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1. SESSION ONE 
 

 

 

We’re now starting a course on How To Meditate, and in each session 

of this course I will spend some time explaining different aspects of 

meditation and will introduce different kinds of meditation 

techniques. In this first session I’ll talk about what meditation is, and 

what is the purpose of doing meditation. I will also mention some 

mistaken ideas people have about meditation that need to be cleared 

away. Then I’ll talk about posture, the way of sitting when we do 

meditation. And then we’ll do a very simple, basic meditation on the 

breath.  

 

WHAT IS MEDITATION? 

So first of all, what is meditation? The word for meditation in the 

Tibetan language is gom, which literally means “familiar.” So, 

meditation is making ourselves familiar with positive states of mind, 

making our mind familiar with positive thoughts. Now, we might 

have a better understanding of what that means if we think about 

how our minds normally function, what already happens in our 

mind. Normally, we are familiar with negative states of mind. And 

when we’re familiar with a particular state of mind then it comes up 

very easily. It becomes a habit. And we fall into that particular state 

of mind very easily. For example, many of us may have a problem 

with anger. We find ourselves feeling unhappy when things go wrong. 

When things go opposite to the way we want them to go, then we 

might find ourselves trying to find some external object to blame for 

our unhappiness. We might blame one of our family members. We 

may think it’s our husband or wife who is at fault, who is the reason 

for us to be unhappy or for things going wrong. We might blame our 

parents or our children, or somebody else in the family, or the 

neighbors. Or we might blame the government. It’s the government’s 

fault. 



 

 

7 

This is a habit that many people have. When feeling unhappy, 

when things don’t go well, we blame someone or something outside 

of ourselves. And then we get all caught up feeling angry at that 

person or that object. This can become a habit. The more we do it, the 

easier it becomes. The more easily and naturally we fall into that, 

without even knowing it, it just becomes automatic and spontaneous. 

Another example that many of you might find familiar in your 

experience is that we tend to become addicted to things. Sometimes 

when we feel unhappy, bored, restless or dissatisfied, then we turn to 

something outside of ourselves, to try to feel better, to try to feel good 

– to get some pleasure, some happiness, to get us out of this 

unpleasant state of mind that we’re in. For some people that may be 

alcohol or drugs, cigarettes, food, or maybe people, relationships, or 

sex. The things that people turn to can sometimes be unhealthy, like 

alcohol and drugs. And food can become unhealthy if you eat too 

much or eat the wrong kind of food. Gambling is another thing 

people often become addicted to. And so, this can become a habit. 

We turn to this external source of happiness in order to get a sense of 

pleasure, to feel good, to feel better. And then the more we do that 

the easier it becomes. It becomes a habit, it becomes something very 

familiar, and then it’s very easy to fall into that, for that to happen 

again and again and again. So, these are just some examples of things 

which might already be happening in our experience – where we are 

familiar with certain states of mind or certain patterns of thinking, 

certain attitudes, certain kinds of behavior. And the more we allow 

ourselves to fall into this, then the easier it becomes. It becomes very 

familiar. 

The idea of meditation is to make ourselves familiar with more 

healthy, positive, and helpful ways of thinking, states of mind, 

patterns of thinking and behaving. And the more we make ourselves 

familiar with these positive states of mind, the more they will arise 

easily, naturally, and spontaneously. 
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WHAT IS THE MIND? 

Now I’ll talk a bit about the mind because I’ve already used the word 

‘mind’ a number of times, and it’s important to clarify what the mind 

is in Buddhism. I’ll just give a brief explanation here because it’s 

actually the subject of another course – Mind and Its Potential 

(Module 1). 

According to Buddhism, each of us is basically composed of two 

things – body and mind. The body consists of all the physical, 

material parts of us, such as our skin, bones, blood and so forth, 

which can be further broken down into cells, and further into atoms 

and subatomic particles. That’s one aspect of our being, our physical 

body. 

The other aspect of us, what we are, is our mind. And the mind is 

of a completely different nature to our body. It isn’t made of any 

material, physical substance, like cells, atoms, subatomic particles. 

So, it’s not any part of our body. Some people have the idea that the 

mind is something in our body, like our brain or nervous system. But 

according to Buddhism, the mind is not any part of the body. And in 

fact, it’s not physical at all. It has no physical properties or physical 

attributes. So that means it cannot be seen, it’s not visible to the eye. 

We can’t touch it, it’s not tangible. We can’t open up the body, take it 

apart and find the mind in there because it’s not that kind of 

phenomenon. Mind is said to be a non-physical, non-material 

phenomenon. That’s probably a new idea that might be difficult to 

understand or to accept and will take some time to get used to. But 

just keep it in mind and gradually it will become more familiar. 

The other main attribute of the mind, in addition to it being non-

physical, is that it has the function of knowing or experiencing things. 

That’s what the mind does, that’s its function. There are different 

ways that the mind can know or experience things. One way is 

through our senses: seeing, hearing, smell, taste, touch – the five 

physical senses. Any time we have any of those experiences, any time 

we see something or hear something, it’s actually our mind that’s  
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having that experience, that is that experience. It’s not our eyes, not 

our ears, it’s our mind. 

And another way our mind can know or experience is through 

thinking, thought. When we think about things – for example, now 

you’re listening to what I’m saying, and there are thoughts going on 

in your mind, and you’re trying to process and understand these 

ideas that are being presented to you. So thinking is also the mind. 

Thought also includes memories. When we remember things that 

happened in the past, whether it’s five minutes ago or ten years ago 

or twenty years ago or any time in the past, those memories are also 

our mind. 

Mind also includes emotions. Sometimes in the West we make a 

differentiation between the mind and emotions. We tend to think of 

the mind as being the intellect, thinking, and emotions are something 

else. But according to Buddhism emotions are also part of the mind. 

All the different emotions we have – joy, sadness, love, anger, fear, 

courage, and so on – all of those are also part of the mind. 

So, the mind includes many different kinds of experiences. In one 

way we can say that the mind is the general category of all the 

different kinds of experiences that we have: perceptions, thoughts, 

memories, feelings, and emotions. And we shouldn’t think of the 

mind as being like some kind of organ that’s sitting somewhere inside 

of us and having these experiences. It’s not like that. Rather, the 

mind is compared to a river or stream that is constantly moving and 

changing. The mind is more like a stream of these different 

experiences, each of which is momentary. Each experience lasts just a 

moment, then it passes. Then the next one arises and passes. Then 

the next one arises and passes. So, it’s a constantly flowing and 

constantly changing stream of experiences. Try to get that image of 

what the mind is. Not some kind of solid thing sitting there and 

having experiences. 

The mind is something that never stops. You might think that 

when we go to sleep at night the mind shuts down and stops 

functioning. But it doesn’t. Even when we’re asleep, or even if a 
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person is in a coma, in a state of unconsciousness, the mind is still 

there and having some kind of experience. When we sleep, we 

sometimes have dreams, and dreams are the mind. And even when 

we’re not dreaming but are in a state of deep sleep or deep 

unconsciousness, still the mind is there. The mind is functioning, 

having some kind of experience, even if it’s just darkness, blackness. 

There is always something happening in the mind. The mind is 

always doing something, experiencing something. It never stops. It 

keeps going twenty-four hours a day, continuously. 

So, these are just a few of the things said about the mind in 

Buddhism. It’s important to understand what the mind is, because 

meditation is a function or activity of the mind. It’s our mind that 

meditates, not our body, even though we say it’s important to try to 

put our body into a good position for meditation. But just putting our 

body into a certain position isn’t meditation. Meditation is what we 

do with our mind, what’s going on in our mind. So, it’s important to 

have some understanding of what the mind is. And also, when we’re 

meditating, what we are observing, what we’re looking at, and what 

we’re working with is the mind. 

 

POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE STATES OF MIND 

As I mentioned before, the meaning of “meditation” in Buddhism is 

becoming familiar with positive states of the mind. So, I need to 

explain what is meant by a positive state of mind as opposed to a 

negative state of mind. The main criteria in determining whether a 

state of mind is positive or negative is what kind of result or effect it 

has. A positive state of mind will be a state of mind that brings peace 

and happiness, both to oneself and to others. Whereas a negative state 

of mind will be one that is unpeaceful – it brings unhappiness and 

disturbance and suffering to oneself and to others. 

I already mentioned anger as one example of a negative state of 

mind. It’s not there all the time. We don’t have anger in our mind 

constantly – it comes and goes. When it does come into our mind, 

then immediately it has the effect of making our mind unpeaceful 
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and disturbed – it’s not a happy, peaceful state of mind. We can see 

that for ourselves. We don’t have to take the Buddha’s word for it. We 

can check that out in our own experience. Anger can also become 

disturbing to other people. If the anger gets stronger, then it might 

start influencing our behavior. We start slamming things around, we 

might speak in an angry way, we might say nasty, hurtful things to 

other people so that it becomes hurtful for them and disturbing for 

them. So, anger is a very clear example of a negative state of mind. 

And the reason it’s said to be negative is because of the kind of effects 

that it has. It has the effect of making ourselves unpeaceful and of 

making other people unhappy and disturbed. 

On the other hand, an example of a positive state of mind would 

be a feeling of love or loving kindness, which is explained in 

Buddhism as wishing others to be happy. It’s when we feel a sense of 

respect and care and concern for other people or even one other 

person, and then we do what we can to make them happy and not 

hurt them, not disturb them. When that feeling comes into our mind, 

when there’s the presence of loving kindness in our mind, it 

automatically has the effect of making our mind peaceful and happy. 

It’s a very beautiful feeling to have, which again we can experience 

for ourselves. It’s a wonderful thing to be able to feel love, loving 

kindness. It makes us feel good and brings happiness to our own 

mind. Then when we relate to another person and other people with 

that feeling in our mind, the way we behave, the way we talk to them, 

the way we treat them makes them feel good. People like to be 

treated with love and kindness – they feel happy. Even animals 

respond to being treated with love and kindness. Again, that’s a clear 

example of a positive state of mind. 

There are many examples of both states of mind, negative and 

positive. And we have both within us. Within our minds there are 

some thoughts, feelings or attitudes which are negative, which cause 

unhappiness to ourselves and others. And there are some which are 

positive, which bring peace and happiness to ourselves and others. 

We have both. And probably most people, if they had a choice, would 
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want to be in a positive state of mind all the time, twenty-four hours a 

day – always feeling love, kindness, patience, happiness, clarity, and 

so on. This is how we would like to be all the time, but are we able to 

do that? We would probably choose never to experience any negative 

state of mind – to never have anger, hatred, jealousy, selfishness, 

unhappiness, depression, and fear. If we had our choice, we would 

get rid of all of those and never experience them. But are we able to 

do that? Do we have that ability? Do we have that kind of choice, that 

kind of control over our mind? 

 

CHANGING THE MIND THROUGH MEDITATION 

We can work on our mind and bring about a situation where we have 

fewer negative thoughts and feelings and more positive states of 

mind. The mind is changeable. The mind isn’t something fixed, 

concrete, permanent, and unchangeable. The mind is a changeable 

phenomenon – it’s changing anyway. Remember I said it’s a stream 

of constantly moving, constantly changing experiences. By its nature 

the mind is a changing thing. And we can work on our mind and 

bring about more changes. The idea of meditation is to change the 

mind in such a way that we have more positive states of mind, like 

love, patience, joy, and peace – and fewer negative states of mind like 

anger, hatred, greed, and jealousy. 

That is the real purpose of doing meditation in Buddhism – 

working on our mind to decrease the negative, disturbing, unhappy 

states of mind, and to increase the peaceful, positive, beneficial states 

of mind. And it’s beneficial not only for ourselves but for others as 

well, because depending on what state of mind you’re in, then that 

influences your behavior. And that affects the people around you, 

family, friends, and even further – the community, the country, the 

world. So how we think, what goes on in our mind does have 

repercussions and creates energy which goes out to the whole world. 
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IDEAS ABOUT MEDITATION  

We need to think about what we understand by meditation, what 

kinds of ideas we have about meditation and what kinds of goals or 

reasons we have for doing meditation, because they may be different 

from what is explained in Buddhism. For example, some people have 

the idea that the purpose of meditation is to attain fantastic 

experiences, like going out of your body and traveling to other 

worlds, traveling around the universe and meeting other kinds of 

beings in other realms. Other ideas that some people have is that you 

will have visions, or experiences of bliss and so on; or attaining 

powers like being able to see other people’s minds, eavesdrop on 

other people’s thoughts, or being able to walk through walls or fire. 

Although in fact these things can happen, we can have these kinds of 

experiences, according to Buddhism that’s not the purpose of 

meditation. 

We don’t meditate in order to have those kinds of experiences. 

Because it’s usually the ego that wants to have these fantastic 

experiences, to be more powerful than other people, to be able to do 

things that other people can’t do, or to be able to impress other 

people with what you have experienced. Often there is a sense of ego 

involved in being interested in those kinds of things. Even if we did 

have those kinds of experiences – so what? What good is that going 

to do us or anybody else? One time when I was living in Singapore, a 

man came to see me who was very interested in astral travel. He 

wanted to learn to go out of his body and travel around the universe 

and go to other realms. So, I asked him: “Okay, but even if you did 

that, even if you did go and visit those other realms, you’d still have 

to come back to your body, to your life, to your family, to your job. 

Would those journeys have been any good to you? Will you be a 

different person? Will you become more kinder, more generous, less 

selfish, and so on?” 

It’s possible that even if we have those kinds of experiences, it 

wouldn’t make us a better person. It wouldn’t necessarily help our 

mind to be less negative and more positive. We might still be the 
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same person we were before – just as selfish, maybe even more 

selfish, because we might have a bigger ego, bigger pride. We might 

even become worse, more disturbing to other people, rather than 

more helpful and kind to other people. So, attaining fantastic 

experiences is not the purpose of doing meditation, but if they 

happen, that’s okay. You just notice them, don’t be attached to them, 

let them come and go, and just get on with your practice. 

Other people might have more down-to-earth ideas about 

meditation and reasons for doing meditation, for example, just being 

more healthy. Some people become interested in meditation when 

they experience health problems. Other people become interested 

when they feel stressed and want something that will help them to 

calm down, to be less tense and more relaxed. Meditation can have 

this kind of effect – helping us to be more relaxed and also to be 

healthier. I believe research has been done that shows that 

meditation can have a positive effect on our health, reducing blood 

pressure, for example, so it’s good for your heart. It can help you be 

more relaxed and so on, but again that’s not the real purpose of doing 

meditation. 

Actually, we don’t really need to do meditation in order to be 

relaxed. There are other things we can do – take a day off and go to 

the beach, listen to some pleasant music, have a massage. And even if 

we do become more relaxed, how long will that last? How long will 

we stay relaxed before we get tense again? Because the causes of 

tension are still in our mind – the causes that make us tense in the 

first place are still there and haven’t been dealt with or worked on. 

So, you might get some kind of temporary experience of being more 

relaxed, but after some time, again something comes up in the mind 

and you find yourself feeling angry, or annoyed, or depressed, or you 

feel overwhelmed at work, overworked or whatever. There are still 

factors within your mind that make you tense again. 
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THE PURPOSE OF MEDITATION  

So, the real purpose of meditation isn’t just to feel good and relaxed, 

but to look at our mind. And come to understand what’s happening 

in our mind, what states of mind are coming up, causing us to be 

unhappy, stressed, unpeaceful, and unrelaxed. Working on those is 

going to the root of our problems. Meditation is going to the root of 

whatever it is that’s causing us to be unhappy and unpeaceful. 

Because unless we work on the root of that, the cause of 

unhappiness and unpeacefulness and stress is still there in the mind 

and is not being dealt with. Then we keep facing the same problems 

again and again. 

There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be more healthy, wanting 

to be more relaxed and peaceful and not so stressed – that’s not 

wrong at all. But meditation goes beyond just that. It can help us look 

deeply into our mind and understand what is it really going on in our 

mind. It enables us to recognize the causes and conditions within the 

mind that cause the mind to be disturbed, and cause problems in our 

life, in our relationships with others and at work – and then we can 

work on those. Actually, meditation is something quite vast. Here 

we’re just looking at the basics of meditation – it’s like an 

introduction to meditation. But if you want to know more about the 

real purpose of meditation and how to really work on the mind and 

transform the mind, to decrease all the negative aspects of the mind, 

and increase the positive aspects of the mind, then you can study 

more about Buddhism. You can learn more about the Buddha’s 

teaching because that’s what Buddhism is all about. The essence of 

Buddhism is understanding our mind and working on our mind, 

transforming the mind from being negative to being positive. 

 

BODY POSTURE IN MEDITATION  

So that is a brief introduction to meditation. Now I’d like to go on to 

talk about the recommended way of sitting when we do meditation, 

how to arrange the body. The body and the mind are different kinds 

of phenomena – the body is physical; the mind is non-physical – but 
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they are not completely separate and independent of each other. 

Rather they exist in an interdependent relationship – the body 

depends on the mind, and the mind depends on the body. They affect 

each other. What we do with our body will affect the mind and vice 

versa. Because of that, the way we sit when we meditate has an effect 

on our mind and how well our meditation goes. And because of that, 

there is a recommended way of sitting. I’ll explain this, but it isn’t 

something that is really strict, it isn’t that you have to sit in this way. 

Some people may find some of these points difficult, and if that is the 

case, you can adapt the posture to your own needs, what is possible 

for you and what works best for you. 

 

THE SEVEN-POINT POSTURE 

In the Tibetan tradition the recommended posture is said to have 

seven points to it.  

The first point has to do with the legs. The best way of 

sitting, if you can do it, is what’s called in the Tibetan tradition, the 

vajra position. In the yoga tradition it’s called the lotus position. You 

sit cross-legged with your feet placed on the thigh of the opposite leg. 

You have your left foot on top of your right thigh and the right foot on 

top of your left thigh. That is the best way of sitting because your 

body gets locked into a position, and you can sit still without moving 

for a longer period of time. For many people, especially in the West, 

we’re not used to sitting cross-legged. We’re used to sitting in chairs, 

so we don’t develop that kind of flexibility with our legs – unless you 

practice yoga. If you’re a yoga practitioner, you could probably sit 

that way. If you can sit that way, it’s good. If you can’t, then you can 

find another cross-legged position. For example, there is the half-

lotus position, where you place one foot on the thigh of the opposite 

leg and the other foot on the floor. You don’t have both feet up on 

your thighs which is quite hard. You have one foot up and one foot 

down. Some people can sit like that. Another way is to just have both 

feet on the floor. Whichever way is most comfortable for you – the 

important thing is to be comfortable – it’s not correct to force the 
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body into a position which is really painful, because then the mind 

will be distracted by the pain in the body, and we won’t be able to 

meditate. It’s more important to be comfortable than to sit in a 

perfect position. That’s why it’s also said you can sit on a chair. If you 

can’t sit cross-legged or it’s too uncomfortable, it’s okay to use a 

chair. Some people use a little bench that has a slanted surface – you 

kneel, with your legs under the bench, and sit on top of the bench – 

some people find that more suitable. The point is to be in a position 

that is comfortable so you can just focus your mind on your 

meditation practice. 

The second point has to do with the hands and arms. In 

the Tibetan tradition it’s recommended that we place our hands in 

our lap, with the right hand on top of the left hand, and the palms 

facing upwards. Your right fingers are on top of your left fingers. The 

palms will be slightly curved and the two thumbs touch above your 

hands, making a kind of triangular shape. Doing this with the hands 

is to enable the energy to flow nicely in our body. Another practical 

thing is that you can tell if your mind is really concentrated and alert 

or not, because if you start to become dull and sleepy, then your 

hands kind of collapse. Your thumbs aren’t pointing up and touching 

any more, they’re sort of collapsed. That tells you the mind is not so 

awake and alert any more. 

Your arms shouldn’t be pressed against the side of your body. 

Rather, leave some space between your arms and the sides of the 

body so that the air can circulate. The reason for that is that if you are 

meditating in a warm place and you have your arms pressed against 

your side, that can cause heat to build up in your body and you can 

become too warm which can induce sleepiness. It’s harder to stay 

awake and alert. And let your shoulders relax. Don’t have your 

shoulders tight or tense but let them drop and be relaxed and natural. 

The third point has to do with the back. The back should be 

straight. This is actually the most important point of the posture – 

keeping the back straight. Whether you sit cross-legged or in a chair, 

your back should be straight. It can be helpful to imagine that there is 
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a string attached to the top of your head and someone is pulling it 

from above, straightening your back. 

The fourth point has to do with the eyes. When people first 

start to meditate, they might feel that it’s better to close their eyes. 

However, closing the eyes can lead to drowsiness or even sleepiness, 

and when we meditate, we need to stay awake and alert. So, to 

prevent sleepiness it’s recommended that we keep our eyes open a 

little bit – just enough to allow some light to come in, but not enough 

that we can see things clearly that might distract our attention. You 

just have them open a little bit, with your gaze directed downwards, 

onto your lap or the floor in front of you. 

But you might find it difficult to keep your eyes open a little bit 

like that, if you’re not used to doing it – you might find that your eyes 

start fluttering and that can become a distraction. So don’t worry 

about this. It’s not something you absolutely have to do. It’s mainly to 

help you stay awake and alert. So, if it’s difficult and distracting to 

keep your eyes open a little bit, then just let them close gently. And if 

you do notice that you’re starting to nod off or fall asleep, then it’s 

time to open them a little bit.  

The fifth point has to do with the mouth and the jaw. 

They should be relaxed. Don’t clench your teeth. Keep them loosely, 

naturally apart and have your lips together. Ideally, we should 

breathe through our nose, not through our mouth. So, unless your 

nose is blocked for some reason, and you can’t breathe through your 

nose ... then of course you need to keep your mouth open to breathe. 

But the best way of breathing is through your nose, so your mouth 

should be closed. 

The sixth point has to do with the tongue. Place your 

tongue on the roof of your mouth behind the upper teeth. Just let the 

tongue rest there. This is to prevent the flow of saliva. Swallowing can 

become a distraction when you meditate, so placing the tongue like 

this decreases the need to swallow. It also has to do with the most 

conducive flow of energy in the body.  
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The last point has to do with the neck and head. It’s 

recommended that we don’t have our head raised up too high nor too 

low. Having it too high can make the mind more busy, agitated, and 

distracted in thoughts. Having the head too low can make the mind 

more dull and sleepy. So the best way is to have the head and neck 

just slightly bent downwards, not too high and not too low. 

So those are the seven points recommended in the Tibetan 

tradition – the seven-point posture. And again, if you can sit in this 

posture with all the seven points, that is good, but if for some reason 

you cannot do all of them, then just do whatever is comfortable. 

Sometimes people ask me about meditating lying down. One 

problem with that is that it’s hard to stay awake and alert. You might 

find yourself snoring after a couple of minutes. But if you’re not well, 

or if you’re injured and you can’t sit up, then of course you have no 

choice. So, if there is some good reason to be lying down, then it’s 

better to meditate lying down than not to meditate at all. But 

generally speaking, it’s better when you meditate to sit up, in order to 

have the mind more clear and awake and concentrated. 

 

EXPLAINING MEDITATION ON THE BREATH 

Now we are going to do a meditation on the breath. I’ll explain it 

briefly before we begin. It involves using the breath as an object on 

which to focus or concentrate the mind. The Buddha recommended 

different objects that can be used to develop a more concentrated 

state of mind. The breath is one of the easiest objects to use because 

it’s already present, we’re breathing all the time anyway. We don’t 

have to visualize anything or recite anything or bring anything to 

mind. All we have to do is focus on what’s already there, what’s 

already happening. It’s a good way for people to start meditation. 

That’s what I usually teach in the beginning. 

The meditation is really quite simple – we just concentrate our 

mind on our breathing. Whenever the mind wanders away from the 

breath – which will happen – when we realize that has happened, 

then we bring our mind back to the breath. What often happens is 
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that people get frustrated when they first try to do this. They think, 

“This is so easy; I should be able to do it!” But then they discover that 

it’s actually very difficult to keep the mind on just one thing like the 

breath. Other thoughts come – there could be hundreds of different 

thoughts – so the mind keeps going away from the breath. You 

shouldn’t feel surprised or discouraged if this happens; it’s normal. 

Our normal state of mind is to be like that, to be very busy, thinking 

of many different things, one after another, jumping from one thing 

to another all the time. We’re not used to focusing on just one thing 

and keeping our mind on one thing. We’re not familiar with that, so 

of course it’s going to be difficult. But by training ourselves, by 

practicing, by doing it again and again and again, then we become 

familiar with doing that and it becomes easier. Remember, the 

meaning of meditation is to become familiar. The more you become 

familiar with focusing your mind on one object and bringing it back 

to that one object every time it wanders away, the easier it starts to 

become. So don’t be discouraged or frustrated if at first you find it 

difficult to keep your mind focused on the breath. It’s a question of 

training, practice, and becoming familiar with that. 

One thing that can be helpful is to think that learning meditation 

is similar to learning any other kind of skill. For example, playing a 

musical instrument or playing tennis or driving a car or using a 

computer. Before we learn how to do these things, we don’t know 

how to do them. We need to be taught, so we need an instructor who 

teaches us how to do these things. The first time we do them we’re 

not going to be able to do it perfectly. The first time you pick a tennis 

racket you’re not going to play like Andre Agassi or Steffi Graf. You’d 

be crazy to think like that. It takes time. You have to learn how to 

hold the racket, how to move it, how to hit the ball. So, we have to 

learn and then we have to practice, and the more time and energy we 

put into practicing then the easier it will become, the better we’ll get. 

It’s the same with meditation. You can’t expect that when you first 

try practicing meditation, you’re going to be able to do it like 

someone who has been meditating for years. You have to first learn 



 

 

21 

how to do it and then the more time and energy you put into practice 

the easier it will become. So that idea might be helpful to avoid 

getting frustrated; just think of it as similar to learning to play tennis 

or to drive a car. It takes time. 

Now do Meditation One, Awareness of the Breath. 
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2. MEDITATION ONE: AWARENESS OF THE 
BREATH 
 

 

 

Begin by sitting in a way that is most comfortable but also most 

conducive for doing meditation. Have your legs crossed either in the 

full-lotus or half-lotus position or whatever way is most comfortable 

for you to place your legs. Have your hands resting on your lap, right 

hand on top of the left, right fingers on top of the left fingers, palms 

facing upwards and the two thumbs touching, making a triangular 

shape with your hands. Don’t press your arms against the side of 

your body but leave some space for the air to circulate and let your 

shoulders relax. 

Have your back straight. Imagine your vertebrae being like coins 

and make this stack of coins very straight and even. Or imagine there 

is a string attached to the top of your head and someone is pulling it 

from above, making your back straight.  

Have your eyes left open a little bit with your gaze downwards on 

your lap or on the floor in front of you. Your mouth and jaw are 

relaxed, don’t press your teeth together but leave them loose. Have 

your mouth closed and place the tip of your tongue on the roof of 

your mouth behind the upper teeth. Have your head gently tilted 

downwards just a little bit. Let your body relax in the position. 

To relax the body first feel the top of your head and let a feeling of 

relaxation develop in the top of your head, let the top of your head be 

relaxed. Then imagine that relaxed feeling traveling down from the 

top of your head and down through your whole head, letting your 

whole head relax. Relaxing your forehead, your eyes, your face, the 

sides and back of your head; and the inside of your head, your skull, 

your brain. 

Let the feeling of relaxation penetrate every cell, every atom, every 

tiny particle of your head. Let it continue to travel down and relax 

your neck and throat. Then into your shoulders, the relaxed feeling 
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flows into your shoulders, relaxing your shoulders. Then let it travel 

down your back, let your whole back become relaxed. 

Now the front of your body: let the relaxed feeling travel down to 

the front part of your body, your chest, your abdomen, relaxing all 

the internal organs and muscles as well. This relaxed feeling travels 

down into the upper parts of your legs and your knees and the lower 

parts of the legs and then ankles and feet and all the way down to 

your toes. 

Allow the relaxed feeling to travel from your shoulders down your 

arms, relax the upper part of the arms and the lower parts of the 

arms, then wrists and fingers. Do your best to keep your body relaxed 

for the remaining time of this meditation; don’t let it become tense 

again. Be relaxed and let your breathing be natural. Let your breath 

in and out in a natural rhythm. 

Bring to mind a positive reason for doing the meditation. Have 

the wish that this meditation will be beneficial for yourself and others 

– that it will help to bring about a greater peace and happiness, as 

well as more positive thoughts and feelings. 

Now focus your mind, your awareness, on your breathing. There 

are two places that are recommended for doing this. One is at the 

nostrils where the air is coming in and out of the body. You may 

actually feel the sensation of the air just passing in and out of the 

nostrils, or even if you can’t feel it, keep your mind, your awareness, 

at that place, being aware of your breath, going in and going out. The 

other place you can focus on is the abdomen which is moving in and 

out with each breath. You can feel the sensation of your abdomen 

moving in and moving out with each breath. Choose one of those two 

places and decide to keep your mind at that place, being aware of the 

sensations with each breath. 

Any time your mind wanders away from this place, watching the 

breath at that place, gently bring it back. 

Disengage from whatever else your mind has become distracted 

by, or involved with, the thoughts or the sounds or the feelings in 

your body. Once you realize that is happening, gently disengage your 
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mind from the other object and bring it back to the breath. You might 

have to do this many times, again and again, but be patient with 

yourself. Just keep bringing your mind back each time it wanders 

away from the place you are focused on, watching your breath. 

Some people find to have better concentration it’s helpful to count 

the breath. Watch each full breath, each inhalation and exhalation 

and count each breath as one.  

Say to yourself, breathing in, breathing out, one; breathing in, 

breathing out, two and so on, up to ten and then start at one again 

when you reach ten. 

If your mind becomes completely distracted from the breath while 

you are counting to ten, once that happens then start again at one. 

See if you can get to ten breaths, keep your mind focused on your 

breathing for ten breaths, without wandering away. 

Just keep doing that over and over. If it’s helpful to count then 

count, or if you could keep your mind focused on the breathing 

without counting, that’s okay. 

Keep your body relaxed. Keep your breathing normal, natural, 

and keep your mind focused on the breathing, watching each breath 

go in and out. Bring the mind back to the breath each time it wanders 

away.  

Before opening your eyes to conclude this session, remember the 

positive thought we had at the beginning of the meditation, wanting 

it to be beneficial for ourselves and others. By doing the meditation 

we’ve created some positive energy, what we call merit in Buddhism. 

This is the cause of happiness and the cause of good experiences. It’s 

good to share this merit with others. At the beginning of the 

meditation, we have the thought to do the meditation to benefit 

ourselves and others. Bring that thought back into our mind and 

mentally dedicate the positive energy or merit you created by doing 

this meditation to that same goal or purpose. May this be the cause of 

greater peace, happiness and benefit both to ourselves and others. 

When you feel ready, you can open your eyes and relax.   
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3. SESSION TWO 
 

 

 

CALMING THE MIND 

Let’s start the session by settling down our body and mind. First sit 

comfortably and relax your body – let all the muscles in your body 

relax, let go of any tension ... and let your breathing be natural, a 

gentle, natural rhythm ... then relax your mind, by putting aside or 

letting go of thoughts.  

There may be thoughts in your mind relating to things that you 

did or things that happened to you earlier in the day, or yesterday, or 

any time in the past; or there may be thoughts about what you are 

going to do later, after this session, or tomorrow, or any time in the 

future – put aside all of these thoughts, and let your mind rest in the 

present, present moment and present place.  

To help the mind become more calm and clear, focus your mind, 

your awareness, on your breathing. You can watch your breath at the 

nostrils or at the abdomen, whichever you prefer. Just be aware of 

each breath, each inhalation and exhalation of the breath. If you find 

it helpful, you can count the breaths, in rounds of ten breaths. 

The important thing is to bring the mind back to the breath each 

time it wanders away. And do this patiently and gently. Don’t get 

frustrated and impatient with yourself. Just patiently bring the mind 

back to the breath each time it wanders away. 

 

COMMON PROBLEMS IN MEDITATION  

In this session I will talk about two of the most common problems or 

difficulties that can occur when we practice meditation – being 

distracted and feeling sleepy or dull – and I will explain what we can 

do about them. It’s useful to know this information so that we can 

recognize these problems when they happen and can apply antidotes 

to deal with them. I will also talk about how to set up a session of  
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meditation and what are the main components of a meditation 

session. 

 

DISTRACTIONS  

First let’s look at distraction. This is one of the biggest problems 

when we try to meditate: the mind being distracted from the object of 

meditation, whether it’s the breath or whatever it is we are 

meditating on. We can’t keep our mind concentrated on the object, 

but it keeps going away, getting distracted by other thoughts, or 

sounds, or sensations in our body, and so forth. This is completely 

normal; so if it happens, don’t feel bad, or that there is something 

wrong with you and you can’t meditate. I remember one time there 

was a man who was coming to a course, and he came to me and said, 

“I can’t meditate.” He looked very sad and frustrated, so I asked him 

why, and he said, “I just can’t keep my mind on the object, it keeps 

going away.” He had the idea that in order to meditate, in order to be 

able to say I am meditating, or I can meditate, you have to be able to 

have perfect concentration and keep your mind always on the object. 

