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1 Deep Mindfulness and Self-Healing

Profound, peaceful, undefiled, luminous and uncreated, I have found a truth like the elixir of
immortality! Though I should teach it to people, no one else will understand. Perhaps I had better stay in
silence alone in the forest?

(Shakyamuni Buddha, The Extensive Play Scripz‘urel)

Shakyamuni’s Enlightenment: The End That Is Our Beginning

According to Shakyamuni’s traditional biography, these are the thoughts the Buddha entertained on emerging
from his life-altering experience of enlightenment. I find them striking in many ways. They are striking first
of all because they open a window into the inmost intentions of one of humanity’s great sages. Rarely do we
get a glimpse through the air of mystery and legend that typically surrounds such historic figures. And it is
even rarer for us to hear about such events first-hand, from the history-maker, in clear and accessible language
we can relate to. Of course, the main reason the Buddha’s words are so striking is because of their radical
optimism. He called his powerful insight the “truth” because he believed that what he had realized was not
some ethereal, transcendent reality beyond our natural world, but the natural condition of humanity and all
life. He described it as “the elixir of immortality” because, as we now know, being deeply attuned to inner
peace and contentment in fact extends life and may even help us to embrace death as part of life’s fabric of

endless continuity and change.? Whether you find these insights awe-inspiring, intimidating, or just plain
unbelievable, we open our journey on this high note because the Buddha’s claim that life is naturally
“profound, peaceful, undefiled, luminous and uncreated” directly challenges our modern preconception and
daily experience of life as inevitably random, stressful, and traumatic.

Startling or not, Shakyamuni’s transformative experience is the starting point for our journey, since it is
the living source of all teaching and practice within the tradition that will be our main guide on our journey
towards contemplative living. Yet this quote from the Buddha’s biography is fundamental as much because of
the afterthoughts it lead him to as it is because of his extraordinary experience. These afterthoughts belong
front and center in our journey together because they reveal his views about how his own personal realization
relates to others, including you and me. Representative of the democratic wisdom of the axial age,
Shakyamuni believed that each and every one of his fellow humans have the potential to replicate his
experience and share its benefits. Yet this optimistic confidence in humanity also raised the pedagogic
challenge he and his fellow sages confronted together. Like Socrates and Confucius, the Buddha saw himself
as a teacher, mentor, and guide rather than as a superman or god with the miraculous power to save others or
transfuse his realization into their minds. So keen was Shakyamuni’s awareness of the challenge of teaching
his people to replicate his transformation that his biographer records a fascinating moment of sober self-
assessment: “Though I should teach it to people, no one else will understand. Perhaps I had better stay in
silence alone in the forest?”

On this note, our story takes a lighter turn.3 Given India’s greater tolerance for critical thinking,
Shakyamuni and his heirs had the security and audacity not just to critique India’s religious traditions but to
freely revise their theistic worldview to suit the demands of his humanistic teaching. So, according to legend,
the moment the Buddha had his twinge of doubt about teaching, Brahma, the Indian Creator God, appeared
before him to plead his case. It seems that the Creator didn’t create this world at all, but was just the first
ancestral being that was born here after the world-system was formed. Since his birth, those who followed
looked to him as the father of the world and its life, putting him in an exalted position. Myths grew about his
creation of the world, as well as his omnipotence and omniscience. As a result of this innocent mistake,
Brahma eventually found himself in a very awkward position. Whenever anything bad happened to anyone in
the world, they blamed the Creator, and begged, cajoled, and cursed him to fix it! Despite the myths
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surrounding him, in Buddhist mythology Brahma wasn’t omnipotent or omniscient after all, but, like the man
behind the curtain in the film classic The Wizard of Oz, could do little more than humor and stall his
petitioners. This is why he descended from heaven to implore the Buddha to come out of the forest and teach
human beings that their lives were not created by God but by natural causes, especially intentions and actions
they alone can control.

Whatever we make of this humorous vignette, Shakyamuni did eventually come out of the forest. After
one dramatic pause of doubt, he spent the rest of his life completely immersed in teaching others, establishing
a teaching community and method which his heirs could carry on after him. In fact, the roots of all Buddhist
thought and practice can be traced back to the very first teaching he gave to the small circle of students that
had gathered around him through his six-year journey to enlightenment. In the Deer Park at Isipatana, just
outside India’s spiritual capital, Varnasi, the Buddha offered his four noble truths to help all humanity tap into
the life-giving source of his teaching, his own visceral realization of the end of stress and the beginning of
true, lasting happiness. In this chapter, we will explore these basic truths of contemplative science and apply

them as guides to the practice of mindfulness, the basic skill of contemplative healing.*

From Suffering Comes Wisdom: The First Noble Truth

The first noble truth is often confused with the pessimistic idea that life is filled with inevitable suffering. We
only need to recall the Buddha’s description of his enlightenment to know that nothing could be further from
his first truth. If the cycle of repetitive stress and trauma that ails us were literally unavoidable, rubbing our
noses in it would be not only pointless but cruel. The point of the first truth is to turn the spotlight on the
garden variety physical, mental and spiritual suffering that is so commonplace that most of us take it as a
necessary evil or even worse, take it as intrinsic to life itself. A more complete statement of the first truth
might be that an unexamined or mindless life locked in survival mode is filled with all kinds of preventable
suffering. The technical formulation of this truth is that a compulsive mind and body, poisoned by narcissistic
delusions and destructive emotions, inexorably suffer a life filled with repetitive stress and trauma, preventable
illness, premature aging, and meaningless death.

In practical terms, when I teach this truth, I point out the self-limiting nature of mindless habit. Most of
the things we think, feel, and do are the product of conditioning and habit rather than acts of consciousness.
Much of the time, this is all well and good, and actually quite helpful. Imagine what life would be like if we
had to master every activity that goes into our daily life over and over again every day. We’d never make it out
the front door! The automating of our perceptions and actions also frees our higher consciousness to explore,
learn, and create. Many a new idea comes to us while we are mindlessly taking a long distance drive. The
problem is, when conditions change or we face a challenge for which our habitual tools are no match, we are
often unwilling or unable to override them and try something new. The problem is worse when we discover
belatedly that what we've learned turns out to be self-defeating, but feel so stuck in our rut that we can’t seem
to change it. The roots of this problem lie in the evolutionary mismatch we explored earlier, in the
Introduction. Locked in the survival mode of stress and trauma, our minds and brains revert to a primitive
“safe mode” in which we shut down reflection and fall back on the most reflex instincts and habits, mindlessly
digging our heels in and holding on for dear life. The most graphic dramatization of this crisis I know of
comes in Stanley Kubric’s film, 2001: A Space Odyssey. There the misguided flight computer Hal, the ultimate
autopilot, goes so far as to kill the human crew of the space ship because his primary program to protect the
mission gets confused with a self-protective impulse to cover up his own mistakes.

In our daily lives, we have a chance to learn the truth of suffering every time we come up against a
challenge which does not respond to our habitual skill-set. Frustrated, our first impulse is often to feel
threatened by the challenge and keep trying the same old tools over and over again rather than stopping to
pause, engage our higher consciousness or reach out for help. Effectively, we keep beating our head against
the wall of the problem, generating more heat than light, caught in the grip of the self-limiting autopilot of
our own shame, frustration or panic. This is especially true in our culture, which prizes an aggressive problem-
solving mindset that effectively makes war on anything it can’t understand or control. Of course, this mindset
has borne real fruits, as we can see in our exploding knowledge and mastery of the material world. Yet it is
poorly matched to challenges that do not fit this model of problem-solving. These include challenges for
which our abundance mode of acceptance and reflection are naturally better suited, such as reducing stress,
enhancing healing; reflecting, childrearing, and caretaking; recovering from a chronic illness or addiction; and
gracefully navigating the transitions of aging and death. The first noble truth helps us take the first step
towards an alternative mode of problem-solving I call objective, following legal philosopher Thomas Nagel.
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Objective Problem-Solving: Don’t Just Do Something, Sit There!

Normally, when we think of approaching problems objectively, we imagine placing all our focus on the
problem we're confronting and removing ourselves from the picture, as in the sciences. Drawing on his
experience teaching lawyers, however, Thomas Nagel argues that some problems demand an alternative

mindset.” Like many of us who deal with social challenges, lawyers need to balance their awareness of the
strengths and limits of the opposing counsel’s case with awareness of the strengths and limits of their own
case. A similar need for taking an objective look at our own habitual mindset and skill-set is evident in social
scientific fields like anthropology, as well as in clinical disciplines like psychotherapy. Even in the physical
sciences, new disciplines like quantum mechanics and ecology have taught us that human knowledge cannot
be truly objective unless we consider our own intervention in the systems we are trying to understand.
Practically speaking, when it comes to daily life, the first noble truth gives us a radical alternative to the
can-do mindset we pride ourselves on. That is, when it turns out that anything and everything we can do by
habit doesn’t help or even hurts, the very best thing for us to do is to stop and do nothing, to not-do. One classic
formula of this alternative comes from the Chinese contemplative tradition of Taoism, whose founder, Lao-

tzu advised in his 7ao Te Ching that the wise should learn to “do non-doing.”® Of course, this goes against the
grain of our highly active and extroverted culture, so much so that proponents of contemplative living today
urge an about face on a familiar old adage, “Don’t just do something, si there!” Most of us who try this road-
not-taken to address the intractable problems of our lives find it so counterintuitive that it feels all but
impossible. The reasons for this lie not just in culture and habit, but in the very nature of the survival mode of
stress and trauma that drives all too much of our culture and everyday lives.

It is in the nature of the biology of stress and the psychology of trauma that, whenever we feel
overwhelmed or threatened by any problem, we instinctively throw all our attention outwards and get fixated
on the challenge at hand. While this allows us to “keep our eye on the ball,” it freezes our capacity to monitor
our own internal mindset and response-set, locking us into a reflex autopilot-mode that leaves little room for

open-mindedness, flexibility, and adaptation.” Here we are again, up against our own inner dinosaur. Once
we allow ourselves to feel frustrated or threatened by a problem our habitual skill-set can’t handle, we
unwittingly signal our reptilian mind-brain to treat that problem as an enemy or predator. Little do we know
that we've just engaged the wrong bio-tool for the job, letting our inner dinosaur take over and shut down the
lion’s share of our creativity and emotional intelligence. This is how we all too easily become our own worst
enemies.

Manual Override: The Middle Way of Non-Doing

What's the solution? The Buddha’s objective approach to the intractable suffering of the human condition is
to stop and turn our attention inwards from the life problems we face to examine the way we’re perceiving and
engaging those problems. The first noble truth tells us that our daily lives need not be a crisis-to-crisis roller
coaster of mere survival. If we can press the pause button and take each crisis as an opportunity to break out of
our self-limiting habits, our ordinary suffering can become the mother of extraordinary wisdom. Once we
truly understand the liberating power of this truth, however, we come to the practical challenge. How do we
learn to overcome our ingrained habits and self-limiting instincts? How do we teach ourselves to “do non-
doing?”

