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Preface

This book is a collection of talks, articles, and essays about Vipassana 
meditation. Writing them has been a prominent part of my life for decades, 
but increasingly so since I retired from practicing psychiatry. I found 
more time to fulfill the agenda that Mr. S.N. Goenka had placed upon my 
shoulders, to explain Vipassana in a manner that could be appreciated by 
audiences at colleges, universities, and similar institutions. He assigned 
me to create an understanding of Vipassana based upon rational, 
scientific, and social scientific thinking. 

Most of the public talks were based upon written essays, and 
many people have already heard or read one or two of them, because 
they have appeared online as written texts, audio files, or transcripts of 
talks. The chapters in this book, however, are newly revised and often are 
compounds, integrating two similar talks, changing the talk into an essay, 
or otherwise amending existing material for compilation and readability 
in a single volume. There are audio files of talks that I gave that may 
have similar titles to some of the chapters in this book, but are in fact 
somewhat different. Some of the chapters read as essays, while others 
have the spoken language feeling of talks. 

The talks were given either to public audiences, or to audiences 
consisting exclusively of “Old Students,” that is, people who had already 
completed at least one ten-day Vipassana course in the tradition of S.N. 
Goenka. Some chapters in this book are based on presentations that were 
made to audiences consisting of only assistant teachers of Vipassana. 

Each chapter is intended to stand on its own, so that many passages 
about the essence of Vipassana repeat. The book is better understood as 
a compilation, rather than as a sequence that needs to be read in order. 

This book is not intended to “sell” Vipassana, but to explain 
it in a manner that allows readers to experience an enthusiasm for its 
benefits, coupled to a realistic assessment of its probable value for them. 
For many people who first heard these chapters when they were public 
talks, or Old Student talks, they opened a door into a better world. For 
me, standing in front of audiences across the years, looking into the eyes 
of an estimated twenty to twenty-five thousand people, I was awakened 
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to the realization of how important knowledge of Vipassana could be to 
a vast community of eager participants. Vipassana provides something 
anchoring, inspiring, and what many people want. 

My words contain the observations of a long-time participant-
observer, and are not an official statement of any organization. 
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INTRODUCTORY TALKS





Introduction to Vipassana Meditation

Based upon a talk given at Gabelli School of Business, 
Fordham University, New York City, February 26, 2020

I would like to talk with you about Vipassana meditation by placing an 
image into your mind that evokes its desirable features. 

Imagine a person getting up every morning and meditating, 
seeking a bit of wisdom and peace, then living their day, just an average 
day like anybody else might live, but this person has developed some 
ability to covertly orient by inner guidance. They know how to contact 
peace inside themselves to a degree. They’re not perfect, but they are 
often able to reconnect with a subtle thread of fine feeling. They also 
have certain principles that guide them during the day, basic common 
sense principles that maybe many people know, being attuned to the 
whispers of personal integrity, like speaking honestly all the time, even 
when it’s inconvenient. It is as if they were living through the crowded 
and distracting hours with a small window to the sky available to them 
over their shoulder. 

After a long journey through the work-a-day world, this 
person goes home. When they arrive, they sit down to meditate again, 
recontacting that peace they had touched for a moment in the morning, 
realigning with the poise they may have lost during the course of the 
tumultuous day. Possibly they have some skill in reimagining and adjusting 
the problems they felt during the last twelve hours. They have provided 
themselves with a double dose of neuropsychological self-attunement, a 
double vaccination with relative well-being.

Then they live the next day that way, and they live the next day 
that way. Then they live a year that way, twenty years that way, thirty 
years that way, and then they’re old, with much more life behind them 
than in front of them. When they wake in the morning, they meditate. 
Then in the evening, they meditate again. They live according to certain 
meditative patterns that are etched beneath the groundwork of their 
whole life. 
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That’s the kind of story that changes your concept of meditation 
away from being something you do, to being something you live 
by, something that guides you. The classical image for this way of 
understanding meditation is walking a path. 

So, today, when I talk about meditation, I will be using that word 
as a short hand for two things. One is Vipassana meditation specifically, 
and the other is Vipassana as a way of life, not just something that you 
happen to do sometimes.

I’ll be talking about Vipassana because it’s the only meditation 
I really know. In 1974, my wife, Susan, and I went to India, and we took 
a ten-day Vipassana course on the outskirts of New Delhi, under the 
guidance of Satya Narayan Goenka. Since those memorable October days, 
we’ve been meditating more or less as I have just described it to you, 
morning and evening. In addition, every year we have taken at least one 
ten-day meditation course, often a longer one, and since the late 1980s, 
we’ve been conducting meditation courses in the tradition of Mr. Goenka.

Vipassana has become a guide, an orientation, a set of ethical 
principles, a stabilizing practice, a source of friendship, and a locus of 
inspiration and connection to other zones of existence. 

Vipassana is an ancient Indian term, and it refers to meditation 
that has the following qualities. It’s taught for free. It’s not commercial. No 
one makes any money when we conduct a course, and there are hundreds 
of people conducting these courses around the world. The people who 
cook the food for ten days at the course site are also unpaid volunteers. 
No one receives material benefits of any kind from these courses. This is 
a funny thing to be saying at a business school, and particularly one in 
Manhattan, named after such a master of the stock market. But as I look 
around at those of you who have come to listen to me today, I see young 
adults from every continent descending upon Manhattan to fulfill at least 
two agendas. The first is to raise economic standards through wise and 
skillful enterprise. And the second is to build a better world. It appears 
to me, as I look around at this audience, that you represent a new breed 
in the business community, socially conscious and worldwide. There are 
zones of life that flourish under the aegis of mutually beneficial material 
exchange, but there are also zones of life resembling flowers thriving on 
a free dispersion of solar light. Vipassana is like that.
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 Another defining feature of Vipassana is that it is always taught 
in a ten-day residential format. Why ten days? When I started giving talks 
about meditation twenty or thirty years ago, in response to a request from 
Mr. Goenka, who asked me to speak about Vipassana in universities and 
other educational settings, most people did not know what meditation 
was, and I had to explain it from the ground up. Today, almost everybody 
has an inkling, and most people in a university audience like this have 
meditated to some degree, maybe using an App or taking a brief course, 
and many people have already taken Vipassana for ten days. 

But the question remains, since meditation can be bought on a 
portable App that accompanies you with your smart phone and your ear 
buds wherever you go, or can be learned on every Thursday evening for 
a month at a yoga center, or in a weekend at a Berkshire retreat, why 
does the tradition of S.N. Goenka insist upon the ten days? The answer 
is that Vipassana was designed by the worst marketing strategists who 
ever lived. Since it is handed out for free, it’s not a profitable product, so 
there’s no point in marketing it at all.

The mandatory ten-day residential requirement has an 
imperative contained within it: it takes a bit of time to learn to meditate. 
If meditation is going to be a valuable orienting activity in your years 
to come, ten days is not too large an investment. The idea of a ten-day 
course is that you are devoting yourself to learn something important, 
valuable, and personally revolutionary. 

Early in the morning, on the ten-day course, when you’re tired, 
you meditate before breakfast, then after breakfast again. Then you’re 
bored, then you’re interested, then you’re fascinated, then you’re hungry, 
then it’s lunch, then you’re sleepy after lunch, then you’re meditating 
in the afternoon, when you have full energy, then you get tired, then it’s 
dinner, then it’s bedtime. You go to sleep meditating in your last conscious 
moments. That is to say, you meditate through all the conditions of your 
body and mind that are the real matrix of everyday life.

What’s the point of learning to meditate in a very limited 
circumstance when you have to live your life getting on and off the 
subway, studying at Fordham University, passing exams, managing a boss, 
facing the frustrations of our complexly woven digitally interconnected 
society, dealing with the occasional ill health that arrives into the life 
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of anyone who has a body, being filled with the hot air balloon of 
happiness, chilling with well-being, expanding with exuberance, all that 
life throws at you. You will want to be meditating through all of those 
changes. You can’t learn how to do that in an hour. You need to learn 
it by confronting and practicing meditation through the vicissitudes of 
your mind and body as it cycles through its twenty-four-hour rhythms, 
and to do so repeatedly. A ten-day meditation course is an example 
of life. It gives you all the different conditions that you’ll face: being 
hungry, tired, happy, sad, preoccupied, concentrated, glad you’re there, 
not glad you’re there. Through all those conditions, you’ll be getting the 
experience of meditating.

