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Introduction
Who am I to write a book like this?
I am not a Zen master – I want to get that clear from the start – and so it’s perhaps presumptuous to offer a commentary on the teachings of one of the most profound Zen masters of the past 500 years, Bankei Yōtaku.
	So why do it? Because I’ve personally found Bankei’s teachings beautiful, inspiring, deeply profound in their simplicity, and enormously helpful; but I’ve also found that it wasn’t immediately obvious to me what to do with them, how to put them into practice. Still, they spoke to me, and resonated with some of the practices I’d explored before I’d ever heard of Bankei. Little by little, I found my way into an understanding of Bankei’s world, using a collection of methods cobbled together from a variety of sources, both Zen and otherwise. I’m not claiming that what I’ve pieced together here is the final word on Bankei by any means, but I do think that it’s worth a look.
	And by the way, you don’t have to be interested in Bankei to find something of value here. I’ve used Bankei’s teachings as a framing device for the explorations in this book, but I’ve also tried to explain everything as I go, using plain language as much as possible. You’ll find my voice at least as much as Bankei’s in the following pages, for better and for worse.
So who was Bankei?
Bankei Yōtaku (1622-1693) was a Zen master of the Rinzai tradition in Japan. As a child, he was exposed to the Confucian classic ‘Great Learning’, and became fascinated with its opening line: ‘The way of great learning lies in clarifying bright virtue.’ He wanted to know what this meant in practical terms – how does one actually ‘clarify bright virtue?’ – but his teacher couldn’t give him a satisfactory answer. So began Bankei’s lifelong spiritual journey, seeking answers wherever he thought he might find them. Eventually, he found his way into Zen, and practised with tremendous dedication and intense striving – so much so that his health began to fail. Finally, on the brink of death, he experienced a great awakening, which he later characterised with the words ‘All things are perfectly managed with the Unborn.’
	There’s plenty more to Bankei’s life story than this; the interested reader is strongly encouraged to consult Norman Waddell’s ‘The Unborn: The Life and Teachings of Zen Master Bankei’ or Peter Haskel’s ‘Bankei Zen: Translations from the Record of Bankei’ (or both!). For our purposes, however, all we really need is contained within that cryptic phrase. What is the Unborn, what does it mean for all things to be ‘perfectly managed’ therein, and how does that help us?
	Pointing out the Unborn ultimately became Bankei’s primary method of teaching. We have some records of talks that he gave toward the end of his life which show that he’d come to believe that all the hard practice of his younger days had been a waste of effort. All that was really needed, he said, was to be shown the ‘Unborn Buddha-Mind’ that we all intrinsically possess, and then to rest there. That’s it. Bankei felt that he’d taken the hard way to get to the truth for himself, and now he wanted to offer an easier, more direct path to his students. As he put it in one of his talks:
Suppose a group of travellers, climbing through a stretch of high mountains, gets thirsty, and one of them goes off to search for water far down into the valley. It’s not easy, but he finally finds some and brings it back to give his companions a drink. Don’t those who drink without having exerted themselves satisfy their thirst just the same as the one who did?1
 
‘Bankei Zen’ vs other approaches to practice
Bankei had his own idiosyncratic terminology to describe what he found at the end of all his striving, but what he called the Unborn Buddha-Mind, or simply the Unborn, is no different to what all the great Zen masters of the ages have pointed to. Where he differs from most other Zen teachers is in his methods.
	One common Zen approach is that of Silent Illumination, also known as shikantaza or ‘just sitting’, most commonly associated with the Soto tradition. Here, a practitioner simply sits down and pays attention to the present moment. Some teachers offer a few more instructions, or a more step-by-step approach, while others give no particular method at all beyond ‘just sit’. Either way, over time the practitioner’s busy thoughts gradually quieten down, and the Unborn Buddha-Mind reveals itself spontaneously. (You can find full instructions for Silent Illumination in the Appendix, since I think it’s a beautiful practice that strongly complements the exercises offered in the rest of the book. Silent Illumination is my main practice.)
	A rather more vigorous approach is that of koan study, most commonly associated with the Rinzai tradition. (Actually, Bankei himself was in the Rinzai tradition, although he wasn’t a big fan of koans!) Here, practitioners work with a question such as ‘Who am I?’, ‘What is my true nature?’ or ‘What is this?’ Again, specific methods vary, but one approach is simply to bring up the question over and over, noticing whatever arises in response and then letting it go. At first, many possible ‘answers’ present themselves in the form of thoughts; all of these are to be set aside, no matter how compelling they might appear. Eventually, the thinking mind finally becomes exhausted, and shuts off altogether, at which point the Unborn Buddha-Mind may be glimpsed in the space that opens up. (For more on koan practice, consult my teacher Julian Daizan Skinner’s book Practical Zen.)
	A third approach – more common in other traditions, such as Tibetan Buddhism – is for the teacher simply to ‘point out’ the nature of the Unborn Buddha-Mind directly to the student, typically through a terse, pithy set of instructions intended to trigger a direct experience of the Unborn in the practitioner. Bankei followed this ‘pointing-out’ approach, and we’ll look at his own pointing-out instructions in Chapter 1. And maybe that’ll be enough for you – in which case, great, you can stop reading, and enjoy your Buddhahood! But if not, perhaps the rest of the book will help to guide us toward what Bankei is pointing to.
How to use this book
First and foremost, this is intended to be a practical text. While you’re more than welcome to admire my elegant turns of phrase and marvel at my erudition, that isn’t really the point! My aim here is to provide practical exercises which can give you a direct, experiential taste of the Unborn. You’ll get a lot more out of it if you do the exercises, rather than just reading the book and thinking about it intellectually. You don’t have to ‘agree’ with what I’m saying if you don’t want to; I’m not trying to persuade you of anything. (The worst outcome of all is that you read the book, feel ‘convinced’ of something by what I’ve written, and then put the book down without ever trying the practical exercises for yourself.) I’m not really trying to impart information here, although I’ll have to introduce a certain amount of theory as we go so that we have a common language for the practices. Ultimately, I’m trying to offer you tools with which you can explore Bankei’s teachings for yourself.
	You’ll probably benefit from going through the book slowly, rather than trying to devour it in a single sitting. Don’t let me stop you from waking up to the Unborn all at once, but for me this stuff came together little by little, and it seems to be that way for most people. Keep coming back to exercises that don’t make experiential sense yet. Reviewing the exercises periodically is a good way to deepen the practice, too. Finally, don’t feel obliged to do the exercises in the order that they’re presented; it’s an order that makes sense to me based on my own experiences, but maybe it’ll be different for you.
	It’s very important to realise that you may need to repeat each exercise many times before it finally ‘clicks’ for you. If this practice gave immediate results, it would be a lot more popular! The basic premise of Bankei’s teaching, and Buddhism in general, is that we aren’t seeing things as clearly as we could be right now, and so we need to train ourselves to see things differently. The trouble is, we’ve had an awful lot of practice at seeing the world the way we currently do. As you’ll know if you’ve ever tried to give up an unhelpful habit, it takes a surprising amount of persistence to persuade yourself to adopt a new way of doing things, even if it’s a change that you really want to make on a conscious level. A teacher I studied with once compared this kind of practice to ‘gathering evidence’ for a different world view: seeing something that contradicts your current understanding of the world once, twice or even a few times may not be enough to persuade you to abandon deeply held beliefs and habits. But if you continue gathering evidence then at some point the new way of seeing things becomes undeniable, and that’s when things really shift. So if you spend twenty minutes with one of the exercises in this book and it doesn’t make sense to you, please don’t give up! Treat it as a long-term project.
	Please enjoy this book, and if you find that Bankei’s teachings resonate for you as they do for me, I strongly encourage you to read the Waddell and Haskel books I mentioned above.
	Most of all, have fun! An attitude of curiosity, exploration and playfulness really helps, so please enjoy the exercises. I hope you find them as interesting and rewarding as I have.
 

Chapter 1: Discovering the Unborn Buddha-Mind
Not a single one of you people at this meeting is unenlightened. Everyone here is a Buddha. So listen carefully! Each of you received the Buddha-Mind from your mothers when you were born, and nothing else. This inherited Buddha-Mind is beyond any doubt unborn and marvellously illuminating.
 
Conclusively realise that what’s unborn and marvellously illuminating is truly the Buddha-Mind, and straight away abide in the Unborn just as it is, and you’re a living Buddha from that moment and forever after.
 
The unborn as contrasted with the born
In the ancient teachings of the historical Shakyamuni Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, as recorded in the Pali Canon, there’s a cryptic passage that reads as follows:
There is, monks, an unborn, unbecome, unmade, unconditioned. If, monks, there were not that unborn, unbecome, unmade, unconditioned, you could not know an escape here from the born, become, made, and conditioned. But because there is an unborn, unbecome, unmade, unconditioned, therefore you do know an escape from the born, become, made, and conditioned.2
 
	What does it mean for something to be ‘born, become, made, and conditioned’? Something is ‘born’ when it comes into existence; it is ‘become’ when it is identifiably something rather than nothing in particular; it is ‘made’ when it is constructed from the coming together of multiple elements; it is ‘conditioned’ when it exists only while the supporting factors necessary for its existence continue to operate. ‘Born’ things are, by nature, impermanent: they arise as a result of temporary conditions coming together, and they ‘die’, or cease to exist, when those conditions no longer hold.
	In conventional terms, we might think of a human life as a ‘born’ thing. Two parents join together, and some time later a new life comes into existence. And, as we know, life doesn’t last forever: sooner or later that life will come to an end. All that is born eventually dies.
	For the purposes of this book, however, we’re less interested in the life span of a typical human, and more concerned with our moment-to-moment subjective experience. And there, too, we find ‘born’ things: a steady flow of phenomena, each with a beginning, middle and end. Every sight we see, every sound we hear, every scent, flavour, texture and thought we experience; all of these have a beginning (a moment at which we become subjectively aware of them), a duration (which may be long or brief), and an ending (a moment at which we cease to be aware of them – a moment that often goes unnoticed!).
	Don’t just take my word for it. Check it out for yourself! As I said in the introduction, this is intended as a practical text, not a work of philosophy; so here’s one way that you can explore this for yourself.
Exercise: Noticing the ‘born’ nature of experience
We’re going to examine our sensory experience one aspect at a time. You might like to have your eyes closed for most of it, to help you focus on the other senses, so read the instructions all the way through first. They’re pretty simple, so hopefully you won’t need to refer back too much.
	Let’s start with sound. Begin by noticing the sounds you can hear, both nearby and further away. It doesn’t matter if there are lots of sounds or very few. Even if initially there seems to be no sound at all, after a while you might notice something: the sound of your breathing, perhaps, or even a subtle ringing in the ears. (If you experience unpleasant tinnitus, it might be better to put on some quiet music so that you have another sound to work with.)
	Once you have a sense of the sounds around you, notice that each sound has a beginning, middle and end – that it is a ‘born’ phenomenon, a subjective event as opposed to a fixed thing that’s always there. Can you find a permanent, totally unchanging sound? What does it sound like?
	For some sounds, like a passing car or a gust of wind, the impermanent nature of the sound might be quite obvious. Other sounds might seem to be more persistent or continuous: the hum of air conditioning, the drone of traffic on a busy road. If you find a sound that seems to be continuous, dig into it a bit more. Is it really just one continuous sound, totally unchanging? Or are there small variations of volume and texture from moment to moment? You might find that you start to perceive what’s going on more as a flow of lots of smaller sounds, one after another, rather than one continuous sound.
	Alternatively, if the sound still appears to be continuous, try making another sound over the top of it, loud enough that you can’t hear the first sound any more. That counts too! You might think ‘Yeah, but the continuous sound is still there, I just covered it up.’ But look at what happens in your subjective experience, from the first-person perspective, as opposed to what you ‘know’ must be going on from an objective standpoint. What do you actually hear? Maybe it’s something like this: a period of time where you can hear the ‘continuous’ sound, then a period of time where you can hear the ‘interrupting’ sound, and then another period where the ‘continuous’ sound comes back. Was the continuous sound really ‘there’ in your direct experience during the interruption, and if not, is it really subjectively totally continuous?
	Again, please don’t let me ‘convince’ you intellectually of what I’m saying. I don’t want you to ‘believe’ me. Continue to explore it for yourself until it’s utterly clear from your own direct experience what’s going on here.
	Once you’ve got a sense of how this works with sounds, then try the same experiment with the other senses. Can you find anything permanent and unchanging anywhere in your sensory experience?
	For your visual experience, you might feel like nothing much is changing if you’re alone in a room with nothing moving. But notice what happens when you blink! Or notice what happens as you turn your head: although we tend to interpret that as ‘the room is staying still, I’m just looking at a different part of it’, actually your whole visual field is changing moment by moment as you turn your head from side to side. It’s just that another part of your brain is stepping in to interpret what’s going on in terms of what’s around you. See if you can notice this directly.
	Once you’ve cracked sights and sounds, it’s relatively easy to extend this to scents, flavours and textures. However, we’re not done yet!
	In the Buddhist way of looking at things, we actually have six senses rather than five3. The sixth sense is what we might call ‘the thinking mind’, and relates to our thoughts, mental images, memories and other mental activity.
	(It’s unfortunate that we’re now using the word ‘mind’ in two different ways. For the sake of clarity, I’ll say ‘the thinking mind’, with a lower-case ‘m’, when I’m referring to the sense that is associated with thoughts, whereas I’ll say ‘the Buddha-Mind’, with a capital ‘M’, ‘the Unborn’ or ‘the Unborn Buddha-Mind’ when I’m referring to what Bankei is pointing to.)
	So, once again, spend some time noticing your mental activity: the thoughts, images, mental sounds (e.g. a tune that gets stuck in your head), and whatever else is going on in there. Is there anything truly permanent and unchanging, anything which isn’t subject to being at least temporarily forgotten when something more interesting comes along? Or is all of your mental activity, too, in the realm of the ‘born’? Is that also impermanent?
The Unborn Buddha-Mind
So if everything we see, hear, smell, taste, touch and think is in the realm of the ‘born’, what’s left? What is this ‘Unborn’ that Bankei is talking about?
	Simply put, the Unborn is awareness: that is, the faculty by which we are aware of the experiences we’re having. No matter what type of experience we’re having right now, without awareness we wouldn’t be having any experience at all. When we’re awake, we’re aware. Even when we’re asleep, if we’re dreaming, we’re aware. What about deep, dreamless sleep, or when we’re under general anaesthetic? From an outsider’s perspective, we don’t seem to be aware at those times. But what happens subjectively? Nothing at all: it’s like a piece of the movie of our lives has been cut out, and the two periods of awareness either side stitched together. So, in terms of direct experience, if you’re having any kind of experience at all, you’re aware.
	Here’s how Bankei describes it:
That which is unborn is the Buddha-Mind; the Buddha-Mind is unborn and marvellously illuminating, and, what’s more, with this Unborn, everything is perfectly managed. The actual proof of this Unborn which perfectly manages [everything] is that, as you’re all turned this way listening to me talk, if out back there’s the cawing of crows, the chirping of sparrows or the rustling of the wind, even though you’re not deliberately trying to hear each of these sounds, you recognise and distinguish each one. The voices of the crows and sparrows, the rustling of the wind – you hear them without making any mistake about them, and that’s what’s called hearing with the Unborn. In this way, all things are perfectly managed with the Unborn. This is the actual proof of the Unborn.
 
	Here, Bankei is pointing to the ever-present, automatic and effortless nature of awareness. If you’re walking alongside a busy road, you don’t have to remember to ‘turn on your hearing’ in order to notice the sounds of cars and motorbikes whizzing past you. Your awareness simply picks up whatever sensory events are going on, automatically and without any effort whatsoever. Those sensory experiences all come and go, but awareness doesn’t; it’s always there. And because awareness isn’t subject to coming and going, and thus isn’t a ‘born’ thing, Bankei calls it ‘the Unborn’.
	Bankei also says that the Buddha-Mind is ‘marvellously illuminating’. When you enter a pitch-dark room, you can’t see anything at all. But if you turn on a light, you can see what’s around you: the light literally illuminates the objects around it. Awareness also has this ‘illuminating’ function, albeit figuratively; it is through the ‘light’ of our awareness that we can register what’s going on around us.
	So this is the starting point of our journey into the Unborn: to recognise our own awareness for what it is. At this point, maybe that doesn’t seem so interesting! But please bear with me. Recognition of the Unborn – of awareness – is the foundation of everything that will come later, so please ensure that you have a direct, experiential understanding of your own awareness before continuing further. Here’s an exercise to help you connect to your own awareness, if you don’t already have a sense of how to do that.
Exercise: Becoming aware of awareness
It can be a bit tricky at first to try to become aware of awareness, but you’ll get the hang of it. Here are a couple of things you can try.
	First, sit down and place an everyday object such as a teacup in front of you. Spend a few moments simply looking at it. You don’t need to analyse it in any way; just look at it. If you notice that you’ve become distracted, just gently bring your attention back to the object and keep looking at it.
	Then, notice that you are aware of the object: notice that you are having a conscious experience of this object. (If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be able to see it at all.) See if you can remain aware of your awareness, even as your eyes continue to point toward the object.
	Don’t worry if it takes a while to get the hang of this. What you’re trying to do is to transfer your attention from the object of awareness to the awareness itself. Some teachers talk about this as ‘turning the light of awareness around’.
	If you prefer, you can do this exercise with another sense; for example, you could put on some music, listen to the music for a while, then shift your attention to the awareness of the music. It’s the same ‘turning the light around’ move, whichever sense you apply it to.
	Once you’ve gotten the hang of becoming aware of your awareness of a particular object within the wider field of your experience, you can also try becoming aware of awareness as a whole: sights, sounds, scents, flavours, textures, mental activity, the whole nine yards.
	Awareness of awareness can show up in a few different ways at first. Sometimes people find that there’s a ‘still point’ in their experience from which they can ‘sit back’ and view awareness as a whole more easily; I once saw it described as ‘like standing with your back to a still lake – you can’t see it but you know it’s there’. That description makes sense to me, so maybe it’ll work for you, but don’t worry if it doesn’t. The point of the exercise is to develop some kind of awareness of awareness, no matter how it shows up for you.
	If you’ve done an ‘open awareness’ meditation practice such as Silent Illumination in the past, you might find that this awareness of awareness is already quite familiar, depending on how you were taught to approach your practice. But if not, just keep at it until you get the hang of it. Once you’ve got the knack, you’ve got it.
 

Chapter 2: Exploring awareness
The working of your bright, illuminating Buddha-Mind is as different from an ordinary mirror as a cloud is from mud. While a mirror is able only to illuminate and show objects a yard or two away at most, the working of the Buddha-Mind’s resplendent clarity is such that you can see and recognise someone over a block away; you can see a towering mountain peak fifty leagues distant, even behind rows of hills, and your Buddha-Mind can tell that it’s Mount Fuji, or Mount Kongo, or some other mountain. So while the Buddha-Mind is often compared to a mirror, how vastly different its brightness really is!
 
Awareness of awareness is the key
Fundamentally, Bankei’s entire teaching boils down to one point: rest in the Unborn. This means that we need to become very familiar with our own awareness, and then learn how to ‘rest’ there. The Unborn Buddha-Mind, our awareness, becomes a kind of ‘base of operations’ from which we can live more and more of our lives. As we go through the book, we’ll talk more about how to do this.
	At first, however, it can be tricky even to notice our awareness, never mind ‘rest’ in it. The irony is that awareness isn’t difficult to detect because it’s so subtle; quite the opposite! Our awareness is always present in every moment of experience; as we saw in Chapter 1, if awareness weren’t in operation, we wouldn’t be having any experience at all in which to notice: ‘Oh, hey, I’m actually not aware right now.’
	I remember a Chemistry lesson from my teenage years which indirectly illustrates the challenge we face in noticing our own awareness. Here’s what happened. Our teacher produced a beaker containing some kind of utterly foul-smelling chemical. He asked one of my classmates to step out of the room for a few minutes – lucky boy – and then he opened the beaker and let the stink out. It was bad. I mean, really bad. It was overpowering. There was no escape. The teacher started talking about something or other, but honestly I don’t think any of us were paying attention, because we were too busy gagging.
	About ten minutes later, the teacher paused, looked at us, and said ‘Hmm, the smell isn’t so bad now, is it?’ And we thought about it, and agreed: no, the fumes must have gone away by now, maybe out of a window or up the chimney in the fume cupboard. There was still a bit of a smell, but it wasn’t too bad, really. (Thank goodness.)
	Then the teacher called the student who he’d sent out to come back into the classroom. And, to our amazement, the poor boy reacted with just as much horror and disgust as we had when the beaker was first opened – even though, as far as the rest of us were concerned, the smell wasn’t so bad any more.
	That’s a very long-winded way of saying that, fundamentally, we get used to things, and once we’re used to them, we don’t notice them so much any more. We adapt to our situation. At one point in my life I used to live on a busy main road, and in those days I barely noticed traffic noise that would greatly disturb my partner, who came from a quiet country village. Now we live in a much quieter neighbourhood and I’ve grown accustomed to the relative silence, and so when I’m visiting a city I usually struggle to get to sleep for the first few nights because it’s so much noisier than I’m used to now – even though it’s no worse than the place I used to live.
	So it can be tricky indeed to notice our own awareness at first: not because it’s so subtle, but because it’s literally omnipresent. It’s been there your whole life, so you’ve had plenty of opportunity to get used to it, to the point that you may now have to make some conscious effort to notice it at all. Another analogy: I wear spectacles, but most of the time I’m not particularly conscious of that fact, because I’m looking through the spectacles out into the world. It takes a deliberate effort to redirect my eyesight to focus on the frame and lenses sitting on my face. That’s what we’re trying to do with these practices: to notice the figurative ‘frame and lenses’ that we ordinarily look through all day long, without even noticing them.
	Now, it may be that the exercise in Chapter 1 has already done the trick, and you can already become aware of your awareness, even if it’s just a little. In that case, you might not need the exercises in this chapter, which are inspired by meditations found in the Tibetan Mahamudra tradition. Personally, though, I found it helpful to spend some time investigating my awareness, to get a better feeling for it. So let’s do that!
Exercise: How big is awareness?
The first exercise is about the limits of awareness. How big is your awareness? Take a moment to investigate, right now. How far does your awareness extend? Maybe your vision only goes a certain distance before it hits a wall (or, in my case, the computer monitor in front of me) – but is that a limitation of awareness itself, or of the environment I happen to be in right now? And if I go outside and look up into the sky, how big is my awareness now? Did the awareness get bigger, or was the awareness always that big, and it’s just that there was something in the way that made it seem smaller when I was indoors? What about hearing: how far away can you hear sounds? Is there a limit, a definite point beyond which your awareness of sounds simply stops dead? Or does it seem to extend pretty much indefinitely, and the only thing stopping you from hearing every sound on Earth is that the sounds get quieter and quieter as they’re further away?
	It’s difficult to pose questions like this without phrasing them in a leading way. Again, though, I want to emphasise that I’m not trying to persuade you to agree with me, or asking you to think about it and come up with a well-reasoned, rational answer. None of the exercises in this book are essay questions. Thinking about awareness can be interesting in its own right, but for the purposes of this book it’s much more important that you experience what’s going on directly. 
	You might also find after a while that the concept of the ‘size’ of awareness gets a bit nebulous. This is actually quite reasonable, because we’re doing something unusual here. Normally, when we try to measure the size of an object, we’re comparing one thing within our awareness to a second thing within awareness: measuring a carpet with a tape measure, perhaps, or noticing that someone is quite tall because they’re towering over the people around them. Ordinarily, size is a relative property. In this case, however, we can’t really make that kind of comparison. There’s nothing within awareness that we can compare awareness to, because awareness is the ‘container’ for the whole thing. And we don’t have two awareness to compare, side by side, to figure out which one is bigger. Awareness just… is.
Exercise: What shape is awareness?
Along similar lines, we can ask ourselves whether awareness has a particular shape. Is it square? Round? A cube? A sphere? Is it different shapes at different times? How can you even measure the shape of awareness? Give it a try! Perhaps you have an instinctive reaction when you read this exercise, something like ‘Oh, that’s silly, I can’t do that.’ But give it a try anyway. Sometimes our instinctive reactions are accurate, but often they’re grounded in what we think is going on rather than the direct evidence of our senses, and so if we’re at all interested in exploring these teachings, it’s very helpful to get used to setting aside our thoughts for the time being and checking things out directly – even if it seems pointless, impossible or ridiculous to do so.
Exercise: What colour is awareness?
Another interesting inquiry is into the colour of awareness. Everything around me has a colour; the computer monitor is black, the water bottle used to be green but most of the green has worn off now so it’s a kind of silvery colour, the desk is a brown faux-wood grain, and so on. But what colour is awareness?
…And so on
This isn’t an exhaustive list; there are plenty of other experiments you can do to explore your awareness. Feel free to come up with your own and investigate for yourself; it’s often more fruitful to follow your own intuition and explore those aspects of awareness which seem most interesting to you, rather than simply grinding through someone else’s exercises out of a sense of obligation. I mentioned in the Introduction that Bankei was not a big fan of Zen koans, and that’s because he didn’t like the idea of taking up someone else’s question for yourself; he compared it to pretending to have lost something important, then searching for it. If you’re only pretending, sooner or later you’ll get bored and give up. But if you’ve really lost something important, you’ll keep going until you find it. So if you find a question coming up that seems important and interesting to you, by all means set the book aside and dig into it!
	That being said, exercises like the ones in this book show up so frequently across so many different spiritual traditions because they work! They’re effective methods which have proven helpful for a great many people. The exercises I’m presenting here are intended to address the most common questions and sticking points that come up in the course of an exploration of awareness, and it can save a lot of time to use a tried-and-tested method rather than reinventing the wheel yourself. Personally, I use a mixture of approaches: I’ll give the standard methods a try, but if an interesting idea occurs to me, I’ll give myself the freedom to explore it and see where it leads. The combination of the two has been very effective for me.
 

Chapter 3: Doorways into the Unborn
What we call a ‘thought’ is something that has already fallen one or more removes from the living reality of the Unborn. If you would just live in the Unborn, there wouldn’t be anything for me to tell you about it, and you wouldn’t be here listening to me. But because of the unborn nature and marvellous illuminative power inherent in the Buddha-Mind, it gets easily turned into whatever comes along, thus trading your Buddha-Mind for thoughts.
 