In terms of the dramatic narrative of our film analogy, the practical challenge we face is like that faced by
the hero in Kubric’s film, 2001: A Space Odyssey: how to shut down Hal, the super-computer gone wild. A

pioneer in the psychology of meditation, Arthur Deikman recommended we use contemplative states to “de-

automatize” human experience and action.® When I teach meditation, I describe the disarming work of the
first truth as the practical challenge of “manual override.” As we all know too well, calming down an alarmed
mind and body demands far more than telling ourselves, “Just calm down!” One part of the difficulty here is
that the alarmed mind is not in the right state to calm izse/f down. Here I like to paraphrase a well-known
insight of Einstein’s, “You can’t solve a problem with the mind that created it.” So we need to discipline
ourselves to be able to shift out of the mindset of stress and trauma and into a more centered mind-body state.
Enter the practice of mindfulness, the first form of what I call “the solution-mind.”

The Solution Mind: Beyond the Myth of “Good Stress”
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To understand the qualities that make mindfulness the right tool to solve our problem, we need to reflect
again on the nature of the stress-reactive body and mind. Once our stress emotions and chemistry has been
triggered by a challenge that feels overwhelming, our mind and body kick into overdrive. As our system
prepares to fight or evade a predator, we get jacked up, pumped up, and wired for mortal combat,
experiencing either panic or an adrenalin high. We may spend much of the day locked in this mode, but
sooner or later, we crash. The let-down phase of fatigue or exhaustion leaves us feeling burned out and spent,
in a chemical hangover akin to jet lag. All too often, this roller-coaster ride is less a response to a specific
event, than to the insidious, cumulative sense that our lives are overwhelming, unmanageable and out of
control. In this pattern of low-boiling chronic stress, akin to what some call “strain trauma,” every day may
feel like a rollercoaster ride, starting out with a lurch into action, spiraling through a rush of multi-tasked

hyperactivity and crashing at night into a dead zone of burn-out, shut-down or chronic fatigue.” In other
words, the cycle of stress and trauma has a mind-body signature like a sine wave: constantly swinging from
one extreme to other. That this wildly oscillating mindset is the worst possible evolutionary tool for the job of
civilized life is clear from one sobering fact. Whether we are in the hyperactive phase of overdrive or the
fatigue phase of burn-out, this mindset deprives us of the use of the higher intellectual and social skills our

complex cultural and social lives demand.'®

Despite our modern conventional wisdom that “stress is good,” and somehow makes us more productive,
decades of research on stress has conclusively proven the opposite. The idea of “good stress,” which some call
eustress, is a deceptive misnomer. Though we do learn and perform best when we face a welcome and
appropriate challenge, usually we use the word “stress” when the challenge we face feels threatening or

overwhelming. Under conditions of perceived threat, learning and performance inexorably plummet.!'! So
what we need to live well and happily in civilization is a solution-mind that helps us stay centered in a state of
sustainable clarity and calm, midway between the stress-reactive extremes. This is exactly how mindfulness in
particular and contemplative states in general work to adapt us to the work of civilized life.

Taming the Wild Mind: The Two Senses of Mindfulness

What is mindfulness and how does it work to center our body-mind? Traditionally peaking, “mindfulness” has
two related senses. Mindfulness with a capital “M” refers to a contemplative practice that serves as basic
meditation training in most Buddhist teaching traditions. This basic practice, often compared to taming a
wild animal, works by building our natural capacity to pay attention at will to anything that really matters to

us. This is why Jon Kabat-Zinn defined mindfulness practice as “a discipline of attention.”’? To understand
how it works, however, it helps to flesh out the other sense of mindfulness. Mindfulness with a small “m”
refers not to a kind of meditation but to a key mental factor or mental muscle, which this practice serves to
exercise and build in order to strengthen and control attention. That muscle is the capacity to redirect the
mind back to a chosen focus once it has strayed from that focus into distraction or hyperactivity.

The effect of the mental muscle of mindfulness is to settle or tame the wild mind into sustainable calm,
where it can save energy and apply it to the challenges of civilized living. However vital this muscle is to
disciplining our attention, it is only one wing of the bird of mindfulness practice. The other wing, equally vital
to maintaining a centered state of mind, is known as awareness or alertness. Awareness is the mental factor or
muscle which catches the mind when it has strayed from a chosen focus into dullness, drowsiness or clouding.
The effect of this mental muscle is to uplift and refresh the fatigued, cloudy mind into a sustainable clarity
where it can consistently learn and attend to the challenges of civilized living. Working alternately together to
settle distraction and uplift dullness, these twin muscles counteract the de-centering extremes of stress-
reactivity and move us closer to a stable mind-body state which is at once clear and calm. In effect,
mindfulness practice works because the twin muscles of mindfulness and awareness help build a new capacity
to keep our mind consistently centered and attentive in much the same way that the powerful flexor and
extensor muscles of our legs give our body the balance we need to stay upright.

The traditional analogy for mindfulness practice, as I said, is the training of an untrained animal. Like a
wild elephant, monkey or puppy, our mind in its natural state is not adapted to the unnatural challenges and
opportunities of civilized life. Taming it with mindfulness practice is like training a hyperactive, scared or
dazed puppy with a leash and a bone. To train the puppy of the mind, we first point out a home base where
we want the puppy to sit or stay. Then, if and when he wanders or races off, we get the leash and gently but
firmly walk him back to that base and try once again to get him to sit and stay. On the other hand, if and
when the puppy slouches down and gets unresponsive or dull, we hold out a bone to attract his attention and
refresh his motivation. The analogy unpacks as follows: home base is the object of focus which we want the
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mind to stay on; the puppy’s wandering is the decentering tendency to distraction; the leash is the mental
muscle of mindfulness which counters distraction; the puppy’s slouching is the de-centering tendency to
dullness; and the bone is the mental muscle of awareness which counters dullness.

Building Mindfulness: A Sustainable Platform for Civilized Life

This analogy illustrates the generous, first principle of mindfulness practice: it’s not about instant mindfulness,
but about learning how to work with our natural mindlessness! The wisdom and compassion of this giving
practice is that it assures us that there’s nothing unnatural or unique about our wild minds, and that building a
mindful, centered mind is really a no-brainer. In the same way that a gym workout starts from wherever we
actually are and stretches our capacity by exercising our muscles against certain resistances, mindfulness works
to center the wild mind by exercising the muscles of mindfulness and awareness against the de-centering
resistances of distraction and dullness. Like many if not most of my students, you may have become so
identified with your hyperactive, foggy mind that it’s hard to believe you can learn to be mindful. The
examples of animal training or weight training are crucial because they affirm the biological fact that each and

every one of us has the potential to strengthen and discipline our attention.!3 Contemporary neuroscience has

conclusively shown that our brains, like our muscles, work by use-dependent plalstici'fy.14 The mental muscles
we exercise grow, be they muscles of distraction and dullness or muscles of clarity and calm. The truth is, we
all can learn to live centered lives. The rub is, as with puppies and our bodies, our contemplative growth is
directly proportional to our investment. No work, no gain.

Another way I find it helpful to conceive of mindfulness is as a new mind-brain platform for waking life.
If we look at the mind-brain in a sleep laboratory, the slightest shift towards relaxation typically initiates a
more or less straight-line transition from waking to sleep. The signature mental and electrical activity of the
mind-brain in mindfulness meditation turns out to be just where we’d expect a centered state of clarity and

calm: smack in the middle of that transition.'® Surprising or not, it turns out that its signature is remarkably
similar to that of free association, the psychotherapeutic state Freud described as “equipoised attentiveness.”
It’s as if we took the elevator down from the ground floor, but stopped and got off at an underground
mezzanine, half way to the basement. The only thing is, for most of us, the mezzanine of mindfulness hasn’t
even been built yet. In that sense, the work of early mindfulness practice resembles that of city planners who
want to free the streets of gridlock, by running the traffic through underground tunnels in between the street
level and subway. We have to dig down below our surface awareness and construct a whole new network for
getting through our daily lives in a more rational yet low key way, leaving our highest awareness free and clear
for contemplative living and learning.

How is this possible? Isn’t our normal waking state predetermined by neurobiological structures and
processes hard-wired into the brain? It may seem incredible, but the answer to this question is not black and
white. The human mind-brain is naturally prepared to support the usual range of states of consciousness:
waking, daydreaming, dreaming, deep sleep, and orgasm. But the lines between these different mind-body
states are not hard and fast. This is clear from the array of less common altered states we have experienced or
heard of that figure as intermediaries and outliers, including various kinds of meditation, reverie, vivid
imagery, flow, euphoric states, peak experiences, ecstatic states, and near death experience. In line with the
recent discovery of the fundamentally plastic nature of nervous tissue, it turns out that a complex organ like
the human brain can support a whole spectrum of variations and harmonics on the themes of basic mind-

brain states.1®

Current research on the enhancement of cognition, problem-solving, emotional intelligence, and task

performance in meditation and similar states has reopened this question.17 At the same time, it has also
confirmed that human beings have the neural capacity to restructure our own default states of consciousness
through repetitive practice over time. In this light, mindfulness practice is not just an isolated mental skill that
can enhance our stressed waking lives, but a path to a new default platform for waking consciousness that is
better suited to the complex, daily challenges of civilized life than our habitual, stress-reactive mindset.

Mindfulness: A State of All-Inclusive Clarity and Calm

As moderns, most of us have been raised in a culture that broke away from contemplative life long ago. Our
stereotypes of meditation—as going into a cave, shutting out the world, staring at your navel-—sketch out a
caricature, depicting the act of meditating as one of inward escape, away from the reality of others and outside
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world. While some forms of meditation, like concentrative quiescence, do aim at building the strength of
mind to focus narrowly on whatever we choose to learn or do, to the exclusion of everything else, their aim is
not to escape reality but to face it single-mindedly. On the other hand, mindfulness and the other three skills
of lay contemplation taught in this program, all focus the mind on inner and outer reality equally and all-

inclusively.!®

Of course, mindfulness begins with an inward movement, that is: the move to manually override our
stress-reactive mindset and shift into a central state of clarity and calm. But once that shift is made and we are
in our solution mind, the focus of mindfulness opens outwards in successively wider scopes or horizons, to
embrace more and more of our body, mind and life from the standpoint of centered clarity and calm.

