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What Is Meditation? 

Mind training is going secular. It no 
longer has to be associated with a 
religion or even with spirituality. And it 
wonôt be long before corporations 
realize the very great advantages to 
having employees with some mind 
training and then meditation will go 
public big time. It will no longer be 
óalternativeô and it will no longer be an 
alternative. It will be mandatory. As I like 
to say: what college diplomas are today, 
mind training certificates will be 
tomorrow.  

What I am pointing out here is that 
although mind training is an integral part 
of Asian religions like Buddhism, it can 
also stand alone by itself (secular) or be 
used with other religions. As I have tried 
to explain in previous blogs, mind 
training is a method to develop greater 
awareness and not a religion or religious 
by itself. However mind training 
combined with a spiritual practice can 
be very potent. It is unfortunate that the 
general public is confused about just 
what meditation is. 

The confusion stems from the fact that 
here in the west we have a single word 
for meditation and that word has to 
cover the enormous variety of practices 
that people actually do that are called 
ñmeditation.ò I want to mention just a few 
of them here. I imagine each has its own 
use and value.  

For example, many people understand 
the word ómeditationô to mean something 
like contemplation, taking a concept like 
ñcompassionò or ñimpermanenceò and 
turning it over and over in the mind, 
looking at it from all angles ï 
contemplating it. 

Others speak of ñguided meditationsò 
where someone (a guide) talks them 
through a guided tour or journey into 
some section of the mind or experience, 
usually with the eyes closed. Still others 
speak of levels and going deeper and 
deeper into Beta and Theta, and so on.  

There are many Christian meditations 
that are forms of prayer and Muslim 
methods of meditation that tend to focus 
on Allah, often by reciting the Holy 
Scriptures from the Qurôan. Many forms 
of meditation make use of sound or 
mantra, reciting a short series of 
Sanskrit (or other language) syllables in 
a constant (but clear) manner and 
focusing on the sound. 

There are dozens of New-Age 
meditations which tend to focus on 
sitting quietly, eyes-closed, and touching 
on or into our common spiritual essence 
and thereby refreshing the mind. And 
incense and candles often help to set 
the mood. 

And there are even other methods of 
meditation that recommend the ending 
of all thought, while still others point out 
that any meditation method and effort to 
meditate is not meditation, and that ñno-
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meditationò is meditation. And methods 
like Transcendental Meditation, once 
used by The Beatles, advocate the 
silent use of mantra with eyes closed, 
practiced 10-20 minutes twice a day, 
and going deep within that. I could go on 
and on.  

My point here is that there are scores of 
meditation methods and it is no wonder 
that anyone interested in mind training is 
immediately confronted with their own 
ignorance of these many methods. How 
would you choose? And, since each 
method requires patience and lots of 
time before results appear, who could 
afford to shop around? It is easier just to 
avoid the topic altogether.  

And I may have one up on my readers, 
because I was introduced to meditation 
at a very early age. And this method 
was popular when I was a child. My very 
first mantra, which my father presented 
to me, was ñO Wah Tay-Goo Si-Am,ò 
which he told me to recite over and 
over. I did that and he had a good laugh 
on me. That was his take on all things 
spiritual. It didnôt help me a bit. It is no 
wonder that many of us have avoided 
any type of meditation for most of our 
lives. We donôt want to look foolish. 

Trying to sort out and judge the merits of 
the many forms of meditation out there 
is not my goal here. For one, I have not 
tried most of them and so have no 
opinion. However, there is a kind of 
consensus as to what meditation is, so 
letôs start with the word itself. 
ñMeditationò comes from the Latin word 
ñMeditariò which simply means ñto 
concentrate.ò Most or at least the 
majority of meditation methods involve 
concentration of one sort or another.  

To my understanding, the most common 
form of meditation as used in Asia, in 
countries like India, Tibet, Nepal, 

Bhutan, Sikkim, Japan, and many parts 
of China is called ñShamata,ò a Sanskrit 
word that means ñcalm abiding.ò It is 
about learning to let the mind just rest. 
This is easier said than done as most of 
us who have tried it well know. 

ñShamataò is the main form of 
meditation used by Buddhists, including 
the Tibetan and Zen Buddhists and, 
although names for it may differ, this is 
the one we will be considering here. If 
you want to know about the most 
prevalent and ancient form of meditation 
(2500 years or longer), it appears to be 
Shamata of one kind of another. And 
there are different kinds of Shamata but 
they all accomplish the same function, 
that of allowing the mind to come to rest 
naturally. 

Practicing Meditation 

And letôs be perfectly clear here that 
meditation is a habit that you learn and 
nothing instantly in itself. In other words, 
we do not just sit down quietly and call 
what we do meditation. That is called 
ñsitting down quietly.ò Traditional 
meditation is something that we must 
learn and practice. Meditation requires 
effort on our part and the óeffortô part is 
not meditation. Thatôs why it is called 
ópracticeô. We ópracticeô meditating. 
Learning meditation is trial and effort, 
and is not usually relaxing for beginners 
by any means. 

Those who light a candle or some 
incense and retire to a cushion in a 
corner, close their eyes, and go deep 
within, only to emerge 20 minutes later 
refreshed and relaxed are not doing 
Shamata meditation. They are just 
relaxing a bit and we all could use that, 
but this is not what we are looking at 
here. 
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Shamata meditation (and I will just call it 
ómeditationô from this point onward) is a 
habit that has to be formed and it 
requires diligence and work. You may 
enjoy it, but I seldom did. I found it 
boring, irritating, exasperating, and 
painful much of the time. But I felt the 
same way as a kid playing piano scales. 
I have trouble with rote learning. How 
about you? 

I have never been a good student, at 
least in school. And I was not a good 
student in meditation. It took me years 
to develop what I hope others can do in 
a much shorter time: gain some 
proficiency at meditation. I wish 
someone had told me what I am trying 
to point out here. It would have helped. 

I did not know back then that meditation 
practice was ñpracticeò and not the final 
result. I called it ñpracticeò like everyone 
else did but the word never registered 
as ópracticeô. I wish someone had 
explained to me that mediation is a habit 
we have to build, much like we practice 
music, learn our times tables, or 
anything else. If I had known that, I 
would have relaxed into that and 
probably gotten the hang of it a lot 
sooner. After all meditation is all about 
developing awareness by letting the 
mind naturally relax and rest. 

Meditation is a habit that has to be 
learned, a habit that has to be repeated 
until it becomes habitual (pun intended). 
Meditation practice is like scaffolding 
that will eventually be removed once we 
begin to actually get a real feel for it. It is 
like learning music. We practice 
fingerings and scales until we have 
learned them and then we are free to 
just play music. Practicing meditation is 
like that. Practicing is not the music. 

And I did not understand back then that 
the habit of meditation writ small on the 

cushion looms large in real life, in the 
rest of my day. I thought I was going for 
those twenty minutes of enlightenment 
and that if I didnôt get that or some result 
right there and then, my meditation was 
no good. I went around for years 
thinking that my meditation practice was 
lousy, when actually my meditation, with 
all its trying, groaning, impatience, 
irritation, and avoidance, was just fine. I 
was doing exactly what I was supposed 
to be doing ï getting to know my own 
mind. But 37 years ago when I was 
taught to meditate there was no support 
structure that I had access to that could 
explain this to me. I was taught to 
meditate by no less than the Ven. 
Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche himself, 
but I never saw him again. I was on my 
own for many years. 

And as for feeling bad about my 
meditation practice, I assumed that I 
was just being delinquent, failing to get 
what others perhaps easily got, and 
generally missing the point. I missed the 
point alright, which was that everything I 
was experiencing (that I tried to deny or 
felt ashamed of) was simply par for the 
course and totally normal. This too was 
meditation. It is hard to learn to meditate 
for many of us. Thatôs the way it is. We 
are building a habit and that takes effort 
in the beginning. 

I will close this blog by reminding 
readers that the whole point to 
meditation is to become more aware 
each moment in our lives. The two key 
concepts to proper meditation are called 
mindfulness and awareness. Awareness 
is the goal or result of meditation and 
mindfulness (being more mindful) is how 
we get there. Having after all these 
years learned to meditate a little I can 
say that the increased awareness that 
comes from meditation practice, 
however small it may be, could be all 
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the difference in the world between 
ignorance and awareness.  

 

What Really Makes Me Sad  

Two people I care a lot about recently 
had a horrible fight, one that they canôt 
even begin to get over. What makes me 
sad is how we deal with a situation like 
this (our ópastô) when something bad has 
happened. Almost everyone I know 
spends so much of their time digging in 
that past trying to figure out why 
whatever happened óhappenedô. It is like 
trying to put the toothpaste back in the 
tube. You never will figure it out. 
 