What are thoughts?
Before we go any further, it’s worth spending a bit of time looking at our thoughts and how they interact with our awareness.
	As I mentioned in Chapter 1, in the Buddhist way of looking at our experience, there are six senses rather than the usual five, the ‘sixth sense’ being the one associated with thinking and other types of mental activity. The Buddhist analysis further divides each sense into three aspects: a ‘sense organ’, an associated ‘sense consciousness’, and ‘sense objects’ that are encountered through that sense. That gives us the following:
	Organ	Consciousness	Objects
	Eye	Vision	Colours, shapes
	Ear	Hearing	Sounds
	Nose	Smell	Scents/odours
	Tongue	Taste	Flavours
	Body	Touch	Textures (etc.)
	Thinking mind	Thinking	Thoughts

	(As an aside, you might be wondering where emotions fit into this scheme. It seems that there are several schools of thought here. For some people, emotions are basically mental phenomena, in which case they fit into the sixth sense as a type of ‘thought’. For others, emotions are something that happens in the body, in which case they belong under the fifth sense. For still others, emotions are a complex mixture of bodily and mental phenomena, in which case they span both the fifth and sixth senses. So ask yourself how you relate to emotions: when you have an answer, that’ll tell you where they belong for you in the table above.)
	In this way of looking at it, then, ‘thoughts’ – which might be mental words, sounds, pictures, memories, plans or any other kind of mental activity – are the ‘sense objects’ of the ‘thinking mind’, and we call the activity of perceiving thoughts in this way ‘thinking’.
	I’m making a fuss about this because it’s useful to distinguish between thinking about something, by which I mean ‘having a stream of thoughts in relation to something’, and paying attention to something, by which I mean ‘focusing on something’. Sometimes we use those two phrases interchangeably in conversation, so let me give an example to make the distinction clearer.
	Right now, I have some music playing in the background. I can choose to stop writing for a moment and pay attention to the music. When I do this, the music seems to become ‘more prominent’ in my awareness, like it’s been ‘spotlighted’ as a result of my choice to focus on it. I now notice more detail and nuance in the music that I’m hearing, and I find it more engaging. Crucially, none of this requires thoughts.
	Now, suppose I start to think about the music: ‘This music is really nice. Hmm, yeah, I really like this artist. What’s their name again? And this recording is so crisp, so clear. It’s very good. Maybe I should get more like it, I should see if they’ve done a new album lately.’ But those thoughts are not the music; at best, they’re a kind of commentary about the music, and in some cases they might not even be related to the experience of hearing the music at all.
	I experience the music more clearly, and appreciate it more, without any accompanying thoughts telling me what’s going on. Thoughts actually get in the way, obscuring the music to some extent.
The perspective of the thinking mind
In the quotation at the start of this chapter, Bankei suggests that we routinely ‘trade our Buddha-Mind for thoughts’, with the implication that this is a bad thing. He seems to have a negative opinion of thoughts, describing them as ‘one or more removes from the living reality of the Unborn’. At times, in fact, he sounds positively anti-thought, like the aim of Zen practice is to eliminate your thoughts altogether and never have another one for the rest of your days. For many of us, that can sound extreme and off-putting.
	But let’s take a closer look at what he might be getting at here. Have you noticed how much time you spend ‘in your thoughts’, versus being ‘in your senses’? Many of us have hyperactive thinking minds which seem to be unwilling to let so much as a moment go by without providing some commentary, analysis, worry or criticism about what’s going on, or what has just happened, or what might be about to happen, or what’s going to happen next week, or… Such self-referential thoughts are so common that neuroscientists call the parts of the brain that produce them the ‘Default Mode Network’: they’re what our brains do ‘by default’, whenever we’re not fully engaged in a task. And when thoughts are at the forefront of our awareness, we lose contact to some extent – sometimes almost entirely – with what we might call our ‘five-sense’ experience: what we see, hear, smell, taste and touch.
	Indeed, thoughts often have the effect of creating a kind of separation between ‘me, in here, thinking these thoughts’ and ‘that, out there, which is the target of my thoughts’. This sense of separation is sometimes useful: for example, it allows us to step back from a situation, break it down into conceptual parts and reason about it, which is very helpful when we have a practical problem to solve. The thinking mind – which we might alternatively call the ‘discriminating mind’ – is also good at making comparisons, which again is very helpful in all sorts of contexts; for instance, if you’re in a restaurant, it’s good to know which items on the menu are the ones you’ll enjoy.
	But this perspective of separation, comparison and judgement isn’t the right tool for every situation, and it can become actively unhelpful if we don’t realise that there’s an alternative. Comparison is useful when we need to find the bowl of porridge which is neither too hot nor too cold, but it’s also the source of thoughts like ‘I’m not good enough’ or ‘I thought I was going to enjoy this more’. It’s the source of isolation, alienation and the sense of fundamental inadequacy that so many people feel. It leads to what my Zen teacher Daizan calls the ‘push-pulls’ that we experience in daily life: a frequent feeling that the present moment isn’t quite right, and we need a bit more of this and a bit less of that in order for it to be what it could or should be. This fundamental tendency toward dissatisfaction with the present moment runs deep, and is a subtle but pervasive form of friction in our everyday experience. If we live most of our lives in our thoughts, then we become prisoners of our thinking minds, seeing the world predominantly through a lens of separation and comparison. I’ll be calling this lens ‘the perspective of the thinking mind’ throughout the rest of the book.
	So when Bankei talks about not ‘trading your Buddha-Mind for thoughts’, he isn’t saying that you should never have another thought for the rest of your life. It isn’t ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’ to think. (In my day job I work in technology research, so I use my thinking mind quite a bit; if I didn’t, I wouldn’t get paid. That’s important to me!) What Bankei is criticising is what happens when our experience becomes dominated by the narrow, critical, judgemental perspective of the thinking mind. He’s pointing out that this is only one way of seeing the world, and actually life can be much better when lived predominantly from another perspective: the perspective of the Unborn Buddha-Mind, the perspective of awareness.
	Fundamentally, Bankei’s teaching boils down to connecting with the perspective of awareness over and over until it becomes habitual: completely automatic and effortless, our new ‘default’ way of relating to what’s going on. The thinking mind is still available to us when we have a problem to solve, but it no longer dominates our experience.
The perspective of awareness
So what exactly is this ‘perspective of awareness’?
	It’s difficult to describe in words, because words are the wrong tool for the job. Any attempt to describe the experience of resting in the Unborn can easily sound like a set of instructions, something you’re supposed to do, something to be added to your current experience in order to arrive at some new special state.
	But that’s exactly the wrong way to approach this. Resting in the Unborn means connecting with, recognising, and abiding in awareness, and, as we’ve already seen, awareness is always already here, automatic and effortless. We don’t need to add anything to ‘make awareness happen’. The Unborn is always already functioning, and in order to recognise it, we only need to stop obscuring it with the mental ‘overlay’ of commentary, analysis and separation provided by the thinking mind. To get there, we must do less rather than more. Bankei’s choice of language is quite appropriate: he speaks of ‘resting’ in the Unborn, like a stone might come to rest on a riverbed. While the stone is caught up in the current of the river, it moves this way and that, busy with activity. When the stone settles down to rest on the riverbed, there’s no more movement, no more activity; just stillness.
	So rather than attempt to describe the perspective of awareness – the mode of experience that arises when we rest in the Unborn – I think it’s better to focus on practical exercises which you can use to connect with and rest in awareness for yourself. We’ve already seen one: the exercise of awareness of awareness. If you can simply remain aware of your awareness for a prolonged period, little by little you’ll settle down into the perspective of awareness, and then you’ll know what it’s like for yourself, without needing anyone to put it into words for you.
	It may be, however, that that particular exercise doesn’t resonate with you. Later on in this chapter I’ll offer a few more ‘doorways into the Unborn’, methods for connecting experientially with awareness. The first of these focuses on our ‘five-sense’ experience (what we see, hear, smell, taste and touch), doing our best to set aside the mental overlay of the thinking mind’s commentary on that experience. It’s a slightly more active exercise than simply remaining aware of awareness, and so it can be helpful if your thinking mind exerts a strong pull on your attention (as mine does!).
	Before we get into that exercise, though, let’s return to the role of thoughts for a moment. Because, while I hope it’s clear by now that we aren’t trying to eliminate our thoughts permanently, there are still times when thoughts can be rather inconvenient, and it can be helpful to have some tools to help us quieten our thinking minds.
Thoughts are not the enemy – but…
If thoughts really aren’t the enemy, why should we need or want to ‘quieten’ the thinking mind?
	One reason is because thoughts are so seductive, so ‘sticky’. I’ve been meditating for quite some time now, and I’ll still sometimes find myself ‘waking up’ out of a ten-minute train of thought in the middle of my supposed meditation. Getting distracted like this is absolutely natural and happens to everyone (even the Dalai Lama says that his attention ‘goes all directions’ when he meditates!), but if it’s happening constantly it can make our practice less effective; if we sit down to investigate some aspect of awareness for twenty minutes and spend fifteen of those minutes lost in distraction, our practice is only 25% ‘efficient’, so to speak.
	Some people will bristle at the idea of measuring the efficiency of meditation! Proponents of radically goalless ‘do-nothing’ meditation practices, like some versions of Silent Illumination/shikantaza, will tell you that there’s nothing wrong with getting distracted because there’s nothing to achieve in the first place. That’s a valid approach for some people, but it isn’t the one we’re taking here. The exercises presented in this book are each aimed at achieving some particular effect, and so it’s helpful to stay on track as much as possible.
	As the practice matures, there does come a point where having an attitude of ‘nothing to achieve’ is very helpful, because the ‘goal-oriented’ mindset is ultimately rooted in the perspective of the thinking mind: it presupposes the existence of something that we currently lack, and which we might obtain in the future if we practise diligently enough. From the perspective of awareness, everything is fine just the way it is right now; there’s nothing fundamentally lacking, and nothing to be gained. (We’ll come back to this theme in future chapters, although you may already have an inkling if you’ve been spending time cultivating awareness of awareness.)
	But, frankly, that’s an advanced view. Getting in touch with awareness is tricky when we’re just starting out! At this point in the book, we’re still focusing primarily on finding the perspective of awareness, and thoughts create a kind of mental ‘noise’ that obscures what we’re looking for. In Chapter 1 I mentioned that some people find it helpful to look for a ‘still point’ in experience as a way of accessing awareness of awareness, and more generally it can help to incline towards any sense of stillness, silence or spaciousness in our experience. Remember, we’re inclining toward that which is ‘unborn’, which means turning away from that which is ‘born’. Stillness, silence and spaciousness aren’t ‘things’ – they’re more like ‘absences of thing-ness’ – so they point away from the world of ‘born things’, and thereby toward the Unborn. But when our thinking minds are very busy, we tend to experience the opposite of stillness, silence and spaciousness; instead, our thoughts feel fast-moving, noisy and crowded, a busy main road rather than a quiet country lane.
	Many meditation traditions include samādhi techniques which quieten the thinking mind, reducing the tendency toward distraction and focusing the attention. Sometimes samādhi is translated as ‘concentration’, but my teacher Leigh Brasington prefers ‘indistractibility’. The word ‘concentration’ can suggest a furrowed brow and clenched muscles, putting forth an intense effort to force the attention to stay in one place. That kind of forced concentration is certainly possible, but it tends to be quite fatiguing, and can result in headaches. It’s more helpful to have an attitude of ‘resting’ the attention on an object, like the image of the stone resting on the riverbed that we explored earlier in this chapter.
	It can be very helpful to have techniques for cultivating this indistractibility at our disposal as we continue to investigate awareness. These techniques are not strictly necessary for our early explorations of awareness – some people find that investigating awareness is intrinsically interesting enough that distractions fall away naturally anyway – but most people find that spending some time quietening the thinking mind helps very much with whatever practice they go on to do next. And, in the long run, training ourselves to be less prone to distraction will be indispensable if we want to live in the Unborn, rather than merely visiting for short periods.
	So here’s a simple exercise for quietening the thinking mind, after which we’ll look at an exercise aimed at connecting with our ‘five-sense’ experience, to see more clearly what life is like without the commentary provided by the thinking mind.
Exercise: Quietening the thinking mind
Sit down in a quiet place, as free from distractions as you can find. Take a moment to relax: it can be nice to take a couple of deep breaths, allowing the body to relax a little more on each exhale. Then let your breathing return to normal.
	Now, bring your attention to your breathing. Feel what happens in your body as you breathe in, and as you breathe out. It works best to find one place in your body where you can feel sensations associated with breathing; maybe that’s at the nose or the mouth, maybe it’s in the diaphragm or the belly, maybe somewhere else. It doesn’t really matter where it is, but it’s best to stay in one place rather than moving your attention around; in this practice, we’re aiming to stabilise our attention.
	Now, notice the details of the breath. You’ll probably find that there are little gaps between the different parts of the breath: in-breath, gap, out-breath, gap. The attention is especially likely to wander in those gaps, so do your best to stay with the place where you feel the breath sensations even during the gaps, waiting patiently for the next part of the breath to start and the sensations to return.
	At the start of a practice session you might find it helpful to count the breaths, too. It works nicely to put the numbers in the gaps between the different parts of the breath. So now you’ve got in-breath, one, out-breath, two, and so on. When you get to ten, start again at one. If your attention wanders, just gently let go of the distraction, take a moment to relax, then come back to the breath and the counting.
	There’s no prize for getting to ten and no penalty for getting distracted – actually, noticing that the attention has wandered and then bringing it back is a crucial part of the practice, because that’s how you develop both the sensitivity to notice that you’ve become distracted and the habit of bringing your attention back each time it drifts.
	After a while, you might find that all the counting is starting to feel a bit ‘busy’. At that point, you can drop the count after the in-breath and just count after the out-breath. Later still, you might find that you don’t need to count at all; your attention has now settled enough that you can simply follow the breath sensations wordlessly.
	How long should you do this? If you’re new to this type of practice, I suggest starting very small and building up over time. Don’t expect immediate results, either; it often takes quite a few practice sessions before you really notice a difference. Eventually, though, you’ll start to notice that, at a certain point in your meditation, you arrive at a place where you’re noticeably more focused: you aren’t getting distracted very much any more, and whatever distractions do come along seem to be easier to let go or ignore entirely. If you can spend a few minutes in that place, your thoughts will have quietened down significantly, and you’ll have a clear, focused attention that will serve you well in whatever exercise you’d like to do next.
	If you find that you don’t get on with the breath, there are lots of alternatives.
	Some people like to gaze at a candle flame in a dark room. (Safety first! Make sure you’re in no danger of causing a fire.) We’re very visual creatures, and having an appealing object to watch like a dancing candle flame can help us to get focused very quickly.
	Alternatively, it can work well to recite a short phrase or mantra, either out loud or silently. Doing so has the nice side effect of occupying the verbal part of the thinking mind, leaving less room for distraction. A popular mantra is ‘buddho’ (a variation on the Buddha’s name); some people like to say ‘bud’ on the in-breath and ‘dho’ on the out-breath, while others prefer to repeat it quite quickly, so that there isn’t enough space for other thoughts to sneak in. Have a play with it and see what works for you.
	While pretty much any object can work for this type of practice, personally I would suggest not using music (despite the plethora of ‘meditation music’ that’s available). Music is much more stimulating than a simple object like the breath, a candle flame or a short mantra, which means that we won’t settle as deeply as we can with those other objects; typically, we’ll find that once we stop the music to move on to the next practice, the tendency to get distracted will remain comparatively strong. (The alternative, continuing to play the music while moving into another practice, is even worse, because now the music serves as a highly compelling distraction from that other practice.) While it might seem more difficult to work with a ‘boring’ object like the breath at first, it’s well worth it in the long run.
	In any case, whenever you’re ready to continue, you can move on to the next exercise.
Exercise: Inclining toward five-sense experience
In this exercise, we’re going to connect with our five-sense experience, and as much as possible let go of any commentary from the thinking mind.
	Place an object in front of you, and look at it. Notice its colours, shapes and textures, any patterns or markings on the object. If you find yourself labelling it (‘water bottle’) or commenting on it (‘that’s a nice pattern’, ‘what shade of green is that?’), just let those thoughts go and return your attention to the colours, shapes and textures. Notice that, in fact, you don’t need any thoughts in order to have a visual experience of this object. Simply by looking at it, you can experience it with your vision. Notice how that visual experience feels simple, direct and immediate: it’s just right there. Even if you can’t help but perceive that it’s a ‘water bottle’ as opposed to a coloured shape, notice how little thought is required to do that. There’s simply the recognition: ‘Oh, water bottle.’ No need for anything more than that.
	When you have a clear sense of the immediacy of this type of experience, you can experiment by deliberately adding thoughts into the mix. Start thinking about the object! ‘Oh yes, I remember where I got that from, it was on sale, wasn’t it? Actually it’s getting a bit old now, isn’t it, maybe I should get a new one. I wonder if that shop is still there?’ When you do so, notice how the immediacy of the previous experience is somehow ‘muffled’ or ‘muted’, as if your thoughts are ‘clouding’ or ‘obscuring’ your direct five-sense experience. Go back and forth a few times between the direct, no-commentary experience and the vision-plus-commentary experience until the difference is crystal clear to you.
	You can also try this exercise with the other senses: sounds, textures, and even scents and flavours. (For the scents exercise, I like to use a few bottles of different hair products; between my partner and myself we have a few available. For tastes, it’s easiest to do with something small, like a raisin, a cashew and a chocolate button.)
	You might also like to try this exercise outside of a formal meditation context. It’s particularly nice when you’re out for a walk: see if you can connect with your immediate five-sense experience, no commentary required. (Remember, it isn’t a problem if thoughts do come up, it’s just that they aren’t relevant right now, so you don’t need to pay any attention to them. Just let them go and return to your five-sense experience.)
	Once you’ve gone back and forth a few times between the immediacy of five-sense experience and the comparatively dull, obscured experience with the thinking mind’s commentary added in, see if you can set aside that commentary for a longer period, and really notice how ‘fresh’ the five-sense experience can feel.
	In normal life, what we experience often has a sense of familiarity: the feeling of ‘Yeah, yeah, I know this stuff already, I don’t need to look at it that closely any more.’ At times this feeling can be comforting, because it helps us to feel safe when in familiar surroundings; but it can also lead to feeling jaded, bored, ‘same old same old’.
	As we connect with our five-sense experience, however, and through it the perspective of awareness, we can learn to perceive the world anew, as if for the first time. That doesn’t mean that we no longer remember where we are or need help finding our way home; it’s just that the walk home has that beautiful, sparkling quality of a brand new experience even though we’ve done it a thousand times before.
	I’ve found that this sense of freshness is easiest to notice when walking around outside, so that you’re starting with a sense of movement and at least some degree of novelty in your experience, rather than being in a very familiar room where nothing is moving or changing much, but you’re welcome to try it in any situation. When it’s very clear, it can make the whole world seem wondrous, utterly new in each moment.
More doorways into the Unborn
In the previous exercise, we looked at using our five-sense experience as a ‘doorway’ from the perspective of the thinking mind into the perspective of awareness. This is just one way to do it; there are many others. You only really need to find one way that works, but it can be fun to experiment with other approaches too.
	Here are a few more to play with. Feel free to come up with your own ways as well!
Exercise: Inclining toward stillness
See if you can find any sense of stillness in your experience. It doesn’t matter what it is, what matters is the stillness. We tend to associate movement with the ‘things’ of the world, the objects that we identify when viewing the world through an analytical, discriminating lens. By inclining toward stillness, we’re essentially telling ourselves that we aren’t interested in chopping the world up into moving parts right now. We’re content to rest quietly in the stillness.
	Stay with the stillness for a while, and see what happens. You may find that the stillness allows you to step away from the ‘busy’ perspective of the thinking mind, and settle into the quieter, more holistic perspective of awareness.
Exercise: Inclining toward silence
See if you can find any sense of silence in your experience. It doesn’t matter what it is, what matters is the silence. We tend to associate sounds (both actual sounds and the ‘inner sounds’ of our thoughts, like an inner monologue or a memory of a conversation) with the ‘things’ of the world, the objects that we identify when relating to the world in an analytical, discriminating way. By inclining toward silence, we’re essentially telling ourselves that we aren’t interested in chopping the world up into discrete sounds and trying to parse out their meanings right now. We’re content to rest quietly in the silence.
	Stay with the silence for a while, and see what happens. You may find that the silence allows you to step away from the ‘busy’ perspective of the thinking mind, and settle into the quieter, more holistic perspective of awareness.
Exercise: Inclining toward the ‘gap between thoughts’
Sometimes, it can be hard to find either stillness or silence because your thinking mind is racing: an apparently unceasing torrent of thoughts is flooding your awareness, drowning out any sense of stillness or silence. In situations like this, particularly if you feel like you’re fighting against your thoughts, it can sometimes help to turn directly toward them instead.
	Take a look at your thoughts. Do you notice any gaps between them? Is there even a fraction of a second where there’s no thought present? If you notice even the tiniest sliver of a gap between thoughts, can you get a taste for what that gap is like? Incline in that direction, as if you’re trying to see through a tiny hole in a fence to find out what’s on the other side.
	If the thoughts continue uninterrupted, another technique that can sometimes work is to ask the question ‘What is my next thought going to be?’ Now, you’re like a cat waiting patiently at a mouse-hole, ready to pounce at any moment. The combination of scrutiny, anticipation, and uncertainty (because you genuinely don’t know what your next thought will be until it arrives) is often enough to cause a momentary interruption in the stream of thoughts. Then, as above, you can investigate the gap between thoughts. Once you get a taste for it, it becomes easier to find your way back there again.
	Another approach is to turn the exploration around: rather than looking forward to the next thought, instead look backward, to the moment before thought. Zen master Dogen’s text Fukan Zazengi (‘Universal recommendation for sitting meditation’) contains the following passage:
Think of not-thinking. How do you think of not-thinking? Be before thinking.4
 
	So, ask yourself: what is your experience like before you have a thought about it? This is a slippery exercise at first, because the moment we start to discern anything at all, it’s very natural to start narrating that discovery back to ourselves, at which point we’re immediately back in thoughts. However, looking for ‘the moment before thought’ can be a good way to find a gap between thoughts, because it carries with it the subtle implication that, as soon as we find ourselves thinking, we’ve already ‘gone too far’ and missed the moment we were looking for. Having this sense of returning to a prior, simpler moment over and over can be a very effective way to find the inner silence we’re looking for.
	Once you’ve found it, whichever method you used, stay in the gap between thoughts for a while, and see what happens. You may find that the resulting inner silence allows you to step away from the ‘busy’ perspective of the thinking mind, and settle into the quieter, more holistic perspective of awareness.
Exercise: Expanding attention
The perspective of the thinking mind is selective and focused, and as such it’s strongly associated with our attention, the ‘spotlight’ in our experience which highlights certain aspects of what’s going on at the expense of others. By comparison, the perspective of awareness is broader, more inclusive, more even-handed; it keeps track of the big picture rather than focusing on the details. As such, an approach that can help us to connect with the perspective of awareness is to ‘simulate’ the broad, open, holistic quality of awareness by ‘expanding’ attention to include more and more of our experience, the idea being to ‘close the gap’ between our current perspective and the perspective we’re trying to find.
	First, focus your attention down in your lower belly, right in the middle of the body. Stay there for at least a few breaths, longer if you like.
	Then, little by little, start to expand the scope of your attention. Broaden your attention until it encompasses your whole body. Use a soft, gentle type of focus, concerned with feeling ‘the body as a whole’ rather than treating it as a collection of distinct body parts each needing to be individually examined. You might like to spend a few moments here, too, feeling what it’s like to have this broader, softer kind of attention.
	Then, allow your attention to expand further, beyond the boundaries of your body. Allow yourself to notice your surroundings more fully: the sounds, the sights, whatever else is going on around you. See if you can do this in a ‘balanced’ way, so that distant sounds are somehow ‘just as important’ as the nearby sounds, just as worthy of being noticed.
	Then, allow your attention to extend inward as well, encompassing your thoughts, feelings and whatever else is going on internally. Again, try to maintain a ‘balanced’ attitude, a sense that no particular aspect of your experience is more important than any other. In particular, don’t allow your thoughts to become the dominant aspect of your experience; you’re aiming for a balanced, fully open attention which takes in every aspect of your experience without getting swamped by thoughts.
	Finally, notice if you’re using any effort at all to ‘hold’ your attention wide open. Attention has an effortful quality, whereas awareness is effortless. If your experience now feels effortlessly panoramic, you’re done: you’re already in the perspective of awareness. If you have a sense of using effort to maintain this perspective, however, see if you can relax that effort until it drops away entirely, without losing the wide-open quality. At a certain point, you’ll figure out how to let awareness do its work without any ‘help’, and you’ll be there.
Really, though, thoughts are not the enemy
Since the Unborn Buddha-Mind is marvellously illuminating, it hasn’t so much as a hair’s breadth of any selfish bias, so it adapts itself freely, and, as it encounters different sorts of circumstances, thoughts sporadically pop up. It’s all right so long as you simply don’t get involved with them; but if you do get involved with thoughts and go on developing them, you won’t be able to stop, and then you’ll obscure the marvellously illuminating [function] of the Buddha-Mind and create delusions. On the other hand, since from the start the Buddha-Mind is marvellously illuminating, readily illumining and distinguishing all things, when you hate and loathe those deluded thoughts that come up and try to stop them, you get caught up in stopping them and create a duality between the one who is doing the stopping and that which is being stopped. If you try to stop thought with thought, there will never be an end to it. It’s just like trying to wash away blood with blood. You may succeed in washing away the original blood, but you’ll be left with the stain of the blood that you washed in.
 
