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GREET THIS MOMENT AS A FRIEND


Making Friends with the Present Moment

In the Zen Buddhist tradition, teachers save their pith instructions for their final breath in this life. As they’re dying, with their final exhalation, they utter the culmination of their understanding. Many years ago, a friend recounted a story she’d heard from a Zen practitioner whose teacher’s final utterance was, “Thank you very much; I have no complaints.”

I admire that. I would like to have that as my final utterance. It would be a great statement about wisdom to be able to leave this life saying, “I have no complaints.” To complain would be to think that things could have been different. The fundamental wisdom we seek to connect with is that things are the way they are as a result of myriad causes and conditions—things are what they are; we do what we can; and we work with what we’ve got. “Thank you very much; I have no complaints.”

I sometimes remind students, “Try not to duck. Try to see the truth of your experience right now. Try to be there.” When we are in contention with the moment, we push it away and then we don’t see it clearly. When we see things clearly, we can usually figure them out. And when we see things cordially, or at least when we allow ourselves to see them this way, then they’re not distorted by our liking or not liking. Another way of putting this is, “Let’s see the truth of every moment and let’s see it without contention.”

Dealing with the Unexpected

As human beings, we are always subject to loss, personal and communal. We all experience the loss of our own body as we get older and, in some form, the loss of our friends, our hopes, and our dreams. In a certain way, we are always accommodating loss, from the beginning to the end of our life. I try to cultivate a mind that accommodates in a gracious way so that it has energy left to connect with benevolence. I think this is the key to being able to make it to the end of my life in a way that is warm, lively, energetic, and useful.

So many things are problematic in society and in the world. I heard a local news bulletin saying that engineers are currently working on plans to build dikes all around the inside of San Francisco Bay in preparation for the melting of the ice cap. I heard that while I was driving. And as soon as I heard it, I started to drive a little more tensely. It’s not something that’s going to happen very soon, but it’s an awesome thing to think about. We live in awesome times. But times have always been awesome for whoever was living in any historical period.

I want to tell you a contemporary story of difficult times—of financial insecurity, of economic stress, of so many people losing their jobs—and of the relevance of understanding, wisdom, and practice in meeting those challenges. A friend of mine, my age, expecting to retire, and a longtime meditation practitioner, had all of her money invested with Bernie Madoff. I learned of this a week or two after the news broke that Bernie Madoff had lost all of his investors’ money.

I contacted her and we went out to lunch together. I really wanted to find out how she was and how she was dealing with this. She said, “Well, I’m really frightened because this is my entire life savings. My friends told me it was foolish to put all my eggs in one basket. But every month in my statement I saw how the profits were going up, and Madoff seemed to be a person of great repute who was doing wonderful things. I’d not only invested my life savings from all the work I’ve done, but I’d also entrusted him with the small inheritance from my parents that I was saving for my children. My partner doesn’t earn a lot of money. Here I am at seventy-two. I haven’t got a lot of time to work. How am I going to make it?”

I asked, “How did you feel the moment you got the phone call?” She said, “Well, the moment I got it, I didn’t understand it. Someone called me and said that this is what had happened, and I couldn’t believe it. They had to tell me several times; it just didn’t go in. Finally it did go in. I got it, and I got terrified. It’s like the whole bottom fell out of my world. I got frightened. I’d get up in the middle of the night and think, ‘What am I going to do, and how am I going to take care of myself and my partner for the rest of my life?’”

We talked like that for a while, and then she said, “You know, the only thing I didn’t get was angry. I didn’t get angry, because I thought, ‘It’s extra. I have enough problems in my mind and in my life without getting angry; anger is extra.’ And who would I get angry at? Am I going to get angry at Bernie Madoff? He’s not like a real person—he’s something else—I can’t get mad at Bernie Madoff. Should I be mad at the Securities and Exchange Commission for not having enough oversight? Should I be mad at everybody who worked for Madoff, who didn’t report him earlier? Should I be mad at myself? I am mad at myself when I think about it. My friends told me, ‘Don’t do this.’ But, you know, the profits looked so good on paper, and I really wanted that money and it seemed like a good thing; maybe I should be mad at myself. The thing is, I just knew all the time that ‘mad’ was the last thing I needed. I’m just barely making it as it is.”

Then she said, “I couldn’t have done this without all the years of practice. I just know that anger is not going to do me a bit of good. I need all my wits about me to figure out how to do the rest of my life. If I’m confused by anger, that isn’t going to be helpful.”

This story is exactly relevant to our times, and it’s exactly relevant to every time. I think our practice is about cultivating the kind of mind that’s able to say, “Whoa, I didn’t foresee this, and it isn’t what I wanted, and it’s what I got, and I’m going to have to figure out what to do next, and I don’t know how. But I need to keep my wits about me so that somehow, so long as I don’t let my mind become clouded with confusing energies, I’ll be able to do it.”

I take a lot of courage from this story, because if she was able to do that in her circumstance, maybe I’ll be able to do it in another circumstance, because we’re each going to have our particular challenge sooner or later, one way or another.

The Buddha’s Last Words

According to the Pali Canon, the earliest compendium of the life and teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni, the Buddha’s last words of his final sermon before he died were: “Transient are all conditioned things. Strive on with diligence.” I like that a lot. It reminds me of impermanence. Things pass. With very difficult times, when the mind or the body may be very much in pain, it helps when we have the awareness that however painful this moment is, it will change.

We’re always dealing with shock. We lose a job; we lose a love relationship; someone we care for dies; or something in our own body goes wrong. After a while, even if things aren’t better, we get over the shock. At that point, understanding the transient nature of things can buoy up the mind.

I think about transience in terms of contingency. Things happen and, as a result, other things happen. We need the understanding of impermanence. And we need the understanding of contingency, of interconnection, that things happen because other things happen. This is the meaning of karma. Finally, we need to have the insight that suffering is the tension in the mind when it is unable to accommodate the truth of our experience of impermanence and contingency.

Recently, my husband and I left home to do an errand in town. While we were gone, a huge branch from an oak tree fell across the road that goes to our house. When we came back, a truck was pulling the branch off the road. The oak tree has probably been there for 150 years. That branch fell down in the half hour that we were gone—but not in the two seconds that we were under it. I thought, “If not for this, then that.” Everything is contingent on other things. The fact that I’m here and well in this moment is because I wasn’t under the oak tree branch when it fell, and that was because of who I was with and where and when and how long my errands took, and all of the millions of conditions that caused that oak tree branch to fall down exactly when it did.