Traditionally, then, mindfulness is taught and practiced in four progressive scopes.!” The narrowest scope
focuses on the breathing body alone. Once the breathing body is calm enough to support a shift into
mindfulness, the focus is opened out to include the body’s raw feelings or sensations, pleasant, painful or
numb. Once the raw feel of the here and now can be embraced in stable clarity and calm, the focus of
mindfulness expands to include the mind supported by the sensitive, breathing body. As we shall see later on,
“mind” in this case does not refer to all the contents of consciousness, as it does in modern psychology, but to
“mind” as the faculty or medium of lucid awareness that filters or holds those contents. Finally, then,
mindfulness is expanded to include all aspects of our daily lives, from the breathing body and raw sensation to
the mind and all it complex experiences.

When I teach mindfulness, I like to align each of the four scopes of practice with one of the four noble
truths for a closer integration of theory and practice. The first scope of breath and body, of course, aligns with
the first noble truth we’ve been unpacking thus far. The way in which this first scope aligns with the first truth
is that it serves to initiate the shift out of our habitual stress-reactive mindset and into the solution mind of
centered clarity and calm. In practice, it does this by working to override our habitual mind-body state and
elicit a more centered state of mindfulness and awareness. Whether I'm teaching novices or experienced
practitioners, I have found that it helps people to understand how conscious changes in posture and breathing
support this first transition from stress to mindfulness.

Posture and Breathing: The Mechanics of Manual Override

We are familiar with the classical sitting posture for meditation, but more important than “getting it right” is
understanding the logic behind it. This is key because no one posture is ideal for all individuals at all times.
And it’s also key because physical limitations or constraints within our environment may make classical
postures ineffective or impractical. The single most important feature of sitting that makes it generally good is
that it is the kind of body posture which is midway between our most active and most inactive postures:
standing and lying down. If we are trying to center our mind-body and shift our nervous system into a state
that supports a new, middle platform for waking consciousness, sitting not only puts moderate demands on
our system but also gives the brain feedbacks that typically tune our level of activation into the midrange.
When we're especially hyperactive or restless, however, lying down may be a good way to use posture to
override that extreme activation. Conversely, when we're especially fatigued or drowsy, standing or even slow
walking may help override extreme lethargy and provide a better support for shifting towards centered clarity
and calm. This is why, when I teach, I encourage people to experiment with any and all positions at different
times to get a feel for how manipulating one’s physical posture can leverage different patterns of blood flow
and neural feedback to help center the mind and nervous system.

As for sitting, the classic posture called the “lotus” or “sevenfold diamond posture” is neither necessary nor
desirable for most Western practitioners, especially those with limited flexibility or yoga training. Our bodies
are much more accustomed to sitting in chairs, and this works perfectly well provided our backs are straight
enough to avoid hunching or slouching that would constrict breathing and oxygen flow. There’s no magic in
the lotus posture—sitting like a pretzel with feet folded, soles up, on the opposite thigh—this simply provides
a very stable base for extended, profound meditation, and redirects unnecessary blood flow from the legs to the
heart and brain. Such a maneuver can be very stressful on the knees, and should not be tried without the
training and preparation of a regular practice of yoga. Sitting with legs causally crossed, in what Americans
call the Indian chief pose, should be fine for those of you who want to escape the chair and use mats and
cushions on a bed or floor. Other sitting possibilities for the novice include sitting in cow’s mouth pose, with
lower legs folded back over the opposite thighs and both knees centered and stacked one on the other in a vee
out in front; and the kneeling pose, with a zufu or other firm cushion stuffed life a seat between the calves and
the buttocks.
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Placing the hands in the lap or on the thighs serves to restrain our most active extremities and further
quiet the mind-brain. Closing the eyes fully or partially helps to decrease the activating input of light, cuing
the nervous system to begin the sleep cycle. If we have a hard time stopping the descent into drowsiness, it
may be necessary to reopen the eyes fully or partially to raise our neural level of activation and uplift
consciousness.

The final physical manipulation we use to override the stress-reactive state is to breathe through the
nostrils rather than the mouth. As long as this is medically possible, it has the effect of slowing the breath
rhythm mechanically, since the nostrils are much smaller openings than the mouth. Mechanically slowing the
breath serves to counteract the rapid, shallow pattern of stress-driven hyperventilation, shifts the gas exchange
towards greater CO, retention and acid-base balance towards the more basic, promoting relaxation and deep,

abdominal breathing.?® Traditional teachers frequently recommend alternate nostril breathing, which tends to
balance the right and left cortex and shift the mind towards a more centered state, or prolonged exhalations,

which promote better oxygenation.?! Since people often find mastering these traditional skills distracting,
like to stick to simple nostril breathing and restrict other forms of breath-control to the more advanced stages
of learning. Likewise, I discourage beginners from trying to “breathe right,” whether they are following the
modern medical or traditional yogic advice to cultivate deep, abdominal breathing. The reason for this is that I
believe the main focus in early mindfulness practice should be on paying attention to the breathing body,
rather than trying to control it. Encouraging people to try learning both skills at once typically results in
frustration, or worse, people getting more stressed than ever by fighting to control their own breath.

While it may seem trivial, simply shifting to nostril breathing can be a powerful manipulation, and is the
last of the four physical elements of what I call manual override. Even such modest shifts in breathing are
powerful because breath is the one vital bodily rhythm under our conscious control. By manipulating our
unconscious patterns of breathing, we can have direct leverage on the primitive life support centers in the
brainstem, which are closely linked with the nearby centers that set our level of consciousness. This is why the
Indic traditions of yoga and meditation pay so much attention to breath control, effectively treating it as the
stick-shift or joy-stick through which we can most directly influence our own nervous system, and hence, our
state of consciousness.

Paying Attention: The Last Manipulation

Beyond the four body elements of manual override—centering posture, hand-placement, eye-closure, and
nostril breathing—the fifth and final element is the manipulation of attention. Normally, our attention is
stretched across the whole buzzing, blooming confusion of our lives, diluting and distracting it to the point
where it can hardly focus on any one thing at a time. By directing our focus inwards and narrowing that focus
to the simple, natural rhythm of our breathing body, the initial phase of mindfulness practice offers us a much
more circumscribed and attainable challenge. In addition to vastly reducing the demands—and hence the
stress—on our limited capacity for attention, breath mindfulness also serves to reconnect us with our own
mind-body. The mere fact that we give ourselves permission to focus on nothing but our breathing body gives
our mind-brain the message that all is safe and well enough here and now to let the world be and attend to
ourselves.

This reflexive shift has the benefit of reassuring us that we are in fact still alive and more or less in one
piece, while also making us aware of the level of stress we are actually feeling at the time. Despite the fact that
the exercise of trying to attend consistently and continuously to the breath is far from trivial, the cumulative
effect of the physical steps of manual override plus this mental step is usually enough to help even the most
stressed person feel some relief. Repeated over time, this exercise serves as a simple experiment to convince
even the hardened skeptic in us that, knowing the right steps and sequence, we can in fact exert some
conscious control over our mind-body state. This conviction grows with practice into a sense of self-mastery
that strengthens our sense of efficacy and agency within our own minds, bodies, and lives.

While breath mindfulness has rightfully become the centerpiece of recent trends in stress-reduction and
self-healing, the Tibetan approach to this basic practice has some unique aspects. Based on the Nalanda
tradition, the Tibetan approach takes breath mindfulness several steps further than the familiar approach of
contemporary mindfulness. These steps incorporate skills developed after basic mindfulness practice, including

some drawn from the advanced, mind/body process tradition mainly preserved in Tibet.22 In particular, the
skills of spreading positive breath energy and awareness throughout the whole body, and of shifting our
ordinary image and sense of the body as a solid mass of flesh and blood into a meditative image and sense of it

44



as a subtle or yogic body made of pure neural energy, neurochemistry, and awareness.>> The benefits of this
special mindfulness I call mindfulness of the breath body of light are that it helps shift the mind-body away
from its fear-based stress-reactive state towards the more expansive and fluid state of abundance we experience
under conditions of greater safety and contentment. This shift in turn fosters a gradual progression of simple
breath mindfulness into a more profound form I call deep mindfulness.

Simple Mindfulness Versus Deep Mindfulness

To appreciate the distinctive approach to mindfulness in the Tibetan tradition, it helps to understand the
distinction between the form of mindfulness popularized in the West and the classical form practiced in the
Indian and Tibetan tradition. Both forms begin with simple mindfulness: the capacity to pay more or less
constant attention to whatever is happening in the here and now. In the version of mindfulness popularized in
the West, this is where mindfulness begins and ends. In both the classical Indian and modern Tibetan
teaching traditions, however, this introductory level of mindfulness is only a first step in the practice.
Traditionally, the aim of mindfulness is not just to clearly observe the events in our inner and outer world, but
to have the presence and clarity of mind to distinguish unhealthy from healthy habits so as to be ready to root
out the former and cultivate the latter.

Although Western mindfulness teachers stress the benefits of non-judgmental awareness, it is only false
judgment or prejudice we need to avoid. Accurate, healthy judgments based on the data gathered by simple
mindfulness are vital if mindfulness practice is to become an effective tool of self-healing and transformation.
To help support the presence and clarity of mind needed for accurate judgments and choices, simple
mindfulness must gradually progress towards deeper quiescence, and simple awareness towards analytic
insight. The deeper our immersion in the altered state of mindfulness, the more it supports the deep
concentration, positive energy, and analytic edge we need to decisively learn, grow, and change. The Tibetan
approach to breath-body mindfulness helps prepare the beginner for the deeper immersion we will explore
further in the three broader scopes of mindfulness practice to come. Once we successfully shift out of our wild,
stress-reactive state into a sustainable, centered state of more or less profound clarity and calm, we are ready to
move to the second truth, of origin; and the second scope of mindfulness, focused on raw sensation.

The Truth of Origin: The Cycle of Stress and Trauma

If the truth of suffering and breath mindfulness help us find a centered mind-body state that can clearly
diagnose our own human condition, the second truth and scope help expose the etiology of our condition and
remove the root causes driving compulsive life. As I've said, the Buddha and his heirs trace the origin of
humanity and our current condition of suffering to the natural history of evolution and the personal history of
development. If the touchstone of Shakyamuni’s healing wisdom and method was his assumption that our
lives and our suffering both emerge from natural causes, especially our own actions, the truth of origin is what
spells out these causes in the multi-life context of evolution and human development. In the traditional
formula, the Buddha described these causes and their causal relations as twelve links of dependent origination.
Since these links are arranged in a cycle of mutual conditioning and reinforcement that sews the seeds of stress
and trauma across different lives, I call them collectively the cycle of stress and trauma.

