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Introduction 
 
 

Don’t ask yourself what the world needs; ask yourself what makes you 
come alive. And then go and do that. Because what the world needs is 
people who have come alive.    
                                            - Harold Whitman 
  
In its most basic form meditation is the most natural and inspired state we can be 

in – the beginning point for any mind and body. Animals and birds do it, insects do it, 
fish and most likely flowers and trees as well. Everything in nature moves in and out of 
the restful and alert stillness that is the core of a meditative state. It is one of the most 
necessary parts of their life – a constant source of wellbeing. 

Meditation is stillness.  
That’s all it is. And everything you’ve ever heard about meditation, arises out of 

this stillness.  
Look at your family cat or your dog when they’re at rest. When there’s nothing to 

do, they do nothing. They sit, or lie still. And though their eyes might be closed, more 
often than not they aren’t asleep. They are aware of each passing moment, 
contemplating whatever arises in a state of tranquil readiness that knows everything 
that’s happening around them. In this restful but alert awareness they are not worrying 
or fretting, or regretting or planning, or needing.   

They’re simply resting without sleeping. Aware without needing to think. In 
stopping for however little time they create a small space in their lives in which things 
settle. Their body metabolises unused hormones left over from the day as their mind 
clears itself of the mental detritus left over from the recent past. These things happen 
naturally because in the space that’s been created their mind and body, being naturally 
self adjusting mechanisms, take the opportunity to adjust, heal and clear themselves.    

Unlike us humans the rest of nature doesn’t need deep breathing exercises to 
relax, or visualisations, or positive thinking, or tapes, or music. When there’s nothing 
they need to do they simply stop – and until they start again they are peaceful, calm, 
aware and clear.   

And when they move back into action there’s no confusion, anxiety or tension – 
there is only grace. The word ‘grace’ describes the way they act, the way they live, and 
the way they die.  

It’s an apt description of every creature on earth … 
… except us, the contemporary urban human being.   
 
In less developed places, throughout parts of Asia and Africa people still have this 

grace and we are always fascinated by it – the way they hold themselves; the fluidity of 
their movements; the equanimity and humour with which they meet the events of their 
life. Perhaps in some deep part of us we remember that in earlier times when life was 
less frenetic our ancestors also had that same sense of grace - a natural synergy of 
mind and body that arises from ‘calmness of heart’ and a clear awareness.  
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Like the rest of nature, we too once had the ability to relax and be mentally and 
physically still when nothing needed doing; a natural ability that kept us strong and 
mentally alert in the same way as it works for the rest of nature.   

But as centuries have passed, in the rush to progress, we have lost this natural 
grace. The imperatives of our competitive habits against each other, time, and nature 
itself have been such that we race through our life with an ungainly haste, filling in all 
the spaces with ‘things that must be done’ – things to worry about - things to consume, 
analyse, react to or be entertained by.   

And as each generation passes, in the anxious marathon our lives have become, 
mentally and physically we’ve become more ungainly and profoundly ill at ease with the 
simple act of being alive.   

 

The Problem                                                                               
 
There are so many moments in life where we should stop, be still and just be 

happy to be alive – so many moments in a day we could take pleasure in. Simple things 
like the touch of a cool breeze on our skin; the play of light on a wall; an interesting 
sound that appears and then is gone. Each day is full of these moments but for most of 
us they’re obscured by the clutter of our restless minds.   

After all, it’s a restless world we’ve built, and the kind of life we have created 
requires our thought processes to be constantly engaged like a motor always running in 
top gear. Whether it is the demands of work, or the intricate business of living, or 
responding to the incessant tug of advertising and media – we’re always engaged with 
information that’s trying to elicit some reaction or thought response. Every day we are 
force-fed from a banquet of often meaningless and unnecessary information in which 
our emotions, fears and desires are being tweaked or titillated.  From waking to sleep, 
it’s like being mentally pecked at by thousands of screaming birds.  

But then, this is the world as we know it – we’re used to it. This is the exciting, 
adrenalised race which, while we have the stamina to keep pace, we human’s seem to 
thrive on. But because we’re so used to it we tend not to notice the fatigue it creates, 
because things are happening so fast and it’s all so stimulating. We don’t notice until 
the fatigue has become so debilitating we cannot ignore it anymore.    

 
You see, in the course of each daily foray into the rattling clanking world in which 

we live, our mind and body collect a residue of mental and physical debris – things we 
must remember; new problems to be resolved; new things to be angry about or want, or 
need, and so on. Each day we create a new layer of mental sludge comprised of all the 
unresolved reactions and feelings left over from our life interactions. In the body the 
same thing occurs – our body must deal with the remains of hormones and chemicals 
created by the stresses of the day, causing muscle tension and weariness.   

If we were to stop and rest to give our mind and body time to rejuvenate and 
readjust themselves these things would clear themselves.   

But more often than not, we don’t stop.   
So a substantial amount of the mental and physical tensions of each day get 

buried under the weight of more of themselves as we keep pushing forward, moving 
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from one activity or distraction to another. Assisted by the many comforts and 
entertainments we’ve created to distract us, we forget the little twinges of anger, 
sadness, frustration left over from our day.   

But just because they’ve been forgotten, doesn’t mean they go away.   
The unresolved feelings sink into our unconscious where old tensions add 

themselves to the new. From there they insinuate themselves into our personal space 
as a growing yet indistinct feeling of dis-ease which though it nags, is never 
uncomfortable enough to make us take constructive action. All we notice is, as the 
years pass we need more to be happy - more comforts and distractions to stay calm.   

The trouble is, the process is so slow and subtle we can never identify exactly 
what is wrong – it’s too diffuse. So we keep going – working to consume, so we’ll stay 
on top of things.  

So the body learns to live with the growing level of discomfort and hormonal 
toxins. The mind learns to forget the growing list of unresolved concerns. And over a 
long period of time, as another load of internal pollution is added each day, it takes 
more and more energy just to live.  And that’s when the fatigue begins to appear.   

 
This fatigue has so many disparate symptoms other than simple tiredness that we 

often don’t recognise it for what it is. It comes masked as anxiety, hyperactivity, 
muscular tension, allergies, illness, irritability, addiction, inability to concentrate, 
emotional or sexual numbness, loneliness, despair, anxiety.  

And in its most extreme form fatigue shows itself as depression.   
On the radio this morning I heard that depression and anxiety are now considered 

by the international medical fraternity to be one of the most serious health problems in 
the developed world. Reflecting this growing epidemic in Australia eight people suicide 
each week, and over the last 30 years the rate of suicide has risen by 300%. 

As I look around me, I can see the result of this growing epidemic of fatigue in the 
weary faces of so many men and women living apparently ‘normal’ lives. It’s in the 
increasingly frequent occurrences of road rage, relationship rage, air rage - even 
pedestrian rage - when people suddenly find themselves in mental meltdown. It’s in the 
broken marriages, the homeless children, the drug addicts and alcoholics and in the 
scratchy voices on late night talkback radio.  

Though we’re now more physically comfortable than at any time in our history, our 
psychosomatic suffering has become extreme and totally self created.   

And yet as each generation passes we try to forget the increase in our level of dis-
ease - or we make excuses for it, telling ourselves that what we feel is only a temporary 
aberration of this or that. Added to which, because everybody is experiencing the same 
distress and voicing the same complaints, it’s easy to seduce ourselves into thinking it’s 
‘normal’ to be anxious, irritable, depressed or sick – it’s ‘normal’ to age as ungracefully 
as we do and be as dependant and numb as we so often become.   

 But in nature it’s not normal to suffer this way.  
 Within the flow of nature, most other creatures on this planet live successful, 

quiet, peaceful lives, while we humans get sick, go crazy, get lonely and depressed and 
mess things up.   
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For many of us it’s too late to hope that simply taking a holiday or a break will be 
enough to heal us. The habits that created our malaise are too well developed and 
we’re already too tired.  

And because we haven’t built the mental and physical habits that will allow us to 
stop, even if we do have a day off or take a holiday, the restlessness would continue 
because our mental habits are such that even when our body is at rest our mind still 
can’t stop. It’s like a hyperactive hand that never stops moving; even in rest it still 
twitches and moves on its own.    

But as critical as things are we don’t know what to do because so much time has 
passed, and our dis-ease appeared so slowly we’ve forgotten what is really wrong. So 
we blame everything else - our workplace, our lovers and partners, our parents, our 
children, the government, the state of the world, pollution, bacteria, virus’s, allergies, 
bad food, lack of money, lack of exercise, lack of everything we can think of – our list of 
complaints and reasons to feel terrible is endless.   

So we revert to the common remedies that, though they don’t heal us, at least 
soothe our senses and help us to forget. We go to doctors who give us tranquillisers 
and anti-depressants; we buy more comforts; we entertain ourselves more; we work 
harder, make more money, get more technology, eat more food, drink more drink.  

But these things will never change anything. They merely help us forget all the 
more. And no solution was ever found by forgetting the problem. 

 

The Solution                                                                               
 
He that wrestles with us strengthens our nerves and sharpens our skill. 
Our antagonist is our helper.  

                                          - Edmund Burke 
 
Paradoxically, the beginning of the solution lies in the sensations of discomfort 

created by our dis-ease. In all the aches, pains and mental ticks we develop as we age 
are the signals sent by the mind and body, trying to get us to stop and take account.   

Hopefully there comes a day when we notice these things – where we notice that 
deep down we feel unsettled and in need of attention. At that point we might begin 
wondering if perhaps there is another way of doing things.  

And that’s when we have to begin making all the little choices that together form 
the solution. We create the potential for a solution when we begin to question whether 
the habits we’ve learnt are right for us, then set about changing those that are not.  

The solution is initiated when we decide to take responsibility for ourselves – 
when we stop depending on others for our own wellbeing – on work, our lovers and 
friends and on the professionals who we’ve learnt to depend on - the doctors, 
psychologists and therapists. Though for sure they’re all useful resources none of them 
can give us what we truly need. They cannot change us or form our new commitments 
for us, or make our choices.   

They can only keep us going until we finally face up to doing these things for 
ourselves.   
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And finally the solution occurs when we begin to actively listen to our mind and 
body and start working with them instead of using them as slaves of our habits and 
addictions - when we make a decision to teach ourselves new habits to suit our new 
choices.  

The process of rehabilitation follows our awareness of what our mind and body 
are telling us of what they need – when we follow the signals they send. For that 
awareness to happen, we need to be still and calm enough to feel the different ways 
our mind and body have fallen from grace. Only then can we notice what’s wrong and 
begin working to rectify it.   

 
There are many ways of building the awareness we need, but meditation is the 

most profound and the most efficient of all. After a few months of practising a basic 
meditation method consistently every day, you will find a number of changes beginning 
to occur. For a start, your thoughts become less circular and your worries less 
compelling – you find yourself naturally becoming more patient, more calm, and more 
aware.   

This calmness of mind results in less conflicted signals being sent to the body, so 
it is more able to process the excess hormones and toxins that are left from each day. 
As a result, tension begins to fall away and rejuvenation naturally occurs.   

As you become physically and mentally clearer the senses begin to light up – you 
become aware of more sensations in your body and you naturally begin to notice more 
of what you need to do to make other lasting changes to your habits.   

It’s then, with that kind of awareness, that you are able to make choices about 
who and what you want to be. As time passes and you become more comfortable with 
the meditation process, the emerging mental and physical benefits connect, compound, 
and build on one another.   

  

The Method                                                                          
 
Meditation is not dependent on having the right accessories, or sitting cross-

legged in a darkened room for hours and hours. Nor do you have to be vegetarian, 
believe in a god or pray or follow a guru. As mindfulness, most of the meditation 
methods in this book can be practised anywhere – while travelling on a train, in a car, 
walking, or sitting at your desk with your eyes open.   

Meditation depends on nothing but the choice to do it and the will to keep on doing 
it even when you don’t feel like it. If you can just remember to keep on practicing, 
eventually the calm, mental poise and insight of meditation will form themselves within 
you and lead you where you want to go.  

Though the long term effects of meditation are profound and deep, in practice, 
meditation is extremely simple. It is simply a set of skills to be practised - something to 
do rather than think about. Just as we go to gym to train the body, or yoga or any other 
skill, meditation is no different.  

In the same way as with these things, in meditation training we must accept that 
sometimes we will fall short of our expectations or lose our way, or forget. The only 
thing we must remember is to always start again. Because persistence and patience 
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are the most important part of the practice. We know that, just as with any skill, practice 
is the only way meditation can come to life.        

 And while meditation itself doesn’t solve all problems, it will certainly create 
mental abilities that empower you to come to grips with what is wrong - to begin the 
process of resolution. It’ll help you to become detached and clear enough to be aware 
of what your problems are. And the more aware you become, the more insight you will 
have into what you need to do to change.   

 
Throughout this book I’ll be describing a range of methods that help to deal with 

the challenges most people meet in meditation -  compulsive thinking, tension, 
restlessness and anxiety to name just a few. These habits affect everybody when they 
first begin meditation.  

So be ready to struggle at first.  
This is what the methods are there for – to help you through. But don’t cling to any 

one particular method – they’re only a means to an end – nothing more. Too many 
people argue about different methods of meditation as if the methods themselves are 
meditation, but they aren’t. The methods I’ve described in this book will help you to 
create the right conditions for meditation to appear but they are not, of themselves, 
meditation.   

Meditation is not a method or a technique. All meditation methods, (and there are 
thousands of them) are simply tools to help meditation appear.   

Meditation is a state of mind - an even mix of detachment, tranquil concentration 
and pristine awareness which appears naturally when the mind and body are settled 
and in balance. You won’t mistake meditation when it appears. Your whole mind and 
body will recognise it and hum with a feeling of homecoming.   

Because this state of being is certainly not exclusive to meditation.  
It’s as natural as sunlight. As I said before, all the other creatures on the planet 

slip in and out of it at will. But for us this pristine state only happens as chance events. 
Whether we know it or not, we’ve all experienced it at one time or other – a magical 
unguarded moment where our mind forgets itself, the attention settles and we fall into 
and empty kind of awareness in which actions happen almost without our needing to 
think. We experience this while working at something that fascinates us; when making 
love or lying on a beach listening to the waves – anything that absorbs our attention in 
such a way that we forget ourselves and, as the cliché goes, we just ‘be’ without trying. 

But as intoxicating as these moments are they remain chance occurrences for 
most of us because in the culture we’ve created the value of being still is not 
acknowledged, spoken to or valued. Unfortunately we have learnt to only value things 
involving physical activity, thinking, talking, analysing, planning and so on. After all, 
these are the survivable tools we need in the cities and towns where most of us live. 
But in the process we’ve lost touch with the most nurturing and essential skill that 
nature ever gave us.  

To be able to be still if we want to.    
And that’s why we use meditation methods – to help us learn how to create the 

conditions for stillness to appear when we want it - so we can get to know it and build a 
relationship with it.   
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And this takes practice.   
So as you move through the methods in this book remember, they’re always just 

the temporary means to an end – not the end itself. The methods are there to help you 
respond to challenges you will experience as you progress towards meditation – there 
to be used or not used as you choose.   

As such, feel free to experiment with the methods in any way that suits you. Have 
fun with them; combine them; chop and change them until you feel comfortable, then 
move on when you find something better.  After all, if you are serious about meditation 
this book is not the end of your journey. 

 

Becoming Your Own Guide                                                        
 

“Whosoever now, Ananda, or after my departure, shall be to himself his 
own light, his own refuge, and seek no other refuge, will henceforth be my 
true disciple, and walk in the right path.”                                            
                             - Gautama Buddha  
 
I once had a friend who had a bookcase full of books about meditation. He knew 

everything – all the doctrine and philosophy – he could quote Zen koans and muse over 
the sayings of the Buddha for hours. But he did not practice meditation and he had 
great difficulty with it when he did practice. His problem was that each time he tried to 
meditate he kept looking for the experiences he’d read about in the books - expecting 
his own meditation to be the same.   

“I get so jealous of all these meditation experiences I hear about,” he’d say. “But I 
just don’t have the patience to get past the first stages…” 

Though his enthusiasm for the subject of meditation remained undiminished 
through the years, he always reminded me of a penniless child with his nose pushed up 
against the window of a toy store. And each time he saw me he’d ask about my own 
practice, and when I told him he’d sigh and wistfully say, “I must do it.  I’ll do it one day.” 
But the days, weeks and years came and went and he always found an excuse to not 
practice.  

What happened with my friend is a common trap with books.  
It’s so easy to fool ourselves that the experience is in the book – that by reading 

the book, we can somehow glean enough of an understand to not have to do anything 
about it. Books seduce us into the illusion that in some way the words kind of osmose 
the experience for us. But as the saying goes, “That’s like going to a restaurant and 
eating the menu!”   

In meditation, first hand experience is everything.   
Practice is everything! 
It’s like, we can read a book about climbing Mount Everest, but if we don’t do it, 

we’ll never truly know what it was actually like. And just as we must practice climbing 
mountains if we want this experience, so too if we want to experience the full potential 
of meditation, we must go through the bother of practicing it.   

 
So remember as you read this book is not meditation. It is about meditation. For 
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this reason, I’ve written the words, sentences and ideas of this book as suggestions - 
triggers to inspire; to provoke questions, choices and actions to get you to participate - 
to experiment with the information rather than just passively absorb it.  

So feel free to read this book in any number of ways, depending on what suits 
you. You can read it from beginning to end or browse and skim at random – it’s up to 
you.  

But whichever way you choose please do not labour over this book. If something 
is not immediately understandable or you disagree, simply move to something else. I’ll 
very likely mention the idea later on in a different context that might make more sense.   

Only look for what engages you; for what makes you wonder or which rings true in 
this moment. Rest assured that as you progress, though you might sometimes be 
momentarily at a loss, the bits and pieces that engage you will eventually assemble 
themselves and become coherent and, in combination with your own experiences as 
you practice, your own unique understanding of meditation will appear in flashes, as 
inspiration.   

 

Creating Wellbeing                                                     
 

"It is slavery to live in the mind unless it has become part of the body."   
                                                  -Kahlil Gibran 

 
To be able to practise meditation or even rest your mind and body efficiently, it 

helps if you take care of your body so you have a fair sense of well-being. This does 
not mean you need to be 100% fit - merely that you feel relatively comfortable in your 
body – sufficient to be able to do what is necessary without labouring with fatigue or 
excessive discomfort. As the Greek philosopher Herophilus put it in 300BC, “When 
health is absent, wisdom cannot reveal itself, art cannot become manifest, strength 
cannot be exerted, wealth becomes useless, and reason is powerless.”    

If most of the time you feel clear, relatively peaceful and reasonably energetic 
then you have wellbeing. But if you feel tired, mentally muddled and your body aches a 
lot of the time then obviously you need to take action – nothing extreme – just identify 
the problem and deal with it.   

 Wellbeing doesn’t require dramatic resolutions, sudden purges or sweaty battles 
with your body. Those chanting ‘no pain no gain’ as they abuse their body’s are all too 
often creating new illnesses with the excessive stresses and injuries they put 
themselves through.  

Nor does wellbeing require dramatic resolutions to ‘give up’ things, or sudden 
abstention from eating or doing what you normally do. In fact, it could be said that one 
of the most powerful instruments of wellbeing is pleasure - however it comes.   

This was the conclusion of a researchers from a number of fields in Britain - of 
physiology, psychology, psychopharmacology and sociology - who call themselves 
ARISE (Associates for Research Into the Science of Enjoyment), who did some 
experiments into the effects of pleasure on the immune system. In two separate studies 
they found that the body did indeed respond to pleasure by substantially increasing 
levels of a particular antibody called SigA, which protects against respiratory infections. 
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It was seen that the levels of this antibody doubled 20 minutes after a pleasurable 
experience. Even three hours later, the immunity level was 60% higher than when the 
experiment began.  

 Professor Warburton, the founder of ARISE said of this,  "Instead of worrying 
about the often ill-founded health scares created by so-called health experts, most 
people would do better to listen to their bodies. These studies illustrate how our bodies 
naturally seek to protect themselves from disease by doing the things we enjoy." 1 

There are no rules we can blindly follow for wellbeing. At any one time there are 
mixed opinions about everything we consume. Red wine, beer, tea, coffee, red meat, 
olive oil and butter have all at one time or another been demonised then praised, then 
demonised again. So if you take your directions from what’s in fashion and what’s not 
your head will never stop spinning.   

I suppose the only rule is, take the middle way on everything.  Whatever’s good 
for us can become bad if taken to an extreme, whether it is health food, exercise or 
even meditation. And whatever is bad for us can sometimes be good.   

Ultimately I think it comes down to awareness – the awareness to know what we 
need and when we need it as well as the awareness to know when start and when to 
stop.   

Following are a few things to consider: 
 

• Make a few choices in your life - ask yourself whether you want to live the 
rest of your life with a body that’s able to give you what you need, or 
whether you want to live with growing illness and pain. Once you’ve made 
the choices, figure out what you need to do, then begin doing it. 

 
• As you enact your new choices, don’t push too hard.  Begin quietly but 

with purpose. Learn to listen to your body, to read its signals, telling you 
when to push your limits and when to slow down or rest. Sudden change 
in either diet or exercise shocks the body so it’s better to persist 
consistently over a long period of time than to go at things like a bull at a 
gate and then give up because it all seems too hard.   

  
• Don’t compare your progress or performance with other people and 

beware of their comments - especially when they use the word, “should”.  
Other people will tell you that you should eat or drink this or that; that you 
should run or walk faster, harder, feel more pain, stop doing this, start 
doing that. Everybody has a “should” to lay on you but unless you truly 
respect them and are inspired by what they say, ignore them. As my 
teacher says, “By all means listen to me, but don’t mindlessly follow what I 
say.  Follow your own heart. It is the greatest teacher…”.  In that spirit 
learn to listen to your own instincts and your body and your feelings. Other 
people can only recommend – they cannot know what is good for you. 

 

                                                 
1 Warburton, Professor David, founder of ARISE and head of psychopharmacology at Reading University, BBC News, London, 
November 18th, 1998. 
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• Finally, whatever you do to enhance your sense of wellbeing - whether it 
is exercise or changing your eating or drinking habits - be constantly 
prepared to fall short in your efforts. Vince Lombardi, one of the greatest 
American football coaches in history, once said, "If you can't accept 
losing, you can't win.” So whenever you fall short, just re-affirm your 
commitment and start again. Being able to start again is the most 
important dynamic of any long term project. 

 
I have added a number of suggestions regarding the use of food, drink and 

exercise in APPENDIX A at the end of this book. Use them or not as you wish. 
 

Efficient Sleep                                                                             
 
"It is a common experience that a problem difficult at night is resolved in the 
morning after the committee of sleep has worked on it." 
                                    - John Steinbeck 
 
 James was a chef at a large hotel where he did breakfasts and lunches and he 

hadn’t taken a holiday for three years. The skin on his face was dry and slack and the 
bruised bags under his eyes indicated a metabolism struggling with exhaustion. He 
complained of frequent headaches and lethargy, telling me he needed to drink coffee 
constantly throughout the day just to keep his energy levels up enough to complete his 
shift.   

“Part of the trouble is,” he went on. “I get home about 3.30 in the afternoon and 
I’m so tired I’ve just got to sleep. I try not to because I know it’s interfering with the 
sleep cycle, but it’s overwhelming. So I sleep until about 7 PM then wake up feeling 
lagged as hell. I have something to eat, but when I go back to bed I can’t sleep. So I 
toss and turn until the early hours then get up at 4 in the morning feeling terrible again.”  

He’d come to learn meditation thinking it would help his fatigue, but I had my 
doubts. He seemed to exhausted for anything. Even so, I told him a little about 
meditation and we tried it out.  

Sure enough, within minutes, he was fast asleep. I let him sleep for about twenty 
minutes then woke him up. He looked surprised when he opened his eyes – as if he 
didn’t know where he was. Then he apologised, shaking his head to wake himself up 
saying, “let’s try it again.”  

I said, “James, it’s no good. You haven’t got a hope of learning to meditate in the 
state you’re in. You’re punch-drunk with fatigue. What you need is about two weeks of 
holiday so you can get some good unbroken sleep.” 

“Can’t.” he said flatly.” I’ve got a mortgage, kid’s at school, car payments …” 
And so it goes. I told James if he didn’t find some time to get some quality sleep 

soon, his deteriorating health would force him to stop. He shrugged and said he’d think 
about it. I never saw him again.   

James’s case is not exceptional – in fact, as time goes on, I’m meeting more and 
more men and women just like him - people who’re so tired they’ve forgotten what it’s 
like to feel fresh and fully awake.  
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At this time in the Western world it’s rapidly becoming noticeable that most of us 

are chronically under slept. And as the studies and research are done it’s becoming 
clear that this cumulative exhaustion is also a possible cause of many other apparently 
unrelated problems like obesity, cancer, allergies, heart disease, colds … the list is 
huge.   

One of the biggest problems we have with regard to sleep is that in the kind of 
culture we have created, we’re working harder and longer hours than ever before and 
tending to take our leisure and ‘quality time’ with family and friends later and later in the 
day. Chores, socialising, winding down and entertaining ourselves all get pushed 
further into the evening when we should be sleeping. Where our forbears were usually 
in bed by 8 or 9 pm, the average Westerner now considers it normal to go to bed at 11 
pm or midnight. 

“Chronic sleep deprivation is becoming so universal that Thomas Wehr, chief of 
the section on biological rhythms at the National Institute of Mental Health, believes few 
adults in the industrialized world know the crystal-clear sensation of being completely 
rested. "Perhaps we modern humans have never really known what it is to be fully 
awake," says Wehr.”  2 

 Another part of the problem is that lack of sleep has come to be seen as a kind of 
‘badge of honour’ for over-achievers – a signature of success. We boast to one another 
about how little sleep we need and though we appear to function adequately, what we 
forget is that the physical and mental attrition of sleep deprivation is cumulative and 
slow-building.   

It’s estimated that now more than ever before, with the level of stimuli we live with, 
we need at least 8 hours of solid sleep every night.  And the way it works for our mind-
body is that for every hour of sleep we miss, we have to make it up later. It’s as if that 
missed hour is a debt that has to be paid at some time in the future. So if we only sleep 
for 6 hours a night throughout a five day week, to keep our mind and body clear and 
healthy in the medium term, we need to make up that lost 10 hours on the weekend on 
top of the 16 hours we would need to sleep over those two days.   

But invariably we don’t. When the weekend comes there’s always something we 
have to do. We cannot afford the time to make up for the loss, so we live with the debt. 
Ad because we’ve been sleep deprived for so long, our mind ceases to register the 
feelings of it. So we forget. And as the sleep debt builds so too does the physical and 
mental cost begin to accumulate. 

Sleep is essential – without enough of it we slowly fall apart. Quite literally we 
mentally and physically disintegrate. It’s been found that lack of sleep leads to a 
substantial decline in immune function to the extent that, if prevented from sleeping, a 
laboratory rat will die after about two weeks. What they die of is a total breakdown of 
their immune defences to infections, cancer cells, and bacteria, leading to colds and 
other infections at best and various cancers at worst.  

During sleep the mind processes our recent past as our body rejuvenates, renews 
and recharges with essential hormones that regulate the immune system, brain 
functions and organs.   
                                                 
2 Brink, Susan,  Sleepless Society, US News & World Report, October 16, 2000, p.64 
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An example of this is the effect of sleep on a hormone called Leptin which tells the 
body when we’ve eaten enough. As we sleep Leptin levels are replenished in the body. 
But without sleep Leptin levels drop. When Leptin levels are low our body craves 
carbohydrates, even when we don’t need more food. The result is we keep eating, 
particularly carbohydrate rich junk food which, when combined with the sluggish 
metabolism of an exhausted body, inevitably leads to obesity.   

And so it is with many other smaller, subtler body adjustments, all of which take 
place in the workshop of sleep.   

‘Sleep deprivation also altered the production and action of other hormones, 
dampening the secretion of thyroid-stimulating hormone and increasing blood levels of 
cortisol, especially during the afternoon and evening. Elevated evening cortisol levels 
are typical of much older subjects and are thought to be related to age-related health 
problems such as insulin resistance and memory impairment.’3 

Also if we are underslept we naturally reach for nervous energy (adrenalin) to 
push through our tiredness – energy our body usually keeps only for emergencies. We 
stimulate our body to produce nervous energy by using coffee, tea, sugar foods, 
cocaine, cigarettes, emotional excitement, aggression, and more lately, the new energy 
drinks that have large amounts of guarana on them – another form of caffeine.   

All of these things boost our adrenalin levels.   
The more we resort to nervous energy the more we get used to it. This addiction 

to the frenetic energy of adrenalin to keep us going becomes a substitute for the 
normal, calmer metabolic energy we should be using. And the more we get used to 
nervous energy, the less we notice it because it becomes a new register of normality – 
and because the physical cost is so slow to accumulate.  

We don’t notice it until our mind and body begin signalling breakdown, usually with 
illness – we find ourselves getting more colds, becoming more susceptible to the ‘bugs 
that are going around’, not to mention the later symptoms of anxiety attacks, fatigue 
and depression.   

Also, because we aren’t sleeping enough, our body doesn’t have enough time to 
metabolise the excessive adrenalin we produce, so we develop an ‘adrenalin toxicity’ in 
our bodies creating various effects, the most notable being:   

 
• Digestive problems, ulcers, irritable bowel, diarrhoea or constipation, 

occurring because adrenalin has diverted blood away from the internal 
organs, causing them to become sluggish. 

• Aching muscles caused by a build-up of lactic acid (residue of unused 
sugars –unused energy) in the muscle fibres. 

• Inability to sleep because the body and mind have been overstimulated 
and are still processing excess adrenalin. 

• General fatigue caused by inability to sleep, or inefficient sleep. 
• Inability to concentrate with any deep understanding. While adrenalin 

certainly mobilises aspects of the brain that make quick decisions, it 
dampens the deeper, more analytical aspects. And when adrenalin 

                                                 
3  Easton, John, ‘Lack of sleep alters hormones, metabolism’ The University of Chicago Chronicle, Dec. 2, 1999, Vol. 19 No. 6
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stimulation has gone on too long, profound mental fatigue sets in. At that 
point even the most basic functions shut down, and the mind tends to 
either wander, or go unconscious. Hence the famous indication of battle 
fatigue in soldiers who had been in extended action, the ‘thousand yard 
stare’ where the subject would gaze at an unseen distance, not thinking, 
or feeling, or able to engage – in a semi catatonia of exhaustion. The 
stage after this is nervous breakdown, where the mental and perceptual 
processes break down and profound mental confusion occurs.  

• Apathy, depression, a lack of interest in love, or giving - a strong feeling of 
emptiness.   

• Sexual dysfunction. Though in the short term, the sex function is often 
highly stimulated by adrenalin, if the wear and tear continues for a 
continued time, eventually the sex drive will shut down. This may take 
many years, but it will happen. 

 
Also, to meditate we need to be well slept.   
You’ll find as you move through meditation methods in this book that, though 

meditation certainly has a calming effect it’s extremely difficult, almost impossible in 
fact, to meditate if your mind and body need sleep.   

In meditation we’re practicing being in a highly aware state. We have to have our 
wits about us to take charge of our skittish mind. So if you’re already exhausted, 
whenever you try to meditate you’ll find unconsciousness beginning to close you down. 
So if you find yourself getting drowsy whenever you meditate, it would be better to get a 
couple of good nights sleep and try again later, than to persist trying. You’ll only end up 
forcing the meditation, and that never works.   

 
But still, when all is said and done we have to accept that in contemporary life we 

often will not be able to get the sleep we need. It’s just a fact of life. As such, we need 
strategies we can use to offset the negative effects of lack of sleep – to tide us over 
until we can take the time to sleep.  

This is where a skill of being able to nap efficiently comes in handy.   
Whenever we choose, we should be able to close our eyes and put ourselves into 

a state of rest which, if there is time, can turn into refreshing and rejuvenating light 
sleep. Like cats, we should be able to take these opportune naps whenever we want 
which, though no substitute for sleep, will nevertheless buy us time and energy to stay 
clear for a few more hours.  

 

Catnapping                                                                                  
 
In these great days of tension, human beings can learn a great deal about 
relaxation from watching a cat, who doesn't just lie down when it is time to 
rest, but pours his body on the floor and rests in every nerve and muscle. 

                                                              - Murray Robinson  
  
Catnapping is the ability to put our mental processes on hold and our attention at 
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rest whenever we choose - surrendering our mind and body to their natural processes. 
While not necessarily intending to sleep, cast napping is where we temporarily detach 
from involvement with our exterior life. In this we take our attention inwards, letting go 
of the usual mental concocting, to put our attention to work on all the little ‘technical’ 
problems in the mind and body that have accrued throughout the day – muscular 
tensions, worries, feelings, and so on. As we deal with these things, a feeling of calm 
naturally settles and whether sleep appears or not is irrelevant.   

When we rest in this way we do not try to stop thinking – nor do we force 
ourselves to sleep – we accept the mind is still rattling and clanking with the activities of 
the day. And we accept that the body is still humming with tensions, while methodically 
moving around the body letting go if we can. 

Napping should not require great comfort – we should not expect our environment 
to be quiet or still around us, nor should we need cushions and dim lighting. These 
things are nice, but if possible we should train ourselves to be able to nap anywhere, 
anytime, no matter how superficially uncomfortable we might be. In Thailand, where 
I’ve spent a lot of time, napping is a national past-time, so they’re experts at it, and I’ve 
seen Thai people take naps beside train tracks, roaring freeways, in the backs of trucks 
bumping through the jungle, on trains, busses and cars, or lying precariously across the 
seat and handlebars of their motorbike. They seem to be able to surrender to rest 
anywhere. And when they awake, the waking is immediate and they are fully alert – like 
cats.   

So, like meditation, catnapping is not about where we are, and it’s not even about 
being able to sleep – its about taking command of our mind and body and suspending 
action so they can rest - to set the mind afloat amongst all the sounds, sensations, 
feelings, memories and thoughts flowing around and through us.  

To this end, when we close our eyes, we should direct our restless attention to 
something more practical than thinking, where it spends most of its time. And for this 
reason, we direct our attention to body sensations.   

Why?   
Because they are simple – either there or not there. So in settling down to nap, we 

should observe all the physical things happening within us – sensations, tensions, 
feelings. And as we notice them, we should occupy our attention with practical 
challenges - like seeing if we can loosen each point of tension we find in the body - in 
this or that muscle. Occupied by these practical, and very physical concerns, in the 
same way as house cleaning can be relaxing, the mind naturally settles down. 

 In this settled and becalmed state all the mental trash left over from our usual 
mental activities gets naturally processed. The processing is momentarily noticed as 
streams of fragmented thoughts, trivia, questions and feelings flitting through the mind 
like swarms of butterflies. As this mental clearing takes place the breath deepens, the 
body relaxes and a light sleep envelopes us. And though occasionally as we nap, we 
might dip down into the twilight zone of dreaming we do not fall into the longer cycle of 
deep sleep. We learn to remain afloat as our mind and body rest. 

 
In many Asian countries, as well as Italy, Spain, Mexico and the South America’s, 

regular catnaps are a natural part of the daily routine. They sleep for perhaps six or 
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seven hours at night and their day is punctuated with short catnaps, (particularly when 
it’s hot) that act as a regular tonic to keep them alert and well.   

Here in the West however, as easy and refreshing as catnapping is, because it is 
not part of our culture, we often find it difficult to do. One of the problems we have is our 
tendency to put off resting until we are exhausted.  The trouble with this is when we fall 
into bed at the end of the day our sleep is always very deep, so we rarely get to know 
the light, refreshing ‘champagne sleep’ of cat-napping. Also our work ethic is such that 
even if we do get some rest during the day, it’s usually stolen and often tinged with 
guilt.   

For these reasons, catnapping does not come easily to us. We have to learn how 
to nap - to treat it as a skill.  

But it’s not so hard. Once we understand the practical steps that unwind the coiled 
spring of our mind and put our body into rest, catnapping quickly becomes second 
nature. If practiced regularly, as little as ten or twenty minutes is all it takes for our mind 
to clear itself sufficiently; for our body to process most of the stress hormones from our 
blood and regulate itself.  

When we open our eyes, we feel renewed, refreshed, and carry a little less mental 
garbage into the rest of our life.       
 

So now, try it out.   
Allow yourself at least 20 minutes, but no more than 45 minutes.  During this time, 

try to make sure you’re undisturbed - let go of outward concerns and stop the world for 
a while. You might well fall asleep or you might not – it’s not important.  

The important thing is to rest.   
   

• With this book propped in front of you for a short while, lie, or sit on 
a comfortable surface. As you read, follow the instructions to get an 
idea of how it feels. Once you understand how it feels, put the book 
down, close your eyes and try it on your own.   

 
• To begin, find a comfortable position. If you are lying it’s better you 

lie on your back. If sitting, try to support your back so it’s relatively 
straight.   

 
• Above all, if you are lying down, do not allow yourself to turn over 

into the position you usually take when you sleep. The mind 
recognises this as a sleeping position, so will likely recognise the 
posture as a behavioural cue to slip into unconsciousness. We need 
you to remain aware for as long as possible so you can experience 
the effects of rest. So once you’ve taken your position, either lying 
on your back or sitting in a chair, try not to shift your posture. 
Remain still, even if it means discomfort the first few times you try 
this. 

 
• Now, with the eyes closed, set your attention to contemplating the 
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weight of your body. Let the muscles of your body relax into this 
weight. Feel the pull of gravity pinning your body to the surface it 
rests on.  

 
• In noticing the weight, then notice the ways in which certain muscles 

in your body are still tense – working when they don’t need to be. 
See if you can encourage them to let go, but don’t force them. If they 
stay tight, then it’s enough to feel the sensations of the tension. The 
mind and body will sort the tension out in their own time. 

 
• Now, set your attention to practical things – part by part, see if you 

can relax all of the body. There are very few muscles that need to be 
working in your prone body, so as you wander around the body, look 
specifically for sensations that indicate tight muscles. There is no 
set order to this scanning of the body – go to whatever sensation 
calls you next. Go to each part. The torso …  the head … arms … 
legs … even the weight of your face as you let all the muscles relax.   

 
• Perhaps you’re still holding a certain expression on your face – a 

smile, a frown. We often use our facial expressions like a mask we 
wear during the day, so the muscular tensions can become habitual.  
But no-one is watching you now, so drop the mask. Let the muscles 
in the face relax. 

 
• Contemplate each sensation you find and if it indicates tightness, 

feel the tightness as much as you can – let it ‘speak’ to you. Mentally 
give the muscles involved ‘permission’ to let go and relax … perhaps 
in the neck …  the shoulders … perhaps in the muscles of the face … 
or the forehead … or the back … or in the legs.  

 
• Always keep moving, scanning through and over your body. Never 

dwell too long on one sensation. A couple of seconds is sufficient. 
Whichever sensation you notice next is the one you go to. Having 
dealt with that sensation, then go to the next one and the next … and 
the next …  

 
• You might notice there’re ‘hot spots’ in your body – areas of pain or 

excitement which keep drawing your attention back. Perhaps an 
ache … or an itch … or a noise … or thinking. Pay attention to them 
as sensations – events in the body, rather than ideas or thoughts. 
Try to relax into the physicality of each thing that is happening. 
Imagine each problem area is a fire and your attention is like a 
stream of water you’re cooling it down with.   

 
• Wherever you find tension, use the same ‘giving of permission’ to 
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relax particular muscles. We often carry tension which in the course 
of the day we’ve forgotten about. So now it’ll come to your notice. 
Try to drop each part of the body like a stone you’ve been carrying 
for a long time - that you’re now glad to be rid of.   

 
• Don’t force the muscles to stay relaxed. If they tighten up again then 

as soon as you notice, just relax them once again. Eventually they’ll 
stay relaxed. 

 
• You might find many other sensations occurring in the body; itches, 

aches, tingles, heat, cold, heaviness, lightness, tightness,  
restlessness - all kinds of sensations. Keep scanning the body, 
paying attention to each of the sensations as they arise. Rove 
around your body as if you were walking through a garden, tending 
to the plants, doing what needs to be done. 

 
• As you contemplate each sensation, there’ll still be thoughts flitting 

through your awareness.   
• Whenever you find your attention has attached to thinking, getting 

involved with it don’t try to fight the thoughts – just shift your 
attention to the nearest physical sensation you can find – an itch, an 
ache, a tight muscle - and contemplate that.   

• You’ll find the thinking will break up and fade on its own once you 
cease paying attention to it.    

 
• You might notice your mind seems to be thinking on its own - 

running through fragments of half-finished ideas, worries, 
remembered sights and sounds. Allow it to do this.  Like a computer, 
your mind is riffling through a backlog of ‘stuff’ it’s recently been 
concerned with, keeping what it needs and filing the rest away - and 
it is doing it all on its own. This is the mind doing its housekeeping, 
a natural function that happens only when it is freed from having to 
make actions. 

• Just let the thoughts bubble and froth as they will and keep 
returning your focus to the sensations of your body. Don’t try to 
stop thinking – thoughts think themselves and you will never stop 
them. The simple act of moving your attention away to a sensation is 
enough. The thought, deprived of your involvement in it, will fade 
away on its own. 

 
• Now, you might become aware of the movement of your breath in the 

centre of your body. When the breath appears in this way, see if you 
can keep your attention there. Watch the breath like a cat watches a 
bird. 
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• If your breath is tight or uncomfortable it usually helps to pay 
attention to the OUT breath – forget the IN breath - concentrate on 
the OUT breath. Without pushing, let the OUT breath drop, fall away, 
right through your body and out. The breath will slow down and 
relax 

 
• Don't try to breathe deeply. Allow the body to breathe as it wants.  

Practise a gentle fascination with the feeling of your breath, noticing 
the sensations that are there.  

 
• It’s the same as with the body scanning – whichever sensations you 

find that indicate tightness, give them your attention. Give the 
tension permission to let go. Whether at this point you feel relaxed, 
or anxious, or bored, doesn’t matter – practise observing the breath. 

 
• If you feel comfortable and clear enough, try refining your attention 

to contemplate some smaller part of the breath – any part. Perhaps 
cool air coming in through your nostrils, or heated air coming out.  
Perhaps the feeling of air passing over the back of your throat; the 
expansion and contraction of your lungs; the movement of your 
belly. Keep your attention wherever your breath is most in focus. 

 
• Each time you find your attention drifting to a thought, immediately 

make a choice to go back to a sensation, or the breath. You’re not 
trying to stop the thinking, so much as detaching from it, always in 
favour of sensations.   

 
• You might find yourself dreaming – mundane dreams that pass 

through. This is good, but don’t bother thinking about it.  It’s enough 
to simply notice – it’s just your mind reorganising itself so let it 
happen.   

 
• If you find yourself falling asleep let it come – allow yourself to drift 

gently into sleep. Just try to keep the body still. As I said before, 
don’t allow yourself to lapse into a sleeping position. The idea is to 
not be too comfortable, so that even if you do dip down into the 
twilight of semi-consciousness, you don’t fall into too deep a sleep. 
This will ensure you wake up refreshed instead of sluggish.   

 
• Eventually, when you have practiced this skill of efficient resting the 

sleep will become lighter – almost transparent in that you will be 
asleep, yet still basically aware of everything that is happening 
around you. Also, you will learn to set the time you want to come out 
of, and be aware enough to wake up from the twilight of sleep at just 
the right moment, to come out feeling wonderful. 
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• Run through resting while reading these instructions a couple more 

times until you think you understand the idea; then close your eyes 
and try it on your own.    

 
As you rest, tension and mental activity will fall away in layers. As this occurs you 

might occasionally feel anxious or tense, or perhaps your mind will become suddenly 
flooded with thinking. If that’s the case, don’t worry – it’s just a temporary phase. It’ll 
change.  

 Just keep going.   
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Part 1 
 

 
 
 

Love 
 
 

 
 
 
 

No one who is being himself is going to be approved of all the time. The 
whole world could love you, but if you do not love yourself, you would not 
even notice. The opposite is also true - the whole world could disapprove 
of you, but if you love yourself, you would not even notice. Accept yourself 
within you and the entire world becomes totally acceptable.  
                                                                                        - Bartholomew 

 
 

 
Love is one of the most maligned words in the English language. In fact, outside 

of its conventional and almost routine use in pop songs and romance novels, the word 
‘love’ has become an embarrassment. It’s been misused by so many bad lyricists, film 
writers and con-artists spruiking for our hearts that I can barely hear the word without 
flinching.   

Our misuse of the word goes along with our cultural understanding of love which 
seems equally dysfunctional – as if the larger part of love is simply a sentimental 
projection of what we desire, followed by acquisition and ownership. We tend to set up 
our love objects as goals which we go all out to win and possess, whether it be a 
person, a thing, or a state of being. And then, having won the object of our love we 
expect it to conform to our expectations. We try to bend, coerce or manipulate it to fit in 
with the dream that drove us to acquire it.   

And all throughout this hideous process the word ‘love’ is scattered.  But none of it 
is love. It is other words like addiction, attachment, possession - but it’s not love.   

 
But still, no matter how misused and abused our idea of love is, when faced with 

the profound sense of kinship we have for our child, brother, sister, or father, mother, 
friend or companion, we are often at a loss for another word, because there is no other 
that can replace it.  
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The word ‘love’ seems to speak what we cannot express with such perfection that 
when it comes from the heart it resonates within everybody like a beautiful bell. For this 
reason alone, love remains an essential word in our lexicon. 

   

The Missing Person                                                                     
 
As I was going up the stair,  
I met a man who wasn't there,   
He wasn't there again today,  
I wish, I wish he'd go away.  
          - Hughes Mearns 
 
When I meet with someone for counselling or for meditation training, there’s a 

conversation I often initiate to illustrate a fundamental point I want to make at this early 
part of the book.  

The conversation concerns the answers to two questions.  
 
1) What are the qualities of love?   
Which, in response, most people list as: 
 
• Kindness 
• Compassion 
• Acceptance 
• Respect 
• Generosity 

• Understanding 
• Tolerance 
• Good humour 
• Affection 
• Patience 

 
2. What people or things do you love in your life?   
In response to this question most people list their lover or spouse, children, 

friends, mother, father and so on. They might even add various causes they’re 
passionate about, or their work or a hobby. Some even list God.   

 
So when each list is declared complete, I ask them if there is someone they’ve 

missed out. And on review, they might add someone or something – but generally with 
most people there is a particularly telling omission from their list.   

“You’ve missed out the most important person in your life.” I might say in 
response.    

After a brief pause to think, most people see who is missing.   
“Myself?” 
“Yes, your … Self.” 
They might protest at that point that of course they love themselves – they just 

didn’t know what I was getting at. Some might say, “But who includes themselves? You 
don’t think of yourself, do you?” 

Which leads me to ask, “Well, do you love your Self?” 
“Of course I do.”  
“You’re tolerant with your Self?” 
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“Well, yes … though I’m a bit of a perfectionist …” 
“And you accept your Self, even when you feel you’ve failed?” 
“… ah well, no, I can be pretty hard on myself …” 
“… and you’re patient with your Self?” 
“Well, I can get pretty frustrated with myself sometimes …”   
But my point has been made.   
And though it might seem petty, I think it is important nonetheless – in fact I 

consider it to be fundamental to the act of meditating, because I regard meditation as a 
profound and essential act of self-love. 

Ten years ago, my first teacher said: “Your self is like your own child, seeking the 
same understanding and kindness. For this reason, you should treat your self as you 
would treat your own child.”    

When I heard him say this, I had a moment of insight – in seeing my Self as my 
own child, I realised how abusive I had been with my mind and body throughout my life. 
In the recent past I had ruled myself like a tyrant, expecting my body to look good and 
feel good and do what I wanted when I wanted it.  

And if it complained, I ignored it.  
I expected my mind to have happy, confident thoughts and always be inspired. 

And when it tired or complained, I whipped it along with stimulants. And when my Self 
failed in any way I cursed it, worried at it, and tried to shut its complaints out with 
entertainment, alcohol and drugs. So it was inevitable that as time passed, like many of 
my friends, I became besieged by a slow attrition of mental and physical problems 
arising from this abusive relationship with my Self.  

My mind tangled itself up with doubt, worries and moods and my body became 
wracked with tension, tiredness and illness.  Just living from day to day became hard 
work. Albert Camus once said, "Nobody realises that some people expend tremendous 
energy merely to appear normal.” And this was certainly true of me as I was back then. 
And from what I’ve observed of people, to seems as if, in varying degrees, it’s the same 
as it was with me.  

In fact, the relationship most people have with their Self has all the characteristics 
of a bad marriage.  

While everybody tries to give meaningful love to other people, things, situations, 
and activities, in their relationship with themselves  they are abusive and neglectful. We 
forget that, like any of our lovers, children or friends, our own Self needs the same 
attention, patience, tolerance, and understanding we give to others – indeed, as any 
psychologist will verify, our relationship with our sense of self is pivotal to all our other 
relationships.   

 
So what kind of qualities make up the love I’m referring to? 
After all, as I said, the cultural connotations it is generally imbued with are largely 

sentimental – a mushy, emotional state on being we ‘fall’ into.   
But the kind of love I’m speaking of is not at all sentimental, nor has it much to do 

with passion or even emotions. It is not dependant on a feeling, or need, or desire, so 
much as it is an active choice.   

We don’t love because we fall into it.  
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In fact, we don't get this love - we make it - we do it.   
We choose to love. We create love, even when it’s hard to do.  
This kind of highly aware and active love has a very practical role in life. In 

Buddhist thought, this active kind of love is practiced as actions composed from four 
basic mental attitudes:   

 
1. Metta means kindness toward all things, whether they are other people, 

animals, plants, the planet itself or most importantly, our own Self. In this 
giving of kindness we recognise that this is not so much about self-
sacrifice, or gratuitous altruism, so much as with doing what it appropriate 
to add to the balance and harmony around us.  And just as it is about 
giving, so too it is about learning to receive gracefully when we are given 
to.   

 
2. Mudita means sympathetic joy or lack of envy - where we genuinely 

rejoice when others are happy or successful.  This is something that, 
though we might sometimes feel jealousy, or envy, we determine to 
practice being without it. Mudita is as necessary for good friendship as it is 
for personal growth and social awareness. 

 
3. Karuna means compassion, in which one recognizes suffering and acts 

appropriately to assist. Again, this is very much about appropriateness. 
We recognise that sometimes giving is not always the right way. 
Sometimes we have to let go and wait until it is appropriate to give. 
Karuna is a quality in which we practice empathy with all beings, 
regardless of status, wealth, or ability, and always seek to help where it is 
appropriate. 

 
4. Upekkha means equanimity. It refers to a mind that is balanced and 

neutral of passion or desire or fear. We recognise that this kind of balance 
is difficult sometimes, but it is always the benchmark that we try for. 
Whether faced with success or failure, or luck or adversity, we try never to 
be swept away by the feelings these things create. We try to maintain a 
firm awareness of the fact that what we are currently experiencing is only 
a peak or a dip in a continually changing life. As such, we try to remain 
detached from the highs and lows of our experience so we are never 
swept away. 

 
In practicing these four qualities, we’re mindful that though, in some cases, they 

do not come easily to us, we are prepared to meet with our shortcomings and continue 
to try as best we can.   

In particular when we meditate these four qualities of being are very much in play 
– in fact, they are pivotal to everything we do in meditation. As such, meditation is 
probably the most fundamental act of love we can make, in which we sit down and 
practice love with the most important and powerful person in our lives – our own Self.  
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And our Self speaks to us with sensations and feelings – these things are its 
language. And all we have to do is listen – feel the sensations as they are, and the 
mind and body, being naturally self adjusting mechanisms, automatically begin healing, 
balancing and reconciling.  

All the methods of meditation you’ll find in this book are designed to create this 
kind of listening and reconciliation with our Self. We don’t have to think positively – all 
we have to do is listen.   

Listen to the body – feel what it is telling us. 
When we close our eyes and restfully take account of what is happening in the 

body, we notice things – we notice the conflicts and disturbances we feel. Like my 
analogy of a marriage before, we listen to this partner in our life and apply qualities of 
love – kindness, empathy, compassion and equanimity – and balance and harmony 
come naturally back to our internal world.   