My friend is without funds at this moment because Bernie Madoff wasn’t a well man, and because the Securities and Exchange Commission’s oversight was flawed, and because of her own particular yearning to increase her money, and because we live in a culture in which we use money to make more money, and because of a million other things—and also because she’d heard of Bernie Madoff. I hadn’t heard of him, but if I had, I might be in her position.

Everything is contingent. When I think about that, it removes blame from everyone. It’s not her fault and it’s not anyone’s fault; it’s just what is. Things happen because they do, and I do the best I can.

The second part of the Buddha’s last utterance is usually translated as, “Strive on with diligence.” My friend Andrew Olendzki, who’s a codirector of the Barre Center for Buddhist Studies, says a better translation is: “Move with confidence into the future.” To me this means that what we do makes a difference. We’re not individually in charge of the world. We don’t run the world. But what each of us does makes a difference. This doesn’t contradict contingency. I can feel at the same time that things are out of my hands—I don’t need to feel in charge or take responsibility for everything—but I also can’t renege on doing my part. I find it tremendously inspiring and tremendously consoling. I think it’s the gist of being mindfully aware, which leads to wisdom.

A Moment of Grace

I once met a person who said to me, “I don’t pray, but I wish.” It’s a normal human response to wish that things go well for people, to wish that they don’t suffer, and to wish that they get well from their illnesses, even when we know they are likely to die. We wish that they won’t suffer.

Thirty-two years ago in 1977, I went to a two-week mindfulness retreat. Before that, I hadn’t practiced at all. At the end of the two weeks, I didn’t know if anything substantial had changed in me. The headache that I’d had for the first five days had gone away, and I felt the colors and the leaves were a little clearer and the smells were a little sharper, so I knew my senses were a little bit more alert. Otherwise, I felt normal. However, on the last night of the retreat, when I phoned home to talk to my husband to arrange for him to pick me up the next day, I learned that my father had been diagnosed with cancer and would likely die within two years. I loved my father enormously and it was terrible news to hear. I felt tremendous sadness. In no way did the fact that I’d been practicing and on retreat for two weeks make it okay with me. I felt the pain very sharply. I remembered the feeling that I had experienced at other times in my life when people very dear to me had either been seriously ill or had died. I felt, on those occasions, as if I would fall through the floor. It had been impossible news to hear.

I remember myself standing in that phone booth, listening to that news, and feeling terribly pained. But there was also something in me that stayed steady. The ground didn’t feel like it opened, and there was something in my mind that was different. At that moment I certainly didn’t say to myself, “Aha, I see this meditation practice is working and this is what I need.” But I remember that that moment was different.

I never left the practice once I’d started. Years later, I remembered how I had felt hearing about my father. I think I knew in that moment that there was a way that the mind could be steady enough to hold any experience. By steadiness, I certainly don’t mean indifference. I mean that the mind can feel something very deeply and hold it in balance. Sometimes I feel that having gotten the news of my father’s illness right then, not three weeks before or three weeks later, was a moment of grace.

Suffering and the Four Noble Truths

I read a novel recently and the pivotal moment—the moment in which things begin to open up and the denouement begins—happens when a professor of emergency medicine is conducting a class for applicants seeking positions as residents in his department. He asks them, “What medication in first-response trauma situations is administered through the ear?” Everyone looks around with a puzzled look until someone raises his hand and correctly says, “Words of consolation.”

My friend and my teaching colleague Howie Cohen said the first time he heard the Four Noble Truths, he cried. He said it was such a relief to hear that his experience of life as difficult was not his unique, gloomy perspective, that life is difficult for everyone. In fact, it is difficult for everyone because everything is always changing and requiring constant accommodation. This doesn’t mean life is awful or that life doesn’t have wonderful moments in it. But life is difficult and subject to change, constant change.

Suffering can be differentiated from pain. There is pain in life, without doubt, but suffering is the extra tension in the mind that is unable to accommodate change and accept the truth of its experience. The first two noble truths are that life is difficult and that suffering is the tension in the mind that insists an experience be different from the way it is. It’s the imperative in the mind that this moment be different that causes our suffering.

The third noble truth is that peace is possible. Peace is possible here and now, in the middle of the world, in the middle of a life, in the middle of a body, in the middle of a situation, in the middle of however you are and however the world is. Change may or may not happen in a way that we like. But the mind has the capability of saying, “It’s like this, and I can manage it,” without creating extra difficulty. There is a path to peace. The path is a doable, cultivatable skill of awareness of the mind; that is the fourth noble truth.

It inspires me that the Buddha was a human being. In spite of the folklore that tells of the many lifetimes of the Buddha before his liberation—his many, many lifetimes spent practicing all of the perfections of the heart—in the lifetime of his realization, he was a human being and he understood. Understanding is a possibility for us as the flawed and beautiful humans we are, not as gods.

Seeing What Is True

Sometimes we go along just fine, enjoying our day and all the different aspects of our lives. And, paradoxically, it is also true that often when everything is fine, the mind, out of habit, is unconsciously anticipating trouble.

Sometimes people tell me, “I have nothing but angst. I think about my problem all day long. It’s always completely there.” I tell them to notice any second when it’s not there. Catch yourself enjoying a sip of tea, think to yourself, “Ah, it’s not here! In this moment, that whole story isn’t in my mind. It’s in the world and it’s in my life, but it’s not in my mind right now.”

The mind can enjoy moments of peace and ease. The point is not just to enjoy the moment—although that’s certainly a valuable reason to be present and balanced. But in those moments when we’re present and not in contention with the moment, when we’re able to see clearly what’s happening without refusing to see any part of it or pushing it away—it’s in those moments that we can choose what is a skillful way to go on.

When we can see what’s true and what would be a wise next step, when we learn how not to create suffering for ourselves and other people, then we’re able to lead the happiest lives that we can. That path is available moment to moment.

Mindfulness and Wise Decisions

Mindfulness is the practice of being present and attentive in each moment to what’s happening both outside and inside of ourselves. Mindfulness is not just about being present, although the present is very pleasant. Sometimes people will say something like, “I went to this great opera; it was wonderful. But I lost the whole second act because I was thinking about this and that.” Does that ever happen to you? Your body is there but your mind is someplace else. Sometimes you miss an opera. Sometimes you drive across town and you think, “How did I get here?” The body drives but nothing else is there. It’s actually amazing that we do so well, given that no one is driving.

But the point of mindfulness in any situation is not just to be comfortable and enjoy the opera or whatever we are experiencing, though certainly we want to drive safely or ski without running into people. The point is really to see, moment after moment, what is true in this life and, from that place of wisdom, make wise decisions.

