FrHaiefes

Settling In the Midst of Change:
The Gentle Process of Meditation

Judith Lief

Usually we do not like feeling vulnerable. We prefer to patch any chinksin our armor as
soon as they appear, so that we can project an aura of certainty and professionalism. Like
used-car salesmen doctoring cars, we putty over our cracks and flaws, repaint, and try to
pass ourselves off as solid. But such solidity is not real. Instead of creating an aura of
phony invulnerability, it would be better to relate with our genuine vulnerability and un-
certainty.

Being vulnerable means being willing to face life’' s pain. If we try to run away from our
pain, we only make it worse in the long run. It is like reaching for a bucket of water to put
out afire but by mistake grabbing the gasoline can instead. The Buddhist tradition distin-
guishesthe pain that is ssimply a part of life from the suffering that we ourselves create by
our response to that. If we understand the distinction, we can learn to accept the pain of
life rather than struggling with it. At the same time, we can work to alleviate suffering in
ourselves and others.

Throughout our life, we encounter the four basic facts of life: birth, old age, sickness and
death. Birth is the experience of being thrust into new situations and forced to cope with
them. llIness is the experience of trying to keep our life smooth and predictable but find-
ing that it keeps falling apart and breaking down. Old age is seeing our freshness and en-
thusiasm for each new experience growing stale, arthritic, and routine. Death is the experi-
ence of finality, of continual losses and endings. On top of this, we are repeatedly caught
in the disparity between our dream worlds and our reality. Our life is constantly changing,
and we are fundamentally unsettled.

With al this change, is there any hope of settling down? Is there any possibility of work-
ing with change rather than constantly fighting it, working with our discomfort rather than
covering it up? Can we learn to accept our own life asit is? Looking into the nature of
change and the interplay of life and death is a start, but theoretical understanding only

“If we try to run away from goes so far. We need a practical method of working with our life, away of settling in the
our pain...it is like reaching . . . .
for a bucket of water to put midst of change, away of dealing with our pain. The method that | have found most effec-
out a fire but by mistake tive, smple, and direct is the practice of sitting meditation.
bbing th li
grabbing the gas?nlgtz ;:c?n When | first encountered the practice of meditation, | had no theoretical background at all

for what it was about. | had read no books onit, and it had never been a part of my world
asayoung Midwestern American. Asatraveler in India, | had seen wandering saddhus
and yoga practitioners, but my own interests lay elsewhere, with social and economic de-
velopment. Although | had been raised in the Christian tradition, | had no particular reli-
gious affiliation when in 1971 | was introduced to meditation at the Tail of the Tiger (now
Karmi Ch’ling) Buddhist community in Vermont.
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Thefirst program | attended at Tail of the Tiger was entitled “Work, Sex, and Money.” Those
three topics greatly interested me, but not necessarily in that order. On the very first day, a
member of the program staff announced that the next day would be an “all-day sitting” outside
on the lawn under atent. Being a generally game sort, | showed up with the other forty or so
people and tried to follow along. To my surprise, although it was not at all dramatic—rather
boring, in fact—my experience that day changed the course of my life. Amid the shifts and
"We are repeatedly caught | turns, the aches and pains, the speculations about what | should be doing and if the other folks
in the disparity between our | jn the tent were more clued in. | felt adeep relief, asthough | had finally come home after a
dream worlds f\enji;)ulr' very long journey. Along with that sense of relief, at one and the same time, | realized that |
Y was painfully estranged from myself, as though | had lost track of who | was or where | be-
longed. It was clear to me that there was more to meditation than meets the eye. So | changed
course, uprooted myself from New Y ork, and went to Boulder, Colorado, to study with the
Tibetan meditation master Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, who seemed to know something
about it.

The basic meditation | learned has two aspects. mindfulness and awareness. Mindfulnessis
calming and focusing the mind, and awareness is paying attention. Mindfulness and awareness
are complementary. It is difficult to pay attention if our mind is restless. So first we quiet the
mind, and then we expand out. Through meditation practice, or the combination of mindful-
ness and awareness, we learn how to be both grounded and alert. The great Zen Buddhist
teacher Suzuki Roshi used the term readiness mind to describe that state of relaxed alertness.

Our mind is constantly settling and expanding. For instance, if we look at a beautiful jet-black
calligraphy on white paper, first our mind is drawn to the shape of the calligraphy. It focuses
on the precision and elegance of the brush stroke and the rich, black ink. Aswe continue to
look, our mind expands beyond the brush stroke to the expanse of white paper surrounding it.
Eventually our mind expands even farther—beyond the white paper in its frame to the wall
and beyond the wall to the sky. Thereis no limit to how far it can expand. Over and over, our
mind settles down and expands out.