By harmonising our inner environment, the way we act in our life naturally 
changes, taking on the same qualities of harmony; and as our actions influence 
everything around us, by the law of cause and effect we create harmony in our life.   

 
"The day will come when, after harnessing space, the winds, the tides and 

gravitation, we shall harness for God the energies of love. And on that day, for the 
second time in the history of the world, we shall have discovered fire." 4 

 

 
Beginning Meditation 
 
Meditation is not a means to an end.  It is both the means and the end 
                                                                                 -  Jiddu Krishnamurti   
 
Essentially meditation can be summed up in one simple sentence.  
Meditation is the skill of being still. 
The stillness I’m speaking of is not the comatose stillness we’re in watching TV, 

nor is it sleep. In this stillness we are wide awake, but the activities of the restless 
attention are suspended, and the body is allowed to relax. In this state all the innate self 
adjusting, self healing, self cleansing mechanisms that nature gave us are allowed to 
take over, and when we rise up from this stillness, we are fresh and ready for anything.   

As I said in the introduction to this book, stillness is something all things in nature 
take for granted – when nothing is happening, they go still and enjoy simply being 
passively aware for a while.   

We on the other hand, have no such skill.  
Our western culture doesn’t acknowledge the worth of stillness. Only action, 

however mindless, is valued. As such, from the day we’re born to the day we die, we try 
to constantly be on the move doing things. And in those rare times when we do nothing, 
our guilt is heavy – words like laziness, bludger, waste of time – they all rattle about in 
the back of the mind making it such that we cannot relax into being still, as we should.   

                                                 
4 Pierre Tielhard de Chardin, 1881-1955, French Palaeontologist and Philosopher 
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This is why we have meditation methods – to help us train the mind to let go and 
stop when we want it to.   

 
Now remember, the methods we use to meditate are not of themselves meditation 

– they are simply tools to help train the mind to create a state of meditation - to be still. 
As the mind develops stillness, so too the body will follow.   

So we’re going to take this in stages. And each stage will be matched to a new 
progression or method of meditation, so try not to rush.  

Take a couple of days, even weeks, with each method to ensure you feel 
comfortable with what we are doing. Only when you think you totally understand what’s 
happening, then take what you need from what you’ve been doing and move on.   

 

The Posture                                                                                 
 
To meditate it’s best to be in a posture that’s erect without being too 

uncomfortable. If sitting cross-legged is easy for you, then that’s fine but there’s no 
special significance to sitting cross-legged in meditation. So if it is too difficult, sit in a 
chair.  

The cross-legged posture is only common because meditation originated in Asia 
where the cross-legged posture has always been the way people sit. But here in the 
West, where we have become used to sitting in chairs our habits are not immediately 
suited to sitting cross-legged.   

The only reason I trained myself to sit cross-legged is because during my times in 
retreat in Thailand, everybody sat cross-legged when they meditated. So I had to learn 
to sit this way - partly out of respect for the local way of things and, I have to admit, 
partly from pride as well.  After all, I didn’t want to be the foolish looking ‘farang’  sitting 
in a chair in a room of cross-legged people. Needless to say, during the first couple of 
retreats a large part of my practice was spent dealing with the agony of my body 
adapting to a posture it had never been used to.  

But this was my choice.  
If sitting in a chair is comfortable then that is what is appropriate.  Perhaps later if 

you like, when your relationship with meditation has matured you can tackle the 
process of training your body to sit cross-legged.   

 
Whichever posture you choose, your back should be straight, but not rigid, 

because if we slump it is likely our mind will wander. In this our mind mimics the body. If 
we allow the body to collapse so too does our concentration, and clarity and awareness 
disappear.   

‘You should not be tilted sideways, backwards, or forwards. You should be sitting 
straight up as if you were supporting the sky with your head.’  5  

But in sitting straight remember, as well as a straight posture, comfort is a primary 
prerequisite. Do not sit with your back so rigidly straight that you are uncomfortable. If it 
has a slight bow forward, that’s okay - just as long as your abdomen is relaxed enough 

                                                 
55 Suzuki, Shunryu.  Zen Mind, Beginners Mind, John Weatherhill, New York, 1975, p. 26 
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for your breathing to be unhampered.   
 

The Main Object                                                                         
 
All meditation methods have a main object. The main object is a place where we 

can rest our attention to train it to be still, so the mind can calm down.   
I use the breath as a main object 
As such, in the methods I will always be encouraging you to pay attention to the 

sensations of the breath moving in and out of the body.   
I’ll be writing more about the attention later - but for the moment the theory is that 

your attention is the most troublesome aspect of mind. As the dynamic connection 
between mind and the world around us, it is our attention that creates everything we 
find disturbing – circular thinking, worrying, emotional reactions – not to mention all the 
obsessive chatter that forms the subliminal background noise in the mind.   

So one of the primary objectives in meditation in the early stages is to give the 
attention somewhere to go other than its playground in our head – somewhere it cannot 
build the usual streams of thoughts and reactions – somewhere quiet, yet easily 
noticed.   

The breath is perfect for that purpose. 
 
You can pay attention to the whole of the breath or, if your concentration is strong, 

only one part of the breath such as: 
 
1. The sensations of the belly rising and falling as you breath. 
2. The sensations of breath coming through your nostrils.  
 
Of course in other meditation methods, other things are used as the main object:  

• In some methods of Zen meditation, the main object is the sitting body 
itself – the sensations, the breath, the weight, events coming and going - 
all these things are contemplated as they happen. I have used this myself, 
and once you get the hang of it, the body is an excellent object. But for 
beginners, it can be too big an area, with too many distractions.   

 
• In some Vipassana methods the main object is a sequential attention to 

each of the different parts of the body, mentally noting each as it is 
perceived – “hair on the head… hair of the body … nails … teeth… skin 
… flesh … bones … marrow … kidney …” and so on. I have used this 
method also, and the effect is profound. Amongst other things, it breaks 
up our Self image and helps us to realise that life is much more than just 
this body.  

 
• In other methods the main object is a mantra - a circular pattern of 

thought/words that the meditator repeats as deeply and quietly in the mind 
as possible. Tibetan meditation uses a mantra of  “Om mani padme hum”.  
Theravada Buddhists use the word “Buddho”.   
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As I have said before, in this choice of main object, don’t be too precious. 

Remember it’s just a device – a place to put your attention to teach it to calm down. 
The important thing is to find a main object that you feel comfortable with - which instils 
a feeling of secureness when you hold your attention to it.   

 
Once you have chosen your main object, keep using it so your attention can form 

a relationship with it. It helps if your attention gets to know that when it is directed to 
that place within, it’s time to calm down and rest.   

In this you are teaching your attention that the main object is its ‘home’ – a refuge 
from the usual circus of mental work it is used to. So try to practice resting your 
attention on breath as much as possible – not only in meditation, but any time you have 
nothing to do.   

For example, when standing in a queue - instead of daydreaming or worrying, 
practice resting your attention on the breath. Or when you are feeling a bit 
overwhelmed with worry, or anger, or worry, try to keep pulling your attention back to 
the main object – you’ll find it weakens the hold that these things have over you, 
helping you to get some perspective.  

As your attention relaxes so too will your mind and body.  
 
When you first begin to meditate, your attention won’t be used to contemplating 

the main object, so it might help to use a ‘note’ – a small thought to help keep your 
attention lightly focussed on the breath.  

By occupying the thinking aspect of mind with the repeating of the notes, each of 
which directed the attention to the main object, makes it less likely it will drift off into the 
streams of thinking it is usually immersed in.   

Some notes that people use are:  
 

• “In” and “Out”, following the flow of breath in and out of the body. 
 
• “Rising” and “Falling”, following the rising and falling movement of the 

belly along with the in and out breath. 
 
• “Buddho” – spoken as “Bud (pronounced “bood””) on the IN  breath, and 

“dho” (dough) on the OUT breath.  This is an evocation of the idea of 
‘buddha’, a word evoking the notion of awakening.   

 
 
 

Meditation 1 – The Main Object                                                
  
As I said before, throughout this book I will be referring specifically to the breath 

as the main object, mainly because I have personally found it to be the most useful. So 
for the moment, begin with the breath – you can always experiment with other main 
objects later.  
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As you read the following instructions, try to feel the way what you’re doing affects 
your body. Go through a few times then put the book down and try it with your eyes 
closed.   

  
 

• If you are in a chair, push your bottom as far back against the 
backrest as possible and make sure your back is as straight as it can 
be without straining.   

 
• If you are sitting cross-legged, make sure your hips are rolled 

forward, so that your spine is as straight as possible without 
straining. If your hips are too inflexible for this, use more cushions 
under your bottom to gain a little height.   

 
• During the meditation, if your posture changes; if you slouch, or if 

your head drops or you lean over to the front or to the side – then 
gently, slowly, correct yourself to sit straight again. Try always to be 
aware of sitting up straight. At first this continual correction will 
seem tiresome but after a while the habit of sitting straight will come 
naturally.  

 
• Try to rely on balance rather than muscular tension to stay upright. 

As such, your head should be balanced on the end of your spine like 
a ball on the end of a finger, with your chin slightly tucked in.   

 
• Your eyes should be directed down towards the floor about 6 feet in 

front of you, the lids lightly closed. Try not to let your eyes roll up in 
your head. This is a sleep position for the eyes and will only make 
you drowsy. The object is to be restful, yet as alert as possible. 

 
• Now we begin the first stage – making the body ready for meditation.  

As you did when we went through the first stages of rest in the 
previous chapter, begin the relaxation process in the same way by 
paying attention to the weight of your body, giving as much of 
yourself over to the effect of gravity on your muscles, and the 
support of the surface you are sitting on.  Where you find tension, 
contemplate the sensations and let the muscles go if you can. 

 
• Be aware of the muscles in your head, face, neck, shoulders and 

inner thighs – feel the sensations that are there. These places are 
common repositories of tension, so it’s likely that you might not 
even notice that there is tension there.  So pay special attention, and 
see if the muscles let go as you become aware of how tight they are. 

 
• Though certain muscles are needed to keep yourself upright, it 
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should be that the rest of your body can relax. The straighter you sit, 
the more balanced you’ll be.  At first, if you are used to slumping, 
this will feel uncomfortable – but eventually your body will get used 
to it. 

 
• Then, begin to move your attention around the body.  Notice what 

sensations are there.  Just let them come to your notice.  They’ll 
likely occur to your attention one at a time, like a procession of 
supplicants presenting themselves before you … an itch on your 
face … a tickle on your right hand … your neck… leg… chest… and 
so on.  You are not  thinking about these sensations - you are feeling 
them, as they are.   

 
• At first it may seem as if everything in your body is ‘speaking’ with 

sensations all at once.  So let your attention be drawn to whichever 
sensation cries the loudest, and contemplate it – feel it - mentally 
‘sit’ with it – focus on the sensation and ‘listen’ to it tell its story 
without judging it, or reacting to it.  

  If it is an ache, it might pulse, seeming to expand and contract.  If it 
is an itch it might become more intense, then less intense.  If it is 
thinking, the thoughts might proliferate, then fade.   

 Every sensation or phenomenon, when you pay attention to it, has 
its own simple way of expressing itself.  As long as you mentally sit 
with things and let them speak to you without fear, desire, or 
judgement, resolution will eventually occur, and tension will release. 

 
• Each time thinking takes your attention, don’t struggle with it – just  

return your attention to the nearest sensation or feeling in the body 
as soon as you can.  Let the stream of thoughts fall apart in your 
awareness like smoke in a light wind as you keep your attention on a 
physical sensation – any sensation. 

 
• Keep following your attention as it moves around the body … the 

neck … the face …. torso … the legs...  Don’t stay on any one 
sensation for too long.  As you keep moving around the body, your 
body will relax.  

 
• If you are having trouble keeping your attention on what you are 

doing it might help to begin noting whatever you find. These notes 
are whispered thoughts in the back of the mind,  “tightness in the 
chest … feeling … feeling … heaviness in the leg … tightness in the 
mouth…”, and so on. 

 
• Now we come to the next stage - when your body has settled down, 

transfer your attention to the Main Object – in our case, the breath as 
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it passes in and out of your body.  Feel all of the breath as it moves 
through your body.  

 
• In contemplating the main object, your attention should seek out the  

sensations of the breath (not the ideas of it, or a visualisation). Feel 
the breath as it moves through your body.  

 
• As you feel the breath and all its parts, you should be passively 

aware of everything – the room your body sits in; your body; 
thoughts flitting through like birds; body sensations burning like 
fires in the distance, feelings wafting past like clouds - but your 
attention – the active part of mid, should be sitting on the breath.   

 
• You might find as you do this that your face, or your body feel 

strange – as if they are expanding, or swaying, or even disappearing.  
That’s okay. This is just your mind coping with the new feelings that 
come with being relaxed. Don’t pay any attention to these shifts of 
feeling and sensation.  

 
• Sometimes at this point the breath might begin to tighten up. Usually 

this is because the attention is too intense – so try to lighten the 
attention you’re paying to the breath. It should be as light as a 
feather landing on the back  of your hand.  

 
• Let the body breath as it wants to – whether it is fast or slow; deep 

or shallow. Don’t try to influence the breath, or force it to relax. 
Forcing things only adds more tension and confusion to the mix.  
Instead of getting frustrated, just focus on the part of the breath that 
is most likely to be causing the tension – the OUT breath. 

 
• Just feel whatever tension is present in the breath. Feel the tightness 

in the muscles that prevents the breath from flowing OUT easily.   
 
• You might find that tightness in the breath is connected to other 

tensions in your body – in your jaw, the neck, shoulders. If this is the 
case then try to let go of those tensions as well.   

 
• Try to let each OUT breath fall down through your body.  Imagine a 

deep mineshaft beneath your body that you are dropping each OUT 
breath down through your sitting body, through the floor to 
disappear deep down into the earth.   

 Then wait. 
 The IN breath will come on its own, bouncing back up. Don’t be 

concerned with the IN breath – just wait for it.  Feel how other 
muscles in your body relax in response to the easing of your breath. 
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• When the IN breath appears, don’t try to breathe any more or less 

than your body needs.  Try not to interfere with the breath – just 
watch it.  Let your body take the IN breath.  The body knows how 
much it needs.  

 
• When each IN breath comes, feel the air flow in past your nostrils… 

into your chest… inflating the lungs… expanding the ribcage, 
extending the belly…    

 Then, after a brief pause, feel it turn around and become the OUT 
breath, which falls away once more.   Once again, try to drop it - let 
the OUT breath fall out of the body and down into the mineshaft 
beneath you.   

 
• As you contemplate the OUT breath falling deeper and deeper, you 

might sometimes find you feel anxious, or a bit emotional. Don’t 
worry about this. Just allow things to happen as they will and keep 
letting the OUT breath fall deep into the pool of feelings.   

 
• Now we will refine the area for the attention a little more - if you feel 

comfortable with watching the breath, perhaps refine your focus to 
one part of the breath – the expansion and contraction of your belly 
as you breathe in and out.   

 
• Try to follow every moment of the rising of the belly as the body 

breathes IN, then notice the pause as it changes, then every moment 
of the belly falling as the body breathes OUT.   

 
• It might help to keep your attention fixed on these events by using 

mental notes 
 As you notice the belly rise with the IN breath, make a quiet mental 

note: “Rising…”   
 Then as you notice the belly fall on the OUT breath, note: 

“Falling….”   
 
• Your attention on the rising and falling of your belly, as well as the 

note you use to direct it, should be as light and gentle as a breeze 
stroking a leaf on a still day.   

 
• As you become more and more peaceful, refine this area of the main 

object even more - perhaps to the movement of a small part of the 
belly, just above the belly button. Keep noting the two motions of the 
movement. 

 
• Each time your attention darts away to thinking or something else, 
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simply bring it back to the rising and falling of the belly and start 
again.  This process of noticing the attention has drifted, then 
starting gain is extremely important in the training of your attention.  
It creates a habit in which you create control over your attention.  

 
• For the rest of the meditation, the challenge now is to keep your 

attention gently poised on this tiny part of the breath – without 
forcing it, or trying too hard – and always coming back when it has 
drifted away. 

 
•  As your attention remains poised upon the main object, you will be 

passively aware of your life experience passing through you, like a 
breeze through a lace curtain - sensations, feelings, thoughts, 
sounds.  But with your attention poised on the main object, none of 
these things will be attached – they come and go.   

 
• You are like a tight-rope walker walking along a wire in the middle of 

a forest – you can still hear the birds, and feel the breeze, but you 
are focussed on the wire that you walk along.  And your focus is 
light, easy, effortless.  

 
In meditation the main object is like a rope we use to draw ourselves through all 

the attachments of our experience. And even though all of the stuff of our conditioning 
drags at us, and our habits push and pull, trying to distract us, we keep coming back to 
the main object, to pull ourselves through.   

In observing the main object while letting go of everything else, all the conditioned 
habits we’ve built over our life slowly become less coherent, and they begin to fall 
apart.   

Our mind calms down.  
And as our mind calms, so too does our body. It slows down and relaxes and 

suddenly you find yourself meditating. 
 

The Community of You                                                              
 
Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that.  
Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.  

                                    -   Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
 
When we meditate we are not just pacifying the mind and body.  We are 

participating in a very intimate relationship with all the parts of our Self, in which the 
word ‘community’ is more applicable than any other.   

 
 Many years ago it was thought that our body was just a bundle of dumb organs 

coordinated by the brain. Our brain was regarded as something like the driver of the 
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vehicle of our Self, sending out its instructions to the body in the form of neuro-
transmitters and neuro-peptides that stimulated our physical responses.  

It was thought that only the brain that could produce these chemicals, so it 
followed that it was solely responsible for the coordination of our body.   

But now we know different. We see that neuro-transmitters, neuro-peptides and 
the receptors that send and receive them exist in practically every organ in our body. 
Through the ‘body-mind’ of our immune system all the organs in our body are ‘talking’ 
to one another constantly - our skin, digestive organs, blood, kidneys, liver, bones.   

Every part of our body is in permanent negotiation with each other in a web of 
relationships in which all our parts, both physical and mental, are like each other’s 
brother and sister.  

And in the constant conversation between all of the parts of our mental and 
physical self, each of the separate organs of our body thinks its own thoughts and has 
its own rudimentary sense of self with its own priorities; its own individual temperament 
co-existing with all the other aspects of the community of you.   

And when we look into each of the organs themselves – the kidneys, liver, skin, 
brain and so on, we find the same community of autonomous things in continual 
negotiation.  

Each individual organ is a community of cells, and each one of these cells is able 
to ‘think’ for itself by responding or not responding to stimuli.  On a rudimentary level 
every cell in our body has a sense of itself, making decisions and working in co-
operation with all the other cells.   

And when we come to the brain, once again the word ‘community’ is apt.  
Even in the simple process of watching television, our whole brain sings with 

activity as different communities of cells pass information to other communities of cells 
– billions of cells assigned different functions, all working in co-operation to create the 
momentary experience of watching television that we take for granted.   

And if we look into the nature of this experience, again we see a community of 
things - our psyche. All of our thoughts, memories, beliefs, ideas, personality, feelings 
and reactions jostling and arguing like a huge village meeting. Our confidence argues 
with our doubt, our desire with our fear, happy feelings with sad feelings. All the 
different parts of our psychology negotiate with one another as we navigate our way 
through the moments of every hour of our life. 

 
So this organism that we blithely call ‘me’ is actually a city of different things all in 

constant negotiation with one another. And even then, this city is not entirely comprised 
of our own.   

All throughout our body live ‘immigrant workers’ – viruses, fungi and bacteria who, 
like working visitors in any country, are also valuable parts of the community of ‘me’.  In 
fact it is thought that we have more of these ‘travellers’ in our body even than our own 
cells. And all of them play an essential role in our body, breaking down nutrients, 
consuming waste and other bacteria in an ecology as finely balanced as any rain forest.   

Yet even as we acknowledge the existence of this community, still we cling to the 
idea that there is some definitive entity that we can call ‘I’.   

But actually, depending on what mood we’re in and what’s happening, any one of 
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many different versions of our Self can be ruling over the community of ‘I’, calling the 
shots and making the decisions.   

And like any political leader, each of these different aspects of our Self has its own 
agenda, its own views and priorities. And each tries to manipulate the community to 
follow it’s view. When we feel angry, our sense of calm seems lost. When we feel 
frightened, our confidence seems to have disappeared. When we are depressed, 
happiness seems totally alien to us. At different times each and any of the different 
parts of our Self can seem to be completely autonomous, with its own convincing story, 
and its own powerful reactions.   

And in this immense and incredibly complex internal community of things, our 
mind is the meeting place, the town hall of the community.  All of the different parts of 
our Self ‘speak’ through the forum of our mind - our skin, muscles, stomach, lungs, 
kidneys, heart, as well as our emotions, our beliefs and ideas about ourselves. They 
speak with sensations, feelings, idea’s and compulsions; some so strong they are 
uncomfortable; some so subtle we need absolute mental silence to even notice them.   

But in the fury of the kind of life we lead, in which ‘I’ only looks outward; driving its 
mind and body through life like a slave, all this conversation is often lost. Even when we 
get sick and the signals from the mind-body are becoming frantic, we use drugs to shut 
them out.  And then we wonder why the mind and body are so disobedient as to 
ambush us with seemingly sourceless disabilities – anxiety attacks, depression, chronic 
fatigue - not to mention cancer.    

Perhaps it’s because ‘I’ has stopped listening to the community of itself.   
 
So when we meditate; turning our attention inwards, we enter a city meeting which 

in our daily life we are usually too busy to attend.  With our attention quietly poised on 
the breath, we become aware of all that is said at this city meeting, in which all the 
different parts of our inner community ‘speak’ with sensations and feelings.   

As each part of our Self is listened to, it also listens - and everything speaks until 
they quieten, until finally all is calm. In the dialogue that has occurred, mind and body 
have become unified, helping and healing one another and balance appears naturally.   

The longer this meeting of the spirit continues and the more often it is done, the 
deeper this calming effect becomes.  

We lose mental and physical conflict in layers.   
First the surface layers of hunger, work, body tension, desires and fears arise into 

the awareness – they are noticed, listened to, and calm down in response. Then the 
layers below begin to speak with sensations and feelings more subtle than before – 
tingles, itches, emotions, thoughts and feelings. As this layer is witnessed, it too calms.  

 As each layer arises into the passive awareness, the sensations and thoughts 
become more and more subtle. And the deeper we get, the more subtle these layers 
are, and the more balanced our mind-body becomes.  These are the layers of our 
physical and mental Self which, as each passes through our awareness, are re-
assimilated with each other so that the community of our Self can work more efficiently 
and feel more unified with itself. And in the lessening of internal conflict, we feel more 
clear; more fluent.  

 Life opens up and breathes a sigh of relief. 
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The Breath                                                                    
 
“Real difficulties can be overcome; it is the imaginary ones that are 
unconquerable."     
                                                     - Theodore N. Vail  
 
One of the first things many people notice when they begin to meditate is their 

breath seems tight and shallow, and no matter how they try they cannot seem to relax 
it. Often it might seem as if the meditation itself is creating this tightness, but it’s not.   

What is actually happening is that the meditation is making us aware of 
dysfunctional breathing habits that have developed over many years. The only reason 
we’ve never noticed these dysfunctional habits is because they built themselves so 
slowly, and our attention was always on other things. After all, who ever takes notice of 
their breathing, when there is so much else to do in a life?   

Like most things in meditation, it often helps to understand why this tension is 
there. In understanding a little about the problem, resolution usually comes on its own.   

 
Have you every watched a baby sleeping – the way it breathes? Deep into its 

belly; regular, relaxed and untroubled. Its breath is in flow because its needs and 
responses are simple. It loves unguardedly and its thoughts are fluid and unstructured, 
so it breathes freely and deeply.   

Its breath is a barometer of its emotional ‘weather patterns’, changing constantly 
according to how it feels. In the euphoria of absorbed pleasure its breathing naturally 
slows. In the excitement of fun, pain or fear the baby’s breathing naturally speeds up, 
fluently responding to the different physical needs of each mental state.   

Then the long conditioning process of life starts.  
The child learns to desire some things and fear others. It learns about pleasure 

and pain. And that’s when its problems with the breath begin. Encouraged by the 
repressive habits of its parents, teachers and peers, the child learns to control its 
reactions and feelings. It starts trying to not feel angry, or scared, or sad – and in some 
cases, it even tries to control its expression of happiness.  

This new habit of repression is often precipitated by the parents reactions to the 
child’s first emotional outbursts. When the child becomes angry, fearful or excited in 
some way, its parents might tell it to ‘”stop that!”, or “control yourself!”, or “grow up!”  In 
effect, the child is being told to squash a feeling – a feeling that it has hitherto been 
used to allowing flow.   

In the child’s mind this creates confusion – after all, how is it to stop that which it 
feels so intensely? To the child, the feeling seems unstoppable so how then is it to 
obey its parent and ‘grow up’? This is when, in these first lessons of coming adulthood, 
and in an attempt to obey its parent, the child does the logical thing to try to stop this 
intense emotion as commanded. It goes to the only aspect of the emotion it can control 
– the most obvious - the muscles, particularly in the face, neck and shoulders, and the 
breathing. The child mistakenly believes that by consciously inhibiting the muscular 
parts of the feeling, it can make them disappear.   

This is the first step in creating a lifelong dysfunctionality with its breathing habits.   
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We’ve all seen children trying to control their emotions – the quivering lips; the 
short sharp breaths high in the chest; the tense muscles in the face,; the hunched 
shoulders and stiff neck. How reminiscent these are of the stiff necks and shoulders 
and the tight expressionless faces of so many adults we see around us.    

The irony is that stopping the breath and tensing the muscles around the 
sensations of emotion actually have the opposite effect – they intensify pain, anxiety or 
fear.  

Added to which, the child intuitively knows that the emotion they feel is at the 
bottom of the OUT breath – so they inhibit that breath, taking sharp, high breaths into 
their chest, and holding it – because they know that if they let the OUT breath go, the 
emotion they are trying so desperately to suppress will rise up again.  

  
So we develop these habits when we are children and as we turns to adolescence 

and then to adulthood our breathing becomes increasingly subject to these controlling 
habits. After all, as adults we are expected to control ourselves and this leads us to try 
to constrict our Self expression in all kinds of ways.  

Wrapped in our suits and collars we stop moving our bodies. We stop crying or 
laughing too loudly. We refrain from yelling to express our joy or our fear. Deemed 
inappropriate in an adult world, these innocent ways of expressing ourselves are 
consigned to a secret place deep inside our body while we tighten our Self around it all 
to keep our feelings from leaking out.   

As we get older, these habits of control, if left unaddressed, become more 
entrenched to the extent that we lose awareness of the increasing effort it takes to 
control ourselves. We forget that we are tensing our body and controlling our breath 
because we’ve been doing it for so long – the tension becomes included in our mind-
body picture of what is ‘normal’.   

And as we age all we know is that we get anxiety attacks sometimes, or we feel 
tired - life seems to require more effort. We feel old. The muscles in our face set, 
causing lines to deepen. Our mouth tightens and becomes thin and our neck, shoulders 
and torso lose mobility. Our habits of controlling the breath are central to a lot of the 
deep-rooted tension in our bodies.  

 
So if you’re experiencing difficulties with the breath when you meditate, it is 

essential now to begin to form a more aware relationship with the breath.   
 

• There is no need for deep breathing exercises – in fact, these only 
create more tension around the breath. Just build an aware 
relationship with your breathing habits.  

  Try to get into the habit of periodically contemplating and adjusting 
the way you are breathing throughout each day, in spare moments.   

 It is not necessary to close your eyes or meditate and you don’t even 
have to be still. Between meetings; waiting for a train; sitting in a 
car; waiting to be served in a shop - practise transferring your 
attention to the breath and contemplating the feeling of the breath.  
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• If your breath is shallow and tight, practise dropping the muscles 
around the breath.  Try to let go of the OUT breath. See how far it 
falls before you have to take an IN breath. Just wait for the IN breath 
the same way as you learnt in the previous stage of meditation. If 
your breathing is dysfunctional in any way, this continual 
adjustment will help to normalise your relationship with it. 

 
• Don’t study the breath too hard – keep your attention light.  Just 

notice it and keep gently adjusting it. You might find as you let go of 
the breath that sometimes you might feel emotional. That’s okay, 
just let the feeling arise.  It’s just your mind and body getting used to 
being free.   

 
• Even a few minutes of practice at different times each day is better 

than nothing. Keep returning you attention to the breath and relaxing 
all the muscles around it. If it helps, imagine your lungs are very 
thirsty and the air you are breathing is cool, crystal clear water that 
you are drink from a quiet mountain pool. 

 
PLEASE REMEMBER – it’s the OUT breath that’s most important in the relief of 

tension - not the IN breath. Any suppressed emotion you have lies at the bottom of the 
OUT breath and it’s the suppressed energy of an emotion we are not allowing to 
express itself that creates tension in our body.   

As I said in Happy to Burn: 
‘If you had been living in more primitive times and someone had frightened you, 

you would have caught up and had it out with them - a short sharp burst of violent 
energy that would have resolved the chemical charge in the body, and satisfied the 
volition of your angry thoughts. But your conditioning is such that you have learned to 
be civilised - you have to  obey the speed limit, not get into fights, obey, be good, be 
quiet - swallow it!  In this ‘swallowing it’ there is no resolution to the state you’re in - the 
relaxation response is not allowed to appear.’ 

The ‘swallow it’ that I referred to is a locution for the act of restricting the OUT 
breath. As such, instead of expressing the emotion and using up the metabolic energy 
to create a relaxation response, we hold it in - containing it as tension in the body.  

So in contemplating the breath, always check the OUT breath, and if you find 
tightness around it, then feel the tightness and see if you can let it go. Don’t push it out, 
or manufacture a false sigh – simply feel the tension you are using to restrict it and try 
to let the OUT breath fall out of your body.  

You might find this reveals the emotion you are holding inside, in which case, just 
feel it – it will quickly pass away with each OUT breath.    
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Meditation 2 – Walking Meditation                                  
 
 
Conventionally walking meditation is practised by meditators who are spending 

long periods of time in meditation, particularly in silent retreat, were the meditation is 
constant. Walking meditation is alternated with sitting meditation to give the body relief 
from sitting, while continuing the process of meditation.   

But even outside of this context, walking meditation can be worthwhile because it 
emphasises different qualities of mind to sitting meditation. In particular if you are 
having trouble with concentrating or if your attention is particularly hyperactive, walking 
meditation helps. Essentially it is a similar mental process to sitting meditation, only the 
main object is the movement of the feet.  

But first let’s briefly review the main points of the meditation process as we’ve 
covered it to this point: 

 
• In sitting meditation we began by directing our attention inwards to the body – 

the sensations, tensions and feelings. It is enough to just feel these things. If 
you begin thinking about them, take command of your attention and direct it 
back to the sensations.   

 
• When the body has settled a little, we direct our attention to the main object – 

whatever it is.  If it is the breath,  contemplate the sensations of the breath. 
There will be awareness of other things – the environment around do, your 
body, but so long as your attention remains on the main object, let everything 
else be.   

 
• Each time your attention drifts and becomes involved in a stream of thoughts, 

or a distraction, gently, and patiently pull it back to the main object to resume 
contemplation of the main object again.  

  
These are the initial stages of meditation to this point.   

So with walking meditation it is essentially the same process, except your eyes 
are open, and your body is in motion. The other difference is that in walking meditation 
the main object, instead of being the breath is the movement of your feet and legs as 
you walk.   

The following instructions specifically apply to a basic formal walking meditation:.   
 

• As you are going to be slowly pacing back and forward, choose a 
place where you will be undisturbed, and have a clear, flat path of 
around 6 metres.   

 
• Begin by standing still with your hands clasped in front, or behind.  

Contemplate  the  tensions  involved  in standing, identify the 
muscles involved and see if you can let them go.   
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• Once you feel quite settled, begin slowly walking, and your attention 
should follow the movement of each foot as closely as you can as it 
moves from resting position to resting position, then switching 
immediately to the other foot as it moves.  This movement of the feet 
is the main object.  For this reason, you should walk very slowly, so 
you can monitor the movement with your attention. 

 
• If it helps to keep your attention steady, as each foot moves make a 

small mental note to yourself – a thought, like a whisper in the back 
of the mind, “right step… left step… “ and so on.  

 
• Once you reach the end  of the path stop. Pause for a moment to be 

aware of standing, letting go of tension.   
 
• Then, as you turn, be aware of the actions your body makes in this 

turning. Observe the movement of the feet, legs, and torso.   
 
• Then once again, keeping your attention on the slow movement of 

your feet, walk back again.   
 
• Though it might seem pedantic, or even stupid to be pacing back 

and forwards paying attention to the movement of your feet, 
remember it’s just a mental exercise. Take it as seriously as you 
would any other life training. The more you practice, the more the 
mind will get used to concentrating on the main object. This will help 
in sitting meditation – it will keep the attention still so that 
awareness can grow.   

 
• Keep pacing slowly in the manner I’ve described from one end of the 

path to the other, with the motion of each of your feet as the main 
object for your attention. 

 
• You should still be aware of your body, and the environment around 

you, while holding your attention lightly upon the main object. 
 
• The main purpose from this point on is to be aware of when your 

attention drifts away to thinking, or some other distraction. Once you 
have noticed the distraction, simply bring your attention back to the 
motion of the feet. No matter how many times your attention drifts 
keep bringing it back.  

 
• At first you might feel self-conscious or distracted because your 

eyes are open – but keep going. As you keep bringing your attention 
back to the motion of each foot, your mind and body will slowly 
unwind and relax.  
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• When you have settled into the walking and your attention has 

calmed a little,  begin to expand the area main object in the following 
way:  

 
1. While paying attention to the motion of your feet as the main 

object, spread the main object to monitor the motion of your 
legs as well.   

 
2. Then, when you feel comfortable with that, see if you can 

spread the main object a little further to include the motion of 
your torso, then include your arms, your shoulders – until 
eventually you are paying attention to the entire body as it 
walks, feeling all the tensions, and also the habits you have 
formed that perhaps could be modified. 

 
You should begin to notice things – that you might slouch a little –  if so, adjust. Or 

perhaps you hunch your shoulders a little – again, adjust. In noticing and modifying the 
way your body walks you will find yourself walking straighter and becoming more 
graceful.   

 
What I have described is a basic walking ‘meditation-in-motion’ that is particularly 

useful when you are too agitated to sit – it uses up nervous energy and has a calming 
effect.  So whenever you can’t face sitting with your eyes closed, try walking.   

Also the same basic principles can be applied to any repetitive action in daily life, 
anywhere, anytime – when cutting up food to cook, doing manual work, walking or 
jogging in the park, or even while doing the household chores. 

After all, it’s not what you do that counts - it’s how you are using your mind as you 
do it. 

 
 
 

Meditation 3 – Concentration              
 
Some people find it difficult to settle their attention on the main object. Their 

attention just won’t sit still. That’s entirely natural, particularly when you begin 
meditation, because your mental habits aren’t set up for it.  

The problem is that most people, when they find they can’t concentrate, try harder 
– and that’s causes problems. If you try too hard to concentrate, your attention 
becomes over energised and restless, and harder to control.   

For instance, we’ve all had those times when reading a book, and maybe we’re 
tired, or distracted, so we try harder to concentrate, only to find the words and 
sentences losing their meaning. We read the same paragraph again and again, but still 
we can’t seem to make sense of it.  And the harder we try, the more the sentences and 
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words separate, seeming more like alien hieroglyphics than our own language. At 
which point we make a fundamental mistake – we think our problem is that we aren’t 
concentrating enough – so we try even harder and of course, end up tying ourselves in 
frustrating knots and eventually giving up and turning on the telly. 

Trying to force the mind to concentrate is like trying to force the universe through 
a pin-hole.  

Efficient concentration is effortless.  
Efficient concentration arises out of gentle contemplation.  
Efficient concentration is unselfconscious.   
 
A concentrated mind should fall into what it is doing; losing its sense of itself in the 

object; becoming one with the object. When our concentration is strong whatever we do 
emerges from a communion of mind and object as if by a miracle.   

We’ve all had moments like this, most often in work or play; reading a book or 
making love - and it is always a satisfying experience. It happens when the mind is 
calm and relaxed and all we have to do is to rest our attention on whatever we are 
doing, and our mind draws itself into it. The guitar player becomes the music his fingers 
are playing.  

The accountant becomes the calculations.  
The speaker becomes his speech.   
So if you find your concentration is unable to focus effortlessly, don’t try harder. 

Concentration will occur on its own if the right conditions are here.  All you have to do is 
to keep paying attention to what you’re doing – paying attention to the main object as 
best you can, while maintaining awareness of the rest of the body.  

 
The following method is a temporary device to help you to get used to the feeling 

of easy concentration. As such it is a means to an end – not an end in itself, so don’t 
make this method the only method you use.  Once your concentration feels comfortable 
and strong, let the method go and return to the main object of your breath. 

This method takes the form of a game. So try to let the challenge of the game take 
you. Perhaps then, absorbed in the game, you will forget to try too hard and 
concentration can occur as a surprise. Once you see how easy concentration is, you 
can then let go of the game: 

 
• In beginning, as usual, spend some time settling yourself by 

contemplating your body, and scanning the sensations wherever 
they are. 

 
• Never dwell on a particular sensation. Just keep following your 

attention all over the body, going wherever a sensation draws it.  
Perhaps the feet… the hands… the neck… the muscles around the 
mouth ... the top of the scalp and so on 

 
• As in the last meditation, make your way to the breath. Contemplate 

the feeling of the breath throughout your whole body - the cool air 
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going in through your nostrils … the warm air coming out … the 
expansion and contraction of the lungs … ribcage … belly … the 
subtle movements in the rest of the body … 

 
• No pay attention to the two different flows of breath, the flow IN to 

the body and the flow OUT …  Imagine you are dropping the OUT 
breath deep down into the depths of your belly, then waiting for the 
IN breath to bounce up, to appear …   

 
• Now once you’re settled, we begin the game.   
 
• As you follow the IN and OUT breaths, I want you to count every OUT 

breath – don’t worry about counting the IN breath – just the OUT 
breath. 

 
• If your attention drifts and you missed either an IN breath or an OUT 

breath, you must start the count again. Even if you miss only a part 
of any IN or OUT breath, you must start again. 

 
• The object is to see how high you can get your score before your 

attention drifts to something else.   
 
• The best way to get a high score is to keep your attention light and 

expansive. You’ll find that the lighter your attention, the easier it is to 
concentrate.   

 
• Remember, this is a game, not a competition.  So just be in the 

moment, lightly feel each breath, and count - that’s all.  
Concentration will appear of itself - you will know it when it arrives. 

 
• You will find that after a while, as concentration begins to rise, the 

breath will calm, and the counting will become more effortless.  
 
• If you like, practice this game for a week, and keep an account of the 

scores.   
 
• Once the mind and body have calmed, let the game go, return your 

attention to the main object and resume meditating.  
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Accept the Struggle 
 
“Human progress is neither automatic nor inevitable ... Every step toward the 
goal of justice requires sacrifice, suffering, and struggle; the tireless 
exertions and passionate concern of dedicated individuals.” 
                                                                                -  Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
At this point, I imagine you may be struggling in some way, either with the posture 

or an attention that just won’t sit still – not to mention the skeins of thinking that just 
won’t let you alone.   

It’s important you accept the struggle.   
Don’t be conned by the articles about meditation you might have read in the 

commercial media, sprinkled with key-words like ‘calm’, and ‘relaxed’ and ‘freedom 
from stress’. They’re written by people who most likely have never meditated in any 
depth, or have been meditating for so long they have forgotten how hard it was for them 
when they first started.   

It is natural to struggle with meditation when you begin - just as it is natural for you 
to struggle to learn any new skill. So it is essential that you engage with the struggle, 
because in meditation no effort is wasted.  

Remember, contemporary Western culture has taught you habits that run counter 
to meditation. Nothing in our culture acknowledges the efficacy of stillness. Throughout 
our lives most of us have been kept on the move in the belief that busyness is 
indication of a productive life.  

“Do something about it!” is the mantra of our restless lives, together with “get on 
with it!”, “get a move on!” and “go, go go!” 

But now you want to be still.   
So of course you will struggle.  
 
When I first went to be trained in Vipassana meditation, my teacher Acharn 

Thawee went to great lengths to impress on me that the meditation ‘experience’ is of 
very little importance.   

Each day his students would come for a short interview to report on their progress 
and receive instruction, and having come with all the cultural clichés in my head, that 
meditation should be calm and serene to be ‘successful’, and difficulty in meditation 
was ‘failure’ in some way, I worked hard to seek calm in meditation.   

But the harder I worked, the less calm I got and I couldn’t understand why  
And I noticed Acharn Thawee wasn’t interested in my apparent successes as few 

as they were. On those rare days when I’d relate a triumphant tale of bliss, calm and 
tranquillity, he would listen without interest then flap his hand at me and tell me not to 
cling.  

Conversely, on the more numerous days when I’d arrive frazzled and weary from 
the struggle with my rebellious mind and body, he’d take great interest and tell me I 
was working well.   

So one day I asked him why.  
In his broken English he said (and I paraphrase):  
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“When you are calm in meditation, you are only calm. It is easy, so you don’t 
learn. But when you suffer, you work hard, so you learn. It is not important to have calm 
meditation but it is important to have calm life. So you learn to be calm in your life by 
struggling in meditation.”  

As I walked back to my hut to resume meditation, I felt a new energy. The 
Acharn’s words had removed a huge weight of expectation in me, and affirmed that 
which I had always thought was wrong – my struggle.    

I realised that the view I’d always had of meditation (which had been reinforced by 
other meditation teachers) that it lead to an experience of calm and tranquillity had 
been wrong. Worse, it had been setting me up for a sense of failure in meditation, 
simply because it had been so constantly hard to attain.  

 
There is a paradox in meditation – and it is this:   
The more you accept everything that is wrong in meditation, the quicker it will 

disappear. Whereas, the more you fight everything that is wrong, the more it will fight 
back.    

But I’ll be writing more about this later, so keep struggling.  
In this I am reminded of a quote by British theatre director, Peter Brook: "Never 

stop. One always stops just as something is about to happen." 
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Part 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Attention, Awareness & Knowing 
 
 
 

All speculations are just more layers of covering. 
Human beings love coverings! 
They think the designs on the curtains  
Are what's being concealed. 
                               - Rumi 
 

 
 
There are two ways of perceiving things around us:  
 
1. Through our ‘attention’ - the interactive part of mind which focuses and 

concentrates on things   
 
2. And through ‘awareness’ which positions us - a passive spread of what 

we know is around us but are not presently paying attention to.    
 
An example: Imagine life is a forest through which you wander, and your attention 

is the bright central beam of a torch you use to examine what is there and where to go. 
As you walk through the forest you switch this beam from object to object, examining 
each to see what they are.  

This central beam of your attention connects your conditioned mind with all the 
parts of your experience that you want to examine and value. But, like any torch, 
around the central beam of our attention is a spread of peripheral light which, as we 
shine our attention on a particular object, serves to light up all our surroundings with a 
dim glow.   

This is awareness.   
Awareness is not localised to any one of our senses yet it lights up everything 

around that which we are paying attention to with a constant luminescence. It positions 
us no matter what we focus on. When we are aware of something we are not focussed 
on it, or thinking about it, or reacting to it – no will we remember it unless we pay 
attention to it. As such, the attention is a tool of our thinking mind – and awareness, is a 
constant ‘now’ experience.  
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But it is the attention we use the most, because everything we do uses attention, 

and speaks to the attention. Media, other people, work, or just catching a taxi - through 
the medium of our very sophisticated language, our world speaks to us through our 
attention and we pay attention to how we will reply. As a result we have learnt to spend 
most of our time in the attention. We channel most of our mental energy into it, using it 
not only for work, but for entertainment as well – films; books; newspapers; telephones 
and so on.   

So much energy do we channel into paying attention to everything, we forget that 
awareness is probably the more important aspect of mind.   

 

The Anxious Attention                                                                
 
"The man who insists on seeing with perfect clearness before he decides, 
never decides." 
                                                               Henri Fredric Amiel 
 
Essentially, when we pay attention to something we are reaching out from the 

peaceful and passive spread of our awareness to focus on one particular thing, to 
connect that thing to our Self. As such, our attention is a tool of the ego – it pulls the 
world into our sense of self and projects our sense of self back onto the world.   

A good example is the attention you’re using to read these words right now. 
Though you are peripherally aware of many things – the room you are in, sounds, 
thoughts passing through, sensation in your body - the main beam of your attention 
stays connected to what you are reading, pulling most of your mentality along with it, 
generating thoughts, reactions and so on.  

As such our attention is a sort of ‘information scoop’ – a consumer and generator 
of facts, memories, habits and conditioned reactions, which feeds everything back to 
our sense of Self - which turns them into concepts and thoughts and works out how to 
use them in our life experience. 

 
All throughout our life we have been told to ‘pay attention!’ and  ‘think about it!’ 

because in the information based world in which we now live, our attention is essential 
to our survival. Everything in our culture speaks specifically to it – all the media, work, 
and all the accessories we use to live – and language is the medium.  

As such, because our ego with all of its fears, desires and thinking is enacted 
through the attention, it is actually a subtle state of anxiety that we don’t notice because 
we’re used to it.  

Now this would not be a problem if we could choose when to use our attention, 
and when to switch it off. But like any over-developed habit, because our culture 
requires that we spend so much time in our attention, we cannot turn it off. Because our 
attention is so overdeveloped it compulsively attaches itself to everything we do, even 
when we don’t need it to – simply because it cannot stop. From the moment we awake, 
when we squint at the clock to read the time to when we fall into bed at night, our 
attention is like a hyperactive laser beam we cannot turn off, bouncing from task to 



 47

task, generating thoughts we feel compelled to think – and they in turn create more 
thoughts.   

And if the thoughts are ‘pleasant’ then we have a physical reaction to them – they 
make us feel good.   

And if the thoughts are unpleasant, we have an unpleasant physical reaction – we 
feel base.   

In this way there is a constant push/pull coming from the reactions the attention is 
generating which, though we are used to it because we were born into it, is 
nevertheless a drain on our energy.  

 

The Intuitive Intelligence of Awareness                                       
 
Two birds, inseparable companions, perch on the same tree 
One eats the fruit, the other looks on. 
The first bird is our individual self, 
Feeding on the pleasures and pains of this world. 
The other is the universal self, silently witnessing it all. 
             -  Mundaya Upanishad 
 
What must be remembered at this point is that of the 85,000 years or so that 

humankind has been in development it’s only over the last 1,000 years that we’ve 
developed the incredibly sophisticated abilities we use to generate and manipulate 
information – and the powerful attention we use for this purpose.   

Ancient humans, whose language was rudimentary, used their perceptive abilities 
differently. As hunter gatherers they relied more on awareness than attention. As a 
peripheral sense, awareness was needed to sense danger, and to navigate through an 
environment that spoke back with no language other than sounds, sights and 
sensations. As such ancient humans lived more intuitively than us. Unconcerned with 
generating superfluous information, they were more concerned with their connection 
with everything around them, and how to survive in it.  

 
Awareness is the foundation intelligence of any mind, be it a human, a fish, or an 

animal - even plants have awareness.  Everything that is alive is fundamentally aware – 
every organ, every cell and molecule - it is the most primal aspect` of being, an 
unconditioned state that is most powerful when conscious thought processes are 
completely becalmed.   

In our internal world, our awareness is the intuitive part of us that passively 
registers everything, that is everywhere, and knows everything all the time. As such 
awareness has incredible power in our inner community – it is the unifying element that 
brings all our mental and physical aspects together.  

Added to which, awareness needs no energy because it doesn’t think, remember 
or concoct – it simply knows. When our attention is at rest, and we are purely aware, 
we are at our most serene – alive in the most pure sense.  

 
In daily life we only experience the power of our awareness in unguarded 
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moments - when our attention relaxes and we ‘forget’ to think - perhaps while 
daydreaming on the sofa, or sitting on a beach.  During those times when our attention 
is at rest, it seems as if we are suddenly aware of everything all at the same time.  
Sounds, sights, and thoughts flit through, but our attention is not lost in any of them.  
There is only a timeless now.  Our whole mind and body are seamlessly integrated with 
an expansive spread of perception, and it is always a pleasant and often inspirational 
experience. 

A friend of mine who experienced this in one of her first meditations described it 
like this: 

“… there was a bird outside the window of the room I was meditating in – it was 
singing, a high pitched sound that kept on distracting me.  I just couldn’t concentrate on 
the main object of my breath. 

“Then, I don’t know why, but I stopped fighting to focus so hard.  I just made sure 
that a part of my attention was always there, at the same time as I accepted this sound, 
and everything else around me.  It’s like I opened up all the windows of my soul and let 
the whole world flow in.  And that’s when everything changed.    

“My whole body relaxed, my breath settled, and my mind felt like it sort of ‘opened 
up’.  I felt as if my whole body had merged with the world around me, and the birds 
singing was a part of me.  I could hear everything all at once, like a gorgeous tapestry 
of sound - the bird, the dripping of a tap in the bathroom, the traffic across town.  I could 
feel all of my body at once, like a cloak of shifting veils of sensations.  And though there 
was thinking, it was a kind of wordless thinking – like, instant thoughts that had no 
arguing or doubt attached to them… it was very peaceful, very blissful.”    

As her attention calmed, her awareness unified everything around her, and she 
was released from the mental tightness of her usual reactions. In moments like these, 
when the attention has calmed and re-integrated itself with awareness, a feeling of 
immaculate calm and peace arises in the mind and body. Everything becomes unified – 
mind, body, environment and intelligence. 

 
In meditation we’re primarily concerned with training the attention. We learn to 

gently take command of our attention, to relax it, and develop the capacity of being able 
to choose when we use it and when we let it go.  

Meditation also teaches us to lessen the intensity - to rest it upon things 
contemplatively rather than inquisitorially. As a result of this softening of the attention, 
the mind allocates more energy to the awareness, which shines more brightly.  

Naturally then, we find the innate inspiration and intelligence of our awareness 
begin to become more noticeable in everything we do.  We notice we are thinking in a 
different way – our thoughts seem lighter, more laterally interconnected, more inspired, 
and they don’t breed themselves so much.  

Added to this, we find we can see beyond the notions and idea’s our intellect 
creates, because awareness always give us an overview that brings everything into 
proper perspective. 

 
As meditation practice slowly softens the attention we notice a number of things 

happen: 
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• We realise that we have a choice as to what we pay attention to.   
• We realise that if we don’t want to, we don’t have to participate in the 

streams of thoughts or emotional reactions that our mind generates.  
• From the detachment of awareness, we learn to pick and choose from the 

habits we have inherited from our life, allowing some to enact themselves, 
and others to fade away.   

• We realise that we don’t have to focus so tightly on things to have 
concentration.  And we don’t have to think so hard about things in order to 
comprehend them.  

• We find that true understanding doesn’t come just from thinking about 
things – it arises when our attention is integrated with a clear and open 
awareness.  It’s then that we begin to realise that there is a distinction 
between what we know and what we just think. 

 

Knowing                                                                                     
 
"The intellect has little to do on the road to discovery. There comes a leap in 
consciousness, call it Intuition or what you will, the solution comes to you 
and you don't know how or why."  

            -   Albert Einstein  
  
As I said in the previous part, the most valuable and pre-eminent quality of 

awareness is intuitive intelligence – but a kind of immediate understanding which we’ll 
call ‘knowing’, also known as inspiration, realisation, gut feeling and so on.   

Put simply, before we think about, or react to anything, our awareness knows – 
and this ‘knowing’ is much more astute and insightful than any thinking is capable of.  