Some of you may have the same idea – thinking that if you can’t 

keep your mind on the object that means you can’t meditate. So, it’s 

important to understand that it’s normal, it happens to everybody. 

Even people who have been meditating for years and years have 

trouble keeping their mind on the object; the mind wanders away. Of 

course, at a very advanced level it’s possible to get to the point where 

you can focus your mind on an object and keep it there and it doesn’t 

go away even for hours. But that’s a very high achievement and you 

have to meditate a lot to be able to get to that point. So don’t expect 

that right from the beginning you should be able to do that. 

So, what to do about this problem? Actually, the only solution is to 

just keep bringing the mind back to the object. There is no magical 

cure for this problem except to just be very patient. Every time the 

mind wanders away, realize that your mind has wandered away and 

bring it back. Let go of whatever the other object is, whether it’s a 

thought or a sound or whatever. Just keep bringing the mind back to 
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the object again and again and again. 

Something we can do that can be helpful, is a kind of mental note-

taking. This involves focusing the main part of your mind on the 

object, such as the breath, but another, smaller part of the mind is 

like a spy, watching your mind, checking to see what is happening in 

your mind. And when you notice something else, some other 

experience in the mind, you make a mental note about it, and then let 

it go. If it’s a thought, you can note ‘thinking’; if it’s a sound, you can 

note ‘sound’ or ‘hearing’; if it’s a sensation in your body, you can note 

‘feeling cold’ or ‘feeling an itch’ or ‘feeling pain.’ Or you might notice 

emotions, so you can make notes like ‘feeling sad’ or ‘feeling irritated’ 

or ‘feeling happy.’ Then once you have noted this other experience, 

you can drop it, let it go, don’t get caught up or involved in it. And if 

we can do that, the distraction will go away – remember how all the 

experiences in our mind arise and pass away. They are impermanent, 

they arise, last just a moment or two, and then disappear. It’s only 

when we give attention to something like a thought, and get caught 

up thinking the thought, that it stays in the mind. 

There is something else that can be helpful. In the Tibetan 

teachings there’s an explanation that the mind can be compared to 

the sky or space. The mind is like the sky because it is not a solid, 

tangible, physical thing, but is like space, clear and empty. And then 

thoughts and anything else that might arise in the mind can be 

compared to clouds. Clouds are not permanent parts of the sky – they 

appear when the right conditions are there, they pass through the sky 

and then disappear, and even while they are there in the sky they are 

changing, so they are also not solid, tangible, permanent things. The 

same is true of thoughts – when the conditions are there in the mind, 

thoughts and other mental experiences arise, and then after some 

time they disappear – they are not solid, tangible things. 

Another reason you can compare the mind to the sky is that in 

Buddhism it is said that the actual nature of our mind is clear and 

pure. This clear and pure nature of our mind is always there, always 

present, even though sometimes we can’t see that because our mind 
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is obscured by many thoughts – sometimes very disturbing, very 

negative thoughts and emotions. It may feel as though our mind is 

totally crowded and confused and disturbed – it doesn’t seem clear at 

all. But in fact, the clear nature of the mind is always there, even 

when there are lots of disturbing thoughts and emotions. 

This is similar to the sky in that the clear sky is always there even 

though some days it’s totally covered with clouds. But if you go above 

the clouds the clear sky is there, unobstructed. Sometimes there are 

just a few clouds, sometimes the whole sky is covered with clouds. 

But regardless of how many clouds there are and how thick the 

clouds are, the clear blue sky is always there. It’s similar with our 

mind in that the clear pure nature of our mind is always there, always 

present. The disturbing thoughts and emotions are similar to clouds 

that come and go. They’re not permanent just like the clouds in the 

sky are not permanent. Sometimes they are there, sometimes they’re 

not. They always eventually go away. Having some understanding of 

this can be helpful in dealing with thoughts, when there are thoughts 

in the mind when we try to meditate. We remind ourselves that the 

nature of our mind is clear and pure like the sky – spacious, vast, 

unlimited and always there just like the sky. And whatever thoughts 

there are – memories, images, emotions – these are similar to clouds 

that are only there sometimes, they come, and they go. They are not 

permanent. And they are not solid. So, if we can remember this when 

we are meditating, it can help us to just observe the thoughts and 

other experiences coming and going in our mind, without being 

disturbed or distracted by them. 

We’ll be learning different kinds of meditations as we go through 

the course. Some meditations involve thinking or analyzing, and 

others involve visualizing. And when we are doing those kinds of 

meditations, our mind is more busy, more active, so it may have 

more distractions – because the mind is already busy thinking about 

one thing, so it may think about other things as well. If you’re doing 

an analytical or visualization meditation and your mind is very 

agitated and restless and many, many thoughts are coming, it can be 
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very difficult to calm it down. Then you might try just doing some 

breathing meditation for a while – stop thinking, analyzing, and 

visualizing, and just focus on the breath, because that has an effect of 

making your mind more calm. The rhythm of the breath is calm, so 

by focusing on the breath, that can help your mind to calm down as 

well. Then when your mind has become calm, you can return to the 

analytical or visualization meditation you were doing before. 

So, meditation on the breath is recommended as an antidote to 

the mind being very restless, agitated and having many thoughts. 

 

DEALING WITH NOISE 

Another idea that can help us in dealing with distracting thoughts is 

to think of them as being like noise. When we practice meditation, we 

have to learn to deal with external noise. Probably most of us live in 

places which are not completely quiet all the time. There is noise – 

there’s traffic noise, there’s noise from the other people you live with 

or your neighbors, playing music or watching TV or talking, 

sometimes having a party; there may be airplanes going overhead 

and so on. There’s usually a lot of noise in the environment. And we 

can’t expect that the whole world is going to stop, everything is going 

to stop making noise just because we’re meditating. 

If we want to practice meditation we have to learn how to deal 

with noise. And actually, we already know how to do that because we 

probably all have the experience of studying. For example, when we 

have to study for an exam, and there’s noise; especially if you are 

living in a college dormitory, with lots of people and radios and TV 

and so on, you have to learn to just shut out that noise and focus on 

your books and what you’re studying. And we do know how to do 

that. We have had experience of doing that. Or when we are reading a 

very interesting book or watching a football game on TV or watching 

a movie – there are certain times when we’re really interested and 

involved in something, and we can get totally absorbed in that and we 

can just ignore noise that’s happening around us. The noise is there, 

it doesn’t stop, it doesn’t disappear, but we just ignore it and 
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continue to concentrate on what we are doing. So, we’ve had the 

experience of doing that in our normal life, and we can do that in 

meditation as well. We can just ignore the noise and keep on doing 

our meditation. 

 

INTERNAL NOISE  

Learning how to do that with external noise can help us to deal better 

with our internal noise. The thoughts in our mind are like chatter, 

like noise. Don’t expect them to stop, just because you’re meditating. 

If you have the expectation that the internal noise will stop, then 

you’ll probably just get frustrated, because it doesn’t stop. And the 

harder you try to make it stop, the more it might happen. If you have 

the attitude, “I want all my thoughts to stop,” this might cause even 

more thoughts to arise! So don’t expect them to stop or that you can 

make them stop. Instead, just learn to ignore them. Don’t be 

bothered by them, don’t pay attention to them. Ignore them, just as 

you can ignore the noise from outside, the dog barking, the cars going 

by, the airplane going overhead, the TV, the radio, people talking. 

Just let them happen and focus on what you’re doing. Focus on your 

meditation. 

These are some ideas that might be helpful for you to deal with 

the things that disturb you and distract your mind when you’re 

meditating. Remember it’s a question of training and practice. The 

more you practice meditation – the more you develop the habit or 

familiarity with this discipline of focusing your mind on the breath or 

whatever the object is, and then bringing your mind back every time 

it wanders away – the more you train in that, the easier it becomes. 

So, it’s just a question of training and practice. 

 

SLEEPINESS AND DULLNESS IN MEDITATION  

Another common problem that happens when we try to meditate is 

that the mind can become sleepy and dull. Sleepiness may not 

happen so much in the beginning when you’re first meditating 

because it’s something new and exciting. You might have so much 
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excitement about meditation that you don’t fall asleep. But it 

certainly happens later on after you have been meditating for a while 

– it’s not so new and exciting any more, and it can even become 

boring. Then sleepiness is something that can happen quite easily. So 

again, don’t be surprised if it happens, it’s normal. We just need to 

know what to do if it happens. 

There are a few practical things you can do – for example, 

checking your position, your posture. Having the back straight, 

sitting up straight helps you stay awake. You might notice that you’re 

not sitting up so straight, maybe you’ve slouched a bit. Sit up straight 

again – that can help to wake you up and wake up your energy.  

Also, as I mentioned before, if you close your eyes, you’re more 

likely to be sleepy. So have your eyes open a little bit. But even with 

your eyes open a little bit, it can still happen that you feel sleepy. So 

then open them even more. You can actually meditate with your eyes 

wide open, it’s not impossible. Just open them as wide as you can to 

make sure you don’t fall asleep. 

Then focus on one point in front of you and don’t let your eyes 

wander around looking at other things. Do that only if you need to, 

until the sleepiness passes. My experience is that I sometimes feel 

very sleepy when I meditate but it usually passes. It’s not that you get 

sleepier and sleepier, and you have no choice but to fall asleep. It’s 

just a temporary thing. It happens for a while and if you resist it, then 

after a while it goes away and you’re wide awake again. So resist it, 

and eventually it will pass. 

Another thing recommended in the teachings if the sleepiness is 

very strong and it’s very hard to stay awake is to take a break from 

the meditation. You can stand up and stretch, or go and put some 

cold water in your face, or get some cool fresh air on your face. Doing 

those kinds of things can help you wake up, and then after a few 

minutes when you feel awake again, sit down and go back to your 

meditation. 

Something that could affect being sleepy in the first place is the 

temperature – if it’s too warm in the room, that could make you 
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sleepy. The warmer it is the more likely you are to fall asleep. So, it’s 

better to have the air in the room cool, and then if you need to, you 

can put a blanket around you to keep your body warm. 

Also, light can have an effect – if the room is very dark, that might 

be a cause for you to feel sleepy and dull. So don’t have it too dark. 

It’s also not good to have it too bright. Really bright light could be 

distracting as well. So have some light – don’t have it too dark but 

not too bright either. 

Another thing is eating. If you try to meditate right after eating a 

big meal, I think you would have to be a very good meditator to be 

able to stay awake. And that’s only normal because if we’ve eaten a 

lot then the energy of our body will be going into digesting the food. 

So, it’s better to leave some time, at least an hour or maybe two hours 

after eating a meal before you try to meditate. Those are some things 

that could be helpful to deal with the problem of sleepiness. I’ll talk 

about some of the other common problems and antidotes later as we 

go along in the course. 

 

THE STRUCTURE OF A MEDITATION SESSION  

Now I’d like to talk about the structure of a meditation session; what 

are the components, how to set up a meditation session, what should 

we do when we’re doing a meditation. There are four steps to follow. 

 

ARRANGING YOUR BODY 

The first is to sit, and that means arranging your body in a 

comfortable position and in a comfortable, conducive place. If you 

can sit in the seven-point position, that is considered the best. But if 

that’s not comfortable for you then find whatever is the most 

comfortable and most conducive position for you. I didn’t mention 

this before, but with regard to sitting crossed legged, what we sit on 

will have an effect. If you sit on a very hard surface, a hard wooden or 

concrete floor, that’s going to be very uncomfortable. So it’s best to 

have a cushion under you, some kind of mat, both for warmth if it’s 

cold and also for comfort. 
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I personally find that if I try to sit on a very hard surface then I get 

what’s called pins and needles – your legs and your feet become 

numb which is rather uncomfortable. And this is a problem that 

many people have when they try to meditate. So it’s good to sit on 

something that is fairly soft and cushiony to prevent that problem 

from happening. Another cause of pins and needles is if you are 

sitting too flat – it’s best to be sitting on a cushion so that your 

buttocks are higher than your knees. You can experiment to find 

what kind of cushion works best for you – some people may need a 

very high one or put several cushions on top of each other. 

So then, sit on your cushion, get yourself into a comfortable 

position and relax. You might spend a couple of minutes settling your 

body into a relaxed position and getting your breath to be even, in a 

natural rhythm. 

 

GENERATING A POSITIVE MOTIVATION 

The second step is to generate a positive motivation. This is 

emphasized very much in the Tibetan tradition. Tibetan teachers 

always talk about the importance of motivation. Motivation refers to 

our purpose or intention for doing meditation. This is true not just 

for meditation but for everything that we do. There’s always 

something that motivates us to do the things that we do – even 

brushing our teeth or eating or going for a walk. There is something 

that drives us to do things, and that is our motivation. Motivation is 

very important because whatever we do has effects. Everything we do 

brings about consequences both for ourselves and for others. And the 

kind of consequences or effects our actions have, whether they are 

good or bad, happy or unhappy, mainly depends on our motivation. 

That’s the most important factor in determining what will be the 

outcome of our actions. If we have a positive motivation, the outcome 

will be positive. If the motivation we have is a negative one, the 

outcome will be negative. So, we want to have good results. We want 

to have happiness. We want to make sure things go well for us and 

for others. To make sure that happens, it’s important that we have a 
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positive motivation for the things that we do.  

This is especially important when it comes to meditation because 

meditation has to do with spiritual practice, spiritual development 

and transforming our mind. We have to be particularly careful that 

we do meditation with a positive motivation. We should at least try to 

not have a negative motivation. A negative motivation would be one 

that’s mixed up with our ego, or even with some kind of harmful 

intent. It is possible that people might want to do meditation in order 

to do something harmful, like develop powers with which they can 

control other people. So, we have to be careful that we have no 

harmful intention in doing meditation. Also, we have to be careful 

about our ego and pride – “I want to meditate so that I can develop 

myself into someone fantastic, someone really wonderful that other 

people are going to be impressed with.” That isn’t a correct attitude 

to have for meditation, wanting other people to be impressed with us, 

or becoming a famous meditator or some sort of spiritual person that 

everybody knows about. We have to be careful that we don’t have that 

kind of intention in our mind, to do with ego and pride – attachment 

to our own image, attachment to some kind of self-gain. 

The best motivation to have is an altruistic one, which means 

being concerned about others and wanting to benefit others. That’s 

actually the most positive motivation we can have for doing anything, 

especially spiritual practice. Caring about others and not wanting to 

hurt others, wanting to develop ourselves so that we’ll be more 

helpful and more beneficial for other people, being able to bring 

them happiness and peace. Helping to relieve their problems and 

suffering. If we can have that as our motivation for doing meditation, 

then that is the best. And the meditation that we do with that 

motivation will be most beneficial, most positive and powerful. So, 

we can think, “I want to benefit others – that’s why I’m meditating,” 

or ‘May my meditation be beneficial for others, for the whole world.’ 

If you don’t feel comfortable with the idea of benefiting everyone, the 

whole world, then you can think of a smaller number of people such 

as your family and friends, neighbors – whatever you are comfortable 
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with. And if you don’t feel comfortable with the idea of benefiting 

others, for example, you may not feel able to benefit others at this 

point, then try to at least have the motivation of wanting to benefit 

yourself. Wanting to work on yourself, make yourself a better person, 

more happy, more peaceful, more kind. Try at least to have some 

kind of intention of improving yourself, improving your mind, if it’s 

difficult to think about benefiting others. 

 

THE ACTUAL MEDITATION  

And then the third step is to do the meditation itself. There are 

different kinds of meditations. As we go through this course we’ll be 

learning and practicing together different kinds of meditation. When 

you are on your own, you can choose what kind of meditation you 

want to do. And while doing the meditation, you keep your mind as 

focused and concentrated as you can on the meditation, bringing it 

back when it wanders away. 

 

DEDICATION 

And then the fourth step is that, when you finish your meditation, 

before you get up and go off to do whatever you do next, you 

dedicate. This is again emphasized very much in the Tibetan tradition 

of Buddhism. It’s similar to motivation in that at the beginning, 

before we start the meditation, we generate a positive motivation, if 

possible, wanting to benefit others. Then when we’ve finished, we 

remember the motivation we had at the beginning and mentally 

dedicate what we’ve done – the positive energy we’ve created, which 

is called merit in Buddhism. We dedicate that to others: may it bring 

greater peace and happiness and benefit to others. Some kind of 

thought for others and their benefit, taking care of them. 

It’s best if we can have all four of these points in our meditation 

session in order to make it most effective and most beneficial. 

Now do Meditation Two, Clarity of the Mind.  
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4. MEDITATION TWO: NINE-ROUND 
BREATHING / CLARITY OF THE MIND 
 

 

 

Have your eyes either open a little bit or closed, whichever is better 

for you. Relax your shoulders, have your hands on your lap with the 

right on top of the left; two thumbs touching; arms slightly away 

from your sides, hanging loosely by your sides. Your mouth and jaw 

relaxed. Chin tucked in a little bit. The tongue on the roof of the 

mouth behind the upper teeth and your breathing normal with a 

natural, steady rhythm. 

Now let’s start the nine-round breathing exercise. 

Using your right hand, your right index finger blocks off the left 

nostril while you are breathing into the right nostril. Just let your 

breath come in slowly and steadily, pause for a moment, then block 

off the right nostril and breath out the left nostril. 

Slowly and steadily do the same three times. In through the right 

and out through the left. Focus completely on the breathing, on the 

sensation of the nostrils as you are breathing in and out. 

For the next three breaths keep your right nostril blocked and 

breathe in through the left, and then move your finger to block off the 

left and breathe out through the right. So, breathe in through the left 

and out through the right, three times. 

For the last three breaths, bring your hands back to your lap and 

breathe through both nostrils evenly, slowly and gently. 

Pause for a moment, and then exhale through both nostrils, 

keeping your mind fully focused on the breath, on the sensations, as 

you breathe in and out. 

Continue to breathe normally, and bring into your mind a positive 

motivation for doing the meditation. Think, “I am going to do this 

meditation in order to work on my mind, to be a more positive, 

beneficial person for others, for the world. May this meditation bring 

more peace and happiness to others, to the world.” 
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Once you’ve generated a positive motivation, bring your 

awareness back to your breathing and just be aware of each 

inhalation and exhalation of breath. 

Let your attention ride or float on the breath, similar to the way 

you would float on the surface of the ocean where there are gentle 

waves coming and going. Stay floating on the surface, flowing with 

the wave, coming and going, flowing in and out, just let your 

attention rest or float on the gentle rolling rhythm of the breathing. 

Now move your attention away from the breathing to the mind 

itself, that which is aware of breathing. In other words, instead of 

being aware of the breath, which is the object of your mind, the 

object of your awareness, become aware of the mind itself, the 

awareness itself, that which is observing the breath, experiencing the 

breath. 

The mind is like space or like sky, completely clear, not solid, and 

vast, spacious and unlimited. 

Try to get a sense of how your mind is like that, like this clear, 

vast, spacious sky. The things that we are aware of, the thoughts, 

images, memories and so on, are similar to the clouds that pass 

through the sky. They’re not always there, but they appear, and after 

a while they disappear. 

If there are thoughts appearing in your mind while you are sitting 

here doing this meditation, thoughts, memories, images, or if you 

hear sounds or feel sensations in your body, think that these are just 

like clouds, passing through this space or clear sky of your mind. Let 

them come and let them go. Realize that they are only momentary 

and not solid; they just come and go. 

Let them go, and return your awareness to the mind itself, which 

is like the clear, spacious sky. 

See if you can get a sense of identifying with this clear space-like 

nature of the mind. In other words, feel, “this is the real me, this is 

my real nature, who I really am.” 

Rather than identifying yourself with the temporary clouds of 

thoughts and emotions that pass through your mind, see if you can 
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realize those as mental events, things that come and go in the mind. 

They are not you and not who you really are. 

Let them go and identify with the clear, space-like nature of your 

mind, your awareness, so that you are the sky, not the clouds. 

Before opening your eyes, mentally dedicate the merit or positive 

energy for doing this meditation. In the same way you motivated at 

the beginning, “May this meditation be beneficial for others, may it 

bring greater peace, happiness, and benefit to other beings, to the 

world.” 

Dedicate the effort that you made and the positive energy you’ve 

created from doing the meditation to that goal.  
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5. SESSION THREE 

 

 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF MOTIVATION  

With regard to motivation, which I spoke about in the last session, it 

is said in the Buddhist teachings that the best motivation we can have 

for doing meditation or any spiritual activity is wishing to benefit 

others, to benefit all living beings. For some people this might be 

quite acceptable and comfortable, and they don’t have a problem 

having that motivation in their mind. But for some people that may 

seem difficult, maybe because they’re not sure if they have the ability 

to do that. So, if it’s not comfortable for you then there’s no need to 

force that on your mind. If you try to force your mind to have an 

attitude that you’re not comfortable with then your mind will not be 

happy, and then you might start to feel some resistance to practicing 

meditation, and eventually you might even want to give up practicing 

altogether. 

My experience with Tibetan lamas is that they’re very flexible. It’s 

not that they say there is only one way to do things, and you have to 

do it that way, and you can’t do it any other way. Instead, they say 

this is one way of doing it, but if that doesn’t work, you can do it that 

way; if that doesn’t work, you can do it that way; and if that doesn’t 

work, you can find your own way of doing it. They say it’s important 

to have a happy, relaxed and peaceful mind. So, I think that we can 

apply that same idea when it comes to generating our motivation for 

meditating – we can find a way of generating a positive motivation 

that we are comfortable with, one that feels genuine to us. 

For example, think about how the things that we do – whether we 

do things with our body, our speech, or our mind, our thoughts – all 

the things we do have effects. They create energy, which affects the 

people around us, the environment, and even the world at large. That 

includes meditation. When we do meditation, we are creating some 

energy. It will have effects. It will have repercussions. So, we can ask 
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ourselves what kind of effect do I want to have on others, the 

environment, the world? What kind of energy do I want to create and 

send out to the world? Do I want to create negative energy and send 

out more negative energy to the world? I think probably not – there’s 

already so much of it – so much anger, violence, selfishness, greed, 

and using other people for one’s own benefit. Or do I want to send 

out a more positive kind of energy? Do I want to send out love and 

peace? It’s not that we can change the world – we can’t expect to do 

that. But we can just add a little more positive energy – loving, kind, 

considerate, caring, beneficial energy to the world. That is possible. 

So, if you think about that, the kind of energy you want to create 

in your meditation that will affect others and the world, you will 

probably feel the wish for it to be positive energy. So having that as a 

motivation for your meditation practice might be more comfortable 

for you. You can think, ‘May this meditation create positive energy 

for the world. May it add a little bit more kindness, joy, wisdom and 

clarity to the world and to the people around me.’ If it’s 

uncomfortable for you to think about the whole world, then you can 

think of the people around you – your family, neighbors, friends, the 

people in your town or city, the people you meet every day. 

So that is another kind of positive motivation that you might feel 

comfortable with. That’s still beneficial, very beneficial. It may not be 

the highest motivation, which is Bodhichitta, aspiring to attain 

enlightenment to benefit all beings, but it’s still something beneficial, 

and helps you to go beyond just thinking about yourself and your 

own happiness and benefit.  

So, you can think about this and experiment, and come up with a 

good motivation that feels genuine and comfortable, as your reason 

for doing meditation. The real point is to make sure you don’t have a 

negative, harmful motivation, and also to try to go beyond only 

caring about yourself, only thinking about just this one person, when 

there are so many others who are in need of love and kindness and 

care. 
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PLACEMENT MEDITATION 

In this session I would like to teach a different kind of meditation; 

this will be an analytical meditation. In the Tibetan tradition it is said 

that there are many different kinds of meditation, but they can all be 

summarized into two groups, two general types of meditation.  

One is traditionally called placement or stabilizing meditation. 

This is meditation where we have one object that we focus on and 

bring our mind back to whenever it wanders away. It’s for the 

purpose of developing concentration, the ability to keep our mind 

concentrated on one thing. 

The meditation we did earlier on the breath is an example of that. 

We use the breath as the object. We concentrate on the breath, and 

then any time the mind wanders away to something else; a thought, a 

sound, something happening in your body, a memory, image, or 

whatever; you catch it and bring it back to the breath. Keep bringing 

it back again and again. By doing that we train our mind in 

concentration. 

The object that you use can vary. It can be the breath, or an object 

that you visualize such as the image of the Buddha, or a state of mind 

such as loving kindness. In some traditions, you can use an object 

like a pebble or a candle-flame that you have in front of you and you 

focus your eyes on. However, my teachers say that we should use an 

internal, rather than an external object to develop concentration. 

They say that what we want to train is our mind, not our eyes. 

Looking at something with your eyes and concentrating on it means 

you are learning to concentrate with your eyes, but what we really 

need to do is learn to concentrate the mind. 

My teachers usually recommend using a visualized image of the 

Buddha as the object of concentration. I think for many Western 

people that can be quite difficult, because we’re not used to 

visualizing, and we may not be so familiar with the image of the 

Buddha. So it’s hard enough to get the image in the first place, much 

less have it there and keep bringing your mind back to it. That can be 

quite difficult. The breath is much easier because we don’t have to 
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bring anything up into our mind and visualize. The breath is there. 

The body is breathing all the time anyway, and so that’s an easy 

object to work with. 

The Tibetan lamas say it’s good to use the visualized image of the 

Buddha because the Buddha has many positive qualities. When we 

hold in our mind an image of the Buddha, it’s leaving very good 

imprints in our mind and having a very positive effect on us. 

Anything we look at, anything we focus on is going to have an effect 

on us. When we watch violent movies for example, we can see that 

they don’t have a very good effect on our mind. We find that we 

might start having violent thoughts as well, like kicking a cat or 

thinking about blowing up somebody we don’t like. Whereas if we 

look at images that symbolize positive qualities, images that remind 

us of love, compassion, peacefulness and kindness, they have a 

beneficial effect on our mind. We find ourselves feeling more 

peaceful and having more thoughts and feelings of love and kindness 

for others. 

For that reason, the image of Buddha is good to meditate on 

because it will have a very positive effect on our mind, so that we can 

develop the same kind of qualities as the Buddha. Another 

recommended object is love, the feeling of loving kindness. But you 

have to first meditate to generate the feeling of loving kindness 

because it doesn’t just automatically pop up in the mind. So, you 

generate that feeling, then once you have it, you concentrate the 

mind on that. The general point of this kind of meditation is to train 

ourselves to concentrate on one thing and not let our mind wander 

away but keep bringing it back to the meditation. 

There is a whole body of teaching on how to do this in the Lam-

rim, the path to enlightenment. It explains what sort of obstacles we 

encounter and how to deal with those obstacles and the different 

stages that you pass through. If you develop your ability to 

concentrate and you become able to keep your mind focused on 

whatever object you use for as long as you want, you experience bliss 

– physical and mental bliss. And you can go without food and sleep 
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and so on for long periods of time. But that is quite an advanced level 

of practice. 

We have to understand that being able to concentrate is not a goal 

or an end in itself; it’s really only a tool. We need to develop the 

ability to concentrate so we can then use it as a means to go further, 

to develop our mind even further. Just having the ability to 

concentrate like that doesn’t mean you’re enlightened, and it doesn’t 

mean you’re free from delusions – from your anger and attachment 

and so on. They are temporarily suppressed – they don’t go away. 

Concentration by itself doesn’t eliminate your delusions. You could 

meditate for days in a state of bliss, but then when you finish and go 

outside, somebody might say nasty words to you and then you get 

angry – that can happen. 

So, what we really want to do on the Buddhist path is to free our 

mind from delusions, eliminate them completely from our mind. Just 

concentration alone will not do that. But we do need concentration in 

order to eliminate our delusions – it’s one essential factor. 

Concentration is important not only for spiritual practice but even in 

our daily life. When we have a job to do, we need to be able to keep 

the mind focused on what we’re doing, otherwise, we won’t get it 

done, or it will be full of mistakes. So, concentration is very 

important to develop, and placement meditation is for that purpose. 

 

ANALYTICAL MEDITATION 

Then the second kind of meditation is called analytical meditation. 

This is when we use a different aspect or function of the mind, the 

mind’s ability to analyze, or think about, or explore a particular 

object of meditation. One example would be meditating on 

compassion. In order to become enlightened, we need to have 

compassion for all beings. So, there are methods for developing 

compassion using analytical meditation. 

Compassion is understanding the suffering and problems of 

people and other living beings and feeling the wish for them not to 

suffer. It can lead us to do what we can to help them become free 
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from their suffering. That’s the quality of compassion. It’s a natural 

quality in us, but it’s not there all the time. We feel it sometimes, but 

at other times we’re indifferent when we hear about somebody 

suffering or see somebody crying, and we can’t be bothered. 

To feel compassion for others we have to first feel it for ourselves, 

to understand our own suffering, our own problems, and really 

understand the situation that we’re in. Based on the understanding of 

our own suffering and wishing ourselves to be free from suffering, we 

can then be more understanding of others’ suffering and wish them 

to be free from suffering. 

A practical example would be if you had had the experience of 

being addicted to drugs and suffered with that for a long time, and 

then you finally managed to free yourself from that addiction. Having 

that experience would put you in a better position to be able to 

understand other people who have that problem, and you would be 

better able to help them. Someone who has never had that problem 

doesn’t really understand what it’s like, how it happens, how the 

mind can get stuck in that, and what the feeling is like to be in that 

situation. Someone who has been through that can be much more 

compassionate and better able to help people who are addicted. 

When we’ve been through a problem – we’ve been depressed, or 

we’ve been rejected by our boyfriend or girlfriend, or we’ve lost a 

child – then when somebody else is going through that experience, 

we know what they’re going through. At least we have a better 

understanding than somebody who has never been through that. In 

an analytical meditation on compassion, we try to put ourselves in 

the position of somebody who is suffering and meditate to try to 

deeply understand what that person is going through. And in 

generating compassion for them, we think how sad it is that they 

have to suffer like that and how wonderful it would be if they could 

be free from that. 

You can also use visualization. It becomes very powerful if you 

actually visualize people or animals who are suffering – this is much 

more powerful than if you are just thinking about it. If you have had 
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any first-hand experience and you know of some kind of suffering, 

you can bring it to mind, and that becomes very powerful. You use 

thinking and memory, imagery and visualization. The purpose is to 

generate some feeling and experience of compassion in your mind, so 

that it’s no longer just a word you heard or read in a book. We can 

develop incredible compassion in our mind, and that’s what we’re 

trying to do by doing that kind of meditation — to generate a natural 

feeling of compassion. But once isn’t enough. Doing one meditation 

on compassion isn’t going to make you a totally compassionate 

person forever. We need to do it again and again. Remember that the 

meaning of meditation is to be familiar. So, we’re trying to make 

ourselves familiar with that feeling of compassion and soak our mind 

in that experience. When our mind becomes more familiar with that 

experience, then compassion becomes more natural and spontaneous 

within us. Eventually, you get to a point where you don’t have to 

meditate. You see a person suffering, and naturally and 

spontaneously you can feel compassion for them.  

Another function of analytical meditation is to clear away 

delusions or mistaken states of mind. For example, analytical 

meditation is very helpful in the practice of dealing with anger. You 

can analyze the anger, seeing its harmfulness. And analyze ways you 

can change your mind, to think differently about this person and the 

situation. By doing meditation like this, you can move from being in 

an angry state of mind, to being patient, compassionate, and loving, 

or at least accepting and not angry. So analytical meditation can also 

be used to overcome negative states of mind, delusions, and 

disturbing emotions. 

The real purpose of analytical meditation is to develop wisdom – 

to develop the type of wisdom which is a correct view of things. 

Seeing things correctly as they really are and overcoming mistaken, 

wrong ways of seeing. This is the way to free our mind from delusions 

– as I mentioned earlier – eliminating delusions, negative states of 

mind, so that they no longer arise in us. Our mind has become  
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completely free from them. So that is the real, ultimate purpose of 

analytical meditation. 

There are many different kinds of analytical meditation. You may 

be familiar with the Lam-rim, the path to enlightenment. That 

consists of a whole series of different topics. We learn about these by 

listening to teachers explaining these topics; by studying the 

teachings, thinking about them so that we develop the good and 

correct understanding of them; and then we do meditations on these 

different topics — and this is done for the purpose of transforming 

our mind, changing our way of thinking so that we have less negative 

and deluded ways of thinking and more correct, positive and 

beneficial ways of thinking. 

 

PRECIOUS HUMAN LIFE 

So, I thought in this session we can do a simplified version of one 

meditation that is found in the Lam-rim, the path to enlightenment, 

which is called ‘The Precious Human Rebirth.’ 