Mindfulness is not just about the pleasure of presence; it’s about the pleasure of wisdom. The main consolation is to be able to see that things are what they are and to be able to see clearly what we want to do about that.

Some years ago I heard one of my teachers, Ajahn Sumedho, the abbot of Amaravati Buddhist Monastery in London, teach about the ability of the mind to let go of an imperative that things be different. He said, “I might be going along and feeling all right and then a certain difficulty that’s happening in my community or in my life comes up in my mind and I feel tension start in my mind. Then I realize there’s tension in my mind and I realize the discomfort of that tension. And I say to myself, ‘Hmm, it’s like this, that’s how it is.’ Then I feel all right.”

It was helpful to me to hear him speak about the tension that arises in the mind when the mind is unable to accept the truth of the situation. You have to look at the truth of the situation. You have to accept it. And you have to say to yourself, “It’s like this—what should I do now?”

Wisdom is really the goal of practice. Mindfulness is the tool to arrive at wisdom. It’s the clarity of mind that allows for wisdom to arise. The Buddha taught that there are three essential insights that constitute the whole of wisdom: the insight of impermanence; the insight of contingency or interconnection; and the insight of suffering and how it arises or disappears depending upon the ability of the mind to accommodate change, and change, and change.

We practice mindfulness in order to, over and over again, see those same insights. It isn’t a one-time deal to understand the insights of impermanence, contingency, the causes of suffering, and the end of suffering. It’s not as if you understand them and then you’re set for life. I do get them. I say, “Now I really get it, I won’t get trapped again. I really have it this time.” But then I get trapped again. Then something happens and I get untrapped and I say, “Now I’ve really got it.” But still, it’s so easy for the mind to cloud and slip away and not get it. We need the continual practice of mindfulness—being aware of what’s happening now, what’s going on—to remind us.

How We Meditate

The fundamental instructions for meditation in the Theravada tradition come from the Buddha’s sermon called the Four Foundations of Mindfulness. The Four Foundations are attention to breath and body; attention to the feeling tone of each moment of experience, whether pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral; attention to changing states of mind; and attention to the patterns of mind that emerge as one pays attention, patterns which reflect the insights that the Buddha offered about the causes and the end of suffering.

Beginning meditation instructions often focus on the breath alone. This may be confusing if you’ve been taught that mindfulness is being aware of everything going on, and not just the breath. But although we focus on the breath, meditation practice isn’t about the breath. We focus on the breath to train our attention in small, incremental ways. It’s like going to the gym and starting with the small weights. We take something that’s immediate, present, and easy to find.

We can be mindful of anything—of sounds, the arising and passing away of sounds—and sometimes there aren’t any sounds, sometimes it’s profoundly quiet. But the breath is always happening, so it’s a good choice. Also, the breath is repetitive, and that repetitive nature has a calming effect on the mind, so long as breathing is a non-conflicted event for us. For someone with asthma, emphysema, or any kind of compromised breathing, it’s best to keep your attention on your whole body and leave it there. If you bring it specifically to the breath, it won’t calm the mind, but will probably bring a little tension to the mind. For people whose breathing isn’t compromised, the breath comes and goes all by itself; we don’t have to do anything.

We’re not trying to cultivate a certain kind of a breath, as in yoga. The breath is just something that arises and passes away naturally. This is also true of our thoughts; if we pay attention deeply, they arise and pass away. They come and they go. If you think to yourself beforehand, “I really want to connect to the impermanence of things and that’s what I’m going to focus on,” then you might think, as I did when I began, “Who doesn’t know that everything is impermanent? Everybody knows that.” But I’m convinced, from my own experience, that there’s a difference between knowing and profoundly knowing. In times of difficulty, I have relied a lot on my growing certainty that things were going to pass. This has really supported me.

Sometimes in meditation our bodies may ache. We wish our bodies felt great all the time. It’s all right to rearrange ourselves. If your feet fall asleep, try to find another way to sit. Sometimes when I sit on a zafu, my feet fall asleep, and I don’t know why. You can try sitting with your knees under you. Turn the zafu on its side, put it between your legs, and sit on your knees. But sometimes, no matter what, we’re aware of our body’s discomfort. The question is: How does the mind respond to that discomfort? The first time my teacher said, “Do you want to have a malleable mind?” I thought that sounded great. A malleable mind is one that can say, “Well, this is unpleasant, but I could hang out here and see what it turns into.” Frequently in life when things are unpleasant, our only choice is to hang out with that discomfort.

Sometimes people have the idea that to meditate means that the mind will be a certain way. But people have different temperaments. For example, the third foundation of mindfulness is mindfulness of mind, mindfulness of the contents of mind. In the Sutra on the Four Foundations of Mindfulness, the Buddha says, “The meditator notices mind full of thoughts, mind empty of thoughts.” That was such a blessing for me to see that a “mind full of thoughts” was not a bad thing to have. It’s easy to think, “Wow, everybody else is sitting here in deep peacefulness, but my mind has a million thoughts a minute.” A million thoughts a minute is not a problem unless you make it a problem. You could say, “Wow, look at this amazing mind! It makes a million thoughts a minute—that’s great!” We don’t have to make it into a problem unless we imagine that it should be a certain way.

The mind is very restless. The body can also be very restless. Meditating, you might have the feeling that “if this meditation doesn’t end in one second, I’m going to explode.” I actually thought I was going to be the first practitioner in history to explode on a zafu. It’s great when your mind is steady, but it’s also important that when it’s not steady, you say to yourself, “My mind is not steady. That’s the truth. My mind is not steady.” Then, poof! It will be entirely different as soon as you tell yourself the truth. “My mind is full of irritability. Boy, am I irritable. What kind of a meditator has irritable thoughts; that’s not right. I’m thinking all bad thoughts about this one, that one, and the other one.” But then you can say, “Okay, my mind is full of bad thoughts, hmm. Now how does my body feel? Not a bit good. Now let me see if I can put my attention in my body and how it’s feeling.” You don’t have to make it a problem.

The Magic Bell

Once I was at a retreat, sitting on the floor in a very hot retreat center in the middle of summer on a very hot day with other people right next to me. I was trying to meditate “right,” but I really thought I was going to explode if the bell didn’t ring. It was hot, and my knee was in so much pain I thought I’d never walk again. I was thinking, “Ring bell, ring.” Finally, I heard, “ding!” I opened my eyes, and everybody was still sitting. There’d been no bell. I’d wanted it to ring so badly, I’d hallucinated a bell. That was quite startling. So I closed my eyes again and sat. I was sweaty and thinking, “That bell better ring, bell better ring, bell better ring.” Finally, “ding.” But nobody was moving. This had never happened to me before. I thought, “I don’t hallucinate.”

