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An Outline of Buddhism

‘Burmese’

a great variety of forms of religious practice are associated with
the word ‘Buddhism’. However, they all take Siddhattha Gotama,
who lived and taught in northern India some 2,500 years ago, as their
source or inspiration. It was he who in historical times became
known as ‘the Buddha’ – that is ‘the Awakened One’, one who has
attained great wisdom through their own efforts. The Buddha did
not write anything down, but left a remarkable legacy in the form of
a teaching (the Dhamma) that was at first orally transmitted by the
religious Order (the Saïgha) that he founded and personally guided
for forty-five years.
This Order has survived the centuries, preserving the wisdom of the
Buddha in lifestyle as well as in words. To this day, these three
elements: the Buddha, the Dhamma and the Saïgha are known and
respected by all Buddhists as ‘The Three Refuges’ or ‘The Triple
Gem’. They have also come to symbolize Wisdom, Truth and Virtue
– qualities that we can develop in ourselves.
After the Buddha’s time, his teaching was carried from India throughout
Asia, and even further. As it spread, it was affected by its encounters with
local cultures, and several ‘schools’ of Buddhism eventually emerged.
Broadly speaking, there are three such schools: Theravàda (‘The teaching
of the elders’), which still thrives in Sri Lanka, Burma and Thailand;
Mahayàna (‘The great vehicle’), which embraces the various traditions
within China, Korea, and Japan; and Vajrayàna (‘The diamond vehicle’),
which is associated primarily with Tibet. Teachers from all schools have
made their way to the West. Some preserve their lineages as found in the
country of origin, while others have adopted less traditional approaches.
The approach and the quotations used below are from the Theravàda
tradition.

On a stool
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THE BUDDHIST PATH

introduction to insight meditation

For the legs:

the buddha taught a path of spiritual awakening, a way of ‘practice’
that we can use in our daily lives. This ‘Path of Practice’ can be divided into three mutually supportive aspects – Virtue, Meditation
and Wisdom.
“Where there is uprightness, wisdom is there, and where
there is wisdom, uprightness is there. To the upright there is
wisdom, to the wise there is uprightness, and wisdom and
goodness are declared to be the best things in the world.”

 Practice some stretching exercises (like touching the toes with both
legs stretched out, while sitting).
 If you have a lot of pain during a period of sitting, change posture,
sit on a small stool or chair, or stand up for awhile.
 If you usually (or wish to) sit on or near the floor, experiment with
cushions of different size and firmness, or try out one of the special
meditation stools that are available.

For drowsiness:

Virtue
You can make a formal commitment to the Buddha’s Path of Practice
by requesting the Three Refuges and Five Precepts from a monk or
nun at a Buddhist monastery, or by taking them by yourself at home.
Taking the Refuges implies a commitment to live under principles of
Wisdom, Truth and Virtue, using the teachings and example of the
Buddha. The Five Precepts are training rules to follow in daily life:
1. To refrain from killing living creatures;
2. To refrain from taking what is not given;
3. To refrain from sexual misconduct;
4. To refrain from harsh and false speech;
5. To refrain from taking intoxicating liquor and drugs.
Someone living in this way develops the self-discipline and sensitivity necessary to cultivate meditation, the second aspect of the Path.

Meditation
Meditation, broadly speaking, is the repeated focussing of attention
upon an image, a word or a theme in order to calm the mind and consider the meaning of that image or word. In the Buddhist practice of
insight meditation, this focussing of attention also has another purpose – to more fully understand the nature of the mind. This can be
done by using the meditation object as a still reference point to help
in revealing the attitudes that are otherwise buried beneath the
mind’s surface activity.

 Try meditating with your eyes open.
 ‘Sweep’ your attention systematically around the body.
 Focus on the whole body and on physical sensations, rather than
on a subtle object like the breath.
 Stand up and walk mindfully for a while in the open air.

For tension or headaches:

 You may be trying too hard – this is not unusual! – so lighten your
concentration. For instance, you might move your attention to the
sensation of the breath at the abdomen.
 Generate the energy of goodwill (see Cultivating the Heart) and
direct it towards the area of tension.