There’s a story from the life of the Buddha. Once Buddha was with 

some of his disciples, and he asked them to imagine the whole world 

covered with water, like one great big ocean, and living at the bottom 

of this ocean is a tortoise. Once every hundred years the tortoise has 

a chance to come up to the surface of the ocean and put his head 

above the water for just a short time, and then it has to go back down 

again to the bottom of the ocean; and on the surface of the ocean 

there is a golden yoke, like a life-saver that they have in boats, and 

this yoke is floating on the water – doesn’t stay in one place – but is 

moved around by the wind and waves, so it’s constantly moving 

around, from one place to another, in this huge ocean that covers the 

whole world. Swimming in the ocean is a tortoise who surfaces once 

every hundred years for air, and the tortoise is blind, it can’t see.  

So, imagine that situation. Then the Buddha asked his disciples, 

“What are the chances that when the tortoise comes up and puts its 

head above the water that it will put its head through this yoke?” So, 

the disciples said, “Hmm, not very likely. It’s quite unlikely that the 
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tortoise would just manage to stick its head through the yoke, 

because it’s blind, and the yoke is always moving around and never in 

the same place.” So, the Buddha said, “That’s right, and in the same 

way, it’s very unlikely or very rare for somebody to be born as a 

human being. And it’s also very rare to be able to meet the teachings 

that show the path to enlightenment. Now you have both of these 

things – a human life and access to the teachings that show the path 

to enlightenment. So don’t waste your time.” 

That story is the basis of the meditation on the preciousness of 

human life, because in actual fact, our life is something quite 

precious, but most people don’t realize how precious it is. And if we 

don’t realize the preciousness of our life, then we might use it to do 

things that aren’t very meaningful or very beneficial. We might even 

lead a life where we do things that are downright harmful and just 

create more suffering for ourselves and for others. 

 

BUDDHA-NATURE 

What the Buddha actually meant by saying that this life is very 

precious is that we have the potential to become enlightened. This is 

called our buddha-nature – it refers to the nature of mind, which is 

clear like the sky. The absolute nature of our mind is pure, clear, vast, 

and unlimited. And the disturbing thoughts and emotions are like 

pollution in the mind, obscuring its pure nature. But this pollution 

can be cleared away, and the mind can be brought to a state of 

complete purity and enlightenment, being totally free of all negative 

aspects like anger and attachment and selfishness and so on. All of 

these negative aspects of the mind can be totally cleared away so that 

they don’t arise even for a moment. And all positive qualities like 

love, compassion, wisdom, and patience can be fully developed and 

fully perfected. That, in a simple way, is what enlightenment is. It’s a 

perfect state of mind, totally free of everything negative and fully 

developed in everything positive. And the potential to attain that 

state of mind exists in every one of us, and in fact, in every living 

being. 
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The Buddha wasn’t always a buddha, an enlightened being. He 

was once an ordinary being like us. But he discovered the nature of 

his mind and that it’s possible to purify the mind and bring it to a 

state of enlightenment. Then after discovering that, he wanted to 

share it with others and show them how they could do that as well. 

He realized what he did was something that everyone could do — that 

we all have that potential to make our mind totally pure, totally clear, 

totally positive and free of everything negative. We have the 

teachings that show us how to develop this potential, our buddha-

nature. So, while we have this situation, we should use it. 

 

OBSTACLES TO REALIZING BUDDHA-NATURE 

All beings: even animals, even cockroaches, have buddha-nature. It’s 

the nature of every being’s mind, but not all beings are in a situation 

where they can develop this potential because some beings have too 

much suffering. Physical suffering, or mental suffering, or both – 

their mind is totally consumed with suffering, and they are not able 

to understand their buddha-nature, much less able to do anything 

about it. Also, some beings’ minds are very obscured. They don’t have 

enough intelligence to be able to understand this and be able to make 

use of it. And then other beings have too much pleasure. They’re 

totally absorbed in pleasure and just enjoying themselves. And that’s 

not such a good situation to be in because you have to have at least a 

little bit of suffering in order to appreciate that we need to free 

ourselves from suffering and this imperfect situation that we’re in.  

That’s why being born as a human being is the best situation for 

developing our buddha-potential. Because we don’t have so much 

suffering that we’re totally absorbed in it. And we also don’t have too 

much pleasure. We know there is happiness, we know there is 

pleasure, but we also know there is suffering. And this stimulates the 

wish to be free of suffering and to find a way to be happy all the time. 

And so for us, the teachings that the Buddha gave can make sense. 

We can understand and relate to them. So, of all the different forms 

of rebirth, being born as a human is the best.  
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But then not all human beings have the most ideal conditions to 

be able to develop their potential. Some human beings have a lot of 

suffering. They may have physical pain, illness, injuries, or 

disabilities that occupy all their time and energy, just coping with 

their pain and difficulties, trying to stay alive or just trying to 

function in the world. There may not be much time and space left for 

them to be able to do anything else like spiritual study and practice. 

Then some people have psychological problems, such as mental 

illness or disabilities. If somebody is mentally ill or mentally 

disabled, they would not be in a position where they could recognize 

their potential for enlightenment and be able to develop it. Others 

might be hindered because of the physical conditions they are living 

in. For example, people who are extremely poor, who are just living 

on the edge of survival, spend all their time and energy just keeping 

themselves and their families alive – just getting enough money to 

have food today and still be alive tomorrow. There are a lot of people 

who are in that situation, being extremely poor or living in very 

difficult conditions like refugees or homeless people. People in those 

kinds of conditions have this potential in their mind but their 

physical situation makes it very difficult for them to do anything 

about it. 

 

LACK OF INTEREST IN SPIRITUAL TEACHINGS  

And then there are other people who are physically healthy and 

mentally healthy and live in safe and comfortable situations – they 

have enough money and all the necessities of life. So, they have very 

little physical suffering, but they have the problem of not being 

interested in spiritual teachings. If you try to talk to them about 

meditation, about the potential for transforming the mind, they may 

think that you are crazy – “What a waste of time, what do you want to 

do that for?” Because they’re only interested in things like making 

money, accumulating as much money, property and possessions as 

they can, enjoying themselves as much as they can, having as much 

fun as they can, travelling around the world, accumulating 
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experiences and knowledge and skills. So they’re just focused on 

worldly, materialistic things, and that’s all they are interested in. 

They’re not interested in anything spiritual. So even if they have 

access to spiritual teachers and teachings, and they have the time and 

energy to practice, they have no interest, so they are unable to 

recognize and develop their precious potential for enlightenment. 

These are some of the situations that some human beings are in 

which make it difficult for them to develop the potential that they 

have. Another difficult situation is living in a place where there is no 

chance to meet spiritual teachers and learn spiritual teachings about 

the path to enlightenment. Some people live in remote, isolated 

places, for example, a small village in the mountains or in the jungle, 

in a very remote area where nobody ever heard of such a thing as 

enlightenment and the potential of the mind to totally transform 

itself. This kind of idea is totally unheard of. And the chances to find 

out about this are quite small unless they travel somewhere else. But 

some people never travel, they stay their whole life in the same place. 

So, without finding out about the potential of the mind and how to 

transform it, it’s almost impossible to do this kind of work and bring 

the mind to enlightenment.  

So, the essence of meditation on the preciousness of human life is 

to recognize that not only do we have this incredible potential to 

transform our mind, to make our mind free of everything negative 

and develop everything positive, but we also have all the right 

conditions in our life to be able to develop that potential. We have 

healthy bodies, healthy minds, enough resources like money, food, 

and comfortable houses. And we actually have leisure time to be able 

to do a course like this and to do meditation. We have access to 

spiritual teachers and teachings and spiritual friends who can 

support us in our practice. And we have the interest – we don’t think 

that spiritual practice is something meaningless, a waste of time. We 

have all the conditions that we need to be able to develop our 

potential. And it’s just amazing if you really think about it. It’s 

extremely rare because compared with the other beings in the 
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universe, there are just a small number who have all these 

conditions. It is extremely rare. And that’s what the Buddha was 

trying to point out with the analogy of the tortoise putting its neck 

through the ring – it almost never happens that you have all these 

conditions. And we have them. So, we are really, really fortunate, and 

we need to realize this and appreciate the opportunities we have. 

The unfortunate thing is that this precious human life is not going 

to last. It’s going to end at some point. We cannot live forever; our 

body is impermanent, subject to change, so it won’t be around 

forever. We are going to die one day, and that could be any day. We 

never know when death is going to happen. So, while we have this 

life, this situation and these conditions, we should try to at least do 

something in the way of spiritual practice, developing our spiritual 

potential – even if we can’t go all the way to enlightenment, which is 

actually very rare in one lifetime. But we can do something in the way 

of getting in touch with our potential and starting to develop it, 

starting to develop more love and kindness, more appreciation of 

spiritual teachings, spiritual practice and spiritual teachers. Then at 

least we’re doing something. The point is to recognize that we have so 

much potential, so that we don’t waste our life. Don’t wait till it’s 

gone and then feel regret: “I could have been more loving, more kind. 

I could have done more meditation, I could have done more good 

things, but I didn’t, and now it’s too late.” So, the point is to use our 

life wisely, which means learning spiritual teachings and putting 

them into practice as much as we can. Doing as much work as we can 

on developing our precious potential – because this is the most 

beneficial thing we can do with our life, both for ourselves and for 

others. 

Now do Meditation Three, Appreciating Our Human Life. 
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6. MEDITATION THREE: APPRECIATING OUR 
HUMAN LIFE 
 

 

 

Start by sitting in a comfortable position, and make sure your back is 

straight and that your body is relaxed, with all the muscles in the 

body relaxed. 

Let your breathing be natural, and focus your mind, your 

awareness on your breathing just for a few minutes to settle it down. 

Let go of any cloud-like thoughts, images, feelings – just let those 

flow away from your mind, and just let your mind be right here in the 

present, being aware of your breath coming in and out, not thinking 

about anything else. 

Generate a positive motivation for doing the meditation – one 

that goes beyond just thinking of your own happiness, your own 

benefit. See if you can generate some kind of motivation that is 

concerned for others, wanting to help others, wishing that the 

meditation will be helpful for others, in addition to yourself. 

Now begin the meditation by thinking about your own buddha-

nature, which is the potential of your mind to become completely 

clear and pure, free of all negative states of mind like anger. And to 

fully develop all the positive qualities, the positive states of mind – 

such as loving kindness, compassion, and wisdom. See if you can get 

a feeling of this potential right now. 

It’s possible for your mind, this very mind that is sitting here now 

meditating, to become completely clear and pure and very powerful 

and beneficial for others, able to do so much good for others. 

If you find it difficult to accept this idea of buddha-nature, then 

see if you can at least accept that the human mind has incredible 

potential, so much intelligence. We are able to know what is right, 

what is wrong, what is true, what is false. We are able to understand 

other people and their suffering, able to feel moved by compassion to  
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help others and we are able to think of all kinds of ways and means to 

benefit others. 

We have so much potential and capability to make our lives 

meaningful and beneficial not just for ourselves but for others as 

well. 

Feel a sense of that potential that exists within you. 

If your mind comes up with some resistance to this idea or some 

doubt because you can see a lot of faults in yourself and a lot of 

mistakes that you’ve made, you might feel, “Oh, I have so many bad 

qualities.” See if you can accept the idea that these faults, mistakes, 

and bad qualities are not permanent, “These are not things that will 

stay in my life forever.” 

They are not an inherent part of your mind so they can be cleared 

away; they can be reduced gradually and eventually cleared away 

completely. Your mind can be free of them. Your mind is something 

changeable, not something concrete, permanent, fixed. It’s possible 

to work on your mind and change your mind and all the negative 

things. 

This potential to transform the mind, to free it from negative 

qualities and develop positive qualities; this potential actually exists 

in everyone’s mind, but not everyone is in the most ideal situation to 

be able to do this kind of work on their mind. There are some people, 

some human beings, who experience physical difficulties such as 

sickness or injuries, disabilities. Or they are very poor, living in 

extremely hard conditions, really just struggling to stay alive. Other 

people are experiencing mental difficulties: mental illness or mental 

disability. 

Even though their mind has this potential, their present situation 

is not one in which they are able to recognize and develop it. 

Spend some time thinking about people in this situation. They 

may be people you yourself know or have heard about or seen. Or just 

use your imagination, think about the lives some people have, the 

difficulties some people have that make it almost impossible for them 

to understand the potential that lies within their own minds. 
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Let’s see this potential within ourselves and develop it. 

And then there are other people, human beings who may not be 

experiencing those kinds of problems, physical and mental problems. 

But they may not have access to spiritual teachers, spiritual teachings 

that will enable them to become aware of the potential that they have, 

the possibilities they have for transforming their mind, developing 

the potential and how to do that. They may spend their whole life 

completely unaware of this potential and how to develop it. 

Again, think of people living in very remote places where they 

don’t have access to these kind of teachings and teachers. 

There are other people who are not experiencing these problems; 

they are not suffering physically or mentally but are well off, living 

comfortable lives; and they have the opportunity to learn spiritual 

teachings from teachers but from their side they don’t have interest. 

There’s no interest there to understand themselves or their minds, to 

develop the potential of their minds, to make their lives more 

beneficial for others and so on. 

There are probably people, family members, friends, people you 

work with, who are totally uninterested in anything spiritual. Instead, 

their interests lie in other things like accumulating money, 

possessions, property, or worldly kinds of knowledge and skills. 

Maybe they just enjoy themselves as much as possible, spending their 

life that way and maybe doing negative things, not realizing that 

doing negative actions brings suffering, problems to themselves and 

to others. An ignorance that actually creates more problems, more 

obscurations, ignoring their buddha-nature, the potential of their 

mind, rather than getting closer to developing it. 

Bring to mind some examples of people who are in that situation, 

who are not interested in anything spiritual, who aren’t interested in 

developing their minds. 

There are also people who have an interest in spiritual teachings, 

who really want to practice the spiritual path but may not have 

freedom to do so. For example, in some countries the government 

doesn’t allow people to study and practice the religions or spiritual 
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traditions of their choice. So spiritual teachers may not be allowed to 

give teachings, spiritual groups may not be allowed to gather and 

study and meditate on spiritual teachings. People might even be 

imprisoned for doing such things; books are banned, information is 

banned. People living in that situation don’t have the freedom even 

though they have the wish to practice. 

Sometimes people face objections from family members. They 

may wish to study and practice but they may have parents or a 

spouse, or even children, who are opposed to their interest and don’t 

really allow them the freedom to study and practice as they wish. 

So, see if you can bring to mind examples of people who are in 

that kind of situation. Think about these conditions that some 

people, actually many people, find themselves in; conditions which 

are hindrances to recognizing and developing the potential of the 

mind. 

Probably it will become clear to you that you are free from these 

hindering conditions. In fact, you have very good conditions. Your 

body is healthy, your mind is healthy and functioning properly. 

You’re physically, materially well off and comfortable, have time, 

leisure time to be able to study and practice spiritual teachings. You 

have access to spiritual teachers and teachings. You can meet 

teachers, and you can learn teachings as much as you want, and you 

have the interest to do so. You are interested in spiritual teachings 

and find them meaningful, worthwhile. You are free to pursue your 

interest and are not hindered by government or by other people. You 

have the freedom to study and practice as you like. You’ll probably 

realize that you have most, if not all, of these good conditions. These 

helpful and conducive conditions which enable you to recognize the 

incredible potential that you have with your human mind, your 

human intelligence and the ability to develop that potential. The 

knowledge that there is the opportunity to develop that potential. 

Thinking about this, see what kind of conclusion you come to. See 

if you can at least feel how fortunate you are to have this situation 

and also how it’s actually quite rare. 
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Not everybody has it; many people don’t have it. See if you can 

feel some sense of wanting to use this situation while you have it. Use 

it in a wise and beneficial way. 

Finally take a few moments to mentally dedicate your merit, the 

positive energy of having done this meditation. Whatever positive 

energy you have created, remember the motivation you had to start 

with. Dedicate in the same way that it will become beneficial not just 

for yourself but for others as well, bringing more happiness and 

peace, wisdom and other positive experiences, positive qualities, 

beyond yourself too, for as many other people, as many other beings 

as possible. 
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7. SESSION FOUR  
 
 
 

MOTIVATION  

To begin this session, spend a few minutes calming your mind. Focus 

on your breath, the gentle flow of your breath in and out, letting go of 

other thoughts. Just let your mind settle down in the present, the 

here and now. 

Then generate a positive motivation for being here. As much as 

possible, try to think of others – that your reason for being here and 

learning about meditation is not just for yourself, for your own 

happiness and benefit, but to be of more benefit to others. Even if 

you feel that at this point in time you are not able to do much for 

others, but if you can have the wish to develop yourself so that in the 

future you can be more helpful for others, then that is very beneficial. 

So, try to generate some kind of motivation for being here that 

incorporates helping others. 

 

COMBINING ANALYTICAL MEDITATION AND 

PLACEMENT MEDITATION  

In the last session we did an analytical meditation so that you can get 

some idea about how to do that type of meditation. It’s said in the 

teachings that ideally, we should combine the two kinds of 

meditation – placement or stabilizing meditation and analytical 

meditation.  

The way to do that is that when we do a session of analytical 

meditation, hopefully at some point you will get a feeling, some kind 

of experience. It doesn’t have to be something fantastic, a great 

realization; it can be just some kind of strong feeling about what you 

are meditating on. For example, in the meditation on Appreciating 

Our Precious Human Life, the kind of feeling we’re trying to generate 

there is how fortunate we are – it’s a sense of joy and appreciation 

about what we have. So, if we can generate that feeling in the 
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meditation, then we need to stop thinking and analyzing and just use 

stabilizing or placement meditation. So, you concentrate your mind 

on that experience, that feeling of joy, of how fortunate you are, how 

precious your life is. Stay with that feeling and keep it as long as you 

can, even if it’s just a few seconds or minutes. Just hold on to that 

feeling and use the stabilizing meditation to concentrate your mind 

on that. If your mind wanders away, bring it back and just try to 

maintain that feeling as long as you can. And then, when it 

disappears, you can either return to the analytical part of the 

meditation, go back to thinking/analyzing, if you have the time and 

the wish to continue with that, or you can conclude your session of 

meditation. 

That’s how we’re advised to combine analytical and placement 

meditation. And that’s how we really bring about a transformation of 

the mind. We do analytical meditation in order to bring about some 

kind of experience, some kind of realization which is a different state 

of mind than we normally have — like a feeling of how precious our 

life is, or the feeling of compassion or loving kindness for others, or 

some insight into the way things are, a more correct way of seeing 

things. Then, once that experience has arisen in our mind, we keep 

our mind on it as long as we can – using stabilizing meditation – and 

in that way our mind becomes familiar with that experience. It’s a 

different way of thinking, a different way of seeing things than we 

normally have. That’s what we are trying to do. We’re trying to 

change our normal way of thinking, our confused and deluded states 

of mind, and bring about more correct, positive and beneficial states 

of mind. 

As you study more about the path to enlightenment and learn 

more about the different topics of meditation, it will become more 

clear how important it is to meditate on these topics so that we can 

change our way of thinking. And then we hold onto that experience 

and keep it in our mind as long as we can. It’s also important when 

we finish our meditation to try to maintain what we learned in the 

meditation as much we can in our daily life and not just completely 
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forget it. We carry that understanding, that experience into the rest 

of our life, because the real point of meditation is to bring about a 

transformation, not just to sit and meditate and get some nice 

experience and then go back to the way we were before. 

So, in meditation we have a chance to bring about some kind of 

transformation in our mind, in our way of thinking, and bring it into 

the rest of our life. But realistically, that’s something that takes time; 

it’s not something we can expect to do right in the beginning. It takes 

a long time because we are so much more familiar with the old ways 

of thinking, the old attitudes and behaviors. It’s important to know 

that it takes time to change your mind. In my own case it took me a 

while to learn that. I was very eager, very enthusiastic in the 

beginning, and very young and idealistic. And I thought, “I want to 

transform my mind and become enlightened, get rid of all my 

delusions, help all living beings.” I thought that just by wanting to do 

that, I should be able to do it. I didn’t realize it’s very difficult to 

really change your mind, and it takes a long time. So sometimes I felt 

very discouraged and cried a lot, many tears! Because my mind didn’t 

change as quickly as I wanted. So, I had to learn and accept that it 

takes time, and there’s no benefit in becoming discouraged and 

frustrated. Nowadays, I still have anger, attachment, and selfishness, 

even after so many years of meditating, but at least I have learned to 

be more patient and accepting of myself, my mind, and the fact that it 

takes time to change the mind. It takes time, patience, and 

perseverance. 

 

USING A SLOW AND STEADY PACE  

Lama Yeshe used to say, “We’re not like mushrooms.” I think 

mushrooms grow very quickly overnight. So, he said that people are 

not like that. It’s not like you can meditate one day and the next day 

you’ll be enlightened. He used to say, “Slowly, slowly.” We can’t force 

our mind to change. We have to change naturally. And all we can do 

is to just keep trying, keep learning, meditating, trying to change our 

mind, trying not to follow the old habitual negative attitudes and 



 

 

60 

ways of behaving. Slowly, slowly, it does happen, it does work. The 

mind does change, but you need a lot of patience. 

There’s a saying in the Tibetan tradition that it’s best in our 

practice to have the pace of an elephant. An elephant walks very 

slowly, with a slow and steady pace, but it keeps going for a long, long 

time. It can walk like that for hours and days. So, they say that that is 

the kind of pace we should have in our practice. You just keep 

practicing day by day and just keep going at a slow and steady pace, 

rather than the way a rabbit moves. A rabbit will run very quickly in 

one direction and then stop, and then go quickly in another direction, 

then stop, and then go back to where it came from. So, it runs very 

quickly, but it doesn’t get anywhere. 

That’s similar to what can happen with people when they practice 

meditation; especially in the beginning, we might be very 

enthusiastic and do a lot of meditation – many hours every day. Or 

maybe we do some kind of very intensive retreat for a number of days 

or weeks, and then we burn ourselves out or become discouraged 

because we feel that we didn’t achieve what we wanted to achieve. 

Then we completely stop practicing for a couple of months, or even a 

couple of years. Then after a while we start again, do a little bit then 

again stop. So that way of practicing isn’t good. Just like the rabbit 

we won’t get anywhere; we won’t really achieve much if we practice 

like that. It’s much better to do what the elephant does – just keep 

going a little bit every day, regularly. 

The Tibetans seem to have the attitude of simply accepting that it 

takes time to change the mind; you can’t force it to change. It may 

take many lifetimes. Realistically, it will take many lifetimes to really 

transform the mind and bring it to the state of enlightenment. So 

they accept that and realize, “Okay, I may not get to enlightenment in 

this lifetime, but at least I have started and made my mind familiar 

with the teachings and practices and left some positive imprints on 

my mind, and did as much as I could. And that’s good enough.” It 

seems this is hard for us. Western people get kind of frantic – I’ve got 

to get there in this lifetime. Maybe it’s because we’re not used to 
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thinking in terms of many lifetimes. We’re used to thinking of just 

one lifetime and having to do everything in one lifetime. And if you’re 

not successful then you’re a failure. We put too much pressure on 

ourselves. 

 

RECOGNIZING OUR UNIQUE QUALITIES 

Also, we sometimes compare ourselves with other people and then 

feel inadequate or become discouraged because we think we are not 

as good as others. Or we try to do as much practice as someone else, 

but it doesn’t work. We might not have the inner resources and the 

capability to practice as much as that person. So, it’s not helpful to do 

that. Each of us is different, each of us has our own unique qualities, 

the karma we carry with us from the past and what we have done in 

this lifetime and so on. So, instead of looking at others and trying to 

do as much as they do, it’s better to get in touch with yourself, come 

to understand yourself and what you’re capable of doing, and be 

happy with that. In one sense it’s good to look at other people who 

are doing a lot of practice and feel inspired by them. We actually need 

to have teachers and spiritual friends who are practicing a lot, to help 

us to practice more. But still, we should not think that we have to do 

as much as they do, because we may not be able to do that. We need 

to find out what’s possible for us, what is comfortable for us and do 

that much. One person might be able to meditate an hour every day. 

For another person maybe ten minutes is as much as they can do. So 

then be happy with what you can do. Feel good about that. Feel a 

sense of rejoicing. 

 

REJOICING  

Rejoicing is when we feel happy about good things that are being 

done by other people as well as by ourselves. This is really a beautiful 

state of mind. It’s also a very positive state of mind and something 

that creates a lot of merit. So, when you see somebody practicing or 

doing something good, helping others, giving money, giving food, 

whatever they’re doing, just feel a sense of joy. Feel how wonderful it 
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is that they are doing that. And by doing that, you yourself get a lot of 

merit, or positive energy. Rejoicing is said to be the lazy person’s way 

of collecting merit. Other people do the meditating and the hard 

work, and you can just kind of relax and rejoice, how wonderful that 

they’re doing all those things! 

But that doesn’t mean you should be lazy. I am not recommending 

laziness. We still have to do some work ourselves. Just by rejoicing 

alone we won’t get enlightened, but it’s still a good thing to do. And 

we also need to rejoice in ourselves when we do something good: 

when we do some meditation, or help somebody out, practice 

patience, put up with some hardships. It’s good to think, “That was a 

good thing to do; I’m glad I did that.” It may sound conceited to think 

like that, that we are all puffed up with pride and arrogance – “How 

fantastic I am, how wonderful I am.” But it’s not like that. There is a 

difference between pride and rejoicing. Pride is where we exaggerate 

our good qualities and feel that we are better than we really are, and 

better than other people. Rejoicing is not like that – it’s 

acknowledging that we have good qualities, or that we do good 

things, and feeling happy about these things. It’s a way of 

encouraging ourselves to do more. If we do something good and we 

think, “Oh why did I do that? I didn’t do that very well. That was a 

lousy meditation that I just did. Why am I even meditating?” That 

kind of attitude is putting ourselves down, depreciating what we do. 

Then eventually we might feel totally discouraged and give up 

practicing. 

So, we need to encourage ourselves. We need encouragement and 

if we don’t get it from anybody else, we can give it to ourselves. We 

can encourage ourselves to keep going, to keep practicing and rejoice 

in the things that we’re doing and feel a sense of wanting to continue. 

That’s a very important quality – and a very important practice. 

Rejoicing is a practice in itself. 
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LETTING GO OF EXPECTATIONS  

There are a few other attitudes that can sometimes happen with 

regards to practice that we need to be careful of. One of these is 

having expectations. Lama Yeshe used to say, “Don’t have any 

expectations.” It’s easy to say that, but it’s very, very difficult to do – 

to not have expectations. I think it’s only natural for our mind to 

expect to get something out of our practice. Most of us, I think, want 

to meditate because we’re not very happy, we suffer from depression 

or stress, or boredom, or things aren’t going well in our life, or we 

have problems. We are searching for something. We are hoping or 

expecting good results from our practice. We want to feel better, we 

want to be happier, we want to be more loving. So, it’s actually very 

difficult to engage in meditation and spiritual practice without having 

expectations.  

But we need to at least recognize that having expectations is 

something that we should try to avoid. We need to recognize what 

expectations we have and then work on them. 

We don’t always realize that we have expectations until we feel 

that something isn’t going well. “I should be feeling blissful.” “I 

should be having visions.” “It should be getting easier.” “My thoughts 

should be stopping and they’re not.” This is how we can come to 

recognize the expectations that we have – when we have the feeling 

that something is wrong, things aren’t happening the way they 

should, or the way we want them to. 

I think it’s only natural that our mind will have expectations, but 

they can be subtle, and we may not always be conscious of them. 

Ideally, we should meditate without expectations. Meditate for the 

sake of meditating because it is something beneficial for our mind 

but without expecting that something is going to happen at some 

certain time. 

 

TAKING TIME TO CHANGE THE MIND  

As I said before, it takes time to change the mind. It’s not something 

that’s going to happen overnight. It happens slowly and gradually. An 
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analogy used in the teachings is the filling of a bucket under a 

dripping tap. One drop at a time falls into the bucket. It’s very, very 

slow but eventually the bucket will be full. So, our practice should be 

like that. You just keep trying to add positive thoughts, do positive 

things, little by little, slowly, slowly, and eventually the mind will be 

full of positive thoughts and experiences. It will happen naturally, 

even if we don’t want it to happen. Even if you think, “I don’t want to 

become enlightened, I don’t want to be free from suffering,” but if 

you create the causes for it by doing meditation, it will happen 

whether you like it or not. It’s only natural. So, what we have to do is 

to just keep creating the causes and eventually it will happen. 

But we can’t force it; we can’t force ourselves to change. We can’t 

force ourselves to have experiences before we’re ready to have them – 

that’s just the ego. One thing about expectations is that they usually 

come from the ego. I, big me, big I, I want something to happen, I 

want to feel blissful, I want to have a vision. Somebody else had a 

vision – I want one, too. It’s usually ego and pride that is behind 

wanting special experiences and having expectations. 

 

MINDING OUR OWN BUSINESS 

Once, when I was teaching a meditation course in India, one student 

at the course came up to me during a break and said, “I’ve been 

meditating for three days now and nothing has happened.” I said, “I 

see. Well, what did you think was going to happen?” And he said, “I 

don’t know, but something should have happened by now – other 

people are having experiences, but nothing has happened to me. I 

don’t want to keep meditating if nothing is going to happen!” 

Actually, something was happening, but it probably wasn’t what he 

expected! What was happening was that he was getting a chance to 

see how his mind worked, to see attitudes in his mind that he might 

not normally recognize. For example, having fantasies – because the 

people in this course were supposed to keep silence, not talking to 

each other, so there’s no way he could know what was happening to 

the other people (and I doubt that he had clairvoyance, the ability to 
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read other peoples’ minds.) So, he was imagining that everybody else 

was doing really well in their meditation, having incredible 

experiences, and he was the only one that wasn’t. I think we all do 

this sometimes – have fantasies about other people. For example, we 

see somebody meditating, looking very still, very peaceful, and we 

think, “Wow, that person is really doing well, he must be almost 

enlightened.” But how can we know? Maybe he’s sitting there 

thinking about pizza or thinking about his girlfriend and what he’s 

going to say to her when they meet again. But we do that, we 

fantasize that other people are doing things; other people are having 

experiences, but we are not. That’s complete fantasy, we don’t know 

what’s going on in other people’s minds. And we shouldn’t even 

bother; it’s none of our business. We shouldn’t be thinking about 

what other people are doing. Our business is working on our own 

mind. 

This is what happens in meditation. We get a chance to see our 

mind, to see the kind of crazy things that go on in our mind, the 

fantasies, the expectations, the desires, the ego, all this kind of stuff. 

It’s really fascinating. Meditation is so interesting, much more 

interesting than watching movies or TV. Just watching our own 

mind. There is just so much to learn about our mind, so many layers, 

it’s like an onion. You peel away one layer and underneath there is 

another one. Then you peel away that one and then another, and 

another. The mind has many, many layers. There are always new 

things to find out about our mind. That’s what we need to do: we 

need to look at our mind and to come to understand our mind. 

Without understanding it then we won’t know what work we have to 

do. So, meditation gives us a chance to look at our mind and 

recognize the unrealistic, unwise and deluded aspects of our mind 

that need to be transformed. 

So, try not to have expectations about achieving something or 

experiencing something. Sometimes we can have a good session of 

meditation – we are able to sit very still, our mind gets very calm and 

quiet and peaceful, we might even feel bliss, and then we might think, 
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“Finally, I’ve achieved something, and this is how it’s going to be 

from now on.” Then the next meditation session is horrible – you 

can’t sit still, your body is full of aches and pains, and your mind is in 

a horrible state, full of angry thoughts or totally crazy. And you 

wonder, “Why? What went wrong?” 

 

ACCEPTING WHAT HAPPENS 

It’s easy to think when we get some nice experience that after that it’s 

just going to get better and better, but that’s not necessarily true. 

Sometimes we can have wonderful experiences, wonderful 

meditations, and then the next time we meditate it can be terrible. 

Actually, we shouldn’t even judge our meditation. It’s not even right 

to judge and say, “Oh, that was a good one or that was a bad one.” 

That’s not helpful at all. It’s better to just do it and accept whatever 

happens. If you have a wonderful experience, or if you have a horrible 

experience, it doesn’t matter, just accept it. 

There is one American Vipassana teacher, Joseph Goldstein, who 

was one of the first Western people to learn meditation in India and 

then teach it in the West. In one of his books, he tells the story that 

one time he was in India and doing a lot of meditation, many hours 

every day, and he got to the point where every time he sat down to 

meditate, he felt as though his body dissolved into light. So, he felt 

just totally light and blissful every time he meditated. And then he 

had to go back to America for some reason, and when he finished his 

business, he went back to India. Again, he started meditating a lot, 

and he had the expectation that he would experience the same thing 

he had experienced before, this blissful light body. And he found that 

instead, his body felt like a painful mass of twisted steel, horrible. 

