirky terms refer to a traditional belief in rebirth: stream enterers will be reborn at most seven more times before full awakening, once-returners at most once more, and if non-returners don’t get there in this lifetime, they’ll be reborn not as a human but into a heavenly realm where they’ll promptly become fully awakened.
	Rather than concerning ourselves with metaphysical beliefs about rebirth, however, I think it’s more interesting to look at the fetters, to see how the process of awakening might play out in this life.
The first stage: Stream enterer
The first stage of awakening is typically triggered by a profound, often life-changing, insight, usually involving one or more of the three characteristics. Investigating the three characteristics directly can thus serve as a catalyst for stream entry, but pretty much any insight practice will work if the insight goes deep enough. I’ve seen plenty of people have remarkable, transformative insights from practices that I’d dismissed as not very interesting!
	Most commonly, insights triggering stream entry include a glimpse into the fabricated nature of the self; indeed, this is so often the case that my teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, referred to stream entry as ‘an experience without an experiencer’. Perhaps we have a moment of non-self-referential experience, and in that moment a whole world of possibility opens up for us. This can be profound, beautiful, blissful, freeing; or, occasionally, rather mundane, simply a sense of things clicking into place; perhaps even a little upsetting, as we realise how much of our lives we’ve spent clinging to a false idea about who we are.
	More important than the experience, though, is the shift in perspective that accompanies it. Spiritual experiences are a natural consequence of practice, and altered states can be achieved through a variety of means. (One of my teachers sometimes says ‘If it’s just an experience you want, the chap selling pills in the toilets can help with that.’) What matters most is the impact of that experience.
	In the traditional model, three fetters are said to be abandoned at stream entry. The first of these is identity view: the belief in a fixed, enduring self. We’ve discussed this theme extensively already, so here I’ll simply say that stream entry represents a point of no return, a moment of ‘understood experience’ where the teaching on not-self ceases to be an intellectual idea and becomes a matter of lived experience.
	Despite having had an experience without an experiencer, however, the underlying tendency to fabricate a sense of self remains intact, and soon enough the experiencer reappears. This is a dangerous moment in practice: when the self returns, it’s quite easy for it to claim ownership of what just happened. ‘Look at me, I’m enlightened now! I’ve seen the truth of the self! I can show it to you too, for just a small fee!’ It’s quite common to become rather insufferable at this point, feeling like we’ve done something really impressive that’s made us far superior to all those poor, unenlightened schlubs out there.
	The truth is that, while stream entry is an important step, it isn’t that big a deal. People get stream entry all the time. And the journey is nowhere near done yet. Please talk to a teacher you trust if you feel otherwise; teachers can often help to bring us back down to earth (sometimes with a bit of a bump!) and give us a sense of the road ahead.
	The second fetter eliminated at stream entry is doubt: specifically, the nagging worry that maybe all this awakening stuff is just a bunch of hippie nonsense. After having experienced stream entry, that question has now been answered for us.
	That doesn’t mean that we’re now immune to all forms of doubt, unfortunately; so long as the underlying tendency to fabricate a sense of self is still there, all kinds of unhelpful self-referential thoughts may continue to arise. (Here, again, access to a teacher who knows you well is helpful.)
	It also doesn’t mean that we should (or must) now blindly accept whatever our teachers tell us, or whatever is written in spiritual texts. Actually, a willingness to question the teachings is a definite asset on the spiritual path. If we simply take things on faith and don’t investigate for ourselves, we’re greatly limiting our opportunities for insight. Over time, many people do develop a broad confidence in the path; there’s a sense that ‘Well, I’m still not sure about that, but enough of the rest of it has turned out to be useful that there’s probably something worth checking out.’ But that confidence actually empowers our willingness to question the teachings, because now we want to see if there’s something going on that we haven’t yet realised for ourselves.
	Finally, the third fetter eliminated at stream entry is attachment to rites, rituals and righteousness. In the time of the Buddha, as today, there were many competing spiritual paths on offer, and some teachers apparently proposed that merely maintaining strict enough ethical behaviour, or observing the correct set of rites and rituals, was a path to liberation.
	The Buddhist path articulated in the early discourses is not a devotional one, and, while the ethical component is clearly important, it’s equally clear that ethical behaviour alone isn’t likely to lead to the deepest insights into the fabricated nature of consciousness; for that, we need insight practice.
	That isn’t to say that there’s no place for devotion or ceremony on the spiritual path. Such things can be profoundly enriching if they resonate with you. Personally, I don’t seem to have an affinity for devotional practices, but I do rather enjoy the ceremonial aspects of traditional Buddhist practice. But to each their own.
	In any case, with the attainment of stream entry, it becomes clear that we’ve arrived at a fundamental shift in view through insight, not merely through scrupulously keeping the precepts, or by lighting the correct number of incense sticks each morning.
The second stage: Once-returner
Beyond stream entry, there’s still plenty of work to do. (This can be a rather disappointing discovery once the honeymoon period of stream entry wears off.) What comes to the fore next are those factors which push and pull us around the world: sensual desire and ill will. These are expressions of greed and hatred, two of the three fires, and they’re so potent that they’re considered only to be weakened rather than eliminated at the second stage of awakening.
	In order to reach this stage, we’ll need to explore the movements of attraction and aversion in detail. It feels very natural to chase the pleasant and avoid the unpleasant, but bringing mindfulness to what’s really going on has a way of undermining the whole process. We start to see that the pleasure and excitement we’ve been chasing isn’t as fulfilling as it promises to be, and the pain and disappointment that we’re trying so hard to avoid is an inevitable part of life; did we really expect to live a life in a human body without aches and pains, or a life of relationship and community without disagreements and disappointments?
	The aim here is not to eliminate all sources of pleasure from our lives, nor to try to convince ourselves that meditation practices like the Brahmaviharas and jhanas are the only sources of pleasure we’ll ever need. Rather, what we’re aiming to do is to find an inner source of contentment, so that we’re no longer quite so dependent on our external circumstances to ‘make’ us happy. If we don’t need to have ice cream every day just to get by, it’s OK to have it once in a while. (At least, that’s what I tell myself…)
The third stage: Non-returner
At the third stage, it’s traditionally said that sensual desire and ill will are fully abandoned.
	My teacher’s teacher, Ayya Khema, commented that at the third stage of awakening the underlying tendency toward greed and hatred actually remains intact, but that the impulse of attraction or aversion no longer snowballs into greed or hatred; instead, our minds have become sufficiently skilled that we recognise the warning signs immediately and drop the nascent craving or aversion like a hot coal. We’ve come to understand instinctively that gravitating toward contentment and peace is simply a more effective strategy than falling into greed and hatred.
	Some teachers interpret this stage as the total eradication of all negative emotions. Personally, I’m a little sceptical, and I suspect that this view is responsible for a great deal of unhealthy emotional suppression in the spiritual world. As I mentioned in Chapter 8: The Role of the Heart, our brains are wired for seven primary emotions, several of which are ‘negative’. I don’t think it’s necessary or useful to try to suppress our biological instincts, and doing so can have harmful consequences if we make a habit of it.
	Rather, I see these fetters as being more about what happens when we cling to those emotions: when a flash of anger curdles into deep-seated hatred or resentment; when a moment of fear tightens into suffocating anxiety; when a flicker of lust takes root and grows into obsession; when a natural expression of grief spirals into all-consuming despair or hopelessness. For me, this interpretation resonates strongly with the Buddha’s first discourse, which suggests that all dukkha boils down to clinging; thus, if we can allow our emotions to pass through us freely without grasping at them, I don’t see the problem. Of course, that’s easier said than done – but that’s why it’s the third stage of awakening!
	Whichever interpretation we prefer, at this point, two of the three fires have effectively been neutered, even if the underlying tendencies still remain. Getting to this stage represents tremendous progress on the path to peace.
	And yet, there’s still one last step; perhaps the hardest of all.
The final stage: Full awakening
At the fourth and final stage, it’s traditionally said that we eliminate the five remaining fetters: lust for form; lust for the formless; conceit; restlessness; and ignorance.
	The sixth and seventh fetters, lust for form and lust for the formless, can be understood in several ways.
	One interpretation suggests that these are longings for favourable rebirth in either form or formless realms; essentially, the desire to go to heaven. Another is that they represent a subtle clinging to the pleasure and wonder of the jhanas and immaterial states. A third possibility is that a non-returner simply still has a residual preference for pleasant sensory experiences and mind states. The common factor in all of these interpretations is the inclination to move toward pleasant vedana and away from unpleasant vedana, which is finally completely uprooted at full awakening.
	The eighth fetter is conceit, in the sense of our underlying tendency to conceive of the world in terms of self and other, to reify our perceptions into separate, inherently existing things.
	Back at stream entry, an experience without an experiencer allowed us to see through the illusion of a fixed, enduring self at the centre of our own experience; but the underlying tendency to keep conjuring up a felt sense of self continued unabated, and soon enough our self-referential view of the world returned. Now, at the final stage of awakening, having already neutralised the greed and hatred that serve to reinforce our sense of self so strongly, the tendency to orient our experience around a central point comes to an end.
	As I mentioned in Chapter 27: Emptiness and Self, we can experience the temporary absence of conceit well before full awakening – and it’s helpful to have such experiences, because they can give us great confidence in the path of awakening. The absence of a felt sense of self can be a scary prospect when imagined from a self-referential perspective, because it feels like a threat to our very existence. But once we’ve crossed the threshold and seen for ourselves that non-self-referential experience is both completely functional and in many ways better than our usual baseline, it’s much easier to move past that fear and continue with the practice.
	The ninth fetter is restlessness. It may come as a relief to those of us who frequently experience restlessness in meditation to learn that it continues to plague meditators right up until full awakening; we’re not doing anything wrong if we continue to feel restless even after years of practice! Even better, there’s the prospect of it finally coming to an end if and when we do reach full awakening. Wouldn’t that be nice!
	The tenth and final fetter is ignorance. The last of the three fires is quenched at this stage; and with it, all sources of dukkha.
	This is the full realisation of nibbana: the moment of becoming lastingly cooled, free from dukkha, at peace.
Spiritual goals and spiritual skills
Framing the spiritual path in terms of a specific, linear sequence of stages to be attained can be enormously motivating for some people. It certainly was for me! In the early days of my practice, I was both excited and wary; hoping for the best, but alert for the possibility that I was wasting my time. Encountering detailed texts which laid out the stages of awakening and offered practices to get there was a really big deal for me, because it made the whole thing seem real. I became immensely keen to practise, to see if I, too, could get the results being reported.
	Having said that, viewing practice in terms of spiritual ‘goals’ to be ‘attained’ does have its drawbacks. Over time, we can become demoralised: ‘I’ve been practising all these years and I’m still not fully awakened! It’s hopeless!’ Or we can find ourselves clinging to the progress we have made, which typically causes it to slip away: ‘Ugh, I found peace for a minute there, but now I’ve lost it. I’ve got to get it back!’
	There’s also something to be said for a model of practice which is more concerned with what’s happening right now than some future attainment. For one thing, it turns out that peace is most readily achievable in the here and now by letting go of our desires and goals. Even when engaging in a practice designed to bring about a specific altered state of consciousness, such as one of the jhanas, any sense of craving to get somewhere will typically prevent the intended state from arising. Secondly, the more we conceive of a goal waiting for us at the end of the spiritual path, the more we’re likely to feel its lack here and now.
	For example, it’s important to understand that we don’t have to wait for the second stage of awakening to experience some degree of relief from greed and hatred! Indeed, our meditation practice can open up experiences where we’re entirely free from these forces if we’re willing to let go of all our desires for a short while. At such times, the present moment seems somehow intrinsically complete – exactly what it needs to be, no more, no less. When this feeling is strong enough, the present moment feels perfect, even sacred. Simply to be here is enough; it’s a privilege just to be alive. It would be a great shame to miss out on such moments by fixating on what lies further ahead.
	Rather than looking at peace as a prize waiting at the end of a long, gruelling struggle, then, we might instead view our practice as the cultivation of a skill set which enables us to enjoy peace here and now. By developing these skills and applying them to everyday situations, we taste a measure of peace almost immediately; furthermore, if we pay close attention to those places in our lives where peace is more elusive, we can pick up valuable clues as to which skills might need more work.
	One benefit of viewing the spiritual path in terms of the cultivation of skills is that there’s less pressure to meet some arbitrary standard for ‘enlightenment’. Instead, we can focus on doing what seems most interesting or helpful for us personally.
	It’s a little like learning the piano, which is a hobby of mine. People sometimes ask me whether I’m any good. Well, what does that even mean? You won’t see me on stage anytime soon; so maybe I suck? Then again, I’ve sometimes had unsolicited compliments from people who’ve heard me play; so maybe I’m good? There’s a range of music that’s well within my capabilities, plenty that’s far beyond me, and some that’s right on the edge. If I want to play something from the latter category, I’ll need to do some serious practice.
	And what’s really interesting here is that that will always be true. There’s no magical tipping point after which I’ll be able to play anything and everything, no ‘musical enlightenment’ which will make me ‘good’ at the piano. It’s all relative to my current skill level – and, actually, it’s even more specific than that, because there are many dimensions to ‘playing the piano’, many ‘sub-skills’ that may or may not be relevant depending on the music. A classical sonata asks very different things of a pianist than improv jazz, and being ‘good’ at one doesn’t automatically translate to the other.
	Returning to the spiritual path, then, we can perhaps see our practice as the cultivation of the skill set of a peaceful life. Rather than striving for some ultimate destination where all our problems vanish forever, it’s more about engaging in an on-going process – discovering and applying whatever is needed to be at peace right now, amid the ever-changing circumstances of our lives.
	Seen in this way, what’s most important is how we’re doing in this very moment. Are we at peace? If so, great! If not, can we apply one of the skills we’ve learnt to help us find some ease here and now? Perhaps opening the heart? Composing ourselves? Inquiring into whatever is disturbing our inner peace? And if the skills we have right now aren’t quite up to the scale of the challenge – which absolutely does happen, by the way; the universe has no sense of portion control – then how might we practise in order to strengthen those skills, so that the next time we face a situation like this, we’ll be in a better place to work with it?
	Finally, I must say that – at least from my current viewpoint, which is very much not fully awakened – it’s unclear to me how one could know for certain that all ten fetters had been permanently uprooted. I’ve had many experiences now that felt for sure like a switch had flipped in my mind and something had vanished forever, only for it to come back again some time later. So these days I’m pretty cautious about declaring that something has changed for good; I prefer to see how it plays out in daily life over the following weeks, months and years. What’s become much more important to me is what’s happening in this moment, right now.
Practice: What about now?
Right now, how are you? What’s going on? Are you experiencing any form of dukkha? If so, what might be done to alleviate it? And if not, how might it be to recognise and appreciate this moment of peace?
	Over the course of your practice, perhaps you’ve experienced many wonderful states of consciousness, had deep and profound insights, or opened your heart to all beings everywhere. But what about now?
	How do you meet this moment?
No fixed views
By not holding to fixed views,
The pure-hearted one, having clarity of vision,
Being freed from all sense desires,
Is not born again into this world.128
 