Knowing arises in our awareness as a sort of multi dimensional comprehension. It 
is the ‘Eureka!!” stage,  just before we jump out of our seats and stand, mouthing 
inarticulately like a fish, trying to explain something that is so complete and perfect we 
are stunned. This kind of understanding is usually accompanied by subtle feelings in 
the body. We feel the knowing in our whole body – we hum with it, and often it makes 
us feel like laughing or crying – it is a kind of joyful excitement that seems to vibrate 
throughout every cell in our body. We ‘just know’. From then on, we use our attention to 
quantify what we know, to explain it.   

 
Most of the genius of our history has come from these inspirational knowings. 

Einstein often said that the Theory of Relativity came to him very easily as an almost 
visceral understanding - his biggest problem was figuring out how to conceptualise it, 
and explain it to other people. David Bohm, one of the most innovative physicists of the 
twentieth century “…trusted this interior, intuitive display as a more reliable way of 
arriving at solutions. Later, when he met Einstein, he learned that he too experienced 
subtle, internal muscular sensations that appeared to lie much deeper than ordinary 
rational and discursive thought.” 6 
                                                 
6 Peat, David F, ‘ Infinite Potential: The Life & Times Of David Bohm’,  Addison Wesley Publishing Company, 
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The Buddha, on becoming enlightened, also ‘felt’ what he knew before he found 
the words to speak it.  In fact his knowing was so profound that his first and immediate 
reaction was to keep quiet about it, because he could not figure out how to put it into 
words sufficient to explain to others.  It was only the impassioned pleas of his fellow 
meditators that convinced him to at least attempt to explain.   

What is common to all these inspired men is that they each had profound and 
inspirational ‘knowings’ that they felt through their awareness, which they knew before 
they had the words to explain. 

For most of us, this usually only happens in unguarded moments - when we are 
absorbed in something we are passionate about, playing  sport, working in a team, or at 
a job we know how to do well, or in conversation with a close friend - when we forget to 
be self-conscious. In this integrated state our attention is in flow with our awareness.  
We don’t have to think, or talk, or analyse – we just know what to do, and we do it.  
Actions, words, and understandings just seem to flow out of us, and it all happens so 
smoothly.  This is our mind’s potential, the way it should be. This is when our mind is 
fully integrated, and at its most powerful. 

 

Vipassana  
 
"A woman wanted to know how to deal with anger. I asked when anger 
arose whose anger it was. She said it was hers. Well, if it really was her 
anger, then she should be able to tell it to go away, shouldn't she? But it 
really isn't hers to command. Holding on to anger as a personal 
possession will cause suffering. If anger really belonged to us, it would 
have to obey us. If it doesn't obey us, that means it's only a deception. 
Don't fall for it. Whenever the mind is happy or sad, don't fall for it. Its all a 
deception."  
                                       - Acharn Chah  
 
The word ‘Vipassana’, a Pali  word, means ‘insight.  
This begs the question – insight into what - after all, insight can appear in many 

forms, and about many things, so exactly what insight is Vipassana?   
In the context of the meditation methods we’re working with in this book, 

Vipassana can be summed up as:  
 ‘Learning to see things as they actually are, as opposed to how we think they 

are.’  
On the surface, this notion seems relatively unspectacular. But if we examine it 

further we find the key to a totally new way of living. You see, we humans don’t realise 
it, but we live in two parallel worlds at the same time.  

In one world our body lives – the world of ultimate reality in which signals are 
created by the natural friction of living, appearing to the body as real-time sensations. 
Then there is the world we have created in our mind from these sensations - which 
exists as remembered experience, conditioning and habitual views. For this reason it is 

                                                                                                                                                             
Boston, MA, 1997  P.35 
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called relative reality, because whatever reality exists is entirely relative to what we 
think about it.    

So our body is in a very confusing position – not only is it receiving signals from 
the reality it stands in, but it’s also trying to react to the other reality it has created in its 
mind.   

An example of this can be summed up in the following anecdote related to me by 
a client.   

 
“All my life, since I was a girl, I have loved ice-cream. I think this was because my 

mother used to give it to us as a reward for having done something good. Trouble was 
though, I got into the habit of using ice-cream as comfort food. Even so, this problem 
didn’t really show itself until  a point in my life, in my mid thirties, when I hit a wall. I was 
retrenched from my job at the same time as my marriage fell apart, and suddenly it felt 
as if my life was over. So, with time on my hands and being terribly depressed, I found 
myself reaching for ice-cream, in large quantities. I was capable of finishing a two litre 
tub while watching afternoon soaps on television, then another after dinner. Needless 
to say, with all the sugar, I wasn’t sleeping properly, and I was putting on heaps of 
weight. But no matter how sick it made me feel, unfortunately in my head it pulled all 
the right triggers, giving me comfort.  

So I begin to meditate, and you kept on at me about seeing things as they are, 
and I had no idea what you meant, but kept on coming to your classes because I’d paid 
for them and wanted to see where it  would all end up.   

And then one night at home, I’d just finished meditating – the usual mess of 
thinking and feeling terrible. And when I was finished, I went straight to the fridge, 
grabbed a 2 litre tub of chocolate ice-cream and went to turn on the television, as I was 
used to doing.  

But as I slumped down on the couch with a spoonful of ice-cream already melting 
in my mouth, and reached for the remote, I remembered the thing you said about 
seeing things as they are. So I left the television off and decided to do an ‘ice-cream 
meditation’ – to try to see it as it is.   

So I’m spooning ice-cream into my mouth and focussing on every sensation as it 
happened and halfway through I began to feel sick because I kept realising just how 
revolting ice-cream actually is. The sweet flavour I had previously loved suddenly 
seemed sickening and sugary. The smooth creaminess became cloying, leaving the 
inside of my mouth feeling like it was covered in slime. And my stomach, as I paid 
attention to it, felt terribly uncomfortable with the freezing mess it was being forced to 
consume.   

I began to feel nauseous, so about halfway through the tub I put it down and that 
was that. I haven’t touched it since.”  

 
 You see this woman’s experience of ice-cream was two fold – on one hand her 

conditioned mind (relative reality) was telling her that ice-cream is a scrumptious 
reward for good girls – and on the other hand her body sensations (ultimate reality) 
were telling her it was revolting.   

But because she was constantly centred in her relative reality of ‘nice ice-cream’, 
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she was making herself sick but not realising it.   
And to a different degree, this is the way it is for most people. We are drawn 

through life by our conditioned habits rather than by reality itself. In this way our habits 
play us like a puppet, giving us a false sense of comfort – always pushing and pulling to 
get us to behave in accordance with them, while often not serving us well at all 

 
So in Vipassana meditation we train ourself to ‘see things as they are and not as 

we think they are’.   
This training is concerned with two things:  
  
1. To know how and when our conditioned mind is pushing us to act, or react 

in a way that is damaging.   
2. To have enough command of our attention to be able to let go of these 

habits as they arise. In refusing to enacting those habits, we notice they 
slowly fade away, just as anything in nature that is un-enacted fades 
away.    

 
Throughout this kind of training our conditioned mind will fight us constantly. It will 

bring up reasons not to practice meditation. It will create restlessness, pain and 
illusions. It’ll try to convince you that your damaging habits are fine as they are. 

But don’t believe it.  
The conditioned mind is a stooge of your habits, particularly the habits that don’t 

work for you. As such it is a liar and a cheat who will do anything to stop you from 
changing.  

And with Vipassana (insight) we see this happening – we keep seeing things as 
they are and not as our conditioned mind tells us, and slowly we gain mastery over our 
personal universe. 

 
Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom. Mastering 
others is strength, mastering yourself is true power.     
                                                                                  - Lao-Tzu 

 
 

Meditation 5 – Mental-Noting                                               
 
 
Probably the best way I know of calming the attention is the method known as 

mental noting. This method is brilliant for those who find their attention just won’t calm 
down and settle on the main object of the breath.  

If you are like this, don’t worry. You’re not alone. Most people in the West are like 
this. You see, with the hyperactive lives we live, our attention is not used to being still. 
All the habits we’ve developed in our lives make it such that our attention always needs 
something to do – entertainment, work or simply daydreaming.  

When we’re not asleep, our attention has learnt to be constantly active, building 
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thoughts out of everything we sense.   
So with mental noting, we accept that the attention is going to be restless. And 

rather than forcing it to stay on the main object we let it stray, the proviso being, we 
follow it wherever it goes. And instead of building the usual mess of thinking out of 
every sense our attention goes to, we note it, and keep noting it until our attention goes 
somewhere else – preferably back to the main object of the belly.    

In doing this we train the attention to continually be making a distinction between 
the phantom reality it continually makes out of things, and the bare truth of it.  As I said 
before - we train our attention to ‘see things as they are and not as we think they are’. 

But I’m getting ahead of things - let’s start at the beginning.  
 
When I first began to meditate I used to sit for long periods of time trying to force 

my attention to settle on the main object of the breath.  But it always seemed too 
energised, fidgety, too inquisitive. Like a curious child sticking its fingers into 
everything, it was easily distracted by everything, particularly daydreaming. No sooner 
would I begin to meditate than my mind would be brimming with ideas, wondering about 
everything – either that or worrying.  

At the time I thought my mental restlessness was a sure indication I had no ability 
to meditate. But at one of my first interviews with the monk who was teaching me, when 
I told him of my difficulties, he smiled and told me meditation had also been difficult with 
him when he first began.  

“Most people have these same difficulties,” he said. “So don’t worry. Particularly 
Westerners, because we come from such a hyper-active culture. For people like us, 
focussing our attention on the main object only makes it more restless. It’s like trying to 
make a child sit still in a room full of the toys it’s become used to playing with. It rebels, 
becoming mischievous and cunning in its efforts to escape.” 

 
So he taught me to note wherever my attention went; a method I had not heard of 

before - a way of helping the attention to settle by ‘labelling’ each of the things it 
attached itself to. 

“For a start,” he said, “Stop trying to control your attention. If it  doesn’t want to 
stay on the main object, don’t force it. Forcing only creates anxiety. Okay?” 

I nodded.   
“The main object is just a place to rest your attention after all. So if something else 

takes your attention – a sound, thinking, a feeling, whatever – don’t try to cling to the 
main object. Just make sure that if your attention goes somewhere else, you are aware 
of where it has gone. Note it, whatever it is.” 

“Do I make this note aloud?” 
“Not aloud!” He laughed. “Only a small thought in your head. You are not stopping 

anything with the notes. The note is there to engage the thinking mechanism of mind, 
as well as direct your attention to the ultimate truth of each attachment.   

“Ultimate truth?” 
“Yes, the truth that ultimately, each thing that happens, before you recognise it 

and start building relative truth by reacting to it, is simply another sensation in the body. 
The effect will be your attention will let go, because it’s only interest in each sensation 
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is the potential that is there to make thoughts and reactions out of it.” 
“And these thoughts and reactions are the relative truth?” 
He nodded.  
“Yes, they are true relative to what your conditioned view is. But a bare sensation 

is ultimately true, because before we think about it or give it value, it is either 
undeniably there, or undeniably not there. You get it?” 

“Yes.” 
“So we use the note to stop the mind thinking about everything, and see it for what 

it is.” 
“And what is it?” 
“Everything is simply a sensation … an event in the body.”   
“Even thinking?” 
“Yes, even thinking. It is an activity in the head, just as a sound is activity in the 

ears and pain is activity in the body. Do you understand?” 
“I think so …” 
“So when you note these things, you prevent the attention from thinking about 

everything.  
“But why thinking bad?” 
“Thinking is not bad.” He said empathically. “What is bad is we have no choice. 

We think about everything we experience. So even though we enjoy thinking when we 
are happy, when we are unhappy, we suffer because we find we cannot stop thinking. 
Because a habit is a habit. The mind does not distinguish between ‘good’ thinking’ and 
‘bad’ thinking. If it has a habit of thinking about everything, then it will think about 
everything.” 

At that moment a dog started yelping nearby. I caught my mind wondering if it was 
being attacked or beaten. Then I realised I was so lost in thinking about the dog I had 
not heard a word my teacher was saying.  

I looked up to find him smiling at me.   
“You were thinking about the dog?” he asked.  
“Yes.” 
“So you see what I am saying? When the dog finished barking, it should have 

disappeared from your mind. But you kept it alive. So for those seconds, though your 
body sat here, your mind was stuck in the past.”  

“So I should note ‘hearing’?” 
“That’s right … if you note ‘hearing, hearing’ instead of thinking about the dog, you 

pay attention to the sound in your ear, instead of all the thinking about the dog. You 
teach your attention it doesn’t have to turn everything you sense into thinking and 
reactions.” 

He stopped talking and we sat in the early morning cool, listening to the sounds of 
pots clanking in the monastery kitchen. I tried experimenting with noting – following my 
attention from sense to sense, labelling everything it happened upon.   

To my surprise, I found it quite easy.  
I noticed my attention was constantly flitting around my body, from sensation in 

my foot, to a sound, to a thought about the sound and so on. And, where usually I’d be 
thinking and reacting to everything, this time, at each new contact I inserted a note, 
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“feeling … hearing … seeing…”   
I noticed as soon as I did this, my attention would go somewhere else, and then 

somewhere else.  And each contact, as I noted it the same thing would happen, and 
surprisingly, it felt good. Like following a spot of light around a room.  As I kept on 
noting I could feel my mind naturally settling down as it played with this simple exercise.   

“It’s quite easy.” I said, and he smiled.    
“Yes, it is,” he said. “You are training the attention … showing it that other than the 

illusions it creates out of everything it touches, there’s really nothing there that it didn’t 
make itself.” 

At that moment the dog yelped again. My teacher pointed in the direction of the 
sound.   

“Our ear hears sound, and we make the sound into a dog, and then we react to 
the dog. But the truth is, there is no dog – there is just sensation in our ears. So we 
learn choice. If we need to, we can cognise the dog and react to it. And if we don’t need 
to, then...” 

He clapped his hands.  
“… voila, there is no dog! Only vibrations in the nerves of our ears. Slowly, by 

practicing this removal of reactive thinking from things as we meditate, we see the 
attention calms down. It learns it has choice. You’ll find it resting on the main object 
more without you forcing it. So you must try to note as much as you can.” 

“I will.” I said.   
I liked it already. Previous to this in meditation I’d always felt trapped by the main 

object and this created anxiety.  But now I could set my attention free and find stillness 
by teaching it to let go of things, rather than hiding from them.  

 
My teacher began to explain how to use mental noting:  
 “So don’t struggle with the main object anymore. Just be vigilant.  If your attention 

is resting easily on the main object of the breath, then no problem. No need to note 
anything except ‘rising’, and ‘falling’. But if the attention is distracted by something, 
make sure you note it immediately, to stop the attention losing itself in reactive thinking. 
You reduce the thinking by simply naming the sensation. 

“For example, when your attention becomes fascinated with a bird’s song remind 
it that, before it’s a bird and your reaction to ‘bird’, it’s just a sensation in your ear. It’s 
hearing.   

“Colours and form are just a sensation of seeing. 
“Odours are just a sensation of smelling. 
“Pain and pleasure are just sensations of feeling. 
“Emotions and mental reactions are just thinking and feeling 
“Flavours are just a sensation of tasting.   
“And then there are all the other simple notes - pain, pleasure, worrying, tasting, 

dreaming, and so on.   
“Keep repeating each note until your attention loses interest in the distraction and 

moves somewhere else. And when your attention finds itself thinking, then cut into the 
thoughts with the note, “thinking, thinking …” until your attention lets go and goes back 
to the main object, or somewhere else, in which case you note that as well. 
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“The more you deprive your mind of habitual reactive thinking, the more your 
attention calms down.   

“And as it calms, mental energy previously being used by all your mental reactions 
gets re-assigned to awareness. You begin to notice more of your living experience as 
pure sensation and less of what you think. You become more alert. The body relaxes. 
The mind opens up, calms down. New mental qualities come into play.”  

  
So I began using the method that day and never looked back. 
Instead of doggedly forcing my attention to stay on the breath, I let it go and 

began to follow it wherever it went.  
Without noting I noticed my attention had a habit of flitting about from sense to 

sense like a drunk socialite at cocktail party, talking to everything. But as I began to 
note each thing my attention got stuck on, there was no conversation anymore.  The 
note precluded it, directing my attention instead to the bare sensation. Deprived of it’s 
usual conversation, my attention would let go and go somewhere else, and I’d note that 
… and so on.  

At first it was a bit confusing because I had to pay attention to making the notes, 
but as I became used to it less effort was required.  The noting seemed to come 
instinctively. I began to enjoy it. It became like a game of cat and mouse between my 
hyperactive attention and the notes.  

And then I began to notice the effects.    
Because I was no longer struggling to control my attention, my body relaxed.   
As my body relaxed, so did my breathing.   
The muscles in my face and body relaxed.   
The usual confusion of thinking slowly quietened.   
And sure enough, in the new emerging mental space, punctuated only by the 

functional notes, a calm and expansive awareness slowly revealed itself. 
 
So now, try noting – see for yourself: 
 

• As before, centre and relax yourself by paying attention to the way 
gravity pulls on your body, and the tensions this creates in the body.   

 
• Follow your attention as it roves around the body … face … legs … 

shoulders … neck … scalp and so on.   
 
• Wherever you find tension, briefly contemplate the bare sensation of 

it. Try to ignore your reaction and focus on sensations only and 
allow the muscles to let go. Drop each muscle like a stone you’ve 
been carrying, then move on. If the muscle tightens up again then let 
it go again, but attempt to force yourself to stay relaxed. 

 
• As your body settles, rest your attention on the flow of breath 

moving in and out of the body - the feeling of air passing through 
your nose and throat, the expansion of the chest, ribs, and belly.   
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• If the general flow of the breath is happening quite easily, choose 

one part of the breath and rest your attention there. For our 
purposes we will use the rising and falling of the belly.  That is the 
main object.   

 
• Try to remember not to use too much effort to concentrate on the 

breath. Your attention should be as light as possible, like a feather 
resting in the palm of your hand. 

 
• As you follow the sensations of the main object, begin to note with 

small functional thoughts - “Rising” (when the belly rises on the IN 
breath)… “Falling” (when the belly falls on the OUT breath), or 
whatever note feels comfortable.   

 
• Try to quieten the noting of the breath as much as possible.  Imagine 

the notes are coming from deep in your body, from your heart.   
 
• At some point now, if you realise that your attention is too distracted 

to stay easily on the main object, then let it go. Don’t force it to stay 
on the main object.  Allow your attention to go to whatever its 
attracted to – just make sure that you’re aware of wherever it goes 
and note it.     

 
• Your attention will flit from sensation to sensation, all around your 

body – you can’t note all of them, so only note the attachments that 
catch your attention 

 
• The word you use for the note is not all that important, so long as 

you know where the attention is.  Basic notes are: “seeing … hearing 
… thinking  … feeling … smelling … hearing … tasting” and so on.  
Other notes might be “anxiety … boredom … “ and so on.  Any word 
will do so long as it is only one word.  

 
• Each of these mind notes should be as quiet in the mind as the 

noting of the breath.  As my teacher used to say, “Note with your 
heart, not your head”. 

 
• Whatever your attention attaches itself to, keep simplifying it down 

to one functional label.  Don’t allow the mind to think any further 
than that.  Use the noting to keep the mind from lapsing into 
judgements or values – just the one note, until your attention lets go. 

 
• Keep quietly noting each attachment with a functional label until 

your attention moves to something else.     
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• Sometimes your attention will flit about so fast that you cannot note 

anything, so don’t try to cover everything.  If your mind is so restless 
that you can’t note each separate attachment, then note the state of 
mind itself – ‘restlessness, restlessness’, or ‘confusion, confusion’. 
Try to focus on the bare sensations of the mental state – the 
sensations of the restlessness – the sensations of confusion.   

 
• You will find as you note and contemplate the sensation of the 

confusion, that it will either calm down, or change into something 
else.   

 
• Just note whatever your attention is on in this moment now … and 

now … and now …  always this moment now.   
 
• If you forget, or drift off, that’s okay. Don’t bother getting impatient 

with yourself, or frustrated. Just start again – go back to the main 
object and start again ‘… rising … falling … rising … falling …’, and 
start noting when your attention darts away, ‘hearing, hearing … 
worrying … seeing … feeling …’, and so on. 

 
• Every so often, take your attention back to the main object and start 

again. But never cling to the main object, or try too hard to 
concentrate on it - this will only create tension.  

 
• Sometimes your notes will be mismatched with the distraction – for 

instance, you might note “thinking”, when you hear something.  
Don’t worry about this. Don’t look back, or bother to try and 
remember, and don’t bother correcting yourself.  It’s not important to 
be literally accurate with the notes – as best you can just keep 
moving with the flow of moments … now … and now …   

 
• Don’t get too intense about noting – treat it like a game, seeing how 

many attachments you can note.   
 
• If noting makes you tense, then stop every so often and go back to 

just contemplating the sitting body. Then start again – go to the main 
object and start again …   

 
• If your reaction to the noting is a feeling of anxiousness, then note 

that, “anxiousness, anxiousness …”  After all, that is where your 
attention is. Same if you feel tense, then note “tension …”  If you feel 
bored, then note “boredom…”   

 
• Concentrate on the sensations of each phenomenon your attention 



 59

goes to, and use the simple note to cut off as much of the reactive 
thinking as possible. 

 
• Keep remembering to return to the main object, to begin again. At 

some point you might find that your attention no longer wants to 
move away – it will stay peacefully, calmly on the main object – in 
which case, let go of the noting and remain on the main object. 

 
• Keep quietening the notes and dropping them from the thinking part 

of mind to the heart part – the intuition. Once you let noting come 
from your heart, instead of having to think about it all the time, you 
will find that the notes just flow by themselves.   

 
• Keep alternating between the main object and noting.   
 
• In these beginning stages try to practise noting for at least some of 

your meditation each day. Keep pushing against the limits of your 
tolerance. Push a little more each time you practice. 

 
• And last, but not least, don’t expect too much of yourself. When you 

first begin to note, it’ll be like you’re learning to ride a bike – you’ll 
keep falling off. So, just keep getting back on.  You’ll get the hang of 
it quicker than you think. 

 
There is an analogy that I once heard used to describe noting:   
 
“The boat man desires his boat to move at a gentle pace, so he does not row too 
strongly, nor is his stroke too weak. When the boat is moving adequately he pulls 
his oars up, but still holds them ready in case he needs to use them again.   
Then when the boat slows, he begins to row again until the right pace is achieved. 
The oars are always kept ready for use.” 
 
In this analogy noting is likened to the oars of the boat of meditation. When the 

attention is calmly resting on the main object and meditation is strong, we don’t need 
the oars of noting. But we always hold noting ready for when the attention becomes 
restless again.   

 
As with all the other methods in this book, you can modify noting as you like. Just 

make sure you keep the notes as simple and functional as possible. Following are 
some examples of the different ways noting has been used by others: 

 
Because Mary’s attention was so restless, she noted everything, even the 

different parts of her body as they came to her attention.  At first I thought that perhaps 
she was making too much of noting, but once she described what she was doing, I 
realised it was effective.   
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She said, “When I sit down and as I meditate it’s as if I’m my own coach, 
encouraging and directing myself through meditation.  I note everything.  The stream of 
notes might be something like this:   

“… feeling the weight of the body … the weight of my body … feeling the weight 
… heaviness … now feeling the legs…the legs…tightness in the thigh … the mouth … 
feeling the mouth… thinking … thinking … worrying…feeling tightness in the back…”   

“I follow my attention wherever it goes, making sure I notice things with the 
minimum of thinking. And because I’m noting so much, there’s no time for reactions or 
habits. My body usually relaxes after about 10 minutes, and that’s when I cut the noting 
back.  Then when everything is totally calm, I stop noting and rest on the breath until 
something else happens that I need to note…”  

Though she was certainly generating a lot of thoughts in the early phase of 
meditation, because the thoughts were functional to the meditation, they were harmless 
and constructive. Only reactive thoughts are dangerous, because they breed more 
thoughts.   

 
Because noting is such a useful method, I’ll give you an example from my own 

practice:   
 
Sometimes in the mornings, when I sit down to meditate, the first thing I might 

notice is that I might still be fuzzy from sleep, making it hard to direct my attention. So 
instead of forcing my attention to concentrate through this fuzziness, I’ll choose instead 
to contemplate the feeling itself.   

I might note, “fuzziness…fuzziness…”, or “confusion… confusion…”, whichever 
note comes first, both to keep my attention directed to the object, and to keep it from 
reacting. As I note it, I contemplate the sensation of fuzziness – how it feels in my body, 
while using the note to let go of the mental reactions it generates.  

At that point, the feeling usually changes – it might begin to resemble a more 
defined feeling – perhaps a subtle feeling of sadness. So, without going into thinking 
about why sadness might be there, I’ll simply begin noting, “sadness…sadness…”.  I 
don’t get anxious about the sadness because I know it will change if I keep on noting 
and observing it. 

Sure enough the feeling changes again – it might change to a resemblance of 
anger, in which case I’ll note “anger…anger…”  Or it might simplify itself and become a 
simple feeling of tension in my body…so I’ll look into the sensations of it as I note 
“tightness…tightness...” and so on.   

Each change of how I feel is noticed.   
And like a corridor of veils that I am passing through, eventually I reach the end 

and all becomes clear and my attention lets go and naturally falls down to the main 
object to go still and all that’s left is the main object and awareness.   
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Thinking                                                                                      
 
We can't solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when 
we created them.  
                                                             -Albert Einstein   
 
The human race has developed a profound problem with our mental environment 

– a problem that crept up on us so slowly over so many thousands of years we have 
never really noticed it until now – though so insidious is this problem that most of us still 
do not notice it.  

Our problem is, rather than being the masters of our mind, our mind has become 
the master of us.  

As such, our conflicted internal worlds rule us in what amounts to a chaos of the 
spirit only barely restrained by the complex laws, drugs, comfort and television that 
keep us pacified. 

In an online dictionary I found a definition of insanity: ‘… derangement relieved 
intermittently by periods of clear-mindedness…’ 

Within the loose the terms of this definition, we humans could be said to have 
gone so gradually insane over our history that we don’t even notice it. Our unique 
insanity arose naturally as we evolved. After all, creative thinking is our specialty, our 
principle survival skill. Like the speed of the panther; the colour shifting of the 
chameleon; the agility of a chimp, thinking has become our ‘ace in the hole’ in the 
evolutionary game of survival that all creatures are engaged in on this planet.  

And superficially it works.  
Concept-making and imagination helps us create working models of reality in our 

heads – and from this working model we figure out innovative ways of surviving, which 
we communicate to each other with sophisticated language. In this way we pool and 
coordinate our creativity. 

Trouble is, our thinking habits have now become so vivid and powerful now, we 
have lost touch with life as a direct experience. We spend so much time in the 
imaginary ‘concept world’ we forget it’s only a working model - a mental fabrication 
based on the bare signals coming from our senses. As such, rather than being masters 
of the conceptual environment in our heads, we have become victims of it.  

This addiction to thinking has an enormous effect on our physical body.  
Every reactive thought we have, whether in anticipation of something pleasant 

happening, or something negative like worry, readjusts the chemistry of the body. If we 
think fearful, or angry thoughts, we create an adrenalin reaction. If we think pleasant 
thoughts we create an endorphin reaction.  

So this parallel world our head lives in is constantly causing reciprocal tensions in 
the body which we rarely feel because our attention is so caught up with our thoughts.  

As such, not only does our body suffer the wear and tear of the physical 
environment it lives in, it also suffers the tensions created by the parallel world we 
create in our heads – a process both exhausting and confusing, to say the least.   

Take, for example, our habit of worrying. No other creature has such a self-
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destructive and inherently useless ability. In our worrying imagination we create 
scenarios which our body treats as if it was happening now, eliciting adrenalin reactions 
that cannot be resolved. In effect, our mind and body have the capacity to be fighting 
terrible future wars in our head even as we sit safely, well fed and comfortable in the 
present.  

The tension that worry creates in us is excruciating – yet even though we know it’s 
pointless, most of us cannot stop it when it happens - the habit is too strong, too vivid 
and too well developed.   

 
Our training in concept making begins at a very early age, when our parents begin 

encouraging us to attach words to our immediate experience. For example, when a 
new-born baby first experiences a cat it has no name for it. It simply experiences 
colour, form and texture - softness and warmth and the sound of purring. As such, to 
the baby the cat is always a new and exciting experience.   

But very quickly the baby learns from its parents that this experience is called “A 
CAT” and as it maps the rest of its environment out with words, gradually words replace 
the experience. By the time it has reached it’s teens, the child no longer experiences 
CAT but simply recognises it, applying the label which, by automatic association, pulls 
up a conceptual map of CAT. From that point the idea of CAT takes precedence over 
the experience, such that if they have a traumatic experience with CAT, the very idea 
will create anxiety throughout the rest of their lives.  

And so it is with everything else in the child’s life as well.  
As the process of conceptualisation compounds, the child’s life becomes more 

about what the child thinks than what it actually experiences in each moment.  
As our body experiences ‘real-time’ reality our mind is constantly puddling about in 

a self generated soup of reactions, emotions and memories of the past. This 
conditioned view of life forms a kind of parallel reality in our head, in which we tend to 
repeat the past over and over again. And though in more lucid moments, we might 
realise this is madness, because everybody around us is doing the same thing, it 
doesn’t occur to us to change.  

The illusion is complete.  
We speak to our world with concepts and our world speaks back to us with 

concepts – radio; television; advertising; signs; other people exhorting us in different 
ways to ‘think about it!’ – whatever ‘it’ is. We need to think constantly just to be able to 
survive.  

But even though we expend massive amounts of energy on all this compulsive 
thinking, if we were to examine the content of our thoughts, we’d find that most of them 
are trivial - pointless reiterations of fear and desire, mostly speculative, unanswerable 
and yet compelling - a form of mental pollution.  

A ghost world which creates itself endlessly.  
  
Now having painted such a dark picture, I acknowledge that we need to think, 

because as I said, thinking is our primary talent. The problem as I see it is not with the 
function itself, but with our excessive use of it.  

We should have choice between the parallel realities we live in. When nothing 
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requires our attention, we should, like any other creature on earth, be able to let go of 
thinking – suspend it. And though, like clouds in an open sky, thoughts may come and 
go, we should be able to choose when we pay attention to them, and when we let them 
go, to surf the moments with an open and clear awareness.  

And that’s where meditation comes in.   
 
    
 

Meditation 4 – Letting go of Thinking        
 

As I’ve said before, your mind will always produce thoughts. They form 
themselves from the raw mental energy that constantly flows from the mind. So trying 
to stop thinking, (as many people do in meditation) is a bit like standing in a river 
thrashing at the water to stop it flowing.  

No chance.  
Even for the most experienced meditators, thought activity constantly arises. The 

only difference is in form. Experienced meditators experience thinking as a sort of 
mental ambience, like the sound of wind or rain on a roof. If they choose to involve 
themselves with the thoughts they can, but if not, the thoughts remain as background 
noise in the mind.  

The key word here is: Choice.   
Meditation creates an ability to choose whether you involve your attention in the 

thinking that constantly arises - or let it go and just be aware.  
You see, thoughts on their own have no power.  
Nothing has power over you if you don’t give it your attention.   
We empower thoughts by paying attention to them – which we constantly do, 

because our cultural conditioning gives thinking so much importance. Because we have 
been conditioned to have no choice we feel compelled to pay attention to whatever we 
think - and the more attention we give, the more furious and circular the thoughts 
become.   

But if we let go of thinking, the opposite happens.  
By simply removing our attention from thinking it falls apart, losing coherence and 

power until it disappears. So the ‘mental calm’ and ‘stillness’ that is so much a part of 
the hackneyed mythology of meditation is not to do with any lack of thoughts, so much 
as it is about changing our relationship with thinking – developing an ability to let it go.  

Easy to say, but how to do it?  
After all, with our attention as addicted to thinking as it is, it will not let go easily. 

Like any addict, it will fight us all the way. And as Deepak Chopra once said: “Thinking 
your way out of thought is like trying to get out of quicksand by picking yourself up by 
the hair.''  

 
On this matter one of my teachers made a wonderful analogy once, which helped 

me immensely.  
I’ll paraphrase what he said:  
‘Your attention is like a child who has been allowed to pay with its favourite toys all 
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of its life - thinking, daydreaming and worry.  And you are the parent to this child. You 
gave birth to it but you have never trained it to be still, to rest from playing.  So now you 
take the child and tell it to rest.  

‘To do nothing. 
 To be still, so there will be peace in the house.   
‘Of course the child will struggle with this. It has no habit of stillness because all its 

life it has been allowed to play with its toys. It’s never been encouraged to stop and rest 
before. So how are you to train this child?  Do you try to force it to be still? I don’t think 
so – you are a good parent. You love your child and you understand how it came to be 
the way it is. You accept that it will struggle, and in this acceptance, you are patient and 
kind – but very firm. So each time the child scampers away to its toys of thinking, you 
patiently pry its fingers away and lead it back to be still – to try again.   

‘And though the child cries and screams, you keep training it to learn this new 
habit of sitting still because you know it is best. Eventually the child learns that it is quite 
pleasant being still. It learns to rest, and be quiet.’ 

 
The key word here is love. In everything we do in meditation, always try to 

practice love with your body, your self and your attention. Be like a good parent with 
yourself. Understanding, accepting; kind but firm.  

 
Now, another suggestion, this time from my last teacher Acharn Tippakorn. I’ll 

relate what I wrote in my journal from that retreat:  
‘As I paid my respects before the daily meal, Acharn asked me how meditation 

was going. I told him it was fine, except I was experiencing a lot of emotion and it was 
hard to cope with all the thinking that was coming up as a result.   

I said, “…I am noting, ‘thinking, thinking, thinking’ all the time, but it seems to have 
no effect because the emotions are so strong.” 

Acharn Tippakorn nodded, then said something so sensible and obvious I was 
stunned it had never occurred to me.   

He said, “If thinking is coming from an emotion, then don’t bother noting the 
thinking. Instead you must pay attention to the emotion. Note that, because it is the 
emotion that is creating the thinking. Any emotion is like a fire from which thinking rises 
from like smoke.  

‘If you can cool the emotion down by paying attention to how it feels, while noting 
it, then the thinking will calm down on its own.’   

What Acharn Tippakorn told me that day  created an explosion of understanding 
in my head.  Of course, emotions and feelings are the fire that energises thinking!   

When we are calm, thinking is not so compelling – we barely notice it. Looking out 
over an ocean, with the rhythmic roar of the waves, what little thinking there is simply 
ebbs and flows like water on a beach. But then consider those times when you’ve been 
angry with someone – how hard it is to cope with the storms if thinking your anger 
created.  

The hotter the heart, the more furious will be the thoughts!   
So if you want to detach your attention from thinking, don’t pull it away or struggle 

to pull the attention back to the main object all the time. This will only make the thinking 
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worse.   
The way to defuse thinking is to pay attention to the sensations the thinking 

creates in your body. See if you can find the what’s causing the thinking, no matter how 
subtle it is.  

Pay attention to the sensations of this feeling.  Note it.  It might be anger, fear, 
happiness, or simply a feeling of boredom or frustration. In which case pay attention to 
the sensations of these things, and note them as they seem to be.  

Any mood, excitement, feeling or emotion creates tension in the body, whether 
pleasant or unpleasant. And these tensions, like fire, will create a smoke of thinking in 
the mind.  

 
So the general rule is, pay attention to the sensations – not the thoughts. 

Whenever you’re troubled by intense thinking, find any physical tension that might be 
related to them anywhere in the body, and pay attention to that.  

Note the feelings as what they seem to be, whether it be happiness, sadness, 
boredom or anxiety. If you can feel the tensions, you can cause them to relax.  

By paying attention to the physicality of what you feel, the thought-forms are 
robbed of the attention they need to be coherent. In time they fall apart – the mind 
forgets their story. At that point thinking becomes different – simply ambient noise in the 
mind, like a stream flowing over rocks, ocean waves, the wind.  

As someone in one of my classes once said, “Thinking is actually quite a pleasant 
sensation, isn’t it? Sort of fizzy … like champagne in the head…”   

 

Mindfulness                                                     
 
The thought manifests as the word; 
The word manifests as the deed; 
The deed develops into habit; 
And habit hardens into character. 
So watch the thought and its ways with care, 
                                                             - The Buddha 
 
As you practice meditating, using each of the different methods when problems 

arise. you gradually gain control of your attention. And as you gain control of your 
attention it becomes like a child with a good parent - slowly it’ll stop struggling and 
accept your authority.  

In response it calms down, becoming more responsive; engaging peacefully when 
you need it to engage, while letting go when you need it to let go. Your attention also 
softens, becoming steadier; its concentration more open and contemplative. As this 
happens your innate awareness becomes more noticeable.  

And with increased awareness you become more mindful.       
 
The Pali  word for mindfulness is ‘sati’ which has a literal meaning which involved 

two qualities combined: ‘awareness and skillful attentiveness’.These two qualities are 
inextricably linked because awareness inevitably arises in the mental space which 
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appears when we have a ‘skilled attentiveness’ of the kind I have described. 
Interestingly enough ‘sati’ also means ‘memory’, which gives us an insight into the 

true nature of mindfulness. When we remember something, as they say, ‘there is 
wisdom in hindsight’. We know things in the detachment of remembering that we didn’t 
know when we were involved with them. This quality of detachedness is similar to the 
ongoing detachedness of awareness.   

So when we are mindful we are ‘doing’, and ‘remembering all at the same time.   
 
In the initial stages of practising mindfulness, the use of noting is a wonderful 

device. When we note something we are immediately exercising the awareness we 
need to govern our attention.   

For instance, if I am listening to someone, and become aware that my attention 
has drifted into daydreaming about something else, I’ll note, “thinking … thinking …” 
which brings my attention back to what I should be doing, which is listening.   

So rather than attention always leading us by the nose awareness gives us instant 
command of our internal environment. And with that command, it brings choice as to 
what we become mentally involved with.    

You might be thinking at this point, “How pedantic this noting is.” But it only seems 
pedantic in the beginning when you are training yourself to be mindful. As time passes 
the noting is needed less and less – awareness becomes second nature. The use of 
noting is, as  
I’ve said before, simply a tool - something we use to build a skill. It’s a bit like learning a 
musical instrument. Before we can play we need to learn the mechanical skills.   

I learnt this when I was a kid. I always dreamed of having a guitar and writing 
songs. And though I seemed not to have any immediate talent my will to play kept me 
going. Over the next years I practiced, learning to fret notes, form chords, and 
recognise scales. And though these things often bored me to tears I knew I had to do 
them.   

At first my fingers were clumsy - it sounded terrible but I kept on plodding along. 
Then, after a year of practicing I gradually found the sounds my fingers made were 
becoming more musical. I no longer had to labour over my playing – the music seemed 
to come of itself. It was as if my body now knew what to do and all I had to do was to 
listen to the music my fingers made for me on the strings of the guitar.   

So it is with meditation and mindfulness.  
Like the tedium of musical scales and finger exercises, mental noting is a device 

we use to train our attention until we become adept. Then we can let the device go and 
the skill remains. But to become adept, we must always pass through the initial 
discomfort of training.  

And as I was with the guitar, at first we are clumsy. We keep forgetting or our 
attention rebels by becoming more restless and distracted than before.  

So we need to use will power and effort in the beginning. We should practice by 
noting everything.   

Then, as with learning to play a guitar, the mind gradually adapts. The skill it’s 
been labouring over becomes more innate. The mind gets used to being aware and the 
practice becomes progressively easier. We find we need to use the noting less and 
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less.  
We notice that we no longer have to try to be aware – awareness seems to exist 

of itself, appearing in everything we do.     
 
The awareness we cultivate as we practice mindfulness give us the ability to ride 

above our life and see things more clearly than our attention is able to. With awareness 
we know what we are doing at the same time as we are doing it.  

Mindfulness also builds an aspect of awareness that give us ‘second sight’ – the 
empathy to know the subtexts beneath what is happening around us and within us, so 
we can knowingly navigate our way through life rather than just falling from habit to 
habit.  

 
Following are a few suggestions of ways to being mindfulness to life: 
   

• My teacher always used to say, “Never rush – just move a little 
faster”.  At first, as with many things he said, this confused me.  But 
eventually I understood.   

 Rushing is a state of mind where, in our haste, our attention to what 
is happening is moving much faster than our awareness – we are 
literally ‘getting ahead of ourself’.   

 So try never to move faster than your sense of awareness. 
Sometimes we are more aware than at other times – so always try to 
make sure that you are never ‘ahead of yourself’.      

 
• If your attention gets ‘stuck’ in an emotion, or a reaction like anger, 

instead of allowing yourself to get lost in all the stories of blame and 
complaint that your attention will create, make an active choice to 
reduce your thoughts to the simple notes of “anger… anger… 
anger”, while paying attention to the feelings in your body.   

  This will break up the reactive thoughts that drive the anger, making 
it easier for you to let it go.   

  I cannot over-emphasise how helpful noting is to awareness.  
Whenever we note something, we are immediately aware – we 
cannot help it.  Mind-noting brings us immediately into the moment 
because it strips away every thought but the most functional.  So 
use it whenever you need to.   

 
• Try to lose the habit of splitting your attention between a number of 

tasks. All too often we try to do a number of things at once.  We 
speak to people while thinking about something else; we work while 
dreaming or worrying.   

  Whatever you are doing, whether it is eating a meal, writing a letter, 
talking to someone, making love, or brushing your teeth, give it your 
full attention. This way your mind learns to become less conflicted, 
and has more space for awareness. 
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  By all means, if many things require attending to in quick 
succession, allow your attention to flit from one to another.  But for 
the brief time you spend on each thing, give it your all. 

  You will find that the more you practise this giving of full attention, 
the less thinking will be generated by the mind.  The less thinking, 
the more awareness – and whatever you do will flow.   

 
• With the former point in mind, every so often, use mind noting as 

much as you can to keep bringing your attention back to what you 
are doing in each moment.   

  For instance, when cutting vegetables, note “cutting… cutting…”,  
  When walking, note, “walking…walking…”   
  This will help to train your attention to behave in line with what you 

are doing in any given moment. After all, it is our attention’s habit of 
always darting off from where we are that causes most  of life’s 
accidents.  

 
• When doing anything, pay attention to the details of what you are 

doing.  At first you might think this causes you to become too self 
conscious but, after a while, by paying attention to details your mind 
will learn to concentrate more easily.  

 
• Take a little time at various points throughout the day, however 

briefly, to relax your attention and just be aware of what is 
happening around you – without bothering to conceptualise or judge 
– just try to feel everything – your body … the environment … 
sounds, sights, feelings … all together.  Using the methods you 
glean from this book, keep paring back your thought activity, 
bringing your attention back to where your awareness is – to sense 
each moment of being here now.   

  Contemplate the sensations of your experience without 
conceptualising – the feel of the air on your skin, the colour of the 
sky outside the window, whatever.   

  As your attention takes all these things in, keep it as bare of 
thoughts, habits and reactions as you can.  Keep bringing your 
attention back to the bare seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting, and 
smelling of things as each is noticed.   

 
• Keep bringing your attention back to the body throughout each day, 

noticing how you feel, what emotions are happening, and which 
habits are manipulating you.   

  Most importantly, take regular notice of which muscles are tense 
when they don’t need to be, and mindfully allow them to relax. 

 
• Be constantly prepared to forget to be mindful. Too often, after 
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weeks of trying, when we still find ourselves falling through life like 
an accident, we can lapse into hopelessness and give up. Try to 
remember in those times that the process of all great achievements 
is one of failing, regrouping, then patiently starting again. 

 The most powerful aspect of mindfulness, as in meditation, is the 
combination of Self forgiveness, patience and persistence.  When 
you lapse, just forgive yourself, re-commit, and start again.   

 
• Make sure you are always as well-rested as possible.  A tired mind 

uses too much effort to concentrate, which creates an attention that 
is hyperactive and easily distracted.  
  

The Trap of Expectations                                                       
 
Take the first step in faith. You don't have to see the whole staircase, just take the 
first step. 
                                                                    -  Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.     
 
By now you have been playing with the methods for a few days at least. So you 

might be wondering when the famous ‘blissful calm’ of meditation is going to appear. 
After all, this is the aspect of meditation that’s been so pumped up by the commercial 
media.  

What’s become clear to me over the years of my own training, is ju8st how 
misleading and destructive this notion of ‘blissful calm’ has been – and how ignorant 
most Western media is of what meditation actually is and how it works. For years, on 
television shows, magazines and radio, meditation has been sold to us as a kind of 
instant freedom from all kinds of things; something akin to a natural Prozac. We’re 
promised anything and everything from bliss to psychic powers so long as we buy the 
spoken tapes, music, coloured lights and whirly patterns - all designed to give us a 
‘meditation experience’ that will magically release us from our bad habits and 
problematic past.   

But what they are selling is not meditation - rather it’s a profound form of forgetting 
in which we focus so intently on the music, or the spinning lights, that our mind 
temporarily forgets itself. In that forgetting the community of our conditioned Self is 
conveniently shut out for a while and all the supposed benefits of meditation happen - 
the body relaxes.  

The well advertised ‘bliss’ may or may not occur, but if it does, it’s only temporary. 
When we finish the ‘meditation’ and walk back into our life all the community of our old 
Self slowly re-asserts itself. The fears, habits and reactive emotions all come back. And 
with them return all the tensions and worries that were temporarily forgotten.  

They come back because they were never faced or accepted, or resolved in the 
meditation – they were simply forgotten for a while. And that reveals these methods as 
more akin to self-deception than meditation.  

Added to which, though the media litters its articles with key words like: ‘calm’; 
‘relaxation’; ‘serenity’; ‘tranquil’ – what they don’t tell us is that in its first stages, 
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meditation is quite difficult. It’s difficult because the habits our culture has inculcated in 
us all run counter to the act of being still. As such, our habits kick and struggle – so it’s 
completely normal to struggle with boredom; frustration; pain; thinking; sleepiness; 
anxiety when we first begin meditation.  

After all, meditation is a skill, and like any skill, if we want to learn how to do it well 
it means training the mind and body to adopt new habits, and let go of old habits.  

And that is never easy. 
 
Remember the simple definition of meditation I gave you earlier:  
 
‘Meditation is the skill of being still’ 
 
If we can look past the habits that kick against us when we try to meditate, and 

keep training our attention, then everything we’ve heard about meditation will appear 
naturally. The serenity, tranquillity, calm and grace will appear naturally.   

All we have to do is:   
1. Sit still.   
2. Face the habits that prevent stillness happening. 
3. Use the methods we’ve learnt to help the attention let go of these mental and 

physical reactions, so they can fade away.  
 
So when we sit down to meditate we don’t escape into a temporary bliss, nor are 

we escaping from our Self, or our life.  
The opposite in fact - we’re seeking to come face to face with what disturbs us 

without all the reactions our mind usually creates. We meet what we’ve become at its 
most naked and vivid, and face up to it so we can let it go.   

As Socrates said, the key to inner harmony is to “Know thyself”.  
So too it is the key to meditation, because the mind cannot let go of anything 

without knowledge of it first. As such, when we sit down to meditate nothing should be 
hidden or repressed or avoided. It’s only when we’ve resolved the conflicted parts of 
ourself that we can truly relax - when there is nothing that threatens us anymore - 
nothing of our Self we fear or hate.  

 After all, it is from all these conflicted areas of our Self that tension arises.  
‘…when someone holds back psychologically - through fear that their emotional states 
and needs might be ignored, trivialized or ridiculed, the bodily musculature is similarly 
contracted, with restricted breathing and energy flow.  Over time the physical tension 
becomes automatic, hiding both the feeling and knowledge of the feeling from the 
person's conscious awareness.’ 7  

 
There is a paradox inherent in meditation and it forms the foundation of everything 

in this book. The paradox is that the more we accept and acknowledge our suffering, 
the more we are released from it.    

                                                 
7 The Biology of Passion: A Reichian View of Sex and Love, Nina Silver, Ph.D,2000, from her recent manuscript, Healing 
Relationships Through Vulnerability: A Feminist Body/mind Approach – excerpt published on 
http://www.orgone.org/articles/ax2000nina-01.htm  
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So you will see that all of the methods we practice are simply different problem-
solving devices – ways of dealing with dysfunctional habits as they arise. As such, the 
implicit questioning behind any method of meditation should go:  

“I cannot be still. Why can’t I be still?” 
 Having identified why we can’t be still, we face what disturbs us, and use one or 

other of the meditation methods to resolve the situation.   
 
As I said in the beginning of the book – methods of meditation are not meditation 

by themselves – they are simply ways to help the mind and body find meditation. And 
while for sure, meditation when it comes, can be blissful and calm – for this blissful 
calm to occur, we must first deal with the conditioned habits and reactions that prevent 
us from feeling blissfully calm.   

So each meditation is an opportunity to face and free ourselves from the tensions 
of one more conditioned habit; one more speck of the residue of our past that weighs 
us down.   

After all, our Self is the most important relationship in our life. If this primary 
relationship is hindered by fear, or judgment, or false expectations, so too will most of 
our other life relationships.  

 

The Warrior and The Horse                                                       
 
Too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind word, a 
listening ear, an honest compliment, or the smallest act of caring, all of which 
have the potential to turn a life around.  
                                                    - Leo Buscaglia 
 
A client rang me complaining meditation was ‘just not working!’ and he was at the 

point of giving up.     
“… my attention keeps getting lost … thoughts about today, yesterday, 

inconsequential garbage …” 
“So what do you do?” I asked, “Are you trying to control the thinking?”  
He paused, and I sensed confusion on the other end of the line.   
“Um … well, of course I’m trying to control it.”  he said after a pause, “… isn’t that 

the idea?”  
“Not exactly.” 
I explained to him, as I had explained to many others, that meditation has nothing 

to do with control. While certainly we might gain more control of our attention as a result 
of the practice, it is given to us by the mind as a result of the training. But we should 
never try to assert control. Any attempt to control the mind only makes it more restless, 
and the body more tense.  

This difference between attempting to take control and being given control of our 
mind is exemplified in a story I heard when I was in America.  It  is to do with how 
American Indians caught and tamed their horses.    
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It was well known throughout 18th century America that the indigenous Indians 
were master horsemen. They rode without saddles, yet because of some extraordinary 
empathy between horse and man, like Pegasus, man and horse seemed fused as one 
in a way that white men had never seen before.   

It seems this strong bond between the Indians and their horses  arose out of the 
way they formed their initial relationship with their horses. Where the whites sought to 
subjugate their horses by breaking their spirit with whips and fear, the Indians sought to 
make friends with their horses; to become one with them in a marriage of the spirit. 

The courtship of this marriage would take place over many months, during which 
the warrior, having decided he needed a horse, would follow the herd wherever they 
roamed. When the herd moved, he would move with them. And when the herd stopped 
to graze he would sit down at a fair distance to wait and watch.   

As the days passed he would gradually move closer until eventually one of the 
horses would get curious about this strange human who was always there, but who 
was always silent and respectful. The horse would perhaps come to sniff the warrior, 
who would allow himself to be sniffed.   

Over the following days, all the rest of the herd would follow suit, each coming to 
investigate this benign visitor.   

Eventually, the horses would accept the warrior almost as one of their own - he 
would walk and sit within the herd as it grazed, and he would talk to them softly and 
sing them songs. By this time he would have chosen the horse he wanted, so he would 
always make sure he was around that particular horse, before attempting tactile 
contact.  

Then one day he would reach out to stroke its back. The horse might shy away 
but the warrior would keep trying until it was used to his touch. Over time the warrior 
would extend the area of his touch, patting the horses nose and scratching its head, 
talking softly to it all the while.   

From that point on he would constantly follow that horse like a love-sick suitor 
after a woman, feeding it, whispering to it, stroking it, calling it by the name he had 
given it and singing songs he had created for it. In this way the horse and man would 
gradually become friends.   

Then, over time and by degrees the Indian would slowly insinuate his weight onto 
the horse until one day he could climb up on its back and begin training it. From that 
time the man and the horse were profoundly bonded, each knowing the other 
intimately, moving as one.   

 
To me, the way the warrior tames the horse by winning its friendship forms a 

perfect analogy with the kind of attitude we need to take with our skittish attention in 
meditation training.  