I continued to sit. The knee was still hurting. Again, I heard the “ding.” This time I thought, “I’m not even getting my hopes up. But I’ll just open my eyes.” Lo and behold, people were rubbing their knees, standing up, and getting ready to move. All the while I was sitting and I hadn’t moved my knee yet, I was just looking around. Before I moved, I realized that my knee didn’t hurt nearly as much. It was such a dramatic example of some distress in the knee from sitting too long, but most of the distress was the tension in the mind that was making up stories: “I’m not going to walk again.” “This is the wrong practice for me.” “This is ridiculous.” “I can’t move or someone will see.” “I’m the oldest person in this room—they’re going to think that’s why,” and so on. A million stories and editorials were flaming in my mind.

Mostly, we are distressed by the editorials we tell ourselves that inflame the mind. They’re usually bad opinions about ourselves or frightening stories about the future, what’s going to happen or not happen that we want or don’t want to happen. But it is what it is. I can say to myself, “Wow, my knee is really hurting,” or “My body is really tense. I could probably sit here one minute at a time. If it gets worse, I’ll stand up.” If you give yourself permission to stand up, to end the practice, to move on, then the body becomes much less restless. It’s only restless when it’s frightened and feels stuck. But if you say, “I’ll stand up, I’ll walk back and forth a bit,” it all works out.

The other night, I watched a video documentary about a boy four or five years old in the final moments of his life. His mom was holding an oxygen mask on his face. The camera was right there. So I watched. The first image I had when I woke up the next morning was the boy’s small, shallow breathing. Throughout the day, I found myself merged with the boy’s breathing. I was frightened by the experience. Finally I remembered—and this was hugely emotional—my own fears as a child as I listened from the other room to the sounds of my mother’s own labored breathing, a result of her damaged heart and coronary insufficiency. Then I could stay with my own memory, breathing steadily and calmly through it. I didn’t force my attention to stay with my breath or with the video image. I could rest in my own sense-memory of fear until it passed. Then my own breathing became steady and comfortable again.

The idea in doing this practice is not to become a steadfast breather or a steadfast namer of mind-states, but to cultivate a steadfast alertness to whatever is touching our hearts right now. Our minds have a proclivity to grasp at what they can’t hold or to push away what they can’t push away. As a result, we get tense and suffer. But when we stay steady with whatever comes up and learn to sit with it, the insights that the Buddha taught—that things are impermanent, that things are interconnected, that what happens is contingent on other things that have happened—become more and more apparent.

These insights are true for all of us. It’s also true that each of us as individuals has a different body, a different path, and a different past. We’ve all had different psychological experiences that have impacted us in different ways. So as well as those universal spiritual insights arising, insights also arise about our own personal psychological makeup. All of a sudden stories from our own past surface. People will say, “I was sitting there happily breathing away, and all of a sudden a story from thirty-five years ago popped up into my mind.” It’s not at all surprising.

I think that the psyche waits for a break in the clouds and it says, “Aha, I see you’re relaxed there—you have a pretty good mind now—maybe you’d like to revisit this difficult piece of your past that you never quite worked out. Now might be your chance.” I’ve also heard people say, “I was sitting there very calmly, and all of a sudden the voice of my mother said this, that, or the other, and my mother’s been gone for thirty years.” Or, “I wasn’t asking for it but, boom, there it was, and I suddenly remembered a time in my childhood.” We might not feel we’re asking for recollections, but I think in fact we are. That’s part of the deal when we sit down and say, “I’m undertaking this spiritual path of awareness.” We get the whole awareness, good and bad, everything we’ve been imprinted with, at least in this lifetime.

Often when people begin to sit in regular meditation practice, they get more in touch with their physical body. That’s another level of awareness. I remember one day doing walking meditation, and looking down at the ground as I was walking, I suddenly realized, “My feet are quite close to my eyes, I am a short person.” I hadn’t noticed it in that way before. On a certain level, I’d noticed it. I’ve shopped for clothes, so I must have noticed. But one day I looked down and thought, “Hmm…short person,” and it was a different feeling. It’s not monumental; I could have lived this whole life without knowing how truly short I was. But there’s a way in which I suddenly really got it.

Distraction

When you start to sit in meditation, you probably have the intention, “I’m really going to stay focused and present, in the now, in the breath, in the pleasant and unpleasant, in the climate of the mind, in the coming and going.” But then all of a sudden, in your mind, you’re in a conversation, over here and then over there. It’s like a movie has moved in, but really it’s more that the movie has arisen from inside.

On Broadway in New York City, there are movie theaters all along either side of the street. Say you’re planning to walk fifteen blocks and to go straight to your destination. Then by accident you slip into a movie theater and you say, “I’ll just stop in here and watch this movie—oops, I didn’t mean to be in here. Okay, I’m out—now I’m continuing to walk.” But two blocks later, oops, you step into another movie theater. “Wait a minute, I didn’t mean to go in here, I’m going to go back out and continue walking straight on.” Just as on Broadway, there are always movies in your mind that you could step into.

When there’s more silence and space and less input, there are fewer movies. For example, when we’re staying in the retreat environment, we don’t see other people from outside. This is one reason we tell people on retreat: “Don’t read. Don’t write. Don’t bring books. Don’t talk to each other.” Because that makes a lot of input for you to think about.

Eventually, no matter how many times you’ve thought over your last days before you entered the silence, you eventually use up all that material. And then you’re left with your mind, ready to really say, “Okay, I see you have a little free space. Okay, thirty-five years ago this or that happened.” It’s not the mind trying to make you uncomfortable; I think it’s the mind looking to actually make you more comfortable by saying, “Here’s a piece you couldn’t handle ten years ago; handle it now.” Or “Here’s something that’s been on your conscience for twenty-five years, and you didn’t even know about it.”

That meditation actually makes us both more comfortable and more uncomfortable is not surprising to me anymore. But it was surprising for a long time. I’d think, “Why, of all things, would I have this memory that’s so upsetting to me?” And then I’d think, “Never mind how somebody did something bad to me—what about how I did something bad to somebody else? I did this; I did that.” It’s like a spontaneous moral inventory.

We often think, “I’d like to have a moral inventory.” But sometimes in meditation I think, “I’ve had enough moral inventory. Leave me alone. Come back tomorrow with more moral inventory.” But I’ve actually come to admire that aspect of the human mind. I think we’re so good, really. This is one of the things that causes me to feel that, for the most part, most human beings with sound neurology and reasonable parenting come out goodwilled. And it hurts our feelings when we don’t really behave as well as we’d hoped, and as well as we’d hoped other people would behave. And when we sit quietly, our hurt feelings say, “Think about this and see if you can make a little reparation for it; you’ll feel better.”