Visualising and spreading light through the body can be helpful in
alleviating its aches and pains. Try actually focusing a benevolent
light on an area of difficulty!

The Buddha encouraged his disciples to use their own bodies and
minds as objects of meditation. A common object, for example, is the
sensation associated with the breath during the process of normal
breathing. If one sits still, closes the eyes and focuses on the breath, in
~2~
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due time clarity and calm will arise. In this state of mind, tensions,
expectations and habitual moods can be more clearly discerned, and
through the practice of gentle but penetrative enquiry, resolved.
The Buddha taught that it was possible to maintain meditation in the
course of daily activity as well as while sitting still in one place. One
can focus attention on the movement of the body, the physical feelings that arise, or the thoughts and moods that flow through the
mind. This mobile attentiveness he called ‘mindfulness’.

Half-lotus

Check your posture:

 Are the hips leaning back? This will cause a slump.
 The small of the back should have its natural, unforced curve so
that the abdomen is forward and ‘open’.
 Imagine that someone is gently pushing between the shoulder
blades, while keeping the muscles relaxed. This will give you an
idea of whether you unconsciously ‘hunch’ your shoulders (and
hence close your chest).
 Note, and gently release, any tension in the neck/shoulder region.

If your posture feels tense or slack:

 Allow the spine to straighten by imagining the crown of the head
as suspended from above. This also lets the chin tuck in slightly.
 Keep the arms light and held back against the abdomen. If they are
forward, they pull you out of balance.
 Use a small firm cushion underneath and toward the back of the
buttocks to support the angle of the hips.
~18~

The Buddha explained that through mindfulness one realises an attention that is serene. Although it is centred on the body and mind, it
is dispassionate and not bound up with any particular physical or
mental experience. This detachment is a foretaste of what Buddhists
call Nibbàna (or Nirvana) – a state of peace and happiness independent of circumstances. Nibbàna is a ‘natural’ state: that is, it is not
something we have to add to our true nature, it is the way the mind is
when it is free from pressure and confused habits. Just as waking up
dispels the dream state naturally, the mind that has become clear
through mindfulness is no longer overshadowed by obsessive thoughts,
doubts and worries.
However, although mindfulness is the basic tool to use, we generally
need some pointers as to how to establish the right objectivity about
ourselves and how to assess what mindfulness reveals. This is the
function of the wisdom-teachings of the Buddha.

Wisdom
The most generally used wisdom-teachings of the Buddha are not
statements about God or Ultimate Truth. The Buddha felt that such
statements could lead to disagreement, controversy and even violence. Instead, Buddhist wisdom describes what we can all notice
about life without having to adopt a belief. The teachings are to be
tested against one’s experience. Different people may find different
ways of expressing Truth; what really counts is the validity of the experience and whether it leads to a wiser and more compassionate
way of living.
The teachings then serve as tools to clear the mind of misunderstanding. When the mind is clear, Ultimate Truth, in whatever way
one finds to express it, becomes apparent.

~3~
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The Four Noble Truths
In order to help people realize that the normal understanding of life
is inadequate, the Buddha talked about ‘dukkha’ (roughly translated
as dissatisfaction or unsatisfactoriness). He often summarised his
teaching as the Truth about ‘dukkha’, its origin, its ending, and the
path to its ending. These core teachings, to be measured against
one’s experience and used for guidance, are known as the Four
Noble Truths.

The First Noble Truth:
There is ‘dukkha’

introduction to insight meditation

FURTHER SUGGESTIONS
Personal Conduct
As our insight deepens, we see more clearly the results of our
actions – the peace that good intention, sincerity and clearmindedness promote, and the trouble that confusion and carelessness create. It is this greater sensitivity, observing in particular the
distress we cause ourselves and others, that often inspires us to want
to live more wisely. For true peace of mind, it is indispensable that
formal meditation be combined with a commitment to responsibility,
and with care for oneself and others.