 For many of us, in much the same way as white men tried to break the will of 
horses to control them, we try to dominate and control our attention in meditation.   

Unfortunately, this need to subjugate and control in meditation is an extension of 
the same attitudes we often use in our life in the West. So it’s understandable that 
when it comes to meditation, the same self-abusive habits ultimately come into play.   

Ironically, these habits cause us to unknowingly try to coerce our attention and our 



 73

self with the very habits we’re seeking to change – we are impatient with ourselves, 
usually meditating in a hurry. We demand results; we are manipulating, controlling and 
repressive with the reactions that arise in meditation. We bully ourselves to practise yet 
meditate reluctantly, glancing at our watch and using the methods mindlessly.   

Yet we are surprised when we find that meditating makes us anxious, conflicted 
and uncomfortable. 

“Of course you are finding meditation impossible.” I find myself saying to yet 
another frazzled meditator. “After all, you are in a relationship with your attention, and 
the mind and body.  If you don’t give them the kindness and patience they deserve why 
should they reciprocate? Wouldn’t you be difficult if you were treated in such a cursory 
and impatient way as you’ve been treating your Self when you meditate?” 

In meditation your mind and body will always tell you whether you are doing the 
right or wrong thing. Using the carrot and stick of pleasure and pain, they show you 
what is needed, so long as you remain aware. So, if you meditate with the right balance 
of self-kindness and effort, you will experience ease, awareness and tranquillity – this is 
the carrot. It means you are meditating with the right attitude, so the mind-body 
responds appropriately.  

But when you are impatient or abusive, or repressive in meditation, the mind//body 
will rebel by creating suffering in any number of ways – tension, shortness of breath, 
uncontrollable thinking, boredom, anxiety and so on. So all the things you regard as 
‘problems’ in meditation are not problems at all.   

They are signals!   
So when you see your pain and discomfort as signals and communications from 

inner space instead of obstacles, you see then that all the things that seem wrong in 
meditation are in fact right. They are your mind and body directing you to take care of 
business that needs taking care of.   

And if you listen, accept and understand, meditation will happen automatically.  
You don’t have to force anything.  

 

Might As Well Laugh                                                                 
 
"Laugh at yourself first, before anyone else can." 
                                                     -Elsa Maxwell 
 
In all meditation, it’s importance to try to maintain a sense of good humour - a 

spirit of play. No matter how uncomfortable you feel, or distressed, or emotional, try 
always to be prepared to laugh at yourself.  Never take yourself too seriously in 
meditation training, because with ‘seriousness’ comes tension, attachment and 
expectations.   

At that point you make meditation very difficult for yourself. 
Meditation is full of surprises, so always be ready for the unexpected. And when 

the unexpected comes, for better or worse, try to acknowledge it with lightness of being 
instead of frustration, guilt or anger.   

When we laugh at ourselves, suffering cannot take hold - we let go more easily. 
And when we play with the methods I have described, we learn much faster, because 
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meditation becomes more of an adventure than a chore, more of a free-ranging 
exploration than a lesson.    
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Part 3 
 
 
 

 
Will 

 
 

 
 

 
“If this machine gave you the truth immediately, you would not recognize it, 
because your heart would not have been purified by the long quest.” 
                                               -  Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum 

 
 
 
In the first week or so of meditation many people advance quite fast because their 

mind is open, enthusiastic and innocent. They have what’s called ‘beginner’s mind’, of 
which Shunryu Suzuki, a famous Zen master said: ‘In the beginner’s mind there are 
many possibilities; in the experts mind there are few.’ 8   

Beginner’s mind is the phase when meditation is new, exciting and unencumbered 
by expectations. With beginners mind, meditation comes naturally because no 
expectations stand in the way. Beginners mind is the mind we accidentally happen 
upon sometimes when we’re absorbed in a conversation or doing something we love. 
We forget to think and time disappears as our attention becomes absorbed in what 
we’re doing, and it always leaves us feeling tranquil and complete.  

Often, when we first begin meditation training, we find this quality of mind quite 
easy. But after practicing for a while, it can seem like the more you get to know 
meditation, the more difficult it becomes.  

This is because your attention has been fooled into thinking it knows what 
meditation feels like and is now trying to create a ‘meditation experience’, rather than 
simply going about the business of being still and letting meditation happen on its own 
terms. 

In the resulting conflict between expectations and reality, confusion occurs. Along 
with the confusion comes physical tension which can appear in any number of ways:  

 

                                                 
8 Suzuki, Shunryu.  Zen Mind, Beginners Mind, John Weatherhill, New York, 1975 p.13 
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1 Tight muscles, particularly the hands, shoulders and neck. 
2 Restlessness. 
3 Tightness in the breathing 
4 Renewed problems with thinking – trivia, fantasies or worrying. 
5 Drowsiness that only seems to occur when you meditate. 
6 Feelings of fatigue that only seem to occur when you meditate. 
7 Aching in the body, or intense itching. 
8 Anxiety. 
9 Recall of things left undone in the recent past. 
10 Emotions or intense feelings that you sometimes cannot identify, but 

which make you uneasy and uncomfortable. 
11 Scepticism about the meditation training – doubts about whether 

meditation is ‘working’ for you.   
 
In this phase of meditation, where we’ve temporarily lost our innocence, we’re 

forced to face up to an inviolable truth of life – that what we experience today will not be 
what we experience tomorrow.   

And it never will.  
Like life, the experience of meditation will always be new, so you must always 

reach for a mind that is ready for the new – a mind that lives by constantly being 
reborn. That’s the only way you can be in flow with meditation. 

Nevertheless, having said all that, this phase where we lose beginners mind is 
normal - a temporary phase almost every meditator goes through - a struggle that 
occurs as our mind learns to let go of the habits it knows, and build new ones.  

 

Layers of the Onion.  
  
“What's encouraging about meditation is that even if we shut down, we can no 
longer shut down in ignorance. We see very clearly that we're closing off. That 
in itself begins to illuminate the darkness of ignorance.” 
                                                  - Pema Chodron 
 
Another problem with expectations in meditation is that it stands in the way of the 

natural healing process of meditation.   
You see, one of the first effects of meditation is it reveals what’s wrong with us – 

both physically and mentally. So even if we have a peaceful experience when we first 
begin, it is inevitable that things will seem to get worse before they feel better.   

This is a natural quality of increasing awareness.  It reveals all the habits that 
stand in the way of the equilibrium that all things in nature reach for 

I remember one teacher of Vipassana, during a retreat I took with him, described 
the process I’m talking about by using a particularly vivid analogy.  

It went something like this:  
  
Imagine all your life you’ve been living in a room lit by a single ten watt light bulb. 

So it is with the average mind. We live with an awareness that is weak, so seeing only 
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what you can, you’re used to this dim room of your mind and body – it seems relatively 
clean, relatively orderly.  

It’s okay until you begin meditating, which increases the power of your awareness.  
The light globe is now a 100 watt light globe, and in the new bright light you suddenly 
see much more than you could before - all the dirt; the dust and rubbish you had 
forgotten – you see it now in the corners of the room. You realise you have lived with 
this dirt all your life and never realised it.   

At first you feel overwhelmed, even disgusted – but the good thing is, now you can 
see the dirt, you can begin to clean it up.   

 
So it is with meditation in the first stages. You become aware of reactions and 

habits that have accumulated throughout your life, which are essentially dysfunctional.  
They make themselves known by the tensions they create in your body.  

Previously these habits and the tensions they create were hidden behind the 
work, activity and distraction that fills most lives. But now these habits become more 
noticeable. You feel things you never felt before, as aches and tension, and in the mind 
as thoughts and memories. Restlessness, boredom, sadness, frustration, anger, desire, 
fear – all these habits which previously had free reign over you; they all begin to kick 
inside.  

But if we can keep our attention steady and accept, know and let go of the effects 
of each habit as it arises, they will eventually pass away.  They pass away because 
habits rely on our mindless obedience to their signals for their strength.  Each time we 
allow a habit to enact itself through us, it becomes a little stronger. 

My first teacher, Acharn Thawee, spoke of this process of knowing and letting go 
in meditation as ‘shedding layers of karma (effects of past experience), just like peeling 
away the layers of an onion’.  

In varying degrees of intensity, these ‘layers of the onion’ will always arise in the 
meditating awareness as physical tensions and disturbing thoughts, emotions, 
memories and feelings – and they will pass away as you keep meditating through them.  

 
When I first began to meditate, this process took me completely by surprise and 

almost caused me to give up. Where before I felt like I was improving, now as my 
habits began to kick inside me, it seemed as if I was getting progressively more clumsy 
and inept at meditation.  

So I went to see my teacher and dramatically declared that I couldn’t meditate 
anymore, and perhaps I should go home.   

To my surprise, he smiled.   
“I have been waiting for this to happen,” he said.  “It happens to everybody. 

Change is happening, so don’t worry. Just keep going. If you feel you can’t meditate, 
then just sit – perhaps note, “sitting, sitting ...” and pay attention to the sitting body. Or 
perhaps do walking meditation to use up some of the energy.” 

“But I was going so well …” I protested, remembering how calm I had felt when I 
first began the retreat.   

“Don’t cling.” he said quietly, “All things change. Don’t ever cling to what 
happened before, because it will always change.  This is nature. The changing that is 
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constantly happening within you is like the weather.  Sometimes sunny, sometimes 
rain.  It’s just layers of the onion peeling away, losing your past. First the coarse layers 
come, of pain and thinking, then the layers become subtler and subtler. Just keep 
going.”  

 
Dale Carnegie, a pioneer in public speaking and personality development, once 

said:  ‘Most of the important things in the world have been accomplished by people who 
have kept on trying when there seemed to be no hope at all.’   

This is particularly so with meditation. Very often the only way we can resolve our 
problems is to just keep stumbling through as best we can until things change. And if 
we look at the obstacles that appear before us in meditation, we see invariably they are 
the same obstacles that inhibit our life.  

For instance, someone who, because of their expectations, is disappointed in 
meditation will often find they experience the same disappointments in their life. 

Someone who procrastinates in their meditation practice will usually procrastinate 
in their life.   

Someone who is plagued with boredom in meditation will often find themselves 
bored in life.   

Someone who tries to control meditation will also have controlling habits in their 
life.   

If we look into all the difficulties we have with meditation, we see they mirror a 
difficulty in our life. So meditation is a bit like a workshop, where we face our failings 
and change the way life made us. Each of the habits we investigate and ‘face down’ in 
meditation is another life habit that is weakened, and we are freed just a little more.   

So never lose heart, because when your practice feels the weakest, is often the 
point at which things are about to change.  
 

The Wavelike Nature of Progress                                             
 
"Our greatest glory was not in never falling, but in rising when we fell." 
                                                                            -  Vince Lombardi 
 
In nature all things develop in waves.   
From the growth spurts of a flower or a child to the movements of share markets, 

to the ebb and flow of the ocean – everything has a similar wavelike form of 
progression and regression.  

This ebb and flow exists with the development of any skill, particularly sport and 
meditation, which I see as being similar processes.   

For instance, any athlete who trains regularly will tell you that when they first 
began training, their progress was rapid and easy. Then, after a week or two, the easy 
phase was followed by what is commonly called ‘a plateau’, where progression seems 
to stall. Performance which previously improved by the day suddenly peaks and it feels 
as if the energy and abilities they took for granted before have disappeared.   

At this point training feels hard and fruitless. No matter how they try, their 
previously effortless progression seems irretrievably halted.   
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The next stage is even worse.   
They experience a period of ‘regression’, where everything they achieved before 

apparently seems to fall to pieces. Performance falls even more and their body feels 
more clumsy and un-coordinated than before.   

But every great athlete learns if they just keep going, without panicking or 
exhausting themselves by over-trying, a new phase of effortless progression will 
inevitably appear and, like a phoenix rising up from the flames of its old self, they will 
feel renewed and confidant once again. Their performance will progress past previous 
peaks and their ability will surges to new highs as the wave picks them up – until the 
next plateau and regression.  

And this is the way it will always be. In any endeavour, whether it is your career or 
training for a sport or meditating, this wavelike pattern of progression will be the norm.   

A case in point is the writing of this book – I’ve noticed a natural ebb and flow of 
my inspiration and ability over the years it has taken. And it was the same with my other 
books. Sometimes the ideas flow like liquid gold, only to be followed by times when I 
could not think of a thing to say; where sentences collapsed into incoherent mush and 
my mind felt leaden. At those times I had to remember to take a break, have a nap, 
meditate, or go out and do something else.  

But I always come back.   
I keep going, and sure enough things always change, and once again ideas and 

words gain wings.     
 
What is important in times of plateau and regression is your attitude. During these 

times it’s too easy to collapse into self-blame and castigation; to begin looking for 
excuses to give up – and in my time teaching meditation, I’ve heard them all: “I’m not 
disciplined enough”; “I’m trying as hard as I can”; “I’m sorry but I don’t seem to be much 
good at this …” and so on.   

In all of these excuses I often feel the presence of some tyrannical adult from their 
past – a father or mother, or a teacher or peer, to who they are still making excuses to 
for ‘failing’ at some time when they were children.   

I keep impressing upon these people the same thing: There is no failure in 
meditation! Whatever happens is merely another part of the process. So long as you 
keep practicing, the process of meditation will take you where you want to go.   

When the going gets tough just try to remember that things always change in 
meditation.  

So sometimes you will feel in control and sometimes you won’t. 
Sometimes there will be calmness and clarity, and sometimes there won’t. 
Sometimes you will feel confident and the meditation will be pleasant, and 

sometimes it won’t. 
Sometimes, just as you feel as if you’ve reached a peak, suddenly you will be in a 

valley.   
 
So whenever you find yourself a little lost or challenged in meditation, refrain from 

kicking your Self. Accept the difficulties with good humour, and keep going. Keep 
plodding along, no matter how clumsy or confused you feel – with love and patience 
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you will certainly arrive.   
   

The Trap of Trying Too Hard                                                     
 
‘It seems to me that one of the greatest stumbling blocks in life is this 
constant struggle to reach, to achieve, to acquire.’ 
                                                                             - J. Krishnamurti 
 
Meditation is easy.   
It’s so easy that almost every animal, insect, bird and even a few people live in 

meditation every second of their lives. Every action and understanding in every moment 
of their lives, arises from the stillness that meditation is. It’s so innate to them that they 
couldn’t imagine living in any other way.  

Ironically it’s this ease of meditation that makes it so difficult for us contemporary 
humans to do, because we’re not used to easy things. With our incredibly sophisticated 
languages and complex thought processes, anything as simple and easy as meditation 
is intensely hard for us to do.  

And the reason it’s so hard is because we try much too hard.  
To understand this ridiculous ‘difficulty of ease’ situation, we only have to look to 

our cultural conditioning.   
In the West in particular, our personal values are primarily concerned with 

ambition, progress, winning - and particularly work. We have learnt to take pride in 
these things; to define ourselves by them, such that one of the first questions we ask 
when meeting a stranger is, “So what do you do?”  

This cultural pride we’ve learnt in accomplishment, challenge and ‘hard earned 
status’ is accompanied by a suspicion that if ‘it all comes too easily’ there is something 
wrong.  This suspicion is fed by each generation of parents, who give their children 
different variations of the same tired aphorisms as their parents gave them, which all 
revolve around the same central themes:   

‘Life wasn’t meant to be easy’ 
‘Success is 99% perspiration and 1% inspiration’  
‘No pain, no gain’ … and so on.   
Throughout our childhood and early life, the central message we get is that to 

receive anything worthwhile we have to pay in some way – we have to suffer.  
And as true as these aphorisms can possibly be, our problem is we’ve turned 

hardship into a creed rather than just a home truth.   
Added to this is our conditioned fear of failing. Everything we do in contemporary 

life is a kind of competition in which there are only winners and losers – no middle 
between the two.   

This has the effect of making our lives into a set of contests where, like gladiators, 
we must always win. From the common arenas of work, money and sport, to the more 
subtle contests of love-relationships and sex, or even friendship, we are constantly 
turning benign situations into power relationships in which we try to dominate, or 
manipulate our way to succeed - or we lose. There’s no middle way. At every level of 
our social domain, from the corporations to the workers, this notion of winning is the 
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new personal culture.  
And in this ‘competitive market’ culture, the contest of life is becoming even more 

frantic. Earlier this evening I heard on the radio that Australians are working harder now 
than at any time in our history. In the mad scramble to grab what we think we want 
before anyone else gets it, our mind and body resemble a nation at war where 
tiredness is ignored, energy resources are pillaged and fast tracked to be directed to 
short term goals. These are the attitudes most of us live with; that we now accept as 
normal.  

 
And so it is, with these competitive habits still in play, we sit down to meditate. In 

simply sitting and closing our eyes, we approach meditation with the same dogged 
determination we have learnt to approach everything else in our life.  

With the expectation that ‘meditation is hard’ we go at it like a bull at a gate, 
expecting suddenly to have all the things that were in the brochure – to ‘be at peace’, to 
find ‘calm’, as well as all the other things we’ve heard that meditation does. And when it 
doesn’t seem to be happening we don’t understand why. After all, we’re trying as hard 
as we can.  

We feel like we’re ‘failing’. 
It’s then we begin to speak shamefully about ourselves and give up. 
But a few keep going. They try even harder.  
And the harder they try, the worse it seems to get - their mind and body become 

more rigid and they feel more anxious as their expectations fail to appear. And when it 
still ‘doesn’t happen’ (whatever ‘it’ is), they try harder and harder until they have turned 
meditation into such a struggle it has become impossible.   

In this, unlike any other creature on the planet, we human beings have developed 
the amazing ability to create intense suffering from the simple act of sitting quietly by 
ourselves.  

 
As I said in the beginning of this chapter – meditation is easy.  
Our problems with meditation are not because we don’t try hard enough. Nor are 

they anything to do with discipline or ability.  
Our problems are sourced in our habit of turning everything into work and ‘getting’. 

We seem to have this instinct which, if we don’t get what we want, we try to force it to 
happen. But our mind and body do not respond to force – particularly in meditation.  

They respond to the same qualities of love that a parent gives to their children. 
Like children, if qualities of kindness, understanding, compassion and acceptance are 
present, the mind and body will naturally generate the energy, will and commitment 
they need to do what comes naturally to everything else in nature.   

 
• So when you sit down to meditate,  accept that your mind and body 

might not be used to sitting still.  
 
• Accept they might feel anxious, tense and confused sometimes.  
 
• Mentally listen instead of ignore, feel rather than suppress, and let 
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go instead of cling.   
 
• And each time something beats you, instead of lapsing into 

frustration and hopelessness, simply go back to the beginning and 
gently, but persistently, start again. It is from this constant and 
gentle ‘starting again’ that meditation emerges.  

 
When meditation is practised with this gentle persistence and lightness of spirit, it 

becomes a workshop in which we develop new qualities of being. We realise that 
meditation, our Self, and our life are not the obstacle course we always thought they 
were. We don’t need to try hard to dominate or fight anything simply to be still. 

We gradually wear away the habits that disturb us and keep us running. Our mind 
becomes more fluid, and less compulsive. Its reactions become softer, and more 
malleable.  

As these qualities appear in the mind, so do they radiate outwards as physical 
qualities as well. Our body relaxes; our actions become more mindful and aware and 
life becomes more sympathetic to our needs.  

 

The Middle Way                                                   
 

"Real difficulties can be overcome; it is the imaginary ones that are 
unconquerable."     
                                                          - Theodore N. Vail 
 
Meditation is essentially about balance.   
For sure, we use effort, but it should be an effort finely balanced with the 

understanding of the fine line between too much and too little. We should never make 
so much effort that we exhaust ourselves.   

A balanced effort keeps our attention trained lightly on the main object, but not so 
lightly trained that it becomes easily distracted. A balanced effort applied our will to 
keep going when our habits are pushing us to stop, but we should know when to let go, 
or change direction.  In this we always walk the path between extremes – the middle 
way.   

This notion of the middle way was a factor in the Buddha’s enlightenment, so it 
might help now to look at how it evolved.   

 
Before the Buddha became a wandering ascetic in search of enlightenment, he 

was Prince Siddhârtha Gotama, born 2500 years ago to a warrior king who ruled over 
the land of the Sâkyans on the Nepalese frontier.   

When Siddhârtha was born, a sage told the king that either of two things would 
happen with his son. He would either become a great and powerful ruler, or he would 
become a wandering beggar-ascetic in the tradition of spiritual seekers of the day. 
Because the king wanted his son to become his eventual successor, he decided to try 
to tweak fate by shielding Siddhârtha from the suffering of the world - to enclose him in 
luxury while educating him to rule.  
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This cocoon of luxury was so complete that Siddhârtha spent many years totally 
oblivious to very basic truths of life. Surrounded by youth, beauty and luxury, he had no 
idea that there was old age, sickness or death in the world.   

This made it all the more shocking when, as a young man, on one of his rare 
forays outside one of the palaces, the prince began to glimpse the suffering that had 
always been hidden from him. Four separate events changed the Prince profoundly, 
and sowed the seeds for his eventual life direction. 

On the first occasion, as the prince was driving with his charioteer Channa to the 
royal gardens, he saw a man weakened with age, lying where he had fallen, crying out 
for help. The second occasion was the sight of a man who was diseased and dying, so 
thin as to be skin and bones. And on a third occasion he saw a group of weeping men 
carrying on their shoulders a corpse for cremation.  

Having suddenly witnessed old age, illness and death, Siddhârtha was shocked. 
Surrounded by youth, beauty and seeming immortality as he had been, he had never 
known that there was suffering like this. And when his charioteer told him that even he, 
his beautiful wife, and all his youthful friends would, without exception, eventually 
become subject to the same ageing, disease, and death as he had just seen, he was 
stricken with grief. 

Siddhârtha found it almost impossible to assimilate this new reality.  Suddenly all 
the luxury and pleasure of his life was revealed as being only temporary, to be lost 
when death eventually took him. As one used to perfection and facile fulfilment, this 
sudden realisation of the profound unsatisfactoriness of life itself nagged at Siddhârtha. 
He could not ignore the questioning it set up in his head. He wanted to know why most 
beings are born to such ignoble suffering, with eventual death as their only reward.   

The more he thought about it, the more his questions haunted him, until finally he 
realised he had no way of knowing how to address the questions in his head, because 
his experience was much too limited. Because he had not experienced suffering or 
sickness, he felt as if he had previously been blind. And now he saw death and 
imperfection everywhere.  

He became very unhappy. Luxury no longer satisfied him, nor did the prospect of 
becoming a king. No-one could distract him from the sense of despair that had taken 
him. No matter how he tried he could not ignore the fundamental ‘wrongness’ he now 
saw in life around him.   

It was in this frame of mind that one day he came upon one of the many 
wandering holy-men who, having abandoned his home and dressed in rags to focus on 
a spiritual quest, was begging for food by the road.  

Siddhârtha was impressed by the man’s grace and his apparent happiness, which 
seemed so different to other people. He asked his assistants why this man was so 
happy, when he lived in apparent poverty. It was explained to him that many men in 
India and the surrounding countries of the region did this with their life, becoming 
beggars to seek spiritual truth through renunciation and meditation – and this truth 
seemed to make them impervious to suffering.   

As he watched the holy-man begging, the young Siddhârtha saw his only possible 
direction. He knew by now that as long as he felt the tug of all the questions that 
nagged at him continuously, he could never be satisfied with being a king, no matter 
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how alluring the luxury and power.  He was now only 29, and he had experienced all 
the luxury, power and gratification that the material world could offer him, yet he found it 
only confused and suffocated him. He knew that the answers he needed to find peace 
lay in finding the solution to his own suffering.  

So he cut off his hair, gave away his robes and left his young wife and son, and 
the palaces where his whole life had been spent, to become a wandering seeker. 

 
First Siddhârtha sought guidance from sages famous for their knowledge. Under 

their tutelage he brought all his intelligence and willpower to bear on the new challenge 
of meditation.  

With his incisive intelligence, enthusiasm and powerful will, it was not long before 
he had surpassed his teachers and grew restless once more. Though many would have 
been satisfied with the progress he had made, the original questions that had caused 
him to renounce his life as a prince still remained unanswered. So he thanked his 
teachers and left, wandering until he found a suitable place beside a river, where he 
began his efforts anew.   

At that time there was, and still is, a belief in India that it is only through rigorous 
self-denial and physical mortification that spiritual purification and enlightenment can be 
achieved. Siddhârtha decided that if this was what he must do to find the answers to his 
questions, then he would take it as far as he could to achieve that end.  And soon five 
other ascetics who had recently admired his efforts at meditation joined him.  

For the next six years they struggled to subdue their mind and body, trying to 
annihilate and transcend their physicality in the hope of liberation. During this time he 
and his companions continually pushed the limits of their stamina.  They lived on 
nothing but roots and leaves, while all the time reducing the amount of food they 
needed to stay alive.  They wore cast off rags and slept on the bare ground no matter 
how cold it became at night, or how intensely bitten they were by the insects.    

Of all of them, Siddhârtha was most extreme in these privations.  His powerful will 
pushed him constantly in his need to succeed in this endeavour that he had given up so 
much for. He meditated for days on end, and when that wasn’t enough, he meditated 
for longer. In his desperation to find an ultimate truth that would satisfy his questions, 
he pushed the limits of his mind and body right up to the point of death.   

It was only then, in the instant before he passed away, that he suddenly realised 
how futile his extreme efforts had been.  

He was no closer to his goal. All he had done was almost waste his efforts by 
nearly killing himself. He realised his will had been too strong, too full of ambition and 
desire, pushing him to ignore and abuse his only true friends in this endeavour – his 
own mind and body.   

So now he had experienced the two extremes in his life – absolute wealth, luxury 
and comfort, and absolute poverty, suffering and deprivation. And he knew that true 
liberation did not exist in either of them – neither in the indulgence of the senses, as he 
had experienced when he was a prince, or in the extreme abstinence and denial of an 
ascetic.    

He realised that the true path to his goal, or any goal for that matter, lay between 
the two extremes, in what he termed ‘The Middle Way’.   



 85

He said: "… these two extremes ought not to be cultivated by the recluse. What 
two? Sensual indulgence which is low, vulgar, worldly, ignoble, and conducive to harm; 
and self-mortification, which is painful, ignoble, and conducive to harm. The middle 
path, understood by the Tathâgata, avoiding the extremes, gives vision and knowledge 
and leads to calm, realization, enlightenment, and Nibbâna.” 9 

 
In the middle way Siddhârtha saw to keep his body nourished and well kept to go 

to where the real challenge lay – his mind.   
He also saw a new direction for his practice. Rather than reaching for total 

transcendence of his physicality, he saw that liberation could only come from a 
profound reconciliation of mind, body and life – he needed to understand the true 
nature of his own mentality and physicality if he was to let it go.  In that new cause he 
abandoned extreme measures and began to eat and take care of himself. 

His five companions did not understand. Where previously they followed 
Siddhârtha’s example, now they turned against him, accusing him of weakening in his 
endeavour. Still stuck in their ignorance, they thought that in forgoing extreme self 
denial Siddhârtha had given up the cause of enlightenment to resume his old princely 
habits of luxurious living.  In disgust they left him. 

But Siddhârtha was not swayed by their disdain. With firm determination and 
complete faith in his own inspiration, now un-guided by any teacher or companion, 
Siddhârtha decided to do what he had to do on his own.   

He took all the time he needed to nurse himself back to health and once he felt 
ready, seated himself beneath a banyan tree and began his endeavour again. This time 
however, as he meditated he did not try to push the limits of his mortality, or attempt to 
transcend his mind and body.  

Rather he did the opposite. He used his finely honed concentration to look into the 
mental and physical stuff of his being. He began to patiently examine the true nature of 
his conditioned mind and body, sure now that it was there he would find the larger 
answers to his questions about life. As his absorption deepened he gained what at the 
time was a revolutionary insight into the nature of habits, reactions and conditioning.  

Siddhârtha saw how the conditioned mind is caught in a bizarre cycle of suffering - 
a wheel of habits in which every habit creates and sustains the other.   

Put simply, the cycle of suffering goes something like this: 
 
1. Everything we experience generates sensations in the body. 
 
2. We develop liking for some of these sensations and we dislike others. 
 
3. Because we like some things, we come to desire them, and other things 

we come to fear. 
 
4. As a result we spend much of our time seeking out that we like, and trying 

to avoid what we don’t like.  
 

                                                 
9 Buddha,  Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta 
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5. This activity of seeking and avoiding sustains and strengthens our original 
desires and aversions. That’s when the suffering becomes noticeable - 
when our desires are disappointed we suffer, and when something we 
dislike appears, again we suffer.   

 
6. Added to which, change is inevitable – that’s nature. So too it is inevitable 

that we lose what we’ve won, and are faced with what we fear.   
 
7. This leads us to try to fight change, clinging to our desires and avoiding 

what we fear – which is totally futile, because life does what it will.   
 
8. Nevertheless, because we keep reacting to them, our habits of clinging 

and avoidance keep growing. So we become like a pinball bouncing 
between the two cushions of desire and dislike. And because we suffer, 
we try even harder to get what we want, and avoid what we don’t want, 
while all the time, like a mischievous god, change keeps rearranging 
things  

 
9. The harder we try, the more we suffer. And so it goes – we’re caught in a 

wheel of habits, like mice on a treadmill.   
 
Siddhârtha saw that the compelling habits and reactions created by desire and 

fear were illusions created by his own mentality. He noticed that as he let go of his 
reactions to sensations of pleasure and pain and saw them clearly as simply 
sensations, they lost the definitions his conditioning had created for them.  

They were no longer pleasure or pain – but characterless – just sensations. 
As the sensations lost their character he found he no longer felt the need to 

pursue or avoid the objects that had caused them. The result was his needs became 
less, not through denial or abstinence, but through wisdom – he had seen them for 
what they were, and realised that their effect on him was illusory.   

So he found freedom, because there was nothing for him to fear, and nothing to 
desire anymore.   

 
His other revelation was revolutionary for the time, and even today remains 

controversial with those who are not Buddhist. Siddhârtha saw very clearly that, aside 
from all the tangled habits that form the thick layers of the conditioned mind, there is no 
essential ‘Self’ or ‘soul’ to anything, whether a human being, an animal or a tree, or a 
conditioned reaction.   

He saw that all things are just composites of other things in cause and effect 
relationships with each other – that a human is simply a composite of organs and 
skeleton, which are composites of cells, which are composites of molecules, atoms, 
particles, and so on. And within all these collections of different things, the only 
enduring and permanent thing that is common to all is an awareness that is not specific 
to any of them.   

And in this awareness, everything in the universe is unified and interconnected. All 
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the separateness of being we commonly perceive is merely illusions created by Self-
created habits – an illusion creating itself.  

As such, Siddhârtha now saw that nothing in existence is worth clinging to, or 
valuing, or fearing, or desiring – not even his own sense of Self, because all things, 
except bare awareness itself, are insubstantial, temporary and illusory. 

As his mind experienced this new view it began to change. It lost interest in the 
conditioned attachments it formed itself from. And as all the stuff of his conditioned 
being began to fall away, his absorption grew deeper.   

He now had no need to try to transcend his mind. With patience and the calm 
energy of a consistent and committed will, his mind transcended itself.  He is reputed to 
have exclaimed: “Wonder of wonders! This very enlightenment is the nature of all 
beings, and yet they are unhappy for lack of it!"  

Buddhist scriptures speak of the many different stages he went through on that 
night of his enlightenment, but nobody can really know just how deep his experiencing 
of ultimate reality actually was. All we know is that the product of his enlightenment was 
a profound insight into the nature and psychology of mind, physicality, and conditioned 
reality.  

 
When Siddhârtha began to tell his followers what he had found, they were 

astonished by the stunning dichotomy of simplicity and profound depth of what he had 
discovered.  

They gave Siddhârtha the title, ‘Buddha’, meaning ‘enlightened one’.   
The wonder of Siddhârtha’s enlightenment was that it was so clear, and logical. 

Unlike most of the sages, gurus and prophets throughout history, the Buddha’s 
enlightenment did not refer to gods, nor did he bother with mystical or apocalyptic 
visions.   

In the intensely fatalistic mysticism of the Hindu religion of the time, the Buddha 
had done something incredible – he had stepped outside the religious beliefs and 
conditioning he had been born into and, looking back from a totally detached position, 
saw the ultimate truth of what was really wrong with humanity.  

He realised simple truths, the central truth being that each of us creates our own 
suffering in life and the way to heal this habit of suffering is to learn to focus on the true 
nature of things, rather than our conditioned view of them.    

In clear and very practical teachings, the Buddha stripped away the mythology 
and superstition that had built up over thousands of years, and laid bare the simple 
truths about life.   

He said: “What we are today comes from our thoughts of yesterday, and our 
present thoughts build our life of tomorrow. Our life is the creation of our mind.”    

Because modern psychology now echoes much of what the Buddha taught, we 
see nothing particularly radical about this revelation. But at the time this notion of self-
responsibility was revolutionary. Nobody had ever considered such a thing, because 
nobody had ever considered suffering to be the result of their own actions.  

With the vast pantheon of gods that most of humanity believed in at that time, 
people had become used to feeling powerless - blaming the gods for their suffering or 
praising them for their good fortune. As a result, humanity lurched from one disaster to 
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the next, never learning from personal experience because, whatever the problem was, 
it was usually ascribed to the gods, or fate, or evil spirits.  

It is this clarity that distinguishes the Buddha from other religious teachers. He 
never claimed mystical powers, or to be a God or an incarnation of God. Nor did he try 
to make himself a prophet. In fact, the last thing he thought to do was to become 
another spiritual teacher, as there were already too many at the time.  

His first reaction to his enlightenment was to keep quiet about it, because he had 
no faith in humankind’s ability to understand what he now knew. He said: “The 
Dhamma I have realized is deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful and 
sublime, beyond mere reasoning, subtle, and intelligible to the wise. And if I were to 
teach the Dhamma and others were not to understand me, that would be a weariness, 
a vexation for me." 10 

It was only the encouragement of the rapidly expanding group of his fellow 
meditators who convinced him that his knowledge should be spread.  

  
The Buddha taught that each of us, when freed from the grip of the mass 

hallucination we’re born into, is capable of infinite potential. With this in mind, he laid 
out the way to realise our true potential through meditation. As such all of his teachings, 
both moral and theoretical, are specifically and entirely to do with the development of 
meditation and mindfulness.   

Central to these teachings is ‘the middle way’ – the notion of balance – that the 
most effective path towards anything, be it meditation or life itself, is the path that runs 
between the extremes. And the only way we can travel this middle path is to be mindful 
of the habits and addictions that cause us to cling to either extreme.   

In this middle way we should know when to push and when to rest.  
 

Changing our Habits                               
 
The thought manifests as the word. The word manifests as the deed; The deed 
develops into habit. And habit hardens into character. So watch the thought and 
its ways with care and let it spring from love 
                                                                              - The Buddha 
 
One way or another, most of us are addicts.   
Whether we are addicted to work or sport or to food, drugs or drink, anger or 

tears. They’re all habits – little addictions perhaps easily handled, but addictions 
nonetheless.  

For instance, I have an addiction to sweet things – particularly good chocolate. I 
notice this addiction, because whenever I’m passing through a supermarket, I find 
myself drawn to the sweets section. I feel the almost magnetic pull of all that chocolate 
and have to actively resist. I manage this addiction easily, because it is very rare that I 
ever eat chocolate, but still I’m aware the habit is there.   

I learnt this habit of liking chocolate, as all habits are learnt.   

                                                 
10  Mahâ Saccaka Sutta. No. 26; I,167- 68. 
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As a child chocolate always came with celebration, reward, the giving of love – my 
parents used to buy it on special occasions like Christmas or birthdays or when I was 
sick. To have chocolate was special, a luxury. As such, in some unconscious part of 
myself I learnt to gain comfort and personal affirmation from chocolate.   

In this same way any addiction always fits into a chink in our conditioned Self. 
Drug addicts speak of heroin as being about comfort and happiness; alcohol as 
liberation; cocaine as confidence and energy; marijuana as calmness and creativity.  

In much the same way workaholics speak of their work using the same words - as 
being the only place where they feel in control, confident, at peace, creatively engaged.   

Men who are addicted to violence speak of fighting as ‘a release’ – giving them 
feelings of power and control. Women who are addicted to food or gambling use words 
like ‘comfort’, ‘calming’, ‘numbing’.  Criminals are addicted to the adrenalin rush of 
stealing just as businessmen are addicted to the rush of doing a deal.   

In varying degrees and for better or worse, we’re all addicted to so many different 
things - fun, comfort, acquisition, love, power, being right, being famous, being a winner 
or being a victim – the list is endless.   

Then there are the smaller habits – whether we squeeze the tube of toothpaste 
from the bottom or the middle, whether we eat our meat before our vegetables or both 
together, what beliefs we have about ourselves and everything else, right down to our 
emotional disposition – whether we have a tendency to melancholy or happiness.   

Our conditioned self is made of our habits – making us constructs of addiction.   
 
We learnt most of our formative habits from our family, our education and peer 

groups during our first seven years. These first rudimentary habits formed a kind of 
operating software that the later habits build themselves on. As basic beliefs they are 
so deeply embedded within our sense of who we are that, in the main, they are largely 
invisible to us. 

These hidden habits, once formed, slowly become buried in the sub-conscious 
where, like virus programs in a computer, they influence our view of things, 
manipulating us so covertly we virtually become their instrument. And the more 
powerful the habit becomes, the more it pushes us to conform to its own imperatives. It 
energises, excites, calms or numbs, giving us whatever we feel we need. And as the 
habit grows more powerful it begins to exert influence over our perceptions; governing 
our values and distorting our view of the world to suit its own needs.  

Habits create their own thoughts, their own excuses and rationale.  
Businessmen conveniently forget the wider consequences of their commercial 

decisions. Junkies instinctively spot other junkies and places to score their drug, 
wherever they are. Over-eaters hide snacks all over the place, while continually 
justifying to themselves ‘just one more’.  Television addicts stay up watching television, 
telling themselves they’ll go to bed ‘after the next commercial’.    

And the more we enact our habits, so too do they begin to hijack our beliefs and 
views – and the habit becomes more powerful. It’s like, having learnt to ride the bike, 
the bike then begins to ride us.   

As such, we are blind to the way some of these habits might harm us. So woven 
into the fabric of our Self are they, that they enact themselves automatically and we find 
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ourselves eating or drinking, or doing things without knowing why – or even questioning 
why.  We tell ourselves, “This is the way I am,” while finding ourselves stuck in life 
situations without really understanding how we got there – or involved in arguments for 
reasons we can’t figure out; buying things we don’t need and so on.  

You get the idea.   
As Warren Buffett once said: “Bad habits are like chains that are too light to feel 

until they are too heavy to carry.” 
 
The reality is, whether our habits suit us or harms us, almost every action we 

make arises from them.  
From the moment we wake, to the point of sleep, like a train on a railway line, we 

travel the same lines with similar scheduling and results each day, each year, and each 
life, and if we allow it to, this railway line of habits can take us all the way to the end of 
the line without us ever having to question, or change. Many people do this – spend 
their entire life slipping seamlessly from one habit to another, complacent when their 
habits work for them, complaining when they don’t; never caring to look into themselves 
to see whether their habits are working for them.   

It all depends on what we choose.   
The trouble with not questioning our habits is, however, that habits being what 

they are, our lives slowly cease to become our own. We become empty husks drifting 
through lives that have been given form by our habits rather than our sense of vocation 
and destiny. Herein lies the ‘emptiness’ that so many middle aged men and women 
complain of.  

So at some point, if only to take control of our life, we need to look at the life 
results of our habits - ask ourselves whether they’re working for us.  That’s the easy 
part - because once we have identified the habits that don’t work, we’re faced with the 
challenge of having to change.  

And change always creates stress.   
But if we keep going the effect of this stress is transformative.   
Whether we succeed or fail, even the decision itself, to take command of our life 

and create change, empowers us. Even if we change only one small habit that once 
limited us, habits being as interlinked as they are, a chain reaction of transformation 
can occur.  

At the very least we see our limitations are not set in stone – we can change. We 
realise that no matter how powerful any habit is, if we learnt it, we can unlearn it.   

 

Unlearning Little Addictions                                                      
 
We are what we repeatedly do.  Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.  

                                                                          - Aristotle 
 
As I said before, habits are conditioned things – once created, these mental 

illusions create their own convincing thoughts, sensations emotions and tensions – but 
they are illusions nonetheless. As such they are not immutable nor do they have any 
power other than what we give to them.   
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The emergence and sustenance of any habit depends on two main factors: 
 

1. Repetition.  Any action, intention or belief, whether it is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, if 
repeated enough times, will become a habit. It is said that a physical or mental 
action, if repeated 3000 - 5000 times, will become what’s called a ‘motor–
engram’, which then automatically enacts itself when a specific stimulus is 
present. 

 
2. Coercion. Once anything becomes habitual, it begins to coerce you to keep on 

strengthening and affirming it through repetition.   
 

So here is a key to letting go of any habit. A habit needs repetition to stay strong. 
If it is not repeated it will slowly deconstruct itself. So try to remain mindful of the 
following: 

 
• The most important step in deconstructing a habit is to make a firm 

commitment to change. Do not make this commitment lightly, 
because further on down the line when the habit is exerting all of its 
energy to get you to obey, your commitment might be all you have to 
keep going.   

 
• Having made the commitment, try to be ready when the habits begin 

to manipulate you. Stay aware - take note of the signals of the habit 
and remember the different ways the habit influences your mind and 
body when it arises – what sensations occur and what kinds of 
thoughts and emotions appear? 

 
• Try to be ready for these thoughts and compulsions so you can 

withdraw permission for the habit to enact itself at any time.    
 

On this point of thoughts and feelings: Any habit, as it begins to enact itself, will be 
‘announced’ by a retinue of thoughts and feelings, like the forward publicity for a circus 
coming to town.  

For instance, when we become angry with someone we get a lot of 
uncharacteristic thoughts supporting and justifying our anger. Or, as we  reach for food 
we crave, we experience tensions in the body indicating hunger and thoughts telling us 
we ‘need’ it, or deserve it – the ‘just one little bit more’ syndrome. 

The thoughts and feelings generated by habits are like propaganda generated by 
a bad government – all lies and distortions. They speak the ‘script’ of a habit – the way 
it justifies itself and manipulates us to enact it. You can, and should, remember to 
recognise and mindfully ignore this script. Each time you choose to resist the 
propaganda of the habit, the habit will be weakened just a little more.   

For this reason, it’s practical to always maintain a healthy scepticism of thoughts. 
All thoughts are merely speculation - they are not the truth, no matter how convincing 
they seem. Just because they are our thoughts, doesn’t mean they are right, or that 
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they are carved in stone.  
They are just thoughts, that’s all.   
Though it is worthwhile to observe what our thoughts tell us, we should never 

believe that what we think is right. This ongoing scepticism gives us choice over 
whether we enact the thoughts or not.   

 
• Accept that in this process of change there will be short term 

discomfort, even pain as the habit exerts itself to get you to keep 
enacting it. The mentality of the habit will nag at you, and the senses 
that find gratification from the habit will intensify and temporarily 
turn you into what the Thai’s call a ‘hungry ghost’- someone driven 
by their sensory lusts. 

 
• So try to remember the discomfort is temporary. It will change 

eventually if you hold fast and allow the discomfort to play itself out. 
And each subsequent time you do this the discomfort will be less 
and the duration will be shorter.   

    
• Practice kindness with your Self. Remember, your habitual Self is 

like a child – though it needs to be trained it will kick and scream in 
the initial stages. So be patient. 

 
• Be mindful that some of the time you’ll forget, or be unable to resist 

a habit – so, don’t worry when you do. Forgive yourself. These 
lapses of mindfulness are inevitable. Any habit will defeat you 
sometimes. Just renew your resolution to catch it next time. But 
never, ever lapse into guilt or self abuse when a habit seems to beat 
you.  Guilt and self–abuse only feed the habit, affirming it and 
making it more powerful.   

 
• As best you can, surf each habit as it arises, like a wave. It doesn’t 

matter how many times you fail so long as you don’t become 
disheartened.  If you just keep on going, through failure and 
success, eventually you will win.   

 
This moment now is your first chance to begin change.   
A Zen monk, Daigaku Rumme, wrote:  ‘Each time we put off something we know 

we ought to do, we create the stimulus for putting it off again. Conversely, each time we 
withhold consent to react in a habitual manner, we break a link in the chain that binds 
us.’  11 

In this we see that the most fundamental tool we need in our governance of habits 
is awareness – because we cannot unlearn a habit if we are unaware of it.  

Awareness is the only part of us that’s not affected by our habits – it rides above 
everything, and sees everything from a detached perspective. Unlike our attention 
                                                 
11 Rumme, Daigaku, ‘Stepping off a 100 Foot Pole’, Direction, Vol. 3, No. 6 
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which is a tool of our conditioned mind and habits. So when we perceive things from 
awareness rather from attention, we have choice as to whether we enact whichever 
habits are pushing at us.   

But if we are not aware, we have no choice.  
This is why mindfulness is as important as meditation. By continually noticing our 

habits with mindfulness, and choosing as much as possible the ways in which they 
happen, we are no longer their puppet.  

In meditation we practice mindfulness, and when we use mindfulness in our life, it 
makes meditation all the easier.  The two support and enhance each other. 

 
 

Meditation 6 – Healing with Sensations                                 
 
Your intelligence is always with you, overseeing your body, even though 
you may not be aware of its work. 
                                                                                             - Rumi  
 
Arthur Janov, an American psychiatrist and author once wrote: 
“The body is a memory bank which preserves all of its experiences, forgetting 

nothing - even when the conscious mind is unable to recall these events.” 12   
Our body is indeed a living, breathing mirror of the mind in which our state of 

physical health is usually a reflection of our mental state, both conscious and 
unconscious. All our mentality is reflected back to us as physical characteristics of 
posture, propensities, illnesses, allergies and habits.   

For instance, it’s been found in the United States that feelings of loneliness and 
depression are intricately linked to the onset of heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and 
asthma. One recent study spanning 13 years found that depressed patients were 4.5 
times more likely than others to suffer a heart attack. 13 

Another study which tracked 4,825 people aged 71 and older found that those 
who had been chronically depressed for at least six years had an 88 percent greater 
risk of developing cancer within the next four years. The researchers were not sure 
why, but they speculated that depression damages blood T-cells and other parts of the 
body that fight disease. 14  

 Other studies have found that, for reasons that aren't completely clear, emotional 
stress seems to trigger asthma attacks in both children and adults and make the 
disease more difficult to manage.  

So whether it is fear, anger, anxiety, loneliness, or happiness, love or calm - the 
older we get, the more our beliefs and reactions write themselves onto our body and 
show themselves in our health.  

 

                                                 
12 Janov, Arthur, ‘The Primal Revolution’, Garnstone Press, London, 1974,  p. 67 
13 Rozanski, Alan et al. Impact of Psychological Factors on the Pathogenesis of Cardiovascular Disease and Implications for 
Therapy. Circulation, April 27, 1999  
14 Pennix, Brend W et al. Chronically Depressed Mood and Cancer Risk in Older Persons. Journal of the National Cancer Institute, 
vol 90, No. 24, December 16, 1998 
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So, given the body is the battlefield of our mental propensities, how do we heal it 
when it’s ill or injured?  

Well, any illness, emotional reaction or mental state expresses itself in our inner 
world as sensations and feelings. We are full of these sensations. They’re like a huge 
conversation which is constantly telling us about our condition – our current health and 
what is happening. But in the main, we don’t feel these signals because we’re either too 
busy, or we’re suppressing them - trying to forget them.  

We usually only acknowledge the most coarse sensations such as pleasure or 
pain. But there are many more subtle feelings and sensations than these, most of 
which have no name because they are indescribable. Yet they are all a part of our inner 
environment as it goes about its business. 

In meditation we notice this growing clamour of sensations and feelings. As we 
pacify our attention, it’s only natural that awareness brightens at which point all the 
signals of mind and body, both coarse and subtle, seem to intensify and make 
themselves known.  

In the initial stages of meditation, they distract our attention, nagging at us to take 
notice, disturbing our efforts and the temptation is to try to use the meditation methods 
to block them out or make them go away.   

But this is wrong. 
Rather than reacting to these things as distractions or annoyances, we need to 

look at them as opportunities. We should stop and listen to them very intently, because 
these changing textures of sensation and feeling are keys to our ability to rejuvenate 
and heal ourselves.   

When we’re injured or ill our condition is characterised by sensations coming from 
the distressed part. Even cancer, which seems not to have sensations in its early 
stages, can be felt if we are aware. These sensations are different intensities of pain, 
for a very good reason. The body produces pain to draw our attention to anything out of 
balance.  

Ideally we should pay attention to these signals – as any other creature would do 
we should stop, rest, and allow the pain to draw our attention into the distress.   

With our attention focussed inside the source of the sensations, our intuitive 
awareness then is able to explore the condition and the immune system is naturally 
directed to attend to it. In this communion between mind and condition, mind and body 
combine as one intelligent and self healing organism.   

This notion of mind/body intelligence was a contentious issue until 1981 when 
neurobiologist David Felten, at Indiana University School of Medicine, discovered an 
irrefutable connection between the body's immune system and the central nervous 
system.   

It had previously been thought the mind/brain was specifically located in the skull, 
with the nervous system being crude ‘wiring’ sending the brain’s signals to the muscles 
and organs. But this mechanistic view was forever changed when it was seen that the 
nervous system, far from being just conduits for signals from the brain, actually form 
networks of an intelligence network, existing in every organ in the body – even the skin. 

Felton also discovered a vast microscopic network of nerves leading to the blood 
vessels in the body, as well as to the cells of the immune system. But it was not a one 
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way connection from brain to body, but rather a two way communication – a 
conversation in which every part of the body sent chemical signals to the brain as well 
as received them.  

‘Felten says that other systems in the body are undoubtedly also connected in this 
way - that there are countless "players," as he calls them, in the human body, together 
creating a virtual telephone network of transmitters and receptors.’15  

This means the body is so intimately a part of our brains processes that in effect, 
mind and body are one 

 
Too often when we are ill, we treat or mind and body as our enemies. In our 

ignorance, we forget they are constantly trying to heal themselves as best they can, just 
as we forget the immune system functions best when the mind is silent, calm, and 
detached.  

Neither the mind nor the body need desperately positive thoughts, nor do they 
respond to hopeful affirmations. They already know what to do. All the immune system 
needs to work its magic is for us to be still.  To be calm, clear and unconditionally 
aware - and comes naturally then.   

After all, look at your cat or dog when they are ill – what do they do? They stop 
everything, find a quiet place, and there they lie down to withdraw their sensibilities 
within and focus on what is wrong. So too it should be with us when we are ill, or a part 
of our body has been harmed.  

  
The following meditation process is specifically for this purpose and when needed, 

should be practised for as long and often as possible.  
 In this, the sensations arising from the condition are the main object for our 

attention. If it helps, use noting to keep the attention focussed on the problematic area. 
Noting the sensations will help to keep your attention focussed and the mind clear of 
the usual thinking and reactions.   

If the illness or injury you’re trying to heal appears to have no sensations, pay 
attention to the area where you know it to be.  

Keep bringing your attention back to that area.   
Eventually sensations will appear.  
They may not be the sensations you expect, but they will come, appearing as 

tingling, subtle aching, hotness, coldness or fizziness. It doesn’t matter what the 
sensation is, you should use it as a focal point for your attention, while being prepared 
for the sensations to change.    

 
• If something is wrong, make the time to heal it rather than keep 

trying to function in an impaired state.   
 
• Having made the time, don’t waste it by watching television, or 

reading, and try not to take pain killers – commit your body and mind 
to the process of healing.  Form an active intention to be well.   

                                                 
15 ‘The Mind-Body Connection: Granny Was Right, After All’, by Kathy Quinn Thomas, The Rochester Review, University of 
Rochester, Rochester, New York, USA, 1997 
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• It’s not necessary to maintain a formal meditation posture – just be 

as  comfortable as possible – lying in bed, curled up in a couch by a 
fire – it doesn’t matter, so long as you body is comfortable and able 
to remain still for a long period of time. The more time you devote to 
this meditation, the faster healing will occur.   