Meanwhile there is a way to deal with 
whatever has happened in the past that 
has been tried and found true for many 
centuries. And it is simple compared to 
rejiggering the past. What is done is 
done. You canôt relive it and it is not 
even the same you that did whatever 
you did that you regret. Donôt look back. 
I disagree with those who say that those 
who do not understand the past are 
condemned to repeat it. I understand 

their point but there is a better way or at 
least another way. 
 
I see often see this in couples when 
they argue and fight. It happens to me 
as well, but also to many of my loved 
ones. They spend hours and days until 
they are completely exhausted trying to 
figure out where they went wrong. Some 
even go into therapy, consultations, and 
remedial work of various kinds. While 
this may help, it never seems to give 
them all the answers they seek. 
 
It is true that the past is prologue to the 
future; we all know that. We donôt get an 
award for realizing this because thatôs 
how we define the past, as ópastô, as 
what came before. And you canôt 
change the past. Period. You can only 
change the present AND what we do in 
the present totally determines our future. 
 
The Buddhists taught me how to deal 
with arguments, fights, blowouts, and all 
the other kinds of scenes we sometimes 
find ourselves in the middle of. And it 
works every time and is relatively 
(compared to sticking your finger in the 
past) easy as well. This is it: 
 
When you discover that you are off 
base, have made a mistake, hurt 
someone you love, got carried away, or 
whateveré the moment you realize that 
something like this has happened, you 
simply stop. You donôt dwell further on 
what just happened. You donôt think 
about it, anguish over it, or even waste 
time regretting it. You just drop it and 
take your mind back to trying to do your 
best, to its normal state of being 
peaceful and kind. And you start over. 
You make a new beginning. 
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If two minutes later you wake up and 
find yourself angry all over again or 
bringing up the past, no matter what 
happened, you simply do the same 
thing: Stop, take your mind back to 
where you would like it to be, and start 
over. You make a new past in the 
present. 
 
You do this all day long, all night long, 
continually, and nothing else. In other 
words you donôt prolong the past, 
whether it was good, bad, or indifferent, 
and you donôt vilify your actions or the 
way you behaved, even if they were 
really wrong, even if you are totally to 
blame. You just drop it, bring your mind 
back to the way it should be, and start 
over. You do this again and again. 
 
This is very similar to the 12-step plan of 
the alcoholics in that you take it a day at 
a time, only here it is moment by 
moment -- a moment at a time. And this 
actually works because by creating an 
ever more perfect present, by starting 
over, you automatically create a new 
and better past and a better future, just 
like that. You are building a new habit, 
even if it takes time. And here is the 
kicker: 
 
This is precisely what is called in 
Tibetan and Zen Buddhism: 
ñMeditation.ò It is sad that the word 
ómeditationô is used for so many different 
things when it is so simple. The most 
common form of meditation is called 
Shamata Meditation, from a Sanskrit 
word meaning calm-abiding, just letting 
the mind rest. In that form of meditation 
we do exactly what was described 
above. We sit and let our mind rest on 
an object (or no object). When we find 
ourselves carried away thinking about 
something else (like our next dentist 

appointment), we simply stop right 
there, drop that thought and bring our 
attention back to resting the mind. We 
start over. 
 
This kind of meditation builds a habit 
that is useful on the cushion, but much 
more useful as described above in life 
itself, because we gradually learn to 
catch ourselves when we are carried 
away, drop it, and bring our mind back 
to the moment and start again. By doing 
this we create a present that is better 
than the past and one that turns into a 
good future.  
 
In summary, it is easier IMO to build a 
new past by making a good present, 
than it is to fiddle with the past trying to 
figure out where we went wrong. After a 
while, we identify with the new present 
we are building and the past is no longer 
even important to figure out. We are no 
longer óthatô. We are what we are doing 
now. 
 
This, friends, is why people meditate, to 
develop this habit and to build a secure 
future from the present moment. Give it 
a try. 
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Donôt Prolong the Past 

The great 19th Century Tibetan master 
Patrul Rinpoche wrote: 
 
Donôt prolong the past, 
Donôt speculate about the future, 
Just dwell in present awareness.  
 
The question is how best to do this? 
How do we not dwell on the past or the 
future but somehow be mindful of the 
present, the one place where a future 
(and therefore a new past) can be built. 
The traditional way to do this which has 
been taught for over 2500 years is 
Shamata meditation. And there are 
many, many other forms of meditation.  
 
Sitting quietly in meditation for a few 
minutes each day may give me a 
greater sense of calmness and clarity, 
but that is not the only or even the main 
reason to meditate. That is certainly not 
why I meditate. The primary reason to 
learn to meditate is to build a mental 
habit of working with mindfulness and 
awareness so I am not so easily 
distracted and carried away all the time, 
so that I can be present.  
 
The habit of meditation is not just about 
sitting on a cushion. While it is important 

to sit and learn to meditate, that is not 
the main reason to meditate. Sitting on a 
cushion builds a habit that we can then 
use on the cushion but we also can use 
that habit the rest of the day when we 
are engaged in our regular life. We sit 
and meditate to learn mindfulness and 
to make mindfulness into a strong habit, 
but we use that mindfulness and the 
awareness that stems from it (that we 
learn while sitting practicing meditation) 
everywhere else and all the time. We 
need it to live clearly. 
 
Sitting meditation is about learning to 
remain mindful and in the present as 
opposed to being endlessly distracted 
by thoughts of the past or the future. 
The first thing most people learn when 
they begin to meditate is that they are in 
fact easily distracted, that is: they canôt 
just sit and let the mind rest. The 
moment they sit down the mind is 
running all over the place. When 
beginners try to sit in meditation they 
experience their day-to-day distraction 
first hand and are mostly helpless to do 
anything about it. They have built no 
meditation habit.  
 
Practicing sitting meditation each day, 
while it can be nice in itself, is all about 
building a habit of being in the present. 
This is why yogis call their meditation 
ñpractice.ò We ñpracticeò meditation and 
that practice prepares us for the rest of 
our day, the time we are not meditating 
on the cushion. And that rest of the day 
is when we need the habits built through 
meditation the most.  
 
In my opinion many people have 
meditation just backward. They believe 
that the relative calm of ten minutes or a 
half an hour of meditation is why they 
meditate, when the reality is that those 
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ten minutes are our time to ópracticeô 
meditation not a result, the time when 
we ólearnô to meditate and the rest of the 
day is when put that practice to work. 
 
Unless we have practiced meditation on 
a cushion long enough to actually 
acquire the habit of being mindful and 
present, we have nothing to help us 
keep that awareness the rest of the day. 
It is a Catch-22. We canôt just skip 
meditation on the cushion and expect to 
have its results in our daily life. We soon 
end up right back where we first started, 
lost in the midst of our endless 
distractions 
 
It takes actual time sitting on the 
cushion to build the habit of being 
present, of being mindful at the times we 
are distracted, and then learning to bring 
our attention back to whatever we are 
doing - practice. This habit is especially 
beneficial during our post-meditation 
time, that is: when we are just living life. 
 
I donôt know about you, but I get carried 
away just all the time. I go too far. I say 
things I donôt mean. And I donôt always 
catch myself when I should. Things get 
out of hand easily for me and I am often 
not aware of it until somewhere farther 
down the road. I lack enough 
mindfulness. Sitting meditation is about 
building (practicing) a habit of 
mindfulness that alerts me when I am 
distracted and allows me to drop that 
distraction and quickly return to 
whatever I am doing. It is a simple habit 
that over time becomes automatic, but it 
requires practice. 
 
However, like all habits it has to actually 
become a habit. You canôt just think it 
and have it be so. You have to practice 
meditation until it works for you and you 

canôt just sit and count the minutes until 
your practice time is over. You have to 
actually do it. It is no different from 
practicing a musical instrument, except 
here the instrument is your own mind 
and attention. 
 
My point is that while sitting on a 
cushion for a short time each day can 
be calming and relaxing in itself, that is 
not the main reason to meditate. The 
main reason is to ópracticeô being 
mindful, to practice recognizing when 
you are distracted, and learn to bring 
your attention back to whatever you are 
trying to do, what we have set out to do, 
whether on the cushion or in our day-to-
day work.  
 
The key word here is ñpracticeò as in 
ñpractice makes perfect.ò If we find 
practicing meditation calming, fine, but 
for most beginning meditation practice, 
that is not the case. It is just the 
opposite. Within moments of sitting 
down on a cushion we find just how 
easily distracted we can be.  
 