Life as we normally know it must always have a proportion of
disagreeable experiences – sickness, pain and distress are obvious
examples. Even in relatively affluent societies people suffer from
anxiety, stress or a loss of purpose; or they feel incapable of dealing
with life’s challenges. Moreover, agreeable experiences are limited
and transient: for instance ‘dukkha’ can be brought on by the loss of
a loved one, or being badly let down by a friend. What also becomes
apparent is that these feelings cannot be relieved for long by our
usual responses, such as seeking pleasure, greater success or a different
relationship. This is because ‘dukkha’ stems from an inner need. You
could call it a longing of the heart – for understanding, peace and
harmony. Because it’s an inner or spiritual need, no matter how we
try to alleviate such feelings by adding something pleasant to our
life, it never quite succeeds. As long as we are motivated to seek
fulfilment in what is transient and vulnerable – and it doesn’t take
much introspection to recognise how vulnerable our bodies and
feelings are – we will always suffer disappointment and a sense of
loss.
“Being associated with what you don’t like is dukkha, being
separated from what you like is dukkha, not getting what you
want is dukkha. In brief, the compulsive habits of body and
mind are dukkha.”

There is really nothing mysterious about the path of Insight. In the
words of the Buddha, the way is simple: ‘Do good, refrain from doing evil, and purify the mind’. It is a long-observed tradition, then,
for people who engage in spiritual practice to place great importance
on proper conduct. Many meditators undertake realistic moral
vows – such as refraining from harming living beings, from careless
use of sexuality, from using intoxicants (alcohol and drugs), and
from gossip and other graceless speech habits – to help their own inner clarity, and perhaps gently encourage that of others.

The Second Noble Truth:

Notes on Posture

There is an origin to ‘dukkha’
The Buddha’s experience was that this wrong motivation was in essence the origin of dissatisfaction. How is this? By always seeking
fulfilment in what is transient, we miss out on what life could be
~4~

Company and Routine
Meditating with a few friends at regular times can be a great support
towards constancy of practice and development of wisdom. The
solitary meditator eventually faces diminishing will-power, as there’s
often something else to do that seems more important (or more interesting) than watching the breath. Regular group meditation for an
agreed-upon duration keeps the participants going, regardless of
their flux of moods. (The investigation of these shifts of disposition
often yields important insights, but on our own we can find it difficult to persevere with them.) As well as seeing the personal benefits,
you can reflect that your efforts are helping others to keep practising.

The ideal is an upright, alert posture. Slumping only increases the
pressure on the legs and discomfort in the back. It is important to
attend to your posture with wisdom, not insensitive will-power!
Posture will improve with time, but you need to work with the body,
not use force against it.
~17~
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have; rejecting what you dislike; being unable to keep what you
want. This is especially oppressive when the subject of the discontent and desire is yourself. No one finds it easy to be at peace with
personal weakness, especially when so much social emphasis is
placed on feeling good, getting ahead and having the best. Such
expectations indeed make it difficult to accept oneself as one is.

offering if we were more attentive and spiritually attuned. Not using
(through not knowing) our spiritual potential, we are motivated by
feelings and moods. However, when mindfulness reveals that this is
a habit rather than our true nature, we realise that we can change it.

However, with the practice of Insight Meditation you discover a
space in which to stand back a little from what you think you are,
from what you think you have. Contemplating these perceptions, it
becomes clearer that you don’t have any thing as ‘me’ or ‘mine’; there
are simply experiences, which come and go through the mind. So if,
for example, you’re looking into an irritating habit, rather than becoming depressed by it, you don’t reinforce it and the habit passes
away. It may come back again, but this time it’s weaker, and you
know what to do. Through cultivating peaceful attention, mental
content calms down and may even fade out, leaving the mind clear
and refreshed. Such is the ongoing path of insight.
To be able to go to a still centre of awareness within the changing
flow of daily life is the sign of a mature practice, for insight deepens
immeasurably when it is able to spread to all experience. Try to use
the perspective of insight no matter what you are doing – routine
housework, driving the car, having a cup of tea. Collect the awareness, rest it steadily on what you are doing, and rouse a sense of
inquiry into the nature of the mind in the midst of activity. Using the
practice to centre on physical sensations, mental states, or eye-, earor nose-consciousness can develop an ongoing contemplation that
turns mundane tasks into foundations for insight.
Centred more and more in awareness, the mind becomes free to respond skilfully to the moment, and there is greater harmony in life.
This is the way that meditation does ‘social work’ – by bringing
awareness into your life, it brings peace into the world. When you
can abide peacefully with the great variety of feelings that arise in
consciousness, you are able to live more openly with the world, and
with yourself as you are.