 
• Don’t worry if you fall asleep for periods during this process – it 

doesn’t matter. Just relax and be as comfortable as you can. Your 
attitude should be similar to that of a sick animal lying down in a 
quiet place to give its mind and body over to the organising 
processes of nature to heal. 

 
• Now, close your eyes and direct your attention to the sensations 

around the locale of the injury or illness.   
 
• If it helps to visualise your attention lighting up the area, then do 

that, but don’t waste energy embellishing your visualisation. All your 
body needs is your attention to engage with the sensations - the 
tightness, the aches, the itches, the pain, the hotness, the coldness.   

 
• Don’t bother struggling with the sensations – let them flood through 

you, no matter how painful they are. Resistance will only enhance 
whatever pain is there – so let the sensations dance in the light of 
your attention. Give your mind and body over to them. Let them 
scream, whine, argue and howl within you.   

 
• Your purpose is to maintain a steady and fearless attention on the 

sensations – to let them lead your attention to the heart of the 
condition rather than losing itself in the reactive thoughts that 
inevitably arise.  

 
•  As you maintain your attention on the sensations, you’ll be aware of 

thoughts, images and feelings. Try not to engage with them, other 
than be aware. And don’t try to stop the thinking - thoughts will arise 
– that’s part of the process, so let them swarm past you and away. 
For this, the noting is good, because it helps to focus the attention 
and limits the thoughts to the functional. Treat the thoughts like 
mental toxins in flow, pouring out and away.   

 
• Whenever you catch your attention attaching to feelings of fear, 

disgust, dislike, or expectations, simply note, ‘thinking, thinking’ and 
return to the simple contemplation of the sensations.  

 
• If it helps to keep the attention steady on the sensations, note each 
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of the sensation characteristics as they arise – ‘burning’, ‘cutting’, 
slashing’, ‘wooden’…  .   

 
• You will find the sensations will change, come and go, intensify then 

fade – it’s as if they’re dancing, and it should be allowed to happen. 
Just follow the play of sensations almost as if you were listening to 
music. 

 
• You might also find you fall in and out of sleep. This is good – it’s a 

part of the healing so allow it to happen.  
  
• In all of this, try to maintain a sense of play and good humour. Don’t 

take things too seriously – even if the pain intensifies, try to treat 
what is happening with patience. Try to maintain an active interest in 
the process without becoming anxious. Anxiety causes tension, 
whereas good humour and patience will keep you relaxed, and assist 
in the healing.   

 
• Above all, be patient. Sometimes healing only takes an hour or two, 

while other times it takes longer. You’ll know when healing has 
occurred because suddenly you will become uninterested in the dis-
ease, and its sensations. Your thoughts will cease being so dark and 
become forward looking and more optimistic. Shortly after, the body 
will follow suit and let go of the condition.  
 

 

 
Meditation 7:  Dealing with Pain                                          
 
 
Before becoming the physical events we either love or hate, pain and pleasure are 

first and foremost, sensations – physical excitement. As such, in their origin, they are 
the same, whether subtle or intense. It is our conditioned mind and its reaction to the 
sensations that gives them the characteristics we know them by.  

Our sense of pain and pleasure are intimately connected to memory. Recently it’s 
been seen conclusively that nerves carrying pain signals to the brain also excite cells 
involved with making memories. Clifford Woolf, Professor of Anaesthesia Research at 
Harvard Medical School identifies this excitation as the main contributor to our 
perception of pain.  

"When you think about it, the link [between pain and memory] makes sense," 
Woolf points out. "During evolution, animals had to learn to recognize what causes pain 
and to remember to avoid such things. A one-celled amoeba moves away from too 
much heat just as a human avoids a hot stove." 16 
                                                 
16 “Memories of Pain can Come Back to Hurt”, by William J Cromie, Harvard University Gazette, Feb 3, 2000, USA 
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For this reason we see that people who in their childhood experienced pain in 
connection with love, become masochistic in their relationship with pain. Childhood 
experiences; cultural attitudes; upbringing and schooling – they’re all as important as 
our genetic makeup and gender in the development of our senses of pleasure and pain.  

For instance, in my travels through Asia, I’ve noticed Asian cultures inculcate a 
tolerance of pain that seems largely missing in the West. One particular event comes to 
mind: 

While on a trip to Thailand recently, I visited some Thai friends in Bangkok. As we 
stat in their house drinking tea, one of their small children, as she came running into the 
room, tripped over a mat and fell, hitting her head on a chair.  

As with most children her first reaction was shock, followed by screaming and 
tears – but no-one panicked or made a fuss. Her mother went to her and, after briefly 
checking to see that the child was alright, left her still crying and returned to her seat. 
Sitting herself down, she and her husband began to laugh while encouraging their 
daughter to stand up and come to them.  

On seeing her parents laughing, the little girl quickly stemmed her tears, climbed 
to her feet, and came across to where we were sitting. Her mother gave her a hug, 
patted her head and asked her if she was alright. The girl nodded and sat on her 
mother’s knee for a short while before going to join her brother in the other room. I 
heard them playing happily shortly after.  

I asked my friends why they had laughed when their daughter was in pain.   
They said, “Because if we make a fuss over her it will make her pain more intense 

and she will cry more. She must learn that pain is just a part of life. No different to 
pleasure. No big drama.”   

I could see the sense of their actions and it caused me to reflect on the way I had 
seen parents react to similar situations at home in Australia. In most situations, the 
moment their child began screaming, Australian parents would respond in either of two 
ways –  either smothering their child with affection and sympathy, or responding 
harshly, telling their child, ‘don’t be a cry-baby’.  Either way, the reaction was much 
more dramatic than I had witnessed with my Thai friends.  

 It occurred to me that perhaps these dramatic reactions were detrimental to the 
child’s future relationship with pain. In different ways, the parents were picking this 
singular event out from the flow of the child’s life and emphasising it – making it into a 
‘bad’ experience. This kind of reaction causes the child to bind fear into future 
experiences of shock or pain - and that’s what most Westerners are left with – a fear of 
pain which, ironically, only has the effect of making pain much more intense. 

Perhaps this is why, unlike most of the Asian cultures where pain is not 
considered exceptional, modern Western people have a terrible relationship with pain, 
both mental as well as physical.  

Because we fear it so much.   
So if we are to change the nature of pain as we perceive it, it is to this conditioned 

fear we must go. 
 
During a 10 day meditation retreat in 1987, I learnt firsthand about the power my 

conditioned reactions have in creating the ‘painfulness’ of pain.  



 99

It was my first experience with Vipassana meditation and, as it involved about 12 
hours of sitting each day and I was not used to sitting cross-legged I was physically 
very ill prepared. Within the first hour the agony in my lower body was probably the 
most intense pain I have ever experienced in my life.   

What made the pain more intense were the reactions coming from my mind as it 
tried to get me to relieve the pain by standing up. As the pain flared and pulsed through 
my legs and lower body, my mind was projecting vivid images of my legs slowly 
subsiding into a sludge of blood and bone on the floor, such that the urge to leap to my 
feet and run screaming from the hall was continuous and intense.   

I think it was only my pride that stopped me.   
Anyway, stuck there as I was, with a body screaming at me to run away, I tried to 

reason my way through the pain. Theoretically, I knew I was not harming my body by 
sitting there, because the pain would always disappear the moment I stood up at the 
end of each meditation. So this showed me no damage was being done.  

But still my mind reacted with extreme anxiety, and the pain intensified.  
After reasoning didn’t work, I tried ignoring the pain - burying my attention in the 

main object of the breath. But it was almost impossible to keep my attention away from 
the pain.  

In the end I didn’t know what to do. It was all I could do just to keep sitting. I lasted 
the first day and half the next day by which time my whole body pulsed with a red hot 
agony.   

In the middle afternoon I reached the last dregs of my stamina - I didn’t have the 
strength to fight the pain anymore, so I surrendered to it. My attention, which had spent 
all this time running away, suddenly fell deep into the pain. It was like falling into a hot 
pool of lava. The sensations flooded all through me and for about 10 minutes the pain 
spread through my body until it seemed as if I had become the pain – my entire 
universe was pain! 

Then just as I decided I couldn’t stand it anymore the sensations of pain magically 
disappeared. That’s what it felt like anyway. But after my initial surprise I saw the 
sensations were just as intense as before. It was just that they were no longer painful.  

What had changed was my reaction.  
I had become so flooded with pain it was as if my mind simply gave up and let go 

of all its reactions, including the very notion of pain. In the sudden and almost magical 
disappearance of this notion, even though my legs still pulsed with the stress of the 
posture, I felt an extraordinary sense of peace and tranquillity.  

In this I experienced one of the most basic lessons of Vipassana meditation. I saw 
that sensations are not what we think they are – they are not painful or pleasurable. 
Before the mind gives them a name, they are just sensations. I learnt that our idea of 
PAIN is created by our habit of always reacting to certain sensations in the same way.   

 
So finding release from pain is not about trying to stop the sensations. It is about 

engaging with them and seeing if you can change the way your mind reacts to them.  
This act of paying attention to the pain might seem strange at first – but this is 

because all your life you have been taught to stop pain, or try to escape from it. So 
what I’m asking you to do will at first seem counter-intuitive.  
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But try it out and see for yourself. Like sending a missile into the heart of the sun, 
direct your attention right into the sensations of the pain and try to keep it steady, while 
ignoring the thoughts and reactions as best you can. To this end noting is very handy. 
Keep the thinking mind occupied by noting, ”pain … pain …” 

If we can keep our attention engaged with the sensations, the idea of PAIN will 
gradually lose coherence and the sensations will change.  

They won’t necessarily disappear – they’ll change. They won’t be pain anymore.   
 
If, in this meditation, you are dealing with chronic pain take whatever posture is 

most comfortable - lying down, sitting in a comfortable couch – anywhere you think you 
can stay still for a long period of time.  

As soon as you are in that posture, make a quiet determination you will not move 
until the meditation is finished. It is essential that you do not react by squirming or 
fidgeting in any way, so that you can give all your energy to attending to the pain.   

 
• There is no set time for this meditation – relax into it and try to 

continue for as long as you can..   
 
• Just allow your breath to be what it is. Don’t try to relax the breath, 

or breathe deeply – this only has the reverse effect of tightening the 
muscles around the condition and making the pain reaction more 
intense.   

 
• It’s the OUT breath that’s most important, because when we are 

resisting feeling, we tend to restrict the OUT breath. So try to let 
each OUT breath fall out your body. If you catch yourself holding it 
in, mindfully let it go.   

 
• Now, as soon as the breath has found its rhythm and you feel 

relatively settled, bring your attention to bear on the source of the 
sensations of pain. 

 
• Try to let go of your attempts to control the pain – let it flood through 

you. Each time you find your body tensing up around the pain, try to 
relax the muscles concerned. I know this might be difficult at this 
point, but keep it in mind as we progress.   

 
• Don’t try to force the pain to go away. Allow the sensations to dance 

as they will. Just observe them.   
 
• While paying attention to the sensations, keep making sure each 

OUT breath is relaxed.   
 
• It’s almost certain that your attention will wander, so keep bringing it 

back and starting again.   
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• Try to maintain an attitude that, in meeting the sensations of this 

pain, you are entering into an intense conversation with an old and 
aggravating friend - and you are determined to stop arguing – 
instead you will listen intently to everything they have to say.   

 
• Try not to be too intense with your focus. Just let the sensations 

flood through your body like a fountain of water. It is as if you are 
releasing the floodgates and letting all the water that has been 
building up gush out and flow all over you. As much as possible, 
contemplate this gush of sensations without fear.   

 
• Let the sensations scream, whine, cut, slash, burn – let them do 

whatever they want. In fact, practise defiantly daring the sensations 
to intensify!   

 
• Feel the pain intently, as if you were listening to a friend, and be as 

tolerant, and patient, and understanding as possible.     
 
• Try not to tense up around the pain or inhibit it in any way. You are 

allowing the sensations to ‘speak’ as loudly as they want. They won’t 
kill you. Keep concentrating on letting them be as intense as they 
need to be. This is the only way the pain can resolve itself and 
change. 

 
• If the pain becomes so intense that you feel as if you’re losing 

concentration, begin noting: “pain is here now … pain is here now … 
pain is here now …” and keep your attention on the sensations.  
They will change. 

 
• As your concentration becomes stronger and calmer, begin pulling 

the pain apart. Explore its different parts – the physical sensations, 
and the mental component of thoughts and imaginings.  Maintain a 
healthy scepticism towards the thoughts. 

 
• As the sensations dance, changing, coming and going, notice the 

feelings and mental images that arise in your mind. Watch these 
images and feelings as if you were watching a film. This is your 
intuitive awareness exploring the pain, seeking to know it so it can 
let it go. 

 
• Ask yourself – what are the actual sensations and what are the 

thoughts.  Keep making a distinction between the physicality of the 
pain and the mentality of ‘PAIN’ that you’ve made from it.   
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• As soon as you’ve separated the thoughts from the sensations, keep 
returning your attention to the bare sensations. Don’t dwell on the 
idea of the pain. Let it go like smoke from a fire. Keep returning your 
attention to the sensations. 

 
• Your attitude in attending to the sensations is one of fascination, 

patience, fearlessness, daring, adventure, and ultimately, 
compassion for your suffering body. 

 
• If you find your body has tightened up around the pain, then 

mindfully let go of the muscles that have tensed up.  As you do this, 
try also to be aware of the fear that causes those muscles to tense. 

 
• As you strip away all the mental muck of fear and doubts that have 

been surrounding the pain, keep noting:  “… pain is here now … “   
 
• You will notice the sensations will ebb and flow, intensifying 

sometimes, then seem to fade.   
 
• If the sensations intensifies, notice how your reactions also 

intensify, the thoughts becoming louder, more insistent, the images 
becoming more graphic. See how these two aspects of sensations 
and reactions keep wanting to merge again as your well-known habit 
of ‘PAIN’ - to unify and gain strength as one single force so they can 
beat you.   

 
• When your mental reactions periodically merge back with the simple 

sensations, keep your attention on the sensations. Always 
sensations. The thoughts are a trap – they’ll keep pulling you back 
into your conditioned fear response. So keep your attention on the 
sensations.  

 
• Once your body and mind have calmed, and the pain has changed, 

as always, return to the main object and just sit in meditation for a 
while.   

 
If you suffer from chronic pain, it may take a few meditations before you notice a 

change. But if you keep going, patiently and persistently, change will come. And when it 
does your relationship with the pain will be different.  Suddenly you will understand the 
true nature of the pain and from that point on it will never again seem as formidable.   
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Meditation 8: Dealing with Anxiety      
 
 
She said: “I don’t know how they began – all I know is suddenly they were there.  

Ten years ago I was a normal university student sitting in a lecture theatre listening to a 
lecture on Tort law, when it hit me from nowhere. Suddenly I was sweating, I felt 
nauseous, my heart was pounding. I felt like my mind was spinning out of control – 
paranoia, feelings of impending doom – absolute panic.  From then on, even in 
between attacks I felt a terrible and constant dread that it was going to happen again.  

“As a result I’ve started avoiding situations where I think it might happen – but 
that’s proving impossible because I don’t even know what caused it.  And as every year 
goes by I feel closer and closer to killing myself, because I don’t know how long I can 
put up with this …"  

This description of a panic attack and its effect is fairly typical, and it describes 
something that can be ascribed to any one of a number of causes, including a lack of 
serotonin in the brain 17, or physiological problems with regulating our hormonal 
reaction to stress.  

In particular if we are spending too much time in an environment or situation 
where we need to suppress strong negative emotions such as an abusive relationship 
or work situation, we can develop habits of anxiety.  

And the more someone experiences anxiety attacks, the more they fear them 
reappearing and regardless of what originally caused the anxiety, this fear eventually 
supplants it as a cause. Regardless of any physiological cause, the reactive loop 
between far of an attack and the attack itself is the most dangerous component of the 
syndrome, ensuring the continuation and intensification of the anxiety attacks into full 
blown panic.  

 
Interestingly enough, anxiety/panic attacks have a very close relationship with our 

breathing habits – and indeed, it is our breathing that is possibly a trigger for the 
condition.    

When we attempt to contain and repress emotions such as fear, outrage, anger, 
sadness, or despair, our breathing often can become more shallow, and higher in our 
chests. This fast, shallow breathing, because it doesn’t use all of our lung space, has 
the effect of taking in more oxygen while retaining less carbon dioxide, which switches 
on a rather strange and paradoxical physical reaction.   

Because we are breathing out more carbon dioxide than the body produces, the 
levels of carbon dioxide in our blood become too low. Now, conventional thinking would 
assume that the less carbon dioxide, and the more oxygen we breathe, the better.   

But this is not so.   
Our body needs a certain amount of carbon dioxide to help deliver oxygen to its 

organs, brain and tissue – so if there is not enough carbon dioxide, our blood becomes 
too alkaline, a condition known as ‘blood alkalosis’.   

                                                 
17 Serotonin is a neurotransmitter concentrated in certain areas of the brain, which assists the transference of signals between cells 
in the brain.  If, for whatever reason, there is not enough serotonin in the brain, the result is the brain is not processing information 
as efficiently as it could.  This can have all kinds of effects, from a lowering of mood, to confusion, anxiety, depression. 
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Alkalosis causes the arteries to shrink, with a restrictive effect on the blood flow. 
This in turn results in less oxygen reaching muscle tissue and organs, including the 
brain. The effect is, because the brain is now starved for oxygen, it tries to ‘kick start’ 
our breathing by stimulating the nervous system, discharging more adrenaline into our 
body.   

The result is a ‘fight or flight response’, in which our adrenalized mind and body 
start feeding back on themselves, creating uncanny feelings of impending doom that 
are the main characteristic of panic attacks. We suddenly feel we are suffocating. We 
feel anxious, confused and emotional. And as the condition intensifies, the brain 
becomes even more confused because there is no apparent cause and no avenue of 
action – so we feel out of control, almost mad with a terror that has no apparent reason.   

Once this physical syndrome happens a couple of times, for whatever reason, the 
reactive component in which we fear it happening again kicks in as an additional cause. 
And if this reactive loop is left spinning it can lead to a serious disability that feeds and 
empowers itself. 

 
Like most problems in life, panic attacks are a habit.  
And just as we learnt the habit, we can unlearn it.   
All we need is to make a decision to deal with it and then be ready for when it 

appears. When we feel anxiety begin to arise, instead of retreating into our usual fearful 
reaction and trying to escape the event, we do the opposite.   

We face it head on.  
And in facing it, we focus our attention on the sensations instead of the fearful 

thought reactions - because after all, it is this fearful response which has become a part 
of the causal base. So even though we’re aware of panicked thoughts washing over us, 
we keep our focus on physical things.  

 
Now, as well as letting go of our mental reaction, we must also try to slow the rate 

of breathing to help us retain carbon dioxide. It was for this reason that an old and 
effective remedy for anxiety was to make the person breathe in and out of a paper bag. 
But while breathing into a paper bag might well help to calm the condition, it does not 
resolve it. So we won’t be using any assistance other than our will and the awareness 
we need to change the way we react.   

 
Practise the following steps as a rehearsal for when anxiety hits:   
 

• When you notice anxiety beginning, try to take charge of your 
breath. Make sure the OUT breath is relaxed. If it is not, note 
‘tightness, tightness’, and see if you can let go of the OUT breath.  

• Breathing in slowly and deeply through your nose, begin counting 
five beats per breath – 5 beats for the IN breath - 5 beats for the OUT 
breath. This will help you to keep your breathing slow.  

• As you inhale, imagine the air is going down deep into your 
stomach, for the slow count of five.  
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• As you exhale, imagine your stomach slowly emptying all the air 
until it's totally empty.   

• Don’t breathe in so deeply that it is uncomfortable – only take as 
much air as you comfortably need. As you practise your shoulders 
and chest should have very little movement. 

• As you do this, try to take charge of your thoughts. You cannot stop 
them, but you can keep disengaging your attention from them. Keep 
bringing your attention back to your body and the counting of your 
breaths.  

• If you get stuck in thinking, use the noting: “thinking … thinking  …”  
and come back to feeling the body and counting each of the IN and 
OUT breaths. 

• Be very determined in pulling your attention away from the thoughts, 
because if your attention gets stuck in them, the anxiety will 
intensify in response.  

• Keep reminding yourself that the thoughts are not true. Nobody has 
ever died from an anxiety attack. The thoughts of death and panic 
are just propaganda created by a brain that is trying to terrify you 
into breathing in more oxygen.  

• Remember, once the panic attack is underway it is very physical. 
Your body has mistakenly released adrenalin into your system and it 
is distorting your thinking and your perceptions. So concentrate on 
taking charge of the only part of the attack you can take charge of – 
your physical response – the sensations and the breathing. 

• Let the thoughts scream and shout in the background as you 
concentrate on your body and counting the breaths slowly and as 
mindfully as you can. 

• Try to keep your body as loose as possible. If you find your body 
tightening up, keep letting go as much as possible as you feel the 
body and count the breaths. 

• Keep counting each part of the breath, “1 … 2 … 3 … 4 … 5 …”  for 
IN, then OUT, until the physiological effects in your body have 
calmed, as they certainly will.   

• It usually takes about 15 minutes for the anxiety hormones to be 
processed by your kidneys and liver, but you should begin feeling 
better after about 10 minutes.   

• Often when a panic attack hits, we forget to take action.  We just 
lapse into it, and that gives it power. So you must plan ahead and 
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practise this exercise for 10 minutes each day so that when an attack 
hits and you find yourself hyperventilating, you naturally remember 
what to do and can easily take command.    

 
As I said before, panic attacks feed upon fear and aside from our breathing habits, 

this fear of panic itself can be very hard to let go of. Like a perverse devil, the anxiety 
gains power from our resistance to it – such that the more we fight it, the more it feeds 
off the mental and metabolic energy our resistance creates. This energy causes the 
attack to become more intense, and more long lasting.  

So inevitably the fear must be faced – not fought, or run away from – but mindfully 
looked into. In doing this, as with most things, it is helpful to maintain a spirit of 
adventure in facing your fear – a sense that you are determined to face whatever 
arises.   

The following story is about one woman’s experience when she finally decided to 
face her monster: 

Alexandra walked into my apartment and, after shaking my hand and accepting a 
cup of green tea, she sat in the corner of the sofa and stared intently out of the window. 
I could see that she was struggling with something, so I sat quietly and waited.  

After a couple of minutes had passed, she said, “I think I’m going mad,” then burst 
into tears. 

She told me that she’d always suffered from anxiety, even when she had been at 
school. But at the time doctors had assured her and her parents that it was just a minor 
phase of her growing up, that the attacks would dissipate over time. But they didn’t. The 
anxiety became chronic, and now it seemed to be regularly blossoming into full blown 
panic attacks at regular intervals.  

“I just don’t understand it.” she said, “I’ve had an extremely average life.  My 
family wasn’t the most functional of families, but we all loved one another, and my 
childhood was relatively happy and uneventful. There’s no reason… just no reason for 
me to feel like this.”   

I mentioned that perhaps it was not worthwhile asking herself why the anxiety was 
here, or what originally triggered it. Regardless of what the original cause was, it has 
now become a syndrome that needs nothing more than the combination of her 
anticipation and fear to sustain itself.  

 In other words, it was now creating its own physical and mental conditions.  
 I asked her to describe it.   
“I’ll be going through a normal day and suddenly my breathing tightens and I know 

immediately that it’s here.  I get a sinking feeling in my stomach, my heart starts 
pounding, and I start panicking.   And sometimes I can’t move.  I just sit, sweating and 
quivering, and I get this awful nausea…it’s pathetic, embarrassing… especially if there 
are other people around.  So I try to contain it, to fight it, but it just gets worse…” 

“How do you fight it?” 
“I try to breathe deeply and relax my body.  I try to think positively – I have some 

affirmations that I use that a counsellor gave me a few years ago.” 
“What are the affirmations?” 
“I tell myself that ‘I am relaxed, I am calm’, stuff like that ...”   
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“Do the affirmations work?” 
“No, not really. Sometimes it’s like, I’ll be desperately saying the affirmations with 

one part of my mind, but another more perverse part of my mind is laughing at me for 
being so stupid.  It’s telling me, ‘you’re panicking, and it’ll get worse’.  And it does...” 

“Why do you try to fight it?” 
Alexandra looked at me quizzically. 
“Why?” 
“Yes.  After all, by now you know fighting it doesn’t work, so why do you do it?” 
“Because I hate it … I’m terrified of panicking … so I fight. What else would I do?” 
“Fighting it doesn’t seem to be working, does it?” 
“No.” 
“So if fighting doesn’t work, why not try the opposite?” 
At this point a sceptical frown was appearing on Alexandra’s face.  
“What’s the opposite.” she said. 
“Well, the panic owns your body at that point, so instead of wasting energy trying 

to fight it, why not just surrender to it. Ride the wave instead of struggling with it.” I said. 
“Watch it. Observe the way it affects your body. Treat it like you’re a passenger on a 
roller-coaster. After all, aside from the discomfort, what’s the worst thing that can 
happen?” 

“All kinds of things,” she exclaimed, “I could be sick, I could embarrass myself in 
public by sweating and quivering all over the place…” 

“But some of these things happen anyway, don’t they?” 
“Sometimes, yes.” 
“So prepare for the worst. When it hits you, tell whoever is around you that you’re 

going to take a little rest. Then sit down, close your eyes, breathe slowly and engage 
with what’s happening to your body.  

“It’s like surfing. If you struggle with the wave you’ll drown. So, engage with the 
wave, ride it all the way in. You’ll find that if you give your body to the panic, and 
observe it as best you can, it’ll pass away much faster than if you fight it.” 

Alexandra went away still in two minds about what I said.   
A few days later, while at her desk at the advertising agency she works for, she 

experienced another panic attack. She told me later her first instinct had been to fight it 
as usual, but then what I had said to her had popped into her head.  

 “… so I told a work mate I felt a little sick and needed to rest. I lay back in the 
chair, closed my eyes, and it was like being caught in a tornado inside me.  It got so 
intense I just knew I was going to be sick all over the desk, but I wasn’t.  The panic 
filled my body, I was sweating like a pig and my chest felt so tight I thought it would 
burst. But I did what you said – I ‘rode the wave’, and it was terrifying at first. And all the 
usual thoughts flashed through, ‘I’m dying!  This time I’m dying!’, and ‘It’ll never stop!’ 
The panic took my body and filled me up, but I kept thinking to myself, ‘Fighting doesn’t 
work, so go with this!  Go with it!  Ride the wave! Go with it!’. 

“And suddenly, just when I thought I couldn’t stand it any more, the panic began to 
dissipate. I felt the tension in my chest loosen. Then the quivering calmed and all the 
feelings seemed to just trickle away.   

“It was like the panic just lost interest and disappeared as quickly as it had come.  
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A few minutes later, even though I was a bit sweaty, everything was back to normal. It 
was incredible. I felt a bit tired, but I also felt great, like I’d finally beaten a curse.” 

 
When Alexandra let go fighting and gave her mind and body over to the panic she 

robbed it of the one thing it needed to sustain itself – the resistance of her fearful 
reactions. As a result, the energy it needed to exist was not there anymore – so it faded 
away.   
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Part 4 
 
 
 

 
Imagination 

 
 
 

 
One does not become enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by 
making the darkness conscious. 
                     - C. G. Jung 

 
 
 
The way meditation is taught in the West, the imagination is usually regarded as a 

distraction – a mischievous part of mind generating fantasies and mental imagery that 
only obstruct what is considered to be ‘good meditation’.  

But experience has taught me different.   
Over the years I’ve been practicing meditation, I’ve found imagination particularly 

useful when a powerful stressor has made itself known as I meditate – either of pain, 
illness, or a darker state like anxiety, depression, anger or grief.  

So in this part of the book we’ll be exploring the use of imagination as a meditation 
tool. As such, like all the other methods in this book, it’s a device to help you when 
something stands in the way of the ultimate mission of meditation, that being, to coax 
the mind and body into unconditioned stillness.   

 
Now usually when I mention imagination most people think I mean visualisations, 

because they are commonly associated with meditation.  
But I don’t, for good reason.   
A visualisation is a mental device where by imagining a certain scenario, we try to 

create a physical effect. For example, we might imagine ourself sitting on a deserted 
beach with the ocean lapping at the shore and a limitless blue sky and find it makes us 
feel good. Or if we feel fear we might visualise ease and success, to coax the body into 
changing its reaction.    

The reason a visualisation has this physical effect is to do with the fact that the 
body does not discriminate between physical reality and what is imagined. Whatever 
happens in the mind, the body sympathetically reacts to. A very good example if this 
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phenomenon of the body reacting to mental images is worry. In visualising terrible 
things that could happen tomorrow, we create an adrenalin reaction in the body which 
reacts as if those events were actually happening. Another example is nightmares – 
where we wake up from nightmares charged and sweating.  

Now one would think this would be extremely useful – that we could apply 
visualisations to ‘will away’ anything we don’t want or at least make ourself feel better 
when we’re depressed or anxious; visualise images of cool forests and clear mountain 
streams to make it all go away.   

But it doesn’t work that way, because our conscious mind is not the source of our 
emotional reactions to things, nor is it the arbiter of what we feel. So even though we 
might be able to create short term effects in our body with visualisations, we cannot 
change our deep emotional responses or make them disappear, because our emotions 
don’t come from the conscious mind. They are sourced in a whole stew of unconscious 
triggers linked to past experiences of similar things. 

For example, we might find ourself disliking a person who we don’t even know that 
well. If asked why, our answer might be, “I don’t know, I just don’t like him.”  

Or we might walk into a room and feel instantly uncomfortable.  We don’t know 
why – we just do. We don’t consciously know why we feel antipathy to certain things 
because the feeling is coming from an unconscious source – from past reactions 
embedded in the mind as neural patterns we no longer recognise consciously.   

So no matter how we might try to consciously rationalise our emotional reaction 
away, telling ourselves it’s stupid, irrational or whatever, the unconscious agenda will 
always prevail, and the reaction will keep arising.   

An example of this was a case I heard about from a hypnotherapist friend of mine:   
 
About twenty years ago a young girl was crossing the road on her way home from 

school when she was hit by a car. The impact threw her across the road and she 
landed in the gutter, bleeding and broken.   

She was taken to hospital and after a month of treatment she was healed except 
for a significant difference in her personality. Where before she had been outgoing and 
unselfconscious, now she was frequently anxious and didn’t like to go out.  

As she got older these new characteristics became more pronounced until, as a 
young woman, she became severely agoraphobic - with a twist.  

She couldn’t stand daylight.  
And though her conscious, rational mind told her this was ridiculous, going out of 

the house during the day made her so anxious she would become physically ill.   
Years went by and finally she decided to do something about it. She went to see 

my friend, a hypnotherapist. After quite a few sessions of hypnosis, she finally came to 
an event that had been pivotal to the formation of her particular neurosis - an event that 
happened the day of the car accident.   

Now, one would think that the experience of being hit by a car and injured the way 
she had would have been causal to her condition. But it wasn’t – not on it’s own 
anyway. What she recalled under hypnosis was what happened after the car hit her. 
She remembered lying in the gutter and there was a tin can beside her head, the lid of 
which was reflecting the sun into her eyes. 
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For some reason, it was this experience that crystallised the traumatic event she 
had experienced.   

Her unconscious mind fixated on the sensation of reflected light, causing her to 
feel anxiety whenever it hit her eyes. At first the anxiety was subtle but as she aged, 
she became afraid of it, which compounded the anxiety until it became a pathological 
condition.    

There was no rational sense to it – it was just the way it was.  
 
So why is this apparent irrational unconscious part of the mind so powerful? Well, 

like the rest of our instinctive reactions, it’s all about survival.  
Throughout our life the unconscious mind collects every emotional ‘hotspot’ from 

our experience and remembers them all. The more we experience of a particular kind, 
the hotter will the triggering of an adrenalin reaction against that experience happening 
again.  

For instance, a badly abused child will grow up to have an extremely high 
propensity for either rage or fear, simply because all the experiences of abuse have 
linked up in their unconscious to create an extreme pattern of defensiveness and 
readiness for action.  

This unconscious propensity is a function designed by nature to keep us safe – so 
a fight or flight response can be triggered instantly, before we think. Nature 
understands that in an emergency where reaction time is in milliseconds there’s no time 
for us to consciously process what we’re going to do.  

So the unconscious takes care of it.    
Another example of this disconnect between the conscious and unconscious 

minds is our experience of grief. Anyone who has experienced the loss of a loved one 
will remember how, even when they had logically ‘gotten over’ the loss, their body still 
suffered intense emotion.  

There seems no logical reason for this long process that grief takes of denial, 
anger, bargaining and depression before final acceptance - commonly referred to as 
the ‘grief cycle’. And yet it takes place, in its own time and despite any conscious 
decisions one may make about it. This contradiction between conscious acceptance of 
a death and the seeming madness of our grief has everything to do with the 
unconscious. 

 
So it is this disconnect between the conscious and unconscious aspects of mind 

that’s the reason why visualisations have no healing use at all – because no matter 
how much our conscious mind wills and visualises a positive image, if our unconscious 
‘truth’ is the opposite, it will have its way.  

So when it comes to emotions and the ‘dark’ side of our Self; depression, anxiety 
and so on - all of which are sourced from the unconscious - no matter how stimulating a 
visualisation might be, it will have no lasting effect.  

 
So then, how can our imagination be used?  
Well, to describe the ‘how’ is relatively easy – but the ‘why’ is a little more 

complex. And in order to use imagination in meditation, the ‘why’ must be completely 
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understood so you don’t lose your way. So I’m going to take a circuitous route to the 
method we’ll be using - a journey of relevant ideas so you’ll have a solid foundation to 
work from.   

Rest assured, it’ll come together as you read.    
 

Forgetting the Gift                                                                     
 
"The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful 
servant. We have created a society that honours the servant and has 
forgotten the gift."  
                                                                                -  Albert Einstein 
 
Though we use our imagination constantly, its role in modern life is actually quite 

limited. Outside of entertainment, art, daydreaming, and wishful thinking we don’t seem 
to have much use for it at all. Indeed in some cases having ‘too much imagination’ is 
regarded as an impediment, as if the ‘serious business of life’ should have as little to do 
with imagination as possible.  

But it wasn’t always this way.   
In ancient times the imagination was an intrinsic part of living. As the medium of 

their spiritual sense, it was a melting pot in which they and everything in the universe 
around them was integrated as a dynamic whole. To this end, shamans, druids, spirit 
doctors, witches and sorcerers were core members of the community, their principle 
tool of trade being the imagination of their constituency, together with a vast pantheon 
of gods, spirits, devils and devas, whose stories formed allegories for the different 
aspects of life.  

Across all the Hindu traditions for instance, there are over 300,000 deities, all 
aspects of one supreme deity, Brahman 18, the deity of existence itself. And all of the 
sub deities are metaphors for different aspects of self, life and the universe.  

This use of their imagination to personify the forces of nature and the emotions 
they felt, had very practical purpose. The spirits and gods formed metaphors through 
which people were able to develop personal relationships with parts of their life that 
were otherwise difficult to understand. As such, a tragic event, in being attributed to the 
retribution of an enraged god, could be understood and forgiven.  

In this, the imagination was a kind of workshop where all parts of life could meet 
and be negotiated with, giving people an emotional agility and grace that’s largely 
missing in our modern world - though it still exists in parts of rural Africa and Asia.  

 
So what changed? How did it happen that our imagination lost this healing, 

unifying role in our lives?   
My personal view is that in the West, our relationship with imagination was 

profoundly altered by the emergence of Christianity - particularly the form it took during 
the 900 years of the ‘dark ages’ when the Catholic church was at its most pervasive 

                                                 
18 Brahman: ‘… the unchanging, infinite, immanent, and transcendent reality which is the Divine Ground of all matter, energy, time, 
space, being, and everything beyond in this Universe in the Hindu religion’ – definition from: Brodd, Jefferey (2003). World 
Religions. Winona, MN: Saint Mary's Press 
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and powerful.  
Where before people's life sense had been integrated with their unity of spirit, 

world and universe, the coming of Catholicism separated them from the ‘god/universe’. 
The Catholic view was of ‘man the sinner’ in constant supplication to ‘God the creator’, 
while living like a probationary manager of ‘God’s creation’. The effect of this was a 
conceptual fragmentation of people’s spiritual view, both of themselves and the world 
around then.  

Instead of being an inextricable and essential part of a holistic ‘god-universe’, 
humanity simply became ‘god’s children’. As such their lives became subject to ‘god’s 
will’ which, through the position of the Catholic church as God's only representative on 
earth, meant blind obedience to the church – no negotiation; no process. So instead of 
being one with their sense of god and the flux all of god’s creation, people found 
themselves alone in an alien world ‘owned’ by god, in which they were sinners simply 
by being born.   

In this ideological shift we lost our sense of belonging in the universe. And this 
was where the subtle disconnect between ‘man’ and ‘nature happened. Instead of 
being one with nature, our sense of self was shackled to a cruel and vengeful god, 
whose actions seemed utterly capricious, but which we were told not to question, 
because ‘god’s will’ was unto himself. The intuitive interconnectedness of mind, spirit 
and universe that humankind had always lived within was lost along with the shamans, 
witches, sorcerers and visionaries who were hunted down and purged by Catholic 
inquisitors. Our imagination, previously the medium of connection with the universe 
around and within us, was put to the service of the church. Anything envisioned that 
was not officially sanctioned was branded the work of the devil and forbidden. 

It was a spiritual castration so profound that even now, we suffer the effects.  
 
It was only after almost 900 years of spiritual repression that things gradually 

changed. Around the 12th century AD, as trade grew throughout Europe, bringing other 
cultural views to the cities of Europe, the Catholic monasteries and schools ceased to 
be the sole sources of education. In the cross fertilisation of cultures that occurred, 
people’s intellectual view naturally began to expand. Universities began to appear in 
major European cities and literacy became available to a wider class of people.  

Stimulated by this infusion of foreign culture, our irrepressible imagination burst 
forth as major advances in art, sculpture, music, and architecture, culminating in the 
Renaissance, an unparalleled period of invention and art still in process now.  

But the long period of Catholic repression left us profoundly changed.  
As vivid and innovative as the Renaissance imagination was, it has never 

replaced the door between realities that was our ancient imagination. Though the 
Renaissance certainly transformed our knowledge, our lives and our planet, we never 
regained the intuitive meld of physical, emotional and spiritual that was lost when 
Christianity outlawed the ‘barbarian’ imagination.  

Instead, like a captured horse, our creative energy was hitched to the needs of a 
new master – and the clicking, clanking cart of the Industrial Revolution emerged as the 
only child of the Renaissance.  
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So now, in the giant technological machine we’ve built for ourselves the rest of 
nature is no longer our kin. We no longer feel an intimate bond with the trees, the land, 
the rain, the wind and sea, or the other creatures of the world. We call it ‘nature’ as if it 
were a foreign land, quite forgetting that we ourselves, as well as everything we do, are 
also ‘nature’. 

In no longer feeling integrated with nature, we try to live at a distance from it, in 
our houses and cities, and though occasionally we go out into it, and gawk at it, we are 
fascinated and terrified at the same time.  

We find it helps to regard it simply as a feed-bowl of potential products for us to 
harvest and consume. This depersonalisation makes it such that we can exploit and 
destroy at will and without guilt, because our castrated spiritual view has made the 
world into an inanimate set of ‘things’.  

Ironically, this mercenary view has crossed over to our view of each other - just as 
everything around us is evaluated as components in a vast socio-industrial complex, 
we too have become grist for the mill. With all our extraordinary variety, we now very 
tellingly call ourselves ‘consumers’, ‘the workforce’ -  ‘human resources’. In this, we 
have reduced ourselves to being parts of the same vast financial balance sheet as the 
rest of the world, in which we are simply tangible components of varying value 
according to potential use.  

The effect of this is subtle, but powerful nevertheless.  
With a world of technology and corporate entities around us, seemingly 

uncomplicated and efficient, we unknowingly assume an expectation of the same for 
ourselves, again in denial of our natural complexity. Dressed in uniforms and working to 
timetables, we expect ourselves to be ‘professional’, prompt and obedient often against 
the grain of how we actually feel – a dichotomy in which our humanity is continually 
usurped by a sense of ourselves as simply cogs within a machine.  

And this seamless integration of our sense of self with the bubble of technology 
we live within has another side effect. It’s created a dangerous illusion in which we 
seem to control nature. After all, we see if we need light, we only have to flip a switch. If 
we need water, we turn on a tap. We need food, we go to the shop. We need to know 
what the weather will be like tomorrow, we turn on the TV or a computer and the 
projections are there.  

So by extension, we attempt the same control with ourselves, because it’s the 
only way we can fit in with an environment that has no place for our true nature.  

And it seems to work.  
Supported by the bubble of technology we live within, with all its comforts and 

ways of forgetting, everything seems so complete and we feel so safe and secure that 
there seems no need to even acknowledge the wild nature of our unconscious.  

Because this chaotic and uncontrollable universe in which we live also exists deep 
within the core of ourselves, often responding violently when we ignore it or try to 
control it. Nervous breakdowns, blind rage, psychosomatic diseases and allergies; they 
surprise, mystify and frighten us in much the same way as natural disasters in the 
outside world.  

As such, we feel besieged from two sides, from within and without – from the 
planet we cannot control, as well as our own psyche which we also cannot control.  
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And for the lack of a working relationship with nature, we try to control ourselves 
and our world – quite forgetting that nature cannot be controlled. In fact, it actively 
resists control. Proof of this is the burgeoning crisis in the ecology around us, a cost of 
our arrogant attempts to control the nature of the world.  And this is in combination with 
the exponential expansion of depression, anxiety and mental illness – again the cost of 
our arrogant attempts to control our inner nature. 

So the deconstructive mindset we inherited from the Renaissance and Industrial 
revolution is obviously not working.   

Perhaps then, in looking for a different way of working with our world and our inner 
self, we might find that what we need would naturally be given to us if only we could 
relinquish control and engage with the processes of nature. Because nature is not our 
enemy. It’s our home and our kin. And everything it does that seems chaotic and 
uncontrollable is simply a part of its constant drive to find balance.   

This was what the ancients understood - that far from being inanimate and 
senselessly chaotic, the universe (including ourself) is an intelligent and profoundly 
interconnected organism with an innate ability to self adjust and self heal – if only we 
would stop meddling and let it happen.  

 
So what stops us from letting go, and giving ourself to nature’s constant process 

of seeking balance?   
Inevitably I think it comes back to the notion of control. With our linear language 

and mechanical view of nature, we can no longer comprehend its seemingly chaotic 
process, and so are continually set against it, by both fear and expectation.  

Where the lives of the ancients was a communion between their chaotic 
imagination and the chaotic universe they sensed around them, our modern sense of 
reality has a manufactured predictability which is innately false. In the mental 
straitjacket we use to think, we’ve reduced our mental potential to a linear intellect in 
which 2 plus 2 must always equal 4 and there must only ever be 3 dimensions. In this 
it’s as if we’re constantly cramming the ever-changing shape of our deep personal truth 
into the same square hole of mathematical logic and rationality as our laws and 
science.  

To us then, there is a clear distinction between our imagination and reality. Quite 
forgetting that our sense of reality is false. Conditioned by the bubble we live within, it is 
a construct that is profoundly abstracted from the natural universe around us.  

The same could be said for our internal view of self. In constantly deferring to our 
conscious, rational mind, with all its conditioned propaganda, we live in denial of our 
true nature – the greater part of mind, the unconscious aspect which, like the universe, 
is a wild and intuitive force.  

And the imagination is its spokesperson.  
As such, it is our imagination that is the only part of our conscious mind that is 

capable of speaking our inner truth – of how we feel and our personal reality. Because 
as I said, this is the imagination’s role – if we listen to it. It speaks the truth of our heart, 
no matter how inconvenient, because it cannot do anything other than that. 

But we don’t listen to it.   
Nor do we give our imagination credibility, because its language lacks the linear 
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logic we have become conditioned to. But as Rabindranath Tagore, a famous Indian 
poet once said: “A mind all logic is like a knife all blade. It makes the hand bleed that 
uses it.”  

So it is that, being obstinately stuck within our rational view of things, we lack a 
workable connection with the darker, more chaotic aspects of ourselves and our life – 
particularly our unconscious mind, which can express itself and find resolution through 
imagination.  

Aside from dreaming, we don’t use our imagination to know this aspect of 
ourselves at all. So the unconscious is forced to act itself out in our lives – as violence, 
depression, anxiety and so on.  

As Carl Jung said:  “The psychological rule says that when an inner situation is 
not made conscious, it happens outside as fate.  That is to say, when the individual 
remains undivided and does not become aware of his inner contradictions, the world 
must perforce act out the conflict and be torn into opposite halves.”  19 

But sitting within our intensely rational, technological bubble as we do, we have no 
ability to understand these ‘inner contradictions’, or negotiate with them.   

We simply try to control them.  
And any healing process that imagination could play in revealing it to us remains 

dormant, unused. Where the ancients used rituals, dances, and art to engage their 
imagination with their inner contradictions, we condescendingly imagine these things 
were simply primitive forms of entertainment – at most, rudimentary versions of the 
same empty rituals as we perform in our churches. But this view unknowingly reflects 
our spiritual poverty back to us.  

Because everything the ancients did resonated together in their imagination, 
creating an intuitive sense that all our logic and rational thinking is incapable of 
creating. Their imagination created a holistic and intuitive ‘knowing’ of the processes of 
their lives and the mysterious universe they were a part of - a gift that we cannot know 
because we are as estranged from those parts of ourself and the universe as we are 
from the dark side of the moon.  

Perhaps it is for this reason that we blithely call the larger part of our mind ‘the 
unconscious’ - in tacit acknowledgement that we have no idea of how we actually feel, 
and so have no idea of what we actually are, or how we’re likely to act in future.  

But nevertheless, we expect to function perfectly despite it. 
 
Now, I’m not suggesting that we should go back to the rituals, dances and spiritual 

ways of our ancestors. That would be ridiculous.  We are what we are, and our mind is 
different now. 

 But nevertheless, we still have our imagination, as raw and fascinating as it can 
be. And though we no longer give it credibility, it is still the only spokesman we have for 
our personal truth - if we know how to use it.  As such it is a powerful healing tool, 
particularly when it comes to emotions.  

So let’s talk about emotions now.  
 
 

                                                 
19 Jung, Carl, The Essential Jung, ed. Anthony Storr, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1983, p. 225 
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The Tyranny of the Happy Face                                                  
 

"One day it was announced by Master Joshu that the young monk Kyogen 
had reached an enlightened state. Much impressed by this news, several of 
his peers went to speak with him.  
"We have heard that you are enlightened. Is this true?" his fellow students 
inquired.  
"It is," Kyogen answered.  
"Tell us," said a friend, "how do you feel?"  
"As miserable as ever," replied the enlightened Kyogen.  
                                                                     - Zen Story, source unknown 
 
So here we are, forces of nature trying to live orderly lives in the bubble of our 

technological world – what strange and contradictory creatures we’ve become. We 
dance to two masters; our conscious mind which resembles out technology – orderly, 
moralistic and logical, known to usu through our thoughts. And then there is our 
unconscious mind; nature within us – capricious, amoral and known to us principally 
through our feelings.  

Torn between what think and what we feel, we spend a lot of our lives in conflict 
with ourselves.  

We pine for peace, but are compelled to war.  
We make strict laws as a means of social control, yet find perverse enjoyment in 

breaking them.  
We espouse morality, mutual respect and order, yet are fascinated by violence, 

pornography and disaster.  
So many contradictions arise from the discrepancy between what we think and 

how we feel. And perhaps most contradictory of all is our constant expectation of 
perfect happiness in a reality we know is simply not designed to deliver it to us. As the 
aphorism goes: “Life’s not meant to be easy.” 

No other creature has the need for happiness that we have.  
Animals, birds and reptiles; though I’m sure happiness is part of their lives, don’t 

miss it if it’s not present. A dog doesn’t lie awake at night in a cold sweat over the 
possibility of death tomorrow. When they’re happy, they’re wonderfully happy until 
they’re not. And if they’re unhappy, they don’t blame, or resent, or go into therapy about 
it - they’re simply unhappy until happiness comes again. For them, happiness and 
unhappiness come and go like changes in the weather. However they’re feeling, they 
invariably behave with grace and wisdom - resting if they’re depressed, celebrating 
when they’re happy.  

For us however, happiness is what everything’s all about. It’s our primary cultural 
subtext. We dream, work, compete, fight, steal and play for happiness - always plotting 
our course with the belief that if we could only get the right combination of elements in 
the right quantity, we’ll find perfect happiness.  

And our media keeps hammering it in because their advertisers depend on the 
business our happiness addiction creates for them. Everywhere we go; on billboards, 
radio, TV and print, is the constant suggestion that every product we DON’T yet have is 
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all we’ll need for happiness. And we believe them because we want to believe them – 
because we want to believe that perfect happiness exists somewhere, and it’s that easy 
to get. 

But as absurd as our happiness addiction is, it’s only the beginning of the real 
problem. The real problem is, we’re obsessed with happiness largely because we’re so 
terrified of it’s opposite - unhappiness. In fact, it might even be said that happiness is 
defined by a lack of unhappiness. So in running toward the mirage of happiness, we 
are actually running away from unhappiness, in whatever form it might come - sadness, 
anger, anxiety, depression – we hate it all.  

 
Paradoxically, it is our fearful reaction to unhappiness that empowers it, but our 

culture doesn’t recognise that.  We give values to all the emotional textures, denoting 
some as ‘desirable’ and others as simply wrong, and this creates the terrible fear we 
feel for our ‘dark side’ What we should be doing is accepting all the emotional textures 
as just what they are – as signals – post-it notes from our unconscious telling us when 
we need to change our habits or rest. But we are afraid of the signals, so we try to kill 
the messengers – our emotions.   

In trying to only have the good feelings, we try to consign our dark side to some 
oblivion with in us in the hope it’ll just fade away on its own. Testament to this are the 
hundreds of anti-depressants available, not to mention the recreational drugs, both 
legal and illegal, that we use to ‘feel good’.  

And if we can’t get a drug to get rid of our darkness, there are many other 
seemingly benign activities which we use to mask what we feel – we over-eat, watch 
sport, television or over-work, party – we even try to use meditation as way to stop 
feeling  – anything except face our emotional truth.   

But emotions don’t disappear because we deny them or hide them, or suppress 
them. Compelled to expression, if they are not felt as the pure metabolic energy they 
are, that energy displaces to become something much more insidious.  

They become what I call the ‘grey states’. 
 

Grey States 
 
Neurotic tension is the physiological segment of painful feelings severed 
from consciousness. It is the “energy” of feeling. When a feeling is 
repressed out of consciousness due to its load of pain, what we experience 
is that energy … tension.  

                                                            - Arthur Janov 
 
A grey state is the feeling you get when you’re refusing to feel something - the 

confusing angst that appears when you’re refusing to accept that you feel a particular 
emotion. In this it has all the physicality of an emotion without the actual emotional 
signal itself.   

Superficially, grey states appear as the conditions we know as:  
• Depression 
• Anxiety 
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• Boredom 
• Physical tension 
• Apathy 

 
But they can also appear as any one of thousands of other illnesses, from 

physical allergies to mental illness.   
As I said in the introduction to the previous chapter, emotions arise from the 

unconscious, which does not think so much as feel. As such, the ‘story’ our conscious 
mind makes up about the emotion always comes after it has already appeared.   

We feel something, then justify why we feel that way.  
So emotion at its source has no story – it is simply a habitual reaction which 

happens as chemical changes in the body, causing us to feel certain sensations that 
we then recognise as ‘an emotion’.   

For example, we might suddenly remember we have to give a speech to five 
hundred people in the morning. The first physical response to that remembering is the 
physical reaction – the tension created by the emotion - a flush of adrenalin, tightened 
abdomen, lifted heart rate and so on.  