Time and again, the earliest discourses emphasise the importance of not holding to fixed views. Fixed views, the discourses say, lead to quarrels and disputes, to gain and loss, to struggle, to dukkha. The sage of the early discourses is consistently portrayed as one who has ‘shaken off every view’.
	Back in Chapter 4: The Buddha’s Spiritual Path, I commented on the apparent paradox between a path promoting ‘no fixed views’ on one hand and ‘right view’ on the other. How might we resolve this?
	One way is to see our views as a means to an end. In another discourse, the Buddha famously compares the teaching to a raft used to cross a great flood: having reached the far shore, the raft can be left behind. In the same way, all of the many models, teachings and views expressed both in this book and in the wider Buddhist canon can be seen simply as sources of support and inspiration, something to be used while they hold some value for us and then released when their purpose has been served.
	As we explore the insight path, and particularly the teachings on the three characteristics and emptiness, we come to see the perspectival nature of experience. One situation might call for one way of looking at things; another situation might require another, seemingly contradictory, approach. The feeling of cognitive dissonance as we try to reconcile two incompatible views can be a source of stress; but if we fully understand the empty nature of everything, our views included, then we become free to pick up and put down different perspectives as necessary. We aren’t forced to choose which is ‘best’; we can simply adopt whatever is appropriate for the task at hand.
	Once again, we return to the importance of mindfulness and clear comprehension: bringing our full presence to the present moment, seeing what the situation actually needs without preconceptions about what ‘should’ be happening, and allowing the inherent impulse within us that is forever seeking out ‘the good’ in each situation to operate in the most appropriate way available to us.
	That isn’t to say that we should never plan or prepare, or that we should try to live a fully ‘spontaneous’ life from one moment to the next because we think that’s the ‘spiritual’ thing to do. We can only act from the skills and knowledge we currently possess; ‘winging it’ in an environment where we don’t have the appropriate background is a recipe for disaster.
	Ultimately, though, in order to respond as effectively as we can to whatever situation is before us, we have to hold our views lightly, releasing our grip on our expectations, our strategies, our prior ideas of should.
	To meet the present moment in this way is to be one who – at least for now – has shaken off every view.
Practice: Listen, don’t impose
Bring to mind a difficult situation in your life, one in which the way ahead is not clear.
	Then ask yourself: what needs to happen here?
	Notice whatever thoughts or impulses arise, and look to see where they’re coming from. Do you have a preconceived idea in mind, a sense that you ought to behave a certain way? Is there some kind of plan, strategy or belief which is urging you to make a certain choice? Do you perhaps find yourself caught between two or more conflicting ‘shoulds’?
	Now, see if you can set aside any thoughts or impulses which are rooted in prior conditioning of any sort, and ask again: what needs to happen here?
	The key to this exercise is ‘listen, don’t impose’. Open yourself up as fully as possible; try to see, hear and feel what’s going on as keenly as you can. Then, be open to whatever suggests itself: not as a pre-programmed reaction, a learnt obligation or a compelled behaviour; but as an intuitive, immediate, appropriate response, something which seems to be prompted by the situation itself rather than your opinions about it.
	This exercise can be quite subtle at first, particularly if you grew up with a strong sense of responsibility or duty. It can be difficult initially to see through your conditioning to the needs of the moment. But it also opens the door to a much more rewarding way to live, one which is grounded in authenticity and intimacy with what’s here and now, rather than simply following a playbook written by someone else long ago.
	Listen, don’t impose.
Awe and peace
Before closing this chapter, I’d like to return to that quotation from the Potthapada Sutta:
Potthapada, you might think: ‘Corrupting qualities will be given up and cleansing qualities will grow. One will enter and remain in the fullness and abundance of wisdom, having realised it with one’s own insight in this very life. But such a life is dukkha.’
 