The analogy between Shakyamuni’s teaching of four noble truths and new science of stress goes back to
the late 1970s. It began when behavioral psychologists saw a clear family resemblance between what they call
aversive conditioning—how we learn to respond under stress—and what the Buddha described as the origin

of suffering.24 At the heart of this analogy is the insight that the self-protective instincts, emotions, and
reactions triggered by stressors are indistinguishable from the causes and conditions spelled out in the second
truth. More recently, research on trauma has linked these same factors to the reinforcement of survival
instincts, traumatic emotions and habits learned in the teeth of stresses perceived as life-threatening, such as

war, domestic violence, violent crime or natural disaster.”’ The easiest way I've found to teach non-
professionals about this all-important cascade of responses is by distilling the Buddha’s twelve links of
dependent origination into the four phases of the cycle of stress and trauma recognized today. In fact, this
condensation is not mine, but simply translates a traditional way of mapping the twelve-fold cycle into four

phases of action and reaction.20

Before surveying those four phases, it helps to remind ourselves that the stress cycle does not describe what
we normally think of as “stress.” It is not concerned with “how stressful” our lives are but rather with how we
read, react, and respond to the challenges we think of as stress. Once a challenge perceived as a threat triggers
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our reactivity, it sets in motion a cascade of internal events that wreaks havoc on our minds, bodies, and lives.
According to both current research and traditional teaching, it is the phases of this internal cascade that make

up the cycle of stress and trauma.?’ Following current terminology, I call these four phases: (1) cognitive
appraisal; (2) social emotional reaction; (3) visceral response; and (4) long-term adaptation.

Worst-Case Appraisal: The Phase of Inherited Predispositions

The first line of defense in our response to a stressful challenge is our preconception about the nature of that
challenge, the level of threat it poses, and our capacity to successfully meet it. This first appraisal involves not
just instinctive and learned assessments of ourselves and the world we live in, but also instinctive and learned
intentions, emotions, and attitudes that color those assessments, like self-doubt or confidence. This phase
corresponds to what Buddhist psychology sees as inherited predispositions, including self-protective instincts,
stress-reactive emotions and habit-patterns acquired from the previous generation. These predispositions are
insidious in two ways: they reflect instinctive reflexes that work under the radar of consciousness; and they also
reflect deeply ingrained habit patterns that have been learned implicitly by preconscious imprinting. No
matter how irrational these predispositions may be, the instant they make the snap judgment that a challenge
lies beyond the scope of our capacity or agency, we have crossed the Rubicon into the realm of stress and
trauma. From that point on, until proven otherwise by sober reflection and manual override, we perceive the
stressor as more or less threatening and ourselves as more or less threatened, triggering the next phase in the
cascade of stress-reactivity.

One all-too familiar measure of this first phase of the stress cycle is the intrusion of obsessive, worst-case
thinking. I've already mentioned the evolutionary bias wired into our nervous system to enhance challenges
perceived as threatening, a bias supported by fear-circuitry in a part of the old mammal brain called the
amygdala. The purpose of this early-warning circuitry is to screen for anything remotely dangerous and plot

its worst possible impact on a moment to moment basis.”® Operating under the radar of consciousness, this
system can easily snap to a worst case judgment way before our higher consciousness has a chance to analyze

the data or check the findings.?” We all know how quickly such insidious fear-mongering can insinuate itself,

sounding an internal alarm some call “an amygdala highjack.”30 The example I typically cite is our panic
response to a new deadline. Already overwhelmed, on hearing we have one more challenge, we instantly jump
to the worst case fear, “T'll never make that!” Then in comes our amygdala to make matters worse, plotting the
straightest line to disaster: “I'll get into a fight with my boss, get fired, wind up homeless, get sick and die!” In
less than a heartbeat, a deadline has become a death-threat! This miscalculation instantly enlists all our
traumatic memories and victimized sense of learned helplessness and hopeless, “Nobody loves me; everybody
hates me; I'd better go eat worms!” Worse still, the misstep has hit the trip-wire that starts the time-bomb of
the stress response ticking. It’s only a matter of time before our inner dinosaur hijacks our higher faculties and
we really are temporarily incapable of reasoning or negotiating our way out of the corner we've painted
ourselves into.

Traumatic Emotions: The Phase of Stress-Reactive Development

The second phase in the cycle of stress and trauma is the development or triggering of a stress-reactive
mindset, self-image and social-emotional style. Once we perceive ourselves as more or less powerless in the
face of an overwhelming challenge, our first instinct is to regress to the mentality and emotional state of
traumatized child or cornered animal. Here we’re in the social worst case of feeling alone, abandoned and
victimized by the world, “Nobody loves me; everybody hates me ...” This triggers conscious or repressed
memories of childhood trauma, that painful thread of moments in which we experienced our total dependence
on the love and care of adults as a life-or-death nightmare. Whether or not our experiences in fact
corresponded to what we nowadays would call parental abuse or neglect, this thread of memories plays a key
role as the worst case in our developing sense of ourselves and our world. Given the self-protective bias of our
minds and brains, this worst case thread is typically thrust front and center in our mental life, where our
instinct is to cling to it like our lifeline or security blanket, as if it were the one and only ticket to our survival
in a hostile world. What emerges from this self-protective spasm is what I call the traumatized sense of self or
simply traumatized self, known to Buddhist psychology as the alienated personality and to modern
psychotherapy as the neurotic character. Current health psychology has found this worst-case self-image to be
a central variable in stress-reactivity, through studying constructs like external locus of control, learned
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helplessness, and low self-efficacy.>! The second noble truth breaks the early development and later triggering
of this personality into five links or steps.

The first link is the emergence of a mind-body state contaminated by the distorted assessments and toxic
attitudes of the first phase. The consciousness that emerges from that predisposing phase is alienated from
others and the world, and poisoned by stress-reactive emotions, the three most common being shame, fear
and rage. Based on these and related anti-social emotions, this alienated mindset goes about building the
isolated self-concept and negative self-image I call the traumatized self: “I'm all alone in the world; a helpless,
hopeless orphan, exposed and unable to cope.” With the closure of this second link, we forge on to the third.
Looking out at the world from the vantage point of this traumatized self, the mind constructs a post-
traumatic sensibility like that of a combat veteran, seeking out those signs of danger that make the world seem

like a cold, hard place where we must stay on guard to fight, fly, or freeze.3> This traumatic sensibility brings
us to the fourth link. Filtered through its polarizing lens, our contact with people and things in the world hits
us like an aftershock or rude awakening, which seems to reinforce our sense that we need to be ever
mistrustful and hyper-vigilant, like a wounded animal on the lookout for threats. Finally, the fifth link in this
chain of stress-reactivity is the raw feel of distress, gnawing away at us from inside like a chronic pain
punctuated only by the fleeting relief of a few titillating distractions and a few anesthetic moments of

numbness.>3 Physiologically, this phase involves the heightening of the alert sounded earlier by the fear-
circuitry of the limbic or old mammal brain. This heightening is accomplished in part by a shift in the baseline
tone of the autonomic nervous system away from the growth-and-love activation of the parasympathetic vagus

nerve and towards the fight-flight activation of the symphathetic system.3* This shift only fuels the emotional
distress of the second phase, injecting a tone of urgency or danger into the raw feel of distress.

The Visceral Stress-Response: The Phase of Compulsive Repetition

Once the phase of stress-reactivity leaves us feeling raw and distressed, it triggers the third phase of the cycle:
the visceral stress-response that locks us into the compulsive repetition of stress-reactive habits and traumatic
experience. Triggered by the raw feel of hurt, and fueled by the poisons of shame, fear and rage, we feel toxic
inside and driven to spring into action, craving either a conquest or an escape. Here is where our most
primitive survival instincts kick in, locking us into a neurochemical suit of armor that serves to tune every
organ system to the demands of physical combat or retreat. Escalating the alert mode of sympathetic alarm,
the pituitary at the base of our brain sends out a chemical messenger called adrenocorticotropic hormone or

ACTH.® This messenger tells the adrenal glands resting over the kidneys to arm our whole body-mind to
fight or fly, by pumping out adrenalin and corticosteroids that rush to every tissue and cell, kicking us into
life-or-death overdrive. Heightening the alarm in a confusing way, this biochemical cocktail is spiked with
endorphins, which leave us feeling no pain, and pump us up to a peak state in which we may feel as
invulnerable as Superman, as powerful as the Hulk, and as elusive as Spiderman. At this point, we're hooked
—adrenalin junkies spoiling for a fight, hungry for blood, or literally ready to fly! In terms of the second truth,
this is the link of craving.

The irony is, just when we feel we can take anything on, we are in fact completely mismatched to the life
challenges we actually face. With our higher social faculties for communication, empathy and judgment shut
down, along with our capacity to learn, grow, and change, we are more like King Kong or Godzilla than
Superman, living relics of the jungle from a bygone age, completely out of our element and out of step with

civilization.3® All that is left to us is to impulsively act out the irrational and antisocial programs of our inner
dinosaur, caving in to the self-destruct overdrive of obsessive, addictive, and compulsive behavior. Once we
give into to the misguided impulses of our inner dinosaur, from a Buddhist standpoint, we move into the
second link in the phase of repetition: the link of clinging or compulsion. This binding link has two sides, one
more insidious than the other. The more familiar side of compulsion is directed outwards with the force of
attachment and aversion, onto persons, places and things which stir our primitive habits of desire, greed, lust,
and possessiveness, or their seeming opposites, envy, competition, hate, and violence. The more insidious side
of compulsion is directed inwards with the force of delusion, grasping onto the toxic state of a body-mind
poisoned by stress and trauma as if it were our true nature, identity and self, and holding on for dear life.
From the Buddhist perspective, the visceral response of stress is a two-edged death grip that locks our outer
and inner lives into a self-destructive survival mode, driving us inexorably to relive ancient stresses and
traumas in a cycle as unnecessary as it is pointless.

So it is that the link of compulsion binds us inescapably to the tenth link in the cycle of stress: a
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compulsive existence or way of being. This link involves the mindless repetition and reinforcement of the
whole range of activity—mental, verbal, and physical—that is driven by a toxic mixture of post-traumatic
perceptions of self and world with the prime destructive emotions like shame, fear, rage, greed, envy,
arrogance, and/or their many derivates. It is this deluded, self-destructive behavior that plants the seeds for
replicating an archaic, survival-based way of being, seeds which eventually ripen into one of the six forms of

obsessive, compulsive or addictive personality and life-style.3” Once this link has been forged, it binds us to
the fourth phase of the cycle of stress and trauma, the phase of long-term adaptation.