This is not to say that we canôt just sit 
and mull things over or let the mind cool 
out and just run like a quiet stream, or 
light a candle, some incense, and kick 
back in the mind. Of course we can. 
There are many ways of soothing the 
mind, but the technique I am pointing 
out here is about being mindful, about 
mindfulness.  
 
Shamata meditation as taught by 
Tibetan and Zen Buddhists is about 
being mindful and alert. This takes 
practice and, like all methods of 
practice, it is not often at first relaxing. It 
takes effort to meditate effortlessly, if 
that makes sense. And it takes time, lots 
of timeé our time and consciously.  
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I wish I could tell you that the results of 
meditation practice are instantaneous 
and appear the first time we sit, but this 
is not the case in my experience. Like all 
habits, meditation and mindfulness have 
to be built through effort and time. 
Playing music on a guitar is not the 
same as practicing scales and fingering. 
The analogy to meditation is a good 
one. Meditation is your practice and its 
results (over time) will affect your whole 
life. 
 
I have found this to be true. I have been 
meditating for many years and it has 
been hard work much of the time. 
Practice can be boring. For me these 
habits donôt come easily and I am a 
genius at rationalizing on any given day 
why I should wait until the next day to 
practice meditation. The only one I have 
harmed is myself. It just took me much 
longer than average for the results of 
mediation practice to kick in. Enough 
said. 

 

What Practice Really Is 

I want to discuss here something about 
practice. I donôt mean just dharma 

practice, but any kind of practice, like 
learning to play a musical instrument or 
whatever. Of course this also is true for 
dharma practices like sitting meditation, 
tonglen (exchanging yourself for others), 
and so on. Practice almost by definition 
can be boring so it might help to learn a 
little more about what happens when we 
practice anything. 

I first learned about the true nature of 
practice back in Ann Arbor in the Sixties 
when I was propelled out of my body by 
an LSD trip and never came back, or 
came back over a period of many years. 
My mind was pretty open then, actually 
very open. There was a little church in 
Ann Arbor off of South University and 
Forest Avenue, up near and just south 
of Washtenaw Avenue, which is now a 
little dogleg. I think it might have been 
called the ñCampus Chapel.ò Anyway, it 
was open all night long, left open. No 
one was there late at night except 
sometimes me. I would be up late nights 
just as I am today up early mornings. 

Anyway, I would go there at times when 
all else was closed or when I wanted to 
be alone and just play music. In that 
chapel they had a small grand piano in 
the basement and a real organ console 
up in the chapel. I would play those or 
play at those. I canôt really play the 
piano but that was not the point those 
nights. I wasnôt playing the piano or 
organ; I was playing music, music from 
my soul. Life was squeezing me and in 
those late nights I was playing music 
like some animal calling out to life.  

I especially loved playing that church 
organ because the many different 
voices and registers would pierce my 
mind and set up all kinds of resonances 
that transported me. In fact I once 
owned a large Hammond B3 (jazz 
organ) for some time when I lived in 
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small room. It took up almost my entire 
room until they came and repossessed it 
for lack of payment. I just ran out of 
money and was not willing to work at 
that time. It was all I could do to monitor 
the changes in my consciousness each 
day. 

Anyway, late nights I would go to the 
chapel and play my heart out. It really 
was beautiful (to me) music, but I will 
allow that it might have sounded strange 
to others. I did this for years and no one 
else was ever there. I did have another 
and different experience at the U. of M. 
School of music. One time I wandered 
through the music school where there 
were dozens of small practice rooms, 
each with a piano and most of those 
rooms were empty of students. 

As I walked through the halls the sounds 
of different instruments filled my ears. 
Now here was music. And I felt music 
well up within me. I was filled with 
emotion and feeling. Slipping into one of 
the empty rooms, I closed the door 
behind me and sat down and played as I 
would at the student chapel. Only this 
time I was not alone. 

I had no real piano technique and was 
forced to help my fingers find their way 
along the keyboard. Still, I played very 
carefully, searching for each note. I 
played what I was feeling. It came from 
deep inside. I did not stop to think how 
this might sound or whether this was in 
some acceptable music style or another. 
I just played and poured out my 
feelings.  

Nor can I say that this was happy music, 
but how could I measure that? It was the 
music of me at the time. With each note 
and chord I built a sound image of my 
mind, at least my state of mind. I am 
sure the sounds could appear 
unconventional to anyone listening in as 

they were from my heart and fit my 
feelings and mind. And sure enough, as 
luck would have it there was a listener-in 
although I was not playing all that loud. I 
was jolted out of my mood by a 
knocking at the tiny glass window in the 
door and then the opening of the door 
itself.  

It was some kind of woman-official for 
the school. She asked me what I was 
doing? I said I was just playing the 
piano. "We have no time for music of 
that sort in this school. Some of us have 
work to do. You will have to leave now," 
she said. Somehow she was objecting 
to the ókindô of music I was playing or the 
way I was playing it. Her subtext was 
that the music was disturbing, not 
because it was too loud, but because it 
was too unorthodox. It was as if I was 
not welcome there because the mental 
journey I was on and the music it 
induced was troubling to others. 
Perhaps it was. How she know I was not 
a music student I donôt know. Perhaps it 
was because I couldnôt play the piano. 
But I took it that my music (and mind) 
was hard for others to hear. I left. 

I tell this story because I am getting 
around to my topic of practice and 
practicing. There is no such thing as 
standard electrical voltage. That is why 
we have regulators, surge protectors, 
and all that stuff. Electricity surges. It 
ebbs and flows and we try to control it 
as best we can. In a similar way, our 
internal energy moves in spurts and lags 
- cycles. Much like electricity, life brings 
moments of great clarity when there is 
energy for all ideas and action plus also 
moments of drag and darkness. The 
energy grid upon which our being is 
based also ebbs and flows. It is anything 
but constant. In fact, change is the order 
of the only constant. We are kind of at 
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the mercy of our life energy flow, 
bobbing around in its ups and downs. 

I explored this idea when I began to 
learn to play the piano on those late 
nights back in the 1960s. I also had an 
upright piano in the narrow hallway to 
my room at 114. N. Division. Learning to 
play the piano requires practice and lots 
of it, but how does practice really work? 
Is there something more to practice than 
the benefit of rote memory and repeated 
actions on the keyboard? I found there 
was indeed another factor. 

The idea of piano (or any other kind of) 
practice is nothing more than a method 
of exercising and waiting for the will to 
develop confidence, for those energy 
surges I mentioned. What is accidental 
almost we build confidence and will-
power about. Energy and insight come 
in blossoms and streams and are not 
regulated. I would spend the long 
practice time waiting for the moments of 
forward push or opening and then cling 
close to the new ground that opened 
into me. That is how I learn. During 
those moments of openness I can see 
to do anything, piano or otherwise. The 
mind is open in those surge moments. 
There is a way in. At those times I can 
see into myself and perhaps learn 
something new. That is the true result of 
practice: taking advantage of open 
moments to dart past where we were 
before into new ground, our 
passageway to the future. We build a 
habit through practice. We gain ground 
by taking up the slack as we leap ahead 
through those open gaps of insight. We 
know that good habits are learned 
through practice, but I am trying to 
explain how practice actually works. 

Just as the practice of waiting for the 
energy or spirit-surges can benefit piano 
playing, that same waiting-practice style 

can allow us to take advantage of these 
natural gaps or energy surges for other 
uses. The same kind of attention that we 
might pay to practice piano is worth 
paying to our mind-training work - just 
sitting there being alert. Things happen. 
Gaps or openings naturally occur and if 
we pay attention we are there to note 
them. That is practicing, what is more 
commonly called ómind practiceô or 
meditation. Meditation is just the sort of 
mind practice we are discussing here.  

In basic meditation we sit there and 
attempt to allow the mind to rest. When 
we become distracted, we gently bring 
the mind back to rest once more. It can 
be boring and it is just practicing, but we 
are building a habit that will benefit us in 
everything we do later, off the cushion. 
Once we have a habit of catching our 
own distractions in real life and bringing 
our attention back to what we want to be 
accomplishing, the merits of meditation 
become clearer to us. 

It takes time and it takes those moments 
or surges of opening during practice 
when resting the mind is easy or easier. 
The moments of real energy and clarity 
that come in the normal course of life is 
when most real progress is made.  

Practice is the process of forming a 
habit (imprinting) by repetition and 
taking advantage of whatever openings 
in our mind present themselves. We 
leap through those gaps into our own 
future and lock it down, make it our own. 
This is what practice is really about, 
waiting for those moments and then 
confirming what we see and experience 
when they come. This is why and how I 
practice anything. 