But you should not see it like this. Corrupting qualities will be given up and cleansing qualities will grow. One will enter and remain in the fullness and abundance of wisdom, having realised it with one’s own insight in this very life. And there will be only joy and happiness, tranquillity, mindfulness and awareness. Such a life is blissful.129
 
	Perhaps, even after all we’ve discussed, explored and experienced, the idea of peace still seems a bit, well, boring. Unexciting. Bland, even. Peace might be nice for a few minutes, but then there’s that new series on Netflix.
	So I’d like to point to another possible fruit of practice: the experience of awe.
	Awe is the feeling of encountering something much greater than ourselves. It’s what makes a painting of a raging storm so compelling, or Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, or fossils billions of years old. Awe takes us out of our small preoccupations, at least for a while, and shows us that there’s so much more to life than we usually realise.
	When we experience awe, there’s no room left in our minds for any sense of judgement, any feeling of ‘Well, this would be a bit better if only…’ In that moment, we’re rooted to the spot, overcome by the experience at hand.
	It turns out that, in addition to peace, our meditation practice can also open the door to profound awe.
	As we examine our experience, we see that the boring, simple, static objects of our world are actually something much more interesting. All around us, we find processes; impermanent, evanescent, devoid of fixed essence. No matter how closely we look, there’s always more to find. The more we reach out, the more the world recedes from our grasp. There’s no end to the possibility for revelation.
	And in the face of that immense, limitless capacity for experience, who and what are we, really? Can we honestly take such a confident stand, declaring our experience to be mundane, boring, small? Or do we find, instead, that we’re nothing more than the tiniest thread in the greatest tapestry of all, the unfolding universe?
	When we see the world in these terms, all sense of judgement falls away. And then, even in the most everyday of circumstances, we contact the sublime; we experience awe.
A vision of awakening
So what happens when we bring all of this together?
	We start with the basics. We learn to meditate and contemplate, to tame the excesses of our minds and orient ourselves towards wisdom and compassion. We show up a little more fully to the activities and relationships of our daily lives. Over time, we notice and let go of habits that don’t support us in getting where we’d like to be. We spend a little less time over-thinking, worrying and fighting against things we can’t change, and our lives become correspondingly more peaceful.
	Gradually, the practice goes deeper. Our hearts open, and we experience deeper and more fulfilling relationships, letting go of long-held resentments and purifying psychological baggage. Our minds settle into the resulting spaciousness, and altered states of consciousness become available, providing inner resources of happiness and peace, and offering deep insights into the malleability of our experience. We explore more deeply, seeing the impermanent, unreliable, empty nature of the material world, understanding more clearly every day what’s actually going on.
	Perhaps we experience some disillusionment. We’ve spent all this time and energy trying to live the way that society promised us would lead to fulfilment, and now we realise that it was never going to work. What a shame that we didn’t know this years ago! Still, better late than never; the second-best time to come to this realisation is right now. And so our lives gradually shift, turning away from chasing the impermanent and unsatisfactory. We engage more fully with the present moment, which is all we ever really have; appreciating, savouring, cherishing what’s here right now, understanding clearly that it won’t last forever.
	In time, we let go of our self-referential ways of seeing and engaging with the world. We become more and more intimate with each moment, living increasingly from mindfulness and clear comprehension, allowing intuitive wisdom to guide our actions according to the situation. We give up mental proliferation, craving and struggle, seeing them as the waste of energy that they are. Life unfolds; sometimes busy, sometimes difficult, sometimes heart-breaking, but always flowing, from one moment to the next. A thousand pains and sorrows, a thousand joys and delights.
	In the words of the Satipatthana Sutta, we live independently, without clinging to anything at all; not rejecting the world and those we share it with, but also not looking to anyone or anything to provide us with happiness, which we now know can only truly be found by letting go of that very desire.
	And so we live out our lives, our fires extinguished; at peace.

Conclusion
A teaching that is good in the beginning, good in the middle, and good in the end, meaningful and well-phrased; a spiritual practice that’s entirely full and pure.130
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this book, and hopefully for engaging with the practices too. I feel profoundly grateful for having encountered these teachings, and it’s been a pleasure and a privilege to share them with you.
	We’ve covered a great many topics throughout this book, and explored the incredibly extensive, versatile toolkit that early Buddhism offers us, even two and a half thousand years after the time of the historical Buddha.
	More important than any particular method, however, is the attitude of practice. By orienting ourselves towards peace, contentment and a deep exploration of our own nature, the seemingly theoretical teachings of the great spiritual masters can become something real in our own lives; something we know for ourselves.
	May these humble writings, and the profound teachings that they point to, bring you great benefit and happiness.

Appendix: Mindfulness While Breathing
Mendicants, when mindfulness while breathing is developed and cultivated it is very fruitful and beneficial. Mindfulness while breathing, when developed and cultivated, fulfils the four modes of attending with mindfulness. The four modes of attending with mindfulness, when developed and cultivated, fulfil the seven factors of awakening. And the seven factors of awakening, when developed and cultivated, fulfil knowledge and freedom.131
 
The Anapanasati Sutta
The Anapanasati Sutta (MN118, the Discourse on Mindfulness While Breathing) is perhaps the most detailed account of meditation practice found anywhere in the Pali discourses. It’s also a good example of how to combine meditation practices along the lines I suggested in Chapter 29: Finding Your Path. It’s methodical and beautifully structured, leading the mind step-by-step toward progressively deeper states; but it’s also flexible, offering opportunities to include whichever elements of practice are most compelling to us right now.
	The practice might initially seem rather elaborate. Although the term anapanasati just means ‘mindfulness of in-breath and out-breath’, the Anapanasati Sutta presents a sequence of sixteen steps that encompass the breath, the body, mental activity, the mind itself, and ultimately the impermanence of all phenomena. It’s a lot to take in! But as we get to know it, we’ll find that it has a kind of internal logic, and soon enough we’ll be flowing smoothly from step to step.
	The full discourse is rather long, so I won’t go through the whole thing. Instead, let’s jump straight into the practice instructions.
And how is mindfulness while breathing developed and cultivated to be very fruitful and beneficial?
 
(0) It’s when a meditator – gone to a wilderness, or to the root of a tree, or to an empty hut – sits down cross-legged, sets their body straight, and establishes mindfulness as foremost. Just mindful, they breathe in. Mindful, they breathe out.
 
(1) Breathing in heavily they know: ‘I’m breathing in heavily.’ Breathing out heavily they know: ‘I’m breathing out heavily.’
 
(2) When breathing in lightly they know: ‘I’m breathing in lightly.’ Breathing out lightly they know: ‘I’m breathing out lightly.’ 
 
(3) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in experiencing the whole body.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out experiencing the whole body.’
 
(4) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in stilling the physical process.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out stilling the physical process.’
 
(5) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in experiencing piti.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out experiencing piti.’
 
(6) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in experiencing sukha.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out experiencing sukha.’
 
(7) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in experiencing mental processes.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out experiencing mental processes.’
 
(8) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in stilling mental processes.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out stilling mental processes.’
 
(9) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in experiencing the mind.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out experiencing the mind.’
 
(10) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in gladdening the mind.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out gladdening the mind.’
 
(11) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in composing the mind.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out composing the mind.’
 
(12) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in liberating the mind.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out liberating the mind.’
 
(13) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in observing impermanence.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out observing impermanence.’
 
(14) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in observing fading away.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out observing fading away.’
 
(15) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in observing cessation.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out observing cessation.’
 
(16) They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe in observing letting go.’ They practice like this: ‘I’ll breathe out observing letting go.’
 
	That’s it for the instructions. Simple enough; but it turns out that they can be interpreted in several interesting ways, leading to different but equally worthwhile practices.
A simple interpretation: samadhi and insight
Buddhist teacher Gil Fronsdal suggests that the Anapanasati Sutta might simply be describing the cultivation of samadhi (starting with access, then moving through the jhanas) followed by insight practice. The jhana factors are described a little differently to the standard presentation, but they’re still recognisable; and the general approach of ‘samadhi first, then insight’ is often recommended in the discourses due to its effectiveness.
	In this interpretation, then, we start by establishing mindfulness on the breath (0), and begin working toward access. At first the breathing is heavier (1), but over time it becomes lighter and more refined as we become settled (2). Attention becomes more continuous as we arrive at access, able to focus on the whole ‘body of the breath’ from beginning to end, including the gaps (3). Eventually, the physical body becomes calm and still, and the gross body sensations recede into the background, allowing subtle body sensations to become apparent (4).
	Focusing on the subtle body then takes us into the first jhana, in which the experience of piti (5) is predominant, with sukha (6) in the background. As the first jhana matures, the mind grows weary of the background mental activity of vitakka and vicara (7), eventually quietening down (8) and leading us into the second jhana.
	As the second jhana matures into the third, the piti fades away entirely, and we move toward a predominantly mental experience (9) characterised by contentment, or gladness (10). Then, as the practice goes deeper still and we sink into the fourth jhana, we become more deeply composed (11), and liberate the mind from greed and hatred by arriving at equanimity (12).
	With a suitably composed mind, we’re now in a good position to start our insight practice. We begin by turning our attention to impermanence (13). We see clearly that nothing can be held on to, that everything is already in the process of passing away; and as this realisation sinks in, our tendency to crave and cling fades away too (14), eventually coming to an end altogether (15). Finally, our methods having served their purpose, we let them go (16), and abide peacefully for the remainder of our practice time.
	The above interpretation makes a lot of sense to me; but it’s also just one way to approach the Anapanasati Sutta. Several teachers, notably including Bhikkhu Analayo and Ajahn Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, have written fascinating books offering radically different interpretations, and their work has deeply influenced my own understanding and practice.
	So now let’s take a look at a few more ways to work with the Anapanasati Sutta; somewhat more elaborate, perhaps, but offering considerable depth and scope for customisation. 
The preliminaries
And how is mindfulness while breathing developed and cultivated to be very fruitful and beneficial?
 
(0) It’s when a meditator – gone to a wilderness, or to the root of a tree, or to an empty hut – sits down cross-legged, sets their body straight, and establishes mindfulness as foremost. Just mindful, they breathe in. Mindful, they breathe out.
 