Long-Term Adaptation: The Phase of Eventual Suffering

The fourth and final phase of the stress-reactive life cycle has two parts. It begins with the gradual unfolding
of an obsessive, compulsive, or addictive form of life as a result of all the stress and trauma we accumulate over

the years, or inherit and repeat from prior generations.>® This unfolding, the tenth link in the twelve-fold
cycle, consists in the mindless reproduction or reincarnation of compulsive life, a process reminiscent of
Freud’s “repetition compulsion.” As a result of this, there eventually follows the twelfth and last link, the all-
too-human condition of suffering unpacked as: stress-related illness; premature aging; traumatic death;
senseless loss; unresolved grief; and perennial mourning. The reactive nature of this phase completes the
oscillating cycle of activity and reactivity that characterizes the reflex conditioning of stress and trauma. The
compulsive lifestyle we develop in our lifetime or pass onto the next generation reflects the traumatic activity
of the third phase of compulsive repetition, just as the stress-reactive personality developed in phase two
reflects the predisposing activity of the first phase of narcissistic self-deception. In short, past activity leads to
reactivity in the present; present activity leads to reactivity in the future. The final nail in the coffin is that this
final phase of adaptation feeds into the first phase of the next cycle, further predisposing us to stress-reactivity,
compulsive repetition and eventual suffering. In the traditional simile, living beings are like the buckets in the
water-wheel of stress and trauma, helplessly cycling from one phase of stress, one stage of traumatic life, and

one generation of suffering to another.3’

Drawing on the work of my colleague, stress researcher Bruce McEwan,* I find it helps to compare the
cumulative effect of stress and trauma on human development to the balancing of a bank account. Each time
we revert to stress, given its high cost in energy and the havoc it wreaks in our lives, we dip into our
mind/body reserves, effectively withdrawing funds from our bio-bank account. Each time we recharge in rest,
relaxation, or play, we replenish our mind/body reserves, effectively making a deposit in our bank. If, over
time, we spend more time and energy in stress and trauma than in rest and regeneration, our withdrawals
effectively exceed our deposits, eventually leaving us bankrupt in body, mind, and spirit. This is the origin of
the various syndromes of chronic fatigue, exhaustion or burnout that shadow obsessive, compulsive, or
addictive lifestyles as inevitably as night follows day.

Some of the dramatic mind/body effects of chronic overexposure to stress and trauma serve to illustrate
the inexorable logic of this fourth phase. We saw in the third phase that the visceral stress response prepares
our mind/body to fight or fly, while shutting down any systems that would either impede our capacity for
combat and/or escape or else drain unnecessary energy and blood flow from our musculature and reptilian
brain. If this diversion of energy and blood flow is consistent enough, the neglected systems of our body-mind
begin to atrophy. Studies of poor little rats overexposed to stress show the structure and function of their

immune tissues degrade in proportion to their cumulative stress.*!

One striking textbook image I recall placed photos of the dissected lymph nodes of a stressed rat alongside
those of an unstressed rat; the contrast between the shrunken, darkened tissue on the one hand and the light,
fluffy tissue on the other was literally black and white. An equally striking contrast was found in multiple
studies comparing the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex of people overexposed to stress hormones with the
brains of less stressed individuals. These brain areas involved in memory, social interaction and task-execution

are markedly atrophied in chronically stressed individuals compared with the general population.*> Immunity,
healing, tissue regeneration, collaboration, and learning are just some of the systems that are shut down under

stress and atrophy with chronic stress—exposure.43 This short list alone is enough to make the point that the

more humans adapt to stress, the more we become maladapted to civilized living.

Living Systems and Circular Causes: The Complexity of Stress and Trauma
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The Buddha’s cyclic model of the causality of suffering anticipated not just current models of stress and
trauma but also contemporary thinking about how causality works in living systems, as opposed to inanimate

matter.** His depiction of the origin of suffering as a chain reaction of interactive events linked together in a
self-perpetuating cycle resonates strongly with current systems models of causal cycles in physiology and
feedback loops within ecosystems. In addition, his complex, multi-dimensional view of this model was also
ahead of its time in that it depicts the cycle of stress-reactivity as a waveform which oscillates at many
frequencies at once: across eons of evolution; across distinct generations; within the span of a single life; and
within the micro-periods of each day, hour and moment of life. Even more sophisticated and powerful was his
insight that the cycle as a whole was reversible at every point and depended on the cooperation of each causal
link, as well as secondary network of supporting conditions for its continuation. This insight that human
suffering depends on a finite number of elements linked in complex, nested cycles of interdependence proved
the most profound aspect of his teaching. Its power was not just explanatory but practical as well, since it
showed how manipulating one or more of these causes and conditions could help break and even reverse the
whole cycle of stress and trauma.

If the four phases of this cycle sound bleak, we must recall that they represent only one strand of human
experience, however much it stands out as the worst case. Sadly, most of us can relate all too well to the cycle
and each of its phases. Yet as we saw in exploring the fourth phase, adaptation, the extent to which we spend
our hours and days locked in the survival mode of stress and trauma is the extent to which it pervades and
colors our whole experience of daily life. From the standpoint of both contemplative science and current
psychotherapy, this strand in our development, personality, and lifestyle is critical to expose and disarm, since
it holds us back from health and happiness like a ball-and-chain, and triggers our worst-case instincts and
memories like a trip wire in the mine-field left from our struggle for survival in the course of evolution and

early childhood.

The Second Scope of Practice: Mindfulness of Sensation

The second scope of mindfulness practice helps put the Buddha’s insight of interdependence to work. Its
focus is on the last link in the second phase of the cycle of stress and trauma, raw feel or sensation. Like breath
mindfulness, the focus of this scope seems deceptively simple: feelings of pleasure or comfort; pain or
displeasure; and numbness or indifference. One might well ask, “Of all the negative factors mobilized in the
second truth of origins, why focus simply on pain-pleasure sensation?” The answer is twofold. First, feelings
of pain or pleasure go to the heart of what matters most to us all: our level of suffering or happiness in the
here and now. Focusing on exactly how we feel in every moment is like keeping the finger of our attention on
the pulse of the truth of suffering and its causes. In a sense, the raw feel of our lives represents the bottom line
of our moment-to-moment, breath-to-breath happiness or unhappiness. It tells us how well we’re managing
to care for our needs and live well with others in the world we share. It keeps us humble, honest, and
grounded in the here and now.

Beyond the importance of raw feeling as a vital sign of distress or well-being, there’s another reason why
we devote one whole share of our mindfulness to sensation. That reason has to do with the pragmatics of self-
healing and contemplative life. Feeling’s location at the juncture where the first reactive phase of the stress
cycle meets the next phase in which we jump into action makes it strategic and pivotal. As we all know, raw
feeling is often the springboard or jumping off point where an impulse grabs us. Hence the acronym from the
recovery movement to H-A-L-T before we leap, especially when we're Hungry, Angry, Lonely, or Tired.
From the standpoint of Buddhist contemplative science, it’s said that there are two places where the chain of
events in the cycle of stress and trauma is weakest and can be most easily broken. The first and most radical
break-point is the first link of delusion; the second is at the eighth step of craving or longing. Of the two, the
weakest link is the latter, the link of craving. As the immediately preceding link, sensation is the last stop
where we still have a chance to avoid falling prey to craving or longing and the third phase it sets in motion.

The logic here is simple enough. As we all know, we are usually far more able to be mindful of our options
and choose wisely when we feel as comfortable, content, and cared for as possible. On the other hand, with
the raw feel of distress gnawing at us from within, it can be very hard indeed to resist the impulse to crave
some sort of indulgence or stimulation, no matter how addictive or fleeting. Mindfulness of sensation is meant
to give us the leverage to head craving off at the pass, in part by reminding us to take better care of ourselves,
and in part by paying close attention to the impulses that arise from distress.

The Truth of Freedom: Life as Sustainable Peace and Happiness
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I like to think of the four noble truths as the Buddha saying about our human condition, “I have good news;
and I have bad news.” He gave us the bad news first not because he was a pessimist or because it’s more
important, but out of compassion. The sad fact is, as we know, we all spend far too much time embroiled in
negativity and needless suffering. This is where our journey towards healing and learning begins, and so this is
where the four truths begin. But now that we’ve reached the third truth of freedom, the story changes quite
suddenly and dramatically. Having grappled with the reversible cycle of causes that seems to lock each one of
us into the death row of repetitive stress and trauma, we are now ready to seriously entertain the good news. It
begins with the third truth, a stark challenge to our habit of discontent and a promising reminder of our
natural potential to cut through the fabric of instinct and habit that binds us in a straightjacket of stress-
chemistry and traumatic memories.

This leads us to the fourth truth, to the second piece of good news which challenges us even further by
offering a reproducible method we all can follow: a path of thoughts and actions to help us unravel that fabric,
one thread at a time. Although the Dalai Lama, in his usual modesty, often calls the first two truths scientific
and the second two, spiritual, the fact of the matter is, all four are strictly rational and have an evidence-base
in current and traditional science. The real distinction between the truths is largely one of experience. We're
all firmly convinced of the bad news—the truths of suffering and origin—by our own personal experience,
while very few of us have enough experience with the good news—the truths of freedom and the path to it—
to believe in their incredible promise and challenge.

The Buddha began his teaching with the bad news, knowing full well that most of his audience could
relate to it all too easily from their daily experience. His intent was to help us fully understand the stress we
experience first-hand well enough that we can try to let it go and open our hearts and minds to the incredibly
good news he learned from his own personal experience. So the truths he taught are not abstract formulas sent
down from on high, but personal pointers from a guide who has returned from a journey we all need to take.
That is why, like different signposts, the four truths must be approached in four different ways. The first truth
shows us what we must understand, helping us find a place from which we can see where and how we are
stuck. The second tells us what we must leave behind, helping us pinpoint and put down the causes and
conditions which block our progress. The third truth points out the aim we must realize, that place deep
within in which our body-minds are naturally free and clear of stress and trauma. And the fourth truth teaches
the way we must take, cultivating an outlook, lifestyle and mindset that gradually strengthen us to part ways
with the cycle of stress-reactive life once and for all.

So now we've arrived at the place from which this chapter began, the experience called Nirvana that was
the holy grail of Shakyamuni’s journey to the end of suffering. This is the place in which he found his true
nature to be the inner medicine of profound peace, pure bliss and light. I call it the truth of freedom because
Nirvana does not mean what we think it does. It is not a perfect place apart, a great escape or anesthetic trance
in which our world ends, any more than it is the Indian restaurant called Nirvana I went to once in a
penthouse on Central Park South. Of course, literally, it does mean cessation or extinction, a state in which
something has come to an end. Nevertheless, what ends in Nirvana is not life itself, but a compulsive way of
life driven by survival instincts gone wild and stress-reactive habits from our childhood nightmares.
Technically, it refers to the end of mindless suffering and its root causes, the twelve links of the repetitive life
cycle of stress and trauma. Because that end is also the beginning of a life free from mindless suffering and
clear of its causes and conditions, I call it the truth of freedom. And as one of my favorite teachers, Lama
Anagarika Govinda, once said, it might just as well be called the truth of happiness, since the realization of

Nirvana is no more or less than the end of our gradually adapting to irrevocable, unconditional happiness.*> A
German-born painter and Tibetan-trained contemplative, Govinda went on to explain that Shakyamuni
defined the third truth in negative terms for two reasons: to distill the noble truths down to their healing
essence, suffering and its end; and to avoid stirring confusion or doubt by avoiding descriptions of an
experience of profound, lasting happiness few of us has ever had.