The focus of Vipassana meditation is the sensations of your own 
body. There’s no prayer, mantra, or appeal to any outside force or deity. 
It’s a practical, naturalistic observation of the most down to earth and 
inescapable reality of which you consist. The word vipassana means to 
observe yourself as you actually are, or realistic observation.

The course is taught in silence. You unplug your cell phone, all 
digital equipment, TVs, reading and writing materials, conversations 
with other people, except for your teacher on the course. He or she has 
meditated for decades, and has hit those criteria of being established in 
the practice that are: meditating twice a day, taking a meditation course 
every year, and living by certain principles, which we’ll go into in a little 
more detail.

When the course starts you would close your eyes, and be given 
some specific instructions. These instructions differ from day to day and 
from morning to evening, so you are guided in careful, sequential and 
step-by-step detail, and every day you get a slightly different direction. 
Everything I say today will be a bit oversimplified so that I can describe it 
in this one hour.

You start meditating on the sensations of your breath, and over 
the course of ten days, you meditate on all the sensations that you feel 
in your body, where “sensations” means just whatever you feel. For 
example, you’re sitting in a chair in this hall. It’s a little windy from the 
large heating vents. You’re feeling your buttocks on the chair. Maybe 
your feet are hot or cold. You’re wearing a wool winter hat, which itches 
just a little bit, or you took it off and your hair is being ruffled by the heat. 
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All those things are natural sensations. But as you meditate continuously 
for ten days, your mind becomes more sensitive to this process and you 
begin to experience a myriad of sensations, many of which you’ve never 
felt before. Your body is very alive. It’s scintillating with sensations all the 
time; it generates them continuously; and by learning to meditate you 
increasingly attune yourself to them. 

But the most dramatic thing you experience when you begin to 
meditate, maybe the single most important thing you experience is, “I 
can’t do this! What’s wrong with me?” Most people in a place like this, a 
university setting, have reasonably good concentration, or you wouldn’t 
have made it to be here in this airy and magnificent hall. I myself had 
pretty good concentration, and as soon as I started meditating, I couldn’t 
meditate, I couldn’t concentrate.

So, the question is, why is it so difficult to concentrate when you 
meditate? The answer is pretty obvious. We’re taught to concentrate 
on intense stimuli, like, “Read this book. There’s going to be a test on it 
tomorrow. You’d better concentrate.” And the book has lots of ideas and 
many words that will keep you awake. Or we concentrate on watching 
Seinfeld on TV in the evening, and you can be sure that the facial 
expressions of Jerry, George, Elaine, and Kramer will hold your attention. 
They are going to make you laugh, and the screen changes emotional 
valence every tenth of a second, by somebody waving their hands, or 
emitting an expletive. Tens of millions of people will find themselves 
delightfully riveted by the giddy theatrics of television. 

But meditation occurs without any intense stimuli. You’re 
simply observing something that’s very subtle, something that 
generally we give low importance to, just ourselves and our own bodies. 
For most of our waking life, we’re trying to not attend to our bodies. 
Usually we’re trying to attend to a book, a friend, a conversation, a 
task. Meditation means reversing the process of attention away from 
the things we’ve learned to attend to, and redirecting the process to 
heightened awareness of ourselves. 

Now we’ve got a couple of principles of Vipassana laid out in front 
of us. First, it’s a path of self-observation, self-awareness, turning your 
attention inward, unplugged from outside stimuli, not just the electronic 
ones, and attentive to yourself. 
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The main interference with your ability to concentrate on your 
body is your mind. Our minds are adaptive organs. In the same way that 
we have a heart that can circulate blood, an adaptation that enables us 
to be warm-blooded and survive in different temperatures, our mind is 
a tool that was developed during biological evolution so that we could 
scheme, plan, figure out how to get food, or shelter. There are very few 
forms of life as adaptive as human beings. We’ve covered the whole globe. 
We can live in Norway, and we can live in Argentina. That’s largely due 
to our ability to have foresight, to plan, to organize behavior, to think 
ahead, to find food, shelter, mates, tribes, allies, cultures, institutions, 
and other people.

So, the first thing that happens when you sit down to meditate 
is that you can’t concentrate because the stimulus is too subtle for our 
agile, working minds. The next thing that happens is you start planning, 
you start scheming and you start worrying. That’s what we’re trained 
to do and we need to do in daily life. Meditation is not a condemnation 
of other modes of mental activity. But one trouble with our lives is that 
we can’t press “pause” on our survival skill set. I’m sure many of you 
experience the same thing when you lie down to sleep. As soon as you 
do so, immediately, the mental gears come on line, planning, scheming, 
thinking, daydreaming ahead, worrying. We’ve got this planetary 
remodeling tool, the Homo sapiens’ mind, but we don’t know how to turn 
it off. I’m not implying that we want to shut down our working mind for 
good. It’s like your phone. You don’t want to silence it, but I hope you 
don’t want to keep it on 24/7. And I hope you will agree with me that 
your mind should not be on task 24/7. Life transcends survival and has 
the capacity to rise into higher realms. There should be a time set aside 
for something else. 

What is that something else? We can loosely call it wisdom: the 
ability to reflect upon yourself, know what you think and feel in areas 
other than strategizing and planning, know what your physical body is 
telling you is good for it, know what you feel in deep emotional ways 
that rise up inside of you when you permit them an expanded sense of 
time. We have a capacity for life that is independent of the mundane, and 
when we connect to this aspect of ourselves, we experience new realms 
of thinking and feeling. Our emotions are partly entwined with thoughts, 
but they are also a primary, psychological, embodied, evolutionary guide 
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that reveal to us how we want to live, what’s important to us, and what’s 
meaningful. That kind of wisdom, that kind of spiritual gnosis is also 
encoded into our minds and bodies. 

Meditation is a way of opening up to information that you probably 
have already, but that you’ve learned to dis-attend to, particularly in 
our intense, modern, high demand cultures. Meditation is a practice of 
learning to reattend to other areas of life that are important. 

Now, if the main learning of meditation has a lot to do with giving 
more space to your thoughts and feelings, then why are you focusing on 
body sensations? It seems like a paradox. You’re focusing on your body, 
and you’re learning about your mind. That’s because the body and the 
mind are an integrated entity. One of the gateways into new information 
about your mind is through new familiarity with your body sensations. 
As I mentioned, we’re taught from childhood to reduce attention to our 
body. We are encouraged to sit still, obey commands of other people, 
accomplish tasks, and to place to one side the whirling vitality of the 
messages that are contained inside of our biology. 

During Vipassana meditation, as you attend to your sensations, 
those parts of your mind that are integrated with previously neglected 
body signals, now enter your awareness freshly and anew. As your 
body opens up, your mind feels its way into different dimensions. 
Meditation starts as observation of your body sensations and it expands 
to heightened awareness of your sense of yourself. It’s an integrative 
practice. “Integrated” means that our consciousness gains a focus on 
body-mind together.

Often, we think of wisdom as consisting of cunning and intricate 
cognitions, but the body is pretty important. Without it, we don’t exist. 
In deep sleep, the mind is pretty much shut off. When I go to a college 
campus today and I watch kids crossing the street while looking at their 
cell phones, I think a lot of them may be existing without their minds 
even while they are stepping out into traffic. It’s the body that we’re 
born with, the body is what we live with, and the body is what we die 
in. The deepest experiences of being alive are somatic. If you’ve ever 
had intense pain from an illness, from an injury, you know that it totally 
absorbs everything. The person in intense pain can think of nothing 
else and can feel nothing else. That’s one of the traumatic aspects of 
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pain, that it shuts off all other dimensions of existence. That shows the 
power of somatic sensations.

The same is true for intense pleasure. It’s always physical, always 
in the body, and also shuts down other aspects of life. You feel great. 
You’re totally focused on your sense of pleasure, which is fine. But it’s not 
integrated. It doesn’t sweep up your whole being. It compartmentalizes 
you into that intense pleasure. It is something that we all crave, but the 
hypnosis of pleasure is also the source of our blinding self-absorption. 
Meditation, on the other hand, is broadening awareness beyond pleasure 
and pain. It’s like reaching your arms around the craving and aversion 
that dwell inside of our bodies, and learning to hug them within a bigger 
picture. You could call this unification of yourself the practice of balancing 
yourself out, or cultivating equanimity.