~16~

The Third Noble Truth:
‘Dukkha’ can stop
Once we’ve understood the Second Truth, the Third follows on, if
we’re capable of ‘letting go’ of our conscious and unconscious selfcentred habits. When we’re no longer defensive or aggressive, whenever
we respond to life without prejudice or fixed views, the mind rests in
an inner harmony. The habits and viewpoints that make life appear
hostile or inadequate are checked.

The Fourth Noble Truth:
There is a Way to stop ‘dukkha’
This involves the practical guidelines to bringing a spiritual focus to
bear on life as we are living it. We can’t ‘let go’ until we’re made capable of that through cultivation of our spiritual nature. Then, just as
someone clutching onto a sinking raft will naturally head for the
shore when they realise it’s sinking, are shown how to swim and
which direction to take, so the mind will naturally incline towards
Nibbàna when it has wisdom.
The ‘Way’ is defined as the Noble Eightfold Path. The ‘wheel’ symbol that is often used in Buddhist iconography is a depiction of this
Eightfold Path in which each factor supports and is supported by all
the others. Buddhist practice consists of cultivating these factors of:
Right View, Right Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration.
The ‘Right-ness’ of them is that they entail living in accordance with
virtue, meditation and wisdom, rather than from any self-centred
position. Such a Way is therefore ‘Right’ for others as well as oneself.
“He who has understanding and great wisdom does not
think of harming himself or another, nor of harming both
alike. He rather thinks of his own welfare, of that of others, of
that of both, and of the welfare of the whole world.”

~5~
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FOLLOWING THE PATH
when asked to explain why his disciples always looked cheerful,
the Buddha commented:
“They have no regret over the past, nor do they brood over the
future. They live in the present; therefore they are radiant.”
Someone who has fully cultivated this Way finds serenity and patience
in themselves in times of difficulty, and the wish to share good
fortune when things go well. They live a life free from guilt, and,
rather than having violent mood swings, the mind and heart stay
steady and buoyant through the circumstances of life.
These are the fruits; but like most fruit, they have to be cultivated
slowly and persistently with good-heartedness. For this reason, the
guidance, or simply the companionship, of like-minded people is almost indispensable. The Refuge of Sangha is a reflection on this.
Most generally, ‘Sangha’ refers to all spiritual companions, but this
spiritual companionship is highlighted by the religious order of
alms-mendicants who live under a detailed code of conduct that unambiguously presents the values of the Buddhist path.
Buddhist monks and nuns are not preachers – being specifically
prohibited from teaching unless asked to do so – they are spiritual
companions, and their relationship with the general Buddhist public
is one of mutual support. The religious are prohibited from growing
food or having money; they have to keep in touch with society and
be worthy of support. Buddhist monasteries are not escape-hatches,
but places where others can stay, receive teachings and – most
important – feel that their act of service and support is appreciated.
In this way, the monks and nuns provide more than companionship
and guidance – they also present the opportunity for others to gain
confidence and self-respect.
“Do not think lightly of goodness, saying, ‘Nothing will help
me improve.’ A pitcher is filled with water by a steady
stream of drops; likewise, the wise person improves and
achieves well-being a little at a time.”
Spirituality has to be a matter for personal concern and responsibility. Truth cannot arise through indoctrination. However, when such
a complete and consistent Way as that of the Buddha is available, it is
worthy of investigation.