I’ve heard people say, “I was sitting; my mind was very relaxed; I felt completely at ease, and all of a sudden I had a clear insight about a particular knot in my psyche that I’ve worked on for years. And I thought, ‘Aha, here is a really important key to working it out.’ Should I stay with the breath and let it float away like a cloud, this important insight that I’ve just had? Or should I stay with the insight and think it through, see what evolves and what comes from it, and maybe finally come to some sort of resolution about it?” It depends on where you are and what the situation is. If it’s the first day of a thirty-day retreat, I might say, “Take a notebook and write it down. Spend five days really trying to consolidate your attention and deep concentration. Then spend a whole day with that insight in that place of deep concentration.” But if one morning you say, “Whoa, I suddenly had this big insight. I’m not going to spend this morning with the breath, let me follow the insight,” that also makes a lot of sense. Yes, A or B; A and B; sometimes A, sometimes B; or sometimes both. It’s a long life, and they both count.

Walking Meditation

In the Theravada tradition, walking meditation means walking back and forth, back and forth, and back and forth. And instead of thinking about what you’re going to do later, think about your feet touching the floor, feel your feet touching the floor, feel your body moving through space. I am always eager to remind students that walking meditation is equally potent as a path to insight as sitting is. Each is a posture in which the practice is to have the attention rest steadily with the experience at hand. In both cases the experience involves simplicity—it is just plain sitting and just plain walking. Both have a repetitive rhythmic quality. Breathe in and out. Take one step, then another. The plainness of both of them calms the mind. The constant predictable changes keep the attention steadily focused. Keen, balanced attention allows the mind to see things in new ways. Insights about how the mind operates as well as how life operates are both born out of that calm alertness.

At a typical mindfulness retreat, periods of sitting meditation alternate with periods of walking meditation throughout the day. It seems that sitting has the tendency to deepen concentration since there are fewer stimuli for the mind to process. And walking keeps the attention from becoming drowsy because there are more stimuli present—we need to walk with the eyes open and all the body moving.

The special instruction—in addition to the instruction to pay attention to all the sensations of the body, especially in the feet and legs—is to make the walking path simple. Walking back and forth in a defined space keeps the walk simple and focused.

Metta and Goodwill

The best means of protecting the mind against turbulence and fear is feeling that one lives in a blameless world, without enemies.

Sometimes when I’m on a plane going across the country, I get involved in a conversation with someone I don’t know. They talk, and you talk, and all of a sudden it just seems to flow and the whole flight goes very easily. Often I learn something. They tell me their story, and I often tell them some of mine. When they get up to leave, I realize that the whole story is now leaving my life at this point. But also the person with whom I didn’t talk at all has a whole different universe they’re carrying around inside their mind that I didn’t even investigate, that I didn’t touch into, and now they’re getting off with their world. I find it useful to realize that we each have our own story, yet the other stories are not that different from one’s own story. Everybody’s story has losses and grief, pain and fear, hopes and desires.

When I was young, way before tv, there used to be crime shows on the radio that would always begin with the tagline, “This is a true story; only the names have been changed to protect the innocent.” Everything is a true story and the names have been changed. If we asked everyone, “Are you worried about the physical or mental health and well-being of someone in your family?” everybody would put up their hand. If we asked, “Do you have some hope that your worry might never come to pass?” everybody would put up their hand. We share a great deal; just the names have changed in each person’s story.

We are each the center of our own universe. I can intuit that you care as much about your universe as I do about mine. Therefore, we can say, “May your universe and everybody in it be well. May our universes meet and interact harmoniously.”

Life has always been challenging for everyone on the levels of grief, loss, hopelessness, and societal woes. Nevertheless, these are very trying times, particularly trying times. It seems to me that the level of communal fear is much higher now than it was twenty years ago, and people’s tension is higher as well. Going somewhere on an airplane has become a really tense experience, not only being in an airplane but also going through the screening procedures, standing in line, and flights being canceled or delayed. I know from my own experience that maintaining a degree of goodwill in my heart and mind—being able to really connect in a way that’s a blessing, an appreciation, a consolation, with goodwill and compassion for what’s going on around me—keeps me afloat.

Four Pieces of Paper

I always carry four pieces of paper with me. One of them has the Metta Sutta on it, the Buddha’s teaching on impartial goodwill and loving kindness. One of them is a poem by Pablo Neruda called “Keeping Quiet.” It begins,

         Now we will count to twelve

         and we will all keep still.

         This one time upon the earth,

         let’s not speak any language,

         let’s stop for one second,

         and not move our arms so much.*

The gist of that poem is that if everyone in the whole world would stay still and stop their perpetual moving and look around, everyone would say to each other, “What are we doing? We’re killing each other. This isn’t right. Look how our hands are hurt, our bodies are hurt, our countries are hurt, and our planet is hurt.”

I also carry a poem by Naomi Shihab Nye, a Palestinian American poet, called “Kindness.” She writes,

         Before you know what kindness really is

         you must lose things,

         feel the future dissolve in a moment

         like salt in a weakened broth.

         What you held in your hand,

         what you counted and carefully saved,

         all this must go so you know

         how desolate the landscape can be

         between the regions of kindness.*

It’s heroic. All of you, with whatever bubble of worries and woes and idiosyncratic stories you have in your mind, everybody here got up this morning, put on their socks and shoes, and came here. People are heroic. If we looked around, we’d realize that really in the end what saves us is other people’s kindness, and our own kindness, and connecting with our own goodwill. Being connected in goodwill holds us up, and we persevere for another day of going on with our business of being human beings.

For a long time I carried only those three pieces of paper. Now I carry a fourth one as a bit of whimsy. It’s a poem by Billy Collins called, “Another Reason Why I Don’t Keep a Gun in the House.” The poem is about a besieged poet who can’t think because the next-door neighbor’s dog is barking incessantly. He imagines the dog is sitting in the oboe section of an orchestra playing Beethoven’s Ninth and the barking is part of the score. When the dog continues after the symphony is finished, the poet imagines it’s the amazing dog solo that follows the final ending, the innovative coda that ensured Beethoven’s place as a creative genius. It’s another way to see a situation. When I want to remind myself about the mind’s ability to stretch beyond whatever it is that frightens it and realize that there’s a bigger way to see the situation, I read that poem.