The instructions begin in the same way as those in the Satipatthana Sutta (see Chapter 22: Investigating the Body): find a place to meditate where we won’t be disturbed, sit down, and establish some mindfulness.
	Personally, I like to begin with a brief gratitude practice: I recall a minimum of three events from the past 24 hours for which I’m grateful. This establishes at least an elementary level of mindfulness, and typically leaves me in a positive frame of mind too. Then I turn my attention to my breathing.
	The breath is the common thread running through all sixteen steps of this practice, even as the primary focus of each step ventures into fresh territory. Maintaining some level of continuous mindfulness of the breath both challenges our attentional skills and serves to bind the whole practice together. (That’s why the title of this discourse is sometimes translated as Mindfulness While Breathing rather than Mindfulness of Breathing.)
	Now that our preliminaries are in place, we’re ready to begin the practice proper. We start with the first group of four steps, also known as the first tetrad.
	The Anapanasati Sutta divides its sixteen steps into four groups of four altogether, drawing a parallel between these four tetrads and the four modes of attending with mindfulness that we saw in the Satipatthana Sutta (see Part V: Knowing and Seeing). The first tetrad focuses on aspects of bodily experience; the second includes an emphasis on positive physical and mental vedana; the third is concerned with the mind; and the fourth explores the impermanence of the phenomena of our experience. Seen in this way, both practices cover the same territory, but the Anapanasati Sutta’s presentation is more focused and specific whereas the Satipatthana Sutta’s is broader and more varied. (We might compare the Anapanasati Sutta to a guided tour of some of the key landmarks in early Buddhism, whereas the Satipatthana Sutta gives us a map and leaves us to our own devices.)
	Without further ado, then, let’s take a look at the first tetrad.
The first tetrad (steps 1-4)
(1) … they know: ‘I’m breathing heavily.’ …
 
(2) … they know: ‘I’m breathing lightly.’ …
 
(3) … ‘I’ll breathe experiencing the whole body.’ …
 
(4) … ‘I’ll breathe stilling the physical process.’ …
 
Steps 1 and 2 are also commonly translated as ‘breathing long’ and ‘breathing short’. Depending on which interpretation we prefer, it’s possible to practise in several different ways.
	First, Bhikkhu Analayo has noted that, in the Chinese version of this discourse, the first step of the practice is simply to establish mindfulness on the breathing, while the second step is concerned with knowing whether a breath is long or short. So that’s one possibility: first spend some time simply paying attention to the breathing, then refine that awareness to include a sense of the relative lengths of each breath.
	According to the Pali version of the discourse, however, we start with the longer or heavier breath, then move to the shorter or lighter breath. At first sight, this might seem to be the wrong way round: surely the breath gets longer and deeper as the body relaxes and settles? Some teachers (including Ajahn Buddhadasa Bhikkhu) suggest deliberately lengthening and then shortening the breath, using this as an opportunity to notice how different breathing patterns affect the body. Alternatively, if we prefer to breathe naturally throughout the practice, we can view these steps as describing a progression from a heavier, coarser breath to a lighter, finer one, which is typically how the breath evolves as the body settles down.
	In either case, as we move on to step 3 we now expand the scope of our attention to encompass the physical body as a whole – whilst continuing to be aware of the breathing, now experienced as taking place within the wider field of bodily sensations. Moving from a comparatively precise object to a broader, more diffuse one requires a slightly different type of focus, so these steps invite us to develop a well-rounded meditative skill set which is effective in both situations.
	Once we’ve expanded our attention to encompass the whole body, we’re ready for step 4, translated above as ‘stilling the physical process’, or alternatively as ‘calming bodily activity’. Either way, the implication is to release any tension that might be present, allowing the body to settle deeply, thereby revealing a subtler layer of sensation. Perhaps this calming of the body happens naturally over time, or perhaps – if we chose to breathe long and short deliberately in steps 1 and 2 – we can now intentionally breathe in a way that helps the body to relax, thereby applying what we learnt earlier in the practice.
	In any case, once the body has settled and subtler sensations have become available, we’re ready for the second tetrad.
The second tetrad (steps 5-8)
(5) … ‘I’ll breathe experiencing piti.’ …
 
(6) …’I’ll breathe experiencing sukha.’ …
 
(7) … ‘I’ll breathe experiencing mental processes.’ …
 
(8) … ‘I’ll breathe stilling mental processes.’ …
 
Step 5 invites us to experience piti, and one interpretation is thus that we should enter the first jhana here. But there’s also a natural place to incorporate all four (or even eight) jhanas later in the scheme; and it’s also good to have a version of this practice that doesn’t require us to access the jhanas. (Perhaps the conditions aren’t right today, or perhaps we’ve haven’t found our way into them yet.)
	An alternative possibility for step 5, then, is to feel into the ‘subtle body’ and notice whatever pleasant sensations might be felt there; or, if the subtle body hasn’t yet opened up for us, we can simply notice whatever pleasant physical sensations are present on any level. In the same way, we can take step 6 as an invitation to connect with any pleasant emotional sensations that are present, whether they have the precise flavour of the sukha of the first three jhanas or not.
	Steps 5 and 6 thus invite us to focus on the pleasant aspects of our experience. This helps the mind to settle further, since we typically like to hang out where it’s pleasant once we’re sure it’s safe to do so. This progression also leads us toward gradually subtler meditation objects: first, the conventional body (in the first tetrad); then the subtle body (step 5); then an aspect of mental activity (step 6).
	Having reached the mental layer, step 7 then asks us to broaden out the scope of our attention, analogously to step 3 in the previous tetrad where we expanded our attention beyond the breath to include the whole body. In this case, we open up from pleasant physical and mental vedana to our mental activity more generally.
	It’s interesting to notice how much of our mental activity arises in response to what is pleasant and unpleasant. We might also notice that the energising quality of piti, or the subtle body layer more generally, tends to excite our mental activity, whereas the gentler, more soothing quality of sukha tends to settle it down; again, there’s a parallel with the effect that different types of breathing have on the physical body. As such, even these earlier, more samadhi-focused steps can offer insights into the cause-and-effect relationships of our body and mind.
	Finally, at step 8, we practise ‘stilling mental processes’; another translation is ‘calming mental activity’. Again, this parallels the final step of the previous tetrad. Calming mental activity is a subtler matter than relaxing the body, however, and requires a gentler touch. It may be enough simply to choose to take no interest in whatever mental activity arises, thereby withdrawing its fuel and allowing it to dwindle naturally; or we might find that gently inclining the mind toward sukha helps to settle things down.
	Either way, once our mental activity has calmed (at least to some extent – it doesn’t have to be perfect!), we’re ready for the third tetrad.
The third tetrad (steps 9-12)
(9) … ‘I’ll breathe experiencing the mind.’ …
 
(10) … ‘I’ll breathe gladdening the mind.’ …
 
(11) … ‘I’ll breathe composing the mind.’ …
 
(12) … ‘I’ll breathe liberating the mind.’ …
 
As we reach the third tetrad, we move beyond our mental activity, and turn our attention to the mind itself. But what does this actually mean?
	One interpretation is that, like the third section of the Satipatthana Sutta, step 9 is inviting us to experience our mind state. How does the mind feel now, at this halfway point in the practice? Can we feel residual traces (or perhaps stronger manifestations) of greed, hatred or delusion? Is the mind reaching for something, dissatisfied in some way? Then, having developed a clear sense of what’s going on, step 10 asks us to ‘gladden’ the mind: to apply the four great efforts as required to move to a calm, contented mind state. Learning to make this shift is extremely powerful, particularly if we can remember to apply it in the course of daily life as well.
	Alternatively, we might take step 9 as an invitation to explore the mind itself, as distinct from mental activity. Having quietened our mental activity to some extent, it may now be easier to connect with the inner silence of our mind-consciousness, as described in Chapter 27: Emptiness and Self. If we’re able to take consciousness as an object – to focus on the experience of having the capacity for knowing – then the effect is remarkable. As we perform the foreground-background shift from our perceptions to the consciousness of those perceptions, the pains, dissatisfactions and cravings of the material world recede into the background – and the mind quite naturally becomes glad (step 10).
	Either way, having calmed bodily and mental activity and gladdened the mind, we’re now in well placed to develop the deepest samadhi available to us, and that’s the invitation of step 11. Here we can incorporate any of the jhanas that we haven’t already included at an earlier step. If the jhanas haven’t yet opened up, an alternative is to stay with the gladness from step 10, allowing the mind to settle and focus there to whatever extent is available right now.
	Finally, step 12 asks us to ‘liberate’ the mind. Once again, there are several ways to interpret this.
	One approach is to introduce one of the Brahmaviharas, which are sometimes referred to in the Pali discourses as liberations of the heart – noting that both heart and mind are translations of the same underlying Pali word, citta. Up to now we’ve mainly discussed practising the Brahmaviharas at the beginning of a meditation session, but it’s also both interesting and beautiful to cultivate some samadhi via another method and then shift into loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy or equanimity; the resulting experience can be quite profound. (It helps greatly if we can evoke the relevant Brahmavihara directly, rather than using visualisations or phrases; thinking up a sequence of people to work with tends to disturb the samadhi we’ve spent so much time developing. But give it a try; if it works, it works.)
	Alternatively, we might simply choose to continue with the samadhi practice from step 11, particularly if we’ve reached access or beyond. Notice that, by secluding ourselves from the hindrances, we’ve liberated our mind from the pull of greed and hatred at least to some extent, and all the more so if we’ve reached the deep equanimity of the fourth jhana or beyond.
	When the mind is as settled and liberated as it’s likely to get for the time being, we then move on to the fourth and final tetrad, which is focused on insight practice.
The fourth tetrad (steps 13-16)
(13) … ‘I’ll breathe observing impermanence.’ …
 