~6~
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being over-forceful? Are you keeping in touch with what is actually
happening in your mind, or using a technique in a dull, mechanical
way? As for concentration, it’s good to check whether you are
putting aside concerns that are not immediate, or letting yourself
meander in thoughts and moods. Or, are you trying to repress
feelings without acknowledging them and responding wisely?
Proper concentration is that which unifies the heart and mind. Reflecting in this way encourages you to develop a skilful approach.
And of course, reflection will show you more than how to meditate:
it will give you the clarity to understand yourself.
Remember, until you’ve developed some skill and ease with meditation, it’s best to use a meditation object, such as the breath, as a focus
for awareness as an antidote for the overwhelming nature of the
mind’s distractions. Even so, whatever your length of experience
with the practice, it is always helpful to return to awareness of the
breath or body. Developing this ability to begin again leads to
stability and ease. With a balanced practice, you realise more and
more the way the body and mind are, and see how to live with
greater freedom and harmony. This is the purpose and the fruit of
Buddhist Insight Meditation.

LIVING INSIGHTFULLY
With the practice of Insight Meditation you will see your attitudes
more clearly, and come to know which are helpful and which create
difficulties. An open attitude can make even unpleasant experiences
insightful – for instance, undertaking the way that the mind reacts
against pain and sickness. When you approach such experiences in
this way, you can often unwind the stress and resistance to pain, and
alleviate it to a great degree. On the other hand, an impatient streak
will have different results: becoming annoyed with others if they
disturb your meditation; being disappointed if your practice doesn’t
seem to be progressing fast enough; falling into unpleasant moods
over insignificant matters. Meditation teaches us that peace of
mind – or its absence – essentially depends on whether or not we
contemplate the events of life in a spirit of reflection and openmindedness.
By looking into your intentions and attitudes in the quiet of meditation, you can investigate the relationship between desire and
dissatisfaction. See the causes of discontent: wanting what you don’t
~15~
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for the contents of the mind, Buddhist teaching points especially to
three simple, fundamental characteristics.
First, there is changeability (aniccà) – the ceaseless beginning and
ending all things go through, the constant movement of the content
of the mind. This mind-stuff may be pleasant or unpleasant, but it is
never at rest.
There is also a persistent, often subtle, sense of dissatisfaction
(dukkha). Unpleasant sensations easily evoke that sense, but even a
lovely experience creates a tug in the heart when it ends. So at the
best of moments there is still an inconclusive quality in what the
mind experiences, a somewhat unsatisfied feeling.
As the constant arising and passing of experiences and moods
become familiar, it also becomes clear that – since there is no permanence in them – none of them really belong to you. And, when this
mind-stuff is silent – revealing a bright spaciousness of mind – there
are no purely personal characteristics to be found! This can be difficult to comprehend, but in reality there is no ‘me’ and no ‘mine’ – the
characteristic of ‘no-self’, or impersonality (anattà).
Investigate fully and notice how these qualities pertain to all things,
physical and mental. No matter if your experiences are joyful or
barely endurable, this contemplation will lead to a calm and balanced perspective on your life.

CONTEMPLATING YOUR PRACTICE
These meditation exercises all serve to establish awareness of things as
they are. By bringing your mind fully onto experiences, you will
notice more clearly the state of the mind itself – for example, whether
you are being lazy or over-eager in your practice. With a little honest
appraisal, it becomes evident that the quality of the meditation
practice depends, not on the exercise being used, but on what you
are putting into it. Reflecting in this way, you will gain deeper
insight into your personality and habits.
There are some useful points to bear in mind whenever you
meditate. Consider whether you are beginning afresh each time – or
even better, with each breath or footstep. If you don’t practise with
an open mind, you may find yourself trying to re-create a past
insight, or unwilling to learn from your mistakes. Is there the right
balance of energy whereby you are doing all that you can without
~14~