Taking Refuge

On the morning following September 11, 2001, I had a Wednesday morning class at Spirit Rock Meditation Center. I’m sure wherever you were on that morning, you and everyone around you were shocked, dismayed, and frightened. It’s a frightening thing to have such a huge, communal loss. At Spirit Rock, we talked about “who knew someone who was connected to someone in New York.” It’s not that many degrees of separation. I think many of us felt that sense of alarm. What I found consoling that morning was for us to chant the Three Refuges together.

The Three Refuges are: “I take refuge in the Buddha. I take refuge in the Dharma. I take refuge in the Sangha.” Traditionally, the formal recitation of the Three Refuges is part of the initiation ceremony for joining a Buddhist community. At Spirit Rock Meditation Center, in order to allow for people with connections to other religious communities to benefit from the inspiration and intent of the refuges, I explain what I mean when I say them.

When I take refuge in the Buddha, I am thinking of the Buddha as representing the human capacity to develop a liberated mind, a mind fully free of hatred, greed, and ignorance. When I take refuge in the Dharma, I mean that I trust there is a truth that can be understood about the cause and the end of suffering and that I can discover this truth on my own with the help of the tools of all my practice traditions. Taking refuge in the Sangha traditionally meant taking refuge in the community of ordained monks and nuns who were disciples of the Buddha. For me, it means taking refuge in all the people who support my practice. In times when my mind feels threatened, taking refuge soothes it.

On that day after the September 11 attacks, when we chanted the Three Refuges, we agreed that what we especially meant was, “We take refuge in the fact that peace is possible—in our hearts, in our communities, in our families, in our world. I take refuge in the Sangha, the community in which I find myself.” We acknowledged that although not all of us personally knew each other, we took comfort in the fact that we shared the belief that peace is possible.

After we chanted the Three Refuges, we chanted the Five Precepts, the ethical guidelines that Buddhist laypeople vow to follow. (The Precepts are ecumenical. Many people who do not identify as Buddhists feel pleased to embrace them as well.) The Five Precepts are: “I undertake the vow to abstain from harming living beings. I undertake the vow to abstain from taking that which is not freely given. I undertake the vow to refrain from expressing my sexuality in ways that are exploitive or abusive. I undertake the vow to abstain from speech that’s exploitive or abusive. I undertake the vow to refrain from intoxicants that cloud my mind and lead to heedlessness.”

Reciting these precepts was a comforting thing to do. It felt as if we were affirming that, in a world where people do terrible things, we were in a community that was able to say, “I vow not to harm living beings.” I think that vow comes from nothing other than our sense of the preciousness of life, our own and that of others.

When we recite the precepts as a regular practice—in contrast to their recitation on horrific days like September 11, 2001—what often arises are specific personal regrets such as, “Oh, yesterday I really should have . . . ,” or “What I did wasn’t exactly right,” or “I spoke a little bit too hastily to that person; I really should fix that.” The mind is very cooperative. It keeps all those things right there in a little sort of “to do” basket. If I say the precepts and give myself enough time with them, my mind says, “Okay, this is what you meant to do,” “This is what you meant to say.” I like that very much. It means my moral inventory is in good shape. I enjoy that feeling.

Anger

The question that I hear most in teaching is, “I’ve been practicing such and such a meditation for two years, six years, ten years, whatever, and I still get angry,” as though that’s a mistake. But we’re wired that way. When something unpleasant happens we’re like all animals; we’re startled and think, “Eek,” and we look for how to strike back. What’s remarkable about human beings is that we don’t have to react that way. In that little interval after being startled we can think, “What can I do now? Is this going to be helpful or is this going to compound it?”

There are two particular things that I think are important to know. First, everybody’s nervous system is different. There are some people who are really mellow by nature; they very rarely get angry. I come from mild-mannered people. I think that explains a lot. If I’m mild-mannered to any degree, it’s not because I practiced that, but because I was born with it. But there are some people who have different wiring, and they easily react and then feel bad about it, as though they’re somehow not good people or not good at meditation. I really want them to give themselves a lot of space. Everyone is born and grows up with different wiring. Everyone has different challenges.

The second thing about anger is that the anger response makes chemicals in the mind that are immediately released into the bloodstream, so that even if a moment later you think to yourself, “Wait a minute, I’m really mad, and it wouldn’t be so wise to speak about it right now; my anger is just a transient emotion, letting me know things here are not what I want them to be,” the anger doesn’t go away in one second. The brain literally gets swollen, and it takes a little while for the brain to unswell and reconfigure itself so that we’re able to see if we need time and space before we think and act. We can’t say right away, “Give me time to think this over.”

There’s a list in the Vinaya, the Buddha’s code of monastic rules, of what the Buddha said people should think about before they admonish another person. The first is, “In due season will I speak, not out of season.” This means, wait until it’s a good, propitious time and you have reconstituted yourself and are in your right mind, and also that the other person is in the frame of mind to hear you. Then you can speak out of a place on the other side of anger.

Blamelessness

One of the biggest fuels of our anger is blame. The Buddha talks about “the bliss of blamelessness.” This is an expression I increasingly understand. For me, the bliss of blamelessness means not only feeling like I’ve made the amends I can for whatever mistakes I’ve made, but that I’m not blaming other people either. That’s really the bliss of blamelessness, for me to make the whole world blameless. I think a lot of people are doing some really terrible things in the world, but I think that from their point of view they can’t do otherwise. I feel committed to doing whatever I can do to support the social changes I’d like to have happen. But I really am working on not having enemies in this world. I know I will feel better and less fearful if I don’t people the world with enemies.

It was a very big discovery for me that I didn’t have to be pleased in order to be content, and I didn’t have to like somebody to wish them well. I found I could wish them well even if I didn’t like them. If I wish them ill, then I’m doubling my discomfort. If I do that, I’m unhappy with what they’re doing and have also made my mind tight. It makes every bit of sense to me to wish others well. As one of my teachers said, “You don’t have to invite people into your home, just into your heart.” That makes a big difference.

The Buddha didn’t teach how to fix the mechanics of life, how to end an economic recession, and how to address societal ills. He taught how we should make hearts for ourselves that are blameless and cooperative and caring. The phrase many people like more than others in the Buddha’s Sermon on Universal Love, the Metta Sutta, is “Just as a mother would give her life to save her one and only child . . . .” It is marvelously evocative of the unlimited potential of the human being for compassion.