I’d like to close the chapter by reiterating what I said earlier: thoughts are not bad, wrong, or a problem to be solved. Thoughts are a natural product of the operation of the thinking mind, just as sounds are a natural product of the operation of the ears. And if we allow ourselves to slip into an ‘anti-thought’ mentality, then we commit the mistake that Bankei describes so graphically in the quotation above.
	As I’ve mentioned, the perspective of the Buddha-Mind is holistic. It doesn’t pick and choose; awareness is more like a mirror, reflecting whatever is placed before it. The mirror doesn’t say ‘Actually, I don’t like the look of you, I’m only going to show the things I like,’ and neither does our awareness. Awareness is accepting, inclusive, panoramic, fundamentally without preferences. (Our preferences come later, added into the mix by the discriminating activity of the thinking mind.)
	Bearing in mind this inclusive quality of awareness, then, if we’re aiming to ‘rest in the Unborn’ on a regular basis, it’ll help to cultivate a long-term relationship with our experience that accepts every part of it. If we decide that thoughts are evil and problematic and need to be eradicated at all costs, we’re setting up a split, a division between ‘the good bits’ (five-sense experience, perhaps) and ‘the bad bits’ (those pesky thoughts, ugh). Notice that we’re now operating from that divide-and-compare perspective again – ironically, the very perspective that we were trying to escape by attempting to eradicate our thoughts! As my Zen teacher likes to say, you can’t divide and compare your way to wholeness.
	So we end up with what might at first appear to be a paradox: exercises intended to quieten thoughts and set them aside, in order to focus more fully on a particular subset of our experience, yet with a long-term goal of somehow ending up in a holistic place which excludes nothing. How’s that supposed to work?
	It’s helpful to remember that Bankei is generally describing the ‘destination’ of this practice, the experience of living in the Unborn. In the long term, that’s where the practice will take us, too, if we’re willing to make the journey. In the short term, however, we may need to spend some time unwinding some of our existing habits, which typically are not well suited to resting in the Unborn. Many of us (myself included, when I first started this practice) are so enmeshed in the perspective of the thinking mind that we may not even realise there’s an alternative, let alone have any idea how to ‘rest’ there! So these exercises in setting aside thought can be helpful as a temporary expedient, a kind of ‘training wheels’ to help us progress to the point where we no longer need them. At that point, thoughts become just like everything else: just another phenomenon coming and going within the Unborn Buddha-Mind, ultimately no problem at all.

Chapter 4: Everything happens in the Unborn, including you
A monk: I don’t know why it is, but my mind often seems to be somewhere else. Could you help me to keep my mind from playing truant like that?
 
Bankei: The unborn mind of the Buddhas that all people receive from their parents when they’re born is wonderfully bright and illuminating. No one – and that includes all of you – is ever separated from it. This absentmindedness of yours is the same. Your mind’s not really somewhere else. It’s only that you haven’t learned about the Buddha-Mind, so instead of just dwelling in it, you change it into various other things. Then even though you listen to things, you can’t really take them in – you don’t really hear them. You’re not absent-minded, what you’re doing is making the Buddha-Mind into these other things.
 
Would someone whose mind is really somewhere else be inquiring whether it was or not? If your mind were somewhere else, you would hardly be aware of it. You wouldn’t be asking questions about it. You’re not even away from it when you sleep, because if someone calls to you and tells you to wake up, you will respond to them and wake right up. You’ve never been apart from your mind in the past, you won’t be apart from it in the future, and you’re not apart from it right now.
 
Nothing happens outside of awareness
Up until now, we’ve been making a distinction between ‘the perspective of the thinking mind’ and ‘the perspective of awareness’, and exploring ways to step out of the former and into the latter.
	This is a useful distinction to make, because it’s ultimately what Bankei’s whole practice is about: learning to connect with, and rest in, awareness. There’s an important and fundamental difference between our experience in the perspective of awareness and our experience in the perspective of the thinking mind. The latter is what Bankei means in the quotation above when he talks about ‘making the Buddha-Mind into these other things’: confusing the conceptual overlay of the thinking mind with our direct experience, conflating the thoughts about that experience with the experience itself.
	But the language is tricky here. By making a distinction between ‘the perspective of awareness’ and ‘the perspective of the thinking mind’, it might sound as if, when we’ve ‘traded our Buddha-Mind for thoughts’ and are seeing the world from the perspective of separation, comparison and duality, we’re somehow having an experience which is ‘not in awareness’. But this is impossible. As we’ve already seen, everything that happens in our subjective experience is arising in our awareness5.
	Let’s take a moment to investigate this claim.
Exercise: Can you find anything outside of awareness?
First, bring your attention to what you can see. Place an object in front of you and look at it for a while, then look around a bit at whatever else is nearby. Notice that, in both cases, whatever you see is experienced in your awareness.
	Now look back at the object. Again, notice that you are aware of it. Next, take the object and hide it out of sight. Are you still aware of the object? Maybe you feel you aren’t: you can’t see it any more, so it’s gone from your awareness. On the other hand, maybe you feel that you are still aware of the object: after all, even though you can’t see it, you still know it’s there even if it isn’t immediately available to your awareness. Doesn’t that mean that there’s something happening outside of awareness?
	But notice now that this latter type of knowledge about the object is conceptual, based on a memory – in other words, a form of mental activity, a type of thought – and that mental activity is present in your awareness right now. In fact, that mental activity is your only experience of the object right now. If you were to distract yourself and start thinking about something else, you wouldn’t be aware of the object at all any more. Isn’t that so? Check it out for yourself, don’t take my word for it. If you aren’t sure, it may help to ask a question like ‘How, exactly, am I experiencing this object right now?’, or ‘What, specifically, do I know about this object right now?’
	When doing this kind of investigation, you might find that you have a strong, instinctive belief about what’s going on, but it’s important to check that belief against the direct evidence of your senses. The gold standard for awareness practice is always your direct experience, never your prior knowledge, beliefs, theories or philosophies, even when those things are based on what wise scientists, philosophers and spiritual teachers have said about what’s ‘really’ going on. Always look for what evidence is available to you right now.
	Another way to approach this exercise is to flip it on its head. Can you find something in your experience which is not in awareness? If you can, what’s going on there? How are you experiencing this object which is not in your awareness? If you’re not aware of it – you can’t see, hear, smell, taste or touch it, and you don’t have any kind of mental activity in relation to it – then what exactly is the experience you’re having?
What makes you ‘you’, anyway?
If and when you accept that everything you ever experience is arising within awareness, there’s an interesting consequence of this realisation: you are also arising within awareness. We tend to think that we come first and awareness comes second – that we ‘have’ awareness because we’re humans and, like other living beings, humans are aware. From the purely experiential point of view, though, it’s actually awareness that ‘comes first’, in the sense that it’s always there, and everything that makes up what we conventionally think of as ourselves comes and goes within awareness.
	What actually makes you who you are, anyway? There are entire spiritual traditions based on simply asking the question ‘Who am I?’ over and over, so perhaps it’s worth spending a bit of time on this point.
	You’re welcome to explore this for yourself, of course. But I’ll offer one approach to investigating the nature of self here, an approach drawn from early Buddhism. In that tradition, the self is sometimes viewed as being composed of five categories, or ‘aggregates’.
	The first aggregate is the body. Our physical body is certainly an important part of who we are; it can be interesting to think about the extent to which you would be a different person if you had a different body, for example. On the other hand, the body doesn’t stay the same throughout our lives; it grows, gets older, and past a certain point doesn’t work as well as it used to.
	Regardless of the changing nature of the body, though, notice that all you ever experience of the body is arising in awareness: the visual appearance of the body arises as a collection of sights, the feelings of the body arise as body sensations, and so on. There are times when you may not even be aware of your body at all! It isn’t that, from the perspective of an outside observer, your body disappears when you aren’t paying attention to it. But there are certainly moments in my life – when I’m dreaming, for example – when I have no awareness of my physical body at all, and you’ll probably find it’s the same for you.
	The second aggregate is the way that we categorise our experiences as being pleasant, unpleasant or somewhere in the middle. If you haven’t encountered this idea before, take a moment to notice that it’s true: every experience we have comes with a ‘feeling tone’, an intrinsic sense that it’s nice, nasty or neither. Over time, we learn what types of experiences we find consistently pleasant or consistently unpleasant, and as a result we develop preferences. We know what we like (and want to seek out), we know what we don’t like (and want to avoid), and we know what we don’t really care about either way (and thus tend to ignore).
	As with the body, it can be interesting to reflect on the extent to which you would be a different person if you had different preferences, and also to notice that those preferences don’t stay the same over the course of your life. But, once again, the central point for our purposes right now is that everything about those pleasant and unpleasant feeling tones, and the preferences that we extrapolate from them, arises within awareness.
	The third aggregate is our faculty of perception; that is, our ability to understand what’s going on through the use of concepts. I look up from my laptop and see a red shape on the far wall, and without any effort at all, I recognise it as a shape of the universal symbol for ‘man’, and thus that it indicates the men’s toilets at Birmingham New Street train station, which is where I am right now. I didn’t have to spend conscious effort figuring all that out; I just looked up to see what was nearby because I wanted an example, and there it was.
	Now, I was able to make the association between the red shape in my field of vision and the existence of the toilets because of my prior life experience; I’ve grown up in a culture which uses certain symbols to indicate certain concepts, and so I’ve learnt those symbols and concepts so deeply that they’re available immediately when I need them, no effort required.
	It’s interesting to think that if I’d grown up in a different culture which had different symbols, the scene in front of me probably wouldn’t make the same kind of sense – I might not even have any idea what I was looking at. As such, we might say that the collection of concepts and associations we’ve learnt over the course of our lives forms a kind of ‘world view’ – a conceptual frame through which we make sense of the world – and with a different world view, we might be quite different people. And, again, that world view doesn’t stay the same over the course of our lives. Finally, though, the most important point right now is that all of this is arising within awareness, never outside of it.
	The fourth aggregate covers other types of mental activity, particularly around how we relate and react to what’s coming up in front of us. It covers our intentions and impulses (the things we consciously decide to do and the spontaneous urges that simply occur to us), associations, memories and so forth. And just like we extrapolate preferences from what we consistently find pleasant and unpleasant, we extrapolate personality traits from how we typically react to what’s going on.
	Maybe you think of yourself as a brave (or cowardly) person, a loud (or quiet) person, a friendly (or unfriendly) person, and so on; the personality traits you’ve identified in yourself are most likely based on consistent patterns of behaviour that you’ve observed over the years. Again, you’d likely be a very different person if you reacted differently to the situations you commonly encounter; and, again, notice that your reactions don’t necessarily stay the same over the course of your life. Finally, and again most importantly for the present exercise, notice that all of these reactions and traits arise within your awareness.
	The fifth and final aggregate is usually translated as ‘consciousness’, and is to do with our ability to ‘know’ what’s going on: to be conscious of our surroundings, our experiences and so forth. Some people seem to have quite a lot of ‘consciousness’, being quite attentive to details, respectful of those around them and so on, while other people are much more absent-minded or oblivious to what’s going on around them.
	(As an aside: you might wonder if ‘consciousness’, the fifth aggregate, is the same as the ‘awareness’ we’ve been talking about throughout this book. They’re not quite the same, although they’re related. In the scheme of the aggregates, ‘consciousness’ is always in relation to something in particular: my consciousness of the computer screen in front of me, for example. Consciousness and perception are said to be like two sheaves of wheat leaning against each other; if you take one away, the other falls down. In order to perceive something, I must be conscious of it, and in order to be conscious of something, I must perceive it. So, for example, when I see a teacup, my experience at that moment consists of a coloured shape (the form), a feeling tone (is it nice, nasty or neither), a perception (‘teacup’), a reaction (‘I could drink tea out of that’), and a consciousness of the teacup (I experience the presence of a teacup). If I close my eyes for a moment, I no longer have ‘eye consciousness’ of the teacup, because I can’t see it, but I still have ‘thinking mind consciousness’ of the teacup, because I remember it’s there. If I keep my eyes closed and start thinking about something else, eventually I’ll forget about the teacup entirely and will no longer have any kind of consciousness of it. As such, consciousness – in the way that I’m using the term here – is just another ‘born’ phenomenon, subject to arising and ceasing, and thus not the same thing as awareness, which is unborn. End of aside!)
	As with the other aggregates, it’s interesting to reflect on how your life might be different if you had a radically different level of consciousness, and to notice that your level of consciousness changes throughout the day (for example, at night you’re probably not conscious at all for a period of time). Lastly (and, again, most importantly), notice that all of our experience of consciousness arises in awareness.
	Now, maybe that list didn’t satisfy you, and you’re thinking ‘But there’s more to me than those five categories!’ That’s fine: if it helps you to investigate whether everything that constitutes ‘you’ arises within awareness or not, you’re welcome to add another category, or even several if you like. By now, though, you know the drill: no matter what it is, when you examine it closely, do you find that it, too, comes and goes within your awareness? Or is there something truly outside of awareness that makes you you, and if so, how do you experience it? How can you experience it, if not through awareness?
	This investigation can be challenging, because it threatens to undermine a division that seems so basic to how we operate as to be undeniable: the division between ‘me’ and ‘not me’. It feels very clear to most people that what’s ‘me’ (that which is inside my skin, plus my thoughts and feelings) and what’s ‘not me’ (everything else) are two totally separate things. And there’s certainly some truth to that; I’m the only person who is directly aware of my own thoughts, for example. I can also choose to move my own body around relatively easily, just by forming the intention to do so, whereas I imagine it would be much more difficult to move the body of the person sitting opposite me according to my intentions. (I’m not going to try; he seems happy with his body where it is.)
	On one level, then, ‘me’ and ‘not me’ is a meaningful distinction. You can’t have my shoes, and I shouldn’t try to take your breakfast without asking first, even if your porridge is just the right temperature. But on another level, the level of awareness, there’s not as much distinction as we might imagine. All of my visual experience of both myself and the person opposite me is arising in awareness. My visual experience doesn’t come with labels indicating ‘me’ or ‘not me’; that’s a distinction that my thinking mind is making, using that faculty of ‘separate and compare’ that we discussed earlier. All of the visual experiences, and the clear sense of a distinction between them, are just phenomena arising in awareness. All are ‘on the same level’, so to speak; not fundamentally different, except that thinking makes it so.
Exercise: ‘Outside of you’ and ‘inside of you’
Here’s an exercise that you can use to explore this for yourself, comparing and contrasting what’s ‘outside of you’ with what’s ‘inside of you’. (We could equally say that we’re comparing and contrasting what’s ‘not you’ with what’s ‘you’, but the language of ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ helps to make the exercise a little more precise.)
	First, get a sense of what’s ‘outside’ you: sights, sounds, smells and so forth. Notice, as usual, that it’s all coming and going in awareness.
	Next, get a sense of what’s ‘inside’ you: thoughts, feelings, body sensations, all the ‘private’ aspects of your experience. Notice that that, too, is all coming and going in awareness.
	Now, explore the distinction between the two. How do you know that something is ‘outside’ or ‘inside’? Is there any fundamental difference, except for a kind of mental designation that separates them? Can you set aside that mental designation for a moment? If so, what happens?
	It can also be interesting to explore the ‘boundary’ between the two. See if you can get specific about it. Where exactly is the dividing line between outside and inside? Does that line ever move? Is the boundary always there, always clear? Are there ever moments in your life where that boundary isn’t present, where you’re so fully absorbed into what you’re doing that the distinction falls away? You might like to explore what happens when you drive a car, ride a bike, play a piano or use a very familiar tool: do you always experience those things are fundamentally ‘outside’ you, or are there moments when you and the other object seem to ‘merge’ together? (If you’re going to do this with a road vehicle, remember, safety first!)
Why is any of this relevant?
Perhaps you’re thinking that this is all well and good, but what does any of it have to do with resting in the Unborn? One of the attractions of a teacher like Bankei, after all, is that his message is very simple, and doesn’t involve learning lots of fiddly details about what our sense of self is made up of.
	It’s true, you don’t have to do this stuff. But, in my experience, it helps. After a while, the question becomes not so much ‘how do I enter the perspective of awareness?’ but ‘why do I find it so hard to stay there?’ The short answer is that we have deeply rooted ways of seeing the world which are based on separateness, and which thus exert a gravitational pull back to the perspective of the thinking mind.
	One such deeply rooted belief is in the seemingly obvious distinction between ‘me’ and ‘not me’. The distinction appears to be so obvious because of how deeply committed we are to imposing a sense of separateness onto our experience; that commitment is unconscious and automatic, but it’s there nevertheless, and as a result it’s very difficult to let go fully into the more holistic perspective of awareness.
	Fortunately, this unconscious commitment to the perspective of separateness can be dissolved through careful practice. One way to do this is to use what we’ve already learnt about awareness to explore the validity of the perspective of separateness; as we do, we start to ‘gather evidence’ that supports a different way of seeing things, ultimately culminating in a deep letting go which makes it much easier to rest in the Unborn.
Transcending time and space
One final detail worth noticing is that when I say everything arises within awareness, I really do mean everything – and that includes seemingly fundamental aspects of reality like time and space. After all, what is time, apart from an ordering of events arising in awareness, tracked and measured according to some other phenomena arising in awareness? What is space, apart from a sense of the location of each phenomenon arising in awareness?
	Every now and again a spiritual tradition will make a seemingly supernatural claim about where its path leads. For example, Daoists often speak of achieving ‘immortality’. Now, maybe these folks have found something I haven’t! That’s certainly possible, although I will say I haven’t seen much evidence of it so far. On the other hand, there’s a figurative way to understand such claims which makes a lot more sense to me. Perhaps the ‘immortality’ the Daoists speak of is not a physical immortality, but rather a matter of ‘stepping outside of birth and death’ – in other words, finding that within us which is inherently free from birth and death, unborn and undying, i.e. the Unborn Buddha-Mind.
	Another example of a seemingly supernatural claim comes from the historical Buddha himself, in a discourse in the Pali Canon where he describes nibbāna, considered to be the goal of the path in early Buddhism:
There is that sphere, monks, where there is no earth, no water, no fire, no air, no sphere of infinite space, no sphere of infinite consciousness, no sphere of nothingness, no sphere of neither perception nor non-perception, no this world, no world beyond, neither Moon nor Sun. There, monks, I say there is surely no coming, no going, no persisting, no passing away, no rebirth. It is quite without support, unmoving, without an object – just this is the end of suffering.6
 
	Again, this looks pretty remarkable – as though it’s describing some kind of transcendent heavenly realm completely outside of our conventional reality where earth, water, fire and air (considered to be the constituent elements of matter in the classical world view) don’t exist at all. Perhaps if we meditate enough, we can somehow completely transcend this messy, painful everyday world and arrive at this heavenly realm, to live there peacefully for the rest of our days?
	An alternative reading, however, is that this once again simply points to the Unborn. Awareness is, as we’ve discussed, ‘prior to’ any event that might arise in consciousness, including all experiences of earth, water, fire and air, Moon and Sun, coming and going, and so forth. We can thus read this passage as being a description of awareness itself: not limited by the conceptual perspective of the thinking mind, bound up in what comes and goes and thoroughly identified with it, but instead unborn and undying, free from all opposites. By discovering this for ourselves, the Buddha suggests, we find a profound source of peace and freedom from suffering. I’m sure Bankei would agree!
	Is this ‘what the Buddha really meant’? I don’t know – and I don’t think anyone can say for sure. Unlike the exercises elsewhere in this book, ‘what the Buddha really meant in the Pali Canon’ isn’t something that we can verify for ourselves in direct experience; too much time has passed, and there are too many possible interpretations of his words. All we can do is guess at what those words might have been pointing to. For me, though, the interpretation above provides a viable reading of an otherwise cryptic passage that brings it into a language that I understand based on my own practice, so that’s how I currently choose to interpret it. You’re free to disagree!

Chapter 5: Manifestations of awareness
A layman: For years now I’ve entrusted myself to the teaching of the old masters, [trying to answer the question] ‘Who is the one who sees and hears?’ What sort of practice can I do to find ‘the one who sees and hears’? I’ve searched and searched, but today I still haven’t found him.
 
Bankei: Since my school is the School of Buddha-Mind, there’s no duality between ‘the one who sees and hears’ and the one who searches [for him]. If you search outside, you’ll never find him, even if you travel the whole world through. The One Mind, unborn – this is ‘the one’ that, in everybody, sees images in the eyes, hears sounds in the ears and, generally, when it encounters the objects of the six senses, reveals whatever is seen or heard, felt or thought, with nothing left concealed.
 