The Truth of Freedom Today: Learning, Plasticity, and Gene Regulation

Despite the caveats above, as a therapist I find the use of the term Nirvana or extinction especially relevant. I
believe it is no accident that behavioral psychologists chose essentially the same term to describe the final
deprogramming and unlearning of a conditioned response like Pavlov’s dogs salivating at the dinner bell.
Another reason I like the term freedom is that it describes better than anything else the profound, liberating
effect of overriding and dismantling instincts and habits conditioned over eons of evolution and decades of
development. In fact, one way to describe the whole approach to the mind taken by cognitive behavioral
therapy is that it emphasizes our human potential for freedom. Why is this?
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In contrast to most modern models of mind including Freud’s, the learning model of cognitive therapy
assumes that human behavior and the life of the mind is more shaped by learning than by instinctive
programs. This assumption leads to greater therapeutic optimism, since the model also teaches that what has
been learned, under the right conditions, can be unlearned. Surprisingly enough, this optimistic idea has
received ample support from many recent findings in neuroscience. One of these is the fact that, after decades
of trying to locate the fixed, hard-wired traces of learning and memory, researchers concluded that there are
no such traces, but that learning and memory is stored in wave-fashion through whole regions, based in part

on shifting networks of interconnections linking different areas of nerve cells.*® Not only is learning
holistically stored as in a hologram, but the wetware network that supports it is, as I've said, is not hard wired
after all but quite plastic. Such findings not only help explain how people recover from devastating brain
injuries, but more importantly, they also help us see how flexible and adaptable our brains and our natures

really are.*’ In a sense, they add hard evidence to the learning model of cognitive science, issuing all humanity
a declaration of independence from the tyranny of instinct and habit, a tyranny most of us have been taught to
accept as the hard truth.

If the new model of learning and plasticity is not enough to encourage us, new trends in biology have
added further support to the optimism of the third noble truth. After generations, even centuries, of debate
about human nature, evolutionary biologists are now in broad agreement that human nature is best thought of
as neither intrinsically kind or violent, good or evil, but rather as naturally flexible and adaptable. In fact, the
term that has come into currency most recently to describe human nature is a variation on the theme of
cognitive science. According to Dobshansky and his followers, the most distinctive quality of human nature is
to be “educable,” that is, born ready, willing and able to learn. In a sense, what we think of as our nature, for

good or ill, is almost entirely a second nature.*® Our first nature is to be capable of a wide range of behavior
and flexible in adapting to diverse natural and social environments. In this sense, any human way of being
must be seen as a complex, creative interplay of nature plus nurture, an interplay that ideally continues
throughout the lifespan and makes us lifelong works-in-progress.

On the molecular level, this adaptive flexibility is consistent with the diversity and redundancy of the
human genome. As the mostly highly evolved mammals, our genomes represent a vast grab-bag of traits, able
to support an incomparable range of diverse modes and styles of adaption. This is especially true of our
complex brains, which claim over 40 percent of our genome, though they use a fraction of this data-base at
any one time. While we are taught to picture our development as biologically determined by the blueprint of
DNA, the truth is that our genes work more like language or my childhood Erector Set: as a kit of assorted
bits, pieces, odds and ends, which can be assembled into a nearly endless variety of diverse structures,
depending on the demands posed by nature, society and our own mind/body state. This top-down selection,
called gene regulation, holds up the molecular end of learning and development, building a cellular

infrastructure to support the second nature that best adapts us to changing environments.*’ In a sense, this
part of adaptation inverts what we think of as the natural sequence of development, as if the foundation were
put in not before but affer we build our house.

The Sole, Supreme Truth: Freeing the Mind from Self-Limiting Habits

Anticipating these new insights into our protean nature, the truth of freedom explains what it is about human
potential that makes us capable of such radical transformations. Tapping into the womb or well of eternal
youth hidden somewhere deep inside us, the Buddha’s realization of freedom provided a contemplative
evidence base for some very prescient conclusions about human nature. According to Buddhist contemplative
science, our minds and nervous systems are naturally clear and pliant, while the habits we take for our “nature”
are extraneous factors that can be removed and/or changed under the right mind/body conditions. This
profound truth is expressed in many of the most distinctive insights and metaphors of Buddhist psychology:
that our minds and bodies are “selfless;” that our essential nature is to be “natureless,” our true identity,
“identityless;” that our lives are grounded in “groundlessness;” and that our minds are as boundless and open as
empty space.

How does the truth of freedom and its radical view of human nature as clear and open square with the
theory of instincts in Buddhist life science? Like Freud and contemporary biology, Buddhist contemplative
science recognizes that human beings have two conflicting kinds of instincts: the self-protective kind driving
compulsive life and the social kind that sustain civilized life. Yet like contemporary psychology and unlike
Freud, the truth of freedom emphasizes our more recent social instincts, portraying them as our truest nature.
While the first two truths explain in detail our natural involvement with self-protective stress and trauma, the
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Buddha insisted that the third truth which unpacks our potential for living freely and happily with others is
somehow truer to our nature. So he repeatedly taught his followers, “Mendicants, non-deceptive in nature,

this Nirvana is the sole, supreme truth.”>® His memory of his prior lives reveals one reason for this emphasis.
As higher mammals, we humans have a special capacity and affinity for getting outside ourselves through
objective awareness and social emotions like love and compassion. This greater sociability presumes an
expanded capacity to free ourselves from primitive self-protective instincts and the traumatic memories that
trigger them.

The Buddha’s other reason for emphasizing our potential for freedom is implicit in his claim that Nirvana
is “non-deceptive.” What he means by this is that, unlike our mind in stress, our mind at peace does not
project or reify a fixed and rigid sense of self alienated from the world, but instead is open, free and clear to
see, engage, and adapt to reality as it is, here and now. In the deepest sense, Nirvana means that state in which
our minds break free of self-deception and the confused emotions it stirs, and so are fully prepared to pro
actively engage with others and the world around us. So the truth of freedom is also the “sole, supreme truth”
about our nature because it points to that free and clear part of or being which helps us adapt most readily to
the social and cultural challenges of civilized living.

The Nature of Mind and the Scope of Deep Mindfulness

Given the profound meaning and liberating value of the truth of freedom, how can we possibly put it into
practice, enmeshed as we are in daily struggles with the mindless reactivity of stress and trauma? The way the
Nalanda tradition helps to make this pivotal truth accessible even to novices is to use the third scope of
mindfulness practice, mindfulness of mind. This key scope of practice, little known in the West, is
traditionally used as a meditative shortcut to tap our innate potential for deep, inner peace. Since the simple
mindfulness popularized in the West focuses on “being present to everything happening in the here and now,”
it has the unfortunate effect of seeming to ratify our ordinary waking state mindset and our limited sense of
our own inner and outer worlds. Of course, the emphasis on facing and accepting daily experience is what
makes simple mindfulness feel so accessible and helpful to beginners.

At the same time, the scope of practice commonly talked about in mainstream circles today stays
precariously close to the consensus consciousness forged under the influence of our stress instincts and
compulsive way of life. Just as our modern materialist view of the world glosses over the depth and power of
mind, simple mindfulness as currently taught tends to leapfrog from the narrow scopes of the breath-body and
its raw feel to the wide-angle lens of the fourth scope: the buzzing blooming confusion of our thoughts,
perceptions, and emotions about daily life. The classical practice of mindfulness takes a very different path,
diving into the mindfulness of mind as the royal road to deepen and stabilize clarity and calm, building a
platform that raises mindfulness practice to its final level, called insight meditation. In an effort to make this
royal road into a superhighway, the Nalanda tradition expanded on the classical practice of mindfulness of
mind by introducing the meditative power tool I call deep mindfulness, known to Tibetans as the practice of

natural liberation, the great perfection and the great seal.’! In order to appreciate the power of this tool, we
need to consider how the traditional Buddhist view of mind anticipated current shifts away from our modern
identification of mind with higher cortical functions like thought and speech.

Over the last century, our modern view of the mind as identical with thought has been increasingly
challenged, first by psychoanalysis and more recently by neuroscience. Psychotherapy shows that our peculiarly
modern identification with internal dialogue to the exclusion of other levels or aspects of mind predisposes us

to inner conflicts and fragmentation that can seriously impact our lives.>2 More recently, neuroscience has
overturned the Cartesian view of higher cognition as split off from more primal emotion, helping to diagnose

a pandemic neglect of emotional intelligence that plagues our lives at home, school, and work.”® Even more
challenging to our received view of mind is the growing number of cases in which clinically “brain-dead”
individuals with no cortical activity regain waking consciousness only to accurately report events and
statements they registered around them during near death experiences, under anesthesia or in chronic

vegetative states.”* Taken together, these challenges force us to rethink our whole concept of mind in ways
that bring it closer to the views of most of humanity throughout history, including the contemplative
traditions India and Tibet.

Naturally Lucid Awareness: The Primordial Mind

52



There are two main ways in which the view of the mind in Buddhist psychology is more consistent with
current science than our received view of mind. The first of these has to do with distinguishing process from
content; the second, with the way it maps the mind in relation to different levels and states of consciousness.
Reflecting the Buddha’s interest in realizing human potential through expanding our normal capacity of mind,
Buddhist psychology begins by distinguishing the mind as a medium from the informational content it
processes. In particular, mind is defined as lucid or clarifying awareness, and distinguished from mental

functions like discursive thinking, emotion or sensation.”® While recognizing that mind as a medium cannot
be split from some of its functions, defining mind as a pure capacity, naturally free and clear, makes sense in a
therapeutic psychology aimed at freeing us from self-limiting ties to stress instincts and traumatic habits of
thought, feeling, and action. Likewise, reflecting the Buddha’s teaching method of using contemplative states
to help overcome blocks to learning and change, mind is identified as much or more with its deepest, primal
levels and altered states as with the highest, surface level of waking consciousness with which we normally

identify.56 This mapping tends to encourage the exploration and integration of all levels and states of mind,
while preferentially directing us to powerful and profound altered states that help us expose and disarm self-
limiting instincts and habits.