INTRODUCTION TO
INSIGHT MEDITATION
the aim of these pages is to serve as an introduction to the practice
of Insight Meditation as taught within the tradition of Theravàda
Buddhism. You need not be familiar with the teachings of the Buddha
to make use of it, although such knowledge can help to clarify any
personal understanding you may develop through meditation.
The purpose of Buddhist Insight Meditation is not to create a system
of beliefs, but rather to give guidance on how to see clearly into the
nature of the mind. In this way one gains first-hand understanding
of the way things are, without reliance on opinions or theories – a
direct experience, which has its own vitality. It also gives rise to the
sense of deep calm that comes from knowing something for oneself,
beyond any doubt.
Insight Meditation is a key factor in the path that the Buddha offered
for the welfare of human beings; the only criterion is that one has to
put it into practice! These pages, therefore, describe a series of
meditation exercises, and practical advice on how to use them. It
works best if the reader follows the guide progressively, giving each
sequence of instructions a good work-out before proceeding further.
‡

The term ‘Insight Meditation’ (samatha-vipassanà ) refers to practices
for the mind that develop calm (samatha) through sustained attention,
and insight (vipassanà) through reflection. A fundamental technique for
sustaining attention is focusing awareness on the body; traditionally, this
‡

Knowledge of terms in Pàli – the canonical language of Theravàda Buddhism – is
not necessary to begin the practice of meditation. It can be useful, however, to provide reference points to the large source of guidance in the Theravàda Canon, as well
as to the teaching of many contemporary masters who still find such words more
precise than their English equivalents.

~7~
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is practised while sitting or walking. The guide begins with some
advice on this.

Generating good-will toward the world beyond yourself follows
much the same pattern. A simple way to spread kindness is to work
in stages. Start with yourself, joining the sense of loving acceptance
to the movement of the breath. ‘May I be well.’ Then, reflect on
people you love and respect, and wish them well, one by one. Move
on to friendly acquaintances, then to those towards whom you feel
indifferent. ‘May they be well.’ Finally, bring to mind those people
you fear or dislike, and continue to send out wishes of good-will.

Reflection occurs quite naturally afterwards, when one is ‘comfortable’ within the context of the meditation exercise. There will be a
sense of ease and interest, and one begins to look around and become acquainted with the mind that is meditating. This ‘looking
around’ is called contemplation, a personal and direct seeing that
can only be suggested by any technique. A few ideas and guidance
on this come in a later section.

SUSTAINING ATTENTION
SITTING
Time and Place
Focusing the mind on the body can be readily accomplished while
sitting. You need to find a time and a place which affords you calm
and freedom from disturbance.
A quiet room with not much in it to distract the mind is ideal; a setting with light and space has a brightening and clearing effect, while
a cluttered and gloomy room has just the opposite. Timing is also important, particularly as most people’s days are quite structured with
routines. It is not especially productive to meditate when you have
something else to do, or when you’re pressed for time. It’s better to
set aside a period – say, in the early morning or in the evening after
work – when you can really give your full attention to the practice.
Begin with fifteen minutes or so. Practise sincerely with the limitations of time and available energy, and avoid becoming mechanical
about the routine. Meditation practice, supported by genuine willingness to investigate and make peace with oneself, will develop
naturally in terms of duration and skill.

Awareness of the body
The development of calm is aided by stability, and by a steady but
peaceful effort. If you can’t feel settled, there’s no peacefulness; if
there’s no sense of application, you tend to day-dream. One of the
most effective postures for the cultivation of the proper combination
of stillness and energy is sitting.

~8~

This meditation can expand, in a movement of compassion, to include all people in the world, in their many circumstances. And
remember, you don’t have to feel that you love everyone in order to
wish them well!
Kindness and compassion originate from the same source of goodwill, and they broaden the mind beyond the purely personal perspective.
If you’re not always trying to make things go the way you want them
to; if you’re more accepting and receptive to yourself and others as
they are, compassion arises by itself. Compassion is the natural sensitivity of the heart.