Then he kept trying to get back to that experience of his body 

dissolving into blissful light, but it didn’t happen. He said he spent 

two years meditating, trying to get back to that experience and it 

didn’t happen. Finally, he realized, “That’s not the point.” The point 

of meditation is not to get back to some experience you had before, to 

get some wonderful blissful experience. The point is to be with 
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whatever is happening and learn to deal with whatever is happening 

in this moment. So, he said it took him two years to learn that. 

Hopefully, we can learn that without having to spend so much 

time, but it is hard. It’s hard to have a wonderful experience in 

meditation and then not want that or expect that to happen again 

and again. It’s very difficult, but it happens. That’s how it is. Really 

the point is not to have fantastic experiences in meditation, the point 

is to deal with our mind. To deal with whatever is happening in our 

mind at any given time. 

Now we are just starting to learn about meditation. But in the 

teachings of Buddha there is so much wisdom, so much excellent 

advice about how to deal with your mind, how to deal with whatever 

is going on in your mind. It’s all there in Buddha’s teachings. If we 

are willing to spend time studying and practicing, then we’ll learn all 

these things and we’ll be able to use them in working on our mind. 

So, we should try not to have expectations and instead just do our 

practice, do the best we can. Be happy with how it goes, whether our 

mind is in a wonderful state and really concentrated or in a bad state, 

restless, agitated and so on. Just feel, “Okay, I’m doing my practice. 

I’m doing the best I can and that’s good enough.” And try not to have a 

judgmental attitude, “Oh that was a good one,” and “That was a bad 

one,” and “I want to do more of that,” and “I don’t want that 

anymore.” Just do your best and accept whatever happens, because 

we are not in control of our mind. We don’t have control over our 

mind. Also, we can be affected by other conditions – the weather, the 

stars, the environment, our health. There’s lots of other conditions 

that could affect what happens in our mind and in our meditation. 

 

AVOIDING JUDGMENT AND DISCOURAGEMENT 

If we can avoid judging ourselves and the quality of our meditation, 

then that will help us to avoid problems such as discouragement, 

which is another thing that can happen sometimes. It ties in with 

having expectations, because if we expect to have certain experiences 

in meditation, if we expect to get to a certain point in our practice at a 
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certain time, giving ourselves a deadline – like, “By the year 2023, I 

should have achieved such and such level” – if we have that kind of 

attitude then we might end up being discouraged, because it probably 

won’t happen. We probably won’t achieve what we wish, what we 

expect. Then we may get discouraged and think, “Oh, I can’t do it; I 

am not capable of doing it.” Or we might blame meditation, 

“Meditation is useless, Buddha was wrong, all these teachers are 

wrong, it’s no good.” It happens. People do give up, which is very sad. 

They give up because they have unrealistic expectations of 

themselves and of their practice. So, this is quite important to 

understand. 

 

UNUSUAL EXPERIENCES  

Another thing that can happen in meditation is that we can 

sometimes have unusual experiences. Sometimes these might be 

rather disturbing or unpleasant. Sometimes they can be very 

wonderful and pleasant. What we need to do is to learn to have an 

attitude of equanimity about these experiences. Otherwise, when 

there is some unpleasant experience, some image in your mind that’s 

really ugly or frightening, or some feeling that comes up that’s 

horrible like really strong anger, or some sensation in your body that 

is really unpleasant – our usual reaction is to feel, “This is bad. I 

don’t like this.” We feel aversion. We might even feel fear: “What is 

happening to me?” 

I was in Singapore for many years and people there believe in 

spirits and the possibility of being possessed by spirits. I found that 

people there think that if something strange happens in their 

meditation, that it could be a spirit who is trying to harm or possess 

them. I don’t know if people here would feel that way; here in the 

West we might think it’s some person who is putting this ugly 

thought or this ugly image into my mind. We might not blame spirits, 

we might blame another person, like the person sitting next to you. 

“He’s dumping all his garbage on me. I better go and sit somewhere 

else.” But in fact, that is not possible – no one can put thoughts or 
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images in our mind – they are coming from within our own mind, 

not from outside. 

We should try to avoid feeling frightened and feeling aversion. 

Instead, see this image or feeling or experience as like another cloud 

in the sky – it’s just a mental phenomenon, just something 

happening in your mind. It comes and goes. It’s not permanent. It’s 

not solid. It’s like a cloud. Just notice it, and let it go. Don’t let your 

mind get all caught up in fear. If there is fear, notice that also. There 

is fear in my mind, that’s another cloud, let it go. If there is aversion, 

that’s another cloud, let it go. So just pay attention, notice what’s 

happening and don’t get into it. Don’t get involved in it, because if we 

do get caught up in feeling fear or feeling aversion, we actually give 

more energy, more power to this feeling or image and that will make 

it harder to go away. Then we can become obsessed with it. It’s a kind 

of negative attachment and we can’t let it go. Just let it go and it will 

go. You may wonder, “Why is this happening in my mind?” If you can 

believe in past lives and karma, in our past lives we did so many 

actions that left karmic imprints in our mind, and these came with 

our mind into this life. So, this is just some karmic imprint from the 

past ripening and causing this to happen. You don’t have to get into a 

big analysis of it. Just say, “This is some karma from the past,” and 

let it go. Just ignore it and it will go. 

 

DEVELOPING AN ATTITUDE OF EQUANIMITY  

On the other hand, we may sometimes experience beautiful images 

or feelings or physical sensations in our body. And the tendency is to 

become attached to those. “I like this, and I want this to continue, 

and I don’t want it to go away.” When it’s really fantastic, we might 

think, “Wow, I want to tell all my friends about this, I want to tell my 

teacher about this. This is great, something wonderful is happening 

to me.” 

Again, that’s not helpful. We should have the attitude that this is 

only something in our mind. Let it go like a cloud. It’s some good 

karmic imprint that’s ripening, but it’s not permanent, it’s not going 
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to last. Even if you try to hang on to it, it’s not going to last. So just 

see it as another experience that comes and goes, another cloud in 

the mind. 

Try to have the attitude of equanimity which means you are 

neither attached to the beautiful things nor do you have aversion, 

fear or rejection towards the unpleasant things. Whatever happens in 

your mind, whatever comes up, whatever kind of thought, image, 

memory, feeling, emotion, physical feeling, whatever happens when 

you meditate; don’t be attached, don’t have aversion or fear. Just see 

it as some phenomenon happening in the mind. Let it come, let it go, 

like a cloud. It’s easy to say that, but it can be quite difficult to do – so 

just try to remember that, practice it, and the more we get familiar 

with the attitude of equanimity, the easier it will become. 

 

PHYSICAL PAIN AND DISCOMFORT 

Another problem that can happen in meditation is physical pain or 

discomfort. There are different things we can do with regard to pain. 

We have to be careful if the pain is actually due to some injury or due 

to forcing ourselves to sit in a position that’s not right for us or to sit 

longer than we’re really comfortable with. It could happen that by 

forcing or pushing yourself, you might end up damaging your body. 

Somebody asked this question recently in a meditation course that I 

was teaching: Can you injure yourself doing meditation? I’d never 

heard anyone ask that question, so I wasn’t sure. There was a 

physiotherapist there and I asked her. She said she didn’t think so. 

But she said that if people are concerned about that, then if they are 

sitting for a long time, like more than an hour, they can move the 

body sometimes – just stretch out the legs for a few minutes, once 

every half-hour or hour or so. 

So, if you are feeling pain that could be due to forcing yourself to 

sit too long in the same position, it might be good to change your 

position sometimes, and that’s okay to do. In the Tibetan tradition 

there is no rule that says you can’t move when you meditate, that you 

have to sit like a statue, and if you move, somebody is going to come 
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and hit you with a stick. We don’t have that in our tradition, and in 

fact, my teachers usually say it’s important to be comfortable and it’s 

okay to move because what we are really trying to do is to work on 

our mind and not our body. It’s okay to change your position if it 

becomes too painful, too uncomfortable and that becomes a 

distraction to your meditation. But if you do need to change your 

position, do so quietly and gently, especially if you are sitting with 

other people. It’s best not to disturb them or to make a lot of noise or 

to do anything to disturb the people around you, so do it quietly. 

 

EXPLORING PAIN  

It’s also useful to just explore pain. It’s quite common that we have 

aversion to pain, and we constantly do things to avoid experiencing 

pain, to avoid anything that is uncomfortable and painful. And we 

never give ourselves a chance to just explore pain and understand it, 

and also understand our own mind and the way we react to pain. 

Often, we have the feeling we can’t stand a feeling of pain or being 

cold or hungry. Our tendency is that as soon as we feel hungry, we 

have to immediately go and get something to eat. As soon as we feel 

tired, we have to lie down and sleep. As soon as we feel pain, we have 

to stop it. In actual fact, the feeling of pain or cold or hunger isn’t 

really that bad and unbearable, and we could put up with it. But we 

just react too quickly. 

Often the problem isn’t so much the pain and the discomfort, but 

it’s our mind. It’s the way we deal with it. The mind is saying, “I don’t 

like this, I don’t want this, I have to stop this, it’s unbearable, I can’t 

stand it.” So, it’s more the mind, the thoughts, the mental response to 

the experience that is the problem rather than the experience itself. 

The same can be true for hunger. Often when you go on a 

Buddhist retreat there are certain periods where you have to fast. You 

may have to fast for half a day or even for a whole day. We’re so used 

to eating whenever we feel like eating that we don’t allow ourselves to 

just experience hunger and to learn to put up with hunger. Actually, 

we can. It’s just that we don’t want to. Our mind makes a big deal, a  
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big fuss. “I’m hungry, I don’t want to be hungry, I want to eat 

something.”  

But we can put up with it. It can be useful to just look at what’s 

going on, to look at the actual experience that’s happening, the 

physical pain or the cold or the hunger or whatever it is, and then 

look what our mind is doing. And recognize that the problem is really 

our mind, not what’s going on in our body. The problem is our mind, 

saying, “I don’t want it, I don’t like it, I’m going to make it stop.” It’s 

like a little child, in a way. As soon as she gets a little cut, she starts 

crying. She doesn’t want to have that little bit of pain. 

 

PUTTING UP WITH DISCOMFORT  

It can be very useful to learn to put up with physical discomfort. 

Maybe one day we won’t have any choice. We won’t be able to stop 

the pain. We might fall down a cliff in an isolated place and injure 

ourselves and there’s nobody around to help us. No painkillers to 

stop the pain. So it can be very useful to learn to extend our level of 

tolerance of physical pain and physical discomfort. When you feel 

some pain, maybe you don’t immediately move to stop it. Just spend 

some time looking at your mind and what’s going on.  

What we can learn by doing that is that the pain is not a solid and 

permanent thing. It may seem like that, so heavy and solid. But if you 

watch it and explore it, you see that it actually comes and goes. 

Sometimes it’s stronger, sometimes it’s less strong, sometimes it 

disappears, and then it comes back. We can actually see that it’s 

changing and impermanent. Again, it’s another cloud, it’s just some 

experience happening, which isn’t solid and permanent. By doing this 

we can learn to be less caught up in our usual reactions of feeling 

aversion to pain and discomfort: wanting to stop it, trying whatever 

we can to stop it, feeling we can’t put up with it, when maybe we can. 

That’s a very useful exercise. 

 

EXPLAINING THE PURIFICATION MEDITATION  

So now we are going to do a kind of purification meditation. This 
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meditation was taught by Lama Zopa Rinpoche. It’s a very, very 

simple one that involves using the breath. Breathing and focusing on 

the breath. And with each inhalation we visualize breathing in pure 

blissful light, and we think that this light represents all positive 

qualities like love and compassion. If you feel comfortable with the 

idea of Buddha and enlightened beings, then you can think that their 

qualities, their love, compassion, wisdom and so on is in the form of 

this light. If you are not so comfortable with thinking of buddhas, you 

can just think of the universe, and the good energy that exists in the 

universe. Love, kindness, compassion, wisdom – all of these 

qualities. So all that good energy appears in the form of blissful, pure 

light. And you are breathing that in. You imagine that going into your 

body and filling your body completely, going into all the cells and 

atoms and tiny particles of your body. So, with each breath, you 

become more and more filled with this blissful light and with the 

qualities it represents. 

Then with each exhalation, we imagine that we send out our 

negative energy. Our anger, fear, selfishness, pride, problems, 

depression, our worries, our ego, whatever we’re hung up on, 

whatever thoughts and emotions and problems that we have, that are 

disturbing to us and disturbing to others. So imagine all this stuff in 

the form of dark smoke or pollution – when we breath it out, it goes 

out of the body. And when it goes out, it just disappears. Don’t think 

you are polluting the environment; you are sending out all this 

negative energy which pollutes the environment and harms others. 

Don’t think like that because actually, all this negative energy doesn’t 

really exist, it’s not real. It’s not something permanent and solid, it’s 

just in our mind. So imagine breathing it out and then it just 

disappears. Don’t think about it anymore, it’s gone. 

So that is what’s involved in this meditation – breathing in the 

pure white light of positive energy and breathing out the dark smoke 

and pollution of negative energy. 

Now do Meditation Four, Purification Meditation. 
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8. MEDITATION FOUR: PURIFICATION 
MEDITATION 
 
 
 
Arrange your body in the most comfortable and conducive position 

for meditation and relax your body. Let go of any tension you might 

have, but still keep your back straight which helps the mind to be 

clear and focused. 

Generate a positive motivation to do the meditation. 

Be aware of the breath as it comes and goes out of the nostrils. 

Just like the doorway or the gateway of the breath, going in and out 

of our body. 

Imagine that as you breathe in, you take in very pure and blissful 

light, and think of it as white in color, the color of purity. This light 

represents all the good energy and positive qualities that exist in the 

universe. If you can accept the existence of enlightened beings, then 

these are the qualities within their minds: perfect unconditional love 

for all beings; universal compassion for all beings; wisdom that 

understands the way things are and is completely unconfused; 

courage — being without any fear, especially in regard to helping 

others, no matter what has to be done to help others, being very 

skillful in knowing how to help each person according to their mind 

and their needs. 

You can think of other positive qualities that you would like to 

develop within yourself. Think that those qualities are in the form of 

this light. Imagine breathing it in again, and when it comes into your 

body, it flows to all the parts of your body, going all the way down to 

your toes, fingertips and filling every tiny part of your body, down to 

the cells, the atoms, the subatomic particles. 

Just spend some time doing that; breathing in the white light, 

letting it fill your body. Think of the light as being healing, having the 

quality of healing you, healing whatever pain, problems, sickness you  
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might have in your body and mind. This light can heal all those 

things. 

Have a feeling that this is really happening, that there really is this 

blissful clear light coming into you and filling you. 

Be content with whatever visualization comes to you and feel that 

it is really happening. There really is light coming in and filling you. 

Your body becomes very light and clear and relaxed. The nature of 

the light is very blissful, very nice, so that feeling fills you up. 

Continue to visualize the white light coming in when you inhale. 

Now begin to visualize dark smoke or pollution going out of your 

body when you exhale. This smoke or pollution is whatever problems 

that you may have: sickness, pain, physical problems, discomfort; but 

more importantly, aspects of your mind that are problematic — 

negative aspects of the mind: anger, pride, selfishness and so on. 

Anything in your mind that makes you unhappy or disturbed. The 

negative karma you’ve created in the past, the imprints of those 

actions. Anything that is negative in your body and mind, imagine 

that going out of you when you breathe out, in the form of this dark 

smoke. 

And then it disappears into space, and it doesn’t go anywhere or 

pollute or disturb anything, it just becomes non-existent. 

Continue to meditate like this, visualizing the white light coming 

in and the dark smoke going out. Your body and mind become more 

and more clear and pure and blissful and free of all the problems and 

negativities. 

Now to conclude the meditation, dedicate the effort you put into 

doing this meditation and whatever positive energy that was 

generated, to benefit not just yourself but others as well, as many 

other beings as possible. May it bring greater peace, happiness, 

clarity, positive energy and freedom from suffering and problems for 

as many other beings as possible. 
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9. SESSION FIVE  
 

 

 

MOTIVATION  

Let’s start this session by doing a few minutes of meditation on the 

breath to bring our minds to a more calm, peaceful state, and 

generate a positive motivation for being here and practicing.  

So, sit comfortably with the back straight, shoulders relaxed, eyes 

closed or left open a little bit, and let your body settle down and relax 

in this position. Breathe naturally. Let the breath be a natural 

rhythm. 

Let your mind settle down by putting aside or letting go of any 

other thoughts that you may have about the past or the future, or any 

other place, or other people. Just let your mind be in the present, 

right here, right now. Be aware of the breath coming in and going 

out. That can help to settle the mind in the present. 

Spend a few more minutes looking at your mind and asking 

yourself why you are here. What’s your reason for coming here? If 

you find that you don’t really have a clear idea about why you are 

here, then see if you can develop a positive motivation. For example, 

wanting to learn something that will be of benefit to yourself and to 

others, to help you to be more open and less confused, more 

compassionate and kind, less angry and hurtful and so on. Bring into 

your mind some kind of positive motivation as your reason for being 

here. 

 

DEALING WITH OTHER OBSTACLES IN MEDITATION  

I would like to talk about some of the other problems or obstacles 

that might occur when we try to meditate, and some suggestions as to 

what we can do about these. Previously, I talked about one method 

that can be useful to deal with disturbing thoughts – the idea that the 

mind is like the sky, and thoughts and emotions are like clouds that 

are not permanently there in the mind but come and go, arise and 
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pass away. That’s a general method we can use with any kind of 

thoughts or disturbing emotions or distractions that might arise 

when we are meditating – to see these as just temporary occurrences 

in the mind, things that come and go and are not permanent. If we 

take them too seriously and let ourselves get involved in them, 

feeding them, giving them energy, then they will stay longer in the 

mind. If we can just notice them and ignore them, the way we ignore 

external noise, then they will go. 

 

UNRESOLVED PROBLEMS 

But sometimes, something can come up in our meditation which is 

rather strong, a powerful feeling, emotion or memory, or an 

unresolved problem from the past. It could also be something from 

the present, like a problem that’s happening in our life right now. We 

can try to see it as being like a cloud and let go of it, but it may be 

difficult to let it go – it may keep coming back – because it’s too 

strong and powerful. In my own experience, in working with my 

mind and trying to meditate, I find that when these kinds of things 

come up it is sometimes a good time to look at them. They may be 

problems from the past or the present that need to be dealt with and 

resolved. And sometimes we have the tendency to want to push 

things aside, ignore them and forget about them. Doing that isn’t 

helpful. They don’t get solved – they don’t go away. They just keep 

coming back again and again, and so meditation can be a really 

useful time to look at those problems and deal with them. 

An analogy might be helpful to understand this. If you see a child 

that’s crying, you can say to the child, “Be quiet, stop crying.” The 

child may quiet down and stop crying, but it may not. It may 

continue crying. And if you say to the child, “Well, go away and come 

back after two hours and then I will take care of you,” that may not be 

the best way of dealing with it. If a child is crying it probably has a 

reason. It probably needs something – something is wrong that 

needs to be taken care of and that needs to be done right now. We 

need to put aside what we are doing and try to find out what’s wrong, 
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why the child is crying and then try to take care of it. 

It’s similar to what can happen in our mind. Our mind is like a 

child and sometimes it cries. Sometimes it has a problem that needs 

to be dealt with and if you try to push it aside it doesn’t really work. If 

it’s happening right now, a strong feeling coming up right now, 

maybe now is the time to look at it and try to understand what it is 

and find a solution. For example, you might realize that you’re upset 

with somebody. It could be a family member or friend or somebody 

you work with. And maybe you’ve been upset for a whole day or even 

a week, but you’ve just tried to ignore it and keep yourself busy doing 

other things. Then when you’re meditating, feelings of hurt, or anger, 

or disappointment come up. Lots of different feelings can come up. 

So, it’s important at some point in time to look at this situation 

and try to come to some resolution, so that you can get beyond it. 

One thing you could do is to say to yourself, “Right now I’m 

meditating on something else – I’m meditating on the Buddha, or I’m 

meditating on impermanence, so I am not going to deal with that 

now. I realize there’s a problem that I need to look at and work on, 

but I will do it later after I finish with my meditation. I’ll make some 

time later to think about that problem and deal with it.” That’s one 

thing you can do, just postpone dealing with it until a later time. But 

again, sometimes that doesn’t work because the problem is too 

strong, it won’t go away; it doesn’t want to wait, it needs to be looked 

at right now, just like the child crying. 

 

DEALING WITH IT NOW 

So sometimes, right now is the time to look at the problem. You can 

put aside your meditation object for a while and spend some time 

trying to work with this problem – you can bring in whatever 

understanding you have about the mind and emotions, and about the 

spiritual teachings that teach us how to work on our mind. And you 

can bring in any other knowledge or resources you might have to try 

to understand this problem and find a solution to it. 
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The point is not to get all caught up in the problem and become 

involved in it. That would be like a mother who is trying to help her 

child and then she starts crying too. If she gets caught up in the 

child’s problem and gets angry and cries, then she’s not going to be 

very helpful. You have to be able to stay objective and cool and calm 

and be able to use your intelligence to understand what the child 

needs and what is the best way to help him. It’s the same way when 

we’re working on a problem in our meditation – we need to have 

some distance from the problem. We need to be able to step back 

from it and look at it objectively. Okay, this is the problem, let’s try to 

understand what it’s all about and what I can do about it. How can I 

solve this problem? We might be able to do that quite easily with 

whatever knowledge and experience we have and be able to find a 

solution. Or we may not be able to do that, but we can at least realize 

that we need to do other things. For example, maybe we need to learn 

more about anger. If we realize we are really angry and we want to 

change our anger into something more positive, then we need to 

learn more about how to do that. 

There are resources that teach us how to do that. For example, 

there is a book by His Holiness the Dalai Lama called Healing Anger, 

and it’s full of methods for working with anger. And there are other 

books that contain information on how to work with anger. So, we 

might come to the conclusion that that’s what we need to do – we 

need to learn more about anger and how to work with anger. If you 

have access to a teacher, you can go to your teacher for advice about 

the problem. Or if you don’t have a teacher, you may have friends 

who are more knowledgeable and more experienced than you are in 

meditation. So, you can go to them and ask their advice or go and see 

a therapist. 

Sometimes a problem can be quite complex and may take a long 

time to work on. Maybe many years. Maybe our whole life – to be 

able to get beyond a particular problem and solve it. But that’s okay, 

however long it takes. You just do the best you can. 
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OBSTACLES TO CONCENTRATION  

Now I’d like to go through a list of five obstacles to concentration and 

some antidotes that we can use to deal with them. This explanation 

comes from teachings on the bodhisattva vows. One of the 

bodhisattva vows has to do with working on overcoming these five 

obstacles to concentration. I think some of this information could be 

very helpful for us as well. 

 

EXCITEMENT AND REGRET 

The first of the five is excitement and regret. Excitement is when our 

mind becomes distracted by memories from the past – pleasant 

experiences that we’ve had in the past that we want to re-experience 

and relive. This may sound familiar. You may have already noticed 

this happening in your mind. It happens a lot – memories of things 

we did in the past, or movies that we saw, or music that we heard, or 

delicious food that we’ve eaten, and beautiful places that we’ve 

travelled to, experiences we’ve had in our relationships, or love 

affairs. All kinds of things from the past can come up, and our mind 

becomes distracted by them, and it’s no longer concentrated. 

We can use the method I explained earlier, where we see these as 

like clouds, not permanent things in our mind, but as mental events 

that come and go. This way, we might be able to let go of them. But 

that may be difficult to do because of attachment. We’re usually very 

attached to these pleasant memories and experiences, and we don’t 

really want to let go of them.  

So, it might be useful if we try to understand why we are so 

attached to our memories. What’s the reason we don’t want to let go 

of these and want to continue thinking about them again and again? 

Also, we can ask ourselves is this really useful to keep thinking about 

the same things over and over again, like playing a tape? What 

benefit is there? Does this help me to be a better person? It can be 

useful to analyze why this is happening and ask is this really what we 

want to be doing with our time, with our life?  
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And one thing that should be helpful too is to realize that when we 

have attachment in our mind, one quality of attachment is that it 

tends to exaggerate things and makes them feel much more pleasant 

than they really are. For example, maybe you went to some beautiful 

place, and you have a memory of this place being wonderful. You had 

a very good time there and you think I’d really like to go back there 

and have another wonderful experience there. And so, then you do – 

one day you do go back to that place but somehow it’s not the same. 

It could be that they have actually changed things. But maybe the 

place hasn’t changed, maybe your mind has changed, and you’re not 

in the same state of mind now as you were then. So, then you don’t 

enjoy this place as much as you did the first time. You have a memory 

of this place being so wonderful, but when you go back there you kind 

of wonder, well, why did I think that way? This place isn’t really that 

great and maybe it wasn’t that great the first time. This is what our 

mind does. When we have attachment for something, our mind tends 

to focus on certain good things about the object we’re attached to and 

then make them much bigger and better than they are. And we tend 

to overlook or ignore anything that isn’t good. Attachment causes our 

mind to be selective. We only focus on certain things and think 

they’re wonderful. Our mind exaggerates them and then doesn’t 

focus on things that aren’t so good. 

It can be useful to realize that our memories may not be that 

reliable. Maybe we didn’t have such a good time, maybe we weren’t 

really that happy, maybe that place wasn’t so fantastic, or that food 

that we ate wasn’t really that great, or that person wasn’t that great. 

But our mind makes this object into something much more than it 

really is, trying to get some pleasure from it. If we can do that kind of 

analysis, it can be helpful. 

And another thing is to realize that the past is the past and it 

cannot be relived. So even if there was a wonderful experience, it’s 

gone. You cannot relive or regain that experience. Just leave it in the 

past and be happy that you had that experience. I am not saying that 

we should discredit our past experiences. But there is not really much 
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point to keep thinking about them, to keep going through them again 

and again, especially if we’re trying to meditate. We’re trying to 

develop concentration, to develop good qualities in the mind, and 

there is so much we can do with our mind that’s very beneficial 

instead of spending our time dwelling on memories of the past. It’s 

not such a wise use of our time. 

 

REMEDY FOR ATTACHMENT 

It’s said in the teachings that the best remedy for attachment is 

actually impermanence. And we’ll do a meditation on impermanence 

so that you can see what that is all about and how that can be helpful. 

Impermanence means things change. Things are subject to change, 

and this is the nature of everything we deal with. Our own bodies, our 

mind, people, all these things around us, the world itself, planet earth 

– the sun, the moon, the stars, the sky – all are impermanent and 

changing all the time. 

The Buddha said that all produced things (that is, things that 

come from causes and conditions, which includes just about 

everything we perceive and deal with,) do not stay the same from one 

moment to the next. They are changing every moment. And this isn’t 

just because Buddha said so. This isn’t just a philosophical thing, it’s 

a scientific reality. We don’t normally see things as changing. We 

tend to see things as if they stay the same, and do not change; that 

they will always be there, somehow solid and permanent. So, to 

realize the impermanent, changing nature of things can be very 

helpful for us not to be so attached, and to be able to let go of things. 

They are not permanent and trying to hold on to them isn’t going to 

make them permanent. It’s only going to make us frustrated and 

disappointed when they do change or go out of existence. So, it’s 

much better to have a realistic view, understanding that they are 

impermanent, accepting that and letting go of things. This isn’t 

something that will happen immediately. But the more you become 

familiar with the impermanent nature of things, the more it can help 

you to accept changes when they do happen. 
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As an example of this – one time I was living in Los Angeles. We 

had a small meditation group, and we met each week and meditated 

together on different aspects of Buddhist teachings. We talked about 

impermanence and meditated on impermanence. In some places in 

Los Angeles, like Beverly Hills, people build houses on the side of 

hills, which is not stable. The earth isn’t very solid or stable. When 

there are storms and very heavy rain, sometimes the houses crack or 

fall down. That happened with one of the members of the group – his 

house collapsed. After it happened, he came to the group and told us 

about this and said, “You know, I didn’t get upset because we had 

been talking about impermanence and meditating on impermanence, 

so when this happened, I just thought, well, that’s impermanence.” 

But his wife – who hadn’t been coming to the group and hadn’t done 

any meditation on impermanence – she was pretty upset. So it can be 

helpful to make ourselves familiar with impermanence. Then we can 

be more accepting when this kind of thing happens in our life, and we 

have a head-on collision with impermanence. 

 

REGRET 

The other part of this first obstacle to concentration is regret, and 

this is when we remember past things that we feel regret about. For 

example, we may remember some bad thing we did or some mistake 

we made. It’s an unpleasant memory, and we tend to feel very 

disturbed about it, and sometimes we might even get obsessed, 

thinking, “I did that horrible thing and I’m so bad.” Then we get 

caught up in feelings of guilt. This is another thing that our mind can 

become disturbed and distracted by when we try to meditate. 

Actually, this kind of regret is a good thing. It’s good to recognize 

things that we have done which were mistaken or harmful, or which 

disturbed other people, and created bad karma. It’s good to recognize 

that and feel a sense of regret – not guilt. The healthy kind of regret 

which I’m saying is a good thing isn’t guilt, but rather it’s a kind of 

intelligent recognition that something we have done was wrong, was 

mistaken. And it’s based on understanding karma, understanding 
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that the actions that we do bring about results that will be 

experienced by ourselves. We’re creating our own experiences by the 

actions that we do. If we do something wrong or harmful, we’re 

actually creating problems and suffering for ourselves. And we don’t 

want problems. Who wants problems? 

So, realizing that, we wish we hadn’t done that, it was a dumb 

thing to do – and that’s regret. It’s no good to become obsessed and 

keep thinking over and over again about these things we’ve done. 

Rather, what we can do is a practice in the Buddhist tradition called 

purification. 

 

PURIFICATION – THE FOUR POWERS 

Purification is something we can do to clear up the bad actions or 

negative karma that we’ve done in the past. So we don’t have to 

experience the sufferings and problems that would come otherwise. 

I’ll just mention this briefly now but it’s something you’ll probably 

learn about later.  

There are four steps in the process of doing purification 

called the Four Powers. And regret is the first of those four 

– you realize you did something that was a mistake and created bad 

karma, and you want to do something about that and purify it. 

The second power is reliance, and this has two aspects – 

the first is taking refuge. For a Buddhist, refuge is a sense of 

relying on the Buddha and his teachings and those who are following 

his teachings. It’s putting ourselves under the guidance and care of 

the Buddha, his teachings and followers. If someone is not a 

Buddhist, refuge could mean renewing whatever sense of spiritual 

practice or spiritual commitment you have in your own tradition or 

path, which usually involves some kind of ethics. You avoid doing 

bad things and do good things. There is always a system of ethics in 

any religious tradition. When we do something negative, it is like 

falling off the path or falling down by the wayside, and taking refuge 

is like picking ourselves up and getting ourselves back on track, back 

on the path that we feel some kind of commitment to. 
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If you are not a follower of any particular religious or spiritual 

tradition, you might have your own system of ethics, your own ideas 

about what you want to do with your life and what’s meaningful to 

you. You need to put yourself back on track and renew your 

commitment to your spiritual goal, your spiritual practices and 

spiritual life. That’s what is meant by refuge. 

The second aspect of the power of reliance is generating 

compassion. When we do negative things most of the time it’s in 

relation to others – we do things that are harmful and disturbing to 

others. That means we weren’t compassionate. We weren’t caring 

and considerate and compassionate to those people or beings, but 

instead we hurt them. And so, we need to renew that sense of 

compassion – not wanting to hurt others or be a source of problems 

and suffering for others, but wanting to help others as much as we 

can. 

The third power is sometimes called the remedy or 

antidote. And this is when we do something positive to counteract 

the negative thing we’ve done, to create some good karma and 

balance things out. There are a lot of different things you can do here 

– meditation, reciting prayers, reading spiritual texts. Doing 

something that will be helpful to others who are less fortunate, who 

are needy – giving food, giving money or actually helping out where 

help is needed. Almost any good thing we do, any positive, helpful 

thing can be used as this third power of remedy. 

And the fourth power is resolution. That’s where we make 

some kind of resolution for the future to either never do that action 

again – if we can make such a commitment – or, if that is not 

possible, then we can make a more short-term resolution. For 

example, for the next hour I’m not going to get angry and yell at my 

kids. That may be more realistic than to say I will never again get 

angry and yell at my kids. You wouldn’t be able to keep that. 

So, we can make some kind of short-term resolution, even five 

minutes or one hour. And then gradually if we get used to not doing 

that thing for a limited period of time we can increase the amount of 
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time, maybe to half a day and then a whole day. In other words, we 

are getting familiar with refraining from that particular behavior. 

Instead of increasing and strengthening the habit, doing it again and 

again, we’re trying to go against that and do it less and less. And we 

need to have some kind of resolution about that, to refrain from 

doing it again. 

By doing these four powers, we can purify any negative action 

we’ve done, even something really horrible like killing somebody. 

There is nothing that can’t be purified. 