The point of meditation practice is not to 
suddenly experience light or even to get 
some mental relaxation or time out. The 
point is to creatively build a habit 
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through careful practice, a habit that will 
in time become automatic and be as 
useful to us in our day-to-day life as it is 
sitting in meditation.  

 

Mind Practice: How to Do It 

If you are reading this you want more 
detail on how to actually do Shamata 
Meditation. The sales pitch is over. 
These are the details for those of you 
who cannot find an authentic local 
center. 

When to Meditate 

It is considered important to meditate 
daily or at least with uniform regularity 
and this is why: regular meditation is like 
taking our daily temperature; each 
meditation session, no matter how brief, 
samples our state of mind. You sample 
it. You see how it is. If there is no 
regularity, then we have no way to 
measure how calm or wild our mind is. If 
we sit a lot one day and none the next 
two days it is very difficult to gauge 
(remember) just how we are doing. And 
consistently watching your mind is very 
much a part of meditation. It is the whole 

point here: sampling and getting to know 
the mind.  

For me it is best to sit some each day, 
preferably in the morning only because 
intervening distracting events of ñgreat 
importanceò have not yet arisen and 
caused me to skip meditation that day. I 
am brilliant at finding excuses to skip 
meditation. 

How Long to Meditate 

Sit for a comfortable length of time. It 
can be as short as five minutes or as 
long as you enjoy it. When I say ñenjoyò 
here, I am aware that practicing 
meditation is just that, ñpractice,ò and 
practice is not always enjoyable. The 
point here is to not force yourself to 
practice longer than you can stand so as 
not to form a habit of hating your 
meditation sessions. As least think of it 
as you would schoolwork or having to 
study. Consider the long-term results 
you are looking to achieve and act 
accordingly. You have done this before 
in other areas, like schooling, lessons, 
etc. 

I can remember times when I forgot to 
meditate and I sat up in bed for a minute 
or two before I went to sleep just to keep 
that mind-sampling going, and also to 
keep me going. When I was beginning, I 
typically did two meditation sessions a 
day, one in the morning and one in the 
evening.  

Expectations 

ñDonôt have any expectationsò is easy to 
say, but hard to adhere to. The fact is 
that you donôt know what the result of 
meditation is like so your expectations 
are by definition not going to be correct, 
so donôt try to imagine what you canôt 
know yet anyway. I can tell you from 
experience that my expectations of 
meditation have been and continue to 
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be my greatest stumbling block to 
making any progress. They were simple 
ómiss-takesô on my part. I do it all the 
time.  

 

Experiences 

And the worst thing (most detrimental) 
of all is to have a really good meditation 
and then look for that to happen again 
on the next day, week, month, or years 
That is the killer. It is like having one 
good breath and trying to hold it. Sooner 
or later life will knock the breath out of 
you so you can breathe again. Let it go; 
breathe out. 

Instead, it is far better to accept 
whatever the day brings, even if it is 
dull, down, and dreary, than to cling to 
the past. Meditate with the dullness or 
anxiety you have on hand rather than 
compare what you have to what you 
once had before. Meditation is always 
about the ñnowò and never the ñthen.ò A 
major rule is ñDonôt prolong the past.ò 
Forget about it. Comfortably accept just 
how it is right-now for you, good or bad, 
and meditate in those conditions. You 
canôt have the same meditation twice 
because meditation is not about the 
ñexperienceò itself, but always about 
your awareness in the experience, how 
you handle it. That is the way to move 
forward.  

The mind can be seen as a pendulum 
swinging from being too-excited-to-
calm-down on the one hand to being 
too-slow-to-wake-up on the other. The 
time you want is right in the middle and 
ñjust rightò is about zero movement of 
the pendulum. Progress in meditation 
involves letting that pendulum itself zero 
out and come to rest in the middle. That 
is letting the mind rest and this takes 
time. Again: it is not about how good or 

óhighô you feel that day but about how 
you handle whatever the conditions that 
day brings. Remember: you are building 
a habit. You are practicing here. 

 

Resting the Mind 

Before we launch into the ideal details 
for meditation posture, it is important for 
you to be comfortable. If the whole idea 
of Shamata Meditation is to let the mind 
rest naturally, that means you rest. It 
took me at least ten years to understand 
that when they said ñrest,ò they actually 
meant regular-old órestô, like: relax. You 
have to relax and let your mind rest. 
Give it up. Here is a poem about that: 

The Rest of the Mind 

You cannot rest the mind,  
But you can let the mind rest. 
Just let go, 
And donôt mind the rest. 

If you can sit in the perfect yoga posture 
for meditation, that is wonderful, but if 
you cannot relax into it, not much will 
happen. And you donôt need a lot of 
special stuff to meditate. A quiet place 
with perhaps a blanket under your legs 
to protect those sharp ankle bones and 
a pillow to sit on will do it. If you want to 
get fancy, you can order a square 
zabuton cushion to go under you and a 
zafu (round cushion) to sit on. Just 
Google or go to 
http://www.samadhicushions.com/. 

I spent years studying various kinds of 
cushions but I will save that for another 
post. Just be comfortable. If you are 
sitting where it is cold or drafty then 
wrap a blanket or a shawl around your 
back and legs. Sitting on a straight-back 
chair is perfectly fine too. 

The Posture 
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What follows is the traditional posture, 
but donôt let it scare you. You can 
always start out by just sitting in a way 
that does not take all your attention but 
letôs you relax. You need your attention 
for the practice. Traditionally there are 
seven points to the posture, often called 
in the Kagyu tradition the ñSeven Point 
Posture of Vairocana (emptiness).ò Here 
they are: 

(1) Cross-legged: If you are one of 
those rare human beings that can sit in 
ñfull lotusò position, with each foot 
resting on the opposite thigh, that is 
best. The rest of us can sit cross legged, 
but with both legs on the floor, one in 
front of the other. Again: sitting on a 
straight back chair is fine also. 

(2) Abdomen-In: Pull your belly in a bit 
and tighten your anal sphincter and 
urethral muscles for just a few seconds, 
and then relax them slightly. This 
prevents energy loss. 

(3) The Back: Sit up with your lower 
back straight and hold that position, 
gently. There is congruence between a 
straight spine and the subtle inner 
energies that run along the spine. When 
the spine is straight, the energy flows 
most freely. Do your best. 

(4) Hands: If you are a beginner, place 
your thumb on your palm at the base of 
your ring finger and close your hand into 
a loose fist. Place fists palm-down on 
the corresponding knee and slightly 
above the knee depending on the length 
of your arms. Straighten the arms out, 
but not so much that they hurt.  

If you are already accustomed to sitting 
then an alternate hand position is to 
place your two hands palms up against 
your abdomen and just below the navel, 
right hand on top of the left, with the tips 
of the thumbs barely touching. 

(5) The Gaze: Direct your gaze to a spot 
on the floor a foot or two in front of you. 
Hold that gaze, gently. 

(6) The Chin: Tuck your chin up close 
to your throat, just a bit, like you were 
making a double-chin. 

(7) Tongue: Place your tongue up 
against the roof of your mouth, just 
behind your front teeth. This will help to 
control the saliva. The teeth can be 
slightly closed (but not clenched) and 
the lips very slightly parted.  

Sitting in Meditation 

That is the posture. Now try to arrange 
yourself in that posture and sit 
comfortably. It may be a little like 
rubbing your forehead and patting your 
tummy at first, so donôt strain yourself. If 
you canôt do it yet then relax and just sit 
normally until you can manage 
everything. Be comfortable. 

To begin, just sit there for a minute and 
relax until you begin to feel thoughts 
rise. At that point take a deep slow 
breath, breathing in. Follow the air as it 
comes in all the way down into your 
lower abdomen. And slowly breathe out. 
After that breathe normally but keep 
your attention on the breath going in and 
going out. 

Continue breathing like this (following 
your breath with your consciousness) for 
the duration of the meditation period. 
Thoughts will come and you will 
probably be distracted. This is not only 
normal, but to be expected. When you 
are distracted to the point of being 
carried away, that is, you find that you 
have forgotten to focus on the breath 
but are thinking of lunch or an 
appointment you have later on, just 
catch yourself and let that thought go. 
Then very gently bring your mind back 
and focus (rest it) on the breath. Donôt 
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spend one millisecond feeling sorry or 
worrying that you are not performing 
properly, because you are. This is 
normal. This is the practice. Gently drop 
the thought, any thought about the 
thought, any worry about your behavior, 
etc. and refocus on the breath, gently. 
Continue following the breath.  