Meditation also means observing your sensations with no 
judgment, no reaction, no evaluation, no editing. Just direct experience. 
You’re merely observing the body sensations within that point of time. 
Why? Because that means your brain, your emotions, your thoughts, your 
feelings, will all be alive. Nothing will be censored out. Everything else is 
permitted and also matters. Meditation is nonjudgmental awareness of 
the sensations of your body, and of everything that arises in your mind at 
the same time.

Now, there’s another feature of body sensations that is critically 
important. They’re temporary, ephemeral, transitory, and changing. Every 
second you feel something different than you felt a second before. You 
were hot, and you’re getting cold. You were cold, and you’re getting hot. 
You are hungry, you are full. You’re tired, you were tired. You’re itching, 
you’re not itching. Constant, incessant change in body sensations. Your 
body is constantly in flux.

Let’s look at why that simple, powerful truth of incessant 
transformation is so important. When the Buddha, who invented 
Vipassana meditation, defined it, he said that it consisted of observing 
constant change of the sensations of your body without judging, editing, 
or controlling them. Observing constant change is part of the definition 
of meditation. When you’re observing, if you’re observing, you will be 
observing constant change. There’s no other option. Why not?
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The human body is a temporary aggregate of smaller particles in 
constant motion. We eat food, we take in grains of the universe, and we 
reorganize them into a human body. We feed on the cosmos. We eat the 
little things that exist, electrons, protons, atoms, molecules, and we make 
bodies. We have an information system in all our cells. First we digest the 
food particles, and then we rearrange them according to the blueprint 
in the DNA. Our information system guides the moment-by-moment 
creation of the human body over a period of let’s say sixty, eighty, maybe 
one hundred years, and then it stops working and the body disappears. 
Everything is put together, and everything put together falls apart. The 
laws of science are also the laws that govern our bodies and ourselves, 
and the essence of this is creation and dissolution. 

All information systems decay. Everything that is put together 
according to some sort of plan, will eventually develop some deviation 
from its original organization. All information systems have noise that 
jams their smooth functioning until they break. The best cell phone you 
can buy will become worthless in a period of years. The best body you 
can build will disappear within a century. That process of creating and 
relinquishing your body, creating it every second, falling downward 
with entropy every second, that process is universal and instantaneous. 
“Universal” means it’s going on everywhere, in all material things, even 
in the columns of this Gabelli School of Business. The atoms in this 
building are going to crumble and fall, though it probably, hopefully, will 
outlast this talk. Planet Earth will not last forever. The sun is expected 
to burn out in about five billion years, using up the hydrogen that is its 
energy source.

When we meditate on the sensations of our body, the reason 
we’re so filled with so many different kinds of sensations is the constant 
alterations in the biochemistry of every cell in our body. That process 
of constant change is the fundamental basic reality of our life, and we 
contact it directly when we meditate on body sensations.

Now we can redefine Vipassana again and say it is meditation 
on the reality of constant change according to the fundamental laws of 
living things, and of the universe. 

Vipassana is practical in the sense that it helps you integrate your 
mind, body, and your emotions. It has this pragmatic, utilitarian, mind-
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enhancing, awareness-enhancing quality, but it also has a deep spiritual 
reference point. It puts you in touch with the fundamental reality of 
what the world is about. The world is a system of matter, energy, and 
information, constantly swirling. We’re born into it out of those universal 
laws, and we pass away back into it guided by the same law-bound natural 
processes, and all of those universal laws are inside of us and what make 
us who we are. 

As you gradually have meditation experiences of the constant 
change within your body, something shifts inside of you. Your sense of 
the purpose of your life is jostled. For each person, it’s slightly different. 
The realignment of the way that you see your life in the context of the 
bigger picture is slightly different from person to person, but it tends to be 
more objectively realistic. Realistic in the short term, that is, you’re not as 
obsessed with petty details and planning, and you have some heightened 
awareness of expanded zones of life. But there is a shift in a profound 
sense also. Having opened the window to glimpse a wider expanse, your 
perspective towards what life really means, given the ultimate nature 
of reality, also changes. That is to say, we are processes embedded in the 
eternally changing universe from which we are born and into which we 
will disappear. When people experience that, they tap into something that 
is not intellectual. It’s not like existential philosophy, “What’s the meaning 
of your life?” You experience something from your integrated body, 
emotions, and thoughts, informing you, from within, what your life feels 
connected to, what your life is most meaningfully given over towards.

I’ve referred earlier to the Buddha. The Buddha is the historical 
source of Vipassana meditation, but Vipassana meditation is not 
Buddhism. I’m not a Buddhist. You don’t become Buddhist by meditating. 
And if you’re not a Buddhist, meditation is no particular reason to become 
one. What is interesting is that the Buddha discovered through meditation 
these fundamental laws about biology and physics, lawfulness and 
change, which took another several thousand years for the Western world 
to come up with. That is, the Buddha said a human being is a compounded 
thing made up of smaller particles, and all compounded things operate 
according to natural law. The Buddha called the organizing matrix of laws, 
“Dhamma”, which is the ancient Indian word for the order and principles 
within the world. Today, we’d call it the information state that runs your 
body and the whole cosmos. So, everything is compounded, is ordered by 
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an information state, decays according to the law of entropy, and then 
new things swirl up into being. We generally think of the cosmos as being 
outside of us, but in the Buddha’s world view, the universe is inside of us 
and informing us. 

The reason a modern meditator does not need to convert to 
Buddhism is that Vipassana meditation is based upon what we call the laws 
of science, and that in the time of the Buddha were called the Dhamma. 
The rest of Buddhism, which consists of various beliefs and rituals or 
practices, may or may not be relevant to the Buddhists, but they’re not 
relevant to a meditator. Vipassana meditation is historically rooted in the 
Buddha and his teaching, but doesn’t contain the added religion. 

Let’s look at a few other features of your body sensations that you 
become aware of when you meditate, that in turn help to propel some 
of the valuable mental experiences of a meditator. I am going to discuss 
the way our nervous system uses molecular messages to create a sense of 
ourselves that is biological, psychological, useful but inaccurate in some 
important ways. Our constructed self-image is an engine behind both 
human creativity and also our distress. At this juncture, we’ll begin to 
understand the reason why meditation on body sensations touches such 
deep emotions.

Our body sensations are partly the products of nerves that carry 
information back into our brain. They are also stimulated by nerves 
running in the opposite direction, when our brain tells our body how to 
react. We receive and transmit signals from the world to our brain and 
from our brain back into the thoughts that we think and the actions that 
we take. We are a dialogue of text messages experienced as sensations.

The neurological sensations are reformatted to say: “You are 
feeling pleasure, you are feeling pain.” There’s a sentence in there that 
says, “You are…” The brain defines you as an entity who is receiving the 
neural input from all the various parts of your body simultaneously. The 
brain creates your identity as an individual sensory receiver, and as a 
unique locus of subsequent action. Your brain defines you to yourself.

The fact that we identify ourselves as the recipients of feelings, 
and the instigators of thoughts and actions, anchors our sense of self 
inside of our body. Our body also contains a bank of memories by which 
we define ourselves based upon our sense of who we have been. All of this 
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is consolidated into a psychological self-image by which we see ourselves 
as the animal being inhabiting our bodies. 

This sense we have about ourselves is reasonable to some degree, 
but it also keeps us overly preoccupied with our small and transient 
physical existence. By focusing upon the stream of changing body 
sensations, Vipassana anchors and reanchors us in the experience that 
we are not an entity, but a whirling and swirling thing. We become more 
aware of ourselves as processes rather than as objects. 

This awareness may relieve us a bit from clinging to our inevitably 
altering bodies and minds. To the degree that we can identify with our 
transformations as expressive of a universal law, or Dhamma, to that 
extent we can be a little freer from trying to grip sand. 