REFLECTION
CHOICELESS AWARENESS
Meditation can also proceed without a meditation object, in a state of
pure contemplation, or ‘choiceless awareness’.
After calming the mind by one of the methods described above, consciously put aside the meditation object. Observe the flow of mental
images and sensations just as they arise, without engaging in criticism or praise. Notice any aversion and fascination; contemplate any
uncertainty, happiness, restlessness or tranquillity as it arises. You
can return to a meditation object (such as the breath) whenever the
sense of clarity diminishes, or if you begin to feel overwhelmed by
impressions. When a sense of steadiness returns, you can relinquish
the object again.
This practice of ‘bare attention’ is well-suited for contemplating the
mental process. Along with observing the mind’s particular ‘ingredients’, we can turn our attention to the nature of the container. As

~13~
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CULTIVATING THE HEART
Cultivating good-will (mettà) gives another dimension to the practice of Insight. Meditation naturally teaches patience and tolerance,
or at least it shows the importance of these qualities. So you may
well wish to develop a more friendly and caring attitude towards
yourself and other people. In meditation, you can cultivate good-will
very realistically.
Focus attention on the breath, which you will now be using as the
means of spreading kindness and good-will. Begin with yourself,
with your body. Visualise the breath as a light, or see your awareness
as being a warm ray, and gradually sweep it over your body. Lightly
focus your attention on the centre of the chest, around the heart
region. As you breathe in, direct patient kindness towards yourself,
perhaps with the thought, ‘May I be well’, or ‘Peace’. As you breathe
out, let the mood of that thought, or the awareness of light, spread
outward from the heart, through the body, through the mind, and
beyond yourself. ‘May others be well.’
If you are experiencing negative states of mind, breathe in the qualities of tolerance and forgiveness. Visualising the breath as having a
healing colour may be helpful. On the out-breath, let go – of any
stress, worry or negativity – and extend the sense of release through
the body, the mind, and beyond, as before.
This practice can form all or part of a period of meditation – you
have to judge for yourself what is appropriate. The calming effect of
meditating with a kindly attitude is good for beginning a sitting, but
there will no doubt be times to use this approach for long periods, to
go deeply into the heart.
Always begin with what you are aware of, even if it seems trivial or
confused. Let your mind rest calmly on that – whether it’s boredom,
an aching knee, or the frustration of not feeling particularly kindly.
Allow these to be; practice being at peace with them. Recognise and
gently put aside any tendencies towards laziness, doubt or guilt.
Peacefulness can develop into a very nourishing kindness towards
yourself, if you first of all fully accept the presence of what you
dislike. Keep the attention steady, and open the heart to whatever
you experience. This does not imply approval of negative states, but
allows them a space wherein they can come and go.

~12~
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Use a posture that will keep your back straight without strain. A
simple upright chair may be helpful, or you may be able to use one of
the lotus postures (illustrations and notes on posture are given later).
These look awkward at first, but in time they provide a unique
balance of gentle firmness that gladdens the mind without tiring the
body.
If the chin is tilted very slightly down this will help, but do not allow
the head to loll forward as this encourages drowsiness. Place the
hands on your lap, palms upward, one resting gently on the other
with the thumb-tips touching. Take your time, and get the right
balance.
Now, collect your attention, and begin to move it slowly down your
body. Notice the sensations. Relax any tensions, particularly in the
face, neck, and hands. Allow the eyelids to close or half close.
Investigate how you are feeling. Expectant or tense? Then relax your
attention a little. With this, the mind will probably calm down, and
you may find some thoughts drifting in – reflections, daydreams,
memories, or doubts about whether you are doing it right! Instead of
following or contending with these thought patterns, bring more
attention to the body, which is a useful anchor for a wandering
mind.
Cultivate a spirit of inquiry in your meditation attitude. Take your
time. Move your attention, for example, systematically from the
crown of the head down over the whole body. Notice the different
sensations – such as warmth, pulsing, numbness, and sensitivity – in
the joints of each finger, the moisture of the palms, and the pulse in
the wrist. Even areas that may have no particular sensation, such as
the forearms or the earlobes, can be ‘swept over’ in an attentive way.
Notice how even the lack of sensation is something the mind can be
aware of. This constant and sustained investigation is called mindfulness (sati) and is one of the primary tools of Insight Meditation.