A trap: Clinging to stillness
When I set out to write this book I wanted to keep things simple. I failed. This chapter in particular is pretty fiddly in places. Please try to bear with it, though, because it has some important points to make that could save you a lot of time at certain points on your journey.
	Up until now, we’ve been using language in a way that contains a subtle trap. I’ve described sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings as arising within awareness, as if awareness is a kind of ‘container’ in which the separate, ephemeral things of the world can come and go. This implies a fundamental separation between ‘awareness’ and its ‘contents’.
	This sense of fundamental separateness shows up in a few different ways across spiritual traditions. Sometimes, experience is said to be like a movie being projected onto a screen. Awareness is the screen, while the impermanent things of the world are the movie. The movie appears to be real, but it’s just projected light; there’s no substance there at all. If we can notice the screen, we’ll see the unreality of the movie. Other teachers talk about awareness as a ‘Witness’. The Witness is ‘the one who knows’, an unchanging entity who perceives the various sensory phenomena coming and going without being ultimately affected by them, forever standing apart. (Bankei’s description above of the Unborn as the ‘One Mind’ that ‘sees images in the eyes, hears sounds in the ears’ and so on can certainly be interpreted as describing a Witness.)
	The implication here is that all of our problems come from the ‘movie’, or the phenomena observed by the Witness. If we can instead take refuge in the screen, or the Witness, we arrive at a place where the comings and goings of sensory phenomena can no longer trouble us. The movie might be a tragedy, but the screen is unconcerned. The Witness may perceive the arising of fear or anger, but the Witness is not itself afraid or angry. Either of these models implies the existence of a kind of ‘Pure Awareness’ which is fundamentally separate from its contents, and thus forever at peace7.
	To complicate the picture further, certain deep meditation states can cause our senses to ‘withdraw’. When this happens, we may no longer hear sounds or feel our body sensations, but instead experience only peace and stillness, or even nothing at all. Such states can sometimes be accompanied by a profound sense of joy or relief, which seems like a big clue that we’re going in the right direction. We might wonder if this is an experience of Pure Awareness: after all, we’re still aware, but all the usual noise and bustle has gone, and it feels quite wonderful. So maybe this is what the practice is all about? As we’ve seen, the ‘born’ things of our sensory experience are impermanent and unreliable, not a source of lasting satisfaction; so if we’re able to escape all of that, why wouldn’t we?
	As you’ve probably gathered from the heading of this section, I’m going to suggest that this view of ‘Pure Awareness’ has some serious limitations. It’s useful as a teaching device, as a way of leading students step-by-step from a more conventional world view grounded in the perspective of separateness offered by the thinking mind toward a place where we can abide in the Unborn full-time. A good first step on that journey is to get some kind of sense of awareness, and it can be easier to understand at first if presented in terms of an analogy like a ‘container’, a ‘movie screen’ or a ‘Witness’. There are good reasons why teachers use these metaphors, and I’m not criticising them for doing so, any more than I’m criticising myself for my own choice of language earlier in the book. 
	But if we stop here, at a fundamentally separate kind of Pure Awareness, we’ve only gone part of the way. Worse, the partial view that we’re left with has some real disadvantages. For one, if we’re focused on trying to find a fundamentally separate Pure Awareness which is totally still and quiet, we’ll tend to find that the ‘born’ phenomena of our experience continue to annoy us despite all our practice, even when in meditation. If anything, the irritation of distractions can be magnified: here we are, trying to enjoy the peace of Pure Awareness, but then yet another stupid thought comes along to disturb the stillness! We can easily find ourselves becoming very aversive to the whole material world, which is just one noisy, inconvenient, unreliable, impermanent thing after another.
	Fortunately, this conception of Pure Awareness doesn’t have to be the end of the road. We can go further, and if we do, we end up in a better, more functional place. So let’s start to explore the relationship between awareness and its contents, and see what we find.
	We’ll begin by once again investigating our sensory experience. Back in Chapter 3, I presented a traditional Buddhist model of experience which divides each of our six senses up into three aspects: the sense organ (e.g. the eye), the sense consciousness (vision) and the sense object (colours and shapes). This is a helpful model in terms of identifying the various factors which come together to give rise to our subjective experience; if you don’t have a working eye or you aren’t conscious, you won’t be able to see anything. But can we actually find these things in our direct experience? In the first two exercises, we’ll look for them.
	Having explored sensory experience in some detail, we’ll then turn to awareness itself, and investigate the supposed separation between awareness and its ‘contents’. If Pure Awareness is truly separate, we should be able to perceive that separation directly – so let’s see if we can.
	Finally, we’ll look to see if there’s any last remaining sense of a ‘something separate’. We’ll talk more about what that might be when we get to the relevant exercise.
	Without further ado, here are the exercises!
Exercise: Looking for the eye
Place an object in front of you, and look at it for a while. Simply allow your gaze to rest on the object, and become familiar with it.
	Now, start to investigate. As you look at this object, where is your eye in your direct experience? You might instinctively think ‘It’s in my head, pointing toward this object, of course!’, but can you actually see your eye? What does it look like? Is there anything ‘eye-like’ present in your experience except, perhaps, a thought telling you that your eye is involved in this process? Or are there only visual objects, such as the one you’re looking at?
	(You might be tempted to look in a mirror in order to see your eye. But are you seeing the eye that you’re actually seeing with, or are you seeing a reflected image of an eye in a mirror? Is what appears in the mirror actually your sense organ, or is it just another sense object? If it seems like the reflection is actually your sense organ, then what happens when you turn away from the mirror and can no longer see that reflection – does that mean your sense organ has gone away, and you can no longer see at all?)
	Try the same exercise with the other senses. Can you hear your ears? What do they sound like? Can you smell your nose, or taste your tongue? Or can you only perceive the sense objects corresponding to each sense?
	It’s a bit trickier with the tactile sense, because the body can touch itself, but that isn’t quite the same comparison; it’s a bit like using a mirror to look at your eye. The equivalent test for the tactile sense is not whether one part of the body can touch another part, but whether a specific part of the body (a fingertip, say) can touch itself.
	Thoughts are even trickier, because we have to keep all the terminology straight, and we typically aren’t used to treating our thinking mind as a sense organ in this way. You can certainly have thoughts about your thinking mind. But notice that your thoughts about the thinking mind are not the same as the thinking mind itself, any more than the reflection of your eye in the mirror is your actual sense organ of vision.
	This is a slippery exercise at first, but it’s a useful one. Please spend some time with it until it makes sense to you at the experiential level.
Exercise: Looking for vision
Once you have a clear sense that, in each case, the sense organ is not actually a part of your direct experience of that sense, you can move on to the sense consciousnesses – vision, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, thinking – and try the same experiment.
	Here, there are a couple of ways to interpret your experience. If I ask ‘What does my vision look like?’, I can answer in one of two ways. One possibility is that it’s the same situation as in the previous exercise, when we were looking for the eye: perhaps I feel that, when I look at my water bottle, I don’t see ‘vision’, I just see the water bottle. ‘Vision’ is really just an idea, a label to describe the process of what’s going on, but not something that I actually see.
	The second possibility is that looking for ‘vision’ causes me to notice my whole field of vision; that is, the totality of visual experience available to me right now. In that case, perhaps it does feel like I can ‘see vision’.
	But in this second case, what is that ‘whole field of vision’ made up of? There’s the water bottle, the computer monitor, the desk, the wall behind it, the keyboard, my hands resting on the keyboard, and so on. So, when I’m ‘seeing vision’ like this, I’m actually just seeing ‘lots of visual objects’. My attention is broader in scope than it was when I was more tightly focused on the water bottle, but I’m still only seeing a collection of visual objects; it’s just that I’m calling that collection of objects ‘vision’. I’m not actually seeing a ‘visual consciousness’, I’m just seeing a bunch of things all together at once.
	Once again, we can repeat this for the other senses. Can you hear hearing? (What does it sound like? If the answer is ‘just a bunch of sounds’, might it be that you’re hearing a bunch of sounds, rather than your auditory consciousness?) Can you smell smelling, taste tasting, touch touching, or think thinking (as opposed to think about thinking)?
Reframing sense objects as ‘appearances in awareness’
What the previous two exercises show us is that the threefold model of sense organs, consciousnesses and objects is ultimately just that: a model. It’s a nice way to conceptualise what’s going on, but it doesn’t match up exactly to our direct experience. All that we actually experience directly is the ‘sense objects’; the rest is just a collection of ideas which help to ‘explain’ what’s going on.
	I’m not trying to suggest that our sense organs don’t exist at all, or that you shouldn’t go to the optician to get your eyes tested once in a while. Right now, though, we’re focused on subjective experience. We’re trying to understand what happens in our direct experience, so that we can investigate our own awareness; and as we’ve now seen, all we ever experience subjectively is sense objects arising directly in awareness. Going one step further, since the terminology of ‘sense objects’ belonged to that threefold model which we’ve now discarded, we might instead say that all we ever experience is simply ‘appearances in awareness’. These ‘appearances’ are the ‘contents of awareness’ that we’ve been talking about in the previous chapters of the book.
	So, having reduced our experience to ‘appearances in awareness’, let’s see if we can find ‘awareness’!
Exercise: Looking for awareness
What actually is awareness? Is it fundamentally separate from the appearances ‘in’ awareness? If so, you should be able to find it and perceive it directly. So what it is?
	Perhaps awareness is like a container. Can you perceive this container directly? Or is there simply a thought present telling you that there must be a container, because that’s how we’ve been talking about awareness so far in the book?
	Perhaps awareness is like a movie screen. Can you perceive the screen directly, separately from the movie being projected onto it? Or can you only perceive the ‘movie’, which perhaps includes a thought telling you that there must be a screen on which the movie is being projected? (If you have access to states of deep stillness, is this actually fundamentally different to the movie? Or is it simply a different type of movie, one with less sensory information and more stillness?)
	Perhaps awareness is like a Witness, a fundamentally separate observer. Can you perceive this Witness directly? Or can you only perceive what the Witness perceives, which perhaps includes a thought telling you that there must be a Witness there who is perceiving all of this? (‘I perceive, therefore I am’?)
	Can you find any kind of fundamentally separate Pure Awareness in your experience at all? Or can you only find what we’ve previously been describing as ‘appearances in awareness’? Can you, in fact, only find ‘appearances’?
Exercise: Looking for the ‘Source’
Even if the previous exercises have led you to conclude that all you can find in your direct experience is ‘appearances’, you might still feel (as many people do) that there’s more going on – that there’s something unseen behind it all. Often this is described as a transcendent Source of all things, from which all our experiences emerge when they arise and to which they return when they cease. Many spiritual teachings have some kind of concept like this. (If that idea doesn’t resonate with you at all, you can skip this exercise.)
	So, where is this Source? Can you experience it? What does it look like? What does it sound like? Does it have a smell, a taste, or a texture? Is it a thought, and if so, what happens to the Source when you stop thinking it? Is it something else entirely, and if so, what?
	Another way to explore this hypothetical Source is to look very closely at the arising of each experience as it (presumably) ‘emerges from’ the Source, and to look equally closely at the cessation of each experience as it (presumably) ‘returns to’ the Source.
	It’s easiest to do this with some kind of sensory phenomenon which happens a lot and is short in duration, because then you have plenty of arisings and cessations to examine. Sounds and thoughts both work well, and have the advantage of covering both ‘external’ and ‘internal’ phenomena. So:
	Where do sounds come from? Not ‘What just made that noise I heard? Oh, a cat!’, but ‘What was the experiential Source of the sound in my awareness?’ There’s a moment when you first notice that there’s a sound in your experience: at that moment, can you find a ‘trail of footsteps’ leading back to the experiential origin of that sound, a clue that points toward the Source? Or do sounds simply seem to ‘appear’ in awareness?
	Where do sounds go when they cease? Again, is there any indication of a ‘destination’ in the final moments of an experience? Or do sounds simply seem to ‘disappear’ from awareness?
	Then, in a similar vein, explore the origin and cessation of thoughts. (You can also try the exercise with the other senses, although I’ve found it’s easiest with sounds and thoughts.)
	As ever, please remember that the gold standard for these experiments is your direct experience. It isn’t about metaphysics, and it isn’t about belief. You might find that, even after you’ve looked exhaustively for a Source and not quite been able to pin it down, you still feel very strongly that there must be one; after all, there’s something rather than nothing, so it must have come from somewhere, right? But, at least for me, such a feeling is based on inference, not on direct experience; it’s a belief rather than a verifiable fact. I’ve never found a Source in my direct experience, even though the idea of a Source appeals to me very much. I like the idea because it would make the fact of my experience (and my existence!) somehow more understandable, more justified, more dependable, more trustworthy. But, at least for myself, I have to recognise that such things are simply ideas – just another appearance in my thinking mind – and not something that I can actually experience directly.
	All I can find are appearances.
Awareness and its contents are not separate
The point of all these exercises is not to claim that awareness doesn’t exist at all. After all, I started out by saying that Bankei’s whole path is about connecting with and resting in awareness, which will be tricky if it doesn’t actually exist!
	Awareness does exist. It’s undeniable. You can tell, because you’re aware; if you weren’t, you wouldn’t be reading these words right now.
	But awareness doesn’t exist separately from its ‘contents’, whether as Pure Awareness, a container, a movie screen, or a Witness.
	A common image that’s used to describe the relationship between awareness and its ‘contents’ is the ocean and its waves. There is no ocean apart from the waves, and no waves apart from the ocean. If you want to study the motion of individual waves, you can conceptually divide them up into separate, impermanent ‘entities’ for the sake of convenience, but in terms of the actual water there’s no real dividing line where the ‘ocean’ stops and the ‘waves’ start; such a distinction is purely the product of the thinking mind, which draws conceptual boundaries separating some bits of water from others so that it can analyse and reason about what’s going on. Even saying that the waves ‘come from the ocean’ and ‘return to the ocean’ makes them sound more separate than they are. It’s more accurate to say that the waves are manifestations of the ocean; they’re the ocean’s activity, the functioning of the ocean.
	In just the same way, what we’ve previously called the ‘contents of awareness’, or ‘appearances in awareness’ – both of which suggest that awareness is one thing, the appearances another – are better described as manifestations of awareness, or, better still, the activity of awareness. Awareness is not a separate thing, and yet we experience it in every moment, through the manifestations of its activity: the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, textures and thoughts that come and go from moment to moment. Sometimes, those manifestations are busy and chaotic, in the same way that the ocean can be violently turbulent in the grip of a storm, while at other times the manifestations of awareness are peaceful and quiet, just as the ocean can be calm and tranquil. But, no matter how chaotic or peaceful the activity of awareness might be in any given moment, we never experience anything other than that activity.
	When we talk about ‘resting in the Unborn’, then, we aren’t looking for some fundamentally separate entity in which to take refuge; neither a distinct Pure Awareness that ‘contains’, ‘displays’ or ‘witnesses’ the appearances that come and go, nor a transcendent Source behind it all. Instead, we come to see those appearances as the activity of awareness, two sides of one coin. If we can see in this way then the holistic, all-inclusive quality of the perspective of awareness actually makes more sense than the chopped-up perspective of the thinking mind, because we recognise that everything we experience shares the same fundamental nature: the nature of awareness.
	And when we see this, we no longer need to cling to stillness. We don’t need to crave a peaceful, empty ‘Pure Awareness’, or grit our teeth and resent the irritating interruptions of thoughts, sounds and whatever else disturbs our peaceful meditation practice. We don’t need to go somewhere special to experience awareness. It’s always already right here, right now, literally staring us in the face.
Exercise: Seeing the whole world as awareness
At any time, in any situation, experiment with bringing up the recognition that ‘all of this is awareness’, and notice what effect it has on your experience.
	This recognition can provide another very effective doorway into the Unborn, an immediate reminder of the fundamental nature of all experience. And compared to some of the other doorways, it has the advantage of not requiring us first to look for some particular element of our experience, such as stillness, silence or five-sense experience. We can simply recognise, right now, that all of this is awareness.
	Alternatively, this exercise can be an effective way to discover that we haven’t yet fully taken on board the inseparability of awareness and its ‘contents’. Bringing up the idea that ‘all of this is awareness’ may instead trigger an internal sense of resistance or disbelief, a feeling that, deep down, this is all some kind of trick, delusion or strange belief system, rather than something that can be confirmed through direct experience.
	If that’s the case, simply continue to explore the inseparability of awareness and its manifestations, and periodically experiment with seeing the whole world as awareness. Over time, this exercise has a way of dissolving the apparent ‘solidity’ of sensory experience, transforming it instead into a dance of appearances, simply waves in the ocean of awareness. When we can see this clearly, the whole world becomes ‘proof’ of the Unborn, an ever-present reminder of our true nature. Nothing can ultimately ‘interfere’ with our connection to awareness, because awareness is the fundamental nature of everything we could ever experience.
	Spend some time with this one. It’s worth it.

Chapter 6: Two kinds of perfection
While you face me and listen to me say this, if somewhere a sparrow chirps, or a crow caws, or a man or woman says something, or the wind rustles the leaves, though you sit there without any intent to listen, you will hear and distinguish each sound. […] When you’re listening like this in the Unborn, each and every sound is heard as it occurs. And all other things as well, in just the same way, are perfectly well taken care of in the Unborn. Anyone who lives their life in the Unborn, whoever they may be, will find this to be true.
 
***
 
If you divided the day into three parts, you’d find that, of all your activities from morning till night, two-thirds would be managed with the Unborn. Yet, without realising this, you imagine you operate entirely through cleverness and discrimination – a serious error indeed! As for the remaining third, unable to abide in the Unborn, you change your Buddha-Mind for thoughts, attaching to things that come your way.
 
Perfectly managed with the Unborn
‘All things are perfectly managed with the Unborn8’ is how Bankei described his great realisation after the fact. But what does this mean?
	As I’ve said already, we tend to spend a lot of time thinking about things; figuring things out, imagining what’s going to happen later on, and so on. And if we’re not careful, we can end up putting our thinking minds on a pedestal, seeing the world predominantly through the lens of analysis, comparison, calculation and worry. Bankei invites us to step out of this analytical perspective, and into the more direct perspective of the Unborn Buddha-Mind, the perspective of awareness.
	This can feel strange or even frightening at first. Surely, if we ‘switch off’ our analytical thinking minds, we won’t know how to function any more! We’ll be like young children fumbling in the dark, ignorant of what’s going on around us.
	Bankei was keen to point out that this isn’t so. We don’t actually need a detailed inner monologue commenting on and critiquing every moment of our lives in order to function. Most of the time we don’t need to expend any effort at all on figuring things out, in fact; we simply know what’s going on, directly, and deep down we usually have a clear sense of what needs to be done in response as well. By the time we reach adulthood, the overwhelming majority of situations that we encounter from day to day are already familiar to us, and we have the necessary skills to respond appropriately. The only reason that we might feel uncertain is because of the anxious second-guessing projected by our thinking minds.
	One of Bankei’s favourite techniques is to point out that, right now, you are effortlessly hearing sounds and recognising them. If a crow were to caw outside your window at this very moment, or a car drive past, you wouldn’t have to think ‘Hmm, I wonder what that sound was.’ You just know, immediately, directly, in the same way that you can tell the instant you touch a cup of coffee whether it’s hot or cold. You don’t need thought, analysis or commentary of any sort. You can relax and simply let your Unborn Buddha-Mind do the work for you.
	In the second quotation at the start of this chapter, Bankei directly challenges the assumption that the thinking mind is essential to our ability to function, by suggesting that two thirds of our activities are already being ‘managed’ with the Unborn, and it’s only the last third where the thinking mind gets involved and, typically, overcomplicates everything.
	Now, this might sound like Bankei is saying that we don’t need the thinking mind at all. As I said in Chapter 3, I think this is a step too far. I’m not sure that’s what Bankei really means, either. It’s quite common for Zen teachers to exaggerate to emphasise an important point, and I think that’s what’s happening here. Even if it is, however, it’s worth considering that the monastic life lived by people like Bankei is probably in many ways simpler than the householder life, and perhaps those of us with jobs, families and so on genuinely do have more complicated situations to negotiate on a daily basis.
	Nevertheless, Bankei’s claim is worth investigating. Could it really be the case that we already live much of our lives in the Unborn, and that the importance of our thinking minds has been overestimated?
Exercise: What do you already do in the Unborn?
Try to notice what you already do in the Unborn as you go through your day. Activities that you can perform on ‘autopilot’ are a good place to start. A lot of my morning routine is like this. Sometimes I’ll need to make a simple decision, like what clothes to put on, and I’ll find that, if I let it happen, the decision can ‘make itself’ intuitively, rather than needing lots of elaborate thought. It’s also worth observing that I never get it wrong: I never get confused about whether the shirt goes above or below the trousers, for example. It just works out, pretty much all by itself. Making my breakfast is another surprisingly complex activity (fetching the bowl, opening the cereal box, pouring the cereal, getting the milk out of the fridge, and so on) that simply takes care of itself. I’ve never yet poured the cereal before fetching the bowl!
	So take a look at this. Notice how much you’re doing in this very direct, intuitive way. It turns out that you already know how to let the Unborn ‘perfectly manage’ whatever is going on. In a future exercise we’ll look at some ways to test and expand our capacity to rest in the Unborn in a more deliberate way, but for now it’s enough simply to notice how often it’s already happening. This can give us confidence in the practice, offering reassurance that our lives won’t fall apart if we continue down this path. It’s easy to imagine that resting in the Unborn is somehow a strange or risky thing to do, because it sounds like such a different way of being in the world from what we’re used to, but as this exercise shows, it’s quite the opposite: it’s a totally ordinary, natural way to be, and you’re already doing it!
Perfect just as it is
I’m pretty sure that the type of ‘perfection’ mentioned above – the automatic, intuitive, instinctively correct handling of everyday situations – is what Bankei is driving at when he talks about everything being ‘perfectly managed’ with the Unborn. But there’s another kind of perfection arising from awareness practices that is also worth pointing out, not least because it can be so profoundly beautiful.
	Setting aside ‘perfection’ for a moment, what does it mean for something to be imperfect? It means that it’s flawed in some way; there’s something wrong, or at least something that could be improved. You can imagine an alternative version of whatever it is that’s better somehow.
	Notice that we’re now in the perspective of the thinking mind. In order to judge something as ‘imperfect’, we need to compare it to something (real or imaginary) which is better.
	Consequently, when we’re in the perspective of the Unborn – when we’ve temporarily set aside comparison and judgement – there’s no such thing as ‘imperfect’. We aren’t looking at things with a critical eye to see how they could be improved. We’re simply seeing what’s here, as it is. Because we aren’t imposing a sense of how our experience could be improved, the result is an experience which doesn’t need to be improved in any way.
	As a minimum, if something doesn’t need to be improved in any way, we might say that it’s ‘good enough’. It’s fine; it’s satisfactory. Never mind ‘perfection’; adopting a perspective in which our present-moment experience is entirely satisfactory no matter what’s going on is already a pretty big win, if you ask me.
	And at first, this sense of ‘good enough’ can indeed be a subtle experience, a kind of ‘OK-ness’, altogether less dramatic than the spectacular, cookies-and-ice-cream kind of experience that you might imagine in relation to ‘perfection’. It’s much quieter than that. My Zen teacher Daizan has said that it’s been described historically as ‘a place of thin gruel and weak tea’. In the long run, though, that thin gruel and weak tea is more deeply satisfying than all the Ben and Jerry’s in the world.
	Because when we get a taste for it, the sense of ‘OK-ness’ matures into something much more profound. When a situation really doesn’t need to be improved in any way – when there’s no sense at all of any insufficiency or inadequacy – then we can quite justifiably call that situation ‘perfect’. And as we allow that sense of perfection to permeate our experience, it can feel quite wonderful, even magical.
Some caveats
The idea that ‘everything is perfect just as it is’ can sound dangerous or foolish at first. Surely there are plenty of times when it’s important, even vital, to recognise what needs to be improved in a situation! We don’t just want to lie down and let life roll over us (or the people around us) because we’ve found some meditative technique that allows us to pretend that it’s all OK. (Don’t worry, that’s not where this exploration is taking us.)
	For now, we can view this ‘tuning in to perfection’ as a training exercise, another step along the path rather than the ultimate destination, in the same way that we’ve looked at quietening thoughts as a temporary measure that happens to have a short-term practical benefit, rather than as part of a long-term agenda to eliminate all thoughts forever. In the case of perfection, we’re so used to seeing the imperfections in every situation that it can take some work to learn to see things differently, to convince ourselves that the sense of imperfection is something being imposed on the situation by our own thinking minds, as opposed to something that is really ‘out there in the world’. Tuning into perfection is an exercise in adopting a different perspective, not a strategy for brainwashing ourselves to pretend everything’s fine all the time even when it isn’t.
	For now, then, treat this as an exercise in perspective-taking which happens to yield a temporarily pleasant state; interesting, but nothing to get too excited about, and definitely nothing to cling to.
Exercise: Noticing OK-ness
Allow yourself to come into the perspective of awareness, using whichever doorway you prefer. Notice the increased clarity and intimacy of this perspective, the sense of immediacy in what you experience.
	Now, notice that part of that feeling of immediacy is a sense of ‘as-it-is-ness’. That is, what you’re experiencing is simply what it is: you aren’t judging it as good or bad, right or wrong, in need of improvement in any way. It just is what it is, and that’s OK.
	See if you can stay with this sense of ‘OK-ness’, this sense that the present moment is fine just the way it is. If you notice any feelings or thoughts of analysis, judgement or criticism coming up, simply let them go and return to your simple, direct acceptance of the present moment.
	As noted above, the experience we’re looking for here can be quite subtle at first, so don’t look for fireworks. Give it time. Allow things just to be OK, nothing special.
	Eventually. when the feeling is reasonably clear and stable, you can try out the word ‘perfect’ to see if it fits. Perhaps that’s too much, and it triggers a sudden onslaught of analysis and criticism. If so, no problem; return to the OK-ness. ‘OK’ is a pretty good place to hang out too. But every once in a while, try out the word ‘perfection’ again. One day, it’ll fit just fine.
Unexpectedly, universal love
All I am is loving awareness. I am loving awareness. It means that wherever I look, anything that touches my awareness will be loved by me. That loving awareness is the most fundamental ‘I’. Loving awareness witnesses the incarnation from a plane of consciousness different from the plane that we live on as egos, though it completely contains and interpenetrates everyday experience.
 
When I wake up in the morning, I’m aware of the air, the fan on my ceiling, I’ve got to love them. I am loving awareness. But if I’m an ego, I’m judging everything as it relates to my own survival. The air might give me a cold that will turn into pneumonia. I’m always afraid of something in the world that I have to defend myself against. If I’m identified with my ego, the ego is frightened silly, because the ego knows that it’s going to end at death. But if I merge with love, there’s nothing to be afraid of. Love neutralises fear.9
 
In addition to meditation techniques for cultivating indistractibility and developing insight, Buddhism is also known for its heart-opening practices, particularly loving kindness (metta) and compassion (karuna). The way these practices are typically taught, we’re invited to call a sequence of people to mind, perhaps starting with a good friend, then a neutral person, then a difficult person. For each of these people, we try to generate the feelings of loving kindness (wishing that person well) or compassion (wishing for that person’s suffering to be relieved). The ultimate aim is to get to the point where we can radiate those qualities universally: not just to the people we like, but to all beings equally. (If that sounds like a tall order, well, that’s what makes it a practice…)
	The traditional methods are lovely if they work for you, but it turns out that there’s also another way to access these qualities of the heart that becomes available to us when we have sufficient skill and experience with the Unborn. (Which is good news if you’re someone who finds those traditional methods false, cheesy or otherwise difficult – and, by the way, if so, you’re not alone!) Better yet, taking the Unborn route can allow us to access the universal versions of these qualities much more directly than using the more commonly taught methods.
	In order to see this for ourselves, we’ll need to be able to draw on two realisations that may have opened up to us through the preceding exercises. First, we need to be able to tune in to the fundamental ‘OK-ness’ of the present moment available in the perspective of awareness. And second, we need to have deeply convinced ourselves that awareness and its contents are not separate. If you have both of those under your belt, please proceed! If not, you’re welcome to try the following exercise, but might find that it doesn’t do a lot for you. Don’t worry about it for now, just keep exploring. The heart dimension of this practice will open up sooner or later (even if you aren’t particularly interested in it!); it seems to be a natural consequence of doing enough awareness work.
Exercise: Connecting with universal love
Once again, step through your chosen doorway into the perspective of awareness. Rest in the Unborn, and connect deeply with that sense of OK-ness (or perfection, if available). Notice that it isn’t limited to any one aspect of awareness; instead, the whole field of awareness is fine just as it is. Notice that this feels pretty good, and allow yourself to enjoy the experience of resting in a fundamentally OK-just-as-it-is awareness. Notice that, no matter what comes and goes within the activity of your awareness, awareness itself continues to be fine; perhaps pleasant, perhaps even blissful.
	Now, ideally without losing touch with the feeling of OK-ness, notice that awareness is not separate from its contents. Recall that it simply isn’t the case that awareness is one thing and the ‘things out there’ which are arising in awareness are something else. No. Everything you’re experiencing is the activity of awareness – and so everything you’re experiencing has that same quality of OK-ness, pleasantness, or even bliss built in to it. It’s as if the positive feeling of the OK-ness is somehow infused into awareness, an inherent part of it.
	Next, notice if there’s a subtle sense of ‘receiving’ this positive feeling in some way; that, by virtue of resting in awareness, you’re able to enjoy the pleasant quality that’s inherent in it. Once again, bring to mind the non-separateness of awareness and its contents – then see if you can ‘reverse the direction’ of this positive feeling, so that it feels like you’re directing the positive feeling ‘into’ awareness. (After all, if it’s all one thing, the direction is arbitrary, right?)
	When this exercise clicks, it will suddenly feel as if your awareness is infused with love: boundless, indiscriminate love that is simply inherently a part of your awareness, without requiring any deliberate effort to ‘manufacture’. It isn’t a conditional love, nor one which is directed towards the appealing qualities of anyone or anything in particular. It’s a universal warmth that totally fills every part of your awareness.
	If you bring someone to mind, your mental impression of that person is totally infused with love. If someone walks into the room, your experience of that person in your awareness has love baked into it from the start, no strings attached. It doesn’t even matter whether you like or dislike them on the conventional level; simply by virtue of their presence arising in your awareness, and your choice to notice this loving quality of awareness, the universal love will be there. If you encounter suffering, that universal love will naturally take on the quality of compassion. If you encounter joy, the universal love naturally shades over into mudita, the quality of ‘appreciative joy’, in which you take delight in another’s good fortune. And if you encounter a difficult situation that must simply be endured, that universal love naturally manifests as equanimity, a deep peace and acceptance toward whatever is happening. You don’t have to do anything to make any of this happen; it’s simply how experience feels when the heart is open and integrated with awareness.
	A variation of the feeling of universal love is a sense of wonder, a feeling of ‘Oh, wow, just look at all this stuff!’ You may find yourself simply walking around basking in your surroundings, marvelling at the indescribable beauty of it all (which includes things that are not conventionally beautiful, like discarded crisp packets).
	If you continue to work with these feelings, you may find a kind of ‘dimmer switch’ for them. If you really tune into the qualities of love or wonder, you can crank them up – a lot! This can be very fun to do, although it can also leave you feeling pretty wired, so don’t do it late at night or you might have trouble sleeping. At the other end of the spectrum, you can allow just a single ‘droplet’ of love or wonder into your experience, which has the effect of gently softening and opening up whatever is going on. This can greatly help with other meditation practices; for example, if you’re trying to cultivate focus but your attention is feeling tight and stubborn, introducing a droplet of love can soften the resistance and allow things to settle down much more easily. Or if you’re working with one of the exercises in this book (or any other insight practice) and have reached that familiar, frustrating stage of banging your head against it, feeling like you’re getting nowhere, introducing a droplet of wonder can transform the experience from frustration to mystery. And while you don’t necessarily always want to do this – after all, being willing and able to sit through difficult experiences is one of the most useful attributes on the spiritual path, and in life! – there are times when it’s really helpful to be able to oil the machinery, so to speak.
	All that said, if this exercise leaves you cold, don’t worry about it. Of all the exercises so far, this one has been the hardest to put into words, so it probably isn’t very clear. It may be that it’ll suddenly click for you one day – perhaps even when you least expect it.