Meditation practice does not have an end point when we can say, “OK, now I’m mindful. |
can move on to the next thing.” It is the ongoing process of bringing our wandering attention
back home. Whatever we call it—"mindfulness,” “bodyfulness,” “soulfulness,” or
“heartfulness’—meditation has to do with bringing our body, our thoughts and emotions, and
our breath into harmony.

Without mindfulness, it is difficult to do anything properly. Without mindfulness, physically
we are in one place, but mentally and emotionally we are someplace else entirely. Psychia-
trists used to talk about “split personality” as a pathological condition, but we are al split per-
"Itis as thoughwe hada  gonglities, and we all hear voices. It is as though we had a permanent committee meeting go-
permanent committee | . o . . . )
meeting going on inside ing on inside us, V\{Ith one member wanting tg go thlswqy and an_other wanting to go th:?tt way,
us." | and everyone making comments and suggestions. But this committee never seems to adjourn
or break for lunch. It can get pretty annoying, maybe even dangerous. If we are about to crash
our car, for instance, we may not have time to call our committee to order to decide what to
do. Meditation practice is away to work with such a distracted and divided mind and gradually

tame and focusit. It is aslow, step-by-step process.

Mindfulnessis gentle. It is not a battle. Meditation practice is away of making friends with
our mind. We could try to take our unruly mind and whip it into shape, but when we fight our
mind, we invariably lose. We could try to stop our thoughts. But the harder we struggle to get
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rid of our thoughts, the more thoughts there are. It is like the story of the Scythian soldiersin "Nothing is left out: we

Greek mythology. Each soldier you kill produces many new soldiers. The instant one soldier’s have what we need, and
blood falls to the ground, more soldiers are born. So the more you kill, the worse off you are. In we work with what we
meditation practice, we let the thinking process wear down on its own instead of fighting have."
thoughts with thoughts.

The nice thing about meditation is that it makes use of what every one of us already has: our
breath, our thoughts and emotions, and our body. We have everything we need in order to prac-
tice. You may think, “All | have is afoggy and wandering mind, intense and unpredictable emo-
tions, and an unreliable and restless body.” But those three are all you need. With them, you are
very well equipped to practice meditation. In meditation, nothing is left out: we have what we
need, and we work with what we have.

The heart of meditation practice is the breath, which flowsin and out of us constantly and isthe

force of lifeitself. It isto this heart that we return over and over again as we practice. The breath
serves as a link between our inner world and the world outside. The physical sensation of breath-
ing reflects our state of mind and body very simply and accurately. Working with the breath isa
way of synchronizing our body and mind.

To begin the practice of meditation, we need to take a break from our ceaseless activities. We
need to give ourselves a protected setting in which to learn how to practice. The goal of medita-
tion isto develop greater mindfulness and awareness as we go about our daily business. How-
ever, it isdifficult for most of usto do that if we do not first learn to practice formally, alone or
with others, in a quiet setting away from the pressures of daily life. Later, we can extend our
meditation practice into al our activities, even the most challenging and demanding.

Meditation is a practice, something you do. The difference between reading about meditation and
practicing it is like the difference between reading a menu and eating a meal. It may be mouth-
watering to read about al the tasty dishes that are available, but if you are hungry, you need to

edt. "We let the thinking

" . . . . L . process wear down on its
Meditation practice is very simple, but it isaso very subtle. That iswhy, in times past, it was own instead of fighting

handed down carefully from one human to another, directly and fact-to-face. Nowadays you can thoughts with thoughts."
learn the basics of meditation practice from a book, but as you develop your meditation practice,
it is good to work with a qualified meditation instructor, if possible.

If you areinterested in starting a meditation practice, try to set aside a spot in your house of
apartment for regular sitting practice and set aside some time each day for meditation. Medita-
tion, like most endeavors, takes time and effort. Try to practice regularly, if only for a short ses-
sion each time. Regular practice is like dripping water on a stone. Each drop may seem insignifi-
cant, but over time, that water melts through the toughest rock.

* % %

Excerpted from Making Friends with Death: A Buddhist Guide to Encountering Mortality (Shambhala Pub-
lications, 2001). Reprinted with permission.

Judith Lief will be one of the meditation presenters at the 2005 Authentic Leadership Core Program. Sheis
also leading a Pre-Program workshop entitled “ Cultivating the Roots of Compassion.”
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