Now, at that point, how we interpret these signals is entirely subjective. If we like 
giving speeches, we would interpret the physical symptoms as excitement. But if we 
don’t like giving speeches, we would interpret the signals as terror.   

But whichever reaction, it is our conscious mind that creates the context and story 
of what we feel. As such, in its raw state, an emotion is very physical – simply 
excitement in the body - tension. In this pure state, the emotion is designed to 
automatically provoke a resolving action – we laugh or cry, or we attack or try to 
escape.  

And this resolving action is designed to ‘complete’ the emotion’ by using up the 
metabolic energy that’s been created by the body. As such, a resolving action is the 
simplest way to find equilibrium when we’re emotional – the easiest way to calm down.   

For this reason, many people become addicted to certain resolving actions simply 
because it relieves the pressure of chronic emotional tension. So those who have 
developed a habit of responding to life by feeling despair might develop a habit of 
crying; those who respond with rage develop a habit of violence and so on - each 
because it gives them a feeling of relief and calm they can’t find any other way.  

A case in point was an acquaintance of mine, a Scot who, having grown up in the 
slums of Glasgow, described his addiction to violence in this way:  

“… so every weekend we’d hit the streets for no other reason but we were looking 
to fight, and any excuse would do – a look, a bump in a pub, anything and it’d be on. 
And in that five minutes of violence, all the previous week would come pouring out – the 
filthy factory work, the fat bastard bosses you had to suck up to just to keep your putrid 
job, the poverty, the drunk and violent parents, the frustrating stupidity of existence 
itself – it all came out and you’d either get pounded or you’d beat the living hell out of 
some poor bastard … but either way when it was over you’d feel washed clean. All the 
poison of your life would be gone and you’d feel brand new and alive again.” 

Now, obviously most of us avoid this direct kind of resolving action because our 
culture does not condone it.  
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So we stifle our rage, watch our tongue and behave. And there’s always a cost to 
that, because simply suppressing the feelings of the emotion does not make it go away. 
In her book, ‘Molecules of Emotion - The Science Behind Mind-Body Medicine’, 
Candace B. Pert made the point that there is a very physical cost when we repress our 
feelings.   

She says: “… all emotions are healthy, because emotions are what unite the mind 
and the body. Anger, fear, and sadness, the so-called negative emotions, are as 
healthy as peace, courage, and joy. To repress these emotions and not let them flow 
freely is to set up dis-integrity in the system, causing it to act at cross-purposes rather 
than as a unified whole. The stress this creates, which take the form of blockages and 
insufficient flow of peptide signals to maintain function at the cellular level, is what sets 
up the weakened conditions that can lead to disease. All honest emotions are positive 
emotions… The key is to express it and then let it go, so that it doesn't fester, or build, 
or escalate out of control."  20 

In trying to suppress or contain the metabolic energy of an emotion, it becomes 
like pressurised gas seeking to escape – it builds, always seeking a way out. And if no 
release is present, the energy displaces to somewhere else. 

They become ‘grey states’  
 
As I intimated before, a grey state appears when the mind has suppressed the 

emotion so efficiently it has become numb to it as it originally was. And because the 
emotional message has been effectively forgotten, there is no resolving action 
available, because at that point the conscious mind is disconnected from its 
unconscious roots. So even though it registers un-ease, it doesn’t know what to do with 
it – what action to allow  

So, because a resolving action has not happened, that would effectively relieve 
the emotional tension of what we feel, the unconscious mind keeps re-stimulating the 
body, creating more metabolic energy, none of which we know how to react to.  

We’re stuck in a state of ‘readiness for action’ with no idea why.  
In the short term, these displaced emotions might appear as other emotions – for 

example, displaced rage can reappear as despair - or the other way around - displaced 
grief can reappear as rage.  

And if the suppression of the original emotion goes on too long, the mind ceases 
to register the tensions and disquiet. It assimilates them into its sense of normality and 
the grey state becomes a chronic illness.   

 
Feeding into the problem of ‘grey states’, is our habit of trying to rationalise out 

way out of them. Because there is no apparent reason for the disquiet we feel, we find 
ourselves in loops of questions with no answers.     

“Why am I depressed? I don’t know …” 
“Why do I feel tense?  I don’t know ...” 
“Why am I bored?  I don’t know ...”  
If we feel anxious, we might try to analyse why – we might blame someone or 

something: “… it must be the coffee I had with lunch,” or “maybe it was what she said 
                                                 
20 ‘Molecules of Emotion - The Science Behind Mind-Body Medicine’, Candace B. Pert, Simon & Schuster, NY, 1999, pg. 192-193. 
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that made me so depressed …”  
In this futile analysis, our mind searches for answers that seem to make sense, in 

the mistaken view that by logically linking the effect with the cause, the feeling will go 
away.   

But it won’t.  
Psychologists make a fortune out of the unanswerable questions posed by grey 

states, quite ignoring the fact that, being sourced from the  unconscious as it is, a grey 
state doesn’t respond to rationalisation. It only responds to action.  

Though the emotion we originally felt certainly had a cause we might identify if we 
could remember it, a grey state is simply the orphaned metabolic energy left over from 
that original story, which is now irrelevant. As such, disconnected from its source as it 
is, it the energy becomes self creating, spinning mindlessly in our unconscious and in 
our body.  

So when we struggle to assign some story to what we feel we become confused 
and frustrated as the possible reasons pile up – because disconnected from the original 
source as it is, the grey state could have come from any of the horrible things that might 
have happened to us in our past. So the more we struggle to find an answer, the more 
embedded in the mire we become.   

As if this is not enough, we also make the grey state worse by judging ourselves 
when we get stuck in a grey state, particularly depression. As we tell ourselves to “snap 
out of it!”, “get real”, “grow up” and “stop being a baby” our reaction to our Self 
resembles the worst aspects of bad parents or teachers.  

A side effect of this judgement is our drive to hide whatever darkness we feel. To 
that end we might try to put on a happy face, to ‘think positively’ - because in the cult of 
happiness that our culture has become, we only want to concentrate on ‘good things’ 
and ignore the ‘bad things’. And this whole dance we do also intensifies the grey state 
we’re stuck in. It’s like quicksand - the more we struggle, denying, rationalising and 
trying to control what we feel, the deeper we sink into it.  

The deeper we sink, the more we hate it.  
The more we hate it, the more we try to deny it. 
And the more we deny it, the more powerful it becomes, and more alienated we 

feel. Because after all, when we look around, nobody else seems to be feeling what we 
feel. Nobody else seems as fragile, or has the kind of problems that we do. But then, 
how could we know, because everybody else is also hiding their angst – just like us.  

 
So the inevitable reality we all have to face is this - our darkness in whatever form 

it comes will not go away just because we don’t like it. So it must be confronted. To 
expect to find peace and balance without first facing the emotional tension created by 
our darkness is as hopeless as trying to heal a bleeding wound with the dagger still 
embedded. Obviously the only way to heal is to remove the dagger first.  

And this was what the ancients intuitively understood, and much of their cultural 
activity was tacitly devoted to this end. The dances, rituals, gods and spirits were not 
aesthetic and religious inventions, but were meaningful ways of expressing and 
exorcising their energy created by their unconscious responses to life and their world.  

For example, the ancient laws of our own Australian indigenous people include 
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the requirement that punishment is meaningless unless it is carried out by the victims 
themselves. ‘ … under traditional law families of the offender and the person who was 
harmed would negotiate the outcome and kin relationships would determine who would 
inflict the punishment’ 21 

Where in Western culture, our legal institutions remove right of punishment from 
us and victims are left with the hurt of what was done to them still spinning within them, 
indigenous law was cognisant that for healing to occur, punishment was not enough. 
The victims themselves had to express and exorcise their hurt as a part of the process.  

The reality is that regardless of our civilised veneer, we remain in our hearts as 
volatile and wild as our ancient ancestors. As such we need catharsis when an emotion 
flares, but our culture does not allow it.  So we ‘button it up’ living lives of excruciating 
restraint, and the result is the epidemic of ‘grey’ illnesses expanding exponentially 
around us – depression, anxiety and so on.  

 
So we have a choice.  Do we continue to live as victims of our suppressed 

emotional past?  In which case, we continue as we have been – taking drugs and using 
all the ‘conveniences’ our culture gives us to help us forget, with our heart dying slowly 
as we live.   

Or do we use our skill of meditation to create a living relationship with our wild 
heart, to allow it expression and come alive as a result    

If we choose the latter, the challenge then is made of two parts:  
 

1. How do we get in touch with our heart and the emotional tensions it 
creates, that we have been in the habit of ignoring? 

  
2. And how do we give these emotional tensions the catharsis they need 

without destructive action?  
 

This is where the use of imagination in meditation becomes useful. 
As I said before, our imagination is the only mental function that bridges both the 

conscious and unconscious aspects of mind. As such, it is able to bring the two 
together to help us find the emotion behind whatever darkness we feel and then give us 
the resolving actions we need. All in the safe workshop of our meditating mind and 
body.  

This process is nothing new – in fact it is something we do every night in our 
dreams.   

 

The Workshop of Our Dreams                                                   
 
"Imagination is more important than knowledge."  
                              - Albert Einstein 
 
Until recently science couldn’t understand why the average person spends a third 

                                                 
21  Trees K, Contemporary Issues Facing Customary Law and the General Legal System: Roebourne – a case study, LRCWA, 
Project No 94, 
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of their life asleep. Aside from resting the body, which requires only a few hours at the 
most, sleep seemed to have no obvious purpose - until they began investigating the 
role of dreams.   

Before modern sleep laboratory research, dreams were thought to be 
unpredictable mental meanderings; by-products of the unconscious mind in which the 
imagination, unfettered by wakefulness, ‘went for a romp’. But with the use of or EEG 
machines 22 and later PET scans, it became possible for sleep researchers to record 
the electrical activity of the brain during sleep, as well as which parts of the brain were 
being stimulated, and it was found that dreaming is immensely important to us.  

The way it goes is something like this:   
When we first enter the unconsciousness of early sleep the brain settles into very 

regular and slow waves of activity in which its processes idle like the motor of a car at 
rest. Then, after a couple of hours, we enter what’s knows as ‘rapid eye movement’, or 
REM23, and our brain suddenly becomes vividly active as dreaming commences. From 
that point till we awaken, the REM periods of dreaming keep reoccurring about every 
90 minutes throughout the rest of the night.  

 What’s interesting about REM sleep is that while we are immersed in the virtual 
reality of our dreams, a mechanism at the base of our brain effectively paralyses our 
body, making it impossible for us to thresh about or get up to act our dreaming out. It 
does this by inhibiting the release of neurotransmitters that usually stimulate our motor 
neurons, creating a condition called ‘REM atonia’. 

This quirk of evolution in which our body is incapacitated while our brain is vividly 
activated, indicates that evolution took dreaming very seriously, creating REM atonia to 
ensure we can dream without hurting ourselves – an indication of the importance of 
dreaming as a component of our evolution. 

So what is it about dreaming that is so important?  
In dreaming our imagination processes our life. The purpose is, as with all natural 

processes, to resolve things that are out of balance. As we dream our imagination 
riffles through memories and metaphors of what we feel, in an intuitive search for ‘keys’ 
to unlock whatever emotional knots that are creating excitement in our body. Our mind 
does this naturally, seeking resolving actions that will relieve the emotional tension and 
bring us back to balance.  

And while in the morning we might remember what we dreamt as a ‘story’, 
whatever continuity we perceive is only in the remembering – if we remember anything. 
The actual play of images as they arise in the dream are chronologically chaotic – the 
imagination simply responding to emotions and feelings which of themselves have no 
rational meaning other than that they exist.  

To what purpose?  
Well, dreams function as a kind of cleansing device.  
In the same way as our body does a lot of its physical maintenance during sleep, 

so does the mind, clearing away memories and emotions left over from the day. What’s 
interesting is that statistically anxiety is the most common emotion experienced in 
dreams, adding to the suggestion that in some way dreaming is a kind of self 
                                                 
22  EEG: Electroencephalogram – measures the different wave oscillation of energy the brain creates, and locates where they are in 
the various parts of the brain. 
23  REM:  As the acronym indicates, REM denotes the ‘rapid eye movement’ that occurs during dreaming. 
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administered psycho-analysis, in which the mind acts out whatever emotional tensions 
remain from daily life. 

The process involves the mind flitting through resolving actions to try to find the 
one with will relieve the emotional tension we feel, acting these actions and scenarios 
out in the theatre of our dreaming imagination. Violence, fear, sex, rage – the entire 
‘dark’ realm of our Self, which cannot find expression in our lives, is allowed to run free 
as our body lies prone.   

And similar to the way as our body is carefully incapacitated to protect us from 
acting out our darkness, there is another natural protective mechanism as well; dream 
amnesia - a function that makes it likely we will forget what we dreamt upon waking. 
This happens because memory depends upon direct experience to encode properly in 
the brain, so unless we make an effort to encode the dream by writing it down or talking 
about it, we will forget it. 

In short, our dreams are like safety valves relieving emotional pressure - keeping 
us from building up intolerable levels of psychological tension in our waking life.  

In the chaotic play of feelings and imaginings of the dreaming mind we find 
reconciliation with our darkness through role-play and metaphor, unconsciously using 
the imagination is a workshop to reorganise and defragment the mind so we’ll be clear 
and ready for the following day.  
 

Improvising with the Imagination 
  
"It had never occurred to me before that music and thinking are so much 
alike. In fact you could say music is another way of thinking, or maybe 
thinking is another kind of music." 
                                          -  Ursula K. Le Guin 

 
So we see now that imagination is not only a plaything for fantasies, daydreams 

and art, but is actually a key factor in our mental health. It’s the only place where we 
can be free to express everything we’re not allowed to express in our life.  

In the internal theatre of our imagination we can scream, cry, smash, and be as 
violent as we need to be and, most importantly, feel all of the hurt we had to conceal 
during the day without suffering any consequences. There are no laws or social mores 
in our dreams, nor are there any restrictions on what we can do or what can happen, so 
it’s a perfect place for the mind to be at one with its innately wild heart.   

For this reason the imagination is a very effective tool in meditation. Similar to 
dreaming, we set it free to improvise on what we feel, and watch it like a movie screen, 
as it intuitively searches resolving actions that might create relief for emotional tangles 
that our conscious rational mind is incapable of resolving.    

This process brings to mind a similar process in the creation of music, particularly 
jazz – loosely termed ‘jamming’, in reference to what happens when a group of 
musicians improvise together. In improvising they listen to each other while intuitively 
playing in sympathy with what they hear. The music invents itself from this communion 
of listening and playing. 
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This process of listening and playing at the same time is similar to how we use the 
imagination in meditation – we ‘listen’ to the bare sensations of what we physically feel 
while letting the imagination play along with it like a musical instrument.  

In resting the imagination on what we physically feel, if we simply watch and wait, 
it will do what it naturally does during dreaming. It will begin ‘jamming’ - free associating 
through seemingly disconnected images, trying to find a combination that will create the 
resolving action we need to defuse the metabolic energy behind what we feel.  

It does this naturally, as a part of the mind’s innate pattern making ability. 
Because every part of our intelligence –  imagination, intuition, intellect, analytical and 
even the unconscious are fundamentally about making patterns. That’s what the mind 
does – it makes patterns from the disparate information coming in from our senses.   

And its ultimate goal in all this pattern making is always to find order – balance – 
calm. That’s why we feel the uncomfortable tensions and signals. Like any pain, they 
call us to take action to re-create balance where it has been lost. So when we apply the 
imagination to a feeling that signals something in our psyche that’s disturbing us – 
emotion, pain, illness - the imagination will automatically work to make it right.  

We don’t have to visualise, think positively or do anything except watch the 
imagination, while keep our conscious attention on the sensations of what we feel.  

 

The Angry Little Man in the Box 
 
"A man should not strive to eliminate his complexes, but to get into accord 
with them, for they are legitimately what directs his conduct in the world."
                             - Sigmund Freud 
 
By now you should have a modicum of understanding of what this process is, as 

well as an overview of the theory behind it. From here we’ll move into the practice 
slowly because, at the risk of testing your patience, I want to make sure you totally 
understand what you’re supposed to be doing when you practice this method.  

So before we get to the instructions, it might help to tell you a bit of the history 
behind the method.  

 
When I first began practicing meditation, like most Westerners, I had a very limited 

view of what it actually was. From the books I’d read and three ten day retreats I’d done 
in Australia, I’d gotten the idea that the main purpose of meditation was to stop all 
mental activity – that the ‘meditation state’ I was reaching for was some kind of blissful 
oblivion from which thinking had disappeared.  

This was the mistaken goal I was reaching for. 
Coupled with this, I misinterpreted what my first teacher, the venerable Acharn 

Thawee meant when he said, “Do not get attached to what happens in meditation - let 
everything go.” Leading from my ignorant preconception about meditation I took this to 
mean, “Stop everything!” So I noted everything to annihilate it - not only thinking, but 
everything else as well - emotional reactions, ideas, feelings - anything.  I used the 
notes like a hammer, hitting whatever arose to make it all go away so I could 
experience the blissful oblivion I thought meditation should be.  
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Silly me.   
Needless to say this ignorant use of the meditation methods caused a great deal 

of discomfort. The more I tried to squash what was disturbing me the bigger it got – 
particularly my emotions.   

You see, ever since my teens, I had suffered from chronic depression. I’d lived 
with it for so long it had become pathological, and I’d resigned myself to never being 
without it. Coupled with this was my view that meditation in some way would help me to 
escape, or avoid the painful symptoms of the depression.  

But as we’ve seen, this is not the way meditation works.  
Being the cleansing medium it is, rather than obscuring what I felt, meditation 

began to reveal the many compounded layers of repressed emotional tension behind 
the depression - emotional fires that had been displaced long ago.  

And I found, to my surprise, that what lay behind the grey state of chronic 
depression I lived with, was a toxic, molten rage directed at my father for reasons not 
worth going into here.  It wasn’t that he was a bad man – he wasn’t.  Though he was as 
flawed as any man, he’d been a wonderful father. But in the child’s mind that still 
existed within me, a few formative experiences still smouldered terribly, and there was 
no way I could rationalise my way out of what I felt, because this wasn’t about truth or 
right or wrong – it was simply some reptilian part of my mind in a rage at what it felt it 
had been denied a long time ago.  

So there I was, ignorantly noting this rage to make it disappear – but it wasn’t 
working. The more I noted, “rage … rage …”, the more intense it became, creating 
volcanic pain in my chest and painful body tension, not to mention the storms of 
confused thinking as my conscious mind tried to rationalise its way out. I thought at one 
state I would spontaneously combust, it was all so intense.   

Now, up to this early stage in my training I had occasionally noticed that when any 
pain, whether physical or mental or both, became overly intense, my imagination would 
spontaneously arc up and strange mental images would appear.  

For instance, one particular day when a tension in my chest became particularly 
painful, an image appeared of a black crablike creature with claws clinging to the 
outside of my chest, and it was apparently chewing its way through to my heart. As with 
all the spontaneous images I’d noticed, this seemed to perfectly describe the way I felt, 
and would pass very quickly. As the image occurred my body spontaneously reacted – 
sighing, or perhaps it might jerk, and I’d feel a hot flush across my skin as if energy was 
being suddenly expelled.  

Most notable, the appearance of this image was always accompanied by a 
profound feeling of relief. All the tension in my body would disappear as if the bubble of 
energy behind whatever emotion I’d been resisting had been suddenly burst. And with 
the emotional tension now gone, the thoughts and images that had been spewing 
through my conscious mind would also disappear.  

Now, even though these spontaneous and very cathartic images always brought 
relief, nevertheless I thought they were wrong because as I said before, I had an 
incorrect view of the purpose of meditation.  

So, with this ‘psycho-fascist’ mindset, I assumed these spontaneous imaginings 
were aberrations and went back to using the noting like a veritable hammer, attempting 
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to shut my imagination up along with everything else.  
But the harder I hit everything with the hammer I had made the noting into, the 

more painful and difficult meditation became. On some days it was all I could do just to 
sit up on the bench, my body feeling like torn fabric wrapped around barbed wire. My 
stupid use of the meditation methods was turning my body into a war-zone 

But a few days later, a breakthrough happened.  
 
Looking back, I can see that the only reason this breakthrough occurred was 

because I was so physically weak from struggling that I finally lost ‘control’ over the 
meditation – and imagination saved me once again, the way it had before. 

It was the middle of a long and very hot Thailand afternoon.  
To keep cool, I left my kute and went to meditate in an unused cell in the centre of 

one of the upper floors of the Dharma hall. These cells had no windows, so were like 
caves – silent and dark, smelling of bats, mould and damp concrete.  

As I sat on the bench to begin I remember I was feeling intensely depressed that 
day, and as a result of my abusive use of the methods, the symptoms of the depression 
had become very painful – so much so, I was close to giving up and going back home 
to Australia.  

Awash with rage, self pity, I tried to meditate but barely lasted a half hour before 
the pain in my legs and back began to burn. Faced with another hour of struggle with 
my body I became even more enraged, because I knew I was going to give up. 

 And then, just before I did, it happened.  
I was just about to open my eyes and turn on the torch to leave the cell when a 

stream of images burst forth on the screen of my imagination. And where before I 
would have stopped them by noting ‘thinking! thinking!’ I was now much too tired to 
bother.   

The images streaming forth were so vivid I will never forget them.  
The most notable was an image of an enraged, ugly little man crouched palely 

naked in a small white room with no doors or windows.  This little man was punching 
himself in the face while screaming inarticulate filth through tightly clenched teeth, the 
tension in his body so extreme that every tendon and muscle was constricted. 

As I watched this image play out for the instant it was there, I felt the anguish of 
his screaming at the same time as I felt the cathartic release of him punching and 
hitting at himself, and my body twitched.  

Then the ugly little man began to dismember himself, tearing at his skin; pulling 
his arms and legs off; spattering the white walls of his windowless room with great 
gouts of blood. And the strange thing was that, as this ridiculous image played itself 
out, my body sighed with relief.  It was relaxing. As violent and grotesque as the images 
were, I found myself sighing deeply and a profound sense of tranquillity came over me 
as all the tension in my body seemed to drain away, leaving a relief and clarity I had not 
felt for weeks.  

As my body calmed, I began to feel compassion for this ugly little man who tore 
himself apart in a windowless room, then realised he was an accurate metaphor of me, 
and how I felt, and what I had been doing to myself in meditation over the past couple 
of months.   
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Now I want to emphasise here that what happened was NOT a visualisation.  
I didn’t plan or devise this imagining, nor did I invite it. All that happened was I 

accidentally formed a connection between my imagination and the sensations of how I 
felt – the pain, tightness and anxiety - and the cathartic imagining, along with the 
resulting relief, appeared spontaneously.  

In making notes later in my journal, I speculated that my imagination had 
intuitively worked its way through the emotional and physical chaos in a way that my 
rational mind could not have done. It seemed to gather up the metabolic energy that 
was driving the darkness I felt, and intuitively connected it with the resolving action I 
needed.   

 
Over the next few days I experimented more with this process.  
As I got used to it I noticed a pattern, particularly with regard to the nemesis of the 

chronic depression I suffered from. The pattern appeared as such:  
 

1. The first images were violent and retributive – images involving hitting, 
cutting, crushing, attacking and so on. In this it was as if my mind was 
vomiting all the poisons it had been holding onto for so long. This 
imagined catharsis was always accompanied, paradoxically, with almost 
simultaneous relaxation of the tension in my body, such that I’d find 
myself sighing with relief and sometimes tears would come.  

 
2. Then, as I kept allowing the process through days following, gradually the 

levels of violence subsided. The images changed to yelling, screaming, 
crying. Again my body would respond each time by relaxing and breathing 
more calmly and deeply.   

 
3. In the next phase the images would be benign - wiping things clean, 

walking away, flying, washing, bathing mud away in clear water, hugging, 
kissing – forgiving.  

 
4. And then came the last and most surprising phase - a powerful and 

profound disinterest, in which I literally could no longer be bothered with 
the rage, or the memories anymore.  And with this disinterest came a 
peculiar tranquillity – a calm emptiness, as if a heaviness within had 
evaporated leaving open space behind it. Meditation would then go 
through a period of clarity and bliss, until the next layer of retained 
emotional tension arose.     

 
As all this happened, I noticed the episodes of depression I had always taken for 

granted were becoming weaker and weaker, until eventually it disappeared altogether.   
And though now I might become occasionally depressed, there is a fundamental 

difference. Now, like any normal person, if I become depressed, it is always specific in 
its relation to a particular problem, and relatively mild – totally unlike the profound and 
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non-specific depressions I used to suffer from.  
 
The more I noticed these occurrences, the more I lost my fear of my own 

darkness. In this self acceptance, I felt an amazing sense of freedom and relief as I saw 
that it was not the demons and black dogs I had always thought of it as – but simply 
displaced energy looking for a way out.  A mind and body seeking balance.  

I wrote in my journal: “It seems as if, in some way, by passively watching the ways 
my imagination interacts with things and by mentally allowing the metaphors it creates 
to stream through and express themselves in the observing awareness, resolution just 
happens almost as a matter of course. All I have to do is to keep my attention on the 
sensations of the feelings. This is such a relief, because my dark side has always been 
too strong and keeping it in check was always so exhausting.” 

 
As much as this spontaneous use of imagination fascinated me and gave me what 

I needed nevertheless, because my teacher had never mentioned anything like this in 
our daily interviews, I thought it must be wrong. I thought maybe I had fluked upon 
something which, while seeming to work, would be regarded by my teacher as ‘bad’ 
meditation. For that reason I never told Acharn Thawee what I was doing because I 
thought he might make me stop.  

A year later Acharn Thawee died and I began practicing with a new teacher, 
Luangpu Sangvahn at Wat Tungsamakeedham.   

As with all the Vipassana Acharns, the Luangpu had his own way of meditating, 
so his instructions were quite different to Acharn Thawee’s. And one thing he 
continually emphasised that was different was the importance of ‘knowing’ in 
meditation. Where Acharn Thawee had told me to note everything, the Luangpu urged 
me to ‘know’ it rather than note it.   

“If you know things properly, everything will pass away on its own.” he said. 
"There is no need to note something if you know it properly." 

Up to then, I had not heard the word ‘knowing’ used like this.  Although I knew 
what the word implied, I was still not sure what the Luangpu actually meant by it. I 
wondered if perhaps my use of imagination in meditation might be a function of this 
‘knowing’ he was talking about.  

So I decided to tell him about what I had been doing. I wanted to know once and 
for all if what I was doing was the way to go. The interview that followed finally affirmed 
my use of ‘streaming’, at the same time as clarifying what the Luangpu had meant 
when he spoke of ‘knowing’. 

The meditation I told him about happened like this: 
 
At that time it was the rainy season in Thailand, so the morning air had always 

been cold and damp. As a result, I was struggling with a powerful bronchial infection left 
over from a cold I had caught a couple of weeks before. And because I have always 
had a predisposition for bronchitis, it only seemed to be worsening, causing me to 
become weaker each day.   

One morning, I realised I had become so ill that if I stayed in these damp 
conditions I ran the risk of developing pneumonia. I thought I might have to break the 



 130

retreat and go to find a hospital or even go home and I didn’t want to do that.  
So before I gave up, I decided to see if I could use my new process of streaming - 

to rest my imagination on the sensations of the bronchitis and see if something 
happened. I gave myself three days to do it, and if it didn’t work, I would leave.  

I was excited by the challenge so my mind and body rallied enough energy to 
meditate with a new intensity. All day I applied my attention to the sensations of 
bronchial infection in my chest – the clenched tightness, the shortness of breath, the 
feeling of dampness and congestion in my lungs.  

Once my contemplation was relatively clear I connected these sensations up with 
my imagination and waited – watching the reactions unfold. My only conscious task 
was to hold my attention steady and keep it as clear of reactions as possible.  

At first, nothing much happened – my imagination was blank. I just felt sick and 
short of breath. But I had learnt by this time that sometimes it took time for the process 
to gather itself. So I waited, just paying attention to the sensations in my body.   

After a while, I noticed the sensations in my chest intensified, becoming more 
painful; spreading through my whole body, even to my legs, arms and face. It now felt 
as if my entire body was saturated with the illness. As the pain reached a pitch, the 
streaming began.   

At first the images were too fast and incoherent to notice, but one image seemed 
to reoccur and then stick. It was a vivid image of my body caught between the closing 
claws of an enormous black steel clamp – I could even ‘hear’ the crunching of my ribs 
as the claws crushed through my chest. In retrospect, this image was a perfect 
metaphor for the feeling of the bronchial infection in my chest.  

As this image built itself the sensations intensified and spread further. I felt as if 
my whole body was saturated with the infection - as if even my very bones were 
infected. Then came another image – I saw that one of my own hands was turning the 
screw that tightened the clamps.   

Then the image changed.   
There was a reptile inside me, reminiscent of the film ‘Alien’, and it was scrabbling 

at the inside of my chest with razor sharp claws, trying to get out. Then the image 
changed again.  

For the rest of that day all I did was focus on the sensations of what I felt of the 
illness in my body and watch what my imagination made of it. I can’t remember most of 
the other images that flitted through, but there were many. It was as if my intuition was 
riffling through a series of metaphors, searching for the right combination - a 
combination of images that would give it enough of an understanding of my condition 
for it to resolve.     

Then, in the last meditation of the day, in the quiet of the evening, an image 
eventually arose that seemed to define the root of the illness. It referred to a memory I 
had long forgotten.   

An image came of an event from my childhood. I saw myself as a small child of 
about three years, being separated from my first close friend, a little girl whose name I 
remember was Rita. As we were both only children, we had become inseparable while 
my family lived briefly in Darwin. But now my family was leaving and Rita and I were 
clinging to each other, hysterical with grief, screaming as our parents dragged us apart.  
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As that memory arose, so too did a powerful feeling of grief and the pain in my 
chest intensified even more. Though my body sat still on the floor of my hut, I was 
feeling once again what I had felt that day as a child. In a loop of images, I experienced 
that separation over and over again. It was as if my mind had found something it was 
trying to digest and each time the image repeated, I felt as if my chest would burst apart 
once again.   

I don’t know how much time passed but from experience I knew it could only have 
been about thirty minutes. Eventually, the intensity of the streaming subsided and so 
too did the pain in my chest and in my body.   

I opened my eyes, and found my chest no longer felt tight and constricted. For the 
first time in a week I was able to breathe deeply.  Though the infection was still there I 
knew in my heart the bronchitis would fade over the next few days. Sure enough, the 
infection took another two days to resolve and was gone. My strength slowly returned.  

And that was when I decided to risk telling the Luangpu what I had been doing, to 
see what he thought. I knew that there was a possibility he might tell me that what I was 
doing was not good practice, in which case I had already decided I would obey him and 
stop.  

The following morning when my turn for interview came, I knelt to pay my 
respects, then told him what I had been doing.  

Though the interpreter I said that in contemplating the sensations of the bronchitis, 
mental pictures had come and as a result I had a feeling of being ‘released’ from the 
bronchitis, which was vindicated by results soon after.   

He nodded, then asked me what the mental pictures were. His face was, as usual, 
without expression - his eyes gazing down at me from the bench on which he sat. I 
described as many of the images as I could remember and when I had finished, he 
nodded once more then smiled.    

“Dii, dii,” he said in Thai, meaning, ‘good, good’.  
Then through an interpreter he said in his husky voice: 
 “This mental seeing is a way of knowing. It is inner wisdom - heart wisdom and it 

arises in many different ways. Sometimes it arises as light, sometimes as sounds, 
sometimes as feelings, sometimes as images. But all these things are the same heart 
wisdom – all of it is knowing.”   

I realised then that what I had been doing with my imagination had always been 
my mind’s way of resolving things. All the paintings I had done, and all of the songs I 
had written and the books - every creative act I’d made in my life had been my 
imagination seeking to quell fires in my unconscious that I could not otherwise touch.  

I saw my whole life as a workshop of metaphors, mirroring the conflicts and 
tensions of my Self in process, in which everything I had created in my life were simply 
stepping stones in the continual search of my mind and body for equilibrium. 
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Meditation 9 – Imagination in Meditation 
 
 
Now remember, along with the other methods we’ve been exploring, streaming 

the imagination is not meditation per se.  It is simply a tool, one of many we can use to 
negotiate with an obstacle to the ultimate goal of meditation – profound stillness.   

So streaming is not the main purpose of meditation, nor should anything that 
happens when we do it be given any significance. The images that stream through a 
mind that is trying to figure out something are like smoke from a fire – they are not the 
issue. Like smoke, they should be forgotten even as they pass through your 
awareness.  

It is imperative to this method that, while you are aware of what the imagination is 
doing, your attention must stay focussed on the ultimate truth of the sensations in your 
body. They are is the only thing that is real.  

Another thing to remember is the images that arise when use this method must be 
allowed their own integrity. We are not imagining white light or angels here. We are 
simply connecting our imagination to how we feel, to witness a process in which 
conscious and unconscious aspects of mind commune to let go of emotional tension. 
And this process has its own intelligence and its own well worn way of doing things.  

Our only conscious role is to create the conditions for it to occur.  
So if at any time you find your attention has gone to the flow of images and is 

altering or editing the images to suit its conditioned purpose (as it probably will in the 
first stages) just let go and return to the sensations in your body.  

The sensations indicate the truth of what you feel – they ‘speak’ the emotional 
tension as it is, so they are only thing we pay attention to. The sensations are all that is 
needed for the imagination to automatically begin creating images – just be aware and 
wait. 

 
In using streaming then, we have a number of objectives:   
1. We are seeking to be aware of how we feel as sensations.   
2. We are seeking to accept how we feel as sensations.   
3. We are allowing our relationship whatever conflict there is to resolve itself 

in it’s own way – only then will our attention lose interest in the feeling and 
let go.   

4. Once our attention lets go, so too will the body. The tensions surrounding 
the condition will relax, hormones will metabolise and the condition will 
fade away. 

 
Okay, so let’s try it out:  
 

• The most important thing with streaming is that you are as 
comfortable as possible, so if you want to lie down then by all means 
do so.  But, as with basic rest, don’t take a sleep position. Lie on 
your back so your body is symmetrical and then don’t move.  It’s 
important that you don’t get so comfortable that you fall asleep.   
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• Once you’ve settled down, begin the steps to settle the body as 

much as possible – pay attention to the weight and mass of your 
body – then the sensations and tensions you find within that mass.   

 
• Then go to the breath and do the same thing – pay attention to 

whatever tension you find and see if you can let it go. 
 
• Then go to the belly and sit (or lie) and meditate for a while, noting 

the breath and wherever else your attention might go. Do this until 
you have settled down as much as possible.  

 
• Now, take your attention away from the breath and go to the 

expression of the problem you’re having – it might be intense 
sensations of emotion, anxiety or an illness. Pay attention to these 
sensations, giving them as much room in your body as they want. If 
you find you have tightened up around the condition, then try to 
loosen the tightness.   

 
• Acceptance is key to this process – so even though the sensations 

may be painful, or intensify as you pay attention to them, you must 
allow them to do this.  It’s simply the body speaking to you – so it is 
imperative that you listen.   

 
• As you feel the sensations as they are, if it helps, note the 

sensations and feelings as they seem to be – “confusion”, 
“blackness”, “heaviness”, “fragmented”, hotness”, “tightness”, and 
so on …   Don’t be too pedantic about this. Try to find notes that give 
your feelings dimension and description in the mind.   

 
• Avoid reactive words like ‘horrible’ or ‘disgusting’. These words 

always have a silent ‘because …’ attached to them, which creates 
reactive thinking.  As I intimated before, your acceptance of the 
sensations must be unconditional!  No reactive thinking. So keep the 
notes functional. 

 
• As your attention contemplates the feelings and sensations, begin 

noticing how your imagination is reacting to them.  ‘Noticing’ is 
precisely what you do – try not to suggest or coax the imagination – 
simply be aware of what it is doing.   

 
• The images at first will be faint – nonsensical – even abstract. These 

images are not necessarily visions – they are just mental images, 
similar to any other imaginings.  It might be that you imagine 
textures, colours, and so on.  Don’t review them, or try to remember 



 134

them, and don’t try to make sense of them – just allow the 
imagination to stream in its own way.  

 
• Keep paying attention to what you feel and let the images form 

themselves, however nonsensical they may be.   
 
• Remember, the images themselves are not important – it is the 

conscious mind’s connection with how you feel that is most 
valuable.  And in this, the imagination is simply a connector. It’s as if 
you are connecting the wires of two parts of your Self together – the 
feeling part and the thinking part, and being passively aware of what 
happens. 

 
• The images may not come immediately. In fact, your first reaction 

might be, “this is stupid, nothing’s happening …” But keep going – 
keep your attention on the sensations of how you feel, while 
watching your imagination to see what happens.   

 
• As with dreams, the images will create themselves in no particular 

order – passing from incoherent to mundane to stupid, irrelevant, 
and most likely absurd. Allow them to be that way. Don’t let your 
rational mind try to control or suppress this chaotic aspect of your 
intuition.  

 
•  Do not speak to your imagination – be quiet and let it speak to you.  
 
• Try to keep your attention passive, absorbed in the sensations. It will 

flit to the images streaming past, but each time you’ve noticed, bring 
it back to the sensations of the condition you’re working with.  

 
• With the imagination it is the awareness that is the watcher – as 

such you accept whatever arises, no matter how shocking, stupid or 
strange.  

 
• Be prepared for paradox – often you’ll find apparent contradictions 

in the combination of metaphors arising with your feelings – images 
of love might arise from feelings of hate. Images of happiness from 
feelings of grief, and so on.  

 
• Try to remember not to judge - the unconscious mind has no sense 

of right or wrong, or good or bad – it only knows different textures of 
being and plays its responses out as they arise. So don’t expect 
anything to ‘make sense’ and suspend judgement - allow the 
paradoxes and chaos to be as it wants to be. 
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• Remember - in your imagination, you are totally free! There are no 
rules, no laws, no right or wrong, and there are no limitations – nor 
is there anyone to judge you, or make you wrong, or bad. There is 
only the spontaneous flow of your imagination in response to how 
you feel.   

 
• It is as if you are dreaming while awake.   
 
• Be prepared for your feelings/sensations to intensify, causing 

spreading of pain, possibly tears, anxiety, breathlessness. Try to 
remember these things are just temporary stages of the process.  
Give your body over to them, and go with the flow.  

 
• Never, ever assign value, or meaning to anything your imagination 

throws up.   
 
• All you have to do is to keep feeling what you feel and watch your 

imagination as it riffles through random images. Treat the stream of 
images like toxins from a process of healing - mental ‘stuff’ passing 
through your awareness, then evaporating. 

 
• At certain points as the streaming becomes more intense, your body 

might react – you might feel a flush of hot energy pass through; you 
might jerk; quiver; sigh heavily. Let this happen. Try to stay passive 
no matter what happens.   

 
• Treat your imagination as if it were doodling on a pad, playing on it’s 

own and tearing out the pages, throwing them away, where they’re 
caught in the wind and disappear.   

 
• Keep going for as long as you can, without expecting resolution to 

come immediately.  You’re like an explorer who doesn’t know what’s 
around the next corner, but who is fascinated by the journey.   

 
• If you feel like you are about to burst into tears, then burst into tears.  

Enjoy it.  Tears are not good or bad.  Nor do they indicate negativity 
or weakness, so much as they are a resolving action, which is good. 

 
• If the images are violent, or concern a particular person, don’t form 

intentions from them or believe they are the truth – they are merely 
how you feel at this particular time. They are a means to an end, 
that’s all. The purpose is for you to be able to let go of whatever is 
causing conflict within.  

 
• When the streaming has run itself out, return your attention to the 
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main object and just sit meditating for a while.  
 
It’s likely when you first begin with this process, you’ll feel a little confused. After 

all, the average contemporary mind is not used to using its imagination in this way.   
You might feel as if the conflict you’re contemplating will gain power from this 

process. So try to remember what you have read in the preceding chapters - that the 
reverse is the case. That in fact, debilitating conditions gain power from all attempts to 
close up against them or suppress them.  

So any process which helps you to accept, let go and relax in the face of what you 
feel will create the right conditions for the condition to pass away. Though at first the 
feelings may seem to expand in your awareness - to become ‘worse’ - they will 
eventually begin to fade so long as you persevere.   

 
Now, it might help at this point if I give you a few examples of the different ways 

people have used this process:  
 

Diane and the Sin of her Anger                                                   
 
Diane was a nurse as well as a committed Catholic who had attended church 

every Sunday of her 45 years. With knife-edge creases in her slacks, perfectly 
manicured hands and sparkling gold rimmed spectacles, I imagined that in everything 
she did she was efficient, clean and determinedly good humoured.   

She had been referred to me because she was experiencing depression and 
anxiety attacks that had intensified over a period of years and her doctor had 
suggested she learn to meditate. 

We spent the first three weeks moving through various methods to help her relax 
but she was still struggling with anxiety and tightness in her breathing – particularly 
when she meditated. To her credit, she didn’t give up, so I decided to show her how to 
use streaming to work with the tightness and anxiety she felt.   

I explained the process to her and was surprised to see her shrink back in her 
chair, saying, “Oh no, I couldn’t do that.” 

When I asked why she said through an emerging blush, “I’m afraid I might have a 
bad thought.” 

“A bad thought?” 
“A sinful thought, a wrong thought …” 
In an attempt to address this unexpected response, I decided to try another tack.  
I asked, “Do you ever get angry?”  
“Of course I do …” she said.  
“What makes YOU ANGRY?” 
She immediately launched into a story about a fellow nurse at work who was 

hopelessly inefficient, and how the other day this nurse had almost killed a patient 
because she forgot to give them the right medication. As Diane spoke, she became 
more and more agitated and her cheeks flushed bright pink.  

She spoke for quite a while until, in a pause I broke in and asked, “So how do you 
feel right now.”  
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She stopped, rearranged herself on the chair, touched her face and said, “I 
suppose I feel angry … but I try not to be. I hate being angry.” 

 “Hate is a very strong word. Why exactly do you hate it?” 
“Because I think it’s wrong. I’m a Christian and a nurse … I must be kind, patient, 

forgiving …” 
I suggested then that perhaps her hatred of her anger was more destructive than 

the anger itself - that perhaps in repressing her anger so fervently she was actually 
displacing it, turning it into the grey state of depression and anxiety she felt.  

She listened but wasn’t convinced.    
“Angry thoughts are the devil speaking,” she said quietly, “and I think it’s wrong to 

allow the devil to speak through me.” 
Again I changed tack.   
“Tell me, what would you do if you were suddenly locked in a tiny little room?” I 

asked. 
“I’d scream out for help,” she said straight away.   
“Well, that’s what you’ve done with this devil you call ‘anger’. You’ve locked it into 

a small room within yourself. So it’s reacting exactly as anyone would. It screams and 
beats on the door. But you stopped listening ages ago, so now you just feel the house 
shaking … the anxiety you feel is the house of your self shaking…” 

She nodded, frowning slightly, but didn’t say anything.   
I went on: “So wouldn’t it be better to set the devil free? You don’t have to listen to 

it or speak what it says. Just let it out of the room you’ve kept in locked in. Hear the 
sound of it complaining but don’t be affected by what it says. You might find it’ll get 
bored and disappear of its own accord.” 

Diane settled back in her seat and looked sceptical.   
“The angry emotions and thoughts you’re afraid of are not of themselves harmful.” 

I said. “It’s just emotional tension you’ve suppressed that’s trying to resolve itself. And 
all the feelings and body tensions that plague you are the signals your mind and body 
are sending to you as they try to ‘solve’ the problem. So when you try to stop feeling 
those signals; to censor them; you’re in effect also stopping your natural ability to heal. 
You’re refusing to give the anger the resolving action it needs. So what does it do? It 
goes elsewhere, puts on a more acceptable disguise and re-appears as anxiety and 
depression.” 

“But I can’t go around screaming at people …” 
“Is that what you feel like doing?” 
She paused, then said, “Well, yes, it is …” She grinned. “… and smashing things 

… I get so angry.”  
 “Well, I agree with you. You can’t go around smashing things and screaming at 

people. It’d only cause trouble for you.” 
She nodded.  
“But I’m not asking you to act out your anger, Diane. I’m simply saying you’ve got 

to find another way to create a resolving action for it.  And this is where the safe and 
insulated environment of meditation is a perfect venue.  Within the quiet theatre of your 
awareness you can allow the anger out of its room to express itself as you meditate. 
Let the devil within you scream and shout and do its worst, without trying to restrict it or 
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make it go away. You simply watch it like a mother watching a hysterical child.  That’s 
all it needs.  To be witnessed, and the anger will quieten on its own and disappear.” 

 Over the next few sessions, Diane tentatively played with her imagination. At first 
nothing much happened.  

Then she complained that she only got ‘nonsense’. 
“It’s just silly things like cartoons and daydreams,” she said. 
“That’s okay, the images aren’t supposed to mean anything – just let them stream 

through. Don’t take them seriously or expect them to make sense. Just let your 
imagination play around while you watch.” 

Then one day understanding finally came.  
We were meditating together, and I heard her sigh heavily. It was a good sign. 

When it was finished, I opened my eyes I noticed she was smiling.   
“Well,” she sighed. “How revealing. This anger, its like a hysterical child. I mean, 

inside myself, I’m acting like a child …” 
“Is that what came up?”  
“Yes. At first I was getting nonsense as usual. But then suddenly I got this gush of 

rage, and suddenly I saw one of my children throwing an awful tantrum on the floor, 
and I just stood there and watched him.  Then I realised the child was me, a hysterical 
little child, and I was watching myself. And then I had a tantrum within myself … and I 
screamed and shouted and threw myself about and felt better straight away …” 

Over the next weeks as she practised, Diane became more used to the process of 
streaming. Her imagination began to expand to other images. She told me about one 
meditation, while contemplating a strong feeling of depression, she had a powerful 
image of an octopus with its tentacles wrapped around her, squeezing the life out of 
her.   

“I felt as if I was suffocating at first but as the image happened, I began to feel 
much better. It’s very strange …”   

The more she allowed fear and anger to show themselves, the less intense the 
bouts of depression became and over a period of months, the symptoms of anxiety and 
depression slowly faded away. 

Gradually she lost her fear of the parts of herself that did not fit with her Catholic 
beliefs. In fact, she even began to see the humour in a lot of the more bizarre images 
that streamed past.   

 

David and His Fear of Becoming a Father                                
 
David was a youthful looking 40 year old who worked in the entertainment 

business. Initially he professed no interest in learning meditation.   
“I don’t need to meditate,” he said confidently. “I just need some counselling about 

a problem.” 
The problem was to do with his girlfriend’s pregnancy and the prospect of 

becoming a father for the first time in his life. He told me that, though normally an 
optimistic and enthusiastic person, he had been feeling extremely depressed at the 
prospect of becoming a father.   

“I just can’t think of anything good about it.” he said. “I mean I love kids! I love 
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them, but I hate the effect they have on their parents.  All my friends, they sort of died 
when they had kids. Their creativity, their enthusiasm, their motivation; it all 
disappeared and that scared me. It was like their lives suddenly became subsidiary to 
their kids and they started looking old and wasted and eventually we lost contact.”   

He paused, then added ruefully, “… and I just don’t want to go where they are.” 
He loved his girlfriend, he owned his house and he had enough money to take 

care of a child but there was something in him that found the prospect of being a father 
akin to an impending death sentence.  

“… and the side effect of how I feel is that I really resent my girlfriend for being 
pregnant. And I’m scared it’ll ruin my relationship with her.” 

After we had spent a couple of sessions talking about it, I suggested that even 
though he hadn’t come to learn meditation, we try it anyway, to see if it might help. 
Initially he was sceptical, but when I explained the process of streaming to him, being a 
creative person by nature, he became intrigued. In particular, he liked the idea of letting 
the problem unravel itself rather than having to consciously tussle with it. 

“… because I know thinking about this definitely doesn’t work,” he said, “That’s all 
I’ve been doing for the last two weeks and I still feel like crap.” 

Over the next two sessions we concentrated on a general understanding of 
meditation - then we got to streaming. At the outset I suggested he begin by 
contemplating his girlfriend and his idea of pregnancy and fatherhood to see if he could 
identify the feelings behind these things.   

“As soon as you know what feelings this creates in the different parts of your 
body, you can focus your attention on them and let your imagination connect and 
stream in whatever way it chooses."   

At first he had trouble. His mind would quickly get bored and scamper back to the 
breath.   

“I just can’t do it.” he said, “I’ve always thought of myself as imaginative but I just 
can’t seem to get it happening. Every time I start, I just get caught in a loop of old 
thoughts about how I don’t want a child, and then I’m lost ...” 

I suggested to him that perhaps he was trying too hard to create a particular 
outcome. 

“Forget the idea of a solution to this problem. Just be interested in how you feel 
and play around with images in your head.” I said. “It’s enough to just pay attention to 
the problem, without any expectations.  The solution to any problem exists within the 
problem itself – all you have to do is make sure you know the problem well enough and 
the solution arises on its own and in its own time.”  

I suggested that he become like an audience watching his problem act itself out 
on a stage in front of him.  We tried again, and I purposely kept him at it for longer than 
the previous sessions.   

Finally, after about thirty minutes, I heard his breathing change.  It became less 
discernible and stillness settled over the room. I knew then that he had stopped 
struggling and was now absorbed in what he was doing. After another ten minutes he 
sighed and soon after began to shift posture. I told him then he could open his eyes.   

At first he was subdued and looked out of the window for a while as he collected 
his thoughts.   
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“Actually, it’s not just anxiety I feel. It’s anger. I'm furious,” he declared.  “Really, 
really angry …” 

After another long pause, he related what had happened. 
“At first I just floundered around. Then I forgot that I was meditating. I just got 

involved in how I felt. And as I did, the sensation of anger in my chest got so intense I 
thought I’d burst.   

“That’s when images began. It started off with an image of my girlfriend; she had 
this little satisfied smile as if to say, ‘I’ve got what I want …’, and I was smashing things 
and ranting like a mad man. I kept screaming, ‘I hate you … I hate you … I don’t want 
things to change! I don’t want things to change!’  And she was just silent, looking at me 
over the top of this huge belly.   

“And then I had an image of myself in a sort of warehouse with all my adult toys. 
You know, the stuff a man collects; my car, my boat, my house, my trophies and all this 
other stuff. And I was smashing everything and trying to kick down the walls of the 
warehouse but I couldn’t. The walls were kind of flexible, like rubber, so they just 
bounced back and I couldn’t get out. I felt claustrophobic all of a sudden and started 
screaming and throwing a tantrum on the floor.” 

He stopped and laughed.   
“The funny thing is, as murderously angry as I was, I feel pretty good now.” 
“So what do you think about it all?” I asked him. 
“Well, I don’t know … it’s the shock of the new, I suppose. Seems like I'm feeling 

like a spoilt little kid who’s always had it his way and I’m angry that things are changing 
I suppose.” 

Over the next few weeks we kept working with streaming and David slowly 
untangled the knot of emotions from which the paralysis of his depression had arisen. 
During that time David’s reactions ranged from fear to rage, and even to grief. But as 
time passed, though he still felt nervous, he began to feel more optimistic about being a 
father.   

 

Vera’s Ache                                                                                 
 
Vera was an artist who came to try meditation because she suffered from frequent 

tension headaches. Of all the meditation methods we went through, she gradually 
devised her own combination of noting and streaming. She loved meditation and 
practised enthusiastically until one day she said, “I don’t think I’m meditating properly 
anymore.” 

“Why is that?” 
“Well, I think I’ve lost my way … I’ve been doing this streaming thing for so long 

I’m using it all the time now and I’m worried I’m just doing it as an excuse to fool around 
with my imagination and distract myself.” 

I agreed that her observation might well be accurate. I asked her to describe what 
she did when she meditated 

“Well, after I’ve settled my body down, I go to the breath. I note the flow of breath 
in and out of my body and then start noticing things.” 