With this background, we are ready to understand mindfulness of mind and to practice it as a path to deep
mindfulness. The first thing to understand is that mindfulness of mind is not mindfulness of thoughts or
feelings, but mindfulness focused on the lucid awareness that can know and reflect on those contents. The
traditional pointer here is to focus not on thoughts, images and emotions but “on the space between them,” as
one might look at the sky as distinct from the clouds passing through it. Here, the centering process consists
in catching the mind when it gets carried away from itself and stuck on mental contents, and then, with the
muscle of mindfulness, reigning it back towards the glimpses or moments of spacious openness “in-between”
mental contents. On the other hand, when the mind temporarily freed of content begins to slip into dullness
or clouding, once we catch ourselves with the mental muscle of alertness, we rouse and lift the mind back up
to the spacious clarity of lucid awareness. By balancing and centering ourselves in this way with mindfulness
and alertness, our minds gradually begin to feel more open, spacious, clear and expansive. In the context of
this practice, we gradually gain the perspective to watch the flow or stream of consciousness in its pure
process, without getting carried away as usual by the torrent of words and images we normally take for our
mind.

Recovering the Lost Inner Space and Depth of the Mind

This scope of mindfulness introduces most moderns to an experience of inner space that reveals a hidden fifth
dimension to our consensus experience of the world. This dimension is news to us as moderns for two main
reasons. First, the survival mode that drives much of our lives tends to project our consciousness outwards

towards the challenges we face in the world, making our minds narrow, superficial and self-forgetful.”’

Adding to this, the materialist bent of our modern culture has further narrowed the space the mind occupies
in our map of the world, fixating our attention on our physical bodies and the external objects which we take
to be the only effective factors of happiness in the world. Against the natural and cultural backdrop of our
default mindset, the opening up of a whole new dimension of space and depth within us represents a
fundamental shift in our waking state consciousness. This new inner dimension also adds two new degrees of
freedom to the life of the mind: it makes us aware in a more balanced way of our inner and outer
environments; and it clears a space for expanded awareness of our mental life that opens new options for our
responses and actions. In this sense, mindfulness of mind does far more than simply alert us to “what’s on our
minds, here and now.” Beyond such simple mindfulness of our mental contents, this scope of mindfulness
alters our default state of mind and hence shifts our perspective on our experience and life. That is why, more
than any other scope of mindfulness practice, this one stands as a gateway or royal road to a new,

contemplative mindset and way of life.”®

As if the new inner space and new inner freedoms opened by mindfulness of mind were not enough, there
is yet one more new dimension it opens in our practice and lives. This last new dimension is the uniquely
contemplative one of enhanced depth of mind. In my initial description of mindfulness, I compared this
contemplative state to a new platform for waking state consciousness, a platform strategically placed in-
between the oscillating extremes of our stress-reactive mindset, midway between hyperactivity and slowed
down drowsiness. Actually, this deepening of waking state consciousness into levels of mind normally
experienced only in daydream or light sleep is just the start of an ongoing process that cuts across all
meditative life: pushing the lower limits of awareness deeper and deeper into the subconscious mind. I
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touched on the rationale for this process in my thumbnail sketch of the Buddhist approach to the mind.
Inverting the Cartesian preference for verbal consciousness, the Buddhist approach values the deepest, most
primal levels of mind for their potential to speed the process of self-transformation. Anticipating the
conception of Freud, Buddhist psychology sees the deepest, normally unconscious layers of mind as more
powerful in shaping the stream of consciousness. Yet more like the esoteric therapies of Jung and Reich than
the psychoanalytic mainstream, Buddhist contemplative science offers methods of tapping and mastering
these deep layers of mind as power-tools for self-exploration and change. Mindfulness of mind is the first of
many such methods, the doorway to deeper immersion in increasingly more profound states and levels of
mind.

By breaking free of mental content that creates turbulence in surface consciousness as wind stirs ocean
waves, mindfulness of mind allows us to submerge our attention into the clearer, calmer depths of the mind.
By building our capacity to guard the mind from clouding or dullness as we become more deeply immersed
and absorbed, awareness of mind allows us to keep our waking clarity at depths of mind we normally
experience only in dreams or deep sleep.

The benefits of such deep mindfulness for healing and learning are twofold. First, the deeper the
contemplative state, the more resistant it is to distraction and the more stably and single-pointedly it supports
our attention. Second, the deeper the contemplative state, the closer it is to the primitive instincts and early

childhood memories that must be exposed and changed in order to disarm stress and unlearn trauma.>” In this
way, mindfulness of mind allows us to deepen and intensify simple mindfulness practice to the point at which
it can serve as a more effective vehicle of contemplative healing and learning. In short, this scope of practice
allows us to turn simple mindfulness into deep mindfulness, delivering the medicine of clarity, calm,
awareness and insight in a more potent and targeted way to the depths of the mind to expose and cut the roots
of our problems.

The Truth of the Path: Making Each Breath an Opportunity to Learn

Where simple mindfulness can help us become more aware of what’s happening in our daily lives, deep
mindfulness gives us a taste of a more contemplative way to live our daily lives. While we may be a long way
from Shakyamuni’s experience of life as naturally peaceful, blissful, and clear, deep mindfulness of mind offers
us a glimpse here and now of that part of our mind which has the potential to follow in his footsteps. For
those of us who long to shift the course of our lives towards greater peace, freedom, and happiness, the
Buddha gave very explicit directions about the steps we can follow to gradually replicate his realization. Of all
the aspects of Buddhist teaching, the steps spelled out in the truth of the path are traditionally viewed as
having the most practical relevance and importance to our daily lives. The reason for this seems plain enough:
the practical steps that make up the truth of the path are the bridge that promises to take us from the stress-
reactive life we lead now towards a contemplative life in which we realize our potential for inner freedom and
lasting happiness. Yet the traditional rationale for the importance of the path emphasizes a distinctive aspect
of the Buddha’s vision of human progress: the key role of mastering the causality of suffering and happiness.
In line with the insight that the heart of all Shakyamuni’s teachings was his discovery of mind/body
causation, the four noble truths are traditionally unpacked in terms of two antithetical cause-effect
relationships. The first truth lays out the cumulative effects of the process of needless suffering, while the
second truth defines its causes: the twelve-fold cycle of stress and trauma. Antithetical to this causal
relationship, the third truth presents the ultimate effects of the process of healing and happiness, while the

fourth truth maps its causes: the eight-fold path of contemplative learning, healing, and Change.60 So where
the third truth defines the therapeutic aim of all Buddhist teaching and practice, the fourth truth lays out their
pedagogic method. As the system, procedure, or technology that makes it possible for an ordinary person to
follow the Buddha on his extraordinary journey, the truth of the path plays the all-important role of the
medicine or catalyst that brings our potential for freedom and happiness to actual fruition.

Three Disciplines, Three Phases, and Three Sources of Contemplative
Learning

The traditional way the path to contemplative living is taught and practiced in India and Tibet holds many
surprises for Western-educated students and practitioners. In presenting this truth, I've found it helps to

address these surprises up front. First, given our romance with technology, we tend to see meditation as the
active ingredient or engine of contemplative learning and progress. Indic contemplative science, on the other
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hand, views meditation as a value-neutral technique, necessary but not sufficient for contemplative self-
healing and genuine happiness. The structure of the fourth truth reflects the broad consensus of Indic
traditions that, without the guidance of wisdom and the infrastructure of a healthy lifestyle, meditation—like
a bird without wings—just won't fly.

Second, given our obsession with quick fixes and mechanical solutions, we expect results on day one and
tend to see meditation as a way to cut through the jungle of our confused thinking, disturbing emotions, and
bad habits. The Indic tradition, on the contrary, sees contemplative healing as a lifelong process of
incremental change that begins with good old intellectual learning, moves through a series of geologic shifts in
motivation and lifestyle, and only then culminates in profound mind/body change, with the visceral learning
of deep meditation.

Third and last, given our fierce independence and our deep misgivings about going to others for help, the
idea of meditation appeals to us because it seems to offer a way to build our will-power and capacity without
letting go of control or making ourselves vulnerable by placing our trust in spiritual traditions or other sources
of guidance and help. Here too, the Indo-Tibetan tradition surprises us, by insisting that the most reliable
way to develop ourselves is to identify sources of help—including expert role-models, time-tested traditions,
and peer learning networks—and to put them to the test by leaning on them for encouragement, guidance and
support.

Unpacking the Disciplines: The Eight Steps of Contemplative Living

The simplest way to map the truth of the path is in terms of the three core disciplines the Buddha taught as
the basic to contemplative learning and healing. Yet the most popular and familiar way to map the path is in
terms of the eight steps which help us build these core disciplines. I've found that reviewing these eight steps
helps people unfamiliar with the truth of the path get a glimpse of the lifelong journey of building the three
higher disciplines of wisdom, ethics and meditation. Traditionally, the eight steps are divided into three
groups, each group supporting the gradual development of one of the three core disciplines of contemplative
living and learning. Specifically, the first two steps—realistic outlook and positive intention—support the
development of self-critical wisdom. Understanding Shakyamuni’s insight that life is not created by God or a
random accident of Nature but the result of causes and conditions, especially our intentional acts, we learn to
shift our intentions from negative to positive. Next, in steps three through five—appropriate speech, execution
and lifestyle—we practice building the ethical discipline of our motivation and action, to build a way of being
and life that embodies wisdom and supports peace of mind. Finally, in the last three steps—appropriate effort,
perfect mindfulness and concentration—we build the discipline of meditation, that allows us integrate our
whole mind-body process with our highest awareness and motivation.

Of course, these steps are so fundamental to building a contemplative life that they deserve a chapter to
themselves. So we'll postpone examining them in detail until chapter 3, when we explore the path of day-to-
day practice they help guide and sustain. For now, let’s go on to complete our brief survey of the fourfold
practice of mindfulness.

All-Inclusive Mindfulness: Basic Training for Insight Meditation

This ultimate scope of mindfulness is the one that helps the novice start putting the truth of the path into
practice. Although I like to call it “all-inclusive,” traditionally this scope of practice is defined as mindfulness
of phenomena, that is, mindfulness of the basic elements of our daily experience. This distinction is not
academic since it goes to the heart of the current misconception that mindfulness meditation begins and ends
with paying equal, non-judgmental attention to everything happening in our lives, here and now.
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Figure 1.1 Vasubandhu, Master of Contemplative Psychology

Despite my description of this scope as all-inclusive, the term phenomena or element does not literally
refer to everything whatsoever. Since simply being aware of suffering does not reduce or end it, and simply
being aware of happiness does not increase or build it, the Buddha and his heirs took care to help beginners
identify and focus on those basic elements of experience that are relevant to the causality of suffering and
happiness. The scientific teaching tradition codified the Buddha’s analysis of those systems and elements into
a table of elements of suffering and happiness, akin to but very different from the periodic table of physical

elements defined by modern science.! So traditionally, when the Buddha said one should be mindful of

“everything that exists,”®? what he meant was that we must learn to pay close attention to each and every one

of the elements that were later placed on that table. While the number of elements varied in different teaching
traditions, it was always finite, classically between 65 and 105. More importantly, as in modern physics or
chemistry, so in Buddhist contemplative science, identifying these causal elements is only the first step on the
way to predicting and controlling their behavior and outcome. So all-inclusive mindfulness is that vital scope
of mindfulness practice that helps us clearly identify the elements as causal variables, and sustain the focus and
insight we need to arrive at realistic judgments, decisions, and actions that have the power to transform our
ordinary suffering into extraordinary happiness. Within the Nalanda tradition, the master psychologist
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Vasubandu catalogued and refined this classical system of basic science in his Treasury of Scientific Teaching.