Loving Kindness

The offering of blessing, both as a meditation practice and as a way of life, is for me a most direct way of connecting both with my own natural good heart and my awareness of the preciousness of life. When I follow the traditional sequence of blessing, I offer blessings and good wishes to myself, then to those close to me, then to those further out, then further and further out, like orbits circling the sun. I begin with my nearest and dearest kin. Then I think of other relatives and good friends. I think, then, of the people I work with. Among them are the people I really like, and then those not so much—but still they’re there and they’re colleagues. Then there’s the person who cuts my hair, and the dental hygienist, and the dentist. I like them, but I do not normally think of them outside of their particular roles in my life. Then there are the six billion plus other human beings out there in this world, each of them with a universe of people around them, each of them wanting to go home and lie down in peace and wake up in peace, and live another day, and celebrate a birthday with their family, and have a meal and not be in pain, just like me. I wish them all the feeling of safety, the feeling of contentment, the feeling of strength, and I wish them a life of ease. I try to feel the feelings in myself as I mentally send the blessings outward.

When I’m practicing loving kindness as a meditation, I like to sit still with my eyes closed, deliberately focusing on the feeling of each wish. In this way, loving kindness becomes a concentration practice in the same way that awareness of the breath or awareness of the body is a practice. You’ll notice, if you try it, that thinking with devoted intention, “May I feel safe,” brings up the feeling of safety in your body. It’s like calling down a well that echoes the sound back up. You call down a well, “safe,” and it says, “safe.” The same is true for the words “content” and “happy” and any other words you like. “Strong” makes me always sit up a little straighter.

Sometimes when I begin to teach the particulars of loving kindness practice, I’ll see a worried look come on somebody’s face, and they’ll say, “Wait a minute, surely you’re not going to ask me to wish well to . . . ,” and then they’ll name some well-known figure on the world stage or in national politics. Or they’ll say, “Everybody in the world I wish well, but not so and so who did me ill.” I don’t want to make light of what people have suffered when they say this. Forgiving a person doesn’t mean that what they did was okay; it doesn’t mean you’ve forgotten about it, and it doesn’t mean you have to be friends with them. It just means that your own heart has returned to its natural goodwill state, and that you can be happier.

To feel freer and happier, you have to be able to let everybody into your mind, and think, “May you feel safe, may you feel content, may you feel strong, may you live with ease.” That particular rubric is a short version of the direct translation from the Pali, which is, “May I be free from danger, may I have mental happiness, may I have physical happiness, may I have ease of well-being.” There are many permutations of this loving kindness meditation, but they are all variations of “May you be well.” Consider beginning or ending your day with a period of loving kindness meditation, perhaps for five or ten minutes.

According to the stories, the Buddha taught metta practice to monks he had trained who were going out to live on their own. The story is that he sent monks out to meditate by themselves in the forest. And they were, understandably, frightened to be out by themselves in the dark with all the fearful things that inhabited the world for people in that era: animals, ghosts, and such. The Buddha taught them loving kindness practice as a kind of an amulet, as a blessing practice to keep them safe from malevolent forces. I think it does. It’s not that it keeps us safe on the physical level from all the disasters and painful losses that can and do happen. But it’s the fundamental refuge against despair and isolation. It could be, for the whole of our lives, a warm connection to our own experience, to other people, and to the whole world.

The technique and practice of loving kindness, in the largest sense, is to wish all beings well as you go about the day, as you meet them on the bus, as you see them on the plane, as you see them in the supermarket, as you encounter them in line. The practice of continual wishing well rescues the mind from falling in on itself in self-concerns. It pulls you out of a well of despair, disgruntlement, unhappiness, or fearfulness and connects you in a warm way with what’s happening out there.

It Could Happen

In the Pali Canon there are wonderful stories of the Buddha after his enlightenment, going from place to place and teaching. The canon is mostly stories, not instructions for meditation. The Buddha taught, very much like Jesus did, going from place to place and telling stories and presenting parables. I’m really inspired when I read the accounts of a time he went to such and such a place and spoke to such and such a number of people. These accounts often end with the words: “And as the blessed one finished speaking, all confusion disappeared from the minds of five hundred people or one thousand people. And their hearts, through not clinging, were liberated from taints,” which means they were completely free from then on, forever. I love to read that. So far this kind of liberation hasn’t happened to me. But I think to myself that there’s a precedent. It doesn’t even have to happen in the middle of a personal meditation practice period. You can be listening to someone teaching, and suddenly your heart can be liberated from pain.

I feel very different than I did a long time ago. When I find myself struggling in one way or another and thinking to myself, “What kind of a spiritual teacher are you? If you were really clear, you wouldn’t be doing this”—that kind of thinking no longer makes any sense to me. That is the kind of spiritual teacher I am: sometimes I can really organize myself and see clearly, and sometimes I can’t. But I know the difference between these two states.

When something has happened so that I’m upset with someone and I’m thinking, “Well, when I meet that person the next time, I just won’t be so nice to them, and I’ll behave in a certain way in which I won’t say it right out, but they’ll know that I’m a little distant from them and they’ll wonder what they did and they’ll feel bad”—then I think to myself, “What are you doing?” I see my mind actually hatching revenge. But then it doesn’t get very far down that road, it just goes a little bit down the road. It catches itself and says, “What are you doing?” More and more my attention catches itself, “What are you thinking? That’s a mistake—let’s not go there.”

It’s a wonderful discovery that you can find your attention going down the wrong road and you can say, “Wait a minute, that is not where I meant to go. Now I’ll just take it back from there.” With awareness, you can take the attention and say, “I don’t really mean to go there.” I literally say where I mean to go instead. “I mean to go this way: May all beings be peaceful and happy, and may I be peaceful and happy,” or something like that. Even when we’re struggling, we can remember that it could be otherwise. We can have confidence that we can turn our attention, and thus our own suffering, around.

I can remember sitting at my first retreat and listening to my teachers teach. They were young people then: Jack Kornfield, Joseph Goldstein, and Sharon Salzberg. I knew that they had struggled in their lives in various ways, making their way in the world, getting established, and finding places to live, work to do, and relationships to have. But I knew, apart from that, they had something that I didn’t have, and they knew something about that experience of peace in the middle of whatever difficult situations there were for them. Each of us knows that at some point in our lives there have been times—short or long—in which everything was really okay, just the way it was. Peace is possible. That doesn’t mean we won’t have loss or difficulties. But we can learn to be with them in a different way.
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* Pablo Neruda, Full Woman, Fleshly Apple, Hot Moon: Selected Poems, translated by Stephen Mitchell (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 1997).
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MEDITATIONS


       Loving Kindness Meditation

       May I feel safe.

       May I feel content.

       May I feel strong.

       May I live with ease.

Make those same blessings for someone you love a lot. Imagine that person in your mind’s eye, as if he or she were in your presence.