Try to remain relaxed but not too 
relaxed, and certainly not tense. My 
teacher uses the analogy of holding a 
raw egg. If you hold it too tightly it will 
break and if you hold it too loose it will 
fall and also break, so you have to hold 
it just right, tenderly. This is 
mindfulness.  

If you are uncomfortable and have 
physical pain, try to ignore it. If it 
persists, shift your position to see if that 
helps. You are free to find the happy 
medium, which some days might be 
giving up and stopping altogether. You 
donôt want to be a sissy, but you also 
donôt want to associate meditation with 
physical pain. Be reasonable. This 
poem: 

Testing the Rest 

Learning to rest the mind, 
Really puts my practice to the test, 
So sometimes I just need to take a 
break, 
And simply get some rest. 

I received my Shamata meditation 
instruction from an authentic source 
(Ven. Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche) and 
I have been given permission by my root 
lama to teach this to others, as his 
teacher did before that all the way back 
down the lineage. If and when you can, 
it is worthwhile to meet a certified 
teacher in person and get these 
instructions and the blessings that go 
with the instructions that stretch back 
over one thousand years or more. The 

authentic blessing is very special, so do 
make an effort to get it sometime. You 
can find a list of authentic centers at: 
Kagyu.org. I am sure there are others 
that are fine too. I just donôt personally 
know them. 

 

Tonglen: What about Hate & Fear? 

This is about dealing with what you hate 
and fear in life -- a superior way to work 
with these. It is clear from comments 
from students that most of you know 
something about meditation. It is equally 
clear from your notes here that not 
many of you have even heard about 
ñTonglen,ò which is a totally different 
(and equally valuable) Tibetan mind-
training technique from that of sitting 
meditation.  

Tonglen has to do with your personal 
mandala, the mini-world you have 
created around yourself and what you 
include in that world and what you 
consider as definitely outside of that 
world. And while tonglen can be done 
while sitting on a cushion (like 
meditation), it is most often done off the 
cushion while we are walking around 
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doing our everyday things. You can use 
it all the time. 

Tonglen has to do with the people and 
things we donôt like, whatever comes up 
on our radar screen that is ñother,ò 
awful, threatening, or just different. It is 
also an approach to all the suffering in 
the world, but I will get to that. This 
technique is particularly useful when we 
óhateô something or are repulsed by a 
person, event, or thing. Sound useful? It 
is very useful. In fact I am surprised that 
more of you donôt know about it. 

Along with regular sitting meditation, 
tonglen is part of the mental toolbox of 
every Tibetan Buddhist. For some 
reason here in the west most people 
have never heard of it, much less 
learned how to use it. Letôs rectify that 
now. I have to warn you that Tonglen is 
(from a western perspective) a radical 
technique. In this sense it is advanced. 
It is so direct that it scared the bejesus 
out of me when I first heard about it. I 
wanted to run screaming from the 
thought and I almost did, so be prepared 
for something a little different. In fact, 
here is the story of how a great rinpoche 
presented Tonglen to me many years 
ago. 

I had met this wonderful Tibetan lama 
and rinpoche during his visit to Ann 
Arbor and Margaret (my wife) and I were 
so moved by that meeting that we had 
to see him again, but he lived high in the 
mountains above Woodstock, New York 
and it was the dead of winter. In fact it 
was during those weird bardo-like days 
after Christmas and before New Year. 
You know those days. My wife and I 
piled our three kids (at the time) into our 
little car and began an 800-mile drive 
across the country in a terrible cold 
spell. Our youngest daughter was only 
about one year old at the time and 

normally we would not take such a 
young child that far away from home in 
the bitter cold. But we did. That was how 
important it was for us to meet the 
rinpoche again.  

It was a long trip that took two days and 
by early evening of the second day we 
had reached Woodstock, New York. 
Darkness had set in and the cold was so 
intense that then entire front inside 
windshield of the car was frosted over; I 
was using a business card to scrape a 
tiny hole in the glass to peer out of. We 
were driving up the narrow three-mile 
mountain road to the Buddhist center. It 
was slow going. Finally we pulled into a 
small parking lot outside of the large 
building that used to be a resort. This 
was before the monastery was built, 
although they were beginning to pour 
the foundation when winter had set in. 

We got out of the car and stood huddled 
by the door and knocking. A high wind 
on the mountain was blowing and sharp 
as we waited. At last someone came 
and the door was opened by a very nice 
lady; we were invited inside. I guess I 
should tell you now that we had no 
appointment. No one knew we were 
coming. We just had winged it. Even so, 
the lady (her name was Norvie) was 
very kind and led us into a small waiting 
room; she would tell the rinpoche and 
see if he was available. 

I will spare you the whole story of that 
visit and just cut to the chase to save 
time here. Suffice it to say that the 
Rinpoche was very kind but firm. I 
wanted to know what I should do in 
order to become his student. Margaret 
felt similarly. We liked him that much! 
And pushy me, because I had been an 
astrologer and done ñspiritualò things for 
many years, I was hoping to place out of 
ñmeditation 101ò and get right to the 
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advanced stuff. That tells you how 
foolish I was. Rinpoche very gently told 
me that he could see that I had never 
harmed anyone with my astrology, but 
that when it came to learning meditation, 
because I knew little to nothing about it 
(and had done little to nothing with it so 
far) that it was best if I started at the 
very beginning. This was the fastest 
way. The fastest way? 

Well, I had to think twice about that, 
because my arrogance was being rash 
again, but I respected this man so much 
that I was willing to do just as he said. 
OK, I would start at the beginning. And 
now I am getting to the point about 
Tonglen here. When we left, Rinpoche 
gave us a small book called ñThe Torch 
of Certaintyò by a high lama named 
Jamgon Kongtrul Rinpoche. It turned out 
to be one of the classic mind-training 
texts used in the Karma Kagyu Lineage. 
And I believe Rinpoche pointed out the 
section on Tonglen for us to consider, 
the technique I want to tell you more 
about here. 

When Rinpoche had said goodbye and 
was gone, we went outside. In the dark 
we could see the bare cement walls of 
the monastery being built and the high 
winds were whipping the plastic 
covering that was hanging from the 
newly poured cement. It was a little 
eerie and there were no stars out. 
Anyway, we drove our little car back 
down the mountain and managed to find 
a motel where we could stay the night.  

There we were, crammed into one room 
that had a single (and very small) 
infrared wall heater that barely kept the 
bitter cold outside where it belonged. 
Anyway, there with our little kids we 
opened this little book and began to 
read the section on tonglen, a technique 

we certainly had never heard of before. 
And it was a shocker. 

Maybe it was just the night and the fact 
that we were huddled together with our 
babies 800 miles from home around a 
tiny heater on one of the most bitter 
winter nights of that year. What this 
book said was to breathe into yourself 
all the darkness and suffering in the 
world and breathe back out whatever 
good feeling and well-being you had. In 
fact the tonglen technique is often 
simply translated as ñExchanging 
Yourself for Others.ò 

Well, this suggestion went 180-degrees 
against what every spiritual person and 
technique had taught me up to that 
point. In fact, I had been taught to not 
take in anything dark, negative, or fear-
filled, and to keep such things as far 
away from me as possible. Psychics 
had even shown me how to wash my 
hands after doing an astrology reading 
and let the harmful and negative 
thoughts that might otherwise 
accumulate just go down the drain. So 
tonglen was saying just the opposite, 
and I mean totally the opposite: that I 
was to breathe in the bad stuff and give 
others or whatever was out there any 
good stuff I had. What? 

I know Margaret and I looked each other 
in the eye and wondered what had we 
gotten ourselves into? It was scary and 
very hard to get our mind around it. At 
first my gut feel was to just cut and run, 
and to get the hell out of there. Yet here 
we were shivering together in this tiny 
hotel room so far from home. There was 
no instant solution. But we read on. We 
had nothing else to do. 

Gradually we learned that tonglen, 
despite how it appeared to us at the 
time was an advanced shortcut to 
compassion and the handling of 
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suffering and negativity. All my life I had 
tried to keep as far away from anything 
negative (people and things) as I could. 
I mean: who wants that? And here was 
a technique telling me to do just the 
opposite, to welcome and breathe all 
this bad stuff into me and exchange it in 
the outbreath for whatever good stuff, 
feelings, and thoughts I had. These 
Tibetans get right to the heart every 
time. It got my attention. 

Well, we got through the night, back on 
the road, and finally made it all way the 
home and with the concept of tonglen 
still intact. We would give it a try and we 
did. So there you have the story of how 
we came upon tonglen. Now: something 
more about the technique. 