If this sounds somewhat poetic, free and easy, then I am being 
facile because trying to unzip from our rigid identification is always a 
struggle. There is a strong force in our animal nature that just wants to 
stay the way we are. The deep emotions that meditation can stir, and the 
distress that it can unmask and sometimes alleviate, derives from the fact 
that we so insistently try to hold on to the identity we have and to the 
domestic universe that we feel we know. Meditation reminds us to try to 
let the process happen, to try to open once again to the bigger picture, 
but it is hard to stop clinging tight to our own life.

This sense of self is a tool by which we can organize a safe and 
fulfilling world, but it’s also an ephemeral illusion. It’s not an enduring 
entity in the webwork of the universe. Every human being, even a 
meditator, walks around feeling, “I’m the center of the universe. I’m the 
most important thing. The only thing that really counts is what happens 
to me.” That fantasy makes us healthily self-protective, healthily self-
caring, and delusionally self-obsessed.

As a meditator, you’re sitting there, maybe for an hour, maybe for 
ten days, and your meditation is revealing to you: “Everything I believe 
in is going to change. All my ideas are going to change. All my body 
sensations are going to change. This historical era is going to change. 
This entire culture is going to change. The whole planet is going to 
change. Everything I observe, and everything inside of me, the observer, 
is changing.” Meditation can be quite powerfully emotional because it is a 
process of letting go of every layer of the onion.
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That leads to a recognition: “I shouldn’t get so attached to all 
these different sensations, thoughts, wishes, daydreams, hopes, fears. 
Each one of them is temporary. I should be a little more insightful about 
how the things I so desperately struggle for are inconstant, unreliable, 
not really good predictors of the quality of my life.” Our predictions about 
ourselves, based upon a memory of who we have been, are always slightly 
wrong, because who we have been we are not now, and will not be again. 

This leads, at least partially, to the detachment from craving that 
is one of the outcomes of meditation. It is not a detachment from empathy, 
human warmth, or even from appreciation of the constantly creative 
world in which we live. It is a detachment from our own sensations and 
the illusions that they generate of a permanent life for us. Unless you 
are the Buddha, this detachment from craving is quite partial, and most 
ordinary people, even meditators, recognize that they still cling to the 
illusion of finding permanent pleasure in a permanent, eternal self or 
soul. The reason that it is so difficult to relinquish our false illusion of 
an eternally happy soul in us is that we are so very entranced by the 
pleasures that we have found and do not want to lose.

Another way of describing meditation is as a training in adaptive 
resilience. It’s an education in recognizing that I will need to adapt and 
change as everything else does. Meditation leads to a gradual reinforcement 
of flexibility and detachment from our automatic beliefs and feelings. I 
would like to imagine that meditators are more likely to be aware of the 
fact that our ideas and beliefs may be helpful, and even somewhat correct, 
but become inaccurate and calcified when we grasp them in our fist and 
try to preserve them as inalterable truths. Vipassana meditation is the 
process of not grasping, not clinging, and remaining open to the universe 
that moves within us, leading us beyond static viewpoints. 

Of course, you have to meditate on your own. But meditation is 
actually not done alone. If you take a ten-day Vipassana course, then 
you go home, you sit down in your room, and you’re not alone. Someone 
taught you how to do this, and their words, and the tradition from which 
their words sprang, are now shaping who you feel you are, and how you 
pursue the activity.

When you meditate, you remember how you were instructed as 
you pushed aside the curtain to this new realm. Remembering the fact that 
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the person who taught you was teaching for free, you’re meditating with 
the gift that was given to you, which is the knowledge of how to meditate. 
Going back in historical time, your meditation teacher also received this 
gift from their teacher, who also gave it to them with the emotional tenor 
of a gift. So, when you meditate, you are joining a tradition, a lineage, 
a community, a group of people who have been and are meditating 
together. Many of them are dead. At that moment you become aware that 
your meditation is a continuation of a received tradition, and that it is not 
your individual self that created it. 

The transfer of meditation as a gift, given with love and kindness, 
started with the Buddha. In this lineage, meditation is not just taught as a 
set of practices and skills. It is also a resonance, a vibration, a background 
hum, the drone string around which the raga unravels on the sitar. In 
the legends of the Buddha, as soon as he learned how to meditate, he 
immediately taught five people, and eventually they taught others and 
spread it throughout the Indian subcontinent at that time. Sometimes 
racing, sometimes pausing, meditation has continued to gradually 
envelop the globe. Today there are roughly two million people who have 
taken the gift of these ten-day Vipassana courses, and a few people who 
learn how to meditate become meditation teachers and help pass it on.

In our era of time, starting in the second half of the twentieth 
century, this bounty of Vipassana meditation came to everyone who is 
currently practicing it through the movement created by Mr. S.N. Goenka. 
He founded the modern rebirth of the Vipassana tradition. He himself 
was of Indian descent, but he was born in Burma/Myanmar. He learned 
Vipassana there from his own lay teacher, U Ba Khin. Mr. Goenka was not 
a Buddhist, so he kept the meditation practice without the Buddhism. 
He began to teach it and was very successful. Charismatic, likable, funny, 
smart, he spoke multiple languages. He spoke English very well and 
could communicate with the European and Western worlds as well as 
with the Indian world, since he also spoke Hindi and Burmese. He taught 
hundreds upon hundreds of ten-day courses for decades for free. He was 
a businessman, and though he never had the opportunity to attend the 
Gabelli School of Business at Fordham U. he did very well financially, and 
he could afford to give a lot of free service in Vipassana.
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Now, I emphasized that meditation comes to you as a present, 
but the hope is that it also emanates from you as a bequest. Presuming 
that you learn to meditate, presuming that you begin to create a lifestyle 
that expresses what you feel and learn in that practice, you evolve into 
someone who is shaped by and who expresses what you are practicing so 
diligently and repetitively. By meditating in a reliable, pulsatile pattern 
with devotion and commitment, you reshape, to some degree, your body, 
your thoughts, your emotions, your values, and your focus in life. 

Your lifestyle is likely to become consonant with the five classical 
vows that the Buddha used when he taught meditation, which are to 
not kill, to not steal, to not lie, to not commit sexual misconduct, and 
to not become intoxicated. The basic idea behind these vows is to live a 
life that’s good for you, that makes you feel healthy, self-caring, planning 
ahead to be thoughtfully balanced in mind and body, and to recognize 
that your plans will change. 

The vows that you follow also have an impact on the people around 
you. You may well become a little kinder, more generous, and available to 
others. The long-term goal of meditation is not just that you feel more 
peaceful, calm, at ease, self-accepting, realistic, and integrated with 
reality. Those are goals, sure, but the long-term goal is that you are able 
to generate an atmosphere to some degree with the people around you. 
I emphasize “to some degree” because none of us are perfect. Everyone 
gets annoyed. If you take a ride on the Broadway subway line, and don’t 
get annoyed, you should become a Vipassana teacher immediately. All 
of us are human. We have ordinary frailties. We can feel irritation and 
confusion, doubt or anger. But the goal is not just self-absorption. The goal 
is social transmission of the values and the feeling states of Vipassana as 
you live it when you meditate and in your day-to-day interpersonal life.

Because even the best of lives contain frustrations, losses, 
ill health, social convolutions, and other forms of distress, to be a 
meditator through all of the life stages is challenging. Even to complete 
a single ten-day course requires you to encounter differing layers of the 
suffering that you contain. To be a meditator, through the adventures of 
a lifetime, is a great honor and elevator for many people, but is certainly 
not for everyone. 
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The pathway starts every day, every morning. It continues every 
day. You’re living it even when you’re not meditating. The Path, that is to 
say the way of life, might well be alive in you all day. There’s no reason 
why it can’t be.

One of the beauties of meditation is that you’re living something 
that feels intentional, valuable, and generative of its own meanings. In 
every interaction you’re wondering, “Am I conveying the right values, 
the right attitudes? Am I walking down the avenue of today sending out 
messages from a peaceful heart?” The answer is often, “No, not really. 
You’re just being mediocre.” But the goal of every second, the goal of every 
day, the goal of every year, the goal of your life is to live by these values 
that meditation awakens in you. These experiences are guideposts to 
every free moment, every pleasure that you seek, every social interaction 
that you have. Meditation does have this wonderful continuing value, 
which is to make every encounter potentially a part of the Path. You are 
always crossing the stream.