And so, this is a positive way of dealing with regret. When we 

remember something we’ve done in the past that was negative then 

we can do something positive about it. We can purify and then let it 

go, rather than thinking about it again and again. Worrying and 

feeling guilty just makes the mind disturbed. Remind yourself that 

the past is past, and we can’t change the past. So we made a mistake, 

we can’t change that – we can’t go back and do it again. But we can 

change ourselves from now on. Now that we’ve realized the mistake 

we made, we can try to do things in a better way. Even if we can’t stop 

doing that thing altogether, at least we can try to do it less, and 

eventually we can get to the point where we don’t do it any more at 

all, we are free of that. 

If the memory does keep coming back even if you’ve done some 

purification, just think this is like a cloud. This is just a thought in my 

mind. Let it go and bring your mind back to the meditation. 

 

DULLNESS AND SLEEPINESS 

The second obstacle to concentration is dullness and sleepiness. I 

spoke previously about sleepiness and things we can do to wake up 

and make ourselves more alert. So I’m not going to repeat those. 

Dullness is not quite the same as sleepiness. We don’t completely 

fall asleep, but our mind becomes kind of dull and dark – not clear 

and alert. One remedy to that is to think of light, and to visualize 

light. It’s just like when the room is dark, and we can’t see anything. 

If we turn on the light, the darkness goes away and the room 
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becomes bright and clear, and we can see things clearly. So if we 

visualize light and imagine turning on light in our mind, that can be a 

helpful method to clear away this kind of dull, dark state. 

Another remedy recommended in the teachings is to bring to 

mind something that will help you become happy and enthusiastic, 

because dullness can be associated with a lack of enthusiasm and joy 

– and even depression. So, if we can think of something that will 

make us feel more joyful, happy, and enthusiastic then that can help 

us get out of this state. One thing that could be helpful is thinking 

about buddha-nature – the idea that our mind is basically clear and 

pure and has the incredible potential to be free of everything that is 

negative and disturbing. All of that can be cleared away. We can get 

beyond it. We can be free of it and develop our potential to be fully 

aware, awake, loving, compassionate and beneficial to others. The 

more you learn about enlightenment and what it means to be a 

buddha, the more you can understand what is possible for you, the 

potential you have to become enlightened. This mind right now may 

be very dull and dark, but it has incredible potential that can be 

developed. So spending a few minutes thinking about that can help 

you get out of the dull or dark state.  

It can also be helpful to think about the preciousness of your 

human life, which is also tied in with realizing the potential that we 

have. It’s useful to look at the good conditions that we have in our life 

compared with other people and other beings. If we realize that not 

everybody has such good conditions, that can help us feel more 

appreciative and joyful and happy. 

 

DEALING WITH DEPRESSION  

Meditating on appreciating our human life can be an antidote for 

depression, if we ever find ourselves feeling depressed. People can be 

depressed for different reasons, but in some cases, depression can 

happen because our mind is focused on the negative aspects of 

ourselves and our life. Looking only at the bad things and ignoring 

the good things. Even though we want to be happy, our mind works 
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in a way that makes us unhappy. If you are suffering from that kind 

of depression and you can see that this is what is happening, it can be 

very useful to remind yourself of the good things you have – your 

potential and the good conditions you have in your life. Especially 

compared with other people who are homeless or poor, who are even 

starving, who are living in a country that is torn by war and violence. 

Or compared with those who are suffering physical illness or 

disabilities or mental illness, or who are caught up in a horrible 

addiction that’s totally self-destructive. 

We can appreciate the fact that we have feet and toes and that 

they work. Normally, we don’t think about that, but we can. There are 

people who don’t have feet and toes, whose feet have been blown off 

by a landmine or amputated because of some injury or frost bite. 

Other people have their feet but they don’t work, they’re paralyzed, so 

there are no feelings, no movement. Life would be very difficult if you 

didn’t have feet or if you had them but were paralyzed. That’s 

something we can appreciate, just the fact that we have feet and toes 

and legs and that they work. 

Even something simple like that, if we think about it, can give us a 

sense of how fortunate we are. Even the fact that we’re alive, that we 

have our life. If you’ve ever nearly been killed in an accident, a plane 

crash or a car crash, or had an illness or operation where you could 

have died, afterwards you have a sense of great joy and great relief. 

“I’m still alive, isn’t that fantastic?” Why don’t we feel that way all the 

time? It’s incredible that we are still alive. So many people haven’t 

made it to this point in life, the point that you are at now. Many 

people die through accidents or sickness before they reach your age. 

The fact that you are still alive and that you made it to this time in 

your life is amazing. We could actually feel that way every day – we 

are still alive, we can still do so many things. 

This is something we can do when we find ourselves feeling 

depressed in our normal life. In meditation also you can bring to 

mind some of these ideas to get a sense of how fortunate we are and 

how we can do so much good for ourselves and for others. 
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EXPLANATION ON THE MEDITATION ON 

IMPERMANENCE  

Now I’d like to lead a meditation on impermanence, which is a really 

important topic in Buddhism. It’s not just a philosophical idea that 

Buddha made up, but it’s a reality; it’s important that we try to see 

things in a more realistic way rather than in a fantasized way. 

Wishing things to be permanent, wishing ourselves to be permanent, 

wishing other people to be permanent, wishing that the things we’re 

attached to will never change or go away is self-deceiving, because 

eventually, inevitably, change does happen. 

We’re all going to die one day, and even before we die, other 

people will die – people we are close to, our family, our friends. We 

are going to have to deal with that. We have to learn to deal with 

change. It’s much better to start making our mind more familiar with 

the reality of things. Whether we like it or not, we can’t change it. It’s 

much better to just accept it and then when change happens, when 

death or loss happens, we won’t be so upset. Some people even get 

upset when they lose their money. I hear about people – when the 

stock market crashes, they crash. They jump out of the twentieth 

story of a building. They can’t handle the loss of money. The same 

happens with the loss of friends and family – people can sometimes 

totally fall apart. This is not helpful and also not necessary. 

So, becoming more accepting of the reality and truth of 

impermanence helps. When we experience impermanence in our life, 

we’ll be able to accept it and not be so upset and devastated, so 

caught up in very painful emotions that we can’t handle. It can also 

help in meditation. To deal with disturbing thoughts and emotions 

that come up, being aware of impermanence can help us to let go of 

these things more quickly and more easily. 

Now do Meditation Five, Meditation on Impermanence. 
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10. MEDITATION FIVE: MEDITATION ON 
IMPERMANENCE 
 
 
 
Sit yourself down in a comfortable position and focus your mind on 

your breathing for a few minutes to settle your mind in the present, 

the here and the now. Let go of any other thoughts and generate a 

positive motivation for doing the meditation. 

Now bring your awareness to your body, this body sitting on a 

meditation cushion, in a meditation position. Just be aware of your 

body. And mentally think about what your body is made of: the 

different parts like skin, blood, bones, organs. 

Then think about how each of these parts of the body is in turn 

made up of yet smaller parts, for example cells. We can’t see cells 

with our eyes, but we know how they work, that they are moving, 

changing, reproducing, dying. So, on that cellular level there is 

constant change and movement. Even though we are sitting still, not 

moving, every minute, every second, every millisecond, there is 

constant change, constant movement – movement taking place 

through every part of our body, down to the tiniest most subtle level. 

Now take that awareness outside of yourself and see if you can 

realize that the same is true for the things around you. The physical 

things in the room - the cushion we are sitting on, the floor, the walls, 

ceiling, windows, all the things in the room. All these things around 

us are also made up of tiny particles. They are changing every second, 

every millisecond, not staying the same, from one tiny second to the 

next. 

Then take that same awareness further outside of this room and 

think about other things. There are people whose bodies are also at a 

very subtle level constantly moving, changing, not staying the same, 

from one millisecond to the next. The earth and trees, mountains, 

buildings, houses, cars and roads. And the heavenly bodies in the sky 

– the sun, moon, stars, the clouds. Everything in this physical world 



 

 

91 

is the same, made up of tiny particles. They are not static and frozen 

but constantly moving and changing, every second, every 

millisecond. 

And then think about how as these things are changing, they are 

also gradually, slowly, disintegrating, becoming older, worn out, and 

eventually at some point in time, things will go out of existence. They 

are not going to be there forever. Everything has its end. 

Now spend a few minutes thinking about the impermanent nature 

of some objects that you are attached to. Bring to mind some 

different objects – they could be people, or other things like 

possessions that you have, or food, or your car, or your house, things 

for which you have attachment. 

And then imagine how these objects will appear ten years from 

now. And now imagine how these objects will appear fifty years from 

now. Now imagine how these objects will appear a hundred years 

from now.  

Now to conclude the meditation, whatever you have come to 

understand or experience during the meditation, make your own 

conclusion as to what you would like to do with this experience. What 

are some positive ways that you can use this experience and this 

understanding? 

Finally, mentally dedicate the merit or positive energy of doing 

this meditation to help both ourselves and others to be more realistic, 

to develop more wisdom, seeing things as they are, and in that way 

become less under the influence of deluded and disturbing thoughts, 

misconceptions and emotions. In that way we free ourselves from 

suffering and its causes and develop our potential to be peaceful and 

happy and eventually enlightened. 

When you are ready to end the meditation, you can relax your 

concentration, relax your body and open your eyes. 
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11. SESSION SIX  
 

 

 

MOTIVATION 

Take a few moments to settle down your body and mind. Sit 

comfortably, keep your back straight, and focus your mind on your 

breathing. Let your mind ride on the breath, in and out. Let go of any 

other thoughts that might be in your mind. They are like clouds, 

impermanent, not solid. Just let them go, let them flow out of your 

mind. Let your mind be in the present and be aware of the breath. 

Then generate a positive motivation or reason for being here, 

listening to this talk. For example, you can think that you are doing 

this to learn something that will be beneficial for yourself and others, 

as many other beings as possible. 

 

OBSTACLES TO MEDITATION – ANGER 

I’d like to continue talking about the five obstacles to concentration 

and the antidotes to them. The third obstacle is ill will or anger. This 

can happen in meditation if, for example, we remember someone we 

don’t like, someone who may have harmed us, or an argument that 

we’ve had. The mind gets caught up feeling angry and becomes 

disturbed and distracted from our meditation object. We could also 

become irritated or angry with someone or something that may be 

disturbing our meditation – for example, someone nearby who is 

making noise, or noise that is happening outside, or an insect that is 

flying around our nose or ears, or pain or discomfort in our body. We 

may also become angry at ourselves, if, for example, we are feeling 

restless and can’t sit still, or if our mind is being very uncooperative 

and won’t stay on the object. Dealing with anger is a whole subject in 

itself. We could spend weeks or months just talking about anger and 

how to work with it.  

One thing that’s important is to see anger as something harmful. 

There are some harmful effects of anger that we can see in our own 
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experience. For example, when anger arises in our mind, our mind 

becomes unpeaceful, unhappy, disturbed. It becomes nearly 

impossible to be happy, to enjoy anything – we may even lose our 

appetite and our ability to sleep well. It can have harmful effects on 

our health as well. Research has shown that anger raises our blood 

pressure and increases the chances of heart problems and even 

cancer. Then there are the effects on others – anger usually motivates 

us to speak or act in ways that disturb or even harm other people or 

living beings. 

There are other harmful effects of anger that are mentioned in the 

Buddhist teachings, that we may not be able to see ourselves. One is 

that the karma we create when we are angry is very heavy, very 

damaging and destructive. We create the cause to experience 

problems and suffering in the future. Anger also destroys our merit 

or positive energy. It’s helpful to think of anger as being like a fire. 

Sometimes in nature there are forest fires which can be started by 

something very small, like a match or the end of a cigarette that was 

thrown on the ground. Something very small can cause a whole forest 

to burn, destroying thousands of acres of trees and killing many 

beings. Even a small spark of fire can be incredibly destructive. Anger 

is similar to that. Even just a little bit of anger can be very, very 

destructive in our mind, destroying so much of the good karma or 

merit that we have accumulated. 

 

FINDING A SOLUTION TO ANGER 

So it’s very important to understand the harmful effects of anger so 

that we come to see it as being like a poison, or a disease. Then we 

will not want our mind to become caught up in anger, and instead we 

will want to find a solution to our anger. There are lots of different 

solutions or antidotes. The main antidote to anger is patience. 

Meditating on compassion and loving kindness is also very helpful. 

One way we can learn to be more patient and less angry with 

another person is to understand that they also have buddha-nature. 

We realize that no matter what they have done, or may be doing, the 
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underlying nature of this person’s mind is just like ours, clear and 

pure like the sky. And whatever is causing them to engage in this bad 

behavior are delusions – which are like clouds. Their anger, pride, 

greed, selfishness, and so on are not permanent parts of their mind 

but are temporary and are not who or what they really are. The 

person may sometimes behave very badly and manifest very negative 

behavior. But we need to remember that underlying the negativity is 

the clear, pure nature of their mind – the mind that has the potential 

to transform and become enlightened. Contemplating that can be 

helpful to lessen our anger and hatred towards this person. 

The person we are angry at is actually very helpful for us. Anger is 

a delusion, a hindrance, something we need to reduce and overcome 

in our mind. And the person we get angry at gives us the opportunity 

to see our own anger: to recognize how much anger we still have and 

how much work we have to do. This person gives us the opportunity 

to work on decreasing our anger and increasing our patience. It’s said 

in the teachings that the enemy – which means the person who stirs 

up our anger – is actually a very precious teacher. This is not what we 

normally think. This is not how we normally see the person. But if we 

can understand the importance of developing patience and 

overcoming anger then it makes sense. Here is a person giving you 

the opportunity to do that work. 

Those are just a few ideas we can think of when the mind is 

disturbed by anger. There are many other methods for anger that you 

can learn about from other courses, other teachers or other books. In 

some cases, if our feeling of anger isn’t very strong, we might be able 

to simply let it go. Remember it’s just a thought in the mind – it’s not 

permanent, it’s not you. It’s like a cloud – just notice it and let it go. 

 

ATTACHMENT TO SENSE OBJECTS 

The fourth obstacle to concentration is attachment to sense objects. 

This is when we think of people, food, coffee, music, and so on that 

we derive some pleasure from, and then feel attachment, wanting to 

experience these objects. This is similar to the first of the obstacles, 
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excitement, except that excitement is more about the past, 

remembering pleasant experiences, whereas attachment is not 

necessarily to do with the past, it could be in the present. We might 

suddenly feel hungry and start imagining what food we’d like to eat 

and where we can go and get it. Or wanting a cup of coffee or 

thinking of a person that we’d love to go and talk to. 

Another activity that our mind engages in is fantasies about the 

future. We get caught up fantasizing about things we’d like to 

happen. We can go into great details with our fantasized plans – and 

this has to do with our attachment. 

Attachment is a big problem, it’s one of the main delusions that 

disturb our mind and cause problems, and there is a lot of material in 

the Buddha’s teachings on how to deal with it. So if you are 

interested, you can look into this and learn more. Again, it’s very 

important to see attachment as something harmful, so that we want 

to work on it rather than let our mind get caught up in it. And one 

way we can see attachment as a problem is to bring to mind past 

experiences when we got caught up in attachment and had unrealistic 

hopes and expectations – and then our hopes and expectations were 

smashed, and we became very disappointed. 

 

FEAR AND ATTACHMENT 

Another problem with attachment, which we can see in our 

experience, is that it can lead to other delusions or disturbing 

emotions. For example, fear and worry. When we have attachment to 

a person or an object, it’s inevitable that there will be some 

underlying fear about losing this object.  

An example of this is the experience of a friend of mine who was 

married for a number of years and later became a nun. While she was 

married, she was constantly worried that something might happen to 

her husband – he might fall in love with somebody else, or he might 

stop loving her, or he might get in an accident, or get sick or die. So 

there was the worry, the fear, that something would go wrong and 

she’d lose him and the relationship. She wasn’t aware of it at the 
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time, but later when she started meditating and looking more deeply 

at her mind, she realized that the whole time she had been married, 

she wasn’t really happy, but instead was always suffering from fear 

and worry due to attachment. 

You can’t be really happy and peaceful and enjoy anything as long 

as there is fear. This is something you can look at in your own mind 

with regard to the things you are attached to. You can see a kind of 

fear and tension. What if I lose this person or this object? What if 

something went wrong? That comes with attachment and makes us 

want to grasp even more. 

Meditation on impermanence helps us to become more realistic in 

our thinking and realize that things are subject to change and won’t 

last forever. Eventually at some point, something is going to happen. 

You can’t keep this person or object forever. It’s impossible. So we 

can see that what we’re hoping and wishing for is impossible. 

 

ACCEPTING IMPERMANENCE 

It’s better to accept the impermanent nature of things. We can still 

enjoy the object while it’s there even if we know it’s not going to be 

there forever. In fact, we can enjoy it even more because we’ve 

accepted that it’s going to change and go out of existence, so we are 

no longer caught up in fear, which is not accepting change and loss. 

We know it’s going to change and disappear, and we accept that, and 

then we can enjoy it now, while it exists. So in case you feel some 

resistance to the idea of impermanence and think, if I accept 

impermanence then I won’t be able to enjoy things any more – that’s 

not true. The exact opposite is true. You can enjoy things even more. 

Impermanence is said to be the best antidote to attachment, but it 

takes time for our mind to get familiar with and accept it. The ability 

to let go and accept the impermanent nature of things takes time. So 

don’t expect it to happen immediately. Slowly, slowly the mind gets 

used to the idea of impermanence and then is able to let go. 
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SEEING THE PARTS OF AN OBJECT OF ATTACHMENT 

Another thing that can be helpful in dealing with an object of 

attachment is to mentally take it apart. Everything is made of parts, 

but we don’t normally see things in that way. We see things as whole. 

So with your imagination, visualize the parts that make up the object. 

This is especially good with people, with human bodies, which are 

actually the biggest objects of our attachment. Just take the body 

apart and think about what it’s made of. Not just the outside, the skin 

and the nice hair, but also what’s inside the body. You come to see 

the object in a very different way because actually, if you look at all 

those parts individually, you probably won’t find anything that’s 

really worth being attached to. That can be very helpful in dealing 

with an object of attachment. 

Try to understand how the object of attachment appears to you 

and ask yourself if your mind sees it in a realistic way. With 

attachment, the mind focuses on just the good things, the nice 

qualities and attributes of the object. The mind tends to exaggerate 

them, to make them better than they really are, and it tends to 

overlook or deny any unpleasant aspects of the object. 

For example, if you have desire for a nice, luxurious, expensive 

car, then you might think it’s so beautiful and nice inside, so 

comfortable, and it goes very fast. And if I have this car, I can do this 

and that, and go here and there, and take my friends around and so 

on. We only think about the positive side of having the car, and we 

don’t usually think about the other side of it – the expenses, the 

repairs when it breaks down, the possibility of the car being 

damaged. For example, you may park the car somewhere and go into 

a restaurant and when you come out there is a great big scratch on it, 

or the bumper is smashed. Or maybe the car’s not there at all – it’s 

gone, and the parking place is empty! These are things that can 

happen when we have a car, but normally we don’t think about that. 

Or another thing that can happen is that we buy the newest model 

of a car and feel so proud to have this nice, new car, the latest model. 

Then a year later the manufacturers come up with a newer model of 



 

 

98 

that kind of car, which looks better than the one we have. Then our 

car doesn’t look so fantastic anymore, and we think, “Oh, that’s a 

much better one, I wish I had that.” So then we are no longer 

satisfied and happy with the one we have, we want the better, newer 

one, and feel unhappy if we can’t have it. The same thing can happen 

with computers. I’ve heard that with computers, every six months 

they have something newer, better. If you buy a computer today, six 

months from now there is a better one, smaller, lighter, faster, more 

gigabytes, able to do more things than the one you have, and 

suddenly this computer you thought was so fantastic doesn’t look 

that great.  

This is one of the problems with attachment. The Buddha said 

that following attachment is like drinking salt water – if we are 

thirsty and we drink salt water, instead of relieving our thirst, it just 

makes us thirstier. The same happens with attachment. If we have 

attachment, thoughts of desire that say, “Oh if only I had that I would 

be so happy,” and we follow those thoughts, we go after that object 

and get it, it may make us happy for a while, but after a while we 

become dissatisfied with it and want something better, or we want 

more. So instead of being satisfied, we just become more and more 

dissatisfied. What happens is that when we have attachment, our 

mind tends to fantasize and exaggerate, and build up an unrealistic 

view of an object, thinking it’s so fantastic, and it’s going to make me 

so happy, when in actual fact it’s not like that. The reality of the 

object is that it’s not as great as we thought. There are problems that 

we don’t see or think about, so after some time we become 

dissatisfied with it. 

It can be helpful to try to see the object that we are attached to in 

a more realistic way and realize that it’s not 100 percent perfect and 

wonderful and satisfying. There are problems, faults, imperfections, 

and most probably we won’t be satisfied with it forever. We need to 

see it in a more realistic way, not in a fantasized, exaggerated way. 
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DOUBT 

The last hindrance is doubt. This can involve questioning whether 

meditation is really worthwhile. Or doubting ourselves: “I’m not sure 

if I can meditate, maybe I’m not suited to do meditation, I don’t seem 

to be getting anywhere.” Or we might have doubts about the teacher: 

“Is this person really authentic? Is this person really the way they 

appear to be and is what they say really true?” Or doubts about the 

teachings and the spiritual path: “Is there such a thing as Buddha? Is 

there such a thing as enlightenment? Past lives, future lives, karma?” 

These kinds of thoughts can come up in the mind and become a 

hindrance because the mind is disturbed by them. And it can even 

cause us to become paralyzed in our practice, thinking, “If all this 

stuff isn’t true then what am I doing? Maybe I’m just wasting my 

time, following some path that’s not going to lead anywhere – doing 

something that’s a waste of time.” Then it’s hard to continue having 

the enthusiasm, interest, and wish to meditate. 

 

QUESTIONING 

Generally, it’s okay to have doubt. In fact, the Buddha encouraged 

people to think and question and not blindly believe what he was 

saying but to check it out and question. So it’s not wrong to have 

doubts; it just depends on how we deal with them. If we let our mind 

go around in circles thinking, “maybe it’s true, maybe it’s not true,” 

then we don’t get anywhere. If we do have doubts coming up, we 

should try to resolve them. And that can involve learning more, 

studying more or talking with others. If you have the opportunity to 

talk to a teacher or an older student who has more knowledge and 

experience than you, that can be very helpful.  

It’s also the case with certain things – for example, past and 

future lives – that we won’t be able to prove them. We’re not in a 

position at this point in time to prove that these things are true, but 

we’re also not able to prove that they are not true. There isn’t any 

evidence that proves, without any doubt, that past lives and future 

lives do not exist. In fact, as far as proof goes, there is a lot of 
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evidence to support past and future lives. And a lot of people who can 

remember their past lives and provide details about their former life 

that can be checked out and verified. 

There are many cultures in the world, religious and spiritual 

traditions that do believe in past and future lives. If we have doubt, 

it’s good to look into this material, to find evidence that can help us 

to resolve our doubts. In other words, learn more, do more research, 

find out more information. Even if we are not totally 100 percent 

convinced that past and future lives exist, we can ask ourselves, “Can 

I prove that they don’t exist?” You will probably realize, “No, I can’t 

really disprove it. Maybe it’s true and I just don’t see it. But if past 

and future lives do exist, then maybe it’s important to do something 

about it. If my mind is going to continue after this life and isn’t just 

going to become non-existent, then it’s important to consider what is 

going to happen to my mind. What can I do now to make sure that it 

ends up in a good situation and not in a negative situation?” 

 

SEEING THE QUALITIES OF PEOPLE WHO PRACTICE 

THE TEACHINGS 

It really helps to think about the sources of this material and the 

people these ideas have come from, for example, the Buddha and the 

great masters from the time of Buddha until now who have carried 

on the teachings. And the teachers I have received teachings from in 

this lifetime. I can see that they have really wonderful qualities that I 

respect and admire. And I can see that they’ve achieved some kind of 

peace, happiness and satisfaction in their life through studying and 

practicing these teachings, which I don’t see in people who aren’t 

doing this kind of practice. They seem to be more caught up in 

anxiety and depression and confusion and ego. These teachings and 

practices seem to help people become happy and peaceful, and more 

compassionate and caring about others. 

It helps to see the good qualities in people who have been 

studying and practicing these teachings. Then you can think, well, I 

can’t prove a lot of this stuff. But if they believe it, then I am willing 



 

 

101 

to consider that it’s true, because they seem to have discovered 

something very valuable and helpful. So maybe if I practice it too, 

then I will be able to reach that same point, to develop the same 

happiness and peace and good qualities that they have. 

Then when you do start doing some practices and having some 

experiences, you find your mind is more peaceful and happy and you 

are able to solve problems better. You actually get a taste, an 

experience of the benefit of meditation, and of learning and 

practicing the teachings taught by the Buddha. So then you think, 

maybe the other things that the Buddha taught, which I can’t prove 

or disprove, are true also. If you have your own experience of the 

benefit of some of the teachings that the Buddha taught, then you are 

more inclined to trust him and believe that the other things he taught 

may also be true. 

These are just some ideas about how we might resolve doubts that 

come up in our mind. Also, sometimes we might be able to just let 

them go, to see them as thoughts in our mind, and understand that 

the reason they come into our mind is because of past karma. Maybe 

in the past we had the same kinds of doubts, or we were followers of 

some other religious or spiritual tradition, and we had different ideas 

to those taught in Buddhism. We may be more familiar with those 

ideas and that’s why it’s harder for us to change our way of thinking 

and accept these ideas. If we understand where the doubts come 

from, the reason that they arise in our mind, we may be able to just 

let them go. 

Those are the five obstacles to concentration and some 

suggestions on how to deal with them. 

 

EXPLAINING THE MEDITATION ON THE BUDDHA  

Now I want to teach you another meditation; this one involves 

visualizing the Buddha. There are different ways of doing it, but I’ll 

do it in a simple way since some of you may not be so familiar with 

visualizing the Buddha. If you feel that you are not able to visualize, 

well, don’t worry about it. Don’t feel, “I can’t do it, it’s not working,” 
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and then get upset. The important thing in visualization is to try to 

feel that what we are visualizing is really there, that it’s really 

happening. 

Some people might be very good at visualizing and be able to get a 

very clear, sharp image of the Buddha without trying very hard. 

Other people have a hard time and are not able to get anything – just 

emptiness or darkness. Sometimes we can get just part of it but not 

the whole thing, just the head or just the legs but nothing else. We 

shouldn’t get upset with ourselves if we are not able to have a 

perfectly whole and clear image when we try to visualize. It takes 

time to learn how to visualize, and as we are just starting to learn 

how to do this practice, we can’t expect to do it perfectly in the 

beginning, but with more familiarity and more practice we will be 

able to do it better as time goes on. 

It may have to do with how clear and pure our mind is. If we work 

on our mind and make it clearer, then our ability to visualize will 

improve. It may just be that our mind isn’t clear enough right now to 

be able to have a perfect whole complete visualization. Accept that 

and don’t get frustrated or upset with yourself. Just accept whatever 

you are able to do and be happy with that. The most important thing 

is to really feel that the Buddha is there in front of you. Do the 

meditation on that basis. 

The meditation I will describe is a visualization of the Buddha, 

and as you meditate you need to create a mental image. You are using 

your mind to paint or draw a picture, an image. Hold that image as 

long as you can, keep it there in your mind as long as you can. 

And now do Meditation Six, Meditation on the Buddha. 
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12. MEDITATION SIX: MEDITATION ON THE 
BUDDHA 
 
 
 
Begin by spending a few minutes settling your body in a comfortable 

position for meditation. Let the mind ride on the breath, in and out, 

and let go of the thoughts that might be in your mind. Anything that 

your mind is distracted by rather than the breath – let all these 

thoughts and distractions go. 

Then generate a positive motivation for doing the meditation, 

thinking that you are doing it to bring spiritual benefit, not only to 

yourself but to others as well. To increase positive energy such as 

love, compassion, kindness, wisdom in your mind and then to share 

this with others, to bring more positive energy to others and to the 

world. 

Now begin the visualization of the Buddha. When you visualize, 

you use your mind to draw or create the image so it’s not an activity 

of the eyes. Your eyes should be relaxed and closed or partially 

opened. Use your mind itself to create the visualization. 

The entire visualization is made of light. Every aspect is made of 

light, so that means it’s transparent, not solid. You might think of a 

rainbow. When a rainbow appears in the sky, you can see the colors 

and it can sometimes be very bright, but there isn’t anything solid 

there. If we were to try to touch or hold onto a rainbow there will be 

nothing there to hold on to. So our visualization should be similar to 

that, it appears but it’s not solid. And it’s just pure, transparent 

radiant light. 

The visualization of the Buddha is in the space in front of you, 

about the level of your forehead and about two meters away. The 

Buddha is seated on a seat consisting of a lotus with its petals spread 

out flat, a very large lotus, and on top of the lotus there are two flat 

discs of light, like cushions. These represent the sun and moon. They 

are round and flat and made of light – radiant. 
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Upon the lotus, moon and sun is seated the Buddha, with his legs 

crossed in a full lotus or vajra position. He is wearing the robes of a 

monk, which are saffron colored. His right hand is on his right knee 

in the gesture of touching the earth. The palm of his hand is against 

the knee, and his fingers are outstretched, pointing downwards, 

touching the seat beneath him. In his left hand he holds a bowl, filled 

with nectar – medicinal healing nectar. So his left hand is resting on 

his lap in a meditation position with the palm facing upwards and the 

bowl resting on the palm of his hand. 

The Buddha’s body is made of golden light – transparent, radiant, 

and completely pure. The Buddha’s face is very beautiful. His smiling 

compassionate gaze is directed at you and at the same time towards 

every living being. His expression shows that he is free of all judging, 

critical thoughts, or anger. There are no negative thoughts at all in 

his mind towards you or towards anyone else. He completely accepts 

us just as we are, with pure, unconditional loving kindness and 

compassion. The hair on the Buddha’s head is dark blue-black in 

color, with each strand of hair separate from the others and 

individually curled. On the very top of his head is the ushnisha, the 

crown protrusion, which is a symbol of his enlightenment. His ear 

lobes are long, and his lips are cherry-red in color – a symbol of his 

great compassion. 

Do your very best to visualize the Buddha, but don’t worry if you 

can’t visualize every detail, or if the visualization doesn’t appear 

clearly. Just do the best that you can and feel content with whatever 

you’re able to do, even if it’s not clear and perfect. The most 

important thing is to feel that the Buddha is really there. Feel the 

presence of the Buddha with all of his qualities – universal 

unconditional loving kindness and compassion and wisdom and 

skillful means, and all the other enlightened qualities, existing there 

in the space in front of you. And you can feel those qualities – feel the 

loving kindness radiating towards you. Not only is every aspect of the 

visualization made of light, but it’s also a radiating light. Rays of light  
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emanate from each pore of the Buddha’s holy body and reach every 

corner of the universe. 

Feel the living presence of the Buddha in front of you. See if you 

can feel a sense of trust and confidence in his ability to help you and 

in his willingness to help you, being completely dedicated to helping 

you and guiding you, for however long it takes until you and everyone 

else has reached enlightenment. 

Now in your own words make a request to the Buddha asking to 

receive his blessings, to help you become free from all your negative 

energy, misconceptions and other problems, and to receive all the 

realizations of the path to enlightenment. 

Imagine that the Buddha joyfully accepts your request, and a 

stream of pure white light and nectar, which are in the nature of the 

enlightened mind, flows from the Buddha’s heart and enters your 

body through the crown of your head. This light and nectar has the 

function of purifying all of our negativities. Imagine that the light 

flows into you, filling your body, from your toes and fingertips to the 

top of your head, from every cell and atom and tiny particle of your 

body. This has the effect of purifying your mind of all negative 

qualities, delusions and negative karmas, as well as purifying any 

sickness or physical problems in your body. All negativities are 

purified. Just as the darkness in a room is instantly dispelled the 

moment a light is switched on; in the same way the darkness of your 

negative energy is dispelled when this radiant white light and nectar 

fill your body. 

Then visualize a stream of yellow light and nectar flowing from 

the Buddha’s heart and entering you through the crown of your head, 

filling your body. The yellow light and nectar are in the nature of the 

enlightened mind – all the knowledge, qualities and realizations of 

the enlightened mind. And when it fills you, you receive all of these 

qualities. Infinite good qualities flow into every part of your body. 

Your body feels completely light and clear and blissful. Spend a few 

moments concentrating on this blissful experience. 
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Now imagine the Buddha comes to the space above your head, 

turning to face the same way that you’re facing, and melts into light. 

The whole visualization melts into pure light, and this light dissolves 

into you. Your ordinary sense of I, me, myself – unworthy and 

burdened with faults – and all your other wrong conceptions 

disappear completely. In an instant you become one with the 

Buddha’s blissful, omniscient mind, in the aspect of vast, empty 

space. 

Then imagine from this empty space there appears in the place 

where you are sitting, the throne, lotus, moon and sun, and upon 

these you yourself as the Buddha. Everything is of the nature of light 

– your body, the seat you’re sitting on, everything – pure, radiant, 

transparent light. Feel that you are Buddha. Identify with his 

enlightened wisdom and compassion. 