Chapter 7: Activity in the Unborn
When worthy Zen masters of the past dealt with those who came to them, every word and every movement were appropriate to the moment. It was a matter of responding to their students and their questions face-to-face. They had no other purpose in mind. Now, there’s no way for me to tell you whether that was necessary, or helpful, or not. If everyone just stays in the Buddha-Mind, that’s all you have to do – that takes care of everything. Why do you want to go and think up other things to do? There’s no need to. Just dwell in the Unborn. You’re eager to make this extra work for yourself – but all you’re doing is creating illusion. Stop doing that. Stay in the Unborn. The Unborn and its marvellous illumination are perfectly realised in the Buddha-Mind.
 
The responsive aspect of awareness
Up to now, we’ve been primarily focused on what we might call the ‘receptive’ aspect of awareness: its capacity to receive information about what’s going on and represent it to us, in the same way that a radio tuned to a particular frequency receives radio waves and converts them into music.
	In Zen literature, the receptive quality of awareness is often depicted as a mirror. A mirror simply reflects whatever is placed before it, not picking and choosing the desirable bits and leaving out the undesirable ones. A popular Zen practice is simply to rest in this mirror-like awareness, experiencing whatever comes and goes; you can find instructions for this practice in the Appendix.
	But awareness isn’t only receptive. We don’t merely absorb impressions from around us in a blank, unfeeling way. What we experience also gives rise to an internal response to what’s happening: a sense of how to react to it, what to do about it.
	It’s important to see clearly that this internal response is innate to awareness, as opposed to something that comes about as a result of thinking about the situation. Many of us like to believe that we’re rational beings who make our decisions based on facts and logic rather than something as primitive as ‘instinct’. But if we actually examine our direct experience, we’ll see that very often an immediate intuitive response arises without any need to dissect and analyse what’s going on. That’s not to say that we don’t subsequently have thoughts about the situation, of course. That happens too. But a lot of the time, those thoughts are not really adding anything; at best, they’re retroactively providing a justification to ‘explain’ a decision that has already been made. (There’s an exercise coming up shortly in which you can explore this for yourself.)
	Generally speaking, our intuitive responses to situations are aimed at making things better. We rarely want to make them worse! But our sense of what ‘better’ looks like is often restricted in some way. We all know people who prioritise their own personal needs over everything else. But even if we aren’t like that ourselves, most of us have at least some sense of priorities: perhaps ‘me and my family first, then everyone else’, or ‘my family first, then me, then everyone else’. Often, we learn these priorities from those around us as we’re growing up, taking them on board at such an early age that we never question them. And prioritising our personal needs over those of most other people does serve a useful function, helping us to become independent and reminding us to take care of ourselves and those near and dear to us. Consequently, it becomes very natural, and ultimately automatic, for our instinctive responses to be shaped by these internal priorities.
	Another factor to consider is that throughout the course of our lives many of us will have encountered painful situations that were more than we could handle at the time. (For example, a child with poor social skills might struggle to make friends and end up feeling left out, which can be overwhelming at an early age.) Situations like that tend to leave a negative imprint deep within us, laying down a habitual reaction that’s intended to protect us from ever having to experience that pain again. (Continuing the example, the child who struggles socially may go on to experience social anxiety as an adult, which serves to steer the adult away from social encounters where the pattern of exclusion might repeat itself.) Those imprints can persist even when such situations no longer pose such a threat. (The adult with social anxiety may have greatly improved their interpersonal skills over the years, as a result of which social situations are now much easier to manage, and yet the anxiety remains.) So our instinctive responses may be further restricted by these negative imprints and the associated strategies for self-protection.
	Spending time in awareness, or meditation practice more generally, has a way of loosening the constraints on our instinctive impulse to make things better. In the stillness of meditation, unresolved psychological material bubbles up to the surface, where it can finally be fully processed and released, lightening our burden just a little each time. As a result, the self-limiting habitual reactions left by those deep psychological imprints relax their grip on us.
	Hanging out in awareness – stepping out of the perspective of separation and comparison – also helps to broaden and flatten our sense of prioritisation in relation to making things better. As we see more and more clearly that there’s fundamentally no difference between ‘me’ and ‘not me’ at the level of awareness, it makes less sense to favour one manifestation of awareness over another. That doesn’t mean that we start to neglect ourselves! It simply means that our instinctive responses gradually shift from focusing on specific aspects of each situation to a broader, more holistic picture of what’s going on. We become oriented towards what’s good for the situation as a whole, not just me and mine.
Exercise: Noticing the responsive aspect of awareness
The responsive aspect of awareness is perhaps easiest to explore in the context of your ordinary daily life activities, rather than as a special exercise in sitting meditation. While it’s possible to investigate the responsiveness of awareness by deliberately giving yourself choices and then noticing how you respond, it can feel contrived and unconvincing to do so, as if the behaviour you’re observing is only happening because of the setup of the exercise.
	Instead, see if, from time to time, you can notice how you make real decisions throughout the course of your day. When you’re offered a choice of drinks, how do you choose? Do you engage your thinking mind, weighing the pros and cons of each option and finally arriving at the rationally optimal choice? Or do you simply get an immediate intuitive feeling: ‘Oh, that one!’ When you’re getting dressed, how do you decide what to wear?
	As you get into this exploration, you’ll find two types of ‘choices’ coming up.
	One is what we might call an ‘unfamiliar’ choice, where you have to make a decision and you don’t have an answer figured out beforehand. That’s where it’s interesting to look at the extent to which you analyse and examine before making your choice, versus the extent to which the choice seems to have been ‘made for you’ by something deep within (which I’m suggesting is part of the functioning of awareness). Certain complex and truly unfamiliar situations may require some thought to arrive at a decision; but how often is this the case? And at what point in the process of thinking does the decision arrive? Is it at the very end of the thinking process, or does the decision sometimes seem to emerge before the thinking has fully concluded?
	In addition to ‘unfamiliar’ choices, we also encounter ‘familiar’ choices, which are situations in which you have an existing habit in relation to the choice. Maybe you always order a tall latte, or choose the salad from the menu. Maybe you always wear a certain set of clothes for work, or you simply take the top t-shirt off the pile when you’re getting dressed. In that case, the choice has, in effect, already been made for you by the habit. But then notice how the mere arising of this situation immediately and instinctively triggers the habitual pattern; again, you don’t need to reach into your memory banks and analytically work your way through the process: ‘Hmm, now what was my habit for getting dressed again? Oh yes, check the day: right, it’s a Tuesday, that’s a weekday. What do I do on weekday? Work clothes. Right, now which of the clothes in my wardrobe are the work clothes again? Hmm, that one looks suitably smart…’ You just know the right thing to do, without any effort at all, in the same effortless way that you recognise the call of a bird or the sound of a passing car.
	Spend some time with this. Really see clearly how awareness is not merely a passive, receptive faculty, but also has an immediate, intuitive responsiveness built in to it.
Exploring activity in the Unborn
The Unborn Buddha-Mind deals freely and spontaneously with anything that presents itself to it. But if something should happen to make you change the Buddha-Mind into thought, then you run into trouble and lose that freedom.
 
Let me give you an example. Suppose a woman is engaged in sewing something. A friend enters the room and begins speaking to her. As long as she listens to her friend and sews in the Unborn, she has no trouble doing both. But if she gives her attention to her friend’s words and a thought arises in her mind as she thinks about what to reply, her hands stop sewing; if she turns her attention to her sewing and thinks about that, she fails to catch everything her friend is saying, and the conversation does not proceed smoothly. In either case, her Buddha-Mind has slipped from the place of the Unborn. She has transformed it into thought. As her thoughts fix upon one thing, they’re blank to all others, depriving her mind of its freedom.
 
At this point, we’re finally in a good place to see the full potential of what Bankei is offering. He isn’t merely trying to point out some cool facet of our experience that we haven’t noticed before: ‘Look at awareness, isn’t it marvellous? Right, break time’s over, now get back to work.’ He’s offering us a way of life, inviting us to take our place in the world as Buddhas, not just for a few moments of peak experience or in the limited time each day we spend in formal meditation, but all day every day.
	In the quotation above, Bankei describes the difference between a moment of life lived from the Unborn and a moment lived from the perspective of the thinking mind. In the Unborn, we can handle many things at once, effortlessly; in every moment you’re processing all the information from your multiple senses and weaving it all together into a coherent picture of what’s going on, even while you’re getting dressed or making breakfast, for example. But if the thinking mind gets involved and grabs on to some particular aspect of experience, we become much more single-minded, much less able to operate holistically. I think most of us have had the experience of realising that we’ve been so busy thinking of what to say next that we’ve forgotten to listen to something a friend is telling us.
	If you’ll forgive the repetition, I want to make clear once again that we aren’t looking to eradicate our thinking minds altogether. There are absolutely times when we do need to use that focused, single-minded, analytical faculty to solve some problem or figure something out. The question is: when do you actually need to do that? How much could you manage effortlessly from the Unborn, as opposed to taking a more narrowly focused, effortful, single-minded approach? In Chapter 6 we explored the many moments in our lives which are already effortlessly managed with the Unborn; now it’s a question of how far that can be extended.
	When we’re first getting accustomed to resting in the Unborn, it can seem rather fragile, easily disturbed by whatever ‘born’ phenomena may come along and grab our attention. On the other hand, as we’ve seen in Chapter 5, all of these ‘born’ phenomena are really just manifestations of awareness, so in another sense we never truly ‘lose contact’ with awareness; it’s just that we sometimes forget what we’re looking at, so the recognition of the Unborn is temporarily lost.
	Let’s take a look at a few exercises designed to strengthen our recognition of awareness even in the midst of some attention-seeking ‘born’ phenomena. These kinds of exercises can be a powerful way to make our connection to the Unborn more robust and resilient to distraction, which will serve us well in the long run.
Exercise: Movement in stillness
Connect with the perspective of awareness. Any doorway will do, but for this exercise using the doorway of stillness is especially helpful.
	However you get there, notice that awareness seems to have a kind of innate stillness built into it. Zen masters talk about the ‘immovable mind’ (fudoshin); whereas the thinking mind jumps from one topic to another, the Unborn Buddha-Mind is in a certain sense always at rest in itself. See if you can notice this quality of stillness, and connect with it.
	Notice that various kinds of movements arise and pass away within your awareness (we might alternatively say that awareness manifests movements from time to time), but these movements do not fundamentally disturb the innate quality of stillness. At worst, they temporarily cover up the stillness, but once the movement has passed, the stillness reveals itself again. If you keep looking, it can start to feel as if the stillness is ‘behind’ or ‘around’ the movement – even in the midst of movement. Either way, do your best to remain connected to the stillness even when movement is present.
	Next, challenge your connection with the stillness. Introduce some deliberate movement into your body; for example, moving your fingers, wiggling your toes, shifting from side to side. See if you can maintain the sense of the innate stillness of your awareness even as you move around. If at any point you lose the stillness, stop moving and reconnect with the stillness before starting to move again.
	Finally, stop your movements, and come back to rest in the stillness again for a few moments.
Exercise: Sound in silence
Connect with the perspective of awareness. Again, any doorway will do, but for this exercise the doorway of silence is particularly helpful.
	However you get there, notice that awareness seems to have a kind of innate silence built into it, a quality of deep peace. See if you can notice this quality of silence, and connect with it.
	Notice that various kinds of sounds arise and pass away as manifestations of your awareness, but these sounds do not fundamentally disturb the innate quality of silence. At worst, they temporarily cover up the silence, but once the sound has passed, the silence reveals itself again. If you keep listening, it can start to feel as if the silence is ‘behind’ or ‘around’ the sound – even in the midst of sound. Either way, do your best to remain connected to the silence even when sound is present.
	Next, challenge your connection with the silence. Make some simple sounds with your voice; for example, saying ‘ahh’, or counting ‘one, two, three; one, two, three’. See if you can maintain the sense of the innate silence of your awareness even as you make these sounds. If at any point you lose the silence, stop making sounds and reconnect with the silence before starting to make sounds again.
	Finally, stop making sounds, and come back to rest in the silence again for a few moments.
Exercise: Thought in the inner silence
Connect with the perspective of awareness. Again, any doorway will do, but for this exercise the gap between thoughts is particularly helpful.
	However you get there, notice the quality of the thinking mind (the ‘space where thoughts appear’) in the gap between thoughts. Spiritual traditions often talk about this as an ‘inner silence’. See if you can notice this innate inner silence, and connect with it.
	Notice that various kinds of thoughts arise and pass away as manifestations of your awareness, but these thoughts do not fundamentally disturb the innate inner silence. At worst, they temporarily cover it up, but once the thought has passed, the inner silence reveals itself again. If you continue to observe this process, it can start to feel as if the inner silence is ‘behind’ or ‘around’ the thought – even in the midst of thinking. Either way, do your best to remain connected to the inner silence even when thoughts are present.
	Next, challenge your connection with the inner silence. Introduce some deliberate thoughts; for example, silently counting ‘one, two, three; one, two, three’, or reciting the alphabet to yourself. See if you can maintain the sense of the innate inner silence of your awareness even as you introduce these thoughts. If at any point you lose the inner silence, stop introducing these thoughts and reconnect with the inner silence before starting to introduce thoughts again.
	Finally, stop introducing thoughts, and come back to rest in the inner silence again for a few moments.
Exercise: Taking action in the Unborn
Connect with the perspective of awareness. Any doorway will do.
	Spend some time here. Allow the perspective to stabilise. It may help to notice how nice it is to have stepped out of the perspective of thought for a while, and allow yourself to enjoy it – but watch out that you don’t start thinking about how nice it is not to be thinking!
	Now, see if you can maintain the perspective of awareness while you do something simple, like stand up and walk a few paces. Don’t worry if you lose it, just keep trying. You’ll get it.
	When you can do that, try something a little more complex, like opening a door or pouring a glass of water. As you get better at it, you could even try something that seems like it would surely need lots of engagement from your thinking mind, like solving a Sudoku puzzle. You might be surprised by what you find!
Connecting with intuition through the Unborn
At this point, we’ve looked to see how much of our everyday lives is already lived in the Unborn. We’ve noticed that we’re quite capable of making decisions in the Unborn, and when we do, they have an immediate, intuitive quality to them: the answer is simply ‘known directly’, in the same way that we know whether a cup of tea is hot or cold just by touching it, without needing any thoughts.
	Intuition isn’t magic. It’s essentially what happens when we’ve practised something often enough for it to become deeply ingrained. If you haven’t learnt a skill in the first place, intuition won’t suddenly grant you access to it, and if you’re still in the process of learning that skill, your access to it will be slow, clunky and deliberate at first, far from intuitive.
	But most of our life isn’t so unfamiliar. We spend a lot of time sitting, walking, eating, sleeping, talking, opening doors, climbing stairs, brushing our teeth, performing simple everyday actions that we’ve already been doing for years by the time we reach adulthood. Even when we engage in activities requiring an uncommon skill, if it’s a skill we’ve possessed for some time then it may already be accessible on the intuitive level. (For example, I’ve been working professionally with computers for over two decades now. I’ll very often have an immediate, instinctive sense of what needs to be fixed when something goes wrong. My parents never learnt those skills, so they don’t have that same intuition – and so I spend a lot of time doing technical support when I visit.) Over time, then, more and more of our life becomes manageable at the intuitive level.
	As we become more practised at connecting with awareness, we can begin to tap into that intuitive wisdom intentionally. Doing so has a wonderful way of cutting through ‘decision paralysis’ in situations where you have to choose between options which are difficult to compare. I’ve found it particularly helpful at times of high stress, when I feel a lot of internal pressure to do something but the anxious flurry of thoughts in my head isn’t converging on any particular plan of action.
	In a moment, we’ll look at an exercise designed to tap in to the intuitive wisdom of the Unborn. First, though, let’s take a moment to address a common – and very reasonable – objection to the ideas we’re exploring here.
Intuition vs habitual reactivity
At this point, alarm bells might be ringing. Attend a basic mindfulness course and you’re likely to be told that the aim of mindfulness is to ensure that we can choose our response to each situation that arises, rather than being slaves to our habitual, automatic reactions. But now I seem to be suggesting that we should do what comes up in an automatic way, rather than taking a step back to think about our responses. What’s going on here?
	In truth, this is one of those things which sounds like it’s going to be a big problem in theory, but isn’t such an issue in practice. Habitual actions rooted in reactivity and intuitive actions coming from the Buddha-Mind feel quite different – at least, to me they do! Personally, I find that there’s a feeling of ‘tightness’ associated with actions rooted in reactivity, a feeling of being compelled, often with an associated quality of fear (if I don’t do this, something terrible might happen). That sense of compulsion is absent when I’m connecting to an intuitive response which is arising from the Unborn. Instead, it simply feels obvious: of course that’s what needs to happen right now. There’s a naturalness to it, a sense of ease.
	I don’t know if this is how it is for everyone; so let’s take a look at an experiment that you can use to find out how it is for you.
Exercise: What needs to happen now?
At various points throughout the day, take a moment to connect with awareness, then ask yourself: what needs to happen now? Notice if an instinctive answer arises. (The answer is often in the form of a sense of what to do rather than a more elaborate verbal thought, so it helps if you can temporarily set thoughts aside to tune into your non-verbal intuition.)
	At first, it’s worthwhile to take a moment to ‘check’ your intuitive response, to make sure that it’s sensible and isn’t being driven by emotional reactivity or some other bad habit. Remember that you have the option to ‘veto’ any seemingly intuitive promptings that you don’t much like the look of. Better safe than sorry.
	Over time, though, you’ll learn to feel the difference between the two. Notice how it feels when the urge to act is coming from a place of fear, anger or the desire to avoid repeating a past mistake. And notice if there’s another kind of motivation to act that arises from time to time, one which lacks the emotional charge of the other; see how that feels, too. Spend time learning to tell the difference between them, until it’s immediately obvious to you where each impulse is coming from.
	Later, as you become more familiar with how it feels to operate from intuition, you can let go of this ‘checking’ step, which will speed everything up and allow your intuitive responses to flow even more easily. By that point – appropriately enough – you’ll have developed an intuitive sense of when you can trust your impulses to be rooted in intuition.
A note of caution regarding cognitive biases
It’s worth knowing that our intuition is also the source of unconscious cognitive biases. For example, we intuitively tend to prefer people who are similar to us, which has been shown to affect hiring decisions in workplaces unfairly. So if you’re on an interview panel, it may actually be better to set aside your intuitions and apply a more analytical approach.
	Plenty has been written about cognitive biases already, and I’m no expert. Daniel Kahneman’s book ‘Thinking, Fast and Slow’ is a good primer if you’re interested.
Flow-like experiences, ‘nari kiru’, and dropping off the sense of separateness
In Chapter 4, we saw through direct experience that there’s fundamentally no difference between ‘me’ and ‘not me’ at the level of awareness, except for a distinction made by the thinking mind. A consequence of this realisation is that when we’re deeply grounded in the Unborn, our sense of ‘being a separate self’ becomes much less prominent, and may even drop away entirely at times.
	My Zen teacher likes to describe the process of the self fading away using the image of riding a bicycle. He’ll ask me: ‘At what point does it stop being “Matt and the bicycle”, and become more like “Matt-bicycle”?’ We touched on this idea of ‘becoming one with an activity’ at the very end of the ‘“outside of you” and “inside of you”’ exercise in Chapter 4, and we’re going to revisit it now.
	I think most of us have had the experience known as ‘Flow’, sometimes called ‘being in the Zone’: an experience where we’re so fully absorbed in an activity that we ‘lose ourselves’ into it. The psychologist who coined the term Flow, Mihaly Csikszentmihályi, described the experience in these terms:
Being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time flies. Every action, movement and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole being is involved, and you’re using your skills to the utmost.
 
	Csikszentmihályi posited various criteria for entering Flow: for example, he suggested that the activity should be challenging, ideally right at the edge of the person’s skill level, and that the activity should have clear goals with immediate and unambiguous feedback. These are ideal conditions to set up a very high level of focus on an activity; you can’t be self-consciously worrying about how well you’re doing when you’re in Flow, because the activity is so all-consuming that you just don’t have the mental space for a self-referential internal monologue.
	The way Csikszentmihályi describes Flow, it’s a high-intensity peak experience; we can’t be in Flow all the time. For Flow we also need a challenging task to engage in, which isn’t always available. But we don’t necessarily need a challenging task in order to experience at least some of the qualities of Flow. All we really need for a gentler, more sustainable Flow-like experience is to set aside self-referential thinking and focus deeply on the present moment – sound familiar?
	Zen places great emphasis on engaging ‘wholeheartedly’ in whatever activity one takes up. That might sound like we’re supposed to be super-intense all the time, but really it simply means focusing completely on each activity as we carry it out, rather than splitting our attention between the task at hand and (for example) thinking about whatever we’re going to do once this tedious task is out of the way.
	My teacher’s teacher, Shinzan Miyamae Roshi, described this mode of activity using the Japanese term nari kiru, which means ‘completely cut off’. When we completely cut off everything apart from the task at hand, we leave no space for the sense of separation created by the perspective of the thinking mind; we become the activity completely. Another way to describe this is as just doing something: when sitting, just sit; when walking, just walk; when eating, just eat. Nothing else.
	When we’re fully there, a nari kiru activity takes on Flow-like qualities: the sense of separation falls away, and the activity unfolds in an intuitive way moment to moment. There’s no separate ‘you’ doing ‘that’; there’s just ‘you-that’, unfolding in each moment. This is how it is to carry out an activity from the Unborn. The more we have these Flow-like experiences, the more the Unborn begins to permeate our whole life.
	Here’s an exercise which can give us a taste of dropping off the sense of separateness.
Exercise: Dissolving into the universe
Find a place to walk where you won’t be disturbed and won’t need to worry about crossing busy roads or avoiding hazards. (Later on, you can do this in more complex conditions, but when you’re just starting out, it’s best to make it easy for yourself!) You might prefer to have a walking route which is a loop, so that you don’t have to break the flow of walking by stopping to turn around, but it’s also worth experimenting with walking back and forth along a straight path. Whatever route you choose, figure it out in advance so that you won’t need to make any decisions along the way.
	Now, start walking. As you walk, enter the perspective of awareness. Connecting with your five-sense experience can be a nice way to do that while walking, but use whichever doorway you prefer.
	Notice that you can allow your body to take care of the walking. Walking is a simple activity and you’ve been doing it all your life; there’s no need for executive control from the thinking mind. Just let the walking happen. Allow it to become automatic.
	Now, notice how you’re experiencing the walking. Often, we have a sense of being a person travelling through space from A to B, traversing a kind of mental map of our surroundings, moving through space with each step.
	If this is the case for you, see if you can adopt a different view. Notice, instead, that – from a certain point of view – it’s as if the world is moving through you as you walk. It isn’t you that’s moving, it’s the road, the trees, the buildings, your surroundings. You are the unmoving centre of experience, while the rest of the world flows through your awareness with each step.
	Take as much time as you need to get the hang of this shift in perspective.
	Once you have a clear sense of the world moving through your awareness, notice where ‘you’ are in all of this. I tend to find that there’s a sense of myself as a ‘centre point’ in awareness, the pivot around which the world turns. There’s a subtle sense of contraction, something being held back or kept separate from the rest of the world, even as the world flows through awareness with each footstep. To me, it feels a bit like the fabric of the universe is being bunched up by a clenched fist at the very centre of experience, and that clenched fist is ‘me’.
	Once you’ve found that sense of contraction, see if you can let it relax, and notice what happens next. To me, it feels like the clenched fist relaxes, the fabric of the universe flattens out, and ‘I’ dissolve into the universe, leaving nothing but the universe itself. The walking continues, but now the path is ‘walking itself’, no separate ‘me’ involved at all.
	This is perhaps the subtlest exercise in the whole book, so don’t be surprised if it takes a few tries to get the hang of it!
	Watch out for the tendency to ‘check’ to see if it’s working. If you stop to ask ‘Hmm, is there still a separate me here?’, you pretty much guarantee that the answer is ‘Yes!’, because you’ll tend to create one in the very act of looking for it. At first, you’re most likely to notice the absence of a separate self at the moment it pops back into existence, which makes it quite difficult to explore or investigate. Eventually, though, you’ll have seen the sense of self come and go enough to realise that it’s just another idea posited by the thinking mind, not actually a necessary part of your experience. Once you realise this clearly, it doesn’t really matter so much whether there’s a sense of separateness being created or not, because even when it comes up, you can recognise it for what it is: just another thought.
	Learning to ‘dissolve into the universe’ while walking is just the start, of course. Once you’ve got the hang of that, the next trick is to extend it to more activities. Start simple, and gradually extend it throughout your life, until it becomes natural and habitual, your default way of being.
	This is the starting point of a life lived in the Unborn.

Chapter 8: Living in the Unborn
A student: I’ve practiced as hard as I can, trying to advance without slipping back. But no matter what I do, the tendency to backslide is strong, and there are times when I regress. However much I try to advance, I only fall back again. How can I keep from regressing?
 
Bankei: Abide in the Unborn Buddha-Mind! When you do, you won’t need to bother about advancing or regressing. In fact, when you abide in the Unborn, trying to advance is to regress instantly from the place of the Unborn. A person of the Unborn has nothing to do with advancing or regressing, but always transcends them both.
 