       May you feel safe.

       May you feel content.

       May you feel strong.

       May you live with ease.

Make those same blessings for someone else, someone you like, maybe another family member, a colleague, or a friend.

       May you feel safe.

       May you feel content.

       May you feel strong.

       May you live with ease.

If you’d like, try to see how it feels with a familiar stranger, the person who delivers your mail, cuts your hair, or your dentist. Make these same blessings:

       May you feel safe.

       May you feel content.

       May you feel strong.

       May you live with ease.

There are a vast number of beings who inhabit this world with us—human beings, more than six billion of them. Imagine them all over this globe, waking up and going to sleep, and doing all the things in between, all the people we don’t know, but whom we wish to feel safe, content, strong, and at ease.

You might especially want to think about all beings in pain—mind pain, body pain—may they feel comforted. You might want to offer a blessing like this one:

       May this be a world where people

       feel comforted enough and nurtured enough

       to take care of each other as if they were kin.

       And may the merit of my practice be offered

       on behalf of the well-being of all beings.


One-Minute Meditation to Use Throughout the Day

This is a short meditation you do with your eyes open, because we live mostly with our eyes open when we’re not sleeping. Look around and feel yourself present in whatever room or space you’re in. Then say to yourself silently as you breathe,

       May I meet this moment fully.

       May I meet it as a friend.

       May I meet this moment fully.

       May I meet it as a friend.

Try this for a moment. Keep your gaze open and relaxed. Breathe. I think this is really a synopsis of the meaning of mindfulness: “May I be open to this moment fully; may I not be in contention with it.” I say this to myself a lot as I go about my life. I often say it as I sit down to meditate, as the beginning of my sitting meditation.

You can do this meditation anytime, anywhere, sitting or standing. In this way, the whole of the day becomes an ongoing mindfulness practice. You can decide in each moment to meet that moment fully, as a friend. Do this as you stand in line at the supermarket. Do it on the bus. Do it while driving. I can even do it after being lost in a magazine on the bus. I make a point to look up and look around and look at all the people I don’t know, and think, “Somebody here may have just had bad news. Somebody here may have just had a bad diagnosis. Somebody here is worrying about something. Somebody here may be on their way to an exam.” I don’t know specifically what the matter is with anybody, but everybody has troubles. Look at the people around you and say, “May all these people be peaceful and happy.” These are the hidden meditations—wishing people well in line at the supermarket and on the bus—that count as transformative practice.

The Four Foundations of Mindfulness Guided Meditation (20–30 Minutes)

Sit in a way that’s comfortable for you, dignified and alert. If you want to, close your eyes. Listen as closely as you can to the silence; bringing attention to the sense door of hearing that wakes up all the sense doors. So in the next minute, just by listening, imagine that your whole body will become more apparent to you, more present to you.

To whatever degree you feel your body, allow your attention to really be with the sense of the body sitting. You can tell it’s sitting because there’s pressure on your bottom, or on your back if you’re in a chair; and even with your eyes closed you can tell if your legs are down on the floor, if your knees are bent, or if your legs are crossed; you can tell if you’re holding your hands, or if your hands are on your knees, or on your thighs.

The first foundation of mindfulness is mindfulness of the body. With your eyes closed, really feel your body. Let the idea that “this whole kinesthetic marvel of a body works the way it does” bring a certain amount of pleasure to your mind. If your body feels good, you can be comfortable. If you’re comfortable, then your body can relax. With this relaxation, your face may open into a small smile.

With your attention in your whole body, notice that as the breath goes in, your body seems to expand and then it relaxes back down. It gets bigger and goes down again. You can keep your attention on your breath in the widest focus, feeling your whole body expand and relax. Just feel the body moving, the shoulders lifting and lowering, and the rib cage pushing your arms out and down. They’re subtle movements but you can feel them. If you’d like to bring your attention very closely to your breath, you can probably feel the breath coming in through your nostrils, feel your chest open, or you might feel your belly push out, and then relax, and your chest relax. Sometimes people can actually feel the breath come out of their nostrils on to their upper lip. Feel your in-breath as it passes the nostrils, the chest, and the belly. Feel your out-breath as it comes back up that path.

If you get sleepy, move your attention from one place of focus to another, or open and close your eyes. Rest in the peace and ease of mind and body. If you discover at some point that your mind is filled with other thoughts, in the moment of that discovery, the other thoughts disappear and you’ll find the breath is right there. You can notice whether it’s coming in or going out; you might name it “Breath in” or “Breath out,” just to let your attention settle back with it.

Continue to use your breath as an anchor for your attention. You might add an awareness of whether each moment is pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral—that’s the second foundation of mindfulness, mindfulness of feelings. It’s the same practice, but now you are alert to pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral feelings. It’s a way of seeing whether the mind is creating tension. Stay with the breath as your anchor.

The third foundation of mindfulness is mindfulness of mind. As you sit, continue to feel the rhythmic breath coming and going, and notice the climate of the mind. Is the mind at ease, restless, sleepy, or alert? Is it filled or empty of thoughts? There isn’t any one particularly desirable mind-state. Just notice whatever mind-state arises, perhaps one, then another, and then another.

The fourth foundation of mindfulness is mindfulness of truth, mindfulness of the way things are. Use these last minutes to notice the experience of arising and passing away, whether you notice it in the breath, in the coming and going of mind-states, or the coming and going of different body sensations. Be particularly aware of the coming-and-goingness; see where you experience it.

Think about opening your eyes before you actually open them. It’s always a little bit startling to open them after sitting with them closed. It may be quite light and there may be a lot of things to see. Then, when you’re ready, open your eyes.
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Visit us on Facebook.

Tweet with us on Twitter.

Post reviews of our books on Goodreads.

Prefer print? Mindful books make the perfect gift. Get the paperback version of Solid Ground and other Parallax Press titles by shopping locally at IndieBound.
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To reach mindful living communities following the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh please contact:

Plum Village

13 Martineau

33580 Dieulivol, France

www.plumvillage.org

Magnolia Grove Monastery

123 Towles Road

Batesville, MS 38606

www.magnoliagrovemonastery.org

Blue Cliff Monastery

3 Mindfulness Road

Pine Bush, NY 12566

www.bluecliffmonastery.org

Deer Park Monastery

2499 Melru Lane

Escondido, CA 92026

www.deerparkmonastery.org


The Mindfulness Bell, a journal of the art of mindful living in the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, is published three times a year by Plum Village.

To subscribe or to see the worldwide directory of Sanghas, visit

www.mindfulnessbell.org
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