The idea of tonglen is very simple and it 
has to do with your personal mandala, 
what you consider yourself and what 
you consider not yourself ï outside you. 
It has to do with when you encounter 
anything outside yourself, anything 
other, foreign, negative, opposite, óbadô, 
scary, horrible, hideous, etc. When you 
recognize something as definitely ñnot-
you,ò instead of crossing your fingers at 
it and trying to keep it at a distance, you 
do just the opposite. 

Instead of pushing it away, you pull it 
toward you; you breathe and take it in. 
You absorb it willingly and in return send 
out, breathe out, and let go of all that is 
good, kind, loving, fresh, fine, etc., 
inside you. You send that back in 
exchange for all that bad stuff. This is 
true for anything you consider outside 
yourself, especially if it inspires fear, 
loathing, disgust, hatred, anger, or what-
have-you ï any ñotherness.ò The 
concept is easy to grasp. 

And you donôt just breathe in and out 
just once, but continually until you have 
neutralized or normalized or made 

friends with whatever is outside. Of 
course you do this with whatever 
suffering you see in the world. You take 
on the pain and suffering, breathe it in, 
and breathe out or send your goodwill 
and kindness back out. And you do this 
anytime you find yourself being critical, 
judgmental, nasty, mean, and so on to 
something outside yourself, something 
ñnot you.ò I could go on, but let me 
summarize. 

Tonglen is an incredible technique for 
removing duality, otherness, and 
extending your personal mandala or 
world view to accept and in fact 
embrace more and more of what has 
been shut out by you as ñotherness.ò 
Just think about it and (more important) 
try it. This is a shortcut to greater 
compassion and kindness. 

As to whether breathing in all this 
darkness, anger, and negativity is 
physically harmful? It is not. In fact, it 
removes your own negativity by shifting 
the limits of your tolerance in the 
direction of greater compassion and 
acceptance.  

Tonglen is taught and used hand-in-
hand in Tibetan Buddhist mind training 
along with sitting meditation. These are 
the two main pillars of practice. Tonglen 
is a brilliant way to gradually remove 
whatever separates you from the real 
world around you. You can do it all day 
long wherever you are and whenever 
you encounter anything strange or 
ñother.ò You can do tonglen and start 
right on the spot to make friends with 
whatever is out there and perceived as 
other, alien, or against you. 

It is especially good with enemies or 
not-so-friends. Instead of shutting them 
out and taking offence, you open up to 
them, take in whatever offends you, and 
give out kindness, goodwill, and your 
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own good energy. You do all of this in 
your mind, but physical hugging and 
kindness is also allowed. Check this 
most potent technique out for yourself. 
Try tonglen. 

 

Tonglen: Mental Feng Shui 

I can see from your previous comments 
that I have to give a little more detail 
here about tonglen. Letôs take an 
example that is easy to understand.  

Letôs say I see a small puppy or child 
being hurt or suffering. It is quite natural 
for my heart go out to such an innocent 
creature. I am instantly compassionate. I 
wish I could lessen the suffering and 
take the small creature in my arms and 
hold it, giving it comfort. Tonglen is like 
this. 

We recognize and take on the suffering 
or pain wherever we find it and send 
back all that we have that might be 
comforting and kind. As mentioned, our 
heart goes out in these situations. This 
is the process. And while it is easier to 
imagine with something like a hurt 
puppy, the same transaction can be 
practiced with all who suffer. This is 

what tonglen is all about, regardless of 
whether the object is a cute puppy or a 
gnarly old what-have-you? All beings 
are deserving of compassion, even 
more so if they are mean and hurtful. 
Somewhere in there someone is 
suffering  

And while learning to have compassion 
wherever suffering is found is where 
tonglen shines, it can have other 
practical uses throughout our life each 
day. It is easy to see where we would 
have compassion for a hurt child or 
puppy, but perhaps less easy to see 
where we ourselves are constantly hurt, 
often by our own biases and prejudices.  

It can be as obvious as the not-so-
friendly co-worker that we suddenly 
meet as we round an office corner. 
What is our reaction? You know what it 
is. There is nothing kind about it and we 
tend to react with dislike and probably 
fear of the unknown. It can be painful 
when we know someone has singled us 
out and made a point of not liking us. 
When they suddenly appear in our day, 
the tendency is to shrink back and put 
up defenses. Am I right? Use your own 
words.  

Tonglen would have us do just the 
reverse from reacting in fear or dislike, 
rather to open up and take in all that we 
fear or loathe, breathe it in, and absorb 
it, and then send back whatever we can 
manage that is kind and open in return. 
It would seem that we are being 
vulnerable by doing so, but in fact it is 
we who become stronger through the 
process. This is what tonglen is all 
about. This is mind training folks! 

Our prejudices and biases define the 
boundary between what we consider 
safe (our self) and everything óotherô 
outside ourselves. When we do tonglen 
in a situation we are gradually moving 
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those boundaries so that they are more 
inclusive and embracing of others. What 
was once óotherô is slowly weakened 
and eventually vanishes, becoming 
known and part of us. We have made 
friends with the óotherô parts of 
ourselves. We are more inclusive. 

Tonglen is exactly the opposite of being 
divisive or polarizing. It weakens and 
breaks down duality rather than 
strengthening it. Instead of reinforcing 
fear and hatred, tonglen gradually 
removes the otherness out there 
somewhere and reclassifies it as part of 
ourselves as something now known. We 
are making friends with ourselves 
through tonglen.  

Are the others we are doing tonglen for 
(and with) helped by our action? They 
are certainly not hurt by it and the fact 
that it makes us a friendlier and more 
compassionate being canôt help but be 
useful to all who have to come to know 
us. I would say yes it is helpful to others 
as well as to us. 

Let me summarize please: Many of us 
are busy; we donôt manage to find 
enough time for sitting meditation and/or 
we may not have done enough 
meditation to begin to reap the rewards 
of doing so. Sitting meditation takes time 
until a habit is formed that can really be 
of use to us. Tonglen is something we 
can do at anytime and anywhere. It 
does not take long and we donôt have to 
interrupt whatever else we are doing. 
And it works. 

Tonglen need not only be a somewhat 
drawn-out affair with lots of breathing in 
and breathing out. We only do tonglen 
until we feel that we have weakened, 
neutralized, and otherwise softened the 
duality we experience, the óusô and 
óthemô of it, until we make friends with 
that other part of ourselves. 

It can also be used for smaller and 
smaller events like winces, grimaces, 
and so one, whatever we come across 
in a moment that provokes us. In fact, 
tonglen is like mental Feng Shui in that 
when we encounter something that 
disturbs or upsets us we change its 
location from outside our mandala to 
within our mandala. Tonglen allows us 
to rearrange our self just as Feng Shui 
lets us rearrange our home. 

 

Practicing Meditation 

It can be helpful to know something 
about the difference between meditation 
practice and the results of that practice, 
realization. Many times when a building 
is built it requires scaffolding to 
complete it and when completed the 
scaffolding is removed. Meditation is a 
little like this. 

If we learn to play music, we practice 
playing scales and other complex finger 
and musical exercises. Yet the scales 
and finger exercises are not considered 
the final music. Meditation is also a little 
like this. 
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As kids we learn to draw the alphabet, 
but we donôt write out the alphabet often 
later on once we have learned it. 
Meditation is like this too. 

In almost every area of life learning, 
some practice is involved, but the actual 
form of the practice is not usually 
equivalent to the final result. It is 
ópracticeô. Meditation is like this. In fact, 
many call their meditation period each 
day ñpractice,ò as in ñI just did my 
practice.ò Please take that word 
ñpracticeò to heart. 

Learning meditation involves practice, 
but the practice itself is not the result of 
meditation any more than playing scales 
is the result or the final music we play. It 
is, rather, vice versa. The music is the 
result of or enhanced by the practice. 
Some form of óawarenessô is the desired 
result of our Shamata meditation 
practice.  

My point is to not fixate on your practice 
of meditation as if it were the result of 
meditation and donôt expect the FORM 
of the practice to also be the form of the 
result of practice any more than the 
rubbing of two sticks together is the fire 
we seek. The fire results from rubbing 
the two sticks together, but the fire is not 
itself the process. It is the result of the 
process. Shamata or awareness 
meditation practice is not the same as 
the eventual awareness that results 
from Shamata meditation.  

When we learn to meditate, we donôt yet 
know and cannot possibly have a 
correct idea of what that awareness is 
without having the awareness itself. It is 
easy to fall into the habit of expecting 
awareness to somehow be just like our 
practice, only better. Meditation practice 
is just that, ñpractice,ò and not the 
awareness itself that eventually comes 
from practicing. Shamata practice is like 

the scaffolding on the building, 
something that will help shape our 
realization, but that ultimately will be 
removed. We wonôt need it, at least as 
we know it now. 