(14) … ‘I’ll breathe observing fading away.’ …
 
(15) … ‘I’ll breathe observing cessation.’ …
 
(16) … ‘I’ll breathe observing letting go.’ …
 
In step 13, we turn our attention to impermanence.
	An ideal place to start is with the breathing, which has accompanied us throughout this whole practice. The breath offers many ways to observe and explore impermanence, from the simplest recognition of its alternating rise and fall, to the deepest plunge into the continuous flow of evanescent micro-sensations making up our experience of breathing.
	Alternatively, we can extend the exploration of impermanence in any other direction that seems interesting or appropriate; perhaps observing impermanence in our direct experience more generally, exploring the connections between impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and essencelessness as suggested in the Buddha’s second discourse (see Chapter 21: Exploring the Self), or even contemplating dependent origination. In short, the invitation to observe impermanence opens the door to whichever insight practice we’d like to pursue.
	It may be that simply observing impermanence (or exploring another insight practice) leads on naturally to the remaining steps. For example, as we see the impermanent nature of all things, we might realise that nothing can truly be held on to, and as we realise this, our craving and clinging fades away (step 14), eventually ceasing entirely (step 15).
	Alternatively, and particularly if impermanence has been our primary theme for step 13, we can choose to engage with the remaining steps in a more deliberate way. For step 14, we can turn our attention directly to the claim that nothing can truly be held on to, and explore it for ourselves. Is this really true? Is there actually something that we can hold on to, or is everything in a certain sense already in the process of fading away? Another option, especially if we’ve been focusing primarily on the breath in step 13, is to give particular emphasis to the out-breath, viscerally experiencing our remaining lifespan decreasing one breath at a time. 
	Bhikkhu Analayo offers the image of a bridge over a flowing river. At step 13, we see the river from a distance, observing its ever-changing nature. Then, at step 14, we stand on the bridge facing downstream, watching the water flowing away from us, impossible to hold on to. For me, this has been a tremendously helpful reflection. When something difficult or unpleasant is happening in my life, I’ll often reflect that this, too, is already fading away; perhaps not as soon as I’d like, but fading nevertheless. And, of course, the same applies to what we love; realising the fleeting nature of that which is near and dear to us is sometimes bittersweet, but can also open the door to a much greater appreciation for what’s present in our lives right now, helping us not to take what’s most precious to us for granted.
	Moving to step 15, we turn our attention to endings. (In the bridge analogy, this corresponds to turning to face the other way on the bridge, looking down, and watching the water disappearing beneath the bridge; not the gentle fade-out of a love song, but the abrupt vanishing of something that has run out of time and simply stopped.) This, too, can be a powerful practice. Our attention tends to be drawn to whatever is new in our experience, and as a result we often overlook endings in favour of beginnings. By focusing deliberately on cessation – trying to pinpoint the exact moment that the breath stops, for example – we cultivate a more balanced perspective of what’s really going on.
	Finally, at step 16, we let go completely. Intention and deliberate practice have brought us this far, but no further; any sense of ‘guiding’ or ‘directing’ our meditation now only serves to perpetuate the sense of self at the centre of our experience. So the time has come to let the whole framework go. Doing so may take us into the open awareness practice from Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha, or even all the way into non-self-referential experience as described in Chapter 27: Emptiness and Self; but not as the result of any deliberate action on our part. Instead, we simply let go, trusting in our practice up to this point and giving ourselves over to whatever comes next.
* * *
This brings us to the end of the sixteen steps! Let’s now take a look at a summary of the whole practice; please bear in mind that this is offered merely as a starting point, a framework for experimentation and exploration, rather than a rigid set of steps which must be followed precisely.
	I hope you find the practice of the Anapanasati Sutta as rewarding as I have.
Practice: The sixteen steps of mindfulness while breathing
The sixteen steps can be practised in a single session, provided you have enough time available to give each step its due. Alternatively, you might choose to work with just a few steps, taking several sessions to cover all sixteen. Note, however, that some of the steps are quite subtle (those in the third tetrad in particular), and benefit from taking some time to cultivate samadhi first. Experiment and use your judgement to find what works best for you, bearing in mind that your needs might change over time.
	When you’re ready to begin, proceed as follows.
	(0) Set yourself up in meditation, establish the intention of mindfulness, and bring your attention to your breathing.
	(1) Notice that, at first, your breathing is at the heavier, coarser end of the spectrum. Alternatively, deliberately lengthen your breathing, and notice the effect it has on your body.
	(2) After some time, notice that your breathing has calmed down and become lighter. Alternatively, deliberately shorten your breathing, and notice the effect it has on your body.
	(3) Broaden your attention to encompass your whole body, and feel the breathing continuing as a pattern of sensations within the wider field of the body. If you haven’t already done so, notice the effect of the breathing on the body.
	(4) Relax the body, letting go of any physical tension. If it helps to do so, gently adjust your breathing to calm your body down.
	(5) Turn your attention to any pleasant sensations you might be experiencing in the body, particularly in the subtle body layer where piti sensations can be found. Enjoy these pleasant physical sensations.
	(6) Turn your attention to any pleasant emotional sensations you might be experiencing in the mind, such as any feeling of sukha that may be present, however subtle. Enjoy these pleasant emotional sensations.
	(7) Broaden your attention to encompass all of your mental activity, and notice in particular the effect that pleasant and unpleasant physical and mental sensations have on that mental activity.
	(8) Allow your mental activity to calm down, either simply by choosing not to take an interest in the content of that activity and allowing it to dwindle by itself, or by focusing on the soothing, calming effect of sukha (if any is present).
	(9) Turn your attention from mental activity to the mind itself. By turning your attention to the space between thoughts, or any other sense of inner silence or stillness, become aware of consciousness itself, and rest your attention there. Alternatively, notice your current mind state, and see how it has been conditioned by the practice up to this point.
	(10) As you continue to rest your attention on your consciousness, notice that your experience has become peaceful and contented, and simply enjoy this experience. Alternatively, apply the four great efforts as necessary to gladden the mind.
	(11) If they’re available to you, enter the jhanas, ideally reaching at least the fourth jhana. Alternatively, continue to rest in gladness, allowing your mind to become more deeply settled and composed.
	(12) Introduce one of the Brahmaviharas (if possible, without using visualisations or phrases), liberating the heart and mind through loving kindness, compassion, appreciative joy or equanimity. Alternatively, settle deeper into the jhanas, perhaps dwelling in the equanimity of the fourth jhana to liberate the mind from greed and hatred; or continue with your samadhi practice from the previous step, liberating the mind from the hindrances to whatever extent is available.
	(13) Turn your attention to impermanence. Notice that each breath arises and passes, moment by moment; indeed, all phenomena in your experience arise and pass, without exception. Alternatively, investigate impermanence in any other way that seems interesting, or even introduce another insight topic such as unsatisfactoriness, essencelessness, dependent origination or emptiness.
	(14) Notice that all phenomena are inherently ‘fading away’; each moment is one moment closer to their eventual disappearance. You might pay particular attention to the out-breath, or to the fading away of phenomena in general. Alternatively, your insight practice from the previous step may naturally trigger a fading away of craving and clinging.
	(15) Turn your attention to the cessation of phenomena. Try to identify the precise moment that each breath, or each phenomenon more broadly, ceases. Alternatively, if the previous steps led to the fading away of craving and clinging, then simply allow that process to continue until they cease entirely. Observe and enjoy the peace that is revealed in their wake.
	(16) Let go. Let go of all intention, all deliberate practice, all attempt to guide your experience in any way at all. Let go of any sense of yourself as a meditator engaged in a meditation. Let go of whatever you’re holding on to, no matter what it is.
	Right now, just let go, and see what happens.