Now generate the wish to help all beings reach this state as well. 

Imagine from your heart, rays of light go out, like the rays of light 

that go out from the sun in all directions. These rays of light from 

your heart go out in all directions to all beings, or as many as you can 

imagine. So a ray of light goes to each being – each human being and 

any other kind of being – and they become filled with light and it 

purifies all their negativities, their disturbing thoughts, emotions, 

negative karma, all their hindrances and obstacles. 

All their suffering and its causes are completely purified. The light 

transforms their minds so that they attain all the qualities and 

realizations of the path to enlightenment. They attain universal love, 

compassion, perfect wisdom and skillful means, knowing how to help 

other beings and all the other qualities of enlightenment. All these 

qualities are attained in all the minds of all the beings. Also, if you 

wish, you can imagine the beings transforming into the aspect of a 

buddha. They all appear as buddhas. 

Feel a sense of joy, rejoicing, that you have been able to bring your 

own mind to this state of enlightenment, the highest potential it has. 

And you have been able to help all other beings to do the same. 

You’ve brought them to a state of perfection, perfect peace, bliss, 
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happiness, the perfection of all positive qualities, freedom from our 

negative qualities. Feel how wonderful it is that you’ve been able to 

do this. 

Finally, dedicate the positive energy or merit from having done 

this meditation, that you will be able to one day do actually what you 

have just visualized. That you will be able to transform your own 

mind, free it from everything negative, perfect everything positive 

and bring your mind to enlightenment, and then help all other beings 

to do the same, to be free of everything negative, to develop all the 

qualities and realizations so that they can be enlightened as well. 

To end the meditation, you can relax your body, relax your 

concentration and gently open your eyes. 

So that meditation, as you can see, involves more than simply 

visualizing the Buddha. When we want to develop concentration, one 

object that we can use is the image of Buddha. You visualize the 

image of the Buddha and then concentrate on that, not thinking 

about anything else. That’s one way of doing visualization, but this 

practice is more than that because we make prayers, we visualize 

light, bring Buddha into ourselves and so on. 

This is the kind of practice you find in the tantric tradition in 

Tibetan Buddhism. In tantra there is a practice that’s called taking 

the result into the path. What it means is that when we meditate, we 

imagine the future result. We imagine that what we are going to 

attain in the future is happening right now. That’s why we imagine 

ourselves transforming into the Buddha and then sending out light, 

helping other beings become buddhas as well. This kind of practice is 

very powerful. It creates the cause to bring us closer to that future 

result. 

It also helps us overcome our usual sense of seeing ourselves as 

poor, ignorant, deluded sentient beings who could never become like 

the Buddha. This isn’t true, but we get stuck with that image of 

ourselves. Meditation in tantra is to overcome that view and then to 

identify with our buddha-nature, the enlightenment potential we 

have right now within us. By starting to identify more with that than 
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with our old “poor, hopeless, useless, deluded stupid me,” we can 

transform our mind and transform our view of ourselves. We can 

move away from what Lama Yeshe called our “poor quality” self-

image. We identify ourselves as “poor quality” and think, “I’m always 

going to be like this.” If you find that meditation rather strange or 

hard to relate to, that’s the reason behind doing it. You can get a 

better understanding of this if you read Lama Yeshe’s book, 

Introduction to Tantra, which explains the philosophy of tantra and 

why we do things this way. 

 

PRACTICING AT HOME  

So, since this is the last session of the course, I would like to give 

some advice on what you can do from now on with the things you 

have learned in the course – how you can continue to practice on 

your own. With regard to practicing on your own at home, the first 

chapter of part 2 in the book, How to Meditate, gives some advice on 

that – it’s called “Advice for Beginners.” One thing you might be 

wondering is which meditation to do, as there are so many different 

kinds of meditation. When it comes to choosing a practice, that’s 

something personal and individual because each of us is different. 

For some people, meditation on the breath is really right for them. 

It’s what they like to do and what they find helpful. So if you like that 

practice, then you can do that. For others, maybe the meditation on 

visualizing the Buddha is something they really like to do. So it’s up 

to each person to find what practice you are most comfortable with, 

that you feel is most suited to you. But don’t think that you have to 

stick to only one practice. Some people may do one practice every day 

on a regular basis and don’t do anything else. But you can also do a 

variety of different practices, in different sessions of the day, or at 

different times, like if you want to do retreats. In one retreat, you can 

focus on one practice, and in another retreat, focus on a different 

practice. In one sense, the different practices are like different kinds 

of medicines to cure different illnesses – but in the case of 

meditation, they are to cure different problems in our mind, and help 
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bring about a truly healthy state of mind. 

Just remember that the real point of meditation is to work on the 

mind, to decrease the negative aspects of the mind and increase the 

positive aspects. That’s what we are trying to do in Buddhism. So 

choose a practice that will help you to do that. 

 

REGULAR PRACTICE 

Then, it’s important to practice regularly. It’s best if you can practice 

every day. If you can’t manage to do it every day, do it at least a few 

times a week, because if we let a long period of time go by without 

meditating then we get out of the habit of doing it. And when we start 

practicing again, it’s almost like we have to start all over and learn 

things from the beginning. So it’s much better if we can practice 

regularly and make it part of our life. It’s actually best if meditation 

becomes something that you wouldn’t let a day go by without doing, 

just like brushing your teeth. If we don’t brush our teeth at least once 

a day, we feel kind of funny. It’s good if meditation can become like 

that, a part of your life that you do at least once each day. 

It doesn’t have to be for a long period of time. In the beginning 

when we’re first practicing it’s better to have short sessions, even ten 

or fifteen minutes. Again, it’s an individual thing and depends on 

what works best for you. For some, ten minutes it’s good, for other 

people thirty minutes is good. So it depends on you, your ability, your 

schedule, the other things you have to do in your life.  

Morning is usually the best time to meditate because the 

environment is quieter, and our mind is quieter after having rested. 

There are fewer thoughts in our mind. Meditating in the morning is 

also a good way to start the day and get into a good state of mind 

before you face the world and deal with people. But if morning 

doesn’t work for you then any time is okay – whatever works best. 

Some people are night people, and they meditate better at night. 

That’s something you can work out for yourself. 

 

 



 

 

110 

MEDITATION PLACE 

It’s also good if you can have a place where you do meditation. Some 

people actually have enough space in their home to have a whole 

room that they reserve for meditation and spiritual practice. But if 

you don’t have a whole room, at least try to set up one corner of a 

room with your meditation seat. You might want to have an altar on 

which you can put some pictures and images of teachers, or the 

Buddha, or whoever is inspiring for you – to remind you of what you 

are trying to achieve in your meditation practice. You can put flowers, 

fruits, incense, candles, and so on as offerings. And this sets up a nice 

atmosphere and helps you get in a meditative state of mind. It’s good 

to keep meditating in the same place rather than one day here, next 

day there, and another day over there, because you build up a certain 

energy in that place and it becomes easier. As soon as you sit down, 

it’s easier to go into a meditative state of mind. 

 

MEDITATING WITH OTHERS 

Many people find it difficult to practice on their own, to have the 

discipline to do it. So it’s good if you can have contact with other 

people who meditate. If there is a Buddhist center or a meditation 

group that you can join, that helps you to keep going in your practice 

and not give up. It helps to recharge your energy and recharge your 

enthusiasm to keep practicing. Also, there are many books, tapes, 

and CDs that you can also use – you can spend some time each day 

reading or listening and studying to learn more. Teachers are 

important too – to ask questions of, learn more from, and be inspired 

by. Normally in Buddhism you don’t just meditate on your own 

without teachers to learn from. It’s very much emphasized that we 

follow the guidance of teachers because things can go wrong and we 

can make mistakes in our practice, and we need the help and advice 

of those with more experience than ourselves. 

There are actually many ways that we can go wrong on the path. 

Instead of going to enlightenment, we go somewhere else. If we want 

to go on a journey – for example, trekking in the Himalayas or down 
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the Amazon River or through the Gobi Desert, some place that’s quite 

wild and dangerous – we need to take a guide, someone who’s been 

there and knows all the dangerous places, and can guide us away 

from those and make sure we stay on the right track to end up where 

we are trying to go. A teacher is like that. They know the way to 

enlightenment and can guide us and make sure that we get there, 

rather than end up in some other place that we don’t want to go to. 

 

BEING NATURAL  

One last thing. It’s important to be natural. Sometimes when people 

take up meditation practice, they think they have to make big 

changes in their lifestyle – the way they dress, the way they talk, the 

way they do things. And that’s kind of artificial. 

Meditation is something that happens in our mind, something 

internal. So externally we should just remain the same as before – 

but that doesn’t mean keep the same bad habits we had before. Of 

course, we should try to behave more ethically and become kinder 

and more compassionate – but don’t be artificial. Just try to be the 

same person as before, natural and relaxed. 

Also, keep the understanding, realizations and experience that 

you gain through your meditation inside yourself. It’s recommended 

that we don’t talk a lot about our experiences. If you are having some 

good experiences or realizations in your meditation, it’s better to talk 

about these only with your teacher, or with a few close spiritual 

friends. Not just go “blah blah blah” to anybody, anywhere, because 

doing that is a bit like talking very openly about all the money and 

jewels that you have in your house. You don’t go to the market or the 

bar and tell everybody how much money you have in your house. 

That wouldn’t be very wise because that money might quickly 

disappear. It’s similar with our meditation experiences. It’s not that 

people can steal our meditational experiences, but the energy can 

dissipate if we talk too openly about them. Talking like that is 

probably the ego wanting to impress people, wanting to brag to 

people and that’s not wise to do. That can cause our realizations and 
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our insights to degenerate, to decrease, maybe even disappear. 

So, this has been a rather brief introduction to meditation in the 

Buddhist tradition. I really hope and pray that it has been beneficial 

to you, that you have learned something from this course that will 

help you in your life, to become more happy and peaceful, better able 

to deal with the problems you might face in life, and better able to get 

along with other people. I wish you all the best in your meditation 

practice, in your spiritual journey. 
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13. THE PURPOSE OF MEDITATION: 
LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE 

 
 
 
I would like to say a few words in introduction about the practice of 

meditation. Many people throughout the world, in the West as well as 

the East, are very interested in meditating. They are attracted to this 

practice and express great interest in it. Yet, of all the many people 

who engage in meditation, only a few really understand its purpose. 

Each of us here possesses a physical body made up of bones, flesh, 

blood and such things. At present we are not able to exert complete 

control over this body, and as a result, we always experience 

problems. There might be a rich man whose wealth is equal to that of 

the entire world yet despite his enormous fortune, if his mind is tied 

up in an uncontrolled body, he will live in continual suffering. Rich or 

poor, none of us escape this problem. Try as we may, we never seem 

to find an end to our difficulties. If we solve one, another 

immediately takes its place. The conflicts and suffering involved in 

maintaining our physical body are the same no matter where we may 

be. If we have the wisdom to penetrate deeply into the heart of this 

matter and check the actual way things are, we quickly perceive the 

universality of this unsatisfactory situation. It also becomes clear that 

if we did not have such an uncontrolled body, there would be no way 

for us to experience the sufferings related to it. 

The main problem we all have is the suffering of not achieving our 

various desires. These include the obvious physical necessities of 

food and clothing as well as such enjoyable things as a good 

reputation, the sound of pleasant and comforting words and the like. 

Some forms of suffering, such as the hunger of an extremely 

impoverished person, are more obvious than others. But in one way 

or another, we all hunger uncontrollably for things we do not possess. 

Take the example of someone who was fortunate enough to be 

born into a wealthy family. During his lifetime he may never 
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experience material want. He can afford to buy anything that arouses 

his desire and is free to travel wherever he pleases, experiencing the 

various delights and excitement offered by different cultures. When 

he finally reaches the point where there is nothing left to possess, no 

place left to visit and no pleasure left to experience, he still suffers 

from an acute feeling of dissatisfaction. In such a restless, dissatisfied 

state of mind, many people go insane, unable to cope with this 

intense and pervasive suffering. 

Thus, even when there is no lack of material comfort, there is still 

suffering. In fact, it often happens that possession of material wealth 

increases dissatisfaction, because it then becomes even more obvious 

that such possessions have no ability whatsoever to affect or cut 

through the root of suffering. There is still the continuity of 

dissatisfaction, confusion, worry and the rest. If an accumulation of 

external comforts really were able to cut through and eliminate 

suffering, then at some stage of physical well-being this continuity of 

suffering would be severed, and all dissatisfaction would cease. But 

as long as our mind is tied up with an uncontrolled body, suffering 

continues. 

For instance, in order to protect our feet from rough ground and 

sharp thorns, we wear shoes. Yet this does not really eliminate the 

problem. The shoes themselves often hurt. They can pinch our toes, 

produce sores and generally cause discomfort. This is not primarily 

the shoemaker’s fault. If our feet were not so long, wide, or sensitive 

in the first place, it would be possible to fashion totally comfortable 

shoes for them. Thus, if we look deeply into the matter, we see that 

the source of this discomfort is not external, but rather lies within our 

own physical and mental make-up. 

This is merely one example of the suffering experienced because 

of our physical body. From the time we are born until the time we 

must die, we expend a tremendous amount of energy trying to 

protect this body of ours from suffering. In fact, most people spend 

all their time caring for their body in precisely this fruitless, self-

defeating manner.  
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But the purpose of meditation is not merely to take care of the 

physical body. We should not think of using meditation in this way. It 

should have a higher, more valuable purpose. To use meditation as 

yet another external method to benefit our body is senseless. This 

would involve wasting a technique of true, ultimate value on a vain 

attempt to gain relief that is at best temporary. Meditation would 

then be like the aspirin we take to be rid of a headache. The pain may 

go away, but that does not mean we are cured. After some time, it will 

return because the method of treatment was unrelated to the real 

cause of the difficulty and thus any relief gained will necessarily be 

short-lived. As temporary pleasure and alleviation of pain are 

available through many external means, there is no need to use either 

meditation or any other spiritual practice for such a purpose. We 

should not squander the power of meditation on such limited aims. 

Meditation is primarily concerned with caring for the mind. 

Although our body and mind are intimately related and 

interconnected, they are quite different types of phenomena. Our 

body is an object we can see with our eyes, but not so the mind. The 

members of a particular family may share many similar physical 

traits, but each child will instinctively have a different personality, 

mental attitude, set of interests and the like. Though they attend the 

same schools, their intelligence and learning will differ not only from 

each other’s, but from their parents’ and grandparents’ as well. Such 

differences of mind cannot be adequately explained in physical 

terms.  

It should also be noted that there are children who have accurate 

memories of previous lives. They can tell where they were born, how 

they lived and so forth, and can recognize people and objects from 

these previous lives. Such accounts are verifiable and provide 

intriguing evidence for any investigator prepared to study this matter 

with an unbiased mind.  

In any event, the underlying reason for different mental aptitudes 

among members of the same family, and for certain children’s 

memory of previous lifetimes, is the fact that mind is beginningless. 
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Past lives do exist. While we cannot go into a subtle analysis here of 

what does and what does not provide the continuity between one life 

and the next, the important thing to keep in mind is this: Just as our 

mind has continued from a past life into the present, so will it pass on 

from the present into the future. The circumstances of our present 

life result from actions, both mental and physical, performed in these 

previous lives. Similarly, our present actions will determine the 

circumstances of our future lives. Thus, the responsibility lies in our 

own hands for shaping the remainder of this life and those to come. 

It is very important to recognize this if we are to find effective means 

for cutting through both mental and physical suffering permanently.  

Each of us has been born as a human being. As such, we have the 

potential to give meaning and purpose to our life. But to take full 

advantage of it, we must go beyond what the lower animals can do. 

By utilizing such a human rebirth properly and gaining control over 

our mind, we can sever the root of all suffering completely. Within 

the space of one or more lives, we can escape from the compulsive 

cycle of death and rebirth. As it is, we have to be reborn again and 

again without any choice or control, experiencing all the sufferings of 

an uncontrolled physical body. But with the proper application, this 

involuntary cycle can be broken. We can escape from all suffering 

and dissatisfaction permanently.  

But to escape from the circle of death and rebirth ourselves is not 

enough. This is still not an appropriate way of using our human 

capabilities to the utmost. We are not the only ones who experience 

suffering and dissatisfaction; all other living beings share in the same 

predicament. And most other beings lack the wisdom – the Dharma 

eye of wisdom – to find the correct path to the cessation of their 

suffering. All creatures on earth, without exception, spend their 

whole life, day and night, searching for a way to overcome suffering 

and experience pleasure and happiness. But because their minds are 

clouded in ignorance, this search is in vain. Instead of leading to the 

intended goal, it brings them only further frustration and pain. They 

try to remove the cause of their suffering but instead only remove 
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themselves further and further from nirvana, the true cessation of 

suffering.  

All living beings suffer and desire release in the same way we do. 

If we realize this, it becomes apparent that it is selfish to work solely 

towards our own liberation, our own experience of nirvana. Rather 

we must strive to free all others as well. But in order to enlighten 

others as to the correct paths leading to a true cessation of suffering, 

we ourselves must first become fully enlightened beings.  

In other words, we must achieve buddhahood in order to help 

liberate others.  

The situation can be explained like this. Suppose we want to bring 

a friend to a beautiful park so that she can enjoy it. If we are blind 

there is no way for us to lead her there no matter how much we may 

so desire. It is necessary for us to have good vision and to be well 

acquainted with the road leading to the park before we can even 

think of bringing her there. In the same way, we must have a 

complete experience of full enlightenment before we can discern the 

best paths whereby all beings, with their varying mental aptitudes 

and temperaments, can be led to their own liberation from suffering.  

Thus, when we talk about the true purpose of meditation, we are 

talking about the attainment of enlightenment, an attainment that 

enables us to fulfill not only our own aims but also those of all others. 

This is the entire purpose of and the only reason for engaging in 

meditation. All the great yogis and meditation masters of the past 

have practiced the Dharma with just this purpose in mind. Likewise, 

when we meditate – and in Buddha’s teachings there are literally 

hundreds of different meditations to choose from depending on our 

level of realization – we should do so with this same motivation.  

Thus, spiritual practices are very necessary. We are not compelled 

to meditate by some outside agent, by other people, or by God. 

Rather, just as we are responsible for our own suffering, so are we 

solely responsible for our own cure. We have created the situation in 

which we find ourselves, and it is up to us to create the circumstances 

for our release. Therefore, as suffering permeates our life, we have to 
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do something in addition to our regular daily routine. This 

“something” is spiritual practice or, in other words, meditation. If we 

do not turn inwards and train our mind, but instead expend all our 

energy on arranging and rearranging the external aspects of our 

existence, then our suffering will continue. Our suffering has had no 

beginning, and if we do not adopt an effective spiritual practice, 

neither will it have an end.  

Generally speaking, it is difficult to practice the Dharma in an 

environment of great material abundance. This is because there are 

many distractions to interfere with our meditation. However, the 

actual root of these distractions is not in the environment itself. It is 

not in the machines of industry, our food, or anything like that. It is 

within our own mind. It has been a pleasant surprise for me during 

this, my first visit to the West, to see that along with material 

progress, there is substantial interest here in Dharma practice and in 

meditation of various types. Many people are sincerely searching for 

the higher meaning of human life, trying to transcend the everyday, 

animal concerns of their existence. In this respect I think it is very 

wise that people are trying to combine a spiritual with a practical way 

of life, one that provides deep mental as well as physical comfort. For 

such people, life will certainly not be an empty promise.  

Food prepared from many different ingredients can be truly 

delicious. In the same way, if we have a job or some such daily 

activity and also try to work as much as possible on perfecting a 

spiritual path and following the Dharma, our life can become very 

rich. The benefits we experience by combining these two approaches 

to life are far reaching.  

There is a great difference between the mind, feelings and 

experiences of someone who adds an understanding of Dharma to his 

or her daily life and one who does not. The former meets with far less 

confusion and experiences far less suffering when encountering 

difficulties in the material world. He has a controlled mind and a 

meaningful framework within which he can handle his problems 

skillfully. This will apply not only to his everyday experiences but 
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especially to those encountered when he dies.  

If we have never engaged in any spiritual practice, have never 

trained our mind through the discipline of meditation, then the 

experiences surrounding our death can be very frightening indeed. 

For the most advanced Dharma practitioner, however, death is like a 

pleasant journey back home. It is almost like going to a beautiful park 

for a picnic. And even for someone who has not achieved the highest 

realizations afforded by meditation, death can be a comfortable, not 

horrible, experience. Such a person can face his death – something 

we must all eventually do – with his mind at ease. He is not 

overwhelmed by fear or worry about what he will experience, or 

about the loved ones, possessions or body he will leave behind. In 

this life we have already experienced birth and are now in the process 

of growing old. The one thing we all have left to look forward to is our 

death. Thus, if our spiritual practice can help us face the inevitable 

with peace of mind, then our meditations have been very useful, 

although there are much higher purposes to which our practices can 

be put.  

To summarize, it is not the external appearance of our meditation 

that is important. Whether we sit with our arms folded this way and 

our legs crossed that way is of little consequence. But it is extremely 

important to check and see if whatever meditation we do is an actual 

remedy for our suffering. Does it effectively eliminate the delusions 

obscuring our mind? Does it combat our ignorance, hatred and 

greed? If it does reduce these negativities of mind, then it is a perfect 

meditation, truly practical and greatly worthwhile. If, on the other 

hand, it merely serves to generate and increase our negativities, such 

as pride, then it is only another cause of suffering. In such a case, 

even though we may say we are meditating, we are not actually 

following a spiritual path or practicing Dharma at all.  

Dharma is a guide away from suffering, away from problems. If 

our practice does not guide us in this direction, then something is 

wrong, and we must investigate what it might be. In fact, the 

fundamental practice of all true yogis is to discover which of their 
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actions bring suffering and which happiness. They then work to avoid 

the former and follow the latter as much as possible. This is the 

essential practice of Dharma.  

One final word. All of us who are beginning our practice of 

Dharma, starting to meditate and gain control of our mind, need to 

rely on proper sources of information. We should read books of 

sound authority, and when doubts arise, we should consult teachers 

who have mastered their study and practice. This is very important. 

If we are guided by books written without a proper understanding, 

there is the great danger that our life will be spent following an 

incorrect path. Even more important is choosing the correct teacher, 

guru or lama. He or she must have correct realizations and must 

actually live the practice of the Dharma.  

Our practice of meditation, of mental cultivation, should not be 

passive. We shall not be able to break the bonds of suffering by 

blindly accepting what someone, even a great master, tells us to do. 

Rather we should use our innate intelligence to check and see if a 

suggested course of action is effective. If we have good reason to 

believe that a teaching is valid and will be helpful, then by all means 

we should follow it. As with medicine, once we have found some that 

can reasonably be expected to cure us, we should take it. Otherwise, if 

we swallow anything that happens to come into our hands, we run 

the great risk of aggravating rather than curing our illness.  

This is my final suggestion for those beginners who have an 

interest in studying Dharma and meditating. Spiritual pursuits can 

be very worthwhile. Yet even if you cannot practice Dharma, a mere 

understanding of it can enrich your life and give it meaning. I think 

that is all. Thank you very much.  

 

COLOPHON 

Extracted from Wisdom Energy, edited by Jon Landaw. Reprinted 

with permission from Wisdom Publications. 
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14. MEDITATION ON THE MIND ITSELF: 
LAMA THUBTEN YESHE 

 

 

 

Now, we try to concentrate on one’s own consciousness. This 

approach to concentration we call sometimes, non-conceptualization, 

non-conception, non-superstition. In Tibetan, me.togpa.  

At this point, the great yogi Lama Tsongkhapa in his Lam-rim 

says that one should contemplate on the clarity of one’s own 

consciousness and not follow any other kind of phenomena, any 

other object, like some deity or form, or color or sound, or seed 

syllable or mantra. Lama Tsongkhapa said we should abandon these. 

So, when we meditate and a special vision, a fantastic vision comes, 

even if the Buddha is coming or some other image comes, do not 

follow it.  

The great yogi Tilopa said, “Leave the mind on consciousness 

alone without any color or any clothes added. Thereby the muddy 

superstition becomes clear. Contemplate on the consciousness only.”  

Fundamentally, there are two things: the subject – consciousness, 

and the object – you can say the sensory world of phenomena. Lama 

Tsongkhapa said that when we contemplate on the consciousness 

mind, we should never allow any kind of object, like form, color, or 

deity to come.  

I think it is very sensible and very logical. Normally we are 

distracted by superstition thoughts of the sensory objects, aren’t we? 

The five sense objects. This is our experience, isn’t it? So the 

superstition is most of the time linked with the sensory object. In 

conception, normally, our habit is a sensory object. So this habit we 

have to throw out. For that reason, contemplate on the clarity of 

one’s own consciousness. It is so powerful. 

Of course, in the beginning we have such a strong habit that the 

superstition of the sound, smell, color – all these things, comes out. 

But we use skill – we talked about that – we keep our memory 
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strongly on our consciousness. Without disturbing this memory or 

consciousness concentration, we use the skillful fish, remember, our 

mindfulness or awareness fish to examine or to watch the essence of 

superstition when that distracts, and also sometimes watch how 

superstition manifests, how we conceive the superstition. So you are 

sort of mindful. Those are techniques. Remember yesterday we 

discussed this, that we need to eliminate distraction, and also, we 

have to abandon expectation: expecting something to happen, some 

kind of higher realization to come out. This kind of expectation, any 

kind of expectation becomes superstition. Just let go. 

So the memory, concentration memory is strong and when 

enough satisfaction, clear, at that time let go. The “let go” has many 

meanings. In other words, be a little bit loose rather than tight – 

putting tremendous effort. Sometimes we put too much effort and 

too much discipline. That also is not good because there is not 

enough letting go. Like when you are driving a car, you know, the 

speed, the situation, everything. Every situation is sort of the middle 

way: then you have to let go. But the new driver, he cannot let go. He 

also somehow wants change, busy, you know. New meditators have 

to learn how to let go. If you know how to let go, the root text of 

Mahamudra says, without doubt you will be liberated from 

superstition. 

If you don’t know how to let go then you can never experience 

bliss. Like a car, at a certain point you let go, you enjoy, at a certain 

point is almost like flying, like an airplane you know, blissful car. But 

the new driver he doesn’t know how to let go. So he can’t feel blissful. 

It is similar with a meditator. So when you try too much, too much 

tight, not knowing how to let go, then at some point you hate 

meditation, isn’t it? Even if you see a temple or your meditation 

cushion, you don’t want to go near there. But when you know how to 

let go, you taste blissful chocolate cake of meditation, so each time 

you do meditation you enjoy, blissful. 

Also, when we say, “let go,” that means the memory is kept going 

continuously. And also, when we are distracted, we use the 
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awareness, the mindfulness and watching. We have a way to watch 

the essence of the superstition. That also is without losing (the 

object.) At some point you reach, it’s difficult to eliminate the 

superstition, distraction, then you can stop again. Then better to stop 

meditation on the consciousness and just do breathing. Technical 

breathing concentration, just let go breathing, only just breath 

watching, that quickly cuts the gross levels of superstition. When the 

mind is neutralized, then go back again. Neutralized mind is already 

clean clear, isn’t it? So then you go back to concentration on the 

clarity of one’s own consciousness. 

Also, Lama Tsongkhapa emphasized much that the first time you 

get some experience of the clarity, you should be satisfied. You 

should not intellectualize, saying, “Oh this is not enough, this is not 

clarity as my lama says.” That means just too much intellect is going, 

you know. It’s through your experience, not the words, intellectual 

words. So one should be satisfied. The clarity is infinite – now we 

have clarity. 

Lama Tsongkhapa, in his experience, he said that when you 

contemplate on your own consciousness, at a certain point you 

develop such clarity that almost you have crazy thoughts. “I could 

count all the universal atoms” – you get this kind of experience. You 

can see clean clear because the subject consciousness develops such 

clarity and is sort of so sharp to discriminate all the subtle physical 

energy. You get that kind of experience. And also, because of 

developing clarity, you can experience bliss: ecstatic bliss. 

First you feel blissful physically, this is sort of the gross blanket; 

take that blanket off somehow and you only experience the 

consciousness level and feel the consciousness is experiencing 

universal space, a sort of unified experience. You feel you are no 

longer living in the physical world, no longer involved in the physical 

world, so that eliminates superstition because when we feel we are in 

the physical world, the superstition populations of form, sound, 

smell, are busy complicating. For that reason, non-conceptualize, 

because it is such a sensitive way to cut the conception of the sensory 
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world. You can experience, by developing concentration at a certain 

point, the ecstatic state of meditation; you can experience no form, 

no smell, no five sense objects: that’s why it becomes so powerful. 

Of course, when you stop meditation, again you feel sort of a new 

body, because in the meditation there is no body. So, when you stop 

meditation you feel a new sort of body. 

Because it’s a new body, even superstition has to come out, it’s 

sort of a new thing isn’t it? So easily we can kill superstition. Very 

light. Because we develop such clarity of concentration, even in 

dreams the conception for superstition, the five sense objects are 

much lighter. So even if you are sleeping, your sleep becomes 

meditation. Normally when we sleep, we have a heavy, impure 

projection: the dream coming. Remember? This is eliminated, and 

also, the dreams are sort of pure visions coming. 

Lama Tsongkhapa said that we develop that way. If we change 

concentration many times, it is not so good because here we try to 

develop samadhi meditation, which means we should keep the same 

meditation object. 

Samadhi meditation is the source of liberation and the source of 

telepathic power, this is only sensible, isn’t it? This we talked about. 

Lama Tsongkhapa said that if you develop such clarity of your own 

consciousness, you reach the ability of being able to count atoms or 

neutrons, such subtle energy you can count. It’s almost telepathic, 

isn’t it? The scientific people, even if they use scientific equipment, 

they can’t count them, but Lama Tsongkhapa can, isn’t it? So now I 

have to be proud of Buddhism, okay. 

This way, the mental telepathic ability comes, from mind training. 

According to Abhidharma there are two things: through training you 

develop telepathic power and also intuition. 

Intuition I think maybe everybody has to some extent. Like you 

are here but somehow in your deepest heart you feel that something 

has happened to your dear friend in Melbourne; you know without 

superficial logic. Those are intuition, intuitive, telepathic. To gain the 

perfect samadhi and such telepathy is so essential. There is no way 
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you can become liberated, no way you will become enlightened 

without this realization. That has no exception whether you are 

Buddhist, Muslim, or Christian, whatever. From the Buddhist point 

of view, everybody who wants to become enlightened has to have this 

kind of realization. 

Also, it is possible, due to the power of habit, repeated habit. So, 

in consciousness meditation, when done repeatedly in such a skillful 

way, we eliminate the sluggishness and distraction, it becomes a sort 

of habit. 

The gross levels of superstition are like these clothes. Each time 

you go deeper, deeper, you take off a layer. You reach more subtle, 

subtle states. When your mind reaches the subtle point, maybe 

deepest unconscious according to the western psychological view, so 

subtle that you touch reality, it is super powerful. Because 

subjectively your wisdom is so unbelievably subtle, so sharp – to 

touch reality is more powerful than a nuclear bomb. That is the 

feature. When you are developing deeper concentration, the 

superstition, gross levels of mind, you sort of keep taking out. 

For that reason, the tantric approach to Mahamudra is to 

eliminate the gross levels of consciousness and try to touch the subtle 

consciousness. This subtle consciousness will come out, then there is 

some automatic experience of non-duality or the great Mahamudra. 

It seems like the subtle consciousness is at the moment neglected, is 

no longer functioning because gross superstition is overwhelming. Of 

course, if somebody intellectually debates, they say how can one stop 

this superstition? This superstition mind is, sort of scientifically 

speaking, present until we reach the tenth bodhisattva bhumi, almost 

difficult to stop isn’t it. Then you say, if you reach a point of 

concentration, maybe four hours concentration on your 

consciousness without distraction or sluggishness, then do you reach 

non-superstition? You can debate like that. 

You can debate yes, but now we are talking about experience. The 

superstition is almost like the number of creatures in the ocean. 

From the Buddhist point of view, there are so many aspects of 
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superstition in the ocean of our consciousness. So we have slowly, 

slowly, organically to remove them. Each time you get rid of a gross 

whale or a gross crocodile, you banish the gross animal mind. You 

experience no superstition. That’s why I remember when I received 

the Mahamudra teaching from my guru, he exactly said, “At a certain 

point of the Buddhist philosophical way of understanding, debate 

and these things, at a certain point you have to abandon. Don’t bring 

this argument, go beyond this argument.” I remember exactly 

because for me my conception was so strong because I trained in 

philosophy, so I have preconceptions, always trying to add strong 

concepts you know. If he says this, I try to make it this way. If he is 

this way, I try to make this way. I remember. So these preconceptions 

sometimes eliminate such a powerful experience. 