Ground, path and fruition
There comes a point where you’ve done all the awareness exercises, found your preferred doorways into awareness and seen all of the qualities of the Unborn Buddha-Mind for yourself – but you still don’t seem to be living the life of a fully awake Buddha 24/7. What gives? Bankei makes it sound so easy!
	To explore what’s going on here, it’s helpful to borrow a model from Tibetan Buddhism, where the spiritual path is sometimes discussed in terms of its ground, path and fruition. The ground is the starting point, the basic view of the teaching being offered. The path is the practice that must be undertaken to realise the view of the ground for ourselves. And the fruition is what happens when that path has been followed to its end.
	If we view Bankei’s teaching in these terms, we might say that the ground is the Unborn Buddha-Mind, the recognition that ‘everything is perfectly managed with the Unborn’. This is the fundamental principle of Bankei’s teaching. His path of practice is very simple: rest in the Unborn. When we do this, we immediately achieve the fruition of the path, at least for that moment: a moment of life as a fully awakened Buddha, a life in which everything is perfectly managed with the Unborn.
	Bankei’s teaching is thus exceedingly direct. Whereas some teachers offer complex, multilayered spiritual paths where students progress through many levels of attainment, learning a variety of skills and techniques along the way, Bankei’s approach is to cut to the chase. Look: here’s the Unborn. Now just keep reminding yourself to rest in the Unborn, until you don’t need to remind yourself any more!
	The more multilayered approaches conceive of the spiritual path as a lengthy learning process in which we make incremental progress toward full awakening, in the same way that we might learn a language. When we first start, we don’t know any of the language at all. After we’ve been learning it for six months, we might now know the rudiments of the language, and after a year we know even more. We can see ourselves making progress over time; our vocabulary grows, our grasp of grammar improves, and so on. At a certain point, we become fluent.
	The drawback of seeing the spiritual path in these terms is that it sets up a goal to be reached only at the end of the path, something far off that might be attained one day in the far future, but not right now. At times, it might even seem like we’re going backwards! That’s how the student in the quotation above is conceiving of their practice: sometimes they advance along the path, but sometimes they slide back into old, bad habits, and the goal seems further away than ever.
	Bankei sees things differently. For Bankei, ground, path and fruit are essentially all the same thing: rest in the Unborn. A moment spent resting in the Unborn is a moment of full awakening, a moment of the life of a Buddha. If that’s where you are right now, that’s it! There’s nothing else, no distant awakening to be attained at a much later date. If you’re resting in the Unborn right now, you’re fine just the way you are, because you aren’t hunting for all the ways in which this moment could be improved, all the ways it’s less than it could be. No matter what’s going on – even if a situation is painful, unpleasant or unhappy – you can work with what’s happening without rejecting the present moment or wishing that it had turned out differently.
	At first, this conception of awakening might seem counterintuitive. We might have imagined that being awakened is a kind of perpetual spiritual high, a constant bliss that makes us immune to pain and sadness. What’s the point of awakening if it doesn’t make us permanently happy?
	The association of awakening with peak experiences and ‘spiritual highs’ is to an extent reinforced by the heavy emphasis Rinzai Zen places on experiences of kensho (‘seeing one’s true nature’), sometimes called ‘awakening experiences’ or ‘enlightenment experiences’. These moments of kensho are typically highly significant, if and when they occur; they’re turning points in one’s practice, moments where one’s view suddenly opens up to a radically different perspective on life.
	Now, it’s worthwhile to acknowledge these turning points, these shifts in perspective. If practice didn’t change us at all, then there would be no point to Zen! But if the perspective shift happens quite suddenly (which isn’t always the case – referring back to the analogy of learning a language, there isn’t always a moment at which a learner suddenly realises ‘Aha, I’m fluent now!’), that moment is often accompanied by some kind of spiritual high, and it’s the exciting peak experiences that tend to be emphasised rather than the more ineffable shifts in perspective, giving the impression that ‘awakening’ is just some kind of extended spiritual LSD trip.
	The trouble with peak experiences of all kinds, whether spiritual highs or otherwise, is that they’re all impermanent. Life in a human body has ups and downs, and nothing we can do will change that. It doesn’t matter how awakened you are; your body is still subject to old age, sickness and death, and your friends and loved ones will also grow old, get sick and die sooner or later. To put it bluntly, some of what happens in life is sad, not happy. It isn’t appropriate to expect to be happy all the time; it doesn’t fit every situation.
	The perspective of the Unborn is different. It isn’t a ‘state’; it isn’t a positive emotion or a good mood. Resting in the Unborn isn’t any particular experience at all; rather, it’s a relationship to all experiences, one which is based in awareness, the clear recognition of the present moment as it is, without trying to find fault with it or wishing that it had turned out better. The perspective of the Unborn fully embraces life, both the highs and the lows, without craving the former or resenting the latter. It allows us to be fully, completely here, no matter what is going on. And when we’re there, there’s no need to conceive of practice in terms of ‘advancing’ or ‘backsliding’; as Bankei points out, to do so immediately shifts us back to the perspective of the thinking mind, the perspective of ‘more’ and ‘less’.
	The ground of Bankei’s teaching is the recognition that all things are perfectly managed with the Unborn. The path is to rest in the Unborn whenever possible, and, if you notice you aren’t in the Unborn right now, simply come back again. And the fruition is to live one’s life resting in the Unborn. What could be simpler?
To understand is easy; to practise is hard
Although people who’ve experienced some ‘realisation’ will turn up from time to time, there hasn’t yet been one who acts according to their realisation in all their affairs right here and now. To understand is easy; to practise is hard.
 
In truth, Bankei’s path is simple (although I’ve done my best to complicate it in this book!). But it’s also difficult to put into practice.
	It’s simple, because, as we’ve seen, all we have to do in any moment is to rest in the Unborn. If you’ve being doing the exercises in this book up to this point, you’ve probably already had a taste of what that means. (If not, go back and do the exercises!) The more you practise connecting with awareness, the easier it gets. That’s really it! There’s nothing more to learn, no ‘advanced’ practice, no secret teaching. Just rest in the Unborn as often and consistently as you can, until you don’t have to remind yourself to do it any more.
	But in practice that turns out to be a difficult thing to do, principally because we’ve spent so much of our lives up to now engraving the habit of not being in the Unborn into our neural pathways. We’ve practised taking on the perspective of the thinking mind over and over, and we’ve gotten really good at it. As I mentioned earlier, there’s a network in the brain which generates self-referential thoughts whenever there’s nothing in particular going on; it’s called the Default Mode Network, because it’s our habitual default when not engaged in a task.
	In essence, then, we need to learn a new habit. We need to train ourselves to rest in the Unborn as our new ‘default mode’, rather than falling back into distraction all the time.
	How do we do this? Well, here’s Bankei’s advice.
Everyone, do exactly as I’m telling you, and, following my instructions, start by trying to abide in the Unborn for thirty days. Learn to abide in the Unborn for thirty days, and from there on, even if you don’t want to – whether you like it or not – you’ll just naturally have to abide in the Unborn. You’ll be a success at abiding in the Unborn! Since that which is unborn is the Buddha-Mind, you’ll be functioning with the Buddha-Mind at all times. That way you’ll be living Buddhas here today, won’t you?
 
	So, yep, just abide in the Unborn for thirty days. Simple as that!
	Honestly, if you can do it, that’s probably pretty good advice. If you have the opportunity to go on a month-long meditation retreat where you can really devote the whole time to resting in the Unborn as consistently as possible, give it a go and see what happens!
	For most of us in non-monastic life, however, taking a month out of the daily grind is a pretty big ask. We might need to look at something a little less drastic, an approach which integrates better into daily life. We might also need to adjust our expectations, to see this as a marathon rather than a sprint. In some Zen lineages, students spend three years on the ‘seeing the whole world as awareness’ exercise from Chapter 5 alone.
	So perhaps it’s more helpful to characterise the path in terms of developing a new habit, rather than as making some heroic effort over a short, intense period of time. We don’t need to move mountains; we simply want to make resting in the Unborn habitual.
Making the Unborn habitual
So how do you train a new habit? Well, according to a research paper published on the National Institutes of Health website:
Habit-formation advice is ultimately simple – repeat an action consistently in the same context. The habit formation attempt begins at the ‘initiation phase’, during which the new behaviour and the context in which it will be done are selected. Automaticity develops in the subsequent ‘learning phase’, during which the behaviour is repeated in the chosen context to strengthen the context-behaviour association (here a simple ticksheet for self-monitoring performance may help [see below]). Habit-formation culminates in the ‘stability phase’, at which the habit has formed and its strength has plateaued, so that it persists over time with minimal effort or deliberation.
 
***
 
Ticksheet: Make a new healthy habit
 
1. Decide on a goal that you would like to achieve for your health.
2. Choose a simple action that will get you towards your goal which you can do on a daily basis.
3. Plan when and where you will do your chosen action. Be consistent: choose a time and place that you encounter every day of the week.
4. Every time you encounter that time and place, do the action.
5. It will get easier with time, and within 10 weeks you should find you are doing it automatically without even having to think about it.
6. Congratulations, you’ve made a healthy habit!10
 
	The key here is to pick a context which will act as a trigger to remember to come into the Unborn. Formal meditation is one such possible trigger, but it’s important to bring the Unborn into our daily life activities too; otherwise, we might end up in a situation where we can connect with the Unborn every time we sit, but we struggle to bring the benefits into the rest of our lives. Ultimately, we want to be in a position where we have so deeply integrated the Unborn into our way of being that we embody and manifest it effortlessly, rather than needing to remind ourselves to connect with awareness constantly (and thus frequently forgetting).
Cultivating indistractibility
Developing the habit of getting into the Unborn is a good start, but perhaps the bigger part of the challenge is staying there. The power of distraction is strong, and distractions commonly take us right back into the perspective of the thinking mind. Fortunately, there are well-tested methods for training ourselves to be less prone to distraction – and we’ve already seen one of them.
	Back in Chapter 3, we looked at the exercise called ‘quietening the thinking mind’, designed to bring about a condition of ‘indistractibility’. Indistractibility is a nice word, because it captures the essence of what we’re looking for here: the ability to remain with whatever we’ve chosen to apply ourselves to, without falling prey to distraction. One way to cultivate indistractibility uses a narrow focus (paying attention to the sensations of breathing at the nostrils, for example), but in a Zen context we’re also interested in developing a broader, more flexible kind of indistractibility which can be applied to everyday activities. It’s this latter kind of indistractibility that we discussed in Chapter 7, in the section on Flow and nari kiru. When it comes to Flow, the fact that we’re engaging in a challenging task that’s right on the edge of our skill level makes it all but impossible not to be indistractible; the hard part is to extend that same quality of indistractibility to other activities which are not so intrinsically engaging.
	Ultimately, if we want to follow Bankei’s path, we’ll be looking to rest in the Unborn as much as possible, whether that’s in formal meditation or in daily life activities. Once we’ve acquired the knack of entering the perspective of awareness, it’s relatively easy to rest there for at least short stretches when we’re sitting quietly on a cushion not moving, but it’s much more difficult when we’re moving around, engaging in tasks and interacting with other people. Each new activity represents a kind of mental ‘context switch’, a prime opportunity for distraction. (My Zen teacher Daizan has commented that his own focus wobbles briefly whenever he goes through a door.)
	Back in Chapter 3, I mentioned that cultivating indistractibility wasn’t strictly necessary for the explorations of awareness in the previous chapters, but that we’d need to get around to it in the long run. We’ve now reached the point where it’s no longer optional – so perhaps we’d better get started!
	Here’s an exercise which combines the cultivation of indistractibility in activity with the approach to habit formation that we saw earlier in the chapter.
Exercise: Just brushing your teeth
Take a simple activity that you perform every day – let’s say brushing your teeth – and do your very best every single day to perform that activity in the Unborn.
	What does that mean? First, come into the perspective of awareness. Then bring your full, whole-hearted attention to the process of brushing your teeth. While brushing your teeth, just brush your teeth. If you notice yourself thinking about something else, let go of the thoughts and return to the simple act of brushing your teeth. Treat the ‘brushing your teeth’ practice in just the same way as you might pay attention to the breath or a candle flame in a sitting meditation practice. Rest your attention on the experience of brushing your teeth. The intention here is to be fully ‘with’ the act of brushing your teeth (up to and including ‘dissolving’ into it in the way we discussed in Chapter 7, if that’s available to you). As with the exercise in quietening the thinking mind, if you find that you’ve become distracted, don’t beat yourself up; it’s actually good that you noticed, rather than getting to the end of the activity and realising that you’ve been somewhere else in your head for the last few minutes! Simply bring your attention gently back to the activity, and continue.
	A big part of the challenge of this exercise is actually remembering to do it, day after day. It can help to place some kind of reminder in your environment – perhaps a Post-It note on the bathroom mirror which says ‘Unborn!’ – as a reminder. Then simply keep doing it until it becomes automatic. How long does that take? According to the paper mentioned above, it varies quite a bit between individuals, but the median time taken to forge a new habit is 66 days, which is roughly ten weeks. That’s a long time! But the payoff is worth it, so hang in there.
	Another challenging aspect of this exercise is how difficult it is to stay focused whilst engaged in a mundane activity, as opposed to when we’re either in sitting meditation (where there isn’t so much to distract us) or engaged in a more compelling activity (where the nature of the activity itself inherently helps us to stay with it). But it’s fundamentally the same process as developing indistractibility in sitting meditation; it simply requires persistence and repeated practice. Keep at it, and you’ll get there.
	Once you’ve created a small pocket of indistractible activity within the day, then pick another activity, then another, and another, and just keep going. Keep coming back to the Unborn, over and over, each time further ingraining the habit of returning to rest in the Unborn.
	Finally, remember that Bankei wasn’t keen on viewing the path in terms of making progress toward a far-off goal, even though that’s a very natural way to relate to habit-formation. Whenever you’re resting in the Unborn, even for a moment, you’re having the experience of a Buddha. You don’t need to go anywhere or get anything; you’re already there. So even if a fully developed habit of resting in the Unborn seems a long way off, if you can be there for this moment, that’s enough for now.
Trusting the process
Much as I would like to be able to describe the eventual outcome of this process from personal experience, the truth is that, right now, this is where I am: building the habit, doing my best to spread it throughout more and more of the day; sometimes in the Unborn, sometimes in the perspective of the thinking mind, sometimes so lost in distraction that I couldn’t tell you what I was doing. Perhaps someday I’ll release a second edition of the book with a first-person account of being in the Unborn 24/7, but not today.
	According to several teachers I’ve studied with, however, there comes a tipping point where you’re in the Unborn more than 50% of the time, after which the process becomes very much easier; it’s as if you’ve made it over the top of a steep hill that you’ve been climbing, and now you’ve got gravity on your side. And there’s a further point beyond that where the balance shifts radically, after which you’re in the Unborn so much of the time that it’s a rare and noteworthy event when you find yourself caught up in thought. I’ve heard this enough times, from people I trust deeply and who seem to be much further along this path than I am, that I believe it. I trust the process, and if you’re at all interested in this practice, I would encourage you to do the same.
 

Chapter 9: Obstacles
A lay student: I’m grateful for your teaching of the Unborn, but I find that thoughts easily come up as a result of my ingrained bad habits, and when I’m distracted by them, I can’t wholeheartedly realise the Unborn. How can I put my faith totally [in the Unborn Buddha-Mind]?
 
Bankei: When you try to stop your rising thoughts, you create a duality between the mind that does the stopping and the mind that’s being stopped, so you’ll never have peace of mind. Just have faith that thoughts don’t originally exist, but only arise and cease temporarily in response to what you see and hear, without any actual substance of their own.
 
Encountering obstacles
If we’ve decided to commit ourselves to exploring this path of practice, after a while we may encounter what seem to be ‘obstacles’ to resting in the Unborn, over and above the basic tendency toward distraction. It can seem that we have many deeply ingrained habits which routinely pull us out of the Unborn, and we might wonder if we wouldn’t be better off trying to tackle those habits in some other, more direct way, rather than simply continuing to return to the Unborn over and over.
	In the quotation above, Bankei’s advice is, in essence, ‘Don’t make a big deal about it.’ When he says that that ‘thoughts don’t originally exist’, he’s using the word ‘originally’ in a specific, technical way that points to the origin of our subjective experience, i.e. awareness. (The word ‘originally’ is very commonly used in this way in Zen.) As we discussed in Chapter 4, awareness is prior to all ‘born’ phenomena, including thought. So what Bankei is saying here is that thoughts are just another manifestation of awareness, and thus can be dealt with in the same way as everything else, as opposed to a fundamental problem that requires a solution somehow outside of our relationship with awareness to solve; we only get into trouble when we take them seriously and shift into the perspective of the thinking mind to wrestle with them. More broadly, the same strategy can be applied to whatever apparent ‘obstacles’ arise in our practice; simply recognise that this, too, is nothing other than a manifestation of awareness.
	Giving too much attention to the apparent obstacles to our progress can have the unfortunate consequence of building them up into something bigger and more solid than they really are. I’ve done this myself: there have been many occasions when I’ve sat down to meditate, noticed that my thinking mind is unusually busy and prone to wandering, and essentially given up before even beginning. ‘Yeah, it’s not going to happen today, too many distractions coming up.’ While there’s certainly some wisdom in learning to recognise the prevailing weather conditions of our thinking minds and adapting our practice accordingly, we also don’t want to throw in the towel before we’ve even started.
	Here’s an exercise for dealing with obstacles in practice which is very much in the spirit of Bankei’s advice above.
Exercise: Using awareness to overcome obstacles
Suppose you’re trying to practise, but then an obstacle arises: aversion, lust, restlessness, drowsiness, intellectual objections to the practice method, whatever it might be. The obstacle appears to be getting in the way of your practice, distracting you from resting in the Unborn.
	First, can you be aware of the obstacle? That’s usually an automatic ‘yes’: the whole problem here is the presence of the obstacle in awareness, after all.
	Second, can you be aware of your awareness of the obstacle? This step takes us right back to the second exercise in the book, the most fundamental skill of all on this path, and hopefully one which is very familiar to you by now.
	Finally: can you remain aware of your awareness of the obstacle? This step is potentially the tricky bit, because the reason that we identified the obstacle as an obstacle in the first place is because of its tendency to distract us from our practice. But here we’re not trying to fight against the obstacle; the obstacle isn’t really pulling us away from anything now, because we’re actively paying attention to it. We’re simply also keeping one foot (or maybe even just the tip of one little toe) in the Unborn, remaining consciously aware of our awareness of this obstacle.
	The teacher who gave me this exercise told me: ‘This works for every hindrance, every obstacle. This is all you need.’ Bankei would approve!
Purification, and complementary approaches
Sometimes, though, it can feel like what’s coming up in our practice really is a big deal, and it isn’t enough simply to say ‘Oh, just bring awareness to the obstacle!’ (although I’d say it’s always worth giving it a try). This is often the case for deeply personal obstacles, such as difficult memories which have started to resurface in meditation.
	Spiritual teachers down the ages have spoken of a process of ‘purification’ that all practitioners must go through sooner or later. It seems that as our meditation practice creates space in our experience and allows us to relax internally, unresolved psychological material can begin to surface. In many cases, if we’re able to sit with what comes up and allow ourselves to feel it fully without ‘getting involved’ – neither trying to push it away nor wallowing in the associated emotional reactivity – then this material can finally be processed, ‘digested’ and released.
	We need to take care here in cases where trauma is involved. It can actually be quite unhelpful to let strongly traumatic memories resurface in meditation, particularly for people who like to meditate with their eyes closed and are thus not visually anchored to the present moment. We each have what’s called a ‘window of tolerance’ for difficult memories; anything within the window is bearable enough to work with in meditation, but traumatic memories may exceed that window, at which point reliving them can actually compound the trauma rather than releasing it.
	If you’re in any doubt about this, or if you find yourself having a strong negative reaction to what comes up in meditation (heart racing, sweating, flashbacks, etc.), please seek professional help from a trained trauma therapist. Definitely don’t try to soldier on with just the techniques from this book.
	Having said all that, most of us are carrying around quite a bit of unresolved psychological material which is not strongly traumatic in the sense described above, but is still pretty darn unpleasant, and just sitting there and allowing it to be fully experienced without getting involved may be extremely challenging.
	As such, some practitioners benefit from having more than one approach available to us for helping the process of purification along. Therapy, as mentioned above, is one option, and there are plenty of different styles and approaches, some of which can be explored in a solo context if you can’t afford or don’t want to see a paid therapist; for example, Internal Family Systems is an effective approach that can be performed either with or without a facilitator11.
	Another approach is to use other forms to meditation to help with what’s coming up.
The role of meditation techniques
In his later years, Bankei himself seems not to have been at all strict about the need for formal meditation; he felt that it was enough to introduce his students to the Unborn, after which they could simply rest there. He apparently had no formal sitting schedule at his temple, and, as the following excerpt shows, didn’t even see the need to wake up monks who had fallen asleep in their meditation:
While I’m not encouraging people to sleep, I don’t hit them or scold them for doing so. I don’t scold or praise sleeping, and I don’t scold or praise not sleeping. Whether people happen to be asleep or awake, just let them be as they are. When they’re asleep, they’re sleeping in the Buddha-Mind they were awake in; when they’re awake, they’re awake in the Buddha-Mind they were sleeping in. When people are asleep, they’re sleeping in the Buddha-Mind; when they’re awake, they’re awake in the Buddha-Mind. They’re always abiding in the Buddha-Mind, and there’s not a moment when they’re ever abiding in anything else. So it’s mistaken to think that when people are asleep they turn into something different. If you believe that people abide in the Buddha-Mind only when they’re awake and that when they’re asleep they turn into something different, that’s not the ultimate truth, but an endless transformation.
 
	There’s certainly a case to be made here. After all, if what we’re really interested in is awareness, and every single moment is always already a moment of awareness – all of the sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings that come and go are simply manifestations of that awareness – then how could we ever go astray?
	The danger here, however, is that we end up with a practice that is no practice at all: a merely intellectual stance that argues on theoretical grounds that there’s nothing to do, no need for all this tedious, difficult, time-consuming meditation. Such arguments may be intellectually interesting if you’re into that kind of thing, but are unlikely to help very much with the negative consequences of spending so much time in the perspective of the thinking mind; if anything, making such arguments is likely to reinforce the thinking mind’s dominance. We do actually have to do something if we want to change our relationship to experience, and building the habit of resting in the Unborn is going to take a lot of work for all except the very luckiest among us.
	Personally, I find a daily meditation practice to be a powerful ally on this path. In my case, I mainly practise Silent Illumination, which offers a direct yet structured route to resting in awareness; you can find full instructions for this practice in the Appendix to this book.
	What about other methods? In today’s spiritual marketplace, many traditions are available to us. Early Buddhism and the Theravada tradition offer us such practices as the jhanas, Brahmaviharas and insight meditation (vipassana)12. Zen has plenty of methods too: in addition to Silent Illumination, there’s koan practice, and a range of energy practices13. The Tibetan schools have an astonishing array of practices. Are any of these compatible with Bankei’s approach, or do they simply split our energy between two contradictory projects?
	Personally – and this is an opinion which isn’t very popular in Zen circles – I’ve found some of early Buddhism’s practices to be very helpful, and complementary to my awareness work, particularly when dealing with obstacles.
	For example, the jhanas are altered states of consciousness which can be accessed through samādhi (‘indistractibility’) meditation. The jhana states are enjoyable and interesting: bliss, joy, contentment, deep peace, boundless space, boundless consciousness, nothingness, and a state so subtle that it has the name ‘neither perception nor non-perception’. Similarly, the Brahmaviharas are states of positive emotion: boundless loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic or appreciative joy (the quality of rejoicing in the wholesome good fortune of oneself or another), and equanimity.
	While I said earlier in this chapter that Bankei’s practice is about changing our relationship to all experiences, as opposed to cultivating particular states, the jhana and Brahmavihara states mentioned above are quite helpful on a pragmatic level. Both give rise to very strong indistractibility, the benefits of which we’ve already discussed at length. These practices also provide us with an inner source of wellbeing, reducing our dependency on the things of the world to satisfy our cravings, and cultivate attitudes which are beneficial both for ourselves and others, such as kindness and generosity. We might say that Bankei treats the cause of our suffering whereas these methods address the symptoms, but in my opinion there can be room for both. These practices are particularly helpful for working with unresolved psychological material: quietening the thinking mind provides more space for such material to arise; the resulting stability of attention makes it easier to hold such material without pushing it away or getting caught up in the emotional reactivity; and the positive emotional states resulting from the practice help to soothe and regulate the nervous system after re-experiencing challenging memories or other difficult material.
	Early Buddhist vipassana techniques can also help, even though they may initially seem to be pointing 180 degrees away from the awareness methods we’ve explored up to now. Bankei’s approach is concerned with awareness itself, not the events arising within that awareness, whereas vipassana typically invites us to investigate those events. Vipassana methods invite us to explore the impermanence of the ‘born’ phenomena of our experience, their fundamental unreliability as a source of lasting satisfaction, and their lack of an inherent, independent essence. Such approaches gradually demonstrate to the practitioner that the ‘things of the world’ are not as solid and tangible as the perspective of the thinking mind suggests, but are instead merely a continual flux of changing sensory appearances. This can help us to let go of the ‘things’ of the world, making it easier to notice the awareness through which everything is being experienced. (Sharp-eyed readers will notice that the very first exercise in this book is essentially a vipassana technique: it invites us to notice the ‘born’ nature of experience – its impermanence – so that we can understand the Unborn by contrast.)
	For some people, the awareness-based approach proves impenetrable without some ‘outside assistance’, such as vipassana or a Zen koan. Vipassana-like approaches can also be used to explore a particular sticking point in our practice, to explore and deconstruct whatever it is within us that doesn’t yet feel ready to let go fully into the Unborn. When the resistance releases, we can then return to resting in the Unborn and see how things are for us now.
	These practices are not necessary to progress on the path of awareness. But, in my experience, they can really help! And I can’t help but wonder if Bankei himself was able to rest so effortlessly in the Unborn at least in part because of all the other practices he’d done prior to his moment of realisation.
The inestimable value of spiritual friends
In addition to practical methods such as therapy and meditation, it’s extremely beneficial to be in contact with other people who are interested in this stuff. It’s always worthwhile to have a relationship with one or more teachers, but it’s also very helpful to have peer relationships with fellow practitioners.
	Other people can be inspiring, supportive, and challenging. Talking to someone whose practice is going strong when yours is in a rut can provide a helpful boost. Conversely, other people can bring you down to earth when you’re getting a little too impressed with yourself. Talking to other practitioners also helps to normalise the struggles that we all experience: forgetting to do the practice, being totally derailed by a major life event that has come out of the blue, you name it.
	Above all, it’s helpful to have someone you can talk to who will listen to what you have to say. Good listeners are hard to come by – and, unfortunately, just because someone is interested in Zen or some other form of spiritual practice, it doesn’t automatically mean they’ll be a good listener – but when you find one, they’re worth their weight in gold.
	Historically, Zen has tended to flourish primarily in communities. While meditation can be seen as a solitary activity (and Bankei’s own breakthrough happened in solitude), most of the Zen stories of awakening take place in the context of an interaction. So, even if you’re not a ‘people person’ (believe me, you’re not alone), please consider seeking out some fellow practitioners to spend time with on a regular basis if you don’t already have someone like that.
Common objections to resting in the Unborn
A monk: You’re always teaching people that they should live in the Unborn. To me that seems like telling them to live purposelessly, without any aim.
 