“What things?” 
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“Oh, like this morning, I noticed my back was aching, so I noted ‘feeling, feeling 
…” And then my mind started thinking why my back was aching, so I noted, “thinking, 
thinking ...”  then took my attention back to the aching. I decided to see if I could fix it 
and that’s when I used the streaming.” 

“Seems okay so far. Go on.” 
“So then I was contemplating the aching in my back. At first I got nothing; not 

images; just a blank screen. But I kept my attention on the pain in my back and waited.  
Then I got a whole lot of dumb images, like me as an old woman all bent over … what 
else … an image of a broken tree branch … stuff like that.” 

“You kept going?” 
She nodded, saying, “… and then I got a strong image. A bear, a big black bear 

with huge teeth and it was clinging to my back, biting into the muscles.”  
“What happened then?” 
“The pain in my back got sharper.” 
“What happened to the image of the bear?” 
"I forgot it … something else came up. I think it was a huge circular saw like my 

father used to use on the farm and my body was being sawed in half.” 
“And what happened to the pain?” 
“I’m not sure … I felt short of breath so I started working with that…” 
“Does your back ache now?” 
“No, I never saw it go … it just wasn’t there when I finished meditating.” 
I told her that I couldn’t see any problems with what she was doing. In fact, from 

what she had described, her attention had let go so smoothly there had been no 
reviewing or remembering of the aching, which is good.   

“So long as you always go back to the main object of the breath, everything else is 
just problem-solving.”  I said. “And whenever you find yourself in doubt or confused 
about what you are doing go back to the body. You can’t go wrong if you just go back to 
the body and start again with practical things; sensations, tensions and feelings.” 

 

Lenny’s Beach                                                                             
 
Being a surfer, Lenny found when streaming in meditation, that one particular 

image of a beach kept reoccurring as a metaphor of how he felt: 
“It was a while ago,” he said. “I was meditating one night after having had a rotten 

day, letting my imagination stream on how terrible I felt. But it wasn’t happening. My 
mind felt unresponsive, numb, blank.  I kept being drawn back into thinking about the 
details of what had happened - who said this or who did that – mental garbage.   

“Then after a while things settled down and I was able to cut through all the 
thinking to my feelings. That’s when an image spontaneously arose that stuck. It was 
such a powerful and useful image that even now it keeps re-occurring.   

“The image was of a beach. I could see every detail – the sandstone cliffs to the 
right, the palm trees along the back ridge of grass and the ocean crashing on the 
beach. In that first image the sky and the ocean were joined in a deep angry blue grey 
and the wind and rain were whipping at the sand and shredding the palm trees. It was 
such a perfect image of how I felt that I went with it and the storm got worse.  The sky 
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was black and the lightning flashed and there was all this debris and rubbish swirling in 
the wind.  

“And right at the point when the storm couldn’t get any worse, it was as if my mind 
got sick of being stormy. Suddenly the skies cleared, the sun came out and the sea 
quietened and turned to a gentle blue. I imagined myself walking along the beach, 
picking up debris and putting it into a bag as a gentle breeze swept the sand flat. And in 
the quiet of that beach, I felt immaculately calm.   

“And now that beach keeps coming back whenever I need it. It seems to reflect all 
my moods back to me. The sea changes colour; sometimes it’s green, sometimes blue, 
sometimes black. Sometimes the day is hot and still and the sand on the beach is 
smooth, like a flat expanse of white. Then other times its stormy and the beach is torn 
apart.   

“And sometimes I’ll think I’ll be feeling fine, but then the image of the beach will 
come up when I meditate and I’ll realise there is darkness there. So I’ll go with it, and 
after the storm is over I might find myself sweeping the sand to make it flat and pulling 
the dark clouds out of the sky to let the sun shine.  I’ll clean up all the rubbish and bury 
it.   

Everything seems to get worked out on that beach inside of me, and all I have to 
do is watch …” 

 
 
 

Meditation 10 – Just Sitting                           
 
"Do everything with a mind that lets go. Do not expect any praise or 
reward. If you let go a little, you will have a little peace. If you let go a lot, 
you will have a lot of peace. If you let go completely, you will know 
complete peace and freedom. Your struggles with the world will have 
come to an end."                                                         
- Acharn Chah 
 
One of the first meditation teachers I ever went to was a Japanese man who 

practised and taught Zen from his home in the inner suburbs of Melbourne. I remember 
he told us something that took me years to comprehend fully, mainly because it was so 
simple.   

He said, “Meditation is not watching the breath or concentrating on anything. Nor 
is meditation being peaceful or happy or relaxed. Meditation is just being able to sit up 
straight …” 

He stopped there and though for a few minutes we waited for him to continue, he 
didn’t. He just closed his eyes and began to meditate.  

I looked around at the other students and saw they had closed their eyes as well. 
This being my first class, I had no idea what to do – but I closed my eyes and began 
sitting up straight as well. It was extremely difficult – after five minutes of struggling with 
my squirming, fidgeting body, I had to leave the room.  
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I went back twice more, then gave up because I was not mature enough at that 
time to appreciate the beauty of what this man was teaching. It was not until 20 years 
later and a lot of practice that I began to understand.   

That ultimately, meditation is as simple as the Zen teacher said. 
 It is the ability to sit still, and be happy to be still for as long as we need to, aware 

of everything without paying attention to things.  
If we surrender to simply sitting still, everything settles, and as all the mental and 

physical tensions release, our sense of physicality becomes more subtle – the body 
becomes lighter, more ethereal, like a cloud of shifting sensations indistinct from the 
sensations around us. The more we let go of, the less compelling thoughts and other 
momentary happenings become; no longer engaging the attention, but pass away in 
almost the instant they arose. Sensations also become momentary, disappearing even 
as they are noticed.  

Our awareness brightens and expands as the attention remains poised, still, 
becoming subtler and subtler.  

Eventually the attention has become so subtle we barely notice it. It has effectively 
receded back into the expanding spread of awareness. Like the mirror surface of a 
rock-pool, the awareness might ripple with an occasional disturbance but essentially it 
remains still, tranquil, while anything and everything passes through it and away.    

Whenever we sit down to meditate, this is what we are training for. 
 We train the attention to be still.  This is all we have to do, and everything else 

I’ve described happens naturally in the following sequence:  
 

1. As the attention becomes used to being still it becomes less intense.  
2. As the attention becomes less intense, mental energy is re-allocated to 

awareness.  
3. The attention becomes more subtle, and slowly falls back into the 

awareness.  
4. Eventually, if we keep on practicing, the attention disappears altogether, 

and there is only awareness.  
 

This is the essence of what we learn and this is what we work towards. If we can 
only do this, nature will do the rest. Our mind and body adjust, heal and re-organise 
themselves all on their own, and new qualities of living appear as a matter of course. 

So it is as the Zen teacher said – it can be that simple, to sit and be still. This 
simplicity is something easy to forget, with all the meditation methods that we use to 
con, coax and manipulate our attention into stillness.  

But we must n ever forget this simplicity – because if we do, we begin practicing 
mindlessly; doing the methods, but forgetting to meditate; watching the breath in a 
hypnotic haze thinking that’s enough.  

But watching the breath is not meditation, nor is it rest.   
Mental noting is not meditation, and neither is streaming.  
Without the simple purpose of being still always foremost in our intentions, these 

methods are all empty and useless.  
So I think it is helpful sometimes to put the methods aside every so often and just 

sit. It helps to remind us that the methods are not everything. It also creates the chance 
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that sometimes in this sitting, in letting go of the methods, meditation will occur 
spontaneously and show us how easy it is.   

 
So every so often try letting go of the methods we’ve covered to this point - you 

can always go back to them tomorrow if you need to. For now, let go of scanning the 
body, paying attention to the main object, mind-noting, streaming or whatever else 
you’ve been doing.   

Go back to the beginning.   
Go back to the foundation of your being and just sit still. And in this sitting, see 

what happens when you are unconditionally aware of whatever is happening – that’s 
enough.  

You never know, it may be that in letting go of the methods, meditation will appear 
on its own like a beautiful bird that lands on your shoulder when you’ve stopped 
clutching at the air trying to catch it. Then you don’t need any methods at all.   

 
• If your attention naturally goes to the main object of the breath, then 

allow it to, but do not direct it to go there. Rather, try to integrate and 
spread your attention right through the awareness.   

 
• As you sit, let the main object be your whole body - all the sensations as 

they are; the tensions and thoughts coming and going, the sounds, the 
feelings, the aches, itches, and pains. Pay attention to it all at once, 
without getting involved. 

 
• As you sit, allow everything to pass through you, like air through a lace 

curtain – all the sounds, itches, aches, the sensations, feelings, 
thoughts.   

 
• When your attention grips on to any one of these separate things and 

begins to narrow its focus, pull it back to a wide focus on your non 
specific awareness of everything within you and outside of you.   

 
• If your breath quickens, let it quicken. If it slows let it slow. If you feel 

bored, then feel bored. Don’t try to change anything. Let things be – just 
feel the changing textures of being alive. 

 
• Don’t note, stream, or try to concentrate. Just accept what is happening 

now …  and now …  and now …  and now …   
 
In future, try to regularly come back to this ‘sitting still’ – even when you’re not 

formally meditating. It can be done anywhere, anytime. In any space of the day, in any 
posture, with your eyes open or closed.  

 Be like a cat sitting on a fence on a warm and very still afternoon. Slowly you’ll 
learn not to cling to methods or devices to meditate.   
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Part 5 

 
 

 
Love & Imagination 

 
 
 
 
 
“To know that what is impenetrable to us really exists, manifesting itself as 
the highest wisdom and the most radiant beauty, which our dull faculties 
can comprehend only in their most primitive forms - this knowledge, this 
feeling, is at the centre of true religiousness. In this sense, and in this sense 
only, I belong to the rank of devoutly religious men." 
                                                  - Albert Einstein 
 
 
 
Conventionally in the West, meditation has usually been practised specifically for 

its therapeutic qualities - a kind of mental and physical panacea; a means of relaxing 
and clarifying our view.  

But as useful as this can be, it was not the original purpose of meditation, nor 
does it sum up its potential. And by and large, it is only in the West that meditation is 
regarded in this limited way. In the East where meditation originated from, the 
therapeutic aspect of meditation were not regarded as especially important, but simply 
side benefits which, though desirable, are not the final potential of meditation – they are 
only the beginning.   

Historically in the East, the main emphasis of meditation practice was to help us to 
create a spiritual doorway and then walk through it - to live in a different way; to give 
access to qualities of mind that were otherwise inaccessible.   

And if you keep practicing, these qualities of mind will begin to happen naturally, 
even if they were not the original reason you began.  

You’ll find that meditation begins to change the way your mind processes things. 
You’ll become aware of things that were previously imperceptible - sensations, feelings 
and intuitive bursts of understanding – insights.  

And though you will often be at a loss to explain what these new insights tell you, 
they will often supply a missing piece of a puzzle you never knew was there, but which 
has long been nagging at you.  
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The effect of this new kind of mentality; these insights; is that you might begin to 
question the very nature of the reality you’ve been born into – the nature of 
consciousness, extrasensory awareness, synchronicity, interconnectedness, 
enlightenment. You’ll begin to notice these things around you; things that were once 
just words and concepts will begin to form possibilities you might never have 
considered before.  

But even though you feel these possibilities assembling themselves around you 
and in your heart, they will not resemble anything you currently understand - because 
they are not ideas or creeds, or solutions you can quantify or even speak of. Rather 
they will form luminous questions that, by their very existence and luminosity alone, will 
lead you in a direction that, though we might have no idea where it’s headed, will 
always feel like it’s the right way to go.  

In a novel I once read, the following sentence appeared: ‘There are some 
questions so graceful that they should only be asked, because at some point it 
becomes interruptive to try to answer them.’   

This is exactly the nature of the insights that appear out of an extended meditation 
practise. They are like a long line of questions that we follow, because they indicate a 
path we cannot see but which is there nonetheless. And though we might stumble on 
this path, and sometimes fall, if we just keep following the questions, we don’t find the 
solutions, so much as we become them.  

This last part of ‘Love and Imagination’ deals with all of those questions. As such, 
it is an exploration composed largely of speculation supported as much as possible by 
my own experience combined with the work and words of many learned and 
enlightened people.   

The reason I’ve chosen to finish this book with this loose exploration of 
possibilities is to respond to the many questions I get about things such as 
extrasensory phenomena, insight, interconnectedness and enlightenment.  

And it is also to satisfy my own curiosity about things which, though I’ve been 
touched by them in my own experience, I have never pursued or allowed myself to 
contemplate at any length before.  

As such, perhaps some would see this part of the book as an indulgence.  
I don’t think so.   
I think it is useful, even essential to have this conversation, so long as it remains 

just that – a conversation. I think it helps to put meditation into a larger perspective and 
perhaps, for some, it might inspire them to practice with more purpose.   

 

Insight                                                                                        
 
"It is with the heart that one sees rightly; what is essential is invisible to the 
eye."   
                                                                   - Antoine de Saint-Exupery  
 
As meditation practise matures and your familiarity with the subtle qualities of 

awareness grows, it’s inevitable that insights will begin to appear shedding a different 
light on your sense of Self, your life and the nature of everything around you. These 
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insights come when the mind is clearer and calmer, and the intuitive intelligence of 
awareness is more integrated with the rest of your psyche.  

 Intuitive insight is a potential that all people have. But just as we all have 
awareness but are invariably blind to it, so too we’re usually blind to our capacity for 
insight. For most, it comes only in unguarded moments, disguised as sudden 
understandings, psychological breakthroughs or realisations - many of which are lost in 
the rush of our lives.  

But sometimes an insight experience is so luminescent it temporarily changes 
everything we are.  

The most common of these powerful insight experiences are connected to crisis 
situations. People who’ve been close to death - soldiers in battle, lone ocean sailors, 
mountain climbers. All of these commonly experience transformative moments of 
incredible clarity and insight as they cope with extreme circumstances. With their mind 
energised and concentrated, the everyday mental trivia is gone and their psyche 
suddenly opens and they experience insight. Indeed, many people develop a hunger 
for danger and isolation precisely because it gives them the insight they need to give 
their life perspective and meaning.  

Other than those emergency situations, intuitive insight seems only to come when 
we feel quiet, relaxed and clear, or from a long period of meditation. But regardless of 
whether an insight experience comes from a near death situation, or an extended 
meditation practice, everything is affected by it – priorities, attitudes, feelings – life is 
suddenly, irreversibly changed.  

A ‘client once described a moment of insight like this:  
“I was in the middle of a very messy divorce so I was very, very depressed; 

obsessing with all the details of my life, the court case, my kids, my future; everything 
was in play and it was overwhelming me.   

“So this particular day, I was walking along the beach near where I live. It was a 
cold day so nobody was around, and it was very quiet. The ocean was almost flat, with 
these little waves making rhythmic hissing noises. I stopped walking at one point and 
stood looking out at the ocean horizon.  

“And that’s when it hit me.  
“In that moment everything I felt just covered me up and I felt like walking into the 

sea and drowning. But the strangest thing was, just as I burst into tears I was released 
in a most amazing way.   

“I can’t describe it, but I had this brief out of body feeling where I was way up 
above myself, and my whole life, and everything just fell into place.  In that moment I 
saw how perfect everything was and how small I was, and how small my problems 
were, and how beautiful life is.   

“And in a weird flash of prescience, I knew I’d reached a turning point - that one 
day I would look back on my current difficulties and it would all seem wonderfully 
insignificant. It was just a brief flash, but it blew me away.  

“Everything changed from that day on …” 
 
One of insight’s pre-eminent qualities is it’s always shockingly clear, yet largely 

unexplainable. In this it can be frustrating, even confusing, because though it infuses us 
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with sudden understanding, and possibly even changes our life, we’re left inarticulate 
because it’s just too multi dimensional to explain.   

On one of my early retreats, while practically beside myself with the inspiration left 
over from an insight experience, I attempted to describe it in one of my journals, only to 
admit defeat at the end:  

 
‘…it occurred as a brief flash, no more than a few seconds, yet it was not rushed. 

It was a leisurely and relentless unfolding of the incredible, yet it was totally logical. It 
was like a long line of dominoes that, as soon as the first one was tipped, the falling of 
the others could not be stopped - and what was revealed was so obvious I wondered 
how I could ever have believed that things could ever have been any other way. Yet 
still, as much as I’ve experienced this strange understanding, I still cannot fathom its 
depth and as I try to write about it now, it just falls apart and all that comes is 
incoherence …’  

 
Though insight feels extraordinary when it occurs, nevertheless it is nothing 

special. We don’t realise it, but we experience insight all the time – we just don’t 
recognise it, because it is not made from thinking. We have a constant capacity for 
intuitive intelligence and much more, if we make mental space for it to be noticed.  

But there lies the rub.  
Most of the time we’re focussed on other things, filling our mind with thinking 

about what we want, what we’re getting or not getting, what we’re worried about, what 
we’re afraid of … and so on. And all this mental activity blocks out the subtle, insightful 
aspects of mind – the parts that don’t speak with thoughts, but with the intuitive 
‘knowing’ of insight. 

Insight is also blocked our by our conditioned assumptions about things – the 
habitual beliefs that we accumulate throughout life. These assumptions are like grooves 
worn into our life path, in which we follow only what we have been taught, or think we 
know, or what we have already experienced. And in these grooves we feel comfortable 
because what we know doesn’t threaten us.   

But in feeling safe within what we know, we lose touch with the greater part of life, 
which lies in what we don’t yet know, or don’t know how to express. 

And this is the cost of our comfortable fabric of habits and assumptions. It forms a 
prison of the spirit that shuts us out, not only from our own inherent genius, but also 
from our sense of interconnectedness with everything around us – a sense that cannot 
be measured or scientifically validated, but which nonetheless, is essential to all life. 

 

The Prison of Our Assumptions                                               
 
'An awakened person lives in the material world the same as everyone else. 
When he sees a rose, he knows that it is a rose, like everyone else. But he is 
neither conditioned nor imprisoned by concepts.'  
                                                                - Thich Nhat Hanh 
 
The use of fire, the wheel, electricity, Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, space travel, 
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computers, the Internet; all of these events, within the prevailing assumptions about 
reality at the time, were considered inconceivable - even laughable. 

Before Columbus circumnavigated the world, people believed the earth was flat – 
it seemed rational.  

Before Copernicus postulated a solar system in which our earth revolves around 
the sun, people believed that the whole universe revolved around the earth.  

Again, it seemed rational – it was ‘reality’. 
And can you imagine the reaction of someone in the 19th century if, over an ale in 

the local tavern, you mentioned that in a hundred years we’d be walking on the moon 
using mobile phones and surfing the Internet. They’d have thought you were barking 
mad. It would have seemed too unreal for anyone to have believed.  

Each breakthrough throughout our history has depended on some person with a 
dream doing something that seemed unbelievable at the time. Every time someone like 
Copernicus, or Columbus or Einstein produced a miracle, they had to dare to step 
outside the assumptions that the rest of humanity lived within. And usually, when these 
brave visionaries first offered up their miracles, the first reaction from the community 
was ridicule.  

We ridicule visionaries because they tell us about something that lies outside the 
comfortable fabric of our assumptions – a false reality created from our past. A mental 
construct created by memories.   

 
In living within the assumptions of what we think we know, we forget that there is a 

lot we don’t know. For instance, we commonly assume that every ‘thing’ in the universe 
is separate from each other. We can see this separateness and point to it. All of our 
senses tell us that separateness is so because when we pick up china cup from a table, 
we notice the table doesn’t come with it. They’re separate.  

But this assumption of separateness is an illusion, because when we look into the 
true nature of the cup, the table and everything around it, we see a whole different 
reality. 

So let’s travel into this china cup.   
Sure enough, if we examine it through a very powerful microscope, we see the 

shiny and apparently seamless surface is made of many tightly packed molecules, held 
in tight patterns by energetic attraction.  

The illusion of solidity is intact.  
And further, if we look into each of the molecules, we find formations of atoms, 

which again, are held to each other by energetic attraction.  
The illusion of solidity is still intact … but only barely.   
From that point on, if we further magnify the atoms, we cross the last boundary of 

assumed reality. Within the quantum reality of each atom, solidity totally disappears. 
We see that the atoms of the cup are actually comprised of particles. But even though I 
use the word ‘particles’ they are not particles of material as we know them, but minute 
patterns of energy in a void.  

So in fact, the essential reality is that the china cup is apparently 99.9% empty 
space. And if we could turn the microscope around to examine everything around the 
cup, we would see that everything else is also 99.9% empty space as well. And in that 
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emptiness, all separation between us, the china cup, the table, the air and the person 
standing next to us has disappeared.  

We would see that all our material universe is in fact, a unity - interlocked patterns 
of energy in space. But because we’ve never experienced this essential ‘unity of being’ 
as sight or touch it is impossible for us to truly understand. So, in our daily lives, we live 
in the assumption that it is not so – everything is separate.   

 
There are so many assumptions, apparent truths which, by accepting them 

without question and living within them, we forget that they are only assumed truths. 
We forget that in the main, we only accepted these assumptions because it was 
convenient. And now, after thousands of years of this forgetting, we often no longer 
perceive anything beyond our assumptions.  

 As Nietzsche said: “We behold all things through the human head and cannot cut 
off this head; while the question nonetheless remains what of the world would still be 
there if one had cut it off. 24   

The assumptions of reality are not just in our heads - but in our eyes, our ears and 
our senses as well.  

For instance, try to imagine a colour you’ve never seen.It’s impossible – and yet 
other colours do exist. And many other creatures on earth do see them. Of all the 
breadth of the spectrum of radiation that is available to our senses, we only perceive 
the wavelengths we associate with visible light - a narrow band of variations on four 
basic colours that lies between 375 billionths of a metre to 775 billionths of a metre.   

All other frequencies outside of this narrow band are invisible to us because our 
eyes do not have the capacity to see them, so we cannot conceive of them.   

Similarly with sound and smell - we only perceive a fragment of what is actually 
there. A dog can hear almost twice as much in the higher frequencies as we can. Also, 
its sense of smell is so sensitive it can ‘… pick up the tracks of its master over grass or 
sand, rock or pavement, even after hours have passed, just by following the scent of 
those few molecules of distinctive butyric acid which pass with sweat through the soles 
of the shoes.’ 25 

And so it goes, the different sense capacity of each living creature determines the 
kind of reality they live in, and each of tem is unimaginable to us. Plants and insects 
‘speak’ to one another with pheromones and gasses that we are unaware of. Dolphins’ 
sonar abilities are so strong they use them like X ray’s to ‘see’ through other creatures 
and things. Elephants can communicate over 30 kilometres by using subsonic sounds. 

But even though these creatures have extraordinary abilities, nevertheless, their 
realities are as limited as ours, because the senses of us all are modelled to what we 
need to sense. So even though cats and dogs can see the slightest movements over a 
wide area, they have very poor colour recognition. Birds and most insects are attuned 
to the finest variations of colour but cannot see any detail at all.  

We all edit the information around us because if we didn’t, we would not survive. If 
we were to pick up every piece of stimuli that is around, including all the microwaves, X 
radiation, cosmic rays as well as all the bands of radio frequencies which we ourselves 
                                                 
24 Nietzsche, Friedrich, Human-All-Too Human: A Book for Free Spirits, Part I. Trans, Helen Zimmern, The Complete Works of 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Vol. 6. Russell & Russell, New York, 1964. 
25 Watson, Lyall, Neophilia, Hodder & Staughton, Great Britain, 1989, p. 88 
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create, our minds would be so overloaded with information we would be struck dumb, 
unable to focus or function.   

So all creatures build their working reality from ‘need-to-know’ criteria that serves 
only our most basic needs. Our assumptions about ‘what’s real and what isn’t’ then, are 
like mental shortcuts lubricating our passage through the complex mulch of sensory 
information that our universe is made from.  

That’s life.  
But we humans have taken the sensory editing process too far, and created a 

blindness that we never had in our ancient past. Over the last two thousand years, as 
we have progressively enclosed ourselves in exclusively human environments – cities 
and technological networks - our almost total preoccupation with the material world has 
ensured we now perceive reality as exclusively material. As such, we no longer sense 
anything outside of our most basic senses of sound, smell, vision and touch.   

In this we have developed a spiritual ‘blindness’ which, though we feel something 
lacking from our life experience, we’ve been without it for so long now we no longer 
know what we’re missing. 

 
As I wrote in the chapter on Imagination, in the ancient world of the hunter 

gatherers there was no distinction between physical and the spiritual. To the ancient 
mind each was an essential aspect of the other.  

With language and science relatively unformed, their sense of things was intuitive 
homogeneous - a meld of physicality and spirituality in which they felt the unknown 
around them in much the same way as we might feel the wind upon our skin - as 
sensations. And they expressed these things in dance, stories, paintings and singing 
rather than the dry logic of science, numbers and measurements we use to explain 
things today.   

As such, their perception of reality was in the same flux of change as the rest of 
nature; nothing defined or delineated or given a constant value; nothing denoted as 
‘real’ or ‘unreal’.  

And because reality had no consistent form, their sense of Self was also in flux - 
intimately interconnected with the vast river of everything else changing and 
rearranging around them. And as they wandered from place to place, time was simply a 
rhythm of light and dark in a continuum, in which past, present and future existed 
simultaneously.  

Evidence of this sense of timelessness can still be found in the verbal tense 
structures of the languages of hunter gatherers such as African and Australian bush 
people as well as the Native American languages, in which they apply present tense to 
the past, and speak of those who are distant as if they are immediately present. They 
also speak of trees, mountains, birds and animals as if they are aspects of their own 
self, members of their community.  

But when humankind shifted from being hunter gatherers to farmer settlers their 
reality shifted as well. In stopping to lay claim to place and property, they stepped out 
from the natural flow of universal reality and built their own, particularly human reality.   

In this new reality, along with the need to time crop cycles and plan ahead to the 
next season, the time continuum separated into three parts - past, present and future - 
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and linear time became the norm. In owning property the land, flora and fauna ceased 
being their cousin and became simply a possession. The use of money further turned 
things into chattels, with a finite value. The world was suddenly turned into something 
like a shopping inventory in which everything was separated and valued, its role limited 
to whether it could be consumed or utilised – nothing more.  

But it was our obsession with language and the parallel world of thinking that 
created the biggest change in our heads, eventually morphing into a whole new 
universe in which our thoughts and ideas incarnated into the technological reality we 
live within today. This world of numbers and linear logic now determines our perception 
of what’s real and what’s not real.    

And because we use most of our mental energy to maintain and cope with this 
parallel world in our heads, there is very little left over for any awareness of the more 
subtle signals of universal reality around us – the reality we knew in our ancient past.   

But just because we no longer feel the energy relationships beyond our six basic 
senses doesn’t mean they’ve gone away. We’re just not aware of them anymore – 
which makes us a bit like a blind, deaf and dumb person in the middle of a choir. 
Though every animal, tree, bird, plant, blade of grass and even the earth and sky itself 
is singing a vast and complex song we stand in the middle of this vast song, oblivious 
and alone.  

Some of us however, in unguarded moments, feel a strange sense of loss, 
because in the deepest parts of ourself we can still feel this vast song resonating in 
every cell of our body.   

 
The signals of universal reality do not come through our attention, which is too 

hyperactive, logical and egoistic. They come through open awareness, and the different 
ways this reality expresses itself are myriad. It appears as insight, synchronicity, 
intuition, prescience and ‘gut feelings’. It also appears as the many and various 
phenomena we vaguely and suspiciously call, ‘parapsychological’, such as telepathy, 
psychokinesis, prescience, clairvoyance, spiritual healing and so on. All these things 
are manifestations of the interconnected reality we no longer participate in.  

Though we give lip service to the bare notion of this universal sense in our 
churches, we don’t know how to participate with it because our scientific sense of 
things has closed that part of us down. All we have left is the empty repetition of 
anachronistic rituals left over from more aware times. And though we might speculate 
about spirituality, and perhaps hope it exists, nevertheless, most of us secretly and 
arrogantly assume it is simply a myth left over from more ignorant times. And because 
our education and conventional science do not acknowledge, include or value the 
spiritual aspect of reality, few of us have the incentive to even attempt to experience it.  

This psychic prison we have built is formed from beliefs, opinions and information. 
It asserts a reality that is static, divided and unintelligent, which from my point of view, 
is an innately false perception, because it relies on our spiritual numbness to exist.  

And the problem is, this numbness is empowered by our compulsive need to 
constantly be channelling the naked flow of mind through our attention into languaged 
thinking – the very aspect of mind that constructs our false reality.   

If we want to break out of this prison, all the usual tools of liberation are useless. 
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Religion, books, information; they’re all useless, because they’re made from the same 
stuff as the prison itself – they are made from thinking – what we already know.  

The only way we can break out is to let go of our preconceptions about everything 
– to let go of what we think we know, to allow what we don’t yet know to reveal itself.  

To be aware of what ‘is’ as it happens.   
This ‘isness’ is not a concept, a notion or even a position. It is simply sensations 

as they are. Sensations of what is happening now –  seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting 
and smelling. In positioning our mind within these bare senses, without the reactive 
thoughts that usually arise from them, we find there is nothing to fight, or avoid, or 
disagree about. There is simply a flow of sense events which in time merge as a 
complete knowing from which a sense of universal reality arises.  

In meditation, we teach our mind to do just this - to let go of all its usually 
concocting and reacting. With our attention resting calmly on the raw sensory flow from 
the body we let go of everything, even eventually the conscious act of letting go itself. 
And as we practise, the mind becomes used to letting go – it begins to feel more 
comfortable with having no static position to reach for, or prove, or defend.   

It softens and calms.   
As all the sensations lose their separateness and merge into one, our attention 

merges back into awareness, at which point our conditioned assumptions begin to fall 
apart like sand castles in an incoming tide.   

As our conditioning deconstructs itself, a new kind of intelligence appears – an 
intelligence that is not localised to just us, but resonates with the universal. Intuitive 
understanding replaces rational analysis.   

Knowing replaces thinking.   
This process is inevitable, and is so intrinsically a part of the meditation process it 

begins the minute you start meditating; imperceptible at first but growing as your 
practise continues.   

 

The Music of the Wind                                                              
 
‘If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would 
appear to man as it is, infinite.’ 
                                          - William Blake 
 
If you ever go into silent retreat at a meditation centre or monastery and meditate 

for a long period of time, you’ll find sooner or later that meditation will naturally cause 
conditioned assumptions to begin deconstructing. As this occurs, noticeable changes 
will occur in the way you perceive your Self, the world around you and reality itself.  

Sometimes this process is so subtle you only realise you’ve changed by noticing 
the differences in the way you behave when you re-renter your life. Without meaning to 
you find you’ve become more empathetic, generous, kind – qualities intuitively 
connected to the sense of interconnectedness unobtrusively growing within you 

And other times the changes meditation creates can be so instant it can be very 
disconcerting. I had one such experience in 1997 which, when combined with other 
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experiences I’d had previous to that, opened me up to possibilities I could never have 
countenanced before.   

 
One morning my teacher, the Venerable Luangpu Sangvahn made an interesting 

point about imagination. During daily interviews the Luangpu would speak with a 
number of monks, nuns and novices gathered before him and in this particular interview 
a young German monk mentioned he’d been having visions during meditation. He said 
he wasn’t sure “if they are real or just my imagination.” I expected the Luangpu to tell 
him to let them go - to ignore them and leave it at that.   

But instead he said something totally different.   
“The things you see are real and you are imagining them both at the same time.” 

he said. Then he laughed and added, “Everything … all things are both real and 
imagined.” 

I left the interview confused.   
I had always thought there was a clear distinction between ‘real’ and ‘imagined’ 

and that the purpose of meditation was to pare away the stuff of imagination to leave a 
core of  what was ‘ultimately real’ shining pristinely before me. What this ultimate reality 
was I had no idea but I always felt it would be something ‘real’ and not imagined.   

Over the next week, as a result of the Luangpu’s comment, my meditation practice 
was disturbed by processions of questions rattling around in my head like stones in a 
can. I wrote a petulant entry in my journal: “If there is no reality other than what I 
imagine, then what the hell am I doing here, meditating for months and months?” and 
left it at that.  

But shortly after, I experienced something which shed light on what the Luangpu 
had said.   

It was during a quiet afternoon with only a slight breeze sighing softly through the 
branches of the trees outside. I was meditating in my hut and for once I was enjoying a 
blissful bout of absorbed tranquillity. Then from out of the relative silence I noticed 
sound - quiet at first, but becoming more noticeable.   

It was music. The most beautiful music I had ever heard in my life. It seemed to be 
coming from all around me and it had the mellifluousness of Mozart or Bach, but 
instead of repeated motifs, this music seemed to invent itself anew in each moment - 
melodies of sound, resembling strings and choirs woven through each other, forming 
exquisite aural curlicues that seemed to float in the air. It was as if, from all around my 
hut, from the paddy fields, the air and the sky above, a huge choir of voices and violins 
was playing a tapestry of delicate sound that wafted and modulated with the wind.  

I had never heard such exquisite sound. My breathing stopped, and my body was 
totally still as my attention became absorbed in this music.   

Now, to that time, like many meditators in retreat, I had often experienced various 
kinds of sensory hallucination during meditation but they always disappeared as soon 
as awareness re-asserted itself. But this was different. This music didn’t disappear. In 
fact, the more I became aware of it, the more this impossible music seemed incredibly 
real – I could almost feel it vibrating on my skin.  

I began to note, ‘hearing, hearing …”, trying to pare away my reactions, waiting for 
the sound to dissolve, but it persisted.  
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I kept meditating, but now I was confused.  
It was definitely sound, coming through my ears, yet it was like no sound I had 

experienced before, because it seemed to have no source. It was not Thai music that 
often came from the farmer’s radios as they worked in the paddy fields. Nor was it a 
stereo playing somewhere far away. This music had a clear, crystalline clarity – as if it 
was playing inside my head; as if it were more real that real.   

I sat for perhaps an hour, I don’t know, but this music floated around me until my 
reverie was broken by the yowling of two cats in a territorial dispute behind my hut – my 
attention was distracted and the music disappeared. I opened my eyes but remained 
still, sitting in the mid afternoon quiet, wondering where it had come from.  

Then, after about ten minutes, I became aware that a faint breeze still whispered 
through the branches of the trees outside my hut. It was such a subtle sound I would 
normally never have paid attention to it. But now as I focussed on it, as if playing with 
me, my mind demonstrated the changeability of the sound by briefly switching to a 
reprise of the music, before reverting back the usual sound of the wind.  

It took me another ten minutes to finally reconcile myself to the fact that my own 
imagination had created that complex and gorgeous music from the simple sound of 
the wind. The more I contemplated this phenomenon the more I realised the veracity of 
what the Acharn had said that morning a week before.  

Reality and imagination are one and the same.   
From the bare stuff of our senses it is our personal imagination that forms the 

patterns we cognise as reality. We learn these patterns from our parents, peers and 
schooling. And each pattern we give to reality is like an agreement that things will 
always appear in a certain way. So our imagination helps to give us only what we know.   

But the fact remains that what we recognise from the stuff of our senses and 
agree is real, is only a construct of our mentality. And without our conditioning, this 
fragile construct is subject to change at any time, as I experienced that afternoon.   

In my absorption my mind forgot its conditioning and my imagination made music 
out of the wind.  

 
So who is to say that the exquisite music I heard was not the sound of the wind as 

other creatures, or people sense it? After all, in every culture on earth, the agreements 
about reality must be different.  

The ancients believed the world we see is the stuff of our mind projected out 
through our eyes. Modern scientists believe the world we see is formed by our visual 
cortex picking up incoming photons of light and translating them into a picture of what is 
actually there.  

I think the truth is actually between the two.   
We see what is there at the same time as we project it from our imagination. And 

so it is with the other sensations as well – of smell, touch, taste and sound. All our 
senses are selective, biased and conditioned to give us what we think should be there, 
but this is not a definition of ultimate reality.     

So how then, can we distinguish between what is real and what is not?  After all, 
in every culture of the world there is a different view of reality.  

Westerners are adamant that mathematics and science are the ultimate arbiters of 
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true reality. But the reality of other cultures accept that people can fly, materialise things 
in their hands or be in two places at one time. Similarly there are cultures who 
experience the earth, sky, trees and rocks as conscious, participating members of their 
communities – where people co-exist with their dead ancestors, seeing them and 
speaking with them each day, just as they would see and speak with their friends in the 
street.   

And just as we in the West would declare our measured rational universe as the 
only reality, so too would all these other cultures swear blind that theirs is the only 
reality. The Western Christian has a different reality to the Hindu, the Thai or Burmese 
or the Moslem, or the American Indians or the Pacific indigenous peoples – yet each of 
them would swear theirs is the only reality.   

So whose reality is the ‘right’ one?   
I would now say that all of them are right. That there are as many realities as there 

are consciousnesses to perceive them.  
But if reality is as fluid and changeable and ‘non-real’ as I say, what then can we 

depend on to always be the same? What is our final register of sanity in this apparent 
flux of madness?  

What is the ultimate truth of our life experience?  
Philosopher and spiritual teacher Krishnamurti once said: "…that you must strip 

yourself of all those things and allow truth to come into being; and it can come only 
when the mind is empty, when the mind ceases to create."  26   

I regard Krishnamurti’s use of the word ‘truth’ in the above quote as one and the 
same with my use of ‘awareness’, which comes only when all mental preconceptions 
have been stripped away and, as Krishnamurti says, ‘the mind ceases to create’.  

Beyond all of our different conceptions of reality, it is only awareness that’s 
common to all living things, whether a human, a tree, a lizard, a Kalahari bushman or a 
New York businessman.  

So even though the sound of the wind might appear to be different to the listening 
mind of each of us, the awareness that senses hearing is the same for all of us. We are 
all, before notions and conditioning, in the foundation of our being, joined in the same 
awareness.   

And this is why meditation is so important.   
Over the weeks, months, years and decades of a consistent meditation practise, 

like persistent badgers gnawing at a log, we whittle away at our conditioned 
preconceptions to set awareness free. As best we can we let go of preconceived 
notions of pain, pleasure, anger, happiness, what we desire, what we fear, what’s real, 
what’s not. We throw away the names of these conditioned reactions, to feel them as 
bare sensations and mental activity.  

In stripping away our conditioned reactions we see that pain, pleasure and 
everything else are simply different frequencies of the same friction of life. The effect of 
this insight is we slowly cease reacting to these things. 

In response to this non-reactiveness the mind becomes calmer, more spacious, 
and the mental construct of conditioned reality becomes even more transparent.  

As we are slowly released from the prison of conditioned reality, awareness grows 
                                                 
26 J. Krishnamurti. "The Book of Life", Harper San Francisco, 1995, p 64   
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stronger. The way we know this is happening is we increasingly find ourselves more 
interested in the emptiness between our thoughts than the thoughts themselves – an 
emptiness which seems to resonate evocatively with intuitive knowing. As we grow 
used to that emptiness we find we know rather than think, and a growing and profound 
feeling of empathy begins to appear between the parts of our body, and all living things 
around us. Rather than abiding within self identity, we begin to identify with the whole.   

We feel intimately connected with everything. 
And what is interesting about this new sense of interconnectedness is that it 

manifests in so many different ways – many of which I would loosely call ‘extrasensory’, 
mainly because they’re not localised to any one sense, but seem to come from all 
senses in concert.   

 
So here we are. We’ve come all this way in our exploration of meditation, only to 

find ourselves contemplating ‘the extrasensory’.  
It’s an unfortunate word because, along with its cousins ‘paranormal’ and 

‘psychic’, it takes us into a contemporary badland which, though most have never 
explored or experienced these things, are nevertheless ridiculed by science as 
nonsense.  

A large part of the problem is that conventional science has not yet given us 
permission to even consider the possibility of the extrasensory.  The very term 
threatens the false precision and tidiness of their traditional scientific methodologies. It 
also forces scientists to re-examine concepts they have often ignored, such as 
consciousness and spirituality - because they cannot be measured, quantified or 
valued. As such, all extrasensory phenomena are relegated to the provinces of 
mythology, religion and bad fiction.  

But I find it impossible to come this far in our exploration, and not go on. To 
contemplate the notion of interconnected awareness without venturing into the badland 
of the extrasensory seems silly to me. For that reason, though I cannot prove or verify 
any of what we’re about to explore, I think it’s useful nonetheless.  

So let’s step over the border and into the badlands, always remembering that 
nothing is true until you have experienced it yourself. 

 

Synchronicity  & Interconnectedness                                          
 

Indeed, Bohm believes that our almost universal tendency to fragment the 
world and ignore the dynamic interconnectedness of all things is responsible for 
many of our problems, not only in science, but in our lives and our society as 
well.  
                                                                            - Michael Talbot  27  

 
 The least contentious aspect of the extrasensory is the phenomenon of 

synchronicity which most people accept merely because it is so commonly 
experienced.  

                                                 
27 The Holographic Universe, Michael Talbot, Harper Perennial, 1991, pp. 48-50.  
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 The term 'synchronicity’ was first coined by Carl Jung, a psychiatrist who was an 
early protégé of Sigmund Freud. In his foreword to ‘The I Ching’, Jung described 
synchronicity in this way: “Synchronicity takes the coincidence of events in space and 
time as meaning something more than mere chance, namely a peculiar 
interdependence of objective events among themselves as well as with the subjective 
(psychic) states of the observer or observers.  28  

Synchronicity is when seemingly chance occurrences happen with an odd, yet 
undeniable appropriateness to one another – eg. when someone gives us a book we 
had already made a private decision to buy. Or when, at the very moment of thinking 
about a particular person, the phone rings and it is them.  

All to often, we write these events off as ‘mere coincidence’ - but if we were to 
calculate the odds against all of the exceptional coincidences that have happened in 
our life, we would find them akin to winning the lotto many times over – because these 
apparent miracles are happening constantly.   

Jung’s fascination with synchronicity was partly inspired by many psychiatric case-
studies, in which he began noticing and questioning the origins of these uncanny 
coincidences, a notable one being as follows:  

"A young woman I was treating had, at a critical moment, a dream in which she 
was given a golden scarab. While she was telling me his dream I sat with my back to 
the closed window.  Suddenly I heard a noise behind me, like a gentle tapping. I turned 
round and saw a flying insect knocking against the window-pane from outside.  I 
opened the window and caught the creature in the air as it flew in.  It was the nearest 
analogy to the golden scarab that one finds in our latitudes, a scarabaeid beetle, the 
common rose-chafer (Cetoaia urata) which contrary to its usual habits had evidently felt 
an urge to get into a dark room at this particular moment.  I must admit that nothing like 
it ever happened to me before or since, and that the dream of the patient has remained 
unique in my experience." 29 

Jung believed the ‘meaningful coincidences’ of synchronicity were indications of a 
greater ‘collective unconscious’ that we are all unknowingly influenced by, which gives 
pattern to the seemingly unconnected events of our lives. He saw it as a mass 
psychology that arose from the collective memory of all human beings.  

A model that Jungian psychology frequently uses to explain this is of an iceberg. 
The part of the iceberg above the surface of the water is the conscious mind. This is 
where we knowingly think, feel, and sense - the part of the mind we “live in” most of the 
time.   

Below this surface ‘peak’ is the submerged bulk of the ice berg, which Jung called 
the “personal unconscious.”  Here are all the feelings, volitions, urges and historical 
memories that form the background material for our conscious working image of our 
Self, and which manifest in our life as habits, reactions and dreams.   

And then we see that all around this iceberg is a vast ocean of water from which 
the iceberg is formed, and which it melts back into. This is the collective unconscious – 
the ‘source material’ of all human beings, and the origin of phenomena such as 
synchronicity. This collective unconscious is described as a "…storehouse of latent 
                                                 
28 Wilhelm, Richard, I Ching or Book of Changes, (forward by Carl Jung) , Routledge & Kegan, London, 1965, p. xxiv 
29 ‘Jung, Carl, William McGuire (Editor) The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, No. 8 : The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche, 
Princeton University Press, New Jersey , 1970 
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memory traces inherited from man's ancestral past, a past that includes not only the 
racial history of man as a separate species but his pre-human or animal ancestry as 
well." 30 

 
Though the notion of collective unconsciousness has occasionally been 

entertained by scientists, it is only relatively recent that it’s been seriously considered. 
Though none can conclusively explain it or quantify it, a small number of a new wave of 
scientists over the last fifty years have been devoting energy to exploring its 
possibilities.   

One of the most controversial of these new scientists is Rupert Sheldrake, an 
English biologist working at the outer limits of his field. Sheldrake proposes that the all 
of nature is, like our mind itself, a complex tangle of deeply ingrained habits that have 
built up over time.  These habits exist as ubiquitous electromagnetic fields, similar in 
character to fields of gravity. Sheldrake calls these fields ‘morphic fields’ and, like 
gravity, they are totally undetectable by any way other than by their effects ‘…growing 
organisms are shaped by fields which are both within and around them, fields which 
contain, as it were, the form of the organism… Each species has its own fields, and 
within each organism there are fields within fields.’  31 

Sheldrake postulates that these morphic fields are the organising principle of 
nature - the information that evolution utilises, as well as the dynamic and motivation. 
Every species of living creature, plant, or mineral evolves from the habitual resonances 
of their particular interconnected morphic fields.  

In the same way, information also evolves - whatever new skills or behaviours are 
learnt by a few influences the resonance of the particular morphic field they’re a part of, 
making it likely that the same skill or behaviour will catch on with others of their kind. 
Hence the exponential growth patterns of behaviour habits, fashion, ideas, and moods 
that we observe in the human community around us. 

To support his theory Sheldrake has written a number of books and cited many 
examples from nature, the most famous of which concerned a species of small bird 
called the Blue Tit.  

In 1921 it was noticed around Southampton in Britain that these birds had begun 
to display a new habit, never seen before n this particular species, either in England or 
Europe. In England at that time, each day a milk man would deliver each house’s order 
of milk in bottles, each of which had a metal-foil lid. The Blue Tits had somehow learnt 
to pierce these metal-foil tops to reach the surface layer of cream. Then it was noticed 
a few years later, during the ‘30’s, that Blue Tits all throughout Scandinavia and the 
Netherlands had also developed the habit.  

Now, this on its own might not seem that notable, except for the fact that individual 
birds of this species do not migrate or move more than a few miles from their breeding 
place. So nobody could figure out how the Blue Tits of Britain had managed 
communicate their new talent to their kin in greater Europe. 

Even more compelling was what occurred during and after the war years of 1940-
1947, during which deliveries of milk bottles ceased in the Netherlands. Considering the 
                                                 
30 Calvin S. Hall and Gardner Lindzey. Theories of Personality. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1957, p. 80. 
31 Sheldrake, Rupert,  Part I: Mind, Memory, and Archetype Morphic Resonance and the Collective Unconscious  - a paper 
published in Psychological Perspectives 1987  
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life span of a Blue Tit is only about a year or two, it was not possible that any of the pre-
war birds could have survived this period of seven years - so it would have been safe to 
assume that the habit of pecking through the tops of milk bottles to get at the cream 
would have died with them. Yet, as soon as the war was over and milk bottles 
reappeared back on the streets in the Netherlands, it was observed that the habit 
instantly reappeared in several widely distant places and was soon once again 
widespread.   

The implication of this is that the ‘memory’ of this habit had to have existed 
somewhere other than the birds themselves – lending credence to Sheldrake’s 
hypothesis  of morphic resonance. 

Sheldrake’s theory is superficially similar to Jung's collective unconscious. The 
difference is that Jung's idea was specific to human experience and human collective 
memory, whereas Sheldrake suggests this ‘field of knowing’ is an integral part of all the 
myriad of parts of the entire universe.   

Sheldrake also asserts that, if his theory is well-founded, it would help to explain 
much of what we call ”paranormal’ phenomena, such as telepathy, prescience and 
psychokinesis, as well as Jung’s idea of synchronicity. 

 
David Bohm, one of the world’s most innovative physicists, was also convinced 

that the universe is profoundly interconnected by an intangible energy component. He 
described it as existing in a state of what he called "undivided wholeness".   

To illustrate this, Bohm likened the universe to a hologram, a remarkable feature 
of which is, if a holographic plate is cut into fragments, it is found that each fragment no 
matter how small, contains within itself a complete scale image of the whole object it 
was a part of. Using this analogy, Bohm proposed that the universe exists as what he 
called a "holomovement" in which, like the holographic plate, any part of the universe, 
no matter how small, contains within itself an identical order of the whole.   

In his book, ‘Wholeness and the Implicate Order’ he said: "We have reversed the 
usual classical notion that the independent 'elementary' parts of the universe are the 
fundamental reality, and that the various systems are merely contingent forms and 
arrangements of these parts. Rather we say that inseparable quantum 
interconnectedness of the whole universe is fundamental reality, and that relatively 
independently behaving parts are merely particular and contingent forms within the 
whole." 32 

Bohm’s proposition was verified in 1982 in a remarkable experiment performed by 
a research team led by physicist Alain Aspect in Paris testing quantum 
interconnectedness. The results of the experiment clearly showed that subatomic 
particles, the most fundamental ‘stuff’ of the physical universe, are able to influence 
each other over infinite distances, in ways that cannot be explained by the transfer of 
physical signals travelling at or slower than the speed of light.  

‘…two entangled particles, no matter how far they are apart, are not really 
separate at all.  Measure one, and as its spin becomes definite this triggers the other to 
respond. Its indeterminate spin also becomes definite, in the opposite direction to that 
of its partner. What is astonishing and disturbing is that this response happens 
                                                 
32 Bohm, David, ‘Wholeness and the Implicate Order’ Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, Boston, 1996 
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instantaneously--even if the particles are separated by huge distances.  Consequently, 
quantum theory requires action at a distance. What happens in one part of the Universe 
can have instantaneous "nonlocal" consequences in other parts, no matter how far 
away they might be…’  33 

Obviously this caused problems with the classical view of physics, because 
theoretically, nothing can travel faster than light. Yet, in apparent defiance of this basic 
principle of science, here we have particles instantly communicating with other particles 
across any distance no matter how vast.  

So again the most obvious inference is that, at the most fundamental level, all 
things, even in their smallest parts, are profoundly interconnected by a phenomenon 
that is as yet totally undetectable by any measuring device we have.  

And just as this interconnectedness is undetectable by the instruments of science, 
so too it remains largely undetectable by our cluttered, sense specific minds. After all, 
we cannot hear interconnectedness, or see it, or taste it, or smell it, nor is it is 
specifically a sensation. The ‘language’ of interconnectedness exists outside of our five 
senses, so we are usually oblivious to it.  

In this, it is as if we are asleep in the middle of an immense and exhilarating 
conversation. And though sometimes in this sleeping, in unguarded moments, our 
latent extrasensory awareness catches snatches of what is being said, rarely do we 
allow ourselves to believe it. 

 

Extrasensory Awareness                                                      
 
We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment 
of destiny. This is the way our universe is structured.  

                                                              - Martin Luther King                                                   
 

Carl Jung’s notion of synchronicity, and the collective unconsciousness, and more 
recently Rupert Sheldrake’s theories about morphic fields inevitably led both of them 
into separate and very contentious explorations of parapsychology – telepathy, 
clairvoyance, precognition and psychokinesis. And though their steps into ‘the 
badlands’ has coloured them both as eccentrics in the eyes of conventional science, 
they never recanted.  

In fact, Jung became more definite about his direction as time went on, as has 
Sheldrake more recently.  

Jung theorised that: ‘If we give due consideration to the facts of parapsychology, 
then the hypothesis of the psychic aspect must be extended beyond the sphere of 
biochemical processes to matter in general.  In that case all reality would be grounded 
on an as yet unknown substrate possessing material and at the same time psychic 
qualities.  In view of the trend of modern theoretical physics, this assumption should 
arouse fewer resistances than before … the ‘acausal’ correspondences between 
mutually independent psychic and physical events, i.e., synchronistic phenomena, and 
indeed, psychokinesis, would then  become more understandable, for every physical 

                                                 
33 Why God plays Dice, by Mark Buchanan, New Scientist Magazine, 22 August 1998 
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event would involve a psychic one and vice versa.’  34 
When Jung first began to express his convictions regarding parapsychology, 

Sigmund Freud, his patron at that time, expressed scepticism, even disdain at first. But 
even he could not discount the numerous telepathic occurrences that were happening 
between himself and his patients. Eventually he too began to subscribe to the 
possibility of telepathic phenomena, to the extent that in 1911 he became a member of 
both the American and the British Societies for Psychical Research.    