We will go on to explore the elements of suffering and happiness in detail when we look at the
contemplative science of mindfulness practice in chapter 2. For now, we only need to touch on a few key
aspects of the practice and experience of all-inclusive mindfulness. The first of these aspects has to do with the
mind-body state in which we can best practice all-inclusive mindfulness. The second relates to the best way to
enter and stabilize that state. And the third describes the experience and application of all-inclusive
mindfulness within meditation sessions and in-between sessions in daily life.

Deep Mindfulness of the Elements: The Path of True Judgment and

Acceptance

As I hinted when we explored mindfulness of mind, it is vital to the practice of all-inclusive mindfulness that
we not settle for simple mindfulness, merely noticing or attending to our experience in the here and now.
Unless and until we are in a mind/body state that is decidedly clearer and calmer than our ordinary, stressed
waking state, our perception of the elements of our experience is likely to be biased by a worst-case outlook
and tainted by stress emotions and reactivity. While the popular teaching of simple mindfulness today tries to
minimize these distorting factors by advising us to attend to things with non-judgmental acceptance, as long
as we are in a waking state close to our stress-reactive norm, the condition of our mind and nervous system is
already biased and tainted. In this case, simply telling ourselves to be non-judgmental and accepting will only
go skin deep. If we are to bring a truly open mind and fresh energy to our experience, we need to dive below
the surface into deep mindfulness. This is why the prior scopes of mindfulness practice—focused on the
breathing body, raw feel and pure mind—are vital to altering our default state of mind.

Mindfulness of the breathing body should help us shift into a more centered mind/body state, akin to
what I call the breath-body of light. Mindfulness of sensation can the help us iron out the wrinkles in our
comfort level, helping us feel more balanced and calm in our own skin. And mindfulness of mind is absolutely
key to disengaging and purging our minds and nerves of stress-reactive thoughts, emotions and images.
Without these preliminary steps, we’ll find it very hard indeed to bring a more unbiased clarity and untainted
calm to the elements of our experience. And as a result, we are very unlikely to be able to engage with the
content of our experience in a non-reactive way. We'll know we haven’t gone deep enough when what is
supposed to be all-inclusive mindfulness seems to make everything look more confused and feel more
disturbing than everyday mindlessness! When this is the case, we need to shut down one scope at a time—
resolve all-inclusive mindfulness to mindfulness of mind; mindfulness of mind to mindfulness of sensation;
and mindfulness of sensation to breath-body mindfulness—until we get back to something that feels
qualitatively clearer and calmer. Once we've regained a real sense of being centered in greater clarity and calm,
we can “reboot” the wider scopes of mindfulness, one at a time. It is vital to bring as much patience as we can
muster to this practice, building towards all-inclusive mindfulness slowly and carefully, one scope at a time.
Even in this day of instant communication and space travel, there is just no way to rush peace of mind!

As for experience and daily use, this last scope of mindfulness more than any other helps put us in touch
with the truth of the path. While there are many descriptions out there of how it should feel to let thoughts,
emotions and images come and go mindfully, my favorite is the simile of watching them from a deeper mind-
state, like a scuba diver watching surface waves and reflections from the clarity and calm of a deep dive. Of
course, you could also compare the feel of full mindfulness to what it must be like looking down from deep
space on the good, bad and neutral weather patterns swirling around the earth’s surface. The point is, our
clarity and calm should be deep and stable enough that we can see the things that normally trigger us as if for
the first time, from the perspective of a mind/body state that insulates us from reactivity and helps us feel
unperturbed by the currents of stress and trauma. If we find ourselves getting caught up in what we see, either
clinging to what seems positive or repulsed by what seems negative, it’s time to shift back down to narrower
scopes of mindfulness and then try to reboot. On the contrary, we’ll know we're in all-inclusive mindfulness
when we can watch the positive without being hooked, the negative without getting all worked up, and the
neutral without zoning out.

Of course, this is only a first take on all-inclusive mindfulness. A second take would involve beginning to
sort out the elements of suffering and happiness from the buzzing blooming confusion of all our experience,
and to locate those elements along the path using the healing disciplines of wisdom and ethics. If a particular
element we're observing is a thought or perception, is it realistic or not? If it’s a sensation or emotion, is it
positive or negative, healthy or unhealthy? This analytic feel and use of inclusive mindfulness draws on each
step along the path, including the table of elements that effectively maps the variables we encounter on first
two steps of realistic outlook and intent. It begins to prepare us for the sustained reflection and analysis of
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insight meditation, which is the work of step eight.

The active role of all-inclusive mindfulness once again challenges the popular notion that mindfulness
involves awareness without judgment and acceptance without distinctions. In a sense, this misconception
reflects the pitfalls of translation. It is true that genuine mindfulness involves an unbiased, non-judgmental
awareness. Somewhere along the way, the English “judgmental” seems to have been confused with
“judgment.” But we use these two words in ways that make them more or less opposites. “Judgment” is a
quality that implies the potential to be open, objective and unbiased. To the contrary, being “judgmental”
implies some degree of prejudice or preconception that biases perception and judgment. On the table of
elements of suffering and happiness, judgment is a variable element; it can be either a help or a hindrance
depending on whether it’s accurate or judgmental.

While we certainly need to avoid misusing judgment, the only way to do so from the traditional
standpoint is to learn to use it correctly. Without accurate judgment, we can’t be decisive in our perceptions or
our actions. Like a ship with no rudder, our meditation will go nowhere and eventually flounder. Likewise,
radical acceptance doesn’t mean passively accepting anything and everything whatsoever. The role of
acceptance comes in being ready, willing and able to face the reality of cause and effect without denial, fear or
resentment. Yet once we've accepted the laws of cause and effect and clearly identified the elements of
suffering and happiness, we must decisively eliminate the former causes and cultivate the latter. All-inclusive
mindfulness is meant to help us recognize and accept the consequences of our thoughts, intentions and actions
and to make clear and calm judgments that help us break out of the cycle of stress and trauma so we can
advance along the path to true happiness.

Deep, All-Inclusive Mindfulness: Meditative Experiment 1

Unplug and shield yourself as much as you can from distractions. Now settle yourself into a comfortable,
stable posture, position your hands, and close your eyes in-between these instructions. Clear your breath by
exhaling completely and let the next inhalation come as naturally and gradually as possible. As you
gradually shift into a kinder, gentler rthythm of breathing, turn your attention to the breath and take it as a
focus to settle and center your mind. Each time you breathe in, use your breath to reign in your energy and
awareness from their far-flung engagement with the world out there, giving yourself the message that it’s
safe and good to let the world be for now and to gather all your mind-energy into yourself.

If you find yourself pulled back out to distraction, gently but firmly use mindfulness to bring your
mind back to rest within your breathing body, especially the kinder, gentler breath-rhythm centered at
your heart. If you begin to drift into dullness, use alertness to take some of the energy and awareness
you've gathered and breathe it into your fatigue, reviving and uplifting your mind until you feel your whole
body breathing, awake, aware and clear as a bell. As you continue to center your mind within your
breathing body by settling and uplifting your energy and awareness, tune into the subtle energy-mind that
fills every tissue and cell, and gradually shift towards the lighter, clearer end of your physical spectrum,
until your body feels like a person shaped bubble of life, made mainly of breath, mind, and light.

As you breathe into your breath-body of light, begin to scan your comfort level, centering your mind
evenly over the whole texture of raw feeling, by facing and soothing pain or distress, appreciating the
nuances of indifference, and savoring and letting go of comfort or pleasure. Feeling more centered in your
breath-body and more balanced in its raw feel, open the scope of your mindfulness to tune into the stream
of consciousness your living, breathing body sustains. Focus on the space of sheer open-minded awareness
that knows mental contents, gradually centering your mindfulness in that awareness until you feel a sense
of untainted clarity and unbounded spaciousness like the water of a clear mountain stream or like a crystal
clear autumn sky.

When your mind gets carried away with the turbulence of positive contents, use your mindfulness to
retrieve and redirect it back to the calm waters of sheer awareness. When your mind gets sucked into
undercurrents of negative contents, use your alertness to uplift and redirect it back to the clarity of pure
awareness. When you find your mind getting clouded by the opacity of neutral contents, use your
mindfulness and alertness to unstick and return it to the calm, clear waters of pure awareness. As you
center yourself repeatedly in the spacious clarity of mind, gradually immerse your mindfulness to deeper
levels of your mind, like a diver submerging himself into the depths of the ocean in stages. From within
this deep mindfulness, keep your bearings clear by looking down through the deep tides of sensation to the
sea floor of your breathing body on the one hand, and looking up to the surface waves and reflections of
thoughts, emotions, and images on the other.
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Finally, centered in the clear and calm depths of your primal mind, midway between the raw feel of
your breathing body and the subliminal activity of your waking consciousness, open the scope of your
mindfulness one last time to embrace all the workings of your body-mind, a breath at a time. Let your
mindfulness scan the whole scope of your life like a scientist in a research submarine floating deep under
the surface, sending waves of mindfulness like sonar from bottom to top through all the levels or systems
of your body and mind. Scan your physical body, sitting and breathing this way or that; scan your
sensation, and the raw feel of comfort, numbness and distress; scan your perceptual system, where
consciousness is reflecting sense-input through the lenses of memory and imagination; scan your
emotional reactions, positive and negative; and finally, scan your thoughts or inner dialogue, realistic, and
unrealistic.

When you find yourself getting pulled off center towards the margins of your body-mind and wrapped
up in the highs, lows or complexities, use your mindfulness and alertness to re-center your mind in its
natural element of clarity and calm. Then reopen the scope of all-inclusive mindfulness, scanning and
filtering the systems of your mind/body process from the perspective of deep mindfulness of mind. You'll
know you're getting the hang of this practice when you feel your mindfulness spreading evenly through all
the layers and workings of your body-mind, like a dolphin whose sonar ripples out from the midst of the
sea in all directions at once and returns, making him fully aware of everything going on from the surface
waves to deep sea floor.

Do this basic practice until you can scan the whole fabric of your inner life, and begin to recognize
patterns and textures from a place of deep clarity and calm. As you begin to get the hang of it within
meditations, you'll find yourself being more mindful of the workings of your whole body-mind between
sessions too.
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