Bankei: You call dwelling in the Unborn Buddha-Mind being without purpose? You don’t stay in the Unborn Buddha-Mind yourself. Instead, you’re always working enthusiastically at other things, doing this, doing that, spending all your time transforming your Buddha-Mind into something else. What could be more purposeless than that?
 
The monk made no reply.
 
Bankei: Live in the Unborn. It’s certainly not purposeless.
 
***
 
A monk: To live in the Buddha-Mind as you say would mean to live in a state of unknowing, to be insensible.
 
Bankei: What if someone came up behind you without your knowing it and suddenly poked you in the back with a sharp object? Would you feel pain?
 
The monk: Of course I would.
 
Bankei: Then you’re not unknowing or insensible, are you? If you were, it wouldn’t hurt. You feel it because you’re not insensible, and you never have been. Have confidence in me. Live in the Unborn Buddha-Mind.
 
***
 
A monk: You tell people to dwell in the Unborn, but it seems to me that would mean remaining totally indifferent to things.
 
Bankei: While you face me there listening innocently to what I say, suppose someone should come up behind you and touch a firebrand to your back. Would it feel hot?
 
The monk: Of course it would.
 
Bankei: In that case, you aren’t indifferent. How could someone who feels heat be indifferent? You feel it because you aren’t indifferent. You have no difficulty telling what is hot and what is cold, without having to give rise to a thought to make such a distinction. The very fact that you ask that question about being indifferent or not shows that you’re not indifferent. You have no trouble telling by yourself whether you’re indifferent or not – that’s because you’re not indifferent. So you see, the Buddha-Mind with its illuminating wisdom is capable of discriminating things with a miraculous efficiency. It is anything but indifferent. How could any human being, who is able to think, be indifferent? Someone who was really indifferent wouldn’t be engaged in thinking. I can assure you that you are not indifferent and that you never have been.
 
The three exchanges above, all variations on a theme, capture one possible worry that our thinking minds can dream up to throw a spanner in the works of our practice. (Remember, our thinking minds have been ruling the roost for most of our lives, and they aren’t going to appreciate being dethroned!)
	The basic concern here is that we’re transitioning from a reliance on analysis, separation and comparison to a different way of being, one grounded more in intuition and direct experience. Along the way, our thoughts lose a great deal of their power over us, and become much less relevant for most of our moment-to-moment existence. In effect, we’re letting go of what has seemed like a safety rail for much of our lives, and learning to walk unsupported. That’s scary!
	Some objections that our thinking minds might throw up include:
	If I’m not constantly in my thoughts, planning and worrying, what’s going to remind me to do the things I need to do? Maybe I’ll forget everything and let everyone down!

	Feeling discontented is a powerful motivation for action. If I adopt a viewpoint that simply accepts whatever’s going on, maybe I won’t want to do anything any more – I’ll just sit there like a self-satisfied blob, no use to anyone!

	My thoughts are an important part of who I am. If I let them go, I’ll lose my identity!

	My thoughts are fun and interesting, and they’re a good way of livening up situations that would otherwise be boring. Plus, they expand my horizons: my regular life is small, limited and humdrum, but my thoughts connect me to something much bigger, which makes it much more exciting. This ‘awakened life’ sounds very dull!

	Pretty much everyone else I know sees the world through their thoughts. If I stop doing that, I’m going to be isolated – people will think I’m weird!

	I could keep coming up with more objections, but you get the idea. It isn’t too difficult to think up reasonable-sounding concerns about the wisdom of committing to the Unborn long-term.
	There’s a subtle trap here, though. Because the thinking mind has come up with each of these objections, and expressed them in logical, reasonable, ‘because this therefore that’ terms, it’s natural to want to respond to those objections in the same terms; to try to find counterarguments, perhaps based on what it says in the great Zen texts, or what we’ve heard from other teachers.
	But notice how all of this – both the objection and the attempted counterargument – is in the domain of the thinking mind. In a sense, the thinking mind doesn’t really care if it wins this particular argument, because it’s already got what it wanted, which is to continue to dominate our experience. And if we do come up with a solid counterargument to any of these objections, the thinking mind can simply come up with more objections. That’s what it does. It’s really good at it. It can do this all day – and I know from experience that if I let it, it’ll tie me up in knots.
	As frustrating as it might seem at first (and it very much is frustrating for a nerdy intellectual type like me), it’s actually better to step away from the argument entirely. To quote the classic movie Wargames: ‘A strange game. The only winning move is not to play.’
	So rather than attempt to address each objection one at a time, let’s look instead at an exercise grounded in direct experience which tackles all of our objections at once.
Exercise: Noticing that it’s OK to be in the Unborn
Whenever you spend time in the Unborn, notice whether things went OK while you were there. Don’t assume; check. Gather evidence.
	For example, suppose you brush your teeth in the Unborn. If the toothpaste mostly ended up in your mouth, your teeth are now cleaner than before, and you didn’t poke yourself in the eye with the toothbrush, you’re doing OK. You made it. If this happens a few days in a row, you can maybe start to trust that it’s OK to brush your teeth in the Unborn. Rinse and repeat.
	When I spoke to my teacher Daizan about my fear of letting go of the sense of control provided by my planning, analysing, thinking mind, he suggested a strategy that has stuck with me ever since. Basically: try it for half an hour. If your life starts falling apart, stop! You can go back to what you were doing before. But if you survive that half hour and things are still going OK, maybe keep going a bit longer.
	Don’t be discouraged if not everything works out perfectly. Let’s say you forget to do something while you’re in the Unborn. Well, do you always remember everything when you’re not in the Unborn? I know I don’t! If you do find that spending time in the Unborn does somehow make you less able to function, not just once or twice but consistently, then that’s absolutely something to take seriously, and I suggest you set your practice aside for now and talk it through with a teacher at the first opportunity. At least for me, though, I’ve found the opposite: the added clarity of the Unborn makes it more obvious what needs to happen right now, not less.

Chapter 10: Deepening realisation
When I was twenty-six and had my realisation of the fundamental truth of the Unborn in my small hut, I went to my teacher, and he confirmed it for me. Now, so far as the truth is concerned, between that time and this, from beginning to end, there’s not the slightest bit of difference. Yet with the perfection and clarity of my Dharma eye, I now have a total freedom that is conversant with the great Dharma. There is a difference of heaven and earth between the way I was then, with my teacher, and the way I am now.
 
None of you here should doubt that this sort of thing can happen. You can be sure that the day will come when your Dharma eye will come to perfection too.
 
Landmarks along the path of realisation
In Chapter 8, we discussed how Bankei’s path is, in one sense, profoundly simple. All we have to do is discover the Unborn and then rest there. Job done!
	However, even the most ardent adherents of ‘sudden awakening’ (like Bankei himself) will typically concede when pressed that, although we can realise the Unborn in an instant, most of us don’t immediately stick the landing, so to speak. Further practice is required to train the habit of resting in the Unborn, to integrate it and learn to embody it in action. It’s true that the Unborn itself is always the same from the first moment you encounter it; that’s what Bankei means when he talks about ‘the truth’ not having changed at all since his first moment of realisation. But it’s also true that there’s more to do than merely recognising it for the first time – and that’s what he means when he talks about having subsequently developed ‘total freedom’.
	In this final chapter I’d like to offer a tentative map of some of the key landmarks along the road from initial recognition of the Unborn to this ‘total freedom’ – bearing in mind, as I’ve said, that I don’t regard myself as having yet arrived at total freedom myself! Nevertheless, I think that what I offer here lines up well with the traditional maps found in a range of Buddhist traditions. 
	Maps of spiritual progress are, of course, fraught with dangers. They create an immediate split between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ of the spiritual world: ‘Oh, you haven’t even attained kensho yet? Never mind, keep trying. When you finally get there, you’ll know what we’re all talking about.’ They imply that every practitioner’s experience follows the same linear unfolding, and that the stages they describe cannot be bypassed or occur out of order. They encourage people to ‘massage’ their own direct experience until it fits someone else’s model, potentially even distorting it. ‘Oh, I guess I must have gone through that stage, it just happened so fast that I didn’t really notice it.’ And they create a hierarchy, suggesting that people at the ‘later’ stages are more spiritually advanced, so everyone wants to skip the boring stuff early on and get to the ‘good stuff’ as quickly as possible, without taking the time to build the necessary foundations. (I have made all of these mistakes, and more.)
	If that’s the case, then why include a map at all, let alone a home-brewed map like the one I present here? Well, as spiritual teacher Michael Taft likes to say, the only thing worse than having a map of the spiritual path is not having a map. To be without a map is to be adrift in uncertainty, never entirely sure whether the experiences you’re having are an expected consequence of your practice or merely a sign of indigestion. A lot of weird stuff can happen in this practice, and it’s very helpful and reassuring at times to know that other people have had these experiences too.
	Personally, I find that maps can also provide encouragement to keep going. I had a really hard time with my practice when I first started, and I don’t think I’d still be doing it if I hadn’t encountered very explicit and detailed maps put together by experienced teachers; those maps gave me enough confidence to keep going until I started to see results. Now that I’ve had some experiences of my own, maps serve to remind me of the bigger picture when my practice is going through a dry or difficult spell. This stuff really does do something; it isn’t just a bunch of cryptic nonsense. The path of practice leads somewhere that others have gone before us, and they’ve left us directions to follow if we want to make the trip for ourselves.
	So here are some observations about particular landmarks that can show up as we explore awareness. You might notice some parallels between these landmarks and the order of chapters in this book; that’s because I’ve structured the book in an attempt to lead you along what I see as a path of deepening realisation. But don’t take it too seriously, and if it doesn’t resonate at all with your experience, don’t worry about it. If you have concerns or questions about your practice, it’s better to talk to a teacher directly anyway.
Discovering awareness
The first step of Bankei’s path is to discover the Unborn for ourselves – not merely as an idea, but as a lived experience. Before we can ‘rest in the Unborn’, we have to know what it is!
	Some teachers simply point directly to awareness, also known as the Unborn Buddha-Mind, Buddha Nature, true nature, original mind, don’t-know mind, and myriad other names too. We saw Bankei’s pointing-out instructions back in Chapter 1. Other teachers might direct students to look for the Witness, the ‘one who knows’, or offer a koan like ‘Who am I?’ or ‘What is my true nature?’. Another option, also offered in Chapter 1, is to understand the ‘unborn’ nature of awareness in contrast to that which is ‘born’, i.e. the impermanent phenomena of our senses. Everything in our sensory experience comes and goes; what doesn’t come and go?
	Sometimes awareness is very clear to people right away, but sometimes it needs a bit more exploration to understand fully what’s going on. In Chapter 2 I offered some supplementary exercises for clarifying the nature of awareness by exploring its properties (or lack thereof!).
	Having noticed awareness for the first time, the next trick is to learn to access it repeatably. In Chapter 3 we looked at a range of ‘doorways into the Unborn’: methods for accessing what I’ve been calling ‘the perspective of awareness’, as distinct from ‘the perspective of the thinking mind’.
	It’s important to say that the exercises and methods presented in this book are simply a handful of approaches that I’ve found to be helpful. They aren’t meant to be a complete list by any means; if these don’t work for you (and you’ve spent a decent chunk of time with them, not just tried them once or twice), keep looking. You can find all sorts of pointing-out instructions and meditative exercises across multiple spiritual traditions, and maybe they’ll work for you where my instructions didn’t.
	If possible, try to find a teacher who you can meet in person; as I mentioned in Chapter 8, awakening to the nature of awareness seems to occur most often in the Zen literature in the context of an encounter between teacher and student, rather than as a result of the student’s solitary efforts.
	Finally, it’s worth saying that your recognition of awareness may dawn slowly over a period of time, rather than arriving in a flash of lightning. Recall the analogy of learning a language: while there may be a definite moment where you realise ‘Gosh, I’m fluent now!’, it’s equally likely that fluency will sneak up on you, little by little, with no clear ‘watershed’ moment where you go from ‘not fluent’ to ‘fluent’.
	In the end, it doesn’t matter how you get there, so long as you do. One way or another, the goal here is to realise the nature of awareness: the mirror-like faculty within us which impartially reflects whatever is going on in each moment. To the extent that we can rest in that mirror-like awareness, free from entanglement with thoughts, worries and desires, we’re already awake, and the rest is just details. (My teacher’s teacher, Shinzan Roshi, liked to say that Rinzai Zen’s many hundreds of koans were all just footnotes to ‘Who am I?’)
	Having said that, those details do matter! The spiritual path contains many traps for the unwary, and it’s possible to get stuck in them for a very long time if we don’t realise what’s going on, particularly if we don’t have a teacher or spiritual friend who can point out when we’ve fallen into one, or if we aren’t willing to listen when they do so.
	One such trap that can occur at this stage is a failure to appreciate the distinction between realisation of the Unborn, which occurs at the moment you discover the true nature of awareness for yourself, and the fully integrated embodiment of the Unborn which is the long-term aim of the path. Merely having encountered awareness for yourself is a big step, of course, but it isn’t the final one by any means.
	Another trap is to cling to stillness, particularly in the form of Pure Awareness. We discussed this extensively in Chapter 5, so I won’t repeat that material here, except simply to encourage you not to get stuck here. There’s further to go – and going further will address the uncomfortable tension between the nice, peaceful Pure Awareness that people stuck here try to reach every time they meditate and the many annoyances of the busy world that are forever spoiling that peace.
Discovering oneness
‘Becoming one with everything’ is how the goal of the spiritual path is sometimes presented, and we can indeed find a sense of oneness through practice. Actually, there are at least two kinds of ‘oneness’, which the exercises in Chapters 4 and 5 may help us to discover for ourselves. (There’s also some overlap between the realisation of oneness and the subsequent, deeper realisation of non-duality, which we’ll discuss next.)
	As we learn to take the perspective of awareness, we might notice that the ‘contents’ of awareness now seem different somehow. The way I expressed the difference when I first noticed it was that ‘everything is on the same level now’; it felt as if my experience had previously had a kind of baked-in ‘hierarchy’, where the most important thing was me, right in the middle of experience, then ‘nearby things’ were a little less important, and things became progressively less important the further away they were. When taking the perspective of awareness, however, I noticed that both nearby sounds and faraway sounds were in a certain sense entirely equal – both perfectly valid appearances in awareness, both equally here – and as I allowed that recognition to extend through the field of my awareness, I realised that everything else was also ‘equal’ in this sense.
	What’s going on here is the recognition, discussed in Chapter 4, that all experiences are simply appearances in awareness; all have fundamentally the same nature. That can lead to a sense that everything in awareness is originally one unfolding reality. If we extend this exploration to our sense of self, we might also discover that there’s fundamentally no difference between ‘me’ and ‘not me’, a realisation which seems to align very well with the classical Buddhist teaching of anatta (‘non-self’ or ‘not-self’). We may thus feel that we have, indeed, ‘become one with everything’, just as the spiritual slogan promises.
	However, it’s possible to arrive at a kind of ‘incomplete’ oneness, in which there’s a subtle distinction between ‘awareness itself’ (which we might conceptualise as a Witness, or Pure Awareness) and ‘the contents of awareness’. By inquiring further, as we did in Chapter 5, we can arrive at what we might call ‘complete’ oneness. This is the oneness that arises when we see clearly that awareness and its ‘contents’ are not truly separate; what we’ve previously been calling the ‘contents’ of awareness are better described as manifestations of awareness, rather than something fundamentally separate. When we see this clearly, our entire experience can be seen as simply waves in the ocean of awareness, nothing left out or separate at all. All is one.
	A common trap at this stage is to believe that you’ve reached the end of the path: you’ve become one with everything! That’s the goal, right? But there are a few problems here.
	One potential problem is that, if we’ve arrived at oneness as opposed to non-duality, we still have a way to go. ‘Oneness’ is not actually a terribly functional stance when it comes to everyday activities, like buying bread (who are you buying it for?) or filling out a tax return (what’s with all these petty distinctions, don’t they realise that everything is one?).
	Another problem is that, from the perspective of oneness, ethics appear to be meaningless. If everything is ultimately one then there really are no separate beings at all, so it’s impossible to commit a crime or cause harm in the conventional sense. From the standpoint of oneness there’s no need for morality, and it can be tempting to think that anyone who says differently simply doesn’t get it. To be clear, this is a grave mistake. The perspective of oneness is an interesting but ultimately limited perspective, and clinging to it will get you into a lot of trouble and potentially cause all manner of harm.
	Several of the disadvantages of oneness can be addressed by the deeper realisation of non-duality, which we’ll turn to now.
Discovering non-duality (not one, not two)
Sometimes you’ll see the terms ‘oneness’ and ‘non-duality’ used interchangeably, but for our purposes here it’s useful to distinguish the two. We might say that, whereas oneness is the sense that all things are not fundamentally separate, non-duality is the recognition that two different things are neither fundamentally separate nor fundamentally the same either.
	As a simple example, we might say that day and night are non-dual. ‘Day’ and ‘night’ are intertwined; we never experience a day without a night, or vice versa. But day and night are not fundamentally the same either: the sun comes out during the day and sets at night, for example. They’re two aspects of one process, the day-night cycle, not fundamentally separate but also not identical. If we focus too much on the ‘oneness’ of day and night, we’re missing some very important practical information about what’s going on; we’re neglecting the diversity of phenomena and overemphasising their sameness, which can lead to a lot of confusion.
	Initially, we might experience non-duality of self and other, recognising that (for example) you and I are not fundamentally separate at the level of awareness, but equally that we aren’t the same person. I shouldn’t eat your food without asking, and you can’t have my credit card. We can see both ourselves and others as expressions of the same universal activity of awareness, yet still respect one another’s boundaries and act ethically. (Note that this is a much more functional way to see the world than the perspective of oneness described in the previous section.)
	And yet, throughout this experience, we may still have a sense of something separate: some transcendent ‘other’, perhaps the Source of the non-dual phenomena of the world, or a Pure Awareness that is ultimately, originally separate from its non-dual ‘contents’.
	Once again, this is where the exercises in Chapter 5 come into play. By going deeper still, we can come to experience not only the non-duality of self and other, but also the non-duality of awareness and its manifestations. We see awareness as an ocean, manifesting the sensory phenomena of our experience as its waves. We recognise the uniqueness of each wave, whilst at the same time seeing every wave as part of the ocean; not separate, but also not the same. (If we’re familiar with classical Buddhist teachings, we might alternatively describe this realisation as the non-duality of form and emptiness, or of relative and absolute.)
	Non-duality can take some time to digest fully. It forces us to grapple with the fluid, nebulous nature of our experience, never fully one thing or another. Any attempt to find a single, fixed viewpoint from which we can understand everything in all circumstances ultimately proves futile, and we must instead learn to flow with our experience, picking up conceptual models as necessary and then putting them down again when they’ve served their purpose. Meaning can become slippery and elusive as we see the extent to which our thoughts about the world are nothing other than attempts to provide solidity and certainty where none can ultimately be found. In the long run, this is a profoundly liberating stage of practice, because it frees us from the obligation to find the ‘right’ way to look at our lives. At the time, however, it can be a bit unsettling, as we discover that there’s nothing solid to stand on, nowhere to plant a flag that isn’t just as uncertain and contingent as anywhere else.
	This is also the stage of practice where many of the classic Zen maps encourage students to study the classical sutras and other ancient texts (which can come as a bit of a surprise to people who think that Zen is entirely anti-intellectual!). This is because those maps are preparing us to teach others, and in order to teach effectively, we need more than just a solid grasp of oneness; we also need to recognise that each student is an individual with their own unique background and personal conditioning, and as such will respond only to a particular set of methods and teachings. One size does not fit all. Ultimately, it’s in every teacher’s interest to be familiar with a wide set of approaches, the better to help each individual practitioner to find their own personal way into their Unborn Buddha-Mind, and their own unique expression of it.
	The major trap at this stage is very similar to one we saw earlier, when we arrived at our initial recognition of the nature of awareness: that it’s perfectly possible to have an experiential understanding of non-duality in meditation which is nevertheless not at all integrated or embodied in daily life. As Zen master Hakuin put it when describing his own practice:
[O]ne night, everything suddenly fell away, and I crossed the threshold into enlightenment. All the doubts and uncertainties that had burdened me all those years suddenly vanished, roots and all – just melted like ice. Deep-rooted karma that had bound me for endless aeons to the cycle of birth-and-death vanished like foam on the water. ‘It’s true,’ I thought to myself, ‘the Way is not far.’ Those stories about the ancient masters taking twenty or even thirty years to attain it – someone must have made them all up. For the next several months, I was waltzing on air, flagging my arms and stamping my feet in a kind of witless rapture.
 
Afterwards, however, as I began reflecting upon my everyday behaviour, I could see that the two aspects of my life – the active and the meditative – were totally out of balance. No matter what I was doing, I never felt free or completely at ease.14
 
	This can be a particularly challenging stage of practice. Doing awareness experiments and having deep insights into the nature of the Unborn Buddha-Mind is interesting and enjoyable, whereas training the new habit of resting in the Unborn is hard work! And it only becomes harder as the insights of those early explorations of awareness become more familiar, more obvious, less startlingly new and exciting. We might well empathise with the student in the quotation at the start of Chapter 8, complaining to Bankei of the difficulties of advancing along the path and the depressing regularity of back-sliding.
	At this point it’s particularly helpful to have other people to practise with. Having a community of fellow practitioners can be a great asset at all points on the spiritual path, of course, but here the value is especially great. Being with other people who are practising diligently can help us to keep going when our motivation is flagging; and interacting with those same people will quickly show us the areas in our lives where we can still get caught up in the perspective of the thinking mind. Other people can push our buttons like nothing else. To the extent that we can, it’s helpful to view this as a great gift: the irritating interaction causing us to grit our teeth is nothing other than a direct pointer to a gap in our integration. I offer many deep, if reluctant, bows to the people in my life who are helping me in this way right now!
	Conversely, if we find ourselves looking down on the other practitioners around us – they just don’t get it, they don’t see the truth the way we do – then we’re heading into dangerous waters. Having a healthy sense of humility is a powerful asset on this path. We can learn valuable lessons from the strangest places (and people), but only if we’re open to doing so. The more superior we consider ourselves to be, the more difficult it will be to make further progress. (And, of course, by setting ourselves on an enlightened pedestal far above the ignorant masses, we’re automatically shifting into the separate-and-compare perspective of the thinking mind. That ought to be a giant red flag at this point, but this kind of ‘perspective slippage’ can be incredibly subtle and insidious, so we can be forgiven for slipping up from time to time!)
Discovering awakened activity
In the long run, we must be able to embody our awakening in the midst of everyday life if it’s to be truly useful to us. Seeing non-duality in the stillness of meditation is nice, but that doesn’t necessarily help when we’re stuck in traffic or a co-worker is spoiling for a fight.
	So what does ‘embodying our awakening in the midst of everyday life’ actually look like? I can’t say; you’ll have to find out for yourself. I’m not trying to be cryptic or difficult here! It’s just that there’s no ‘template’ for an awakened life: each person must ultimately arrive at their own individual expression of their deepest nature. The exercises in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 offer some suggestions for how to start this process of discovery, but how the results of those exercises actually manifest will be unique to you.
	As we’ve seen in Chapter 7, the awareness which is at the root of all experience is not merely a passive ‘receiver’ of sensory phenomena, a screen onto which the movie of our lives is being projected; it also has an innate drive to respond appropriately to the situation at hand, to try to make things better. When we first start out, that drive is constrained by our internalised priorities and conditioned habits of reactivity. As we continue to practise, however, those restrictions soften and relax, and the inherently benevolent impulse of the Unborn can manifest more broadly and straightforwardly in the world. Ultimately, though, we can never fully escape our own personal conditioning. This body, this thinking mind, these memories and so on: all of these comprise our unique ‘instrument’ in the world, and the capabilities and limitations of that instrument inevitably constrain and colour the music that it can play.
	As the practice goes deeper, we learn to trust our own intuitive sense of what’s required in this present moment, rather than trying to come up with a plan in advance for every eventuality. There’s no fixed ‘strategy for life’ that will solve every conundrum that arises; some situations don’t even have a satisfactory solution, and yet life goes on anyway. As time goes on, then, we learn to hold our plans more lightly, and trust more in our own Buddha-Mind to steer us through whatever might arise. We can still form and hold intentions (and will need to do so in order to see long-term projects through to completion), but at the same time we understand that what arises as we continue to hold that intention won’t necessarily be anything that we would have imagined or planned for. All of this means that it simply isn’t possible to predict in advance what your particular ‘life in the Unborn’ will look like. We each have to find out for ourselves, day by day.
	One possible trap at this stage of practice is to try to ‘accelerate’ the progress toward one’s own awakened life by imitating one’s teacher. This is perhaps understandable: after all, a very common reason to stick with a particular teacher for a long time is because something about them appeals to us, and so it’s natural to think ‘Gosh, they’ve got something pretty special going on – I’d like a bit of that!’ A teacher also tends to be someone who we feel is further along the spiritual path than us, and so the temptation is to think ‘Well, I guess this is how a deeply realised practitioner looks and acts, so I’d better start doing that too.’ It’s quite common to see communities built around a popular teacher in which many of the senior students speak and act a bit like that teacher.
	Ultimately, though, resting in the Unborn has nothing to do with imitating anyone else. It has everything to do with becoming more fully who you are, at the deepest level. Your Unborn Buddha-Mind is always already doing its very best to respond appropriately to the situation at hand; adding yet another constraint (by asking ‘what would my teacher do?’, whether explicitly or implicitly) simply further restricts its natural expression, rather than liberating it.
In the end, it’s nothing special
One final trap, which can strike at any point along the path, is a sense of wanting something special. I can relate; I was initially drawn to Zen because I very much wanted something transcendent, mysterious and wonderful. Ordinary life didn’t seem to hold a whole lot of appeal, so I wanted something extraordinary. And over the years, my practice has delivered plenty of exciting peak experiences: states of bliss, sudden explosions of universal love, radical shifts in perception.
	Over time, though, all these things become familiar, even ordinary. The title of Jack Kornfield’s excellent book ‘After the Ecstasy, the Laundry’ captures this feeling very well. It can be a little disorienting at first; it’s easy to think ‘Taking the perspective of awareness used to be really amazing, but now it seems much less radical. Maybe I’ve lost it!’ That’s possible, but it’s much more likely that we’re simply getting used to the perspective of awareness. Ultimately, resting in the Unborn is actually the most natural, obvious, ordinary thing we could ever do; it only seems so remarkable the first few times we encounter it because of how different it is to our previous habitual everyday state.
	There’s a Zen koan in which a student asks his teacher, ‘What is the Way?’, and the teacher replies ‘The ordinary mind is the Way.’ It isn’t about peak experiences. In the end, it’s nothing special. It’s like coming home at the end of the day, to rest.