Glossary
A note about the use of Pali in this book
The Pali terms throughout this book have been written without diacritics to make searching easier, since some e-book readers treat characters like a and ā differently and it isn’t always possible to type ā.
	Here in the Glossary, I’ve included versions of each term with and without diacritics; I’ve followed the style used on Sutta Central, which is in turn based on ISO 15919, and thus differs from some other sources, e.g. in the use of ṁ rather than ṃ. I am not a Pali scholar, and apologise in advance for any mistakes!
Abbreviations
AN: Anguttara Nikaya (Aṅguttara Nikāya), the Numerical Discourses.
BU: Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (Bṛhadāraṇyakopaniṣad in Sanskrit), the Secret Doctrine of the Great Forest.
Dhp: Dhammapada (Dhammapada), the Sayings of the Dhamma (part of the Minor Discourses).
DN: Digha Nikaya (Dīgha Nikāya), the Long Discourses.
KN: Khuddaka Nikaya (Khuddaka Nikāya), the Minor Discourses.
MN: Majjhima Nikaya (Majjhima Nikāya), the Middle-Length Discourses.
SN: Samyutta Nikaya (Saṃyutta Nikāya), the Connected Discourses.
Snp: Sutta Nipata (Sutta Nipāta), the Anthology of Discourses (part of the Minor Discourses).
Ud: Udana (Udāna), the Heartfelt Sayings or Inspired Utterances (part of the Minor Discourses).
Pali terms
Abhidhamma (Abhidhamma): Literally, the ‘higher teachings’; systematic treatises offering a detailed analytical treatment of the Buddha’s teachings. Developed after the Buddha’s death.
anagami (anāgāmi): Non-returner. One who has attained the third of four stages of awakening. See also sotapanna, sakadagami, arahant.
anapanasati (ānāpānassati): In general, mindfulness of breathing. Also refers to the sixteen-step ‘mindfulness while breathing’ practice discussed in the Appendix. (The double-‘s’ in the version with diacritics is more technically correct, but the term is almost universally seen with a single ‘s’ in everyday usage.)
anatta (anattā): Non-self/not-self, essencelessness. See Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight, and see also sunnata.
anicca (anicca): Impermanence, inconstancy. See Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight.
arahant (arahant): Worthy one, conqueror. One who has attained full awakening (the fourth of four stages). See also sotapanna, sakadagami, anagami.
atta (atta): Self. In the time of the Buddha, many spiritual teachers taught that we each possess a kind of indestructible ‘soul’, ‘divine essence’ or ‘True Self’ that transmigrates from one body to the next through the beginningless, endless rounds of rebirth. See also anatta.
ayatana (āyatana): Often refers to the six ‘sense domains’, i.e. seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching and thinking. Also translated in this context as ‘sense sphere’ or ‘sense base’. A more elaborate scheme of twelve ayatanas divides up sensory experience into internal sense domains (the sense organs: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, thinking mind) and external sense domains (what is sensed with each organ: sights, sounds, smells, tastes, textures, thoughts). The same term is also used to refer to the four immaterial states, in which context I translate the term as ‘experience’ (e.g. ‘the experience of boundless space’); some translators use ‘realm’ in this context.
bhikkhu/bhikkhuni (bhikkhu/bhikkhunī): A mendicant follower of the Buddha; one who has renounced the home life and now depends on alms food for survival. Often translated ‘monk’/‘nun’, although the concepts are not entirely equivalent.
Brahmavihara (Brahmavihāra): Literally, ‘dwelling place of Brahma’, or ‘divine abode’. In a Buddhist context, refers to the four practices detailed in Part III: Opening the Heart.
Buddha (Buddha): Literally, ‘one who is awake’; typically used to refer to Siddhattha Gotama (Siddhartha Gautama in Sanskrit), the founder of Buddhism, although the discourses do also mention other buddhas who came before Gotama.
citta (citta): Mind, heart, or both. We tend to associate the mind with thinking and the heart with emotions, but in the time of the Buddha the two were not separated.
dhamma (dhamma): A word with many meanings. Often used to indicate the Buddha’s teachings (‘the Dhamma’), but can also mean ‘law’ or ‘pattern’ (in the sense of a law of nature), or simply ‘phenomenon’.
dukkha (dukkha): Commonly translated as ‘suffering’, this broad term indicates an existential dissatisfaction. Other translations include ‘unsatisfactoriness’, ‘dis-ease’, and my teacher Leigh’s preferred translation, ‘bummer’. In Chapter 5: Diagnosis: Dukkha, I suggest ‘struggle’ and ‘friction’ as indirect translations which capture the sense that dukkha is more about our relationship to what’s going on (whether we struggle against it or accept and flow with it) than the situation itself, while in Chapter 20: Cultivating Insight, I suggest ‘not a source of lasting happiness’, or simply ‘unsatisfactoriness’, as a way to capture the sense of dukkha as one of the three characteristics that are common to all conditioned phenomena.
jhana (jhāna): Altered states of consciousness which can be accessed through meditation. The subject of Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana.
kalyanamitta (kalyāṇamitta): Spiritual friend, one who walks the spiritual path themselves and is willing to share what they’ve learnt.
kamma (kamma): More commonly encountered as the Sanskrit term karma. A complex topic, discussed in Chapter 6: An Ethical Life. Points to the ramifications of our actions, and the role that intention plays in them.
karuna (karuṇā): Compassion. One of the Brahmaviharas.
Mahayana (Mahāyāna): Literally, ‘Great Vehicle’. The later Buddhist tradition, typically placing less emphasis on the Pali canon than the Theravada tradition. Encompassing a wide range of schools, including Zen, Pure Land and Tibetan Buddhism. See also Theravada.
Mara (Māra): A personification of the darker side of human nature, including greed, hatred and other forces antagonistic to awakening.
metta (mettā): Loving kindness, benevolence, good will. One of the Brahmaviharas.
mudita (muditā): Appreciative or sympathetic joy. One of the Brahmaviharas.
namarupa (nāmarūpa): Name-and-form; sometimes translated mentality-materiality. Refers to our conceptualisation of something (the name) and the concrete, physical manifestation of it (the form).
nana (ñana): Knowledge, knowing. Often refers to insight.
nibbana (nibbāna): Extinguishment (as of a fire), unbinding. The goal of the Buddhist path.
nikaya (nikāya): One of the major divisions of discourses (see Abbreviations section above).
panna (paññā): Spiritual wisdom, particularly wisdom leading to awakening.
papanca (papañca): Mental proliferation. One thought leads to another thought, which then leads to another, and another, and… You get the idea.
patthana (pațțhāna): Foundation or cause. See satipatthana.
piti (pīti): Rapture, glee. In the context of the jhanas, refers to an energetic physical sensation, which may show up as tingling, buzzing, heat, sexual pleasure or other forms of (usually strong, usually pleasurable) sensation. Sometimes referred to as ‘bliss’, but see also sukha. Often translated as ‘joy’ in other contexts.
rupa (rūpa): Form. Refers both to our own body and to physical forms more generally.
sakadagami (sakadāgāmī): Once-returner. One who has attained the second of four stages of awakening. See also sotapanna, anagami, arahant.
samadhi (samādhi): Composure, collectedness. Often refers to meditation practices with a strong component of focusing or unifying the mind, although it can also be used to refer to meditation in general. Sometimes translated as ‘concentration’, but see the discussion in Chapter 14: Cultivating Samadhi.
samma (sammā): Usually translated as ‘right’, in the sense of ‘wise’ or ‘appropriate’ as opposed to ‘morally correct’. Also has connotations of ‘complete’, in the sense of a set of factors to be practised together to form a complete spiritual path.
sampajanna (sampajañña): Clearly comprehending, clearly knowing, situationally aware. Mindfully present in a manner appropriate to the situation at hand.
samsara (saṁsāra): Literally, ‘wandering’. Traditionally, refers to the endless cycle of death and rebirth; metaphorically, can be interpreted as ‘cyclical existence’, the way that habitual tendencies lead us to play out the same unhelpful patterns over and over.
samvega (saṃvega): Spiritual urgency, a sense of the great importance and pressing nature of undertaking spiritual practice in light of the impermanence and uncertainty of one’s own lifespan.
sangha (saṅgha): Any community of Buddhist practitioners. Sometimes used to refer specifically to the mendicant/monastic community.
sankhara (saṅkhāra): In general, indicates anything which is fabricated or constructed (see also sankhata). In different contexts, sometimes translated as ‘formations’ or ‘volitional formations’. In the earliest texts, sankhara in the scheme of the five aggregates referred primarily to the faculty of intention or volition, but as a more sophisticated understanding of psychology developed, sankhara became a catch-all for mental activity not otherwise covered by vedana, sanna and vinnana: impulses, intentions, thoughts, memories, etc.
sankhata (saṅkhata): Fabricated, concocted, conditioned.
sanna (saññā): Perception, conceptualisation. That aspect of experience which recognises and categorises what is happening.
sati (sati): Mindfulness, presence of mind.
satipatthana (satipațțhāna): Attending with mindfulness (see sati + upatthana). Commonly translated as ‘foundation of mindfulness’, although according to modern scholarship that’s a mistranslation (see sati + patthana).
sila (sīla): Ethical conduct.
sotapanna (sotāpanna): Stream enterer. One who has attained the first of four stages of awakening. See also sakadagami, anagami, arahant.
sukha (sukha): Happiness, joy. In the context of the jhanas, refers to an emotional quality of happiness or joy. Sometimes referred to as ‘bliss’, but see also piti. Etymologically, the opposite of dukkha, which suggests an association between happiness and freedom from the friction and struggle of dukkha; see also dukkha.
sunnata (suññatā): Emptiness; empty of self and what belongs to a self. A generalisation of the characteristic of not-self (see anatta) to all phenomena.
sutta (sutta): A discourse, usually given by the Buddha or one of his chief disciples.
tathagata (tathāgatha): Literally, ‘one thus gone’ or ‘one gone to thusness’, the implication being ‘one who sees reality as it really is – thus’. The Buddha often refers to himself as ‘the Tathagata’, and more generally to a fully awakened being as ‘a tathagata’.
Theravada (Theravāda): Literally, ‘School of the Elders’. The oldest existing Buddhist tradition, holding the Pali canon in high regard but also heavily influenced by later commentarial material such as the Visuddhimagga. See also Mahayana.
upatthana (upațțhāna): Placing near, attending. See satipatthana.
upekkha (upekkhā): Equanimity, equipoise. One of the Brahmaviharas.
vedana (vedanā): The quality of experience as pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. Often translated ‘feeling’ or ‘feeling tone’, in the sense of ‘how this experience feels’, but not to be confused with emotions.
vicara (vicāra): Examining, pondering. In the later commentarial tradition, as the understanding of the level of samadhi required to enter the jhanas deepened, this term came to be reinterpreted as ‘sustained application to the meditation object’. See also vitakka.
vihara (vihāra): Abode, dwelling. Buddhist monasteries are sometimes called viharas.
vitakka (vitakka): Thought, thinking. In the later commentarial tradition, as the understanding of the level of samadhi required to enter the jhanas deepened, this term came to be reinterpreted as ‘initial application to the meditation object’. See also vicara.
vinaya (vinaya): The mendicant code of conduct.
vinnana (viññāṇa): Consciousness; the faculty of knowing.
vipassana (vipassanā): Discernment, introspection, clear seeing. A common term for insight practice.
Visuddhimagga (Visuddhimagga): The Path of Purification, a highly influential 5th century CE commentary written by the South Indian scholar-monk Buddhaghosa.
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Daily life practice, ethics, and early Buddhism in general
The Buddha frequently presented his entire scheme of practice in terms of a sequential path, commonly referred to as the gradual training. My teacher Leigh Brasington has an excellent book on this subject, appropriately titled The Gradual Training: The Buddha’s Step-by-Step Guide to Awakening, offered on a donation basis on his website: https://leighb.com/gt/index.html.
	Another fine presentation of the gradual training can be found in a superb work by Leigh’s teacher Ayya Khema, Who Is My Self?: A Guide to Buddhist Meditation, based on a series of talks given at a retreat in 1994.
	Stephen Batchelor has a number of tremendously insightful books on early Buddhism. After Buddhism: Rethinking the Dharma for a Secular Age is a must-read for anyone interested in this tradition.
	Finally, Gil Fronsdal’s The Buddha Before Buddhism: Wisdom from the Early Teachings, a translation and commentary on the Atthakavagga (Snp4, the Book of Eights), is also highly recommended.
Heart-opening
The best book I’ve read to date on heart-opening practices is Stephen Snyder’s Buddha’s Heart: Meditation Practice for Developing Well-Being, Love and Empathy. Read it carefully, and do all the exercises.
	For a more scholarly treatment of the Brahmaviharas, try Bhikkhu Analayo’s Compassion and Emptiness in Early Buddhist Meditation. It’s a difficult book, but very interesting.
Samadhi and jhana
My teacher Leigh Brasington’s book Right Concentration: A Practical Guide to the Jhanas is essential for anyone interested in these fascinating, beautiful practices. If the information in Part IV: Dwelling in Jhana has piqued your interest but you want more detail, check out Right Concentration today.
	Another valuable resource for jhana practice is a series of talks given by the late Rob Burbea at a retreat in 2019, shortly before his death. Rob’s approach is a little different to Leigh’s and mine, but they’re broadly compatible, and Rob’s playful, creative style is sometimes a better fit for people who find our approach a bit dry. The talks are freely available on the Dharma Seed website: https://dharmaseed.org/retreats/4496/.
Insight and wisdom
For the Satipatthana Sutta (MN10, the Discourse on Attending with Mindfulness), Bhikkhu Analayo has a superb, scholarly analysis of the text with full practice instructions called Satipatthana: The Direct Path to Realization. Much of what I say here can be traced back to this book. Bhikkhu Analayo also has another book, Satipatthana Meditation: a Practice Guide, which offers an interesting streamlined approach to a subset of the material in the discourse for ease of practice.
	Another excellent work on the Satipatthana Sutta is Joseph Goldstein’s incomparable Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Awakening. More accessible than Bhikkhu Analayo’s work, and written in Goldstein’s trademark light-hearted style, this is probably the book I would be recommending at the top of the list if I hadn’t read Bhikkhu Analayo’s works first!
	For the Anapanasati Sutta (MN118, the Discourse on Mindfulness While Breathing), Bhikkhu Analayo once again has an excellent book, Mindfulness of Breathing: A Practice Guide and Translations. Bhikkhu Analayo’s approach is largely the basis for my own anapanasati practice. Also well worth checking out is Mindfulness with Breathing: A Manual for Serious Beginners, by Ajahn Buddhadasa Bhikkhu and Bhikkhu Santikaro, whose influence on my practice will be evident to readers familiar with that work.
	For dependent origination and emptiness, my teacher Leigh Brasington has a fine book called Dependent Origination and Emptiness: Streams of Dependently Arising Processes Interacting, now in its second edition, offered on a donation basis on his website: https://leighb.com/sodapi/index.html. Dependent origination has been a major theme in Leigh’s teaching for as long as I’ve known him, and this book collects all of his talks and essays in one place.
	 Rob Burbea’s masterwork Seeing that Frees: Meditations on Emptiness and Dependent Arising is also essential reading for anyone interested in this deep, complex subject. It’s a difficult book, and I recommend working through it chapter by chapter (doing all the meditation exercises along the way) until it stops making sense, then repeating the process a year later and seeing how much further you get.
	Bhikkhu Analayo also has an excellent book on the early Buddhist conception of emptiness, Abiding in Emptiness: A Guide for Meditative Practice. It’s a challenging read, but very worthwhile, and the suggested practices are excellent.
	Another resource that has had a profound impact on this book is Bhikkhu Nanananda’s magnificent Nibbana Sermons, which I read with Bhikkhu Analayo’s commentary online at https://www.buddhistinquiry.org/resources/lectures/. Again, a difficult read, but deeply worthwhile.
	Finally, I must recommend Thomas Metzinger’s remarkable The Elephant and the Blind: The Experience of Pure Consciousness to anyone who is interested in the nature of subjective experience. It’s a tough read in places, but immensely rewarding, and highly recommended. At the time of writing, it’s now freely available from Metzinger’s website: https://thomasmetzinger.com/.
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1 DN2, https://suttacentral.net/dn2/en/sujato, originally translated by Bhikkhu Sujato.