Now, the experience of non-conceptualization or non-superstition 

doesn’t mean suddenly you reach beyond dualistic concepts. No. 

Dualistic conception is like blankets, you know. So many. That’s why, 

I’m sure, some of you know already from the first bodhisattva bhumi 

to the tenth, there are something like nine different obstacles. Each 

stage eliminates certain of the dualistic obstacles. Okay? So you 

understand how this experience comes, this is possible if we go in the 

right direction. 

I think sometimes I experience that if I’m looking someplace 

strongly, my mind is totally involved in maybe a flower or something 

like that, I can’t even hear a loud sound. I think this is a normal 

experience, everybody has experienced this. So simple, a normal 

example. It’s possible, that when we contemplate and continuously 

stop perceiving form, color, sound, smell, all these things, these 

things stop, so the superstition door is sort of closed. Then 

tremendous ecstatic bliss energy comes, it intuitively comes. This is 

very powerful to eliminate the dualistic thinking. By contemplating 

one’s own consciousness, when you reach a certain point, the two 

things, object and subject, are no longer existent in a certain way, just 

because you are in such a unified state. The longer you stay in that 

state, the more powerful to eliminate such complex dualistic thought. 
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I feel it is so simple, the clarity energy is always existent within us. 

What matters is that we penetrate and concentrate. Such bliss, 

universal reality, is within us: We have to sort of switch it on. 

The more you experience an internal state of bliss, the more you 

develop concentration, the more you will be happy to meditate. In 

other words, as the result of your meditation, you will experience 

this. 

Our consciousness is like Australian land. Before there was no 

wire, no fences, now so many people put wire: The superstition is like 

wire, as long as each of us feels individualistic. When we remove this 

wire, it’s one land, one Australia land. This is similar. The one state of 

omnipresent wisdom, eternal peace, eternal bliss state. If you 

understand this, you understand that we human beings are capable 

of communication with each other. I think that’s also good 

psychological understanding. Sometimes we think, impossible. I can’t 

communicate with you. No way. No point in trying. Normally we 

think that way. Wrong conception, wrong conception. The Buddhist 

point of view is every being, male or female, chicken or insect, 

everybody can reach the certain point, total state, without any 

distinction. 

Lama Tsongkhapa says that when we contemplate on our own 

consciousness, we should not think concerning time: past, present 

future. It becomes a distraction. 

Our habit is so concerned with time, and our habit, which has 

actually very little value, has to be broken. Only when you 

contemplate, only when the clean clear state is existent, is the energy 

of consciousness not concerned with time and space – not concerned 

with color or whatever it is, sensory objects. At this stage, any 

concept, even how wonderful that all living beings reach 

Buddhahood, at that time is not valid. It’s only this experience. Even 

if you remember your previous life, fantastic yogi in the Himalayan 

mountains, you understand, all the memory in this kind of 

meditation should be stopped. 
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You should not be scared – “Wow, I have to stop all my normal 

memory, that means maybe I have to become unconscious, you 

know. This monk tries to teach me totally to go to sleep, to have 

sleepy mind.” No. No. Why? Because normally our memory is on, off, 

on, off; and on, off, on, off…it is an interference to develop 

mindfulness. The continuous non-stopping memory is the resource 

of mindfulness or awareness. 

I think good enough. So now somehow you know how to deal 

better. Maybe two questions, then we stop. 

Q: Lama, you have given us the idea of contemplating clear 

awareness. How can we do this if we have never experienced it? 

Lama: Okay. Good question. I understand that sometimes the 

concept of clarity of consciousness is difficult for the Western mind, 

but I say the way to bring comprehension of clarity of consciousness 

is by observing, contemplating, sticking to the vision of thought. 

Through the vision of the rays of thought, you can go into the clarity 

of thought. The example is, through the rays of the sun you can 

discover the sun. 

I think he (Kelsang) is shocked. He knows I went beyond Tibetan 

culture. Tibetan lamas when they give Mahamudra teaching, I’m 

sure, never teach like that. Not like that. I think it’s historically non-

existent. Sorry but only in Australia! 

Also remember I made the example, when the mirror is clear the 

reflection is taken. When the water is clear, the reflection of the moon 

is there, clean clear. Similar: we do have such clean clear energy 

within us, that’s why we can take all the sensory perceptions, and 

that’s the beauty of the human quality. Okay. 

Q: When I try to realize the non-existence of anything, I choose 

the sun and pull it apart into pieces until I have broken the atoms up 

and there’s nothing there that I can see. Is it only my delusion that 

brings it together? 

Lama: I think so. That’s a good example, isn’t it? I think normally 

the dualistic mind is putting things together, that is its function. 

When this disappears, then we can experience non-duality. For 
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example, sometimes in my mind I completely chop my body into 

pieces, like it becomes atoms. Sometimes that is helpful to quickly 

experience non-duality. 

Q: Also, does that mean that if everybody believes the world is flat 

then it will become flat? 

Lama: If you believe it, you see the world as flat. If you believe it 

round it becomes round. 

Q: If I believed snow was purple and everybody else believed it 

was purple, would it still be white? 

Lama: Everybody who? Shakyamuni, his eye could not believe it 

as you see. Everybody means who? Everybody means Buddha also is 

there. Olay. So if you see white as purple, it could be in a certain 

environment, a certain energy involved to see this white as purple, 

but those who don’t have such a condition obstacle don’t see that. 

They just see white as it is. 

Q: Then if Buddha looked at the earth, would he see it as round or 

flat? 

Lama: Buddha sees the earth round according to your mind. 

Buddha sees the earth flat according to my mind. Not for him. Okay. 

Maybe twelve o’clock. Better we stop. 

 

COLOPHON 

Excerpt from Mahamudra, “Fourth Discourse” by Lama Thubten 

Yeshe, transcript reprinted here for the “Discovering Buddhism” 

program with permission from Wisdom Publications. Lightly edited 

by Kendall Magnussen, FPMT Education Department. 
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15. SIMPLE MEDITATIONS 
LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE 

 

 

 

BREATHING MEDITATION FOR PURIFICATION 

Visualize Compassion Buddha, Tara, or Medicine Buddha, etc. As you 

inhale, light from the deity’s heart, which is in the nature of great 

compassion, blesses all sentient beings. It fills the whole body and 

mind with great compassion, in the heart. Keep the mind in that state 

for a while, in that feeling of great compassion towards every sentient 

being, without discrimination, feeling their suffering and generating 

the thought to free them all from the sufferings and problems, by 

oneself. 

Then exhale all the defilements, all the delusions, negative karma, 

negative imprints and particularly the ego. It comes out as you exhale 

in the form of smoke or pollution. It goes beyond this world. This is 

using the breathing meditation for purification. 

Then again, as you inhale slowly, again light comes from the heart 

of Compassion Buddha. Think that it is the essence of wisdom, the 

fully awakened mind, the omniscient mind, in the form of white light. 

It fills the whole body and mind. Keep the mind in that state. 

Then exhale all the defilements, negative karma, and negative 

imprints, particularly ignorance. It comes out in the form of smoke or 

pollution, like pollution comes from a chimney. It goes away from 

beyond the world. Think you are completely purified. 

Then inhale, again light comes from the heart of Compassion 

Buddha, think that it is the essence of power, power to be able to help 

everyone, to free them immediately, to be able to free them from all 

the problems, the sufferings and the causes of sufferings. This 

thought is the highest thought: to free them from negative imprints 

and for them to achieve perfect happiness immediately, to free them 

from the suffering and the causes of suffering. Think that the light is 

perfect power to give temporal and ultimate happiness all the way up 
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to enlightenment. Receive this in the form of white light, the whole 

body and mind is filled with white light in the nature of perfect power 

to do perfect works for all sentient beings, like the Buddha. 

For example, some doctors are able to know exactly the person’s 

sickness and able to give the right medicine and able to heal 

immediately. So, to be able to realize that perfect power for all the 

activities you are doing for others. 

If you are a schoolteacher, then being able to awaken the 

children’s minds from ignorance immediately and be able to 

eliminate their ignorance by teaching. If someone is doing 

consultation, then to realize perfect power and be particularly able to 

solve that person’s problems. By seeing and talking to that person, 

you are able to solve immediately their problems and able to fill that 

person’s mind with great peace and happiness. Also, all the person’s 

anger – immediately you are able to purify and generate open heart 

and the thought of love and compassion towards others, including 

the person with whom that person has problems. 

First, you do breathing meditation. Then, you watch the mind. 

 

MEDITATION ON THE MIND 

The mind is looking at the mind that is concentrating. You are 

watching that mind that is doing the breathing meditation. You are 

paying attention to that mind that is watching the mind. 

There are two things. Mind watching the mind: thoughts 

passing through, but at the same time you are aware, like the police 

watching people go out and come in. The other is the mind looking at 

the nature of the mind, that which is formless, colorless, and 

shapeless, but clearly perceives the object. Some may find it difficult, 

but some able. I think that especially for Western people, these things 

are difficult, so you can do the meditation (above) for beginners, 

which brings quietness and peace. After that, then one can also have 

discussion about Buddhist philosophy, reincarnation, the meaning of 

life, why people suffer. Start with some analysis. 

Use Tara or Medicine Buddha, something nice that just by seeing 
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or visualizing, there is peace in the heart. Then chant the mantras. 

 

MEDITATION ON THE FOUR IMMEASURABLES 

[Please see Ven. Sangye Khadro’s explanation on “The Practice of 

the Four Immeasurables” in Awakening a Kind Heart (Amitabha 

Buddhist Centre, Singapore, or online at: www.fpmtabc.org.sg.). 

The prayer of the four immeasurable thoughts can also be found in 

How to Meditate, by Kathleen McDonald, pp. 145 & 149.] 

This is very good for beginners; it is very good to make the life 

very meaningful. The meditation for generating the four 

immeasurable thoughts is very good. You can do it like this: 

First is generating the immeasurable thought of equanimity. You 

can do it over and over again. You can do it 3 times, 4 times, 5 times, 

6 times, etc. Then, generating the immeasurable thought of loving 

kindness, over and over again. Then, generating the immeasurable 

thought of compassion over and over again. Then generating the 

immeasurable thought of joyfulness. 

It depends on the students. One can repeat many times and do the 

meditation because with each practice you collect merit like limitless 

sky. With the immeasurable thought of loving kindness, each time 

you meditate you create the cause to be born as a wheel-turning king 

because you create incredible merit. I think the result of being born a 

wheel-turning king is collected with each of the practices. Each time 

you generate these thoughts, you create limitless skies of merit, 

especially if one does it with tong-len, generating the thought of 

taking on all the sentient beings’ sufferings within ourselves, within 

one’s own heart, the ego, and then it destroys the ego. 

With the immeasurable thought of equanimity, take on other 

sentient beings’ sufferings and the cause of sufferings, also the cause 

of sufferings from wars and global pollution. 

When you practice the immeasurable thought of loving kindness, 

at that time you give your body a wish-fulfilling jewel, and all the 

merit up to enlightenment, and all the causes. 
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With the immeasurable thought of joyfulness, you give to sentient 

beings. 

 

ABOUT DEDICATION  

It is very good if someone is very sick or has large problems, maybe 

who is dying or has died, for the group to dedicate. Even if you are 

only a few people, when you dedicate to Buddha and purify together 

and include those people who are dying, or have problems, etc., 

sometimes due to the power of people’s minds, it can cure. It can 

have success. 

 

COLOPHON 

From Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s advice to Jhamba Drolkar on how to 

start a study group in Amherst, MA, USA. Scribed by Ven. Holly 

Ansett, 13th November 2000, Aptos, CA, USA. Edited by Kendall 

Magnussen, FPMT Education Department. 
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16. A SHORT TEACHING ON CALM ABIDING 
HIS HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA AND VEN. RENÉ FEUSI 

 
 
 
Extracted from the Discovering Buddhism Video Series, 2, “How to 

Meditate.” 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Meditation is an essential step to develop on the path to 

enlightenment. Even in our daily lives we can see that with good 

concentration we accomplish much more work of better quality. 

Without a stable mind, we are like a candle sitting in the wind: We 

are vulnerable to negative influences and don’t have much power to 

progress on the spiritual path. 

All Buddhist masters have relied on meditation to gain 

realizations, and if we look at the benefits, it’s easy to see why: We 

feel happier, balanced and focused, and we experience a sense of 

inner peace. But meditation is much more than a way to relax and 

feel happy; it’s a proven method for us to experience the true nature 

of reality, the true nature of our minds. 

 

TEACHING 

His Holiness the Dalai Lama: When we speak about meditation, 

what do we mean by meditation? Meditation is a discipline where 

you cultivate certain familiarity with a chosen object of meditation. 

Generally, the problem is that in our normal day-to-day life, in our 

unreflective states of mind, generally we let ourselves to be under the 

control and domination of our mind, and our mind comes under the 

domination of afflictive emotions and thoughts. And because of this, 

then it leads to influencing our states of mind on the whole to be 

overwhelmed by destructive and negative emotions and thoughts, 

which then perpetuates the whole cycle of problems, confusion, 

suffering, and so on. 
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What we are seeking in our spiritual practice is to try to reverse 

that cycle, so that gradually we will be in a position to take charge of 

our mind and prevent the mind from coming under the domination 

and influence of our negative impulses and thoughts. The way in 

which we do this is to engage in a constant discipline of cultivation of 

this familiarity with a chosen object so that we will be able to gain a 

certain stability of mind where we have the capacity to place our 

mind and allow it to abide single-pointedly with a degree of stability 

upon a certain chosen object. Here, when we speak about a chosen 

object, we are, of course, talking about a positive object upon which 

we direct our thoughts and then cultivate familiarity with it so that, 

in this way, gradually we’ll be able to reverse the cycle. And this is the 

actual meaning and purpose of meditation in the Buddhist context. 

 

Venerable René Feusi: To have a mind where you can control 

your thoughts and your emotions is incredible, without speaking 

about getting spiritual realizations. Just to be able to say, “Stop!” to 

the thought when you want, to say, “Stop!” to the emotions when you 

want; to have that capacity to be master of your own mind is a source 

of well-being. To be able to say to all these thoughts: “Stop!” to these 

emotions: “Stop! I’ve had enough of you!” whenever you want to and 

stay still. To have this capacity is an incredible peace of mind, a great 

advantage. Suddenly, you become master of your own mind. If you 

want to develop any qualities of mind you need some mindfulness, 

some continuity in what meditation you do. For example, you 

meditate on love. If your meditation on love is constantly interrupted 

by other thoughts, there is no way you have the ability to develop 

strong love. 

It is the same thing if you meditate about the nature of reality, 

how things really exist. If you have this inquiring mind which follows 

a stream of thought and wants to reach a conclusion and stay on that, 

you have to have a focused mind which is able to follow the analysis 

without being distracted. And once you reach a conclusion to be able 

to look at it and see what it implies, you must be able to stay on the 
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conclusion of your analysis and see what it implies; how to change 

your whole worldview based on that conclusion you have reached. So, 

in order to be able to do that, again you need to have a calm mind. 

The more we have control of our own minds, what happens is that 

instead of going constantly up and down like a yo-yo, being overly 

excited when something good happens and completely depressed 

when things go wrong – our usual mind – with concentration your 

mind becomes much more even. 

That evenness of mind is, actually, a type of joy, a type of peace 

which is so pleasant – much more pleasant actually than even the 

excitement of pleasure. To have this stillness inside is much more 

pleasant than having good news and good things happening out 

there. 

We see that what we call pleasure, excitement, actually is a form 

of suffering; it’s not real happiness, it’s excitement. It’s like boiling 

water. There is no peace, no serenity in what we call pleasure. But 

this we see by practicing. So, that’s why I think it is very important to 

put effort into concentration, into developing calm abiding. 

We can do this in everyday life. We don’t necessarily need to go 

into retreat to do that. Just know how to go about it and how to 

integrate it into your everyday life. In order to develop calm abiding, 

there are certain conditions that help. 

 

GATHERING SUPPORTIVE CONDITIONS 

All these conditions we can gather in our everyday life, we don’t need 

necessarily to go to a completely isolated place. It just means having 

little desire, being content with one’s life situation, and having a little 

bit of a peaceful environment. Even though one might have a family 

life, still we can wake up a little earlier than everybody else and do 

some calm abiding then; or in the evening when everybody is in bed, 

or when the children are at school, or something like that. One can 

find a time in the day, if one wants it, for a peaceful meditation. 

The first point is developing the wish to do calm abiding 

meditation by thinking of its advantages like mentioned above. The 
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second point is making a determination, “I am going to do it now, I 

will rest my mind on, for example, the movement of the breath or a 

Buddha’s image for, let’s say, ten minutes and I am not going to lose 

the object.” Then, third point, you develop gradually the force of your 

mindfulness, which in this context means being able to hold onto 

your object without losing it. You try to extend the duration of not 

forgetting the object, until you are able to hold it continuously for the 

whole duration of the session. Once you are able to do that, the 

fourth point is to use introspection to check the quality of your 

concentration to make it more precise. The fifth point is applying 

antidotes, which means, if you are prone to dullness, then you hold 

the object more intensely, and if you have excitement, you relax a 

little bit the grip on your object. Then, the sixth and last point, is not 

to over-apply antidotes when your meditation is going well and 

you are fully on the object of focus without excitement and dullness, 

then at that point to tighten or loosen the grip of your object becomes 

a distraction. So slowly, like that, you find the middle way and you 

have to hold on to it. At the beginning a lot of effort is needed, but as 

your mind becomes more supple and acute, the process becomes 

easier until you are able to hold the object effortlessly with clarity and 

intensity for any duration. At that point, many positive experiences 

start dawning in your mind, like progressive levels of inner bliss, 

peace, and clarity of mind. The mind gradually develops its ability to 

abide calmly through nine stages. 

 

THE NINE STAGES OF CALM ABIDING 

Just in brief, I will go a little bit over that. When one starts 

meditating on calm abiding – one sits down and says, “Okay, I’m 

going to meditate for ten minutes. For ten minutes, I will hold this 

Buddha image or watch the breath.” At the first stage, one says, 

“Wow, what a mess.” One realizes that one hardly ever finds the 

object. During the whole session, we say, “Oh yes, I am supposed to 

watch the breath,” and then the mind goes all over the place. Only 

from time to time, you remember that you are supposed to watch the 
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breath, but your mind most of the time is going all over the place. 

This is the first stage of meditating on calm abiding. It’s called 

“placing the mind.” It’s actually trying to bring the mind onto the 

object in the first place. The whole session is spent bringing the mind 

on the object because most of the time it’s away. 

Then, the second stage is called “placement with continuity.” 

There, one is able to bring the mind on the object and stay for a little 

while before losing it again. There is continuity. Before, there was no 

continuity at all; you just bring it there and “poof,” it goes off; you 

bring it there and it goes off. Here, there is continuity. 

The third stage is called “patch-like placement.” There, you 

are able to stay on the object for quite a while. You stay on the object, 

and from time to time you lose it, but then as soon as you lose it, you 

are aware that you are losing it and you are able to bring the mind 

back. 

The fourth stage is called “close placement.” At the fourth 

stage, from the beginning to the end of your session, you don’t lose 

the object at all. During the whole session, you are able to hold on to 

the object. There still is distraction and dullness, but one part of your 

mind never loses the object anymore. 

Then, the fifth stage is called “controlling.” Because on the 

fourth level, you are able to stay for the whole session on the object, 

the gross aspect of excitement and laxity has subsided. Because the 

object is there, stable and clear, there is danger now of relaxing one’s 

effort and being prone to subtle laxity. 

By familiarizing yourself with the object, you reach a state of inner 

peace you have never experienced before. It’s like your mind was 

always like boiling water. Suddenly, the boiling water has subsided, 

and you find that your mind experiences a kind of tranquility that 

you never had before and you realize, “Wow, that’s quite pleasant!” 

The difference between the fifth and the fourth levels is that at the 

fifth there is no more gross laxity and gross excitement. 

The sixth stage is called “pacifying.” Here one is able to 

recognize with introspection even subtle excitement and laxity as a 
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fault. What is missing is the intensity of holding on to the object. In 

general, when one reaches that stage, it is better to lean towards the 

side of subtle excitement than to lean toward the side of subtle laxity 

because subtle excitement is easier to recognize. 

At the seventh stage, “thorough pacifying”, you can stay on the 

object continuously, and when subtle excitement and laxity arise, you 

can easily stop them. However, you still need strong effort. You sit 

there and you stay on the object, and from time to time you have to 

check if excitement or laxity has come about, but the main bulk of 

your sitting, you are constantly aware of the object, the excitement 

and dullness is not so strong anymore. It doesn’t happen often and 

even if it arises, you just have to “poof, poof, poof,” and the subtle 

thought will stop, or the subtle emotion will stop. 

Actually, it is a process of going from your ordinary mind, which 

has distortions and things like that, to go into your mind of calm 

abiding. It is like entering into a tunnel or entering into something. 

You focus your mind on the object and you go through certain stages 

to go into the mind of calm abiding. 

The eighth stage is called “making one-pointed.” Here one just 

needs a little effort at the beginning of the session to control subtle 

excitement and laxity, but then it becomes a free ride. The whole 

session of meditation happens without interruptions from them. 

Then the ninth stage is called “placement with equanimity.” 

So here, there is no more effort. As soon as you sit down, you are so 

familiarized with that state of meditation, you just sit down, and you 

are in that state for the whole session. No matter how long, you can 

stay on the object without any excitement or any dullness. That’s a 

fantastic state of mind. 

This is the ninth stage of calm abiding; it is not the fully qualified 

calm abiding yet. You have to cultivate that for a certain period of 

time, and if you cultivate that, there is a transformation of your body 

and mind that happens. There is a kind of physical bliss which arises, 

and a mental bliss. This physical and mental bliss gives rise to a 

special physical suppleness or pliancy, or lightness about your body 
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and a lightness about your mind: a sharpness, a suppleness about the 

mind, a pliancy where you can apply your mind for anything virtuous 

you want, whenever you want. The mind always has great 

enthusiasm; you never lose enthusiasm for doing something positive. 

Also, many pure forms are seen in dreams, and one does not lose 

awareness during sleep anymore. 

When this process has happened – this physical and mental bliss 

has arisen and then the physical suppleness and mental suppleness 

has arisen and gets stabilized – then this is called “calm abiding.” 

It is a very clear path, it is very well put down, so you know exactly 

where you are, what your problem is, and how to face it to go to the 

next stage. This you will find in the lam-rim tradition in the section 

on calm abiding. There is a detailed explanation on this there. So, 

good luck. 

 

COLOPHON 

Extracted from Discovering Buddhism Video Series, 2, “How to 

Meditate.” Lightly edited by Ven. René Feusi and Kendall 

Magnussen, May 2004. 
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17. LISTENING, THINKING AND MEDITATING: 
GESHE JAMPA TEGCHOK 

 
 
 
The first verse says that listening, thinking, and meditating are 

practices of a Bodhisattva. Having attained a precious human life 

with the eighteen characteristics, we should listen, think and 

meditate upon the Buddha’s teachings, to bring to fruition our 

Dharma aims. From these three activities, we gain three wisdoms. 

First, we develop the wisdom of listening. In dependence upon that, 

we generate the wisdom of thinking, and following that, the wisdom 

of meditating. The three wisdoms are produced gradually, in this 

order. 

Here, listening does not simply mean letting a sound enter our 

ears. It involves a certain level of understanding. Suppose, for 

example, we hear a teaching stating that the aggregates – our body 

and mind – are impermanent, that is, that they change moment by 

moment. If we assent to that, thinking, “Yes, the aggregates are 

impermanent,” the wisdom occurring simultaneously with that 

thought is the wisdom of listening. 

Thinking is the process of analyzing. Here, we check to discover 

whether the aggregates are impermanent or not. The wisdom 

resulting from that analysis, an understanding that knows that the 

aggregates are definitely impermanent, is the wisdom of thinking. 

Meditation is placing the mind single-pointedly upon the fact that 

has been decisively ascertained through the process of thinking. The 

wisdom of meditation is the wisdom occurring with that 

concentration. In this example, it would be wisdom focused single-

pointedly on the aggregates being impermanent. 

In a slightly wider context, scripture states that first we need to 

abide in the ethical discipline of avoiding the ten destructive actions. 

On that basis, we listen to Dharma teachings and generate the 

wisdom of hearing. Then we think, check, and analyze to generate the 
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wisdom of thinking. Finally, we meditate, by placing the mind single-

pointedly on that meaning and thus generate the wisdom of 

meditation. 

We need to listen well, and we must listen a lot. It is necessary to 

listen to teachings on a topic several times, not only once. Each time 

we hear, study, or read the teachings, we understand a little more 

and gain a broader view of them. We see the example of great lamas 

who are alive today: they continuously listen to the teachings of their 

spiritual guides and read the scriptures. Without adequate hearing, 

we will not be able to think very well, and of course then we will not 

be able to meditate well, and it will be difficult to realize the Dharma 

and transform our mind.  

Let us look at how one person can practice hearing, thinking, and 

meditating along an entire path. On the basis of avoiding the ten 

destructive actions, first she listens to the subjects that are common 

to all vehicles. They include the precious human life, death, refuge, 

and karma. Having listened well to those subjects, she thinks and 

meditates on them. Then should she wish for a more vast practice, 

she can take the Bodhisattva ordination, keep the Bodhisattva 

precepts, and again listen to, think about, and meditate upon the 

subjects connected with the Bodhisattva path, such as loving-

kindness, compassion, Bodhichitta, and the six far-reaching 

attitudes. Then, if she has an interest in the profound side, she will 

take the tantric ordination, keep those commitments, and listen, 

think, and meditate on the tantric path – the generation and 

completion stages. This, in general, is the order to be followed. 

If it were only necessary to listen a little, why did the Buddha give 

eighty-four thousand teachings? Why did later Indian sages compose 

so many commentaries? The fact is that the more teachings we can 

listen to the better. If we try to climb a mountain, without hands, we 

cannot grab hold of anything. Trying to meditate without hearing is 

like that. We cannot catch hold of any grounds or paths. 

Having listened to the teachings well, we will become familiar 

with everything that is to be practiced and we will gradually give up 
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all faults. For example, by listening to teachings on the initial level of 

practice, we will understand the subjects at that level and will be free 

of the ignorance of not understanding them. By practicing what we 

learn, we will abandon the faults related to this stage. 

It is said, “Through hearing, one attains liberation.” From good 

hearing comes good thinking and good meditation. Through these we 

can abandon negativities, purify ourselves, and finally attain a state 

in which all karma has been exhausted. 

What we call analytical or checking meditation is, in general, 

meditation. But within the three – hearing, thinking, and meditating 

– it is not termed meditation but thinking. In the three, meditation 

refers to putting the mind on a subject that has been clearly 

ascertained through contemplation. It is best to put the mind on the 

object single-pointedly, but that is not necessary. In the three, 

analytical meditation is included in thinking because it is here that 

we decisively ascertain the meaning of a particular teaching and how 

to practice it. 

Hearing, thinking, and meditating are to be practiced in union. 

That is, we should apply ourselves to all three practices of hearing, 

thinking, and meditating with regard to all of the essential topics, 

including impermanence, suffering, emptiness, selflessness, love, and 

compassion.  

 

ANALYTICAL MEDITATION  

How do we know that we have gained the intended result from a 

given meditation? How much time should we spend on each 

meditation? How do we prevent the experiences we gain from 

deteriorating? We shall then cover the general points regarding this 

now, and points related to specific meditation topics will be dealt 

with as they arise in the root text. Analytical meditation was briefly 

mentioned above. We shall spend some time explaining it, since it is 

vital for us to understand. 

Although we have heard many teachings and may be enthusiastic 

to teach them to others, our mind is not subdued, and our qualities 
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are not developed. What is the difficulty? We have not gained 

experience from meditation and have not integrated our knowledge 

into our experience. In other words, we know a lot, but have not 

meditated on it properly. Merely knowing the teachings does not 

constitute analytical meditation. This does not produce the internal 

transformation that analytical meditation does. Analytical meditation 

is real meditation, important meditation. It is indispensable for 

generating realizations. 

Occasionally, strong determination to be free from cyclic existence 

or strong faith in the Three Jewels may arise without having 

meditated a lot. This is not analytical meditation. From time to time 

we might think, “Cyclic existence is awful. I’m off to a cave in the 

mountains to meditate.” Or we may suddenly have a strong feeling of 

love for all sentient beings, but then it vanishes, and we feel as we did 

before. Sometimes we may have a sense of the emptiness of inherent 

existence and think, “Now I’ve realized emptiness. This is fantastic!” 

But then the experience fades away and we think, “Oh no, I’ve lost 

the realization!” That also is not an experience arising from analytical 

meditation. What are these experiences then? They are a form of 

belief or correct assumption. They are positive, but unstable. If they 

were inferential valid cognitions arising from thinking, they would 

not deteriorate quickly. When they go, do not be unhappy. They arose 

due to the blessing of the spiritual teacher, the Three Jewels, or from 

good imprints from past lives. We should try to make them firm. To 

do this, we should inspect the conditions which brought them about 

and try to reconstruct and maintain those conditions. We should 

keep going and not allow them to degenerate. The way to make these 

sudden flashes of understanding stable is by familiarizing ourselves 

with them through analytical meditation. An experience that arises 

from analytical meditation is valid and stable. It comes from having 

thought about something at length so that we understand it deeply. 

Analytical meditation does not mean repeating the words of the 

teachings to ourselves or going over the points of the teachings in a 

dry, academic way. It means thinking deeply about the Dharma and 
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applying it to our own lives. It involves checking the teaching to see if 

it is logically consistent, if it describes our experience, if it is more 

realistic and beneficial than our usual way of thinking. 

For example, a person new to the Dharma might hear about the 

precious human life. She may have a strong experience regarding 

this, but subsequently it disappears. That strong feeling was an 

experience which arose from hearing and was easily lost. To make it 

stable, she should do analytical meditation to gain experience that 

arises from thinking and contemplating. Then it will be more firm 

and transformative. 

If we have heard many teachings and have a lot to explain to 

others but do not familiarize ourselves with them and experience 

them, we might become immune or thick-skinned towards the 

Dharma. This means that when hearing teachings, we sit there 

thinking, “Yeah, I know, I know. I’ve heard all that before. Why 

doesn’t my teacher say something new and interesting?” Or we 

comment to ourselves, “This teacher could improve his way of 

speaking. His delivery is boring.” 

We will know when we become immune to the Dharma. Our mind 

becomes tougher and tougher, even though we know a lot. Instead of 

our mind being subdued, it becomes worse. If, by having heard a lot 

and knowing a lot, our mind becomes better – more flexible and 

open-minded, more receptive and appreciative of the teachings – 

then we do not have the problem of being immune to Dharma. But 

when our mind becomes hard or proud, it is difficult to cure. Usually, 

the way to make the mind flexible is to know what the Buddha 

taught. However, in this case, we may know the meaning of the 

Gradual Path, but our mind has become tough. We have become 

insensitive to the medicine of Dharma. If a person has become 

immune to the Dharma, it is difficult for him or her to benefit even 

from a great master. Why? The spiritual master may use one reason 

to explain a certain point, but this student has studied a lot and 

thinks, “I know a better reason. I know more reasons.” It is difficult 

to benefit someone when his or her mind has become hard like this. 
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Therefore, we should try to avoid this happening to us. 

In Tibetan monasteries, when the pupils become clever, the 

teacher says, “Be careful, you’re becoming immune to Dharma.” 

Those who do not know much have no danger of becoming immune, 

so there is no need to warn them. It is those who, knowing a little, 

become proud of their knowledge and proud of their ability to explain 

it to others, who are in the greatest danger. They should be especially 

careful. When bad people meet Dharma, their minds can easily be 

made good. Before, they did not know Dharma and acted 

destructively. Then they meet Dharma and easily become good. But if 

they know a lot and their minds become immune to Dharma, it is 

very hard to change. The experience that arises from listening is a 

superficial understanding. To deepen it we must practice analytical 

meditation. Even if we have only a little definite knowledge from 

analytical meditation, there is no danger of becoming immune to 

Dharma because the understanding has been made secure by tying it 

to our experience. 

How do we do analytical meditation? Take the precious human 

life, for example. This topic includes identifying the characteristics of 

a precious human life, seeing its value, and knowing its rarity and 

difficulty to attain. We think about each of the eighteen 

characteristics of a precious human life one by one. We use reasons 

to recognize the advantages of each freedom and fortune. It is also 

helpful to think about quotations from the Buddha or the past sages 

on this topic. We also look at our own experience and recognize our 

potential. By familiarizing ourselves with this topic consistently over 

time, we will begin to feel from our heart that we are unbelievably 

fortunate, that our life is highly meaningful, and that it would be a 

terrible pity to waste it on meaningless activities. This is analytical 

meditation. As we engage in analytical meditation, we make our 

understanding firmer. As a result, it will not disappear easily, and our 

mind will not doubt the value of our precious human life even if 

someone else disagrees. This understanding has been planted firmly 

in our mind. 
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A person who does not do analytical meditation might hear that 

the aggregates are impermanent. He might think, “Yes, they are 

impermanent.” But that understanding can easily change. He might 

meet someone who says the aggregates do not change moment by 

moment and thus are permanent, and he starts to wonder, “Maybe 

they are permanent, after all.” This situation arises because the 

person did not make his initial understanding firm by thinking about 

it deeply and from many angles in analytic meditation. 