This is not to be interpreted as ñWe 
donôt need to practice.ò Without learning 
how to practice, we would get nowhere 
at all. Of course we need to practice, but 
practice if too forced can be 
counterproductive. We need to leave 
some room for awareness to grow. We 
need to leave the door open for what we 
do not yet know, and most of all we 
need to know that we do not know what 
awareness is. We have not experienced 
it yet. By definition, we have no idea. 
Otherwise we would already be aware 
to that degree. 

We each know something about what 
practice is, but we do not yet know what 
the result of practice is, so at the very 
least we need to know that we DO NOT 
know and also something about what 
we do not know. In that way we leave 
the door open for spontaneity and 
freshness. At least there is a question 
mark in our mind. We donôt want to paint 
ourselves into a corner with our practice 
by assuming we know what the outcome 
of our practice is supposed to be, 
because we donôt. If we view our 
practice as just that, ópracticeô, it helps 
us to keep in mind that our practice is 
not just going to turn into awareness all 
by itself. Practice is not awareness, but 
just ópracticeô to become more aware. 
Like the workmen take down the 
scaffolding when a building is 
completed, a day will come when we will 
realize the difference between our 
practice and what we are practicing to 
achieve, the result of practice, some 
form of awareness. Practice and 
awareness are related, but not identical.  



Training the Mind: Dharma Practice 
 

22 
 

One of the features of Buddhism is that 
it is non-theistic, which to me means 
there is no one else up there pulling the 
strings. I have read and been taught that 
even if Buddha were here in the same 
room with us he could not enlighten us 
simply by touching our forehead. If he 
could, Buddha and his followers would 
have enlightened everyone centuries 
ago because they care for our welfare. It 
would have gone viral. The entire 
dharma is about Buddha pointing out to 
us how to do what he did, which was to 
enlighten himself. We each have to do 
the same: enlighten ourselves. No one 
will ever come along and save us, do it 
to or for us no matter how long we wait. 
Our teachers may point out the way, but 
we each have to walk the path 
ourselves. And this especially relates to 
our meditation practice. 

If we are practicing because we have 
been told to practice, feel obligated to 
practice, or think we should practice, but 
are not all that personally motivated to 
practice, nothing much will happen. We 
also have to practice having proper 
motivation. We know when we are 
motivated. Our practice will wait for us 
as long as it takes for us to do it right, 
and that includes wanting to practice 
instead of just practicing by rote. If we 
are just going through the motions, 
counting the minutes until practice is 
over, waiting it out (so to speak) each 
day or thinking that tomorrow we will do 
it better, nothing much will happen. 
Realization is waiting for us to practice 
correctly, eons if necessary. 

Shamata meditation is about resting the 
mind, for sure, but it is also about 
learning to get to gradually know the 
mind in all of its qualities. We need to 
inquire into the mind. We need to be 
interested, to be alive in our getting to 
know the mind. The whole point of 

meditation is awareness of the nature of 
the mind, and we actually have to 
develop that awareness ourselves. If we 
cut corners with our meditation practice, 
canôt manage to really get into it or are 
paralyzed so that we canôt give it 100%, 
nothing will happen to us except 
'nothingô. Our practice waits for us to do 
it properly. This is a real Catch-22. You 
canôt outwit yourself any more than you 
can sneak up on a mirror.  

Off the Cushion 

Learning to meditate takes time. If you 
have trouble practicing, finding the time 
to practice, or have run into some of the 
various roadblocks to practicing, there 
are ways to supplement your on-the-
cushion practice when you are off-the-
cushion during the rest of your day. This 
is called ópost meditationô practice and 
while not a substitute for your regular 
practice, post-meditation practice can 
augment your normal practice. It can 
also inspire you to practice correctly. 

Meditation is all about awareness and 
mindfulness. Mindfulness is about 
remembering to be aware and 
awareness is being aware. If we donôt 
have enough time in our busy schedule 
to devote to meditation or if we are too 
self-conscious in our meditation, there 
are things we can do at other times that 
may augment our practice. In particular, 
if we spend a lot of time in front of a 
computer or on any kind of task that 
requires actual concentration, we may 
be able to extend our daily practice. 

For example, when you finish your 
regular meditation session and return to 
whatever else you are doing that day, 
donôt just turn off your meditation like a 
switch, but take whatever awareness 
you may have managed with you. Mix 
your meditation with your day-to-day 
work. If you are doing any work that 
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requires focus and concentration, there 
is no reason why you canôt just practice 
some of the same techniques you use 
on the cushion, like bringing your mind 
back to whatever you are focusing on 
when you become aware that you have 
been distracted. And while this kind of 
exercise may lack some of the qualities 
of on-the-cushion meditation, like the 
intent to benefit all sentient beings 
through your practice, there is no reason 
why you canôt easily add that to 
whatever you are doing during the day. 

If you have a moment when you catch 
yourself being aware (have popped out 
of your routine) it is very easy to make a 
simple dedication like ñMay any merit 
that I have accumulated today benefit all 
sentient beings without exception, and 
my I dedicate this merit in the same way 
that the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas 
dedicate merit,ò something like that. 
Then go back to whatever tasks you are 
involved in. Not only is this kind of 
repeated dedication throughout the day 
of value to your dharma practice, but the 
dynamic quality of repeatedly being 
aware and taking that awareness to 
your work is also very beneficial to your 
work, almost like another form of 
breathing. You are practicing! 

As mentioned earlier, meditation is all 
about awareness and the more we can 
be aware throughout our day in every 
moment, the better our meditation 
practice will become. Many of us have 
only a short time to spend on the 
cushion practicing awareness each day. 
Many folks have maybe twenty minutes 
to practice, others a half hour. It might 
be rare to have more than one hour of 
free time a day to meditate. If progress 
in meditation is measured in terms of 
the time we practice, our progress can 
be slow. However, if we can enhance 
our on-the-cushion practice with various 

ways of being aware the rest of our day, 
then we may extend that practice 
considerably. 

I used to tell myself when I was growing 
up and had to go to church on Sunday, 
that church once a week was never 
going to get a rascal like me to heaven. 
In a similar way meditating for an hour a 
day is probably not really enough for 
me. Yet I donôt have or donôt seem to 
allocate any more time to practice 
meditation each day. However, as I 
begin to find other moments during my 
work day in which I can see that I am 
aware, and use those moments to re-
focus on whatever task is at hand, my 
cumulative practice time actually begins 
to extend. My teacher has said that 
even the time it takes to raise a teacup 
to our lips and take a sip is long enough 
to have a brief moment of awareness. 
There are an untold number of such 
moments in our day. Conscious use of 
these otherwise empty moments to 
focus on the fact that at that moment we 
are aware and then mixing that brief 
awareness with whatever we have to do 
at the time can be very beneficial.  

Awareness is the very heart of 
meditation. If we generate some 
awareness during our regular practice of 
meditation, that is of course excellent. If 
we can (in addition) begin to fill in the 
gaps in our awareness through the rest 
of the day that is even better. Buddha 
was totally aware all of the time. For 
beginners like us, the effort to remain 
aware can be just too tiring, as this little 
poem I wrote suggests: 

Testing the Rest 

Learning to rest the mind, 
Really puts my practice to the test, 
So sometimes I just need to take a 
break, 
And simply get some rest. 
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You get the idea. All practice requires 
some effort, and effort is often counter-
productive to free-awareness, so there 
is a Catch-22 here as this little poem 
notes: 

The Rest of the Mind 

You cannot rest the mind,  
But you can let the mind rest. 
Just let go, 
And donôt mind the rest. 

I have found it important to extend my 
meditation practice off-the-cushion and 
throughout the rest of my day. By doing 
this I have gone a long way toward 
compensating for my tendency to cut 
short my regular meditation periods or to 
find some excuse not to practice at all 
today - whatever. I am a genius at 
rationalization. There is always a little bit 
of a war going on inside me when it 
comes to anything I óhaveô to do, even if 
I am the one that said I have to do it. 
Extending my practice off-the-cushion 
has been a wonderful way to actually do 
more practice and to also to deescalate 
the warring factions within myself about 
my regular practice times.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aspirations & Dedication of Merit  

I have been meditating for some 37 
years and in that time I have come up 
with scores of reasons to put off until 
tomorrow the meditating I just canôt 
seem to find time to do today. As busy 
as I am, I always seem to find time to 
rationalize away my meditation time. 
What does this say about my meditation 
or me? 