Afterword
Because human beings are endowed with bright wisdom, when they have the chance to meet a wise teacher they can readily attain Buddhahood. A wonderful thing, isn’t it, having the good fortune to be born in a human body in which you may easily realise Buddhahood? Just such a great matter stands right before your eyes. Don’t fritter away your time!
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this book, and hopefully for engaging with the exercises too. I feel profoundly grateful for having encountered the teachings of Zen master Bankei in my life, and I hope that what I’ve shared here helps more people to find a way in to the practice of resting in the Unborn Buddha-Mind.
	Although we’ve focused on Bankei in this book, teachings pointing to the primacy of awareness go all the way back to the historical Buddha (if not before). There’s a discourse in the Pali Canon which recounts a teaching that the Buddha gave to a spiritual seeker named Bāhiya, containing the following pithy instructions for awakening:
Bāhiya, when it is like this for you –
 
In the seen, there is just the seen,
In the heard, there is just the heard,
In the sensed, there is just the sensed,
In the cognised, there is just the cognised –
 
Then, Bāhiya, 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 suffering.15
 
	These instructions cut to the heart of the matter. Notice, first, the emphasis on awareness: the Buddha focuses on Bāhiya’s sensory experience, that which is seen, heard, sensed (which includes what is smelt, tasted and felt) and cognised (i.e. mental activity). There’s evidence elsewhere in the discourse that Bāhiya was already familiar with awareness from his prior practice, but that he conceived of it in terms of a Witness: in seeing, the unseen Seer; in hearing, the unheard Hearer. We might imagine Bāhiya caught in the trap of Pure Awareness, continually trying to reach peace but struggling with his noisy, irritating thoughts. So here the Buddha makes the same move that we explored in Chapter 5, emphasising to Bāhiya that there is no ‘unseen Seer’ separate from that which is seen. Awareness and its manifestations are two sides of the same coin, the ocean and its waves.
	When we can see this, we no longer need to view the world through the perspective of separation and comparison. Before discovering awareness, we see an object and conceive ourselves ‘in terms of this’: I see a water bottle over there, so naturally there must be a me over here doing the seeing. But if we simply experience awareness manifesting as the visual experience of a water bottle, there’s no need to create a separate sense of ‘me over here’, distinct from ‘the bottle over there’. As such, there’s no separate me ‘there’ at all: I can experience the activity of awareness without automatically needing to split it up and label the part that is ‘me’. And when that happens, there’s no separate me ‘here, or beyond, or in between’; there’s simply awareness.
	This itself is the end of our struggle with life, the fundamental unsatisfactoriness of the present moment when seen through the perspective of separation and comparison, forever inadequate and incomplete. When we step out of that perspective and into the Unborn, nothing needs to change at all. There’s no room for improvement, no marks knocked off for poor presentation, no need to pull ourselves away from what’s going on in the hope of finding safety in separateness. Instead, our ordinary life, just the way it is, is seen to be complete in every moment, always and already.
	This, just this, is the life of a Buddha. Your life, and mine.

Appendix: Silent Illumination
Silent and serene, forgetting words, bright clarity appears before you. When you reflect it you become vast, where you embody it you are spiritually uplifted.16
 
What is Silent Illumination?
Silent Illumination, perhaps more commonly known as shikantaza (‘just sitting’), is a Zen meditation practice. The name ‘Silent Illumination’ was coined by the 12th century Chinese Zen master Hongzhi, who is the source of the quotation above.
	As with all popular meditation practices, there are many interpretations of ‘just sitting’. Some teachers offer barely any instructions at all, while others give a much more elaborate description of the practice. The version I’ll share here aligns with the approach taught by the 20th century Taiwanese Zen master Sheng Yen17 and his successors. (That’s not to say they would necessarily endorse my interpretation!)
	We’ll start with the practice instructions, then take a look at a model that Sheng Yen used to describe the unfolding of the practice. Along the way, I’ll point out correspondences with some of the other exercises in this book, which I hope will make it clear how this simple, beautiful practice can support our explorations of the Unborn Buddha-Mind.
Guided audio for Silent Illumination
You can find a guided version of this practice on my website, cheltenhamzen.co.uk/audio. Look for ‘Silent Illumination (with preliminaries)’ in the ‘Longer Zen practices’ section.
	You can also find a practice there called ‘Resting in the Unborn’. This is the variation of ‘just sitting’ taught by my Zen teacher Daizan. Daizan’s approach has fewer preliminary steps, and is more direct than Sheng Yen’s approach. Since this book is all about unpacking and elaborating Bankei’s elusively simple teaching to make it more accessible, I’ve chosen to present Sheng Yen’s more methodical version of the practice here. Both approaches are good.
Instructions: Posture
Find a comfortable sitting posture. It’s helpful to have a posture with a stable base, so that you don’t need to use a lot of muscular tension to hold yourself in place. This will allow you to relax deeply. At the same time, you don’t want to be so relaxed that you fall asleep, so it’s also helpful to have a sense of alignment in the body, sitting upright rather than slouching. If you can sit without back support, that works very well, but if you have back problems, do whatever you need to do in order to be comfortable. Ultimately, you’re looking for a posture which is relaxed without being sleepy, alert without being tense, and sustainable enough that you can stay here without needing to change your posture for the duration of your meditation.
	Many people like to sit on a meditation cushion or bench, either cross-legged or kneeling in the Japanese seiza position. These postures are very stable, so they’re good choices if they’re comfortable for you. However, only do what works for your body. You won’t reach the Unborn any faster in a full lotus position, and if your body isn’t currently capable of doing a full lotus, please don’t force it. Sitting meditation is not the place to work on your flexibility; pushing yourself into a meditation posture that your body isn’t ready for can lead to serious injury. (I speak from experience!) If sitting on the floor doesn’t work for you, a chair is also fine.
	Whichever sitting posture you adopt, it’s helpful to ensure that your hips are a little higher than your knees. If your knees are above your hips (particularly common for people sitting cross-legged), you’ll find a subtle tension in the core which is counterproductive and fatiguing over time, so it’s helpful to sit on a meditation cushion or something similar to elevate the hips.
	Place your hands in your lap, on your thighs, or anywhere else that works for you provided it doesn’t introduce tension into the body. Some people like to have a small cushion in their lap to rest their hands on. In the Zen tradition the hands are commonly placed in the so-called Cosmic Mudra: both palms facing up, left hand resting on the right hand, thumbs gently touching. Alternatively, the hands can be folded together, palms facing toward the lower belly, or placed on the thighs, palms facing downward. Experiment and see what you prefer.
	It can be helpful to have a slight tuck in the chin, as if holding a tennis ball between your chin and your chest. That counteracts the tendency for the head to jut forward, particularly common among those of us who spend a lot of time using screens, and allows the neck to be more upright and relaxed. Having said that, if you find that tucking your chin actually increases tension, don’t do it. Also, please note that it’s a small movement; we aren’t trying to make the chin touch the chest, as is sometimes done in some yoga postures.
	Relax the jaw. The tongue should be soft and broad, resting gently on the roof of the mouth. Breathe through your nose if you can, your mouth if you need to.
	The eyes can be open or closed for this practice. Most people prefer to start with the eyes closed, then to open them at a particular point during the practice. (I’ll indicate that point when we get there.) Either way, it’s helpful to have your eyes angled slightly downward, and if the eyes are open, use a soft, broad gaze rather than staring at something in particular.
	When you’ve found a workable posture, you’re ready to start the practice.
Instructions: Body scan
To begin, bring your attention up to your head and neck. Take a few moments simply to notice what you can feel there. Perhaps it’s warm or cool; perhaps you feel the air against your skin, or the sensation of hair against your scalp. Maybe there’s a sense of itching or tingling; maybe something else, or maybe nothing at all. There’s no right answer; there’s just whatever you feel happening in this part of the body.
	Please note that we aren’t trying to visualise the head or neck, and you don’t need to find words for the sensations you feel. There’s no need to think about the body at all; we’re feeling what’s going on, in the same way that you can feel whether a cup of tea is warm or cool just by touching it.
	After a few moments of simply feeling what’s going on, see if you notice any sense of unnecessary tension: perhaps a tightness around the jaw, a furrowed brow, a feeling of pressure at the temples, or something else. We commonly carry excess tension in our bodies, and letting go of it can help us to settle more deeply into stillness. So if you notice anything like this, simply give it permission to relax. Don’t force it – attempting to force yourself to relax is highly counterproductive – but allow the tension to relax, soften and melt away, if that’s what’s available right now. If nothing happens, that’s fine. And, of course, you might not notice any unnecessary tension right now; that’s fine too.
	Next, move down to your shoulders, upper arms and elbows. Again, take a few moments simply to feel what’s going on, connecting with this new part of the body and noticing whatever is happening there. Then, if you notice any unnecessary tension, allow it to soften and melt away.
	Continue down to the forearms and wrists, the hands and fingers. Take your time. With each new part of the body, it’s the same process: first feeling into what’s going on, simply experiencing it as it is, and then allowing any unnecessary tension to fall away.
	Shift your attention to the upper part of the trunk: your chest, rib cage, upper back. Again, feel what’s going on, then allow it to relax.
	Move down to the level of the diaphragm: the solar plexus, the waist, the middle of the back.
	Move down to the abdomen: the belly, the lower back. Notice if your posture needs any adjustment. Sometimes, a subtle shift or realignment can allow the muscles to relax even more deeply, transferring the weight of the body more efficiently down through your skeleton and into the floor, the chair or whatever is supporting you.
	Move down into your hips, thighs, and knees, continuing to relax as you go.
	Finally, move down to the lower legs: the shins and calves, ankles, feet, and toes. Allow these to relax too.
Instructions: Experiencing the body sitting
Now, let go of the intention to relax; let go of any intention to change anything at all. Adopt an attitude of simply observing whatever happens, moment to moment.
	At the same time, expand the scope of your attention until it encompasses the body as a whole. We’re no longer concerned with dividing the body up into separate parts; we’re interested in experiencing the entire body. From time to time your attention may be drawn towards specific sensations in a particular part of the body; when that happens, just gently expand your attention until it once again incorporates the whole body. There’s no need to suppress or ignore any particular sensations anywhere in the body, even if they’re strong or unpleasant; we simply experience whatever arises as taking place within the broader field of bodily sensations.
	Feel how it is to sit; right here, right now, moment by moment. Simply experience the feeling of sitting, in the same way that you experience the taste a cup of coffee or the sound of music. You don’t need to analyse, categorise or assess your experience in any way; there’s no right or wrong experience to have, and you don’t have to put the feeling into words. Simply experience the body sitting.
	Whenever you notice that your attention has wandered – perhaps caught up in thinking, perhaps drawn to a sound or something else in your environment – simply let go of the distraction, take a moment to relax, and then bring your attention back to the experience of the body sitting. Remember that nothing has gone ‘wrong’ when you get distracted; in fact, recognising the wandering of your attention and bringing it back on topic is an important part of the practice.
	As you continue to sit, all sorts of other, non-bodily, experiences will also come and go in your awareness. If your eyes are open, you may notice objects or movement in your visual field, and even if your eyes are closed, you may still notice some kind of activity in the darkness behind your eyelids. Sounds and thoughts will also come and go.
	All of this other activity is totally fine; you don’t need to shut any of it out, push it away or get rid of it somehow. Equally, you don’t need to take a particular interest in it. You don’t need to get involved with it at all. The attitude to cultivate here is one of leaving all of this other activity ‘in the background’, like an overheard conversation between strangers in a public place: it’s happening, but it isn’t really anything to do with you right now. Just let it all come and go freely, and whenever you notice that your attention has wandered to something other than the body, simply let go, relax, and come back to the body.
Instructions: Experiencing awareness
At a certain point, you might find that continuing to pay attention specifically to the body has started to feel cumbersome or onerous somehow, and it feels like it would be much more natural to open up to include everything else that’s going on as well. If that happens, go with it; allow yourself to open up into awareness as a whole. If your eyes have been closed, I recommend opening them here, keeping your gaze soft, broad and angled gently downwards.
	Alternatively, if you’ve been paying attention to the body for some time and you’ve noticed that you haven’t become significantly distracted for at least a few minutes, you can choose to open up into awareness deliberately. To do so, first allow your attention to expand beyond your body into your surroundings. Notice the sounds around you more fully, both nearby and further away. If your eyes have been closed up to this point, open them, and notice what you can see as well. (You don’t have to turn your head to look around; simply notice whatever is in front of you. As above, keep the gaze soft, broad and angled gently downwards.) Spend a few moments here, then allow your attention to extend inward as well, to your thoughts, feelings and other mental activity, your inner landscape.
	At this stage of the practice, your attention is no longer focused on anything in particular; as a result, you become fully open to whatever arises anywhere in awareness: body sensations, sights, sounds, thoughts and feelings. All of it is now on an ‘equal footing’, all equally ‘relevant’, all equally ‘here’.
	Now, the practice becomes about resting in this wide open awareness. Simply allow everything to come and go freely in your experience, without getting involved with any of it. Whenever you notice that you’ve become focused on something in particular – drawn into a train of thought, listening closely to a particular sound, gazing at an object, whatever it might be – once again simply let go, relax, and come back to this wide open awareness. Keep coming back, each time your attention takes hold of something in particular.
	Stay here for as long as you like.
	As you continue to practise in this way, you may start to become aware of certain boundaries or divisions that your thinking mind is imposing on your experience, such as the difference between ‘outside of me’ and ‘inside of me’, or a sense of a ‘centre point’ in awareness. These boundaries and divisions are just another manifestation of awareness, just another type of thought, and these too can be let go, just as you would let go of any other thought once you notice yourself holding on to it. Let them go, and see what happens.
	At a certain point, even maintaining the intention to keep returning to awareness may start to feel too much; perhaps contrived, or bothersome. There may simply be a sense that even this much ‘practice’ could be let go, and you could continue to sit with no particular intention or expectation of any sort. Here, too, simply let go, and see what happens.
Commentary: The stages of Silent Illumination
So that’s the practice. As I said earlier, that’s really all you need to know about Silent Illumination; it’s much more important to do the practice than to ‘study’ it. That being said, I’ve always found it interesting to see how these practices work, why they’re structured the way they are, and how they might unfold over time, and so in this section I’ll offer some commentary on the practice. The model I’ll describe is based on Zen master Sheng Yen’s description of the practice, which I’ve found to be very helpful.
	At the start of this appendix, we saw a quotation from Zen master Hongzhi describing Silent Illumination in these terms: ‘Silent and serene, forgetting words, bright clarity appears before you. When you reflect it you become vast, where you embody it you are spiritually uplifted.’
	What Hongzhi describes is not a ‘practice’ with ‘stages’; it’s the experience of plunging directly into awareness, simply and immediately resting in the Unborn. When we step out of the perspective of the thinking mind, which Hongzhi describes poetically as ‘forgetting words’, we find ourselves in a perspective which is ‘silent and serene’, resting in the innate inner silence and stillness of awareness. The mirror-like perspective of the Unborn is originally before time and space, and thus free from limitations, so ‘when you reflect it, you become vast’. And abiding in the Unborn is the key to an awakened life, so ‘where you embody it, you are spiritually uplifted’.
	If you can already do that, great; you don’t need all these step-by-step instructions. You’re already living the life of a Buddha. For many of us, though, particularly when we’re new to the practice, it’s a bit tricky to go directly there. It’s too formless, too ungraspable, too mysterious, too alien to people who are used to having something to think about all the time. When Sheng Yen started teaching Silent Illumination to Westerners, he found that many of them struggled to grasp the simple, direct practice of ‘just sitting’ (as I did!), and so he developed the more step-by-step approach presented above.
	Sheng Yen also developed a model of the ‘stages’ of the Silent Illumination practice, a way of describing the sorts of experiences that can arise along the way. He was keen to emphasise that these stages are merely helpful expedients intended to guide students somewhat methodically toward a direct experience of Hongzhi’s Silent Illumination; they’re not ‘necessary’ at all, so if you don’t need or want them, that’s totally fine.
	The first stage is what Sheng Yen calls ‘scattered mind’. This is an experience that I suspect we can all relate to! At this stage, we’re easily distracted, our attention grabbing at whatever interesting thoughts or sensory experiences come along, rarely staying anywhere for long.
	To counteract the tendency toward distraction, the Silent Illumination practice described above starts with simple activities which are (comparatively) engaging: we take a seat, set up the posture, and then relax the body part by part. These preliminary steps help us to connect with our bodily sensations, promoting a focus on the present moment and giving us something to pay attention to other than our busy thoughts. The comparatively active nature of this part of the practice makes it engaging enough to reduce the likelihood of distraction somewhat, and setting up a sustainable posture and relaxing the body will make it more comfortable to sit in stillness as we move into the subsequent steps of the practice.
	Once the relaxation is complete, we shift into paying attention to the body as a whole. This is less active, and hence less immediately engaging, than the more methodical relaxation practice that preceded it. During the relaxation, our attention moved to a new part of the body every few seconds, providing us with a steady stream of novelty. When we transition to paying attention to the entire body, the experience may seem quite dull and static by comparison, at least until we become sufficiently attuned to notice the subtler comings and goings within the field of body sensations. As a result, our attention is likely to wander more at first.
	Over time, however, if we’re able to maintain our intention to keep coming back to the body sensations, we’ll find that our attention remains in one place for longer stretches, and that we develop the self-awareness needed to recognise when we’ve become distracted so that we can get back on track sooner. Over time, we become progressively more and more indistractible. (This stage of the practice is very much akin to the exercise in Chapter 3 called ‘quietening the thinking mind’, albeit with a broader object of focus.)
	Sooner or later, then, we arrive at the second stage of the practice: what Sheng Yen calls ‘concentrated mind’. Our attention largely stays where we want it to be; distractions are less prominent, and seem to have lost their power to pull us away from the body. This indistractibility is very helpful as we move into the next part of the practice.
	Now, we open up our attention beyond the body, expanding the scope of our focus to include everything in awareness: sights, sounds, sensations, thoughts and feelings. (We’ve already seen this move in Chapter 3, in the ‘doorway into the Unborn’ called ‘expanding attention’.)
	Japanese Zen master Takuan Soho describes the distinction between focused attention and panoramic awareness thus:
When facing a single tree, if you look at a single one of its red leaves, you will not see all the others. When the eye is not set on one leaf, and you face the tree with nothing at all in mind, any number of leaves are visible to the eye without limit. But if a single leaf holds the eye, it will be as if the other leaves were not there.18
 
	In the previous step, we were paying attention to a specific ‘object’: the body. Now, awareness itself becomes the ‘object’ of the practice. And whereas previously ‘getting distracted’ meant shifting our attention to something other than the body, now ‘getting distracted’ means paying attention to anything in particular, anything less than the totality of experience. As soon as we find ourselves ‘zooming in’ on any particular aspect of the present moment, that’s the sign to let go, relax and open back up again.
	We’re very familiar with the first type of ‘getting distracted’, and it’s easy enough to understand what we should do when we notice that it’s happened. But many of us are not so familiar with setting aside the mechanism of attention entirely and resting in open awareness, and so it can take a while for this latter practice to make sense. In addition, because we’re now doing even less than at the previous stage – not even focusing on the body any more – it’s even less intrinsically engaging at first, which means that the tendency for the attention to grab on to some aspect of experience in search of something interesting is even stronger here. The self-awareness and indistractibility of the ‘concentrated mind’ that we previously developed is a great help here.
	In effect, this step of the practice is teaching us how to let go of the perspective of separation and comparison, setting aside our habit of carving up experience into discrete parts. Instead, we practise adopting a more holistic view of our experience, one which has no need for divisions and boundaries, and coming back to it each time we notice we’ve strayed. We practise coming into and abiding in the perspective of awareness, over and over again – in other words, resting in the Unborn.
	Sooner or later, if we continue to rest in a perspective which is unconcerned with separateness and comparison, distinctions like ‘better and worse’, ’inside and outside’, ‘self and other’ and even ‘awareness and its contents’ lose their meaning. Experience takes on a quality of fundamental OK-ness, or even perfection. We may spontaneously experience universal love and compassion. The experiences of oneness and non-duality described in Chapter 10 become available to us. (We saw exercises designed to bring about those same realisations in Chapters 4, 5 and 6; the difference here is that such experiences arise spontaneously out of prolonged Silent Illumination practice, as opposed to being sought out deliberately. All we need for Silent Illumination is to keep letting go and returning to awareness.)
	This is the stage that Sheng Yen calls ‘unified mind’. Here, deep insights into the nature of awareness are opening up to us, and it can feel very much like we’ve arrived at the place Hongzhi is describing. However, there’s still a little further to go.
	In Chapter 10 we talked about the many traps that can arise at this point. We might get stuck in oneness without discovering non-duality, for example; or we may, for a while, continue to conceive of awareness as something fundamentally special or separate from its unified ‘contents’, perhaps as a transcendental ‘Source’ of all phenomena. There may also be some attachment to the method, perhaps to the sense of being a meditator doing a practice, or to other similarly subtle ideas. One way or another, the letting go has not yet gone as deep as it can, and so ‘unified mind’ is not quite the end of the story.
	The final stage of the practice, which Sheng Yen calls ‘no mind’, is reached by letting go even of the unified mind; letting go of whatever is being held back or kept separate, and dissolving fully into the universe, as described in Chapter 7.
	Sheng Yen’s successor Guo Gu Laoshi19 has compared the experiences of ‘unified mind’ and ‘no mind’ by saying that ‘unified mind’ is like looking through a perfectly clear window, which doesn’t seem to obstruct one’s view at all, whereas ‘no mind’ is like looking through no window at all. While they might seem similar on paper, in practice it’s a completely different experience. Words can’t do it justice; you’ll have to find out for yourself.
	Even experiencing ‘no mind’ in formal sitting meditation isn’t the end of the story. Sheng Yen’s view was that some form of Silent Illumination could (and should) be practised continuously at all times: daily life activities should be performed with the same attitude as the sitting practice, bringing a total, wholehearted focus to the task at hand. When sitting, just sit; when walking, just walk; when carrying out a task, just carry out that task. Whenever you notice your attention wandering, or your self-referential inner monologue starting to spin up, simply bring your complete presence back to the activity, over and over, until you no longer need to remind yourself to do so.
	The continuous practice of Silent Illumination is thus ultimately no different at all to what Bankei called ‘living in the Unborn’. The sitting practice provides a ‘training ground’, a place where we can learn to rest in awareness and deeply let go of the perspective of the thinking mind, while daily life practice is the arena in which the awakened activity of Hongzhi’s Silent Illumination, or Bankei’s Unborn Buddha-Mind, manifests.
	Not bad for ‘just sitting’, eh?
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1 Unless otherwise stated, text appearing in a grey box like the passage above is taken from Bankei’s teachings, generally derived from a combination of Waddell’s and Haskel’s work.

2 Udana 8.3, as translated by Bhikkhu Ānandajoti.

3 In fact, modern science has identified a few more than five senses. The most common list has nine: sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, plus thermoception (temperature), nociception (pain), equilibrioception (balance) and proprioception (the sense of where your body is in space). Feel free to explore these other senses too, and thus to have a total list of ten senses once we include the Buddhist ‘sixth sense’, if you like!

4 Dogen’s Fukan Zazengi, translated by Anzan Hoshin.

5 Please note that I’m not making any kind of metaphysical claim about the objective nature of the universe; I’m not suggesting that the whole universe is somehow ‘made out of awareness’, for example. All I’m saying is that we don’t directly experience anything outside of our own awareness.

6 Udana 8.1, as translated by Bhikkhu Ānandajoti.

7 One of the challenges of spiritual practice is that different teachers and traditions use the same terms to mean different things. Some teachers use the term ‘Pure Awareness’ to talk about what I’m describing as ‘awareness’, or ‘the Unborn Buddha-Mind’. To be clear, when I use the term ‘Pure Awareness’ in this chapter, I mean it in the sense of a kind of awareness which is fundamentally separate from its contents in the way that I’m describing now.

8 This is Haskel’s translation. Waddell prefers ‘Everything is perfectly resolved by means of the Unborn.’ I think it comes to the same thing.

9 Ram Dass, discussing one of his favourite mantras, ‘I am loving awareness.’

10 ‘Making health habitual: the psychology of “habit-formation” and general practice’, by Gardner, Lally and Wardle.

11 See Jay Earley’s book ‘Self-Therapy’ for details on how to perform IFS for yourself.

12 For a high-level introduction to early Buddhism, see cheltenhamzen.co.uk/introduction. Details of some of the practices mentioned here are available on my website at cheltenhamzen.co.uk/jhana, cheltenhamzen.co.uk/brahmaviharas and cheltenhamzen.co.uk/insight-practice. 

13 Details of some of these practices are available on my website at cheltenhamzen.co.uk/koans and cheltenhamzen.co.uk/energy-practices.

14 Excerpted from Hakuin’s Yasenkanna, translated by Norman Waddell in ‘Wild Ivy’.

15 Udana 1.10 (the discourse to Bāhiya), translated by Bhikkhu Suddhaso.

16 Zen master Hongzhi Zhengjue, ‘Guidepost of Silent Illumination’.

17 See, for example, ‘The Method of No Method’, by Sheng Yen.

18 From ‘The Unfettered Mind’, a translation of Takuan’s teachings by William Scott Wilson.

19 For another description of the stages of Silent Illumination, consult Guo Gu’s article ‘You Are Already Enlightened’, freely available online, or his excellent book ‘Silent Illumination’.
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