Freud concluded that: ‘Telepathy may be the original archaic means through 
which individuals understood one another; a means pushed into the background, in the 
course of phylogenetic development, by a better method of communication, that is to 
say by signs perceived by the sensory organs.  But these older methods of 
communication may have survived in the background and may still manifest 
themselves under certain conditions.’ 35 

Until recently I also was very sceptical when it came to the notion of extrasensory 
phenomena. But as a result of my experiences with meditation over the years, Freud’s 
speculation rings very true. I think perhaps it is indeed as he said – that in response to 
the demands of our increasingly materialistic culture over thousands of years, we have 
increasingly ignored the subtle signals of our extrasensory awareness in favour of the 
coarse, but more evocative information of sensual appetites and reactive thinking. As 
the mental noise between us and the extrasensory thickened and increased in volume 
over thousands of years, so too our view of the world has gradually adjusted, such that 
we no longer feel the loss.  

As a Cheyenne Indian legend says: ‘Long ago, men and animals and spirits all 
communicated in the same way. Then something happened. After that, men had to 
speak to each other in different languages. But they retained "The Old Language" in 
dreams, and in communicating with spirits and animals.’  36 

 
Given the dependence on rational deduction for their view of things, it is 

understandable that science avoids a rigorous examination of extrasensory 
phenomena. After all, there is simply no way of proving how things like telepathy, 
clairvoyance and prescience actually happen.   

It’s just not logical.   
For example, what is the medium through which telepathic transmission occurs? 

There’s no way of conclusively measuring this medium or even identifying its presence 
other than from the empirical experiences of ‘un-scientific’ people.  

And even though a few rigorous experiments have ‘proved’ that extrasensory 
phenomena exists, these tests really only indicate the presence of extrasensory 
phenomena, but not the way it happens. Hence, most science-minded people will 
hesitate to take a position one way or the other, because the rigid requirements of their 
rational view leave no means of imbuing their observations and experiences with 
enough credibility to publish a paper about it.  

But perhaps the larger reason we find extrasensory awareness incredible is 

                                                 
34 Jung, Carl, The Essential Jung, ed. Anthony Stoor, Princeton University Press, N.J. 1983 p.333 
35 Freud, Sigmund, New Introductory Lectures in Psychoanalysis, ‘The case of Dr Forsayth’, taken from Zohar, Danah,  Through the 
Time Barrier: A Study of Precognition and Modern Physics, Heinemann: London, 1982 
36 Clynes, Manfred. ‘Sentics: The Touch of Emotions’, Anchor Books: New York. 1978.  



 163

because we’re looking at it as something exceptional to common life – as a ‘higher 
power’. In this, we are not seeing what is already right under our own noses every day.  

 
If we would only look at the evidence of our own lives, we would see there is no 

need to believe in extrasensory awareness – it’s already widespread and common to all 
parts of our life, even though we are largely unaware of it.  

It’s noticeable in the syncronicitous happenings scattered throughout most 
peoples lives. It’s in those extraordinary moments that happen between brothers and 
sisters, parents and children, or lovers, when suddenly one speaks what the other is 
thinking - moments so common we often laugh and forget.   

And on a more subtle level, if we examine the fine filaments of understanding that 
fill the spaces between our spoken communications, we see that extrasensory 
awareness is constantly providing the subtext we sense behind what people say, what 
they do and how they interact with us. We can be manipulated to see, hear, and think 
certain things, but no-one can take away the gut feeling that appears when we just 
‘know’ something is wrong, or right.  

So maybe the only reason we don’t acknowledge or notice this ubiquitous 
extrasensory awareness is because it has always been with us. Perhaps the only way 
we’ll ever know for sure that our latent extrasensory ability truly exists is if one day it 
were to be magically taken away. Perhaps then, in that spiritually lobotomised state, we 
would feel as if the wonderful multicoloured 3D world we had always been used to had 
suddenly become monochrome and flat, like a photo. Only then, in the sudden lack of 
what we had always been used to, would we finally notice what we had never noticed 
before.  

 

Entertaining the Impossible                                                        
 
"The universe begins to look more like a great thought than a great machine."  
                                                     - Sir James Jeans 
 
Though many long term meditators are well acquainted with the correlation 

between awareness and extrasensory phenomena, most don’t bother pursuing it 
because it is seen as a distracting by-product of meditation rather than a desired end. 
‘Buddhism places very little emphasis on paranormal phenomena and regards them as 
by-products of spiritual development rather than goals. In fact, the novice is cautioned 
against experimenting with them, since they distract from one's true goals and in some 
cases can be obstructive or even dangerous.’  37  

But regardless, it’s still the case that there are always points in a meditation 
practice when various manifestations of extrasensory awareness occur spontaneously, 
and it is always a fascinating, if disconcerting turn of events.   

What is notable from my own point of view is that throughout the twelve years I’ve 
been practicing, extrasensory occurrences almost always seem to arise when 
extremely clear states of awareness are present. One particular occurrence comes to 
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mind, when I experienced something so vivid I doubted whether it could even have 
even happened. My innate scepticism wouldn’t allow me to believe it. It was not until 
later when I read about the co-relation between awareness and extrasensory 
occurrences, that I began to give this, and other experiences any credibility.   

This particular event occurred in 1992, on my second retreat at Acharn Thawee’s 
meditation centre in  Eastern Thailand. It was the longest period I’ve spent in silent 
retreat – about 5 months. And because it was only my second retreat, everything that 
happened was all the more vivid because it was so new.   

During this time, except for interviews with my teacher and a brief walk in the 
afternoon, I would spend all my time in my kute (hut) with the door closed. As I spent 
days, then weeks, then months alternating between walking and sitting meditation, it 
was as if I ran the gamut of what I was made of - the good, the bad and the ugly.   

As each layer of Self arose and then passed away, burning with its own particular 
fire of sensations and thoughts, sometimes I thought I was going mad, sometimes I felt 
transcendently aware and sometimes I felt I was dying – but it was always fascinating. 
In fact, it felt very much as if I was tunnelling through the geological strata of my Self 
and its history, watching layers of mind rising up through awareness then passing away 
to reveal other layers below, each with their own inventories of feelings, sensations and 
memories.   

At first this process was painful, but about halfway though the retreat things began 
to settle down – the layers becoming more subtle, and less taxing. I began to 
experience periods of tranquillity in which, though there was still activity in the mind and 
body, the arising and passing away of things seemed to flow smoothly, a bit like a river 
that had finally found its course.    

It was in this particularly expansive and calm state one day that, in the cooling late 
afternoon I decided to take my daily break and go for a walk. I always walked the same 
route - along a path shaded by rows of mango trees along the lake, up towards the 
great hall, then around the outer perimeter of the monastery grounds.  

I had just begun when, from the mental emptiness of the tranquil state I was in, I 
noticed a brief and very vivid image appear like the flash of a movie clip in my mind.  

The image was of a monastery dog with whom I was familiar, a big blonde dog of 
the Siamese type found all over Thailand; scars all over his face and the languid but 
powerful disposition of an arrogant king. For this reason I called him ‘King Dog’ 
because he was the most dominant and charismatic of all the dogs in the monastery. 
So, in this brief image I saw King Dog lying across a sunlit patch of the concrete path 
where he usually lay each day, just around the corner from where I was. In the image I 
saw him lift his head to snap at a fly, then flop down to lie prone in the heat of the sun.  

The image faded as fast as it had arisen – just one of a flow of mental bits and 
pieces arising and passing away in my awareness.   

I kept walking to the end of the path – and there he was – King Dog, lying in the 
sun exactly the way the image had shown a few minutes before. Nothing too 
spectacular about that - but as I walked toward him him, as if on cue, he did the exact 
motion I had envisioned a minute before. He lifted his head and snapped at a fly then 
flopped back down to sleep.  

I was surprised, but not inordinately so, dismissing it as coincidence. I bought my 



 165

attention back to walking. Reaching another path that lead to the forest, I turned down 
to the back of the Acharn’s house.  

It was then I noticed another image, again like the briefest flash of a movie on a 
screen. It was a snapshot of Acharn Thawee walking along the path by the lake outside 
his house, headed in the direction of the Dhamma hall. Though the image was brief, the 
detail was elaborate. I saw the light orange day robe he was wearing and the way his 
head was lifted; his eyes gazing into the middle distance, walking with his characteristic 
sense of purpose.   

 A couple of minutes later, as I passed by a gap in the huts on the path, I looked 
through the trees and there he was, exactly as I had just seen in the vision, walking 
along the path by the lake toward the Dhamma hall.    

This time I was startled. Once could be passed off as coincidence, but twice? I 
stopped to collect myself because my heart was now pounding in my chest and my 
face felt hot with excitement. I had the weird feeling of being uncannily split between 
two dimensions which, though both running in parallel, were separated by a lag of a 
couple of minutes.  

But once again I convinced myself it was just a coincidence.  
Reasserting  mindfulness as best I could, I kept walking, only this time for some 

reason I knew there would be another image. I felt as if some long lost part of mind was 
demonstrating itself - performing party tricks to show me what it could do. I walked 
down to where one of the main paths lead to the garden outside the Sala where the 
monks and lay people often gather to chant on special days.  

There it happened again.  
Another image briefly flashed in my mind’s eye, this time showing Mae Che 

Brigitte barefoot and dressed in her brown work smock, wearing her wide coolie hat to 
protect her from the sun. In the image I saw she was snipping at the rose bushes on 
the roundabout, then lifting her head and smiling at me.   

Thirty seconds later I turned the corner and sure enough, there she was as I had 
foreseen, snipping at roses. And as my eyes came to bear she lifted her head, saw me 
and smiled then continued with what she was doing – just as the image had shown a 
minute before.  

Once again I had to stop to collect myself.   
Soon after, on the path back to my hut I had another image, this time of the 

German novice who lived in the hut next to mine, striding along the path beside the 
pond with his characteristically long gait and his hands clasped behind his back.  

Shortly after, there he was, just as I had seen minutes before.   
I reached my kute and, pulling my sandals off, stepped into the cool, familiar 

dimness. Closing the door behind me I sat down on the bench to collect my wits. The 
clarity and awareness of before was now gone. My lifelong scepticism was shattered, 
my head spinning with the implications of what I had just experienced. Such an 
extraordinary series of events – literally unbelievable – yet it had all unfolded in such an 
unextraordinary way it would have been easy to miss had my mind not been so clear 
and aware. 

As I tried to digest what had happened, I was reminded of how rude I had been in 
the past when other people had told me about their own experiences of similar events. I 
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felt embarrassed at the way I’d scoffed and ridiculed them. I now understood their 
feeling of awe, as well as their loneliness in this experience – after all, who could you 
tell?  Who would ever believe it? 

For the rest of the day my thoughts chased each other in circles like a dogs 
fighting over a bone. If this kind of prescience was possible, apparently in defiance of 
every law of the universe, then the entire rigid paradigm I had been conditioned with, of 
time, space and ‘what life and existence is’ had been shattered.   

In part I knew this experience would take time to digest, so I didn’t speak of it to 
anybody. Until I decided to relate it in this book, I set it aside as an unanswered 
question in my life.   

 

Tricks or Traits of the Mind?                                                    
 
Modern physics screams at us that there is no ultimate material reality and that 
whatever it is we are describing, the human mind cannot be parted from it."  
                                                    - Roger S. Jones  
 
As I said before, most meditators, at one time or another, experience these 

unanswerable occurrences - things they cannot explain.  
For instance, it’s common when meditating in groups, to experience an intense 

feeling of profound union with one another and our surroundings. This feeling comes as 
an expansive warmth; as if our minds and bodies have become joined in a common 
resonance that seems to go on forever.  

A lot of people take this occurrence for granted, assuming it’s just a quality of their 
personal meditation, and so it was with me. I had experienced this phenomenon many 
times over the years with many different groups of meditators, so never gave it a 
second thought – that was until I began coaching groups of people in meditation and 
noticed it was happening in a strangely predictable pattern.   

At the time I used to hold regular Tuesday night meditation groups at my 
apartment where I would lead three forty minute meditations. Usually the first 
meditation would feel unfocussed and distracted - characterised by shuffling, fidgeting 
and sighing as each person struggled with the garbage left over from their day.   

But the second and third meditation would be very different. 
Everybody would begin to settle down, at which point I would notice a distinct shift 

in the mood of the group. As if some kind of spell had been cast a sudden the quality of 
the atmosphere in the room would seem to clear - as if a veil of static was removed - as 
if everything that had previously separated us from one other was suddenly gone. It 
was an instantly identifiable and exquisitely intimate feeling. And when the meditation 
was finished, you could tell everybody else felt the same thing by the way they smiled 
and stretched like satisfied cats. And what was most interesting was this luxurious 
feeling appeared to be occurring instantaneously throughout the whole group.  

When I asked them if they felt a difference between the first meditation and the 
other two they responded enthusiastically, telling me the second and third meditations 
‘felt deeper’ - that during those meditations they felt very ‘warm and centred’ and ‘close 
to everybody’.   
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In response, without telling anybody, in later sessions I took to experimenting with 
this instant shift of awareness. As I sensed it happening I would cough twice, quite 
loudly, then not again. Sure enough, at the end of each session, when I asked people 
when they had felt this feeling of warm closeness, they agreed they noticed me cough 
just after it occurred.  

So it was all of us who felt this strange sense of union, and at the same time – but 
I had no idea why. 

Now, up to then I’d never been particularly interested in the physiology of 
meditation, preferring to concentrate on the psychological and behavioural aspects. As 
such, though I only knew that meditation influences the way the brain functions, I had 
no idea why or how.  

So I began to read up about it.  
 
The most obvious characteristic of meditation is its association with Alpha waves.   
Alpha waves were discovered in 1908 by an Austrian Psychiatrist named Hans 

Berger, who found that the brain sometimes oscillated in a pattern he called the Alpha 
wave. He noticed that a characteristic of these Alpha waves was their close relationship 
with feelings of calm and relaxation. He also noticed they were uncommon, or 
noticeably weaker in anxious people.  

After publishing a paper on his discovery in 1918, interest in brain waves rapidly 
spread around the world, whereupon other types of brain waves were discovered. 

Basically there are four patterns of electrical activity that brain waves oscillate in, 
each indicating a different mode of action:   

 
• Delta - 0-4 Hz - indicative of deep dreamless sleep.   
• Theta - 4-7 Hz - associated with dreaming sleep 
• Alpha - 8-13 Hz - A very relaxed state of mind, in which the mind is awake 

and aware but not engaging with innate thought activity. The wave forms of 
Alpha are regular and smooth. 

• Beta - 13–40 Hz - our normal waking state where the brain is rippling with 
reactive thought activity. In this case the wave forms are irregular and 
jagged.  

 
The relationship between meditation and Alpha waves is now well known and has 

been explored by many people, in particular by Dr Akira Kasamatsu and Dr Tomio Hirai 
of the Department of Neuro-Psychiatry, at Tokyo University in 1963.  

Over a ten-year period, they monitored the brain waves of Zen meditation masters 
as they meditated, comparing them with the EEG’s of non-meditators. Their report 
revealed that about 90 seconds after an accomplished Zen practitioner began 
meditation, a rhythmic slowing appeared in their brain wave pattern in which the regular 
oscillation of alpha waves predominated. 38  

Now one might think this rhythmic pattern would resemble a hypnotic, or resting 
state – some sort of semi oblivion. But actually, the condition of alpha predominance is 
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quite the opposite. When tests were done, it was found that during meditation the brain 
is more aware and engaged with its environment than when it is absorbed in the 
everyday pattern of Beta.  

An auditory stimulation, such as a loud noise, normally obliterates alpha waves for 
seven seconds or more; this is termed alpha blocking. In a Zen master the alpha 
blocking produced by the first noise lasts only two seconds. If the noise is repeated at 
15 second intervals, we find that in the normal subject there is virtually no alpha 
blocking remaining by the fifth successive noise. This diminution of alpha blocking is 
termed habituation and persists in normal subjects for as long as the noise continues at 
regular and frequent intervals. In the Zen master, however, no habituation is seen. His 
alpha blocking lasts two seconds with the first sound, two seconds with the fifth sound, 
and two seconds with the twentieth sound. This implies that the Zen master has a 
greater awareness of his environment as the paradoxical result of meditative 
concentration. One master described such a state of mind as that of noticing every 
person he sees on the street but of not looking back with emotional lingering. 39   

So we see the meditator’s brain is more acutely aware than that of a ‘normal’ brain 
which wastes time and energy reacting to intrusions and distractions.  

So let’s move on.  
 
The four different patterns of brain activity, Delta, Theta, Alpha and Beta, also 

relate to the different stages of early mental development of children. 
 
From birth to the age of about two: The brain has a predominant pattern of Delta, 

the wave pattern associated in the adult brain with deep dreamless sleep. This makes 
sense, because at that age, the child’s brain is still growing and conditioning itself.    

 
From two to three:  While initially favouring Theta waves, the child’s brain waves 

gradually shift to a predominance of Alpha as it becomes more actively aware. From 
the deep relaxation of Theta, the child’s brain is ‘awakening’ to a beginning state of 
Alpha’s open and receptive awareness 

 
From three to eight: The open awareness of Alpha predominates, but is slowly 

replaced by Beta waves as the child learns to conceptualise its experience and review. 
Beta waves are associated with the busy thinking activity of a normal adult waking 
mind.   

 
Now, what is interesting about this progressive shift over the first eight years of a 

child’s life from Delta through Theta and Alpha and finally to Beta, is that it also co-
relates with the presence of extrasensory abilities in children.    

A research thesis by Ernesto Spinelli in Britain in 1978 investigated the 
occurrence of telepathy in children. 1200 sessions were held with people of different 
ages between 3 and 70 years in which they were given alternate roles of ‘sending’ and 
‘receiving’ images, as a kind of guessing game. The conclusion of his thesis was that 
‘… results obtained showed very highly significant scores by age groups composed of 
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subjects between 3 and 8 years of age, but only chance level scores obtained by 
subsequent age groups’.  

Spinelli also showed that around the age of 5 years, as children developed more 
sophisticated conceptual abilities, two things occurred:  

 
1. There was a steep decrease in the appearance of Alpha/Theta waves, and a 

growing predominance of the more jagged Beta waves that characterise 
adult thinking activity.  

  
2. As Alpha/Theta gave way to Beta, so too did whatever ability that they had to 

communicate telepathically decrease.   
 

Spinelli said: ‘…in the youngest group tested, the 3 - 3 ½  year olds, the children 
guessed correctly  27% above chance expectation. In the 4 ½ -5 year olds this fell to 
15%, in the 5 -7 year olds to 4%, and from 8 years onwards the children’s correct 
guessing was just what would be expected by chance.’ 40 

This correlation between Alpha waves and extrasensory awareness keeps re-
appearing throughout most of the material I’ve read.   

One of the most vivid examples was of a long-distance test supervised by a Soviet 
scientist, Professor Ippolite Kogan, which was arranged between his Bio-
Communication Laboratory in Moscow and a laboratory in Novosibirsk in 1966. This 
test used two close friends as subjects - a biophysicist Yuri Kamensky and an actor by 
the name of Karl Nikolaiev.  

In the city of Moscow, Kamensky was given a package that had been randomly 
selected from a number of pre-packed objects. He was instructed to take the object 
from the package and contemplate it, both visually and by touch. He was to try to 
imagine he was seeing this object through the eyes of his friend Nikolaiev who, at that 
time was in another Russian city, Novosibirsk, about 3000 kilometres away.  

 At a set time the both of them prepared themselves in their different cities, then 
Kamensky took a shiny steel spring from the first package. He gazed at the spring and 
ran his hands over it while imagining he was seeing it through the eyes of his friend.   

At exactly the same time three thousand kilometres away, Nikolaiev accurately 
described the object he perceived Kamensky holding as being ‘round, metallic, 
gleaming, indented, looks like a coil’. 

A short time later the experiment was repeated with a different object. Kamensky 
was given another package from which he took a screwdriver with a black plastic 
handle. Three thousand kilometres away Nikolaiev wrote that it seemed ‘…long, thin, 
metal, plastic, black plastic.’  

It was observed that both the subjects in these experiments needed to be in 
meditative states – ‘… a tranquil state, free of involuntary motion and distracting 
thoughts’.  

And later during further experiments with Nikolaiev, when he was attached to EEG 
monitors and it was seen that when he was in a receptive state his brain was producing 
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predominantly Alpha waves which, when ‘transmission’ occurred, substantially 
lengthened. Nikolaiev described the feeling as being ‘…relaxed, but attentive’. 41 

 
Now, I am not putting this information forward as evidence or proof of the 

extrasensory. I am simply saying that the relationships I see between awareness and 
indications of extrasensory phenomena are interesting.   

I think that whenever mind breaks out of the conditioned thought patterns we 
associate with Beta, it seems suddenly to find knowledge beyond its ability to explain. 
Whether that knowledge is telepathic, prescience or some other ‘paranormal’ event, or 
whether it’s simply the unworldly knowledge of genius is not important to me. What is 
important is the counterintuitive notion that calm mind with an open and tranquil 
awareness, as uncomplicated as it seems, is actually a source of incredible intelligence 
and knowledge.  

Because all through the reading I have done, it was not exhaustive analysis, 
thinking and worrying that created great things – but rather a calm, seemingly empty 
awareness, from which knowledge appears fully formed, like bubbles in a clear pond of 
water.   

For example, I find it interesting that Nikolaiev’s description of how he felt during 
the experiment with telepathy is similar to Albert Einstein’s state of mind as he worked 
creatively with mathematics: ‘An EEG analysis of Einstein showed that he maintained a 
fairly continuous alpha rhythm even while carrying out rather intricate mathematical 
calculations, but for him these were part of everyday life and required no substantial 
effort.’ 42 Similarly, EEG studies of mathematically-gifted teenagers have showed that 
they are more able to slip into alpha states than other less gifted students.  

So we see that mental clarity and awareness are integral to any state of grace, be 
it meditation, inspiration, spiritual epiphany, genius, or the more contentious 
characteristics of extrasensory awareness like the ‘paranormal’.   

It seems that when, for whatever reason, our attention quietens and goes still, the 
mind moves from the jittery thought patterns of Beta to the regular waves of Alpha. In 
that open awareness, with thinking simply background noise, the mind is in an 
unconditioned state in which all its assumptions about ‘reality’ are suspended. In this 
naked state, our sense of awareness is no longer localised to our self, but to the 
universal awareness we are a part of.  

Or, as others more science minded have said of this: ‘The consistency of the 
results across laboratories, equipment, experimenters, and research protocols 
suggests the existence of a Neurophysiological correlate which is stable across both 
time and conditions.’ 43 
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Interbeing                                                                                    
 
Who you are is more than you are thinking you are most of the time.  
                                                             - Ram Dass  
 
Extrasensory awareness is commonly seen as something exceptional to the 

mundane – something unusual, seen only in the gifted.  
But I don’t think it’s exceptional at all.  
Even despite our cluttered minds, I think the extrasensory is present in almost 

everything we do.  
The trouble is we’re so used to the ways the extrasensory aspect of being shows 

itself in our life; the lucky breaks, syncronicitous events as coincident and gut feelings.  
So it doesn’t occur to us to consider how incredible these things are, simply 

because we were born with them and they’ve always been a part of how life works. So 
it’s easy to forget that, as the quote at the head of this chapter says, ‘who we are is 
more than we are thinking most of the time’.   

We forget that below the froth of individual thinking on the surface of our mind, we 
are to a vast relating with a vast universal awareness which, even if we are not 
conscious of it, is constantly influencing our decisions and perceptions.   

As the spiritual cliché goes, we are ‘at one with the universe’.  
Trouble is, with our everyday mind we just don’t know it.   
There’s a term that’s useful here – ‘Interbeing’ – originally coined by Thich Nhat 

Hanh, a famous Vietnamese monk and teacher, which refers to the universal 
awareness I’m talking about.  

‘In Buddhism there is no such thing as an individual. There is no such thing as a 
separate object, event, or experience, because no any part of the world can exist apart 
from all others. Rather, everything that looks like a separate entity is actually dependent 
on, and therefore interwoven with, something else. Everything (object, event, idea, 
experience, whatever) is made up of other things. Whatever appears to be an isolated 
"thing" is actually a combination of its constituent elements. These elements are the 
influences from the other things with which it is interwoven. And those elements, too, 
are made up of other combinations. The world is an endless web of combinations.’ 44  

 
On a mundane level we become aware of qualities of ‘interbeing’ only 

intermittently. It appears most noticeably between lovers, brothers and sisters and 
close friends, in which each knows what the other is thinking.  

It also occurs when we act in groups - football teams, sporting events, political 
demonstrations, people in crisis situations, armies at war, in which we find an uncanny 
sense of connectedness within the group which transcends our usual sense of self.  

This seeking of strength and solace in groups is so natural to us we take it for 
granted. For that reason we follow leaders, go to church, join councils and teams, cults 
and corporate entities. In sport literature, business motivation books and coaching 
manuals, the group psychology is seen as a prerequisite for competitive success. They 

                                                 
44 Nhat Hanh, Thich – quote taken from ‘American Nonviolence:The History of an Idea by Ira Chernus, Orbis Books, 2004 
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call it different words, like ‘team spirit’ and ‘bonding’, and call for us to set aside our 
personal egos and ‘think of the team’ – ‘work for the team’. Put simply, to function 
properly in a group, the parts of any group have to become integrated as one mind. 

To me it all ends up as the same thing. It indicates that we all have the capacity of 
an awareness which extends beyond our sense of self – which only appears when the 
mental baggage of our usual self-consciousness is transcended.  

What’s interesting about this ‘group mind’ is how pleasurable, even intoxicating we 
find the experience, especially when it is strong.  

A football coach I once met once, who had been a league player in his early 
years, in remembering the moment when his team clicked together during a game, 
referred to group-mind as ‘the zone’. He spoke of it in an almost reverential way, his 
voice quiet with a muted yearning, yet when I asked him what he thought this ‘zone’ 
was, he said he didn’t really care so long as it was there.  

He described it like this:  
“You go onto the field and at first you’re tense and arced up, and then the game 

starts and you get into it. And there’s this point where you hit the zone and you just sort 
of disappear into the game. Suddenly it’s not just you and your mates anymore - it’s all 
of you. It’s the team.   

In the zone you know where everybody is without having to look for them, and you 
know they know where you are. And you know exactly where to put the ball without 
thinking about it, or even looking around. And you play the most incredible moves and 
you make most incredible shots and you don’t even care,  and you’re not even amazed 
because you’re not remembering – you’re just doing it.   

And there’s no time. Time is as slow or as fast as you want it to be. When you’re 
in the zone you’re master of the universe but the funny thing is, you feel quiet inside - 
like you’re watching it happen from somewhere else. And all the noise, the grunting and 
swearing and pushing and stuff - your body’s scrambling in the mud with all the other 
blokes but you’re not there. It’s the strangest thing.” 

And then he went on to describe what happened when the ‘zone’ disappeared: 
“It goes when a few of the players in the team start panicking because things 

aren’t going well. It only takes a couple of the blokes to get into a spin and ‘bang!’ the 
zone’s gone!  Bursts like a balloon, and all the pain and exhaustion comes in and 
suddenly you’re all separate and nobody knows where each other is, and the other 
team is running all over you … and it’s the loneliest feeling in the world …” 

I asked him what he thought was actually happening when the team was in the 
zone and he looked at me blankly.   

“I don’t know,” he said. 
“Do you think there’s something telepathic happening when you’re all in the 

zone?… that gets lost when you panic?”  
He thought for a while, then said, “No” very emphatically. “It’s just training and 

stamina. That’s all it is.”   
It felt in that moment as if he couldn’t allow himself to contemplate what his 

conditioning told him was impossible, so he just closed the lid on it.  
Similar instances of this connectedness are common – we’ve all experienced 

them in some way or other yet, like the footballer we never stop to consider how special 
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they are. Nevertheless, when the ‘vibe’ is there or when we are in the ‘zone’, or in flow, 
we are as mentally naked as babies and in that mental nakedness, we seem to enter a 
state of grace which everybody remembers with a touch of yearning. 

So let’s look at all of the examples I’ve mentioned so far, to see the consistencies:  
 
1 The meditation group who, when their upper minds quietened and entered 

Alpha, felt extraordinary feelings of unity. How they felt ‘warm and centred’ 
and ‘close to everybody’. 

 
2 The young children, who in the years before they have developed thought 

habits we take for granted, exhibit a sense of telepathy which disappears as 
their conceptual abilities develop.  

 
3 The example of telepathy in the Soviet Union in which both subjects needed 

‘a tranquil state, free of involuntary motion and distracting thoughts’ for the 
extrasensory to occur. 

 
4 Einstein, who on calculating abstruse mathematics, exhibited the slow, 

regular brainwaves of Alpha – indicating that he was not thinking as much as 
‘knowing’.   

   
5 At the monastery where, in a few hours of exceptional mental clarity, I 

experienced a number of intensely prescient occurrences.   
 
6 The footballer who, along with every member of his team, felt his sense of 

self merge into the greater dynamic of the team, experiencing a profound 
feeling of peace and unity in the thick of a match.   

 
To me all these moments of grace are like separate little pinholes looking into the 

same vast phenomenon. And whether we choose to call it awareness, or a morphic 
field, or the Implicate Order, or even the grace of God – it doesn’t matter. What’s clear 
is that all these experiences are manifestations of the same ubiquitous and 
omnipresent awareness, whether we consciously notice it or not.  

‘Synchronicities, epiphanies, peak, and mystical experiences are all cases in 
which creativity breaks through the barriers of the self and allows awareness to flood 
through the whole domain of consciousness. It is the human mind operating, for a 
moment, in its true order and extending throughout society and nature, moving through 
orders of increasing subtlety, reaching past the source of mind and matter into creativity 
itself.’ 45 

Even now, in our unenlightened state, we are constantly living from within this 
awareness, unknowingly referring to it and responding to it in everything we do:  

 
1 When we feel empathy and compassion for others. 
2 When we make intuitive decisions – gut feelings. 

                                                 
45 Peat, F. David, Synchronicity: the Bridge Between Mind and Matter, Bantam Books, NY, 1988 
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3 In understanding the subtexts beneath what we are being told.  
4 When we experience an unselfconsciousness flow of inspiration in work, 

conversation, meditation, making love, or dancing or playing.   
 
This awareness; interbeing or whatever you want to call it; seems like a vast 

spiritual switchboard through which everything we are and everything we do has an 
immediate effect on everything else in the universe. As the Buddha said: My friend, 
within this very body, six feet in length, with its sense-impressions, thoughts and ideas, 
I declare to you are the world, the origin of the world and the ceasing of the world …’ 46 

It’s when we live from within this understanding, we begin to see how everything 
we feel and every action we make, rather than being confined to the limited arena of 
our life, is a reflection of all that is around us.  

The hate we feel in our hearts is the war, crime and murder we fear in the world.  
The greed we feel in our own hearts is the corporate avarice we complain about.  
Our own laziness and apathy is the government neglect we suffer from.  
The pollution in our minds is the same pollution that stains the air, water and land 

of our world.  
The person who gives us grief in our workplace resembles a part of our own Self.  
And the love we give is the sound of the birds and insects singing on a beautiful 

spring day. 
To realise this fundamental connection between our deepest sense of self and the 

universe around us automatically imbues what we do and say with a greater sense of 
responsibility, asking us to make our choices with more care, because they concern not 
just us, but everything else as well 

  

All Paths Lead to Enlightenment                                               
 
 ‘Enlightenment exists solely because of delusion and ignorance; if they 
disappear, so will Enlightenment  ... Therefore be on guard against thinking of 
Enlightenment as a "thing" to be grasped at, lest it, too, should become an 
obstruction. When the mind that was in darkness becomes enlightened, it 
passes away, and with its passing, the thing which we call Enlightenment 
passes away also.’  
                                                                                        - The Buddha 
 
Enlightenment or, as it is otherwise known, ‘Nirvana’ or ‘Nibbana’, or ‘Liberation’, 

is the holy grail for most who have made meditation a focus of their life. Many teachers 
profess to be enlightened or pretend to it; many are famous for it and there are many 
radically different views of what it actually is.   

Of all I have read on the subject, there are very few who speak with the clarity of 
direct experience, the Buddha being the most direct and nonsense free of them all. As 
well as the quote above, he also said of enlightenment: “There is a sphere of influence 

                                                 
46 Buddha, Diamond Sutra, as quoted in Humphreys, Christmas, ‘The Wisdom of Buddhism’, Routledge,1987, p 88 
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that is beyond the entire field of matter, the entire field of mind, that is neither this world 
nor another world nor both, neither moon nor sun. This I call neither arising, nor 
passing away, nor abiding, neither dying nor rebirth. It is without support, without 
development, without foundation. This is the end of suffering.”  47 

Many people have turned this simple description into an impossible fantasy in 
which they assume the Buddha is speaking of another dimension to which one is 
somehow transported when we become enlightened - a place where all the other 
enlightened people are – the equivalent of the Christian notion of ‘heaven’.   

Others are seduced into believing that enlightenment is an ‘altered state’, and at 
the first sign of bliss or some ecstatic vision in meditation, they believe they’ve become 
enlightened, often with disastrous consequences.   

The mistake all these misguided views make is in trying to understand 
enlightenment with an unenlightened mind, which needs to fit everything into what it 
already knows. But enlightenment by definition can only exist beyond the boundaries of 
our current experience.  

For this reason, enlightenment cannot be anticipated, or created. It can only be 
experienced. In the same way, it cannot be described. Even the Buddha never actually 
described enlightenment, so much as indicated it by specifying all the things it isn’t. In 
this, he is not indicating a different physical state to the one we already have, nor is he 
speaking of another magical place.  

The world stays the same.   
The only change is the ‘stuff’ of the world as it exists in the mind – namely 

concepts, memories, desires, fears, worries. All the usual mental concoctions are let go 
off so emphatically, that even the propensity for them effectively evaporates. The 
venerable Thich Naht Hanh affirmed this when he said: “Nirvana is the extinction of all 
notions. Birth is a notion. Death is a notion. Being is a notion. Non-being is a notion. In 
our daily lives, we have to deal with these relative realities. But if we touch life more 
deeply, reality will reveal itself in a different way.” 48 

When all concepts, notions, beliefs and conditioned thought forms have 
evaporated from the mind, in the bare awareness that is left, all that remains is 
enlightenment. As such, enlightenment is so innate to existence it is the beginning point 
of everything - the most fundamental state of being. For this reason it could be said that 
we do not attain enlightenment, so much reveal it by cleaning away the reactive mental 
muck that obscures it. In the continuous state of flow that remains, the mind is calm, 
expansive, aware and insightful, no matter what happens.   

This is the freedom from suffering that is so much talked about in Buddhism – not 
a heaven, or paradise – but simply here and now lived fully.  

 
Part of our problem with understanding enlightenment is that it has been so 

mythologised and romanticised, largely by those who have never experienced it.  
They speak of it as some kind of earth shattering revelation, a dramatic epiphany 

in which we are suddenly turned into perfect beings. But unlike these silly myths, 
enlightenment is not a burst of heavenly light in which we are made gods, nor is it 

                                                 
47 Uddana, V111. 1. 
48 Thich Nhat Hanh, ‘The Heart of Buddha’s Teaching’, Parallax Press, Berkeley, California, 1998. P.127 
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necessarily a sudden epiphany of the spirit as many think, although in rare 
circumstances it can seem to occur like that.  

As Ram Dass says: ‘You may have expected that enlightenment would come Zap! 
Instantaneous and permanent. This is unlikely. After the first "ah ha" experience, it can 
be thought of as the thinning of a layer of clouds ...’   

Most usually enlightenment occurs as a series of insights and realisations in which 
the mind gradually softens, letting go of its attachments piece by piece. ‘Enlightenment 
must come little by little, otherwise it would overwhelm.’ 49   

As such, once it has formed itself it is actually quite a mundane state in which we 
have simply lost the mental mud most people spend their lives puddling about in.  

The Buddha said of this in the Mahayana Sutra: ‘If we are not hampered by our 
confused subjectivity, this our worldly life is an activity of Nirvana.’ 50   

Life goes on, nothing is enhanced, nothing glows brighter than it is. There is no 
substantial change in physicality, or place, or even of perception when enlightenment 
occurs. The basic personality characteristics of the person remain essentially the same. 
A Zen saying goes: “Before I was enlightened, I chopped wood and carried water.  After 
I became enlightened I chopped wood and carried water.”   

The essential difference is that our Self sees itself very clearly and knows its 
limitations.  

Where before our conditioned Self thought it was our entire universe now it knows 
it’s merely functional - a temporary, and often momentary vehicle for a life experience. 
And each experience we have brings with it a new self, which must be let go of along 
with the experience. A life is seen as a vast river of momentary ‘selfs’ coming and going 
continuously. And though each life experience is precious, it is not so precious that we 
must suffocate it by clinging to it, or filling it with fear or desire, because we know that 
awareness is not confined to this self, or even this brief spark of life.  

As Longchenpa, a 14th century Tibetan Buddhist Master says:   
Since everything is but an apparition, 
Perfect in being what it is, 
Having nothing to do with good or bad,  
Acceptance or rejection, 
One may well burst out in laughter  
 
In describing enlightenment, many have used the notion of ‘emptiness’ – they 

speak of enlightenment as ‘no mind’, or a ‘void’. From this, we could mistakenly infer 
that enlightenment must be some profoundly nihilistic state in which we have 
annihilated everything that we are, to become nothing. It also implies that 
enlightenment is tantamount to a profound state of mental apathy, or ‘vacantness’.  

And when we are told that the ultimate objective of every dedicated Buddhist is to 
extinguish all mental attachments, habits, addictions and cravings, once again we could 
assume that with all habits gone, only a mental void could remain.   

And for most of us, this is a vision of hell, because we define our lives by our 
desires, habits and fears – they are our entire concern. So surely without these things 

                                                 
49 Shah,Idries, Seeker After Truth, Octagon Press, London, 1992  
50 Lucien Stryk, World of the Buddha, Grove Weidenfeld, New York, 1968, p.271 
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we would be reduced to apathetic idiocy?   
But the notion that enlightenment as a ‘void’ has nothing to do with these nihilistic 

interpretations.  
I’ve practised with two, perhaps three enlightened men and all of them were 

extraordinarily dynamic, decisive people with wonderful senses of humour and incisive 
intellects. The only difference between them and me was that they were transcendently 
aware. As such they wore their sense of self like clothing, to be put aside when it had 
no use – they had total command of their conditioned Self, whereas my conditioned 
Self still had command of me.   

So the notion of ‘emptiness’ or ‘void’ does not refer to any lack of intellect or 
capacity for considered thought. Rather the emptiness refers specifically to the lack of 
any reaction to what arises either from life, or the mind. It is profound detachment, in 
which the enlightened mind knows all that arises but if it has no use for it, lets go so 
immediately it was as if it was not even there.   

We see the beginnings of this profound detachment even as we practise 
meditation and mindfulness. We practice ‘separating the chaff from the hay’, so to 
speak - highlighting the functional reality of sensations, while letting go of all the rest – 
letting go of the conditioned thoughts, reactions, desires and fears we are constantly 
building out of our bare sensations; pollution that only wastes mental energy.  

Practicing this letting go, we find the mental smoke usually blocking our 
awareness becomes transparent and unimportant. An apparent ‘emptiness’ appears.  

As one of the first Zen masters in China, 1st Patriarch Damo, said in AD 526: 'True 
merit consists in pure awareness, wonderful and perfect. Its essence is emptiness.’   

The paradox is, the emptiness is full.  
From out of the apparent void of a pure awareness, our true intelligence appears 

– the intelligence of knowing. This intelligence does not arise as thoughts, nor is it even 
localised to our singular Self, as we have seen. It arises from the spaces, the infinite 
potential between our thoughts, in much the same way as the quantum particles of the 
entire material universe arise from the apparent emptiness of space.   

 
So, like love, enlightenment is not something we get, nor do we own it, or make it. 

It exists within us already, only needing to be revealed. And it reveals itself slowly. 
There is no before or after – no flash of light. Our enlightenment becomes realised in 
many stages.  

In this, with enlightenment as the most fundamental aspect, life is always leading 
us back to it.   

It leads us by giving us small tastes of our latent possibilities – exquisite moments 
when having forgotten ourself, we experience sudden unity with the world around us. 
All those special moments of magic that we all experience in unguarded moments, are 
like pinholes looking into enlightenment - when we experience the bliss of non-self for 
just a second.  

Syncronicitous, or ‘extrasensory’ events that stop us and make us wonder. Minute 
glimpses of the divine appearing in music, art and the natural world around us – the 
birds, the trees, the sky.  

In this way, enlightenment keeps gently tugging at our sleeve, begging us to follow 
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it - when we are fascinated, or moved to tears, giving from our heart, or simply in a 
state of innocent wonder. A friend once described listening to Mozart as “disappearing 
into perfection for a while’”.  

We also experience tastes of enlightenment in the exhilaration of challenge, or 
when absorbed in something we love doing. “In a chess tournament, players whose 
attention has been riveted, for hours, to a logical battle on the board claim that they feel 
that they have been merged into a powerful ‘field of force’…”  51 

A taste of enlightenment occurs when we give from a heart needing no reward or 
recognition, or when we wholeheartedly appreciate someone else’s triumph or good 
fortune. At that moment we lose our name, our title and race and become pristinely 
alive.   

Meditation trains us for these moments.  
Each time we practise letting go to be still, the heavy cloak of OUR cultural 

conditioning becomes a little more subtle, a little more transparent. Awareness grows, 
and with increasing awareness comes calm knowing, inspiration, empathy and an 
enduring joy that feels gentle and deep.   

So we keep on practicing. It’s all we can do.  
And though sometimes it feels as if we’re getting nowhere, we never give up. In 

this way we slowly move closer to enlightenment.   
 

“Do you remember how electrical currents and ‘unseen waves’ were laughed 
at? The knowledge about man is still in its infancy.” 
                    - Albert Einstein. 
 

 
 

The End 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
51 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly, Flow: the Psychology of Optimal Experience, Harper Perennial, New York, 1990, p 65 
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APPENDIX  A                                                                                                            
 

Exercise  
The substantial health benefits to be gained from exercise are not just physical, 

but mental as well: 
 
Exercise stimulates the muscles. Exercising the body creates a number of 

effects. The circulation of blood within the muscles increases, keeping the tissue 
sustained and healthy. The connective tissue becomes stronger and muscle-nerve 
interaction improves, making us more physically alert.  

 
Exercise is an excellent way of relieving muscular tension and hormonal 

imbalances.  It releases tension and burns up excess hormones in the blood.   
 
Exercise increases our metabolic rate, causing the body to consume its fuel 

rather than store it as fat and this can continue for several hours after.  
 
Exercise strengthens the heart and lungs. During exercise the muscles 

demand more energy and oxygen. This causes the heart and respiratory rates to 
increase in order to provide the required additional fuel. The heart, being a muscle like 
any other in the body, responds by becoming stronger and more efficient. Also, the 
increased flow and pressure of blood dilates and strengthens our vascular system, 
causing it to work more efficiently.  

 
Exercise strengthens the bones. Bones need regular stress to maintain size 

and strength.   
 
Exercise improves digestion, assisting the natural peristaltic action in the 

intestines and colon. 
 
Regular exercise increases the body's core temperature, acting as a healthy 

stimulant to most of the body - glands, organs, muscle, nerves, joints, and circulatory 
system. As the core temperature of the body goes up, the entire nervous system, as 
well as the nerve-muscle interaction, becomes more efficient. One of the many effects 
is better co-ordination, reflexes, and increased alertness.  This also affects our mental 
intelligence, which becomes more agile and articulate.  

 
Exercise stimulates the endocrine system, the network of chemical regulators 

in the body. There are literally hundreds of these regulators throughout our bodies and 
they all react to aerobic stimulation in different ways.   

 
The most notable effect of exercise on these regulators is a lowering of 

cholesterol levels in the blood and increased presence of endorphins, (natural 
hormones creating a feeling of wellbeing).   

Also, when muscles are exercised, lymphatic vessels all over the body are 
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stimulated, increasing the movement of the lymphatic fluid throughout. The lymph 
glands are primarily concerned with keeping the blood and the cells of the body clear of 
toxins, so the effect of a healthy lymphatic system is a general improvement in bodily 
function, combined with a stronger immune response to infections and viruses.  

 
Our only problem with exercise is our attitude to it.    
As soon as the word ‘exercise’ is mentioned, we tend to take a punitive mindset, 

viewing it as painful; a task; as something we ‘have’ to do. In this we separate it from 
the rest of our life. We make it something special, that we have to ‘take time out’ to do; 
buy the right accessories; the running shoes and clothes; the roller blades and weight 
machines; the gym membership.  

While all these things might be necessary for our vanity, they are not necessary 
for our wellbeing – and that’s the main issue. Physical wellbeing doesn’t have to be a 
chore, nor do you have buy the right accessories or spend hours at the gym to get it. 
Ultimately exercise is about consistency, not regimen. Like anything else in life, 
whatever you choose to do, you must keep on doing it for it to have any effect in the 
long term. 

So if you want to run or swim or work out at the gym then by all means do it. But if 
that is not to your taste, there are more creative ways of exercising.   

Research in America is now indicating that regular doses of what they call 
‘lifestyle physical activity’, like brisk walking, raking leaves, playing with your children or 
walking the dog; or even vigorously doing chores around the house can improve health 
and wellbeing just as much as intense gym workouts.  

Even exercising for as little as 20 minutes in a few short sessions throughout the 
day can give you a sense of peace and wellbeing; lowering tension and re-invigorating 
the immune system to help you ward off illness.    

So if you just cannot face formal exercise like running, gym or yoga, try to set 
aside a period for walking at quite a fast pace each day – at least 30 minutes a day. 
Walking is a wonderful exercise that clears the mind as well as the body and lifts your 
metabolism so it becomes more efficient.   

All of the benefits I’ve listed in combination have the total effect of adding to, and 
compounding one another, giving you a feeling of inner strength and peace. And this is 
an ideal platform on which to base a practise of meditation.   

Here are a few other things to consider: 
   
• If your body is unused to exercise, to minimize any danger, start slowly. 

Forget about immediate results and concentrate on whatever pleasure you 
can get from the exercise.   

 
• For example, if you choose walking as your exercise, for the first week walk 

for 10 to 15 minutes each day at an easy pace.  Look around, sniff the air, 
take interest in what you see. Then increase the time by 10 minutes per 
week until you are walking 30 to 60 minutes a day. Also increase the pace a 
little each time.   
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• Don’t just leave exercise for the weekends. The body responds to 
regularity so it is better to exercise each day if possible, even if on some 
days the time is less that you normally spend.  

 
• Once again, with whatever you do, whether it is a workout at the gym or 

walking or yoga, listen to your body. Your body will tell you when it wants 
to rest and when you can push. It tells you with sensations. When you are 
tired, you body will signal with a feeling of fatigue. Take notice of these 
feelings and take a rest, however short. The more rest you take, the less 
rest you will need each time.   

 
• Forget the macho ethos of ‘more pain more gain’.  For sure, it’s okay to push 

the limits sometimes, but the surest way to injury is to push through the pain 
barrier continuously.   

 
• Try not to exercise in a distracted state, listening to a walkman, 

daydreaming, or talking – in this state, where the mind is divided between 
tasks, you’re not concentrating on your co-ordination and you’re not able to 
read the signals your body is sending you.   

 
• So try listening to your body as you exercise – feel the sensations of stress 

in your muscles and let them tell you when to push and when to stop.  
  
• If you are doing gym work or a strenuous form of yoga like Iyengar, work out 

slowly – the more slowly you do the stretches, asana’s and repetitions, the 
less there is the possibility of injury and the more benefit there is to the 
muscles. 

 
• Be patient – try not to always be looking for results.  Anything to do with 

mind and body takes time.  
 

Food 
 
• Try not to over-eat.  What you eat is your choice. The only rule I make for 

myself is to never, ever over-eat, and never starve myself. 
 
• Over-eating and dieting are both as self-abusive and futile as each other. If 

you have ever put yourself through a diet you might have noticed it takes 
much longer to lose the weight than it takes to regain it after the diet is over. 
The reason for this is extreme dieting lowers your metabolic rate. Because 
your body is trying to conserve calories, it slows down so as to conserve as 
many calories as possible. And because your metabolic rate has slowed, 
less calories are used so more is stored as body weight.   

 
• Also, because your body is less energised it finds it harder to process the 
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food you consume which in turn creates digestive problems. So if you are 
overweight it is better to eat moderately and exercise more than to diet 

 
• Vary your diet.  The only way to keep your metabolism ticking along is to 

eat regular, moderate meals with an even spread of around five different 
foods each day – a moderate amount of protein, together with vegetables 
and fruits of different types and colours.  

 
• Try not to eat when you are upset, anxious or in a tense situation. When 

your body is in a state of anxiety blood is diverted away from the digestive 
system so any food you consume will cause bloating and poor digestion.  

 
• Try to form a habit of listening to your body – if you learn its signals you’ll 

find that your body tells you when you need food, and what food to eat. 
Never eat if you are not hungry.  

 
• Reduce the amount of animal fats you eat, such as lard and butter as well 

as margarines and saturated cooking oils. Where possible only use extra 
virgin olive oil. With research extra virgin olive oil is fast showing itself to be a 
modern miracle food. Studies have indicated that people who eat a diet high 
in olive oil receive a remarkable variety of health benefits, including lower 
overall cancer rates, particularly breast cancer and lower levels of heart 
attack and other cardiovascular disease. At the moment researchers are not 
clear as to what component of olive oil is responsible for these health 
benefits but it could be that, unlike most other oils, olive oil has shown itself 
to be very rich in vitamins, minerals, antioxidants and other healthy products 
derived from the olive fruit.   

 

Drink 
 
There is a vital connection between water and wellbeing. 

• Water is essential to a healthy digestive system, flushing through the colon, 
assisting in the removal of waste and preventing constipation. 

• Water assists all of our body functions from temperature control to 
enhancing the efficiency of the brain.   

• Water is necessary to flush and cleanse the two most important organs in 
the body, the kidneys, and the liver.   

• If we do not drink enough water the body feels threatened and begins to 
store water, resulting in fluid retention. Very often what we think is fat is 
actually only retained fluid.  

• Water reduces build-up of sodium and cholesterol in the body.  

• Water helps to maintain proper muscle tone by hydrating the cells and 
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flushing impurities and lactic acid from your muscles after exercise (If you 
get stiffness or aches in your muscles, then you need more water).    

• Without enough water in the body the cells become dehydrated and shrink, 
and membranes such as the eyes and the fine membranes within the lungs 
tend to dry out. This results in dullness in the eyes and a build-up of phlegm 
in the lungs. 

• Water is also needed to keep the skin healthy. If the body can't get rid of the 
waste products by metabolising stored body fat and toxins via kidney and 
liver excretion, all these by-products are excreted through the skin, causing it 
to lose tone, become dull and collect infections like blackheads and pimples.   

I cannot emphasise the importance of water enough, particularly if you drink 
diuretics like coffee, tea and alcohol. These substances cause the body to lose water, 
so if you have a liking for them try to drink as much water as you can to make up for 
their effect on the body.   

 
Eight glasses of water daily is the minimum.   
 
Try not to drink with food, but rather drink between meals. This has the effect of 

moderating your appetite so you don’t feel like eating as much.  
Finally, if you currently enjoy wine or beer, don’t think that because you are now 

committed to practicing meditation, you have to give these things up. We’re not monks 
so it’s not necessary to practise the privations that go with being a monk.   
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