Vipassana’s Unique Focus and Features 

Based upon a Zoom video talk to the Denver Insight Meditation Society 
given on September 2, 2022

When I was asked to give this talk, one of the members of the Denver 
Insight Meditation Society mentioned that she could have Dana (an 
honorarium) sent to my PayPal account. One of the unique features 
of Vipassana Meditation in the tradition of S.N. Goenka is that all the 
teaching is done for free. This talk is for free, and every ten-day course is 
for free. Mr. Goenka always taught meditation without any remuneration, 
as do our roughly one hundred and fifty centers around the world. That 
stands out right away as something idealistic and traditional. 

Another feature of Vipassana that emerged as soon as I was in email 
contact while planning for this talk, was the use of the term, “the body 
scan.” That reminded me that sometimes this form of Vipassana that we 
practice is referred to, by people who do other meditation, with this term.

I personally don’t use the words, “body scan.” It’s not unreasonable, 
to describe some of what we do in this tradition in that way, but I would 
like you to think about Vipassana instead in the following way.

It’s a set of interlocking, meditation-related components that 
interact together to form a unity. The image that I am giving to you 
suggests a living body, that contains nameable organs like the heart, lungs 
or muscles, but which only gains its meaning through their mingling into 
an entity. There has to be an integration of the different components in 
order for the body to be vital. Scanning the body to become aware of its 
sensations is a key feature of Vipassana as taught by S.N. Goenka, but this 
activity definitely doesn’t define it. I’ll be talking about several elements 
that I think are necessary for Vipassana to animate its practitioners and 
to continue down through time as a living tradition. 

Along with being taught for free and with using multiple meditative 
ingredients, another defining feature of this tradition is that it’s taught 
exclusively in ten-day residential courses. That’s the only length of course 
that is offered to new students. There’s no shorter format. The great 
advantage to this feature of Vipassana is that it starts out quite seriously. 
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The tradition welcomes students who have the time, energy, and ability 
to get ten days off. Obviously, this requirement also serves as a barrier to 
many people. The founders of this tradition put their imprimatur upon 
the length and the challenges embedded in the requirement of ten days.

Another feature of Vipassana that echoes with its historical roots 
in Buddhism is the practice of sīla (moral vows). We start our ten-day 
courses by asking all students to affirm the five vows that formed the 
basis of teaching in early Buddhism. Those five sīlas, probably very well-
known to all of you, are not to kill, steal, lie, commit sexual misconduct, 
or use intoxicants. They are followed for the duration of the ten-day 
course. We define our tradition as one in which the five sīlas are given 
great importance and are considered a baseline from which to begin, 
and an optimization feature. On the one hand, requiring students to take 
moral vows for ten days is intended to be facilitatory, and not a religious 
feature. On the other hand, it is a distinguishing light on our marquee and 
it differentiates our tradition from many other secular ones.

How can we know whether a meditation tradition has any 
authenticity or value? Of course, the only way you really know is to 
practice what is being taught and see if it has any relevance for you. 
But you can’t go around the world practicing everything, and you may 
not even be interested in some meditations, once they’ve been clearly 
explained to you. There are two ways that we like to define what could be 
called the authenticity of this tradition. First, we base our meditation upon 
interpretations of the Pāli Canon, the teaching of the Buddha as contained 
in the ancient Indian texts. More specifically, our practice follows the 
Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta. Our founders were both lifelong students of the 
Pāli language, and lifelong meditation practitioners, so that their textural 
reading was well informed by personal experience. This should tell you 
that the intention was to stay close to the origins of Vipassana in the 
Gangetic Valley, 2500 years ago. 

A second authentication of our tradition is the people who 
meditate in this specific way. We always learn it within the atmosphere 
of an interpersonal transmission. It’s a living tradition, and even though 
texts are used as part of our guidance, our actual practice is always a 
person-to-person, vibrating thing. 
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Now you can more clearly see the relevance of the fact that the 
teaching is for free. It’s an inheritance, a gift. Rather than a purchase 
in the market place, it is a continuation of the historical ambiance that 
you can read about in the Pāli Canon, or that you can see portrayed in 
early Buddhist iconography, and even in later Central Asian art. When 
I first heard about this, it seemed like a perk for the impecunious, a 
quaint holdover of a few idealistic anarchists. After all, there is no way 
for prosperous trade to occur without the exchange of money, and 
our planet, that now consists of such complex institutional economic 
structures, cannot feed and clothe its billions of people, without financial 
exchange. The noncommercial dispensation of Vipassana is not a critique 
of the market place. It is because of the fact that you cannot pay for it, 
that your receipt of this tradition is intrinsically connected to the feeling 
of gratitude. All psychologists know that the expectations that people 
bring with them strongly influence the results that they receive from any 
enterprise. The fact that Vipassana today is still given away as it was by 
the Buddha to his friends, provides some of its charisma. Vipassana is 
taught for free because it is a Path and not a product.

Vipassana meditation is a community of people practicing 
together. The quality and nature of that friendship is something I’ll come 
back to and say more about. The point to emphasize for people listening 
to a description of this meditation for the first time is that it is the active 
bud at the tip of a very long tradition. It is growing today from the same 
psychological roots that animated the Buddha.

Another feature that we probably share with many meditation 
traditions is that we open our meditation practice with awareness of the 
breath, Anapana, a form of samādhi, recommended by the Buddha in the 
Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta, concentrating on the feeling of breath going in 
and out of the nostrils. I’m assuming that probably everybody listening 
to me is already familiar with that practice.

All meditation requires some kind of samādhi, some ability to 
direct our mind to a specific focus. We use this neutral meditation on 
breath, which doesn’t require any religious or spiritual attitude. It’s just 
an ordinary human behavior that anybody can do, to gain a little bit of 
concentration or calm. It’s just heading the prow of your kayak in the 
right direction.
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Now let’s discuss the main feature of Vipassana that pops out at 
you, and that is the focus on the sensations of the body. Vipassana means 
meditation on the arising and passing of all body sensations, and trying 
to observe that sensation-based body experience with the attitude of 
equanimity. That’s the core definition of Vipassana.

The focus on awareness of the sensations of our own bodies is 
very important to me, and it’s probably the reason why, after taking 
a Vipassana course in the early 1970s, I’ve stuck with this practice. 
For people who are very heady—in their heads a lot—a meditation 
practice that’s based upon experiencing body sensations is definitely 
revolutionary. It puts you in an entirely different frame or set about what 
meditation is. When I first came to meditation, I was already a graduate 
of college, medical school, and a residency in psychiatry. So as you can 
imagine, I was a very heady person filled with thoughts and words, filled 
with the sense that I was my mind, a delusion that is exacerbated by our 
kinds of educational experiences of which I had too many. Opening the 
door to a meditation that said, well, your thoughts are not going to be the 
most important thing, was an entryway for me. Instead, this meditation 
was going to guide me to directly experience my own body, and that was 
going to be the focus in my introductory course, and it was going to be 
the focus for the rest of my life, if I stuck with this tradition. That was all a 
promise to redirect my life away from a concept-centered, ideologically-
driven way of being in the world, to a rooted, psychosomatic, biologically 
based mind-body experience of what my life actually consisted. 

I want to take us on a little excursion through medical school and 
basic sciences, traditions of the Western world in which I am embedded, 
and explain to you why Vipassana fits so comfortably into that scientific 
matrix. My meditation was greatly enriched and clarified by references 
to the worldview of science. 

Our bodies can be said to consist of a collection of atoms. Every 
one of us is a lump of flesh, consisting of atoms, compacted into molecules, 
organized into cells, tissues, and the body. We consist of atoms, but the 
number of atoms is quite remarkable. In Cosmos, Carl Sagan, who was also 
a knowledgeable biologist as well as a cosmologist, estimated that the 
number of atoms in the human body was in the octillions. That word is 
numerical but not conceptual. It represents a number so large that no 
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one can understand what octillion actually represents. Human beings 
live, maybe five or ten billion seconds, depending on how long you live. A 
trillion is a number completely incomprehensible to our daily experience. 
We have no frame of reference that encompasses a trillion. We don’t know 
what a trillion days, hours, or even seconds are. We don’t live long enough 
to count to a trillion. If you counted all day and all night as fast as you 
could, for the rest of your life, you’d never get to a trillion. But modern 
biomedical science wants us to think about the fact that our body has 
more than quadrillions, more than quintillions, in fact octillions of atoms. 
We’re very, very complicated, richly put together amazing phenomena, as 
amazing as the worldview of the cosmos that the Webb telescope is now 
sending back to us for the first time. But the Webb telescope is not relaying 
messages or light from octillions of stars or planets. Our bodies contain 
more atoms than the universe contains heavenly bodies. We are more 
complicated in our little universe than are the heavenly bodies in the big 
one. Even more astoundingly, almost every one of our octillions of atoms 
is there for a purpose and has been put in a very specific place.