Awareness of breathing (ànàpànasati)
Instead of ‘body sweeping’, or after a preliminary period of this
practice, mindfulness can be developed through attention on the
breath.
First, follow the sensation of your ordinary breath as it flows in
through the nostrils and fills the chest and abdomen. Then try
~9~
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maintaining your attention at one point, either at the diaphragm
or – a more refined location – at the nostrils. Breath has a tranquillising quality, steady and relaxing if you don’t force it; this is helped by
an upright posture. Your mind may wander, but keep patiently
returning to the breath.

flow of physical sensations, or more closely direct your attention to
the feet. The exercise for the mind is to keep bringing the attention
back to the sensation of the feet touching the ground, the spaces between each step, and the feelings of stopping and starting.

It is not necessary to develop concentration to the point of excluding
everything else except the breath. Rather than to create a trance, the
purpose is to allow you to notice the workings of the mind and to
bring a measure of peaceful clarity into it. The entire process – gathering
your attention, noticing the breath, noticing that the mind has wandered, and re-establishing your attention – develops mindfulness,
patience, and insightful understanding. So don’t be put off by apparent ‘failure’ – simply begin again. Continuing in this way allows the
mind to eventually calm down.
If you get very restless or agitated, just relax. Practice being at peace
with yourself, listening to – without necessarily believing in – the
voices of the mind.
If you feel drowsy, then put more care and attention into your body
and posture. Refining your attention or pursuing tranquillity at such
times will only make matters worse!

WALKING AND STANDING
Many meditation exercises, such as the above ‘mindfulness of breathing’, are practised while sitting. However, walking is commonly
alternated with sitting as a form for meditation. Apart from giving
you different things to notice, it’s a skilful way to energize the practice if the calming effect of sitting is making you dull.
If you have access to some open land, measure off about 25–30 paces’
length of level ground (or a clearly defined pathway between two
trees), as your meditation path. Stand at one end of the path, and
compose your mind on the sensations of the body. First, let the attention rest on the feeling of the body standing upright, with the arms
hanging naturally and the hands lightly clasped in front or behind.
Allow the eyes to gaze at a point about three meters [10 feet] in front
of you at ground level, thus avoiding visual distraction. Now, walk
gently, at a deliberate but ‘normal’ pace, to the end of the path. Stop.
Focus on the body standing for the period of a couple of breaths.
Turn, and walk back again. While walking, be aware of the general
~10~

Of course, the mind will wander. So it is important to cultivate
patience, and the resolve to begin again. Adjust the pace to suit your state
of mind – vigorous when drowsy or trapped in obsessive thought, firm
but gentle when restless and impatient. At the end of the path, stop;
breathe in and out; ‘let go’ of any restlessness, worry, calm, bliss,
memories or opinions about yourself. The ‘inner chatter’ may stop
momentarily, or fade out. Begin again. In this way you continually
refresh the mind, and allow it to settle at its own rate.
In more confined spaces, alter the length of the path to suit what is
available. Alternatively, you can circumambulate a room, pausing
after each circumambulation for a few moments of standing. The
period of standing can be extended to several minutes, using ‘body
sweeping’.
Walking brings energy and fluidity into the practice, so keep your
pace steady and just let changing conditions pass through the mind.
Rather than expecting the mind to be as still as it might be while sitting, contemplate the flow of phenomena. It is remarkable how
many times we can become engrossed in a train of thought – arriving at the end of the path and ‘coming to’ with a start! – but it is
natural for our untrained minds to become absorbed in thoughts and
moods. So instead of giving in to impatience, learn how to let go, and
begin again. A sense of ease and calm may then arise, allowing the
mind to become open and clear in a natural, unforced way.

LYING DOWN
Reclining at the end of a day, spend a few minutes meditating while
lying on one side. Keep the body quite straight and bend one arm up
so that the hand acts as a support for the head. Sweep through the
body, resting its stresses; or collect your attention on the breath, consciously putting aside memories of the day just past and expectations
of tomorrow. In a few minutes, with your mind clear, you’ll be able
to rest well.
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