2 To emphasise the universality of these practices, I’ve used gender-neutral language wherever possible in translations from Buddhist texts. Spiritual practice is not limited to any one type of person.

3 Throughout the book, Pali terms will be shown in italics the first time they’re used, then in normal type thereafter. (Pali is the language in which the early texts have been recorded.) Explanations of all Pali terms can be found in the Glossary.

4 More commonly known by the Sanskrit version of his name, Siddhartha Gautama.

5 AN3.65, https://suttacentral.net/an3.65/en/sujato, translated by Bhikkhu Sujato. The ‘…’ indicates omitted text. The Pali discourses are quite repetitive in places, so it’s common practice to skip repeated sections. I’ll provide links to each discourse so you can check for yourself if you’re curious to see what I’m leaving out!

6 Snp5.5, https://suttacentral.net/snp5.5/en/sujato, originally translated by Bhikkhu Sujato.

7 Dhp1-2, https://suttacentral.net/dhp1-20/en/feldmeier, translated by Peter Feldmeier.

8 SN35.28, https://suttacentral.net/sn35.28/en/sujato, originally translated by Bhikkhu Sujato, heavily edited for brevity.

9 Dhp1-2, https://suttacentral.net/dhp1-20/en/suddhaso, translated by Bhante Suddhaso.

10 MN38, https://suttacentral.net/mn38/en/bodhi, originally translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi. 

11 AN5.57, https://suttacentral.net/an5.57/en/bodhi. More about the Pali canon in the next chapter!

12 SN56.11, https://suttacentral.net/sn56.11/en/bodhi, originally translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi.
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        if (this.captionRollElement) {
            this.captionRollElement.style.visibility = 'unset';
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.removeTransition();
        if (animate) {
            if (this.captionRollElement) {
                this.captionRollElement.style.visibility = 'hidden';
            }
            this.imageRollElement.classList.add("gallery-image-roll-transition");
            this.imageRollElement.addEventListener("transitionend", this.removeTransition.bind(this));
        }
        this.imageRollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
        if (this.captionRollElement) {
            this.captionRollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
        }
    }
}

class GalleryAccessibilityManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.announcementRegionElement =  this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("ax-announcement-region")[0];
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            this.initializeCaptionIDs();
        }
    }

    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        var images = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-full-image"));
        var captions = [];
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            var captionRollElement = this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
            captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(captionRollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
        }
        images.forEach(function(image, imageIndex) {
                       if(captions.length > 0) {
                       var captionIndex = captions.length > 1 ? imageIndex : 0;
                       var caption = captions[captionIndex];
                       var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                       if (captionTextElement) {
                       var shouldHide = captions.length > 1 && newItemIndex != captionIndex;
                       captionTextElement.setAttribute("aria-hidden", shouldHide ? "true" : "false");
                       }

                       if (newItemIndex == imageIndex) {
                       this.announceForAccessibility(images[newItemIndex].getAttribute("aria-label"));
                       }
                       }
                       }, this);
    }

    initializeCaptionIDs() {
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            var captionRollElement = this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
            var captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(captionRollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
            var galleryObject = this.galleryObject;
            captions.forEach(function(caption, index) {
                             var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                             if (captionTextElement) {
                             captionTextElement.id = galleryObject.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index);
                             }
                             }, this);
        }
    }

    getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption) {
        var paragraphTagNameArray = ["p", "li" ];
        for (var index = 0; index < paragraphTagNameArray.length; index++) {
            var paragraphTagName = paragraphTagNameArray[index];
            var paragraphElementList = caption.getElementsByTagName(paragraphTagName);
            if (paragraphElementList.length > 0) {
                return paragraphElementList[0];
            }
        }
        // no paragraphs/list items
        return null;
    }

    announceForAccessibility(announcement) {
        var liveRegionElement = this.announcementRegionElement;
        setTimeout(function() {
                   liveRegionElement.setAttribute("aria-label", announcement);
                   }, 500);

    }
}

class GalleryDotManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.dotContainerElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.setupDotElementKeyupHandlers();
    }
    
    setupDotElementKeyupHandlers() {
        var dotElements = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable"));
        dotElements.concat(Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current")));
        var handler = this.handleDotElementKeyUpEvent.bind(this);
        dotElements.forEach(function(dotElement) {
                            dotElement.onkeyup = handler;
                            });
    }
    
    handleDotElementKeyUpEvent(e) {
        var element = e.target;
        var currentIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        if (e.keyCode == 37) /* Left Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex > 0) {
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 39) /* Right Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex < itemCount - 1) {
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
    }
    
    deselectCurrentDot() {
        var currentDotGroupCollection = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current");
        if (currentDotGroupCollection.length > 0) {
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].setAttribute("aria-checked", "false");
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].tabIndex = -1;
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].className = "gallery-dot-selectable";
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.deselectCurrentDot();
        var newCurrentDot = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable")[newItemIndex];
        newCurrentDot.setAttribute("aria-checked", "true");
        newCurrentDot.tabIndex = 0;
        newCurrentDot.className = "gallery-dot-current";

        // work around a bug where WebKit will not render DOM updates sometimes, by temporarily
        // setting the div to display:none, and then back to its previous value.
        var dotDisplay = newCurrentDot.style.display;
        newCurrentDot.style.display = "none";

        setTimeout(function() {
            newCurrentDot.style.display = dotDisplay;
        }, 0);
    }
}

class GalleryMouselessButtonsManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        var viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        this.goToPrevButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToPrev")[0];
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToPrevFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.goToNextButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToNext")[0];
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToNextFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.maximizeButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-maximize")[0];
        if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            this.maximizeButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.maximizeFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showNext = newItemIndex + 1 < this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showPrev = newItemIndex > 0;
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToPrevButtonElement, showPrev);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToNextButtonElement, showNext);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.maximizeButtonElement, true);
    }
}


class GalleryViewfinderManager {
    addViewfinderHandlers() {
        this.viewfinderElement.onclick = this.onClickInViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseenter = this.onMouseEnterViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseleave = this.onMouseLeaveViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmousemove = this.onMouseMoveInViewfinder.bind(this);
    }
    
    addObservers() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray = [];
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.push(new GalleryButtonsViewfinderManager(this));
        }
    }
    
    constructor (galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.galleryElement = galleryObject.galleryElement;
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        
        this.addViewfinderHandlers();
        this.addObservers();
    }
    
    viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event) {
        var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        var point = { "x" : event.clientX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.clientY - viewfinderBounds.top };
        return point;
    }
    
    onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, handlerName) {
        try {
            var point = this.viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event);
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                                 observer[handlerName](point);
                                                 });
            stopEventPropagation(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onMouseMoveInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseMoveInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseEnterViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseEnterViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseLeaveViewfinder");
    }
    
    onClickInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onClickInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageShow();
                                             });
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageHide();
                                             });
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex) {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                             observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
                                             });
    }
    