The organization of such a complex system as we are is based 
upon information. In the way a computer is organized by information, 
our bodies are encoded by DNA, and also by other laws of physics and 
chemistry, like electromagnetism. All of our atoms obey the laws of the 
universe, that limit choice, and that command the elements about how 
to behave, how to make a human being, how to make a cell, how to make 
a brain, how to make a mind, how to make a person and how to keep 
all of that information organized, integrated, and self-perpetuating for a 
period of time, for maybe sixty or eighty years, before loss of information 
sets in and returns us in a disorganized array back to the basic materials 
of our planet. All information loses its meaningful content over time, 
scrambling itself into directionless entropy, and we, who are attached to 
and identified with our bodies, call that death. 

In the body on whose sensations we are meditating, our DNA 
gradually gains more mutations, our tissues don’t function properly, 
our organs lose their skills, and we die. All of our atoms go back into the 
universe, all of our information is jumbled and evaporates. 

All of our body sensations are based upon the oscillations of atoms 
held electromagnetically in place by the organizing information systems 
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that guide the living world, that emerged on our planet from scientific 
laws that preexisted in the universe. We are constantly being created 
and destroyed. Every day we eat new atoms that contain new material 
and energy. All day, every day, we’re creating and destroying ourselves 
in a dynamic interaction with the universe, taking the universe’s atoms, 
energy, and information, making a body and mind, remaking a body and 
mind. We have to keep recreating our bodies because they are constantly 
being destroyed.

That dance of creation and destruction makes a whirring hum 
of sensations throughout our body. There’s one ultimate fact about 
our minds and bodies: they come into existence, they change every 
microsecond, every millisecond, adding and deleting energy, matter, and 
information, and then they pass away. 

That realization, which I am describing in terms of modern 
biology and cosmology, is also encoded in the teaching of the Buddha. 
The Buddha told us that all sensations are in constant change. Nothing is 
permanent, nothing in us constitutes an entity. We are transformational. 
This is the teaching of anattā, that there are no enduring objects or 
essences within us. The Buddha’s teaching about how we should observe 
our body during meditation awakens us to the knowledge that took 
another 2,500 years for Western scientists to understand and describe in 
language, experiments, and observations that we call physics, chemistry, 
cosmology, and the biology of ourselves.

When we’re meditating on the sensations of our body, we’re 
feeling things change, even if we are only aware of a very pedestrian 
sensation. Let’s say I’m sitting here, in front of my computer monitor’s 
camera, and it’s a little warm, and I feel some heat on my back from the 
artificial material on my chair pressing against me. The heat triggers a 
signal in my nervous system that can sense temperature. The temperature 
sensors in the skin relay chemical changes that start with an alteration in 
the amount of calcium going in and out of the nerve fiber, and those flows 
of calcium change the ionic potentials of the nerve pathway. Everything 
that the nerve is telling my nervous system is based on the changes in 
atomic units that are flowing into or out of the nerve fiber. Within every 
sensation that we feel are changes at the atomic level of things smaller 
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than molecules—atoms, moving their position, according to coded 
systems and using the energy of food to power all these changes.

When we meditate on sensations, we’re experiencing change, 
change, change, and we’re recognizing, we’re not thinking about, we’re 
not philosophizing about, we’re just observing the two most important 
things to which the Buddha told us to turn our attention. First, is 
infinitesimal incessant change in every component of our bodies, and 
second, is impermanence, nothing solid in our body and in the world. 

When we were children, ancient texts were often quoted to us 
about the eternity revealed in the mountains and in the stars. That archaic 
teaching has been overturned by the Buddha and by science. The facile 
evocation of mountains and stars as symbols of enduring permanence 
now seems very questionable. When we’re seeing the photographs from 
the Webb telescope, or from the Hubble before it, we’re seeing light, that 
is to say, flowing energy, and it’s changing, and that’s why we can see it, 
that’s why the light receptors in our eyes respond to the photograph, 
which responded to the changes in photons. Our senses connect our 
awareness to a universe whose most defining characteristic is change. 

Vipassana awakens us to the realities of science, but the laboratory 
we use is the laboratory of our own body. Meditation on sensations of the 
body is very compatible with the modern mind. It leads us to recognize 
something very important about ourselves, but you can also see that 
this is not necessarily entirely fun. It’s not particularly comforting to 
recognize change and impermanence. If we look around the world, we 
see most people struggling to believe in something absolute, unchanging, 
that they have access to, which other people don’t. That’s a common 
way for people to soothe themselves. But the Buddha’s teaching is not so 
comfortable. It requires a person to let go of what is generally held onto.

Therefore, one of the features of Vipassana, that I alluded to right 
away, the requirement of a ten-day course, is partly because it’s fairly 
difficult to learn how to observe such subtle and continuous change in 
your body. It takes time to learn how to do that. And the practice takes 
a little while to develop. Let’s say about a week of the ten-day course is 
just learning the technique of self-observation. But another feature of the 
practice is that, when you do meditate successfully and continuously on 
the sensation of change, that will bring to the surface of your mind what 
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the Buddha called saṅkhāras, that means, reaction patterns in which a 
person feels discomforted by the recognition of personal impermanence. 
And so Vipassana is not only an observational practice—you observe 
sensations, you observe sensations changing, you observe the essence of 
yourself as impermanent—but it’s also a transformational process. You’re 
allowing your self-image to morph.

Vipassana reconstructs the sense of who you are. You’re 
realizing that what your tribe or nation or religion has been teaching 
is incompatible both with the scientific worldview, and what you 
personally directly experience when you practice Vipassana. Vipassana 
is a life changing reframing of your sense of who you are, and of the 
reality of human life, and of the reality of cosmic existence. Vipassana 
carries you from experiencing mundane body sensations, like being hot, 
cold, itchy, and it changes those observations into experiences in which 
you recognize yourself as existing in a different way than you had before 
you turned your attention to systematic day and night observation of 
the sensations of your body. This experience could be called paññā, or 
the development of wisdom. The essence of what the Buddha had to 
teach is contained right here.

Here is the key emotional teaching of Vipassana: if you think you 
are observing something, but you are actually trying to modify it, because 
you like it, or fear it, or if you are trying to change it because you have 
become infatuated with it and want more of it, then you are not actually 
observing. You are now editing, altering, trying to push that phenomenon 
around into something you can expel or possess. True observation only 
exists when there is equanimity, neutrality, and ability to see things 
as they are without trying to get rid of them or increase them. The 
observational ethos of Vipassana is the same thing as an attitude of calm, 
acceptance, realism, and clarity. 

The Buddha’s teaching is conventionally divided into three parts: 
sīla, the practices of wholesomeness; samādhi, concentration practices 
like watching your breath; and paññā, understanding the world as it is 
when observed without editing. The central attitude of our Vipassana 
tradition is not belief in Buddhism. It’s not even belief in change. It is 
the attitude of observation. What actually is going on in my body? Why 
do I feel so many sensations shifting inside of me? What produces these 
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feelings? Of course, it’s my skin. Of course, it’s my heart and stomach. Of 
course it is the temperature of the room. Of course, it’s pressure from the 
chair I’m sitting on. But at the deeper level, everything I’m sensing is due 
to the change in the atomic structure of myself. These realizations are 
direct, noncognitive, nonideological, not even Buddhistic, nonsectarian, 
like a scientist, experiencing reality in our own body as we meditate.