Someone may study a little Dharma and like it, but then meet a 

non-Buddhist teacher who says, “The Buddha’s teaching is wrong. If 

you devote yourself to my path, you will gain powers immediately.” 

The person then stops her Dharma practice and adopts another path. 

This is because she had not yet gained her own inner experience of 

the Dharma. Her understanding was at the level of listening only, and 

she had not yet validated it and made it firm through contemplation 

and analytical meditation. When we experience the Dharma, 

whatever anyone may say will not shake us. Our understanding will 

be firm, not wishy-washy. The Buddha said we should not just take 

his word on anything but check for the truth of his teaching by way of 

three analyses. These are likened to the three types of analysis made 

by those buying gold. First, they check for the more obvious faults by 

rubbing the gold, then for less obvious ones by cutting it, and finally 

for the subtlest impurities by burning the gold. The Buddha said, 

“Check my teachings in this way too. See if they are true or not. Make 

your understanding firm through reasoning, and do not believe on 

faith alone.” Lama Tsongkhapa also stressed this. This instruction 

gives us so much freedom. It is really marvelous advice. 

 

GLANCE MEDITATION 

The word “meditation,” in general, includes several types of 

meditation. Besides analytical meditation in which we validate the 

points of the teachings using reasons, scriptural quotations, and by 

applying them to our own life, and single-pointed meditation in 

which we focus single-pointedly on what has been previously 
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discerned by analysis, there is also glance meditation. Before doing 

analytical meditation on the topics of the Gradual Path, we need an 

overall idea of the entire path. Then we will be able to look at the 

whole path like someone who has a panoramic view of a town from a 

nearby hilltop. It is like having a map indicating all the countries, 

geographical features, and so on. In other words, we need to know 

the structure of the path, its outline, its main headings, the order of 

the meditations, the connections between them, and so on. When we 

know the structure of the Gradual Path clearly, we will feel confident 

that when we go through the meditations one by one, spending an 

appropriate amount of time on each, we will be able to develop the 

realizations. This is the purpose of glance meditation. We can do a 

glance meditation on the path each day, in order to leave an imprint 

of the entire path on our mindstream. Through this, in time we will 

have a thick layer of imprints and seeds for realizing the whole path. 

Glance meditation is thinking briefly and succinctly about all the 

points of a particular meditation in their proper order. If we have 

studied well, glance meditation will come easily and will help us 

understand what we have studied. For example, we review that the 

meditation on precious human life has three major divisions: 

identifying it, seeing its value, and recognizing its rarity and difficulty 

to receive. The first part, in turn, has the ten freedoms which are 1, 2, 

3,... and the ten fortunes which are 1, 2, 3... Then we go on to the next 

topic, impermanence and death, and do the same, and so on until we 

have recollected the essential points of all the meditations of the 

Gradual Path. Glance meditation is very worthwhile and important, 

for it plants seeds of the various realizations on our mindstream. 

However, its function is not to gain certainty on the points, for it is 

too brief and concise for that. It does help us to remember the points 

and to understand how they fit together and gradually develop in our 

mind. The great masters of the past have written various prayers that 

serve as glance meditations, for example, “The Foundation of All 

Good Qualities” by Lama Tsongkhapa, and the “Lamrim Prayer” at 

the end of The Guru Puja by Panchen Lobsang Chokyi Gyaltsen. 
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If we are new and not familiar with all the steps in the Gradual 

Path and with their individual points, it is helpful to meditate on 

them in a summarized form with glance meditation. Then, we can 

gradually go into it more extensively with analytical meditation. This 

is advised for any topic: first ascertain it in a general way. At the 

beginning, do not go into it extensively, thinking about each detail. It 

is better at first to develop a general understanding in which we know 

the fundamental point of each topic and the principal reasons to back 

it up and then progressively make our meditation more extensive by 

doing analytical meditation. It is like painting a picture: we make a 

sketch of the entire scene first and gradually fill in the details. We do 

not paint one corner of the canvas in all its detail, leaving the rest 

blank. Thus, in learning the Buddha’s teachings, we first learn the 

summarized, essential points, then learn all the topics in detail. Once 

we have gained experience in each topic, we can go through it in a 

concise way again because now it is easy, and the feeling can arise in 

our mind quickly. 

 

HOW TO DO ANALYTICAL MEDITATION  

In daily life we often do “analytical meditation.” For example, when 

we are attached to a certain person, our basic assertion is, “He/she is 

wonderful!” Then we think of many reasons to prove that. She looks 

good, she is intelligent. He has a good mind, he is kind. She is 

interesting to listen to. He is marvelous to look at. With these reasons 

and many more, we strengthen our feeling that this person is 

wonderful, and as a result, our attachment fully blossoms, and we 

think that we have to be with that person to be happy. There is no 

other way; we can’t bear to be without him or her. This mental 

process is analytical meditation. If someone says otherwise, that he 

or she is unpleasant, not so attractive, we do not listen to a word of it 

because we are completely convinced. Analytical meditation is like 

this. 

Sometimes we engage in analytical meditation on anger. We think 

such and such a person is bad. We confirm this with various reasons, 
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such as remembering that he hurt us or our friends in the past and 

that he is talking behind our back now. We speculate on the harm he 

might do in the future. We also back it up with quotes, “My friend 

said this person can’t be trusted,” and so on. The more reasons we 

have, the more convinced we become and the more impervious we 

are to another’s words pointing out that person’s good qualities. 

Similarly, there are some people to whom we are very close, who 

have helped us a lot, or with whom we have spent a lot of time. When 

they die, we think of them wherever we go. Everything we do reminds 

us of them. We think of them again and again, “If they were alive, we 

would do this and that, we would have a good time together. How 

wonderful it would be!” By repeatedly calling them to mind and 

thinking about them, we miss them even more, and our suffering 

increases. 

This is how “analytical meditation” reinforces our disturbing 

attitudes. Yet, we can use the same technique to reflect on Dharma 

topics for the purpose of increasing our constructive attitudes. To do 

this we repeatedly contemplate a particular topic and the reasons 

used to prove its various points. We should use whatever reasons and 

examples we can to make the meditation topic clear and convincing 

and keep the topic in mind without forgetting it. As we do so, we will 

experience the conclusion more and more strongly, and we then hold 

this experience in our mind single-pointedly. When this happens, it is 

a sign that our analytical meditation is yielding results. For example, 

if we meditate on impermanence and death, we go through the three 

root points and the nine subsidiary points one by one: “Death is 

definite because everyone must die, because our lifespan is 

continuously decreasing and cannot increase, because we will die 

without having practiced Dharma if we continue wasting our time.” 

We think about each point in depth, relating it to examples from our 

own life, using reasons, and applying it to our own experience. Thus, 

the feeling dawns in our mind, “I must practice Dharma. This is 

really important.” When this feeling arises strongly, we cease 

analyzing and focus our mind on it as much as possible. This has a 
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transformative effect on our mind. After that we can go on to 

meditate on the second root in the death meditation. Some people 

associate the term “analytical” with dry, intellectual verbiage and 

thus think analytical meditation is intellectualizing. This is not 

correct. By examining the steps of the path closely, with reasons and 

examples, and by applying it to our own lives, very strong 

experiences can arise that transform our mind. 

It is possible that despite continuous meditation, our mind does 

not seem to be noticeably changing in a positive way. In such a case, 

there is a danger of becoming immune to Dharma. To avoid it, we 

should temporarily stop our analytical meditation and focus on 

practices that purify karmic obscurations and accumulate positive 

potential for a week or two. It is also helpful to do guru yoga 

practices, such as Lama Tsongkhapa Guru Yoga, in which we recite 

the prayer requesting his inspiration. Then we can resume analytical 

meditation. 

These practices to purify negativities and accumulate positive 

potential are very important to prepare our mind for analytical 

meditation. Our mind is like a field in which realizations grow from 

the seeds of listening to teachings. For a seed to grow, the earth 

needs to be free from adverse conditions and to have conducive 

conditions such as water, fertilizer, and sunshine. Purifying 

negativities in our mind is like freeing the earth from adversities, 

while creating positive potential is comparable to adding the water, 

fertilizer, and sunshine. When these factors are as they should be, the 

seeds of realizations will gradually sprout and grow. Thus, whenever 

we get stuck in meditation, or if we do not gain the experience from a 

particular meditation that our spiritual teacher said ought to come 

from it, it is very helpful to put more attention on practices such as 

guru yoga, prostrations, offerings, and so forth. Making prayers of 

request to the Three Jewels is also very effective. 

It is not necessary to do analytical meditation on every topic in the 

teachings. For example, in the Lamrim or Gradual Path, analytical 

meditation is not done on the first three main sections: (1) explaining 
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the greatness of the author, to inspire confidence in the source of the 

text; (2) explaining the greatness of the teaching, to generate faith in 

the teaching; and (3) the way to teach and listen to the teaching 

possessing the above two qualities. Glance meditation is sufficient for 

these three points. Analytical meditation is only done on topics in the 

fourth section, entitled “The way to lead the disciple to 

enlightenment through the actual lamrim teachings.” This section 

starts with an explanation of the six preparatory practices, which are 

explained below, and then goes on to explain the way to follow a 

spiritual guide. Analytical meditation is necessary for the topics 

starting from “How to rely on a spiritual guide.” 

Through analytical meditation we gain certainty about our topic 

of meditation. This is the experience gained from contemplation. To 

gain certainty means to realize with a valid mind, and within the 

different types of valid mind, this refers to valid inference. The 

experience arising from hearing is an understanding that is merely 

able to echo what we have heard. That level of understanding is 

called correct assumption or a belief that is true. Inference is much 

firmer; it is an incontrovertible understanding reached through 

sound reasoning.  

When we do analytical meditation on a topic, we reflect on the 

various points, making effort to understand the reasons, the 

quotations, and their applications to our life. Applying it to our life 

means checking to what extent our life experiences confirm the 

points in the lamrim. It also means contemplating how to use the 

teachings to deal with situations and difficulties we encounter in our 

life. When, through such meditation we develop positive thoughts, 

feelings, and outlooks, this is called “experience requiring effort.” At 

this stage, when we are thinking about the topic, the experience 

arises and is heartfelt, but when we stop thinking about the reasons, 

it fades. To make it firm, we need to habituate ourselves to the 

experience that was generated with effort, and by doing this, it will 

eventually become effortless. Whenever we think of the topic, the 

experience will automatically arise without doing analysis, and this is 
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called “effortless experience.” For example, if someone is very 

attached to something, merely by remembering it, the attachment 

arises automatically, without having to think about many reasons. 

Currently, our attachment is usually effortless while our Dharma 

understanding requires effort. However, by training our mind in the 

Dharma over time, the realizations of love, compassion, wisdom, and 

so on will become effortless, and it will take great effort to get angry 

or attached. Thus, first we do glance meditation to become familiar 

with the general layout of a topic. Then we apply effort to generate 

the experience of it. Finally, because our mind has become very 

familiar with the topic, the experience becomes effortless. 

In general, we should meditate on the steps of the Gradual Path in 

the order they are presented. When we have gained deep experience 

or realization of one step, then we go on to do analytical meditation 

on the next. We should not neglect the previous steps but continue to 

do glance meditation on them in order to keep our experience of 

them vibrant. Before realizing one subject, we should not move on 

and begin analytical meditation on the next. However, traditionally 

the Gradual Path begins by contemplating how to rely on a spiritual 

mentor. Because this topic is difficult and takes a lot of time to 

realize, it is not suitable to meditate only on this until we realize it. 

We can make it our main meditation while also doing analytical 

meditation on the topics that follow, which are easier. By proceeding 

in this way, the realizations will come quicker in the long run. Thus, 

the advice from the lineage lamas is to carry out several series of 

meditations on several points along the path concurrently. This is 

like planting several seeds at once, and as a result having several 

trees with their blossoms and fruit simultaneously, instead of 

planting one seed, bringing that to maturity, then planting another 

seed, bringing that to maturity, and so on. This is the experience of 

past yogis. 

In a meditation session, people who have received teachings on all 

the topics of the Gradual Path can either first do glance meditation 

on the entire path and then do analytical meditation on one topic, or 
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first do analytical meditation on one topic and at the end of the 

session do glance meditation on the other steps of the path. Or we 

can do glance meditation up to the topic that we have reached in our 

analytical meditation, and then after the analytical meditation 

complete the glance meditation on the remainder of the path. We 

should do analytic meditation on the steps of the path in order: first 

relying on a spiritual mentor, then the precious human life, 

impermanence and death, and so on. If we neglect the meditations at 

the beginning of the path and meditate on love, compassion, and 

Bodhichitta instead, it is useful, but if we do not go through the topics 

one by one in sequence with analytic meditation, there is no way that 

we can generate valid and firm realizations. If we do only glance 

meditation and not analytical meditation, the realizations will also 

not come about. Analytic meditation allows the mind to go deeply 

into a topic; we familiarize ourselves with it each day until a stable 

experience arises.  

If some doubt arises while we are practicing analytical meditation, 

we should think it over, and if possible, discuss it with our spiritual 

mentor. If our teacher is not available, we can discuss it with 

knowledgeable Dharma friends who can give us good advice. If we do 

not discuss our doubts and merely brush them aside or suppress 

them, they can block our progress by making our mind tight and 

unclear. Thus, it’s important to seek help to resolve our doubts. In a 

retreat setting when we do several meditation sessions a day, the 

main glance meditation of the Gradual Path is done during the first 

session. A brief glance meditation can also be done when we develop 

our motivation at the outset of each session. Reviewing the steps of 

the Gradual Path makes our motivation clearer and stronger. If we do 

three meditation sessions daily, the first could be a glance meditation 

on the entire path, the second on one section of how to rely on a 

spiritual mentor, and the third on precious human rebirth. If we do 

four sessions daily, the fourth could be on emptiness, so that we can 

develop familiarity with this very important topic. 
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During such a retreat, the spiritual mentor often has the 

meditator live nearby. That way he or she can explain how to 

meditate on each topic one by one. The student does the meditation 

and the mentor asks, “What experience did you have? What ideas 

came to you?” In this way, the mentor guides the disciple through the 

experiences by means of analytical meditation. It is not always 

necessary that the student stay near his or her mentor. If he or she 

has ascertained well the reasons to be contemplated with analytical 

meditation and has a solid foundation in the path, it is fine to 

meditate alone. 

This advice on how to organize our meditation sessions is for 

those interested in realizations, who, like people climbing stairs, look 

up and see all the steps ahead. Even when busy, they keep going, 

meditating on whatever step they have reached, even if only for ten 

or fifteen minutes a day. This continuity is very important. For 

example, if we rub two sticks together trying to make fire, we have to 

continue without stopping, or else they will become cold. If we keep 

going, they will eventually catch fire. Similarly, in our meditation 

practice, we keep going so that the warmth of our experience is not 

lost. In this way, by doing analytical meditation, combined with 

practices to purify negativities and create positive potential, we will 

be able to have all the realizations of the Gradual Path in a step-by-

step manner. 

There are two basic types of meditation: stabilizing meditation to 

develop single-pointed concentration and analytical or checking 

meditation to develop deep understanding of the topics. Until one 

attains higher levels of the path, these two types of meditation are 

done alternately. We begin analytical meditation on the topics for the 

initial-level practitioner: precious human life, impermanence and 

death, unfortunate realms of existence, refuge, and karma and its 

effects. Then we go on to do analytical meditation on the topics for 

the middle-level practitioner: the four noble truths, the twelve links, 

and the three higher trainings. At the advanced level, analytical 

meditation is necessary to generate the altruistic intention. When, 



 

 

157 

through analytical meditation, we gain some understanding of a 

topic, we then focus on that understanding with stabilizing 

meditation. By eliminating distractions, stabilizing meditation 

enables our mind to become more accustomed to the understanding 

we have generated through analytical meditation. 

When the altruistic intention has been developed, we practice 

analytical meditation on the six far-reaching attitudes of generosity, 

ethical conduct, patience, joyous effort and wisdom and then practice 

them in our life. Calm abiding, which is included in the far-reaching 

attitude of meditative stabilization, is stabilizing meditation and does 

not involve analytical meditation. The wisdom realizing emptiness is 

sometimes generated after the altruistic intention and sometimes 

before. Analytical meditation is definitely required to develop it. 

When, with the motivation of Bodhichitta, we have fully developed 

calm abiding and are able to do analytical meditation on emptiness 

without it disturbing our single-pointedness, then we will have 

special insight on emptiness, which is an important part of the far-

reaching attitude of wisdom. Having said all this as general advice, it 

is important to note that we should make sure that our meditation 

suits our mind. If we feel comfortable doing analytical meditation on 

the various topics in a progressive way, we should go ahead with it. If, 

on the other hand, we find it difficult and it is not compatible with 

our mind, we should meditate on whatever topic we like. If we enjoy 

meditation on emptiness, we should go ahead with this. If it suits us 

and we derive pleasure from meditating principally on the altruistic 

intention, we can emphasize this. At some point if we find that we 

cannot really get into whatever analytical meditation we have been 

doing, but doing prostrations, chanting mantra, visualizing a 

meditation deity, or reciting aspirational prayers brings peace and 

pleasure to our mind, we should do that practice.  

 

SETTING UP A MEDITATION PRACTICE 

Our time can be divided into two: the times of actual meditation 

sessions and the break times in between. The meditation sessions 
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have three parts: preparation, actual meditation, and conclusion. The 

preparation consists of six preparatory practices: 

1. Clean the room and set up symbols of the Buddha’s body, 

speech, and mind. 

2. Make beautiful offerings which have been obtained honestly 

and through right livelihood. 

3. Sit in the proper meditation position – the seven-point posture 

of Vairochana (or however we are comfortable) –, take refuge 

and generate Bodhichitta. 

4. Visualize the field of positive potential, the Buddhas and 

Bodhisattvas. 

5. Offer the seven-limb prayer to purify and accumulate. 

6. Make requests to the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas for their 

inspiration. 

More about the preparatory practices can be learned from texts on 

the Gradual Path. Before beginning the actual analytical meditation, 

it is helpful to think, “Since beginningless time until the present, my 

mind has been under the control of the disturbing attitudes – 

ignorance, attachment, anger, jealousy, pride and so forth. They have 

made me act in harmful ways and have brought about the various 

difficulties I’ve experienced in cyclic existence. From now on, I must 

try conscientiously not to let my mind be controlled by the disturbing 

attitudes. I will develop flexibility and firmness of mind so that I will 

be able to concentrate on the object of meditation without distraction 

or lethargy. I will develop my good qualities, and since this depends 

on understanding and integrating the Buddha’s teachings into my 

being, I will put effort in this direction during this very meditation 

session.” 

Then we do the actual meditation, which in this case is analytical 

meditation. We have already discussed the analytical meditation on 

the precious human life and will discuss analytical meditation on 

other topics in the upcoming verses. At the conclusion, we make 

dedication prayers for the happiness and enlightenment of all beings. 
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What we do during the time between meditation sessions when 

we are going about our daily activities influences our meditation 

sessions and vice-versa. Therefore, during the breaks it is advised to 

“close the doors of our sense faculties.” This means we should be 

aware of when to speak and what to say, so that we do not talk 

indiscriminately about things that stir up our disturbing attitudes or 

harm others. Similarly, we should not listen indiscriminately because 

this can stimulate many negative thoughts in our mind and should 

avoid looking around indiscriminately at things that could incite our 

craving, anger, jealousy, and so forth. Before acting, it is wise to 

check whether the action is appropriate or not, and if it is, we should 

do it with awareness. Eating and sleeping in moderation are 

important as well, and rising early in the morning is good. Whenever 

we do things to care for our body – eating, drinking, washing, 

dressing, sleeping, and so forth – we should think it is to bring well-

being to our body and mind because they are necessary for 

meditation. In other words, we transform our motivation for these 

activities from one of self-indulgence and self-centered pleasure, to 

one of taking care of the body and mind so that we can use them to 

practice the path to enlightenment for the ultimate benefit of all 

sentient beings. 

 

COLOPHON 

Extracted from Transforming Adversity into Joy and Courage by 

Geshe Jampa Tegchok. Used with permission from Snowlion 
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18. THE WISH-FULFILLING GOLDEN SUN: AN 
EXCERPT 
LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE 

 

 

 

1. WE SHOULD CHECK WITHIN BEFORE CHECKING 

EXTERNALLY 

People the world over believe that happiness depends on and is 

derived from external factors. The Dharma teaches that everything is 

created by mind and that to understand and solve problems we 

should check within our minds before checking externally. To do so 

correctly, we need the various experiences of the Graduated Path to 

Enlightenment. 

We should look in a mirror to see if our face is clean or not. Then 

we should use an effective method, such as soap and water, to clean 

the dirty face, and not try to do it by breaking or enlarging the mirror. 

Since infinite time we have been trying to resolve problems through 

external instead of mental methods: It is impossible to find relief in 

this way. 

 

2. THE POSTURE DURING MEDITATION  

There are seven physical disciplines to be observed while we meditate 

in the sitting position. By placing the body in this posture as taught 

by the great Guru Marpa, we leave a deep impression on the mind, 

and this prepares us for the achievement of Enlightenment in the 

essence of the Dhyana Buddha, Vairocana (Nam.nang) – the Buddha 

of the fully purified skandha of form.  

a. The best way to sit is in the full-lotus position (vajrasana). 

i. The buttocks are on a flat cushion and the legs crossed, with 

the dorsum of each foot lying on the opposite thigh. If this is 

impossible, then the half-lotus position (padmasana) – left 

foot on the floor and right foot on left thigh – should be 

assumed, and if this cannot be done then Green Tara’s 
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posture – both feet on the floor – is acceptable. In all cases 

the right leg is crossed in front of the left. 

ii. If we can manage none of these then we should just cross the 

legs as comfortably as possible, but our posture should 

always be respectful as we are in the presence of the Buddha. 

Leaning back against the wall, for instance, is disrespectful. 

b. The hands rest lightly in front of the body, the left lying palm 

upward on the lap and the back of the right on the upturned 

left palm. The hands are open and the fingers together; the 

thumb-tips meet above the palm. The arms are relaxed and 

slightly rounded, and held a little way away from the body. 

c. The back must be kept straight – this is very important. Not 

only does it prevent back-ache but also the mind becomes 

clearer and more alert; there are less distractions and it is 

easier to meditate. This is because the nadis are also kept 

straight. 

d. The eyes should be half-closed, and the gaze should be 

directed down the line of the nose towards its tip. If the eyes 

are completely closed, we may become sleepy and sluggish, 

but we can close them if it is disturbing not to do so. 

e. The jaw is relaxed and the teeth slightly apart. The lips are 

together. 

f. The tip of the tongue touches the back of the upper teeth. 

This becomes very useful later in our practice – as the mind 

is held in concentration the flow of saliva increases, so with 

the tongue in this position there is no need to swallow 

frequently. 

g. The neck is slightly bent forward. But, if bent too much, 

sinking and sluggishness will arise, and if kept straight, there 

may be scattering, agitation and distraction. 

 

3. THE MIND DURING MEDITATION 

a. The agitated mind 

Sometimes our mind is scattered, unable to hold the object of 
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concentration and distracted by superstitions (delusions) in 

the form of disturbing thoughts and images. To cheat and 

relax this restless mind we can use one of two methods. 

i. Suppressing all other thoughts, we concentrate fully on our 

breath: We breathe in through the right nostril and out 

through the left, three times. 

We breathe in through the left nostril and out through the 

right, three times. 

We breathe in and out through both nostrils together, three 

times. Having quieted our mind in this way we commence 

the meditation. 

ii. We visualize that our mind is enclosed within a round seed, 

the size of a mustard seed (o), which is divided into two 

hemispheres, the upper white and lower red, and situated in 

the central nadi at the height of the navel. We concentrate on 

this until our mind is quiet and can then commence the 

meditation. 

This is a method used by Tibetan yogis. 

 

b. The drowsy mind 

When our mind is sluggish and we experience sinking, 

unclear or dark visualization or lack of energy to concentrate, 

we can visualize that our mind is enclosed within a small 

bean in the central nadi at the height of the navel. This is 

then shot upwards through the central nadi, which is seen as 

a transparent glass tube, and, like an arrow, is ejected from 

the body through the crown of the head. The bean opens and 

our mind is released to become one with all-encompassing 

space. We concentrate on this for some time and can then 

return to the meditation. 

This is a special technique used by the great Tibetan yogi 

P’a.d’am.pa sang.gyä. 
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4. SINCE WE ALWAYS DESIRE TO PROFIT AND NEVER 

DESIRE TO LOSE, WE SHOULD UNDERSTAND THE 

EXTREME IMPORTANCE OF BEING MOTIVATED BY THE 

RIGHT IMPULSE.  

Before trying to perform any virtuous action, we should check our 

mind. 

Virtuous actions create Enlightenment and unvirtuous actions 

create samsara: such actions are created by the mind; therefore, 

Enlightenment and samsara are also mentally dependent. 

What sort of mind is responsible for unvirtuous actions? It is the 

negative mind, that which is greedy, ignorant or angry, attached to 

the happiness of the temporal life. And so, it is this mind that only 

ties us to continual samsaric suffering and causes us to fall into the 

suffering of the three lower realms. 

But the mind that is not greedy, ignorant or angry is detached 

from temporal happiness, is pure and virtuous. This mind is the 

creator of supreme happiness, the utmost, right and perfect 

Enlightenment; any action it creates is virtuous and the fundamental 

Dharma practice. 

Many of us have no idea of these vital points in the practice of 

Dharma, and the way we practice is by thinking, “I am a yogi, I am 

holy, I am perfect.” This is like being burnt in a fire and running 

around in it instead of escaping. 

For our practice to become a Mahayana practice, it is not enough 

that the Teaching is a Mahayana Teaching and that our actions are 

virtuous ones. We practitioners must become Mahayanists, and this 

means our mind must be possessed by the Mahayana thought – 

cherishing others while giving up ourselves. If our basic impulse is 

involved with the self-cherishing thought, even though it may be one 

of detachment from samsaric pleasure, it is still a lower, Hinayana 

thought. 

The benefits of the Mahayana thought (Bodhichitta) are infinite. 

If this impulse motivates us to give just one bowl of food to a single 

animal, the benefits are incomparably greater than those derived 
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from offering worlds full of jewels to each and every sentient being 

with a mind devoid of such motivation. 

Therefore, we should check within our mind. If we find we are 

attached to and concerned with the comfort of the temporal life, then 

we should think as follows: 

“Since beginningless time this evil thought has been cheating me 

and causing me to suffer in the circle of samsara. But now, for once, I 

have been born human and have received the perfect human rebirth; 

I have met the Mahayana Teachings and a Guru showing them. If I 

follow this evil thought I shall waste this present precious chance, 

and it will continuously cheat me and cause me to suffer in future 

lifetimes. 

Therefore, I should destroy this evil thought completely, making it 

absolutely non-existent, and finish with spiteful, deluded, distracted 

minds forever. I must make the definite decision that never again 

shall I allow myself to be controlled by such evil thoughts.” 

Then, breathing out through the right nostril, we visualize that 

these evil thoughts are expelled from our body in the form of black 

fog, passing beyond the farthest ocean and disappearing completely. 

Breathing in through the left nostril, we visualize that the supreme 

Knowledge of the power, Wisdom and compassion and the blessings 

of the infinite Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and Arhants and all the other 

Holy Beings – those who have transcended ordinary, worldly 

mentality – in the ten directions, enter our body in the form of pure, 

white light. Filled with their Knowledge and blessings, our mind and 

body experience infinite pleasure. 

Concentrating on the breath, but breathing naturally, we do this 

three times. Then we repeat the exercise, inhaling through the right 

nostril and exhaling through the left three times. Finally, we repeat it 

three more times, breathing in and out through both nostrils 

together. While doing all this, we should keep our mind as calm and 

as clear as possible. 
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5. CHECKING MEDITATION 

We, who lack the Wisdom of seeing the whole extensive concourse of 

the techniques of Dharma practice and who do not understand even 

what is meant by the practice of the Graduated Path, spend our time 

in ignorance, gossiping and wondering why we should need a Guru to 

explain the Teachings when there is a book that already does so. 

But, to understand the Dharma correctly and to receive valid 

experiences, we must be shown the meditation techniques. A teacher 

is necessary for us to learn even basic handicrafts, so of course one is 

essential for us to train in the Path to Enlightenment. It is impossible 

to attain Buddhahood without a Guru. 

The belief that any thought whatsoever is wrong, illusory and a 

disturbance to meditation and Enlightenment and should therefore 

be cut off is also a wrong conception. And another is the belief that 

checking meditation is required only while listening to discourses 

and not during meditation sessions. 

If we spend our lives gossiping with such ideas in mind, it is a 

terrible waste of time and the greatest hindrance to both our peace 

and our Enlightenment. If we are intelligent, we can see that it is to 

our advantage to take care of our brain by not following these 

misconceptions. 

The clever mind, wanting the easy, quick and perfect method of 

attaining Enlightenment, will follow Maitreya’s instructions in the 

Teaching, Do.da.gyen: 

At first, from listening correctly, understanding arises. Then, from 

becoming well-habituated in right understanding, the 

Transcendental Wisdom enabling realization of right meaning arises. 

Therefore, no matter what the subject or method, we should listen 

to those who have experience and right understanding. Then we 

should obtain full understanding of the subject heard by reference to 

pure quotations and through the use of logical analysis. When, 

having listened to and checked the subject, we have no doubt that it 

is true, then we should make our mind habituated with it. This is 

called “meditation.” 
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Buddhist meditation can be divided into two types: checking 

meditation and one-pointed meditation. It is skillful to train in both, 

but many people of inferior intelligence suffer from the greatly 

illusory misconception that all meditation is that of one-pointedness. 

This belief is like that of the tourist who comes across a Tibetan 

whose name is “Lama,” who is married, drinks alcohol and makes 

business with statues and t’ang.k’a’s, and thinks that all Tibetan 

Lamas are like that. 

The checking thought is extremely important in Dharma practice, 

whether Sutra or Tantra, just as it is necessary in temporal life – 

work and worldly politics. The three principal paths – fully 

renounced mind. Bodhichitta and right view (Shunyata) – are 

received through checking meditation, and without receiving them, it 

is impossible to attain Enlightenment. This point has been shown 

clearly in all the Buddhist philosophical treatises from India and 

Tibet. 

So, if we wish to receive the entire Graduated Path, we must 

practice both types of meditation. Meditative Wisdom arises from 

Thought Wisdom, and Thought Wisdom arises from Listening 

Wisdom. Therefore, it is important to first of all hear and then think 

about the correct subjects for the practice of meditation. As precious 

yogis have said: He who meditates without first listening is like an 

armless rock-climber. 

Listening to the Dharma is a greatly beneficial activity. We use a 

mirror to inspect our face for ugly marks and to observe its beauty 

once blemishes have been removed. The correct way to listen to the 

Teachings is analogous to this. We should use what we hear and read 

to see clearly our mental garbage of wrong conceptions and vices so 

that we may get rid of them, making our mind pure and free. 

The practice of the whole Graduated Path has three divisions, 

according to our level of intelligence: 

1. The path of the beings of higher intelligence. This includes the 

Sutra path – the practice of the six Paramitas and the development of 

Bodhichitta, and the practice of Samadhi and penetrative insight on 
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the basis of Bodhichitta; and the Tantric path. 

This depends upon 

2. The path of the beings of medium intelligence. This includes 

the preparatory achievement of renunciation and the full 

understanding of samsaric suffering derived from meditating on the 

twelve dependent links. 

This depends upon 

3. The path of the beings of lower intelligence. This includes the 

preparatory achievement of understanding the perfect human 

rebirth, impermanence and death, the suffering of the three lower 

realms, refuge and karma. 
  



 

 

168 

FURTHER REQUIRED READING 

How to Meditate, by Kathleen McDonald (Ven. Sangye Khadro), 

Wisdom Publications 

 

RECOMMENDED READING 

The following books are suggested as additional resources for 

students who wish to deepen their understanding of the material in 

this course. 

 

Spiritual Friends: Meditations by Monks and Nuns of the 

International Mahayana Institute, Wisdom Publications 

Mindfulness in Plain English, by Henepola Gunaratana, Wisdom 

Publications 

The Attention Revolution, by B. Alan Wallace, Wisdom Publications 

https://shop.fpmt.org/Spiritual-Friends-Meditations-eBook_p_2982.html
https://shop.fpmt.org/Spiritual-Friends-Meditations-eBook_p_2982.html
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