}

class TouchManager {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        this.viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        this.frameWidth = this.viewfinderBounds.width;
        this.dragTouchID = null;
        this.goToPrevButtonElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToPrev")[0];
        this.goToNextButtonElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToNext")[0];
        var element = this.viewfinderElement;
        element.addEventListener("touchstart", this.onTouchStart.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchmove", this.onTouchMove.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchend", this.onTouchEnd.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchcancel", this.onTouchCancel.bind(this), true);
    }
    
    viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event) {
        if (this.dragTouchID) {
            var changedTouchCount = event.changedTouches.length;
            for (var changedTouchIndex = 0; changedTouchIndex < changedTouchCount; changedTouchIndex++) {
                var changedTouch = event.changedTouches[changedTouchIndex];
                if (changedTouch.identifier == this.dragTouchID) {
                    var point = { "x" : changedTouch.pageX - this.viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : changedTouch.pageY - this.viewfinderBounds.top };
                    return point;
                }
            }
        }
        return null;
    }
    
    onTouchEvent(event, doDump) {
        if (doDump) {
        }
        stopEventPropagation(event);
        event.preventDefault();
        if (event.changedTouches.length == 0) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchStart(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            if (!this.dragTouchID) {
                if (event.changedTouches.length > 0) {
                    var changedTouch = event.changedTouches[0];
                    this.dragTouchID = changedTouch.identifier;
                    this.dragStartPoint = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
                    this.dragStartTime = new Date().getTime();
                    this.dragStartX = this.dragStartPoint.x;
                    this.dragStartItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
                    this.lastTouchPosition = this.dragStartPoint;
                }
            }
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchMove(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, false);
            var changedTouchPosition = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
            if (changedTouchPosition) {
                var dragCurrX = changedTouchPosition.x;
                var deltaX = dragCurrX - this.dragStartX;
                var relativeDeltaX = deltaX / this.frameWidth;
                var newItemIndex = this.dragStartItemIndex - relativeDeltaX;
                if (newItemIndex >= 0 && newItemIndex <= this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                    this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
                }
                this.lastTouchPosition = changedTouchPosition;
            }
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchEndOrCancel(event) {
        var changedTouchPosition = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
        if (changedTouchPosition) {
            var dragEndPoint = changedTouchPosition;
            var dragEndTime = new Date().getTime();
            var didChangeIndex = false;
            var endItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
            var intEndItemIndex = Math.round(endItemIndex);
            var deltaT = dragEndTime - this.dragStartTime;
            // If duration short enough.
            if (deltaT < 250) {
                // If it hasn't resulted in a current item change.
                if (intEndItemIndex == this.dragStartItemIndex) {
                    var absDeltaX = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.x-this.dragStartPoint.x);
                    var absDeltaY = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.y-this.dragStartPoint.y);
                    // If absDeltaX is not trivially small
                    // and absDeltaY is no larger than a fraction of absDeltaX.
                    if (absDeltaX >= 50 && absDeltaY <= 0.4 * absDeltaX) {
                        if (endItemIndex > intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                                intEndItemIndex++;
                                didChangeIndex = true;
                            }
                        } else if (endItemIndex < intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex > 0) {
                                intEndItemIndex--;
                                didChangeIndex = true;
                            }
                        }
                    }
                }
            }
            
            this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(intEndItemIndex, true);
            
            if (!didChangeIndex) {
                // see if we can handle this as a tap
                if (this.dragStartPoint.x == dragEndPoint.x && this.dragStartPoint.y == dragEndPoint.y) {
                    var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var prevButtonBounds = this.goToPrevButtonElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var nextButtonBounds = this.goToNextButtonElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var pointInViewfinder = { "x" : event.changedTouches[0].clientX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.changedTouches[0].clientY - viewfinderBounds.top };
                    prevButtonBounds.x -= viewfinderBounds.x;
                    prevButtonBounds.y -= viewfinderBounds.y;
                    nextButtonBounds.x -= viewfinderBounds.x;
                    nextButtonBounds.y -= viewfinderBounds.y;
                    
                    var x = pointInViewfinder.x;
                    var y = pointInViewfinder.y;
                    var gotoPrev = prevButtonBounds.x <= x && x <= prevButtonBounds.x + prevButtonBounds.width && prevButtonBounds.y <= y && y <= prevButtonBounds.y + prevButtonBounds.height;
                    var gotoNext = nextButtonBounds.x <= x && x <= nextButtonBounds.x + nextButtonBounds.width && nextButtonBounds.y <= y && y <= nextButtonBounds.y + nextButtonBounds.height;
                    
                    if (gotoPrev) {
                        if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex > 0)  {
                            this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                        }
                    }
                    else if (gotoNext) {
                        if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                            this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                        }
                    }
                }
            }
            
            this.dragStartX = null;
            this.dragStartItemIndex = null;
            this.dragTouchID = null;
            this.lastTouchPosition = null;
        }
    }
    
    onTouchEnd(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            this.onTouchEndOrCancel(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchCancel(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            this.onTouchEndOrCancel(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
}

class Gallery {
    createImageRollElement() {
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        this.imageRollElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-roll")[0];
        
        var imageFrameElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-cropper"));
        this.itemCount = imageFrameElementArray.length;
    }
    
    completeItemCaptionElements() {
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-item-caption-rolodex")[0];
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement.onclick = stopEventPropagation;
    }
    
    addSelectionDots() {
        this.dotContainerElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.innerDotContainerElement = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-inner-container")[0];
        if (this.innerDotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width < this.dotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width) {
            var dotExtenderElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.innerDotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-extender"));
            for (var itemIndex = 0; itemIndex < this.itemCount; itemIndex++) {
                var dotExtenderElement = dotExtenderElementArray[itemIndex];
                dotExtenderElement.onclick = this.selectFrame.bind(this, itemIndex);

                var captionIndex = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption").length > 1 ? itemIndex : 0;
                var captionID = this.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(captionIndex);
                var dotElement = dotExtenderElement.getElementsByTagName("span")[0];
                dotElement.setAttribute("aria-describedby", captionID);
            }
        } else {
            this.innerDotContainerElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
    }
    
    completeTree() {
        this.createImageRollElement();
        this.completeItemCaptionElements();
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.addSelectionDots();
        }
    }
    
    addWindowEventListeners() {
        window.addEventListener("pageshow", this.onPageShow.bind(this));
        window.addEventListener("pagehide", this.onPageHide.bind(this));
    }
    
    createObservers() {
        this.currentItemObserverArray = [];
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryDotManager(this));
            if (useMouselessButtons()) {
                this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryMouselessButtonsManager(this));
            }
        }
        this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryAccessibilityManager(this));
    }
    
    startUp() {
        this.currentItemIndex = -1;
        var newItemIndex = parseInt(this.galleryElement.getAttribute("data-current-item-index"));
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
        
    }
    
    constructor (galleryElement) {
        this.galleryElement = galleryElement;
        
        this.completeTree();
        
        this.viewfinderManager = new GalleryViewfinderManager(this);
        
        this.addWindowEventListeners();
        
        this.createObservers();
        this.imageAndCaptionRollsManager = new GalleryImageAndCaptionRollsManager(this);
        
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.touchManager = new TouchManager(this);
        }
        
        this.startUp();
    }
    
    isFullscreen() {
        return false;
    }
    
    changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, animate) {
        if (this.currentItemIndex != newItemIndex) {
            if (Math.abs(newItemIndex - this.currentItemIndex) > 1.0) {
                // Animation is supported only between neighbouring frames.
                animate = false;
            }
            this.imageAndCaptionRollsManager.onCurrentItemChange(this.currentItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
            var intCurrentItemIndex = Math.round(this.currentItemIndex);
            var intNewItemIndex = Math.round(newItemIndex);
            if (intNewItemIndex != intCurrentItemIndex) {
                this.onCurrentItemChange(intCurrentItemIndex, intNewItemIndex, animate);
                this.galleryElement.setAttribute("data-current-item-index", intNewItemIndex);
            }
            this.currentItemIndex = newItemIndex;
            this.updateImagesAXVisibility();
        }
    }
    
    updateImagesAXVisibility() {
        var currentIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        var images = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-full-image"));
        images.forEach(function(image, index) {
                       image.setAttribute("aria-hidden", index == currentIndex ? "false" : "true");
                       });
    }
    
    goToPrevFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex-1, true);
    }
    
    goToNextFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex+1, true);
    }
    
    selectFrame(newItemIndex) {
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, true);
    }
    
    maximizeFrame() {
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.currentItemObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                              observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
                                              });
        
        this.viewfinderManager.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageShow();
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageHide();
    }
    
    getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index) {
        var captionIndex = index+1;
        return this.galleryElement.id + "-caption-" + captionIndex;
    }
    
    static setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, visible) {
        if (buttonElement) {
            buttonElement.style.opacity = visible ? 1.0 : 0.0;
        }
    }
}

class RegularGallery extends Gallery {
    static setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass(className) {
        var elementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName(className));
        elementArray.forEach(
                             function(element) {
                             element.style.display = 'none';
                             });
    }
    
    static loadGalleries() {
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback");
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback-separator");
        
        var galleryElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName("gallery"));
        galleryElementArray.forEach(function(galleryElement) {
                                    galleryElement.style.display = '';
                                    new RegularGallery(galleryElement);
                                    });
    }
}


function Body_onLoad() {
    RegularGallery.loadGalleries();
}
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