One of the appealing features of Vipassana for me, and I think for 
many people, is the realignment of the hierarchy of body and mind that 
we often develop in our society. For me, the hierarchy had always placed 
my mind as king and my body as a servant. However, in Vipassana we 
turn our attention to the body. And this reassessment of the importance 
of experiencing ourselves embodied is one of the gifts of the practice. 
Most people find it extremely rectifying of an imbalance to which many 
of us were conditioned early in our life. Of course, this does not mean 
that we abandon intelligent thinking. Instead, we train ourselves through 
meditation to observe how our naive search for pleasant body sensations 
is often a contaminant of our ability to observe the world clearly. 

Let’s look at the psychological attributes of Vipassana. I’ve 
emphasized the observational, equanimous, sensation-based attitude 
as number one. Number two is reframing ourselves to be transitional. 
We are always in the process of becoming. What other psychological 
growth occurs in people when they meditate? Well, everybody is 
different. Everyone starts in a different place. Everyone meditates 
slightly differently, with better or worse concentration, or more or less 
ability to maintain awareness of sensations. And, of course, we all end up 
differently. We’re all unique. We all have our own, you could say karmas 
or kammas, but in Western speech, we would say our psyches are all 
different. We’ve had different conditioning experiences. And all of us are 
born with different bodies. Every one of us has completely unique DNA, 
that has never existed in the universe before and will never exist in the 
universe again.

So on the one hand, we are impermanent, transitory, and evolving, 
and on the other hand, we are unique creations. Each one of us is created 
by the universe, one time only, a very proud parent.

If your meditation is going well, your concentration is good 
enough, you’re meditating on the flowing sensations of your body, you 
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may feel blissful. Meditation is often accompanied by feelings of well-
being. And that’s one of the attractive features of it. But that’s not the 
whole story by far. People who meditate in order to feel bliss often 
become frustrated, because meditation is also difficult. I’m assuming I’m 
talking to a Zoom room full of meditators. And everybody knows that 
if meditation were so benign and pleasant, like you read about on the 
covers of magazines or the front page of The New York Times, then how 
come mine isn’t? How come we all experience many, many times when 
we meditate, uncomfortable, disquieting, unpleasant, feelings, emotions, 
images, dream-like experiences that we don’t particularly want? We didn’t 
really know what we were buying into when we became meditators. The 
reason is that all of these thoughts, feelings, etcetera, are coded into our 
bodies. We are already programmed. For example, I would like to suddenly 
switch and start speaking to you in Spanish, or Norwegian or Russian, but 
I can’t. I am totally programmed to speak English. Everything about us has 
already been put into place, either by our DNA before we were born, or by 
conditioning as we have lived. I learned English. I didn’t learn Mandarin or 
Russian. And now my nervous system is entirely set up to speak English.

When we meditate on the sensations of our body, we’re meditating 
on the consequences of our birth and our previous conditioning. Some of 
our past we find very compatible with meditation, and that is why we had 
the “karma” or, you could say interest, in seeking it out in the first place. 
But some of our past we find incompatible with our new way of life. Due 
to meditation, we experience both bliss and discomfort. 

Therefore, if you meditate regularly, if you adopt meditation as the 
guiding principle of your way of life, even though at times you experience 
all of these discomforts, you are creating a system of natural selection. 
You’re selecting for thoughts, experiences, behaviors that will lead you to 
feel they are compatible with the meditative way of life. You’re selecting 
against thoughts, feelings, experiences, attitudes, behaviors, practices 
that cause you trouble when you meditate. And if you’re committed to 
meditation, you’re going to be motivated to alter your life to stir up within 
you, experiences that are congenial when you sit down to meditate. 

I want to give emphasis to this important point, without 
which meditation cannot occur: the selection process I am referring 
to is a natural selection, not a volition or an intentional choosing. Our 
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fundamental meditative attitude remains choiceless and nonjudgmental. 
Ironically, natural selection occurs only when we allow everything to 
come to the surface of our minds because of the fact that we are not 
consciously eliminating anything during the activity of meditation. 

Meditation isn’t limited to observation. Observation is the 
starting point. But the life-changing aspect is that the devoted meditator 
begins to tailor his or her life to be compatible with the Path. In effect, 
you’re retraining yourself, you’re reconditioning yourself, you’re 
reprogramming yourself. You are creating a lifestyle that’s being guided 
by and selected for, by the experience of meditation. The more powerful 
your meditation experiences—when you do a deep retreat or a course—
the more you will be motivated to continue. The more you continue, the 
more your mind and body become selected for meditation, which will 
lead to more powerful experiences of meditation, which will lead you to 
continue to meditate, which will lead you to be more compatible with 
meditation. Therefore, the Buddha called meditation a Path, something 
you walk on, something you continue with, something you follow, that 
brings you in a certain direction. 

The Path taught by the Buddha is targeted. It starts neutrally in 
nonjudgmental acceptance of everything that is happening in your mind 
and body. You observe yourself while you meditate, and you observe 
yourself without commentary. But as you live the life of the meditator, 
you are allowing yourself to be changed by the practice. And the Buddha 
called that walking the Path to Nibbāna. 

Let’s give a working definition to Nibbāna, which at times seems 
so elusive, mystical, or grandiose. I want to make it comprehensible. One 
way to think of it is as purification of mind and body, natural selection 
for thoughts, feelings, body experiences, mental experiences, that are 
friends with the attitudes of peace, harmony, self-integration, body-mind 
integration, self-honesty, awareness that the self is transient, awareness 
of the uniqueness of each of our lives, awareness of the uniqueness of 
the creation of us out of the cosmos; equanimity. All of those features are 
selected for in the life of meditation and they are way stations. They’re 
local variants of the Path to Nibbāna. They are aspects of Nibbāna that we 
get to early on, in these conventional lives that we’re living today, not big 
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Buddhas, not enlightened beings, normal people, average people living a 
life in this world at this time, yet headed somewhere.

Another feature of Nibbāna is that it’s a challenge. It’s a direction 
setting focus. When I wake up in the morning, at least some part of my 
day is going to be guided by my determination to meditate twice, and 
to live the Dhamma life, as defined by the Buddha. It’s an aspirational 
attitude. The Buddha said that the single most important mental quality 
of successful meditators is diligence. If you look at modern psychology, 
you’ll see the word conscientiousness, which is pretty similar to diligence, 
as a key predictor of the feeling of well-being in life. The Buddha was 
teaching what today we call positive psychology, giving us an attitude 
towards life, that every day is valuable, leading in a direction that we 
want to walk, that we want to get to, that we haven’t gotten to yet, and 
that we should spend part of our day giving ourselves the option and the 
opportunity to progress towards this goal.

I have emphasized the importance of body sensations, and the 
reversed hierarchy, in which body becomes important, and mind is not 
the whole story, as it had been for me before I came to Vipassana. But 
Right Thought is an important part of the Noble Eightfold Path. It’s an 
important part of common sense. If you’ve never heard of the Buddha’s 
teaching, you still would accept the fact that thinking proper thoughts is 
helpful for living the good life. So let’s look at Right Thought for a minute. 

Right Thought has become very important in modern psychology 
and psychiatry through the power of research studies on Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy, which has become one of the preeminent therapies 
of our era. I’m not a fan of CBT (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy). On the 
one hand, CBT sounds as if it resembles the Buddha’s teaching. Think 
good thoughts, don’t think evil thoughts. If you’re feeling sad, don’t say 
to yourself, “I feel sad.” Instead say, “I should really appreciate what a 
great day it is.” Why not reframe everything we feel in order to give it a 
happy spin? In other words, CBT can easily be interpreted to encourage its 
practitioners to take an inauthentic attitude towards what they’re really 
experiencing. In contrast, I would like to point out that meditation as the 
Buddha taught it, consists of an honest internal experience about who 
you are, what you think and feel. It is not an attempt to cajole yourself 
into feeling what you don’t.
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One of the tinny features of the modern meditation subculture is 
the affectation that someone has attained something impressive. One of 
the most enriching and ennobling features of the ancient Path is honest 
conversation, Right Speech. Meditation, observing yourself with honesty 
and saying and reporting what is true for you, and Right Speech, engaging 
others who are capable of that level of honest conversation, is very 
different than self-referential self-promotion. The impact of meditation, 
with its self-revealing, self-accepting, self-observation is supposed to be 
the enhancement of the capacity for friendship, which was so powerfully 
emphasized by the Buddha. The ancient texts describe the meditator 
as someone who is honest and sincere, showing him or herself as they 
actually are to the teacher and to their companions in the holy life. 