For one, it is never good for me to get 
on bad terms with my meditation 
practice such that it is easier for me to 
avoid it than to do it. Just what is it that I 
am avoiding? For me, the answer is: all 
kinds of things, for example: 

Some days when I approach my 
meditation cushion I seem to put on all 
kinds of baggage that I can avoid by just 
skipping meditation that day, like the 
many layers of arrogance I can 
somehow manage, one after another. 
For example, there is the person of 
Michael the ódharma practitionerô; I get 
sick of him. And there is the ñI am now 
going to meditateò pose or perhaps I 
donôt want to review the high 
expectations that I have set for myself or 
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compare my last imprinted good 
meditation practice against how I feel at 
the moment or review my lack of any 
signs of progress in who knows how 
long, etc. The list goes on. 

These, then, are just a few reasons it is 
sometimes easier to walk on by the door 
to my practice area than to just go on in. 
In fact, almost anything is preferable to 
meditation (like taking out the trash) 
when I get into this frame of mind. Of 
course this is just part of meditation, but 
I tend to forget that. 

When I get stingy with my practice, what 
is this a sign of? I could point out a lot of 
possible reasons but the long and the 
short of it is that something has come 
between me and my original wish and 
reasons to practice. What to do? The 
first thing is not to add insult to injury. It 
is bad enough that practicing dharma for 
me can at times drift into a stalemate or 
standoff situation. It is worse if on top of 
that I feel bad about it; this only widens 
that division. There are things that I can 
do. 

I am not suggesting you stop your 
formal sitting practice but you may need 
to give it a break for a day, as if you 
have not already given it a break by just 
not doing it joyfully or consistently. It is 
hard to do any kind of ñpracticeò joyfully. 
This too is just part of meditation 
practice. By ñgive it a breakò here I 
mean give it a rest, let it go for today. 
But usually I have already tried that. 
<G> 

Meditation is all about learning to let the 
mind rest and if we have managed to 
get our practice into a bundle so that it is 
not restful then the least we can do is 
relax a bit and start over. Remember: 
when we are distracted, we drop it, and 
gently bring the mind back to rest on the 
breath. Same thing here. In this case 

this includes not only allowing yourself 
not to meditate that day (or to shorten 
your meditation), but also not holding 
this or your recent lapses against 
yourself. You have painted yourself into 
a corner, so take a break and start over, 
like with Shamata meditation. There are 
other forms of practice that may be 
easier to do at the moment. 

This whole delinquency thing, if you are 
being delinquent, is probably not new 
with you. If you are like me, you do it 
whenever you have exhausted your 
goodwill on any project and turned what 
was a good thing into just another 
something to avoid. And on top of that 
you are nagging yourself.  

Sometimes I manage to avoid practice 
until the amount of it I do in a week 
amounts to something like only going to 
church on Sunday, one day a weekôs 
worth (or less). I know that this wonôt get 
me to óheavenô anytime soon, as in: too 
little, too late. The goal is to make our 
entire life our practice but how to get 
there? Sitting meditation is all about 
building the tools and habit to do that. 
Some of us manage to screw up what 
we set out to do by micromanaging 
ourselves right out of the spirit of doing 
anything at all. I do this. There is 
another approach but it is off-the-
cushion or post meditational, so take 
note. I am not suggesting that you stop 
your daily sitting practice but rather 
augment in ways that will enhance that 
practice. This method has to do with 
gaps in our daily life that we canôt avoid 
anyway. Put them to work. 

An example of a gap is any event that 
distracts us from our normal distractions 
ï whatever we are doing at the moment. 
For example: we are busying working 
away at something or other and we get 
disturbed. We wake up from that. It 
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could be that the doorbell or phone 
rings, a door slams, an alarm goes off -- 
you-name-it. Life is filled with these 
events. The point is that whatever the 
interruption, it creates a gap in the 
otherwise smooth flowing of our routine 
so that we pause and look around, even 
if for a split second or short minute. 
These kinds of awareness gaps are 
perfect opportunities for quality dharma 
practice. Here is what I do with these 
gaps: 

First, for starters, you can just rest in the 
gap for a moment and enjoy the gap. 
You are already not doing what you 
were supposed to do, so take a mini-
break. Here you are, awakened 
(disturbed) in the flow of your day and 
suddenly aware of that. This is an 
opportunity. Rest in that moment. By 
órestô I mean just relax and let yourself 
be there in that gap for a second. And 
the next part is very easy too. 

Before you resume whatever task you 
were just on (and interrupted from), 
simply dedicate whatever merit you may 
have accumulated up to now doing it 
(however small that may be) to benefit 
all sentient beings in some way. If you 
are a Buddhist, you can dedicate this 
merit to all the Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas (wherever they may be) 
that they may better assist all beings 
everywhere in finding true happiness 
and enlightenment. Then pick up your 
task and go on. It is a simple as that. 
And this is a form of dharma practice, so 
you have done some today if you do 
that! 

And the next time you are interrupted 
and snap out of your concentration, do 
the same thing again. Use that natural 
gap, that sudden awareness that you 
have in the moment, to dedicate the 
merit of what you have done up until 

then. This kind of dedication is a very 
real practice and it fits into even the 
busiest schedule. And the spontaneity of 
it precludes our ógamingô it like we tend 
to do to our daily sitting practice. It 
happens too fast for that. One moment 
you are startled aware, distracted from 
your normal distraction, and just in the 
moment awake. Use that moment to do 
a very small practice like dedicating the 
merit to all beings. 

What is merit? Ideally merit is something 
you have managed to do to benefit not 
only yourself but all beings, something 
wholesome and good. When we are 
doing mundane business-like tasks, 
there may not be much of that merit 
present. Still, there is probably some 
teeny-tiny bit of merit in whatever we do 
well. Dedicate that. You donôt even have 
to know what it is. You just say to 
yourself ñWhatever merit I have 
accomplished, however small, dedicate 
that to the welfare of all beings.ò That is 
enough. 

And if you can manage it, you can end 
the dedication of merit by making a 
simple ongoing aspiration to yourself 
that whatever you are about to do, 
continue to do, whatever merit may 
eventually be involved in the work you 
are doing (however miniscule) may it be 
of some real use to benefit all sentient 
beings. Trust me; this very small effort 
on your part can bring great returns. 

I have been studying and practicing 
meditation for over 37 years. During that 
time I have read in and studied many 
hundreds of books and taken literally 
many hundreds of teachings. In all of 
those books and teachings the most 
profound secret that I have seen 
presented over and over again as a 
method for accumulating merit in 
dharma practice is the aspiration we 
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make before undertaking any work and 
the dedication of merit we make after 
any work. It is so easy to do when we 
are interrupted anyway and only takes a 
few seconds to do it. Try it.  

Of course, this is especially true when it 
comes to actual dharma practice, as in 
making an aspiration before a dharma 
practice session and a dedication after 
that practice. Dharma practice is the 
most worthy of all tasks we might have 
because if we can become more aware, 
we can better benefit the beings we 
encounter in life and ourselves in the 
bargain. However, unless we are openly 
doing something destructive, there has 
to be at least some merit in whatever 
else we are doing during our day, 
hopefully. Even if we have been 
destructive, the attempt to dedicate is 
meritorious in itself. And when these 
natural gaps arise in our workflow, 
dedicating even that tiny bit of merit is, 
well, meritorious, especially if we 
dedicate it to the wellbeing and 
enlightenment of all sentient beings. 

This kind of aspiration and dedication 
practice takes only a few seconds here 
and there, and it occurs only when we 
are forced to take a momentary break in 
our workflow, as in: we wake up from 
whatever we are doing for a moment. In 
that moment, we are free to make this 
dedication and aspiration almost 
effortlessly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mother Nature and Compassion 

I was fortunate to be introduced to the 
world of nature at an early age, thanks 
to the kindness of a woman named 
Peggy Dodge, a graphic artist and a 
friend of the family. My mother and Mrs. 
Dodge would meet with a small group of 
local artists at the Dodge farm which 
was located in a rural area that included 
a small pond, meadows, and fields. 
Mom would take me along. Peggy 
Dodge also had a true love of nature 
and all its creatures, a love which she 
was kind enough to share with me when 
I visited. I was six years old.  

From that age (until I was about sixteen) 
I studied nature with an intense passion 
pretty much all the time. School was lost 
on me for I was way too busy thinking 
and planning what I would do each 
afternoon out in nature when school was 
over for the day. I had my own mini-
nature museum in my room where I kept 
all kinds of animals, insects, snakes, 
and you-name-it, including rattlesnakes, 
copperheads, skunks, spiders, boa 
constrictors, and anything I could 
manage to keep alive. I had insect 
collections, rock collections, leaf 