You probably are familiar with the famous aphorism, which 
is constantly quoted, very correctly, as central to the teaching of the 
Buddha, that friendship on the Path is not an important part of the 
Path; friendship on the Path is the whole Path. One needs a community. 
In the codifications of the ancient Pāli language, that community was 
called Saṅgha, but today, we just say friendship on the Path. A very 
important feature of our Vipassana tradition is the inculcation of a 
network of human connections that are organized around the creation 
of meditation centers. 

One receives the practice of Vipassana and one passes it on 
by maintaining places where this practice can continue. The actual 
thing that passes the Dhamma on and “rotates the wheel of Dhamma” 
is the practice. People learn by practicing. Other people provide the 
structure, the friendship, the community, the meditation centers, the 
courses, and the teaching that helps a person practice and helps them 
learn from within.

Meditation is quite simple, intellectually. You sit down and the 
teaching is, “observe your mind and body, observe everything arising and 
passing away. Don’t react. Just observe. Don’t get upset. Just be calm.” It 
takes about a minute to explain meditation. But the practice of Vipassana 
is infinitely difficult. Few if any people can say they’ve mastered it. Who 
can claim that they maintained unbroken equanimity through all the 
physical pain and emotional disappointments that life brings? Even in 
the days of the Buddha, realization of Nibbāna was said to be rare. It 
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wasn’t common then, it isn’t common now, that someone can say they’ve 
mastered their heart and mind and attained unshakable deliverance. 

Meditation is a lifelong practice that challenges you every day, 
that puts you in a community of like-minded people, and that raises up 
the day. It’s hard to imagine something that we need more in these recent 
weeks, months, or years than the elevation of the experience of life into 
something that feels important, bracing, and noble. So, I hope all of you 
have a good meditation practice, a good community of people to meditate 
with. I hope you find the tradition that Goenkaji spread around the world 
to be interesting, and possibly worth a try.

The teaching of Vipassana is done at Centers that are dedicated 
to one thing, and that is learning the practice. Our hope is that everybody 
goes home and uses their meditation in a manner that fits them personally. 
We don’t all become clones of the same behaviors. Each person passes 
through a ten-day course and experiences in themselves volitions that 
are strong and have momentum. It is this rotating of a wheel inside you, it 
is this Right Understanding, it is this enthusiasm for purity of heart that 
becomes your personal Path. 

Thank you for inviting me to spend an hour among you. 
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A Practical and Spiritual Path: 
An Introduction to Vipassana Meditation 

Based upon the Yale and New York University talks of  
January 19 and February 15, 2015 

Introduction

During the years that I have been giving talks on Vipassana 
meditation, the audiences have changed radically. Only a few decades 
ago, meditation was relatively exotic. Today, it has been the subject 
of thousands of studies and articles in the Western world, and is 
practiced to some degree by tens of millions of people. Audiences have 
more scientific information, beliefs, assumptions, misinformation, 
enthusiasm, commercial interest, or psychological overexpectations 
and fears. Each lecture requires an adjustment to a different style of 
listener. In the winter of 2014–2015, I found myself scheduled to give 
lectures and talks at a number of varying venues. 

I developed three goals for each talk: describing to potential 
new students the meditation practice and the courses in which it is 
taught; making the presentation compatible with contemporary science  
while preserving Vipassana’s historical depth; addressing specific 
audience concerns. 

The winter of 2014–2015 was ferocious. We had serial snowstorms 
banging down upon us, and months of temperatures hovering around zero 
Fahrenheit, with no thaw, and therefore with continuous accumulation 
of white, frozen piles. Many mornings the wind chills were well below 0 
Fahrenheit, several days as low as minus 20. Every day was a challenge 
to dress properly in order to survive the hour walking the dog. Icicles 
hung in glittering arrays from gutters and rooflines. The historic nature 
of the freeze—the coldest February since temperature records started in 
1836—added to its subtext of threat as an aberration derived from global 
climate change. 
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Under these conditions, the series of Vipassana talks was possible 
only due to devoted teams of volunteers, too numerous to be mentioned 
by name. 

Guided by the strong determination of Dr. Aruna Pawashe, a 
molecular biologist teaching at Yale, and with the co-sponsorship of Dr. 
David McCormick, Professor of Neurobiology and Psychology at Yale, I 
was invited to give a talk at the Mary Harkness Auditorium of the Sterling 
Hall of Medicine, on Martin Luther King Day, January 19, 2015. This talk 
was important to me personally because it felt like a homecoming to 
buildings that had been part of my psychiatric education many years ago. 
The audience filled the hall. 

About a month later, on an unbearably cold night in New York 
City, February 15, 2015, I gave a talk to a packed lecture hall at New York 
University’s Kimmel Center’s Grand Hall on Washington Square, an 
opportunity created against the odds by Jeremy Daniel Frey-Weeden, a 
student in the New York University Nursing School, and his fellow New 
York University student, and the leader of the World Faith Club, Hediya 
Sizar. In addition, the same week, in New York, Nyi Aye arranged for a 
talk in the Dag Hammarskjold Auditorium at the United Nations, and 
Manish Chopra arranged for a talk at the international consulting firm of 
McKinsey and Company. 

These talks were challenging and stirring for me. The eyes of 
approximately one thousand people focused upon the speaker, hoping 
to hear something that would help them through the difficulties of their 
life, emblemized by the fortress winter. Their eyes called me to honesty 
and clarity about Vipassana’s strengths and limits. Each audience listened 
at a slightly different angle, and within a different context. 

On my mind as I spoke were the questions and concerns that 
I thought were animating the listeners in each particular audience. 
For the Yale talk, which was also co-sponsored by the Department of 
Integrative Medicine, many audience members were already practicing 
mindfulness-derived meditation-like techniques, and they must have 
been wondering whether Vipassana could treat medical illnesses. In 
the business atmosphere at McKinsey, there was some concern with 
the perceived inefficiency of learning meditation in a ten-day retreat, 
when apparently similar techniques had already been taught to some 
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of them in brief workshops. I had received emails in advance from a 
member of the NYU neuropsychology faculty, who attacked Vipassana 
as an outmoded competitor to his brand of Tibetan-derived practices. 
In addition, there was momentum in university environments to claim 
and promote any kind of meditation as medically valuable brain training, 
a viewpoint that had been championed by prominent Buddhists in The 
New York Times and elsewhere. At both Yale and the UN, East Asian-born 
audience members listened to me from the standpoint of their Buddhist 
religious upbringing, either hoping or fearing that I might reproduce the 
belief systems that they had either accepted or rebelled against in their 
childhood. Among nonmedical faculty, there was concern that Vipassana 
might be religious and unacceptable to nonsectarian minds. Finally, from 
within the Vipassana community itself, as I experienced it from my email 
inbox, there was a rough debate about whether Vipassana was an ancient 
tradition or copyrighted private property, and meditators’ speech was 
being scrutinized for loyalty.

I have often imagined that my public talks, lectures and books 
about Vipassana have been more or less the presentation of a relatively 
clear and simple narrative about a meditation practice and my personal 
experience of it. But in the context of larger audiences, stronger venues, 
and the monumental explosion of many kinds of meditation into Western 
culture, I now recognized that every presentation about meditation is 
directed at unique people, and is listened to by ears that are attached 
to heads full of ideas, critiques, and commentary. I was speaking in the 
middle of perceptual snowstorms. 

In light of these differently tilted audiences I gave different talks, 
some of which were recorded, all of which lacked final texts. In this 
compilation that you are now reading, I have synthesized and overlapped 
them to create an introduction to Vipassana that is responsive to the 
current, marbled, environments within which it is being listened to. I 
suggest that this longer article is best read over several days rather than 
all at once. This document provides a richer and more layered texture 
than is permitted by a fifty-minute talk. I have preserved as my orienting 
point the title, “A Practical and Spiritual Path.”

*****
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A Classic Meditation

Today we have the same opportunity that legendary ancient people had 
to learn, practice, and live according to a classic meditation. 

In this talk I will describe Vipassana meditation’s signature 
features, its practical value, and its spiritual nature. I will try to explain 
why a person might choose to practice it, and also why someone else 
might choose not to practice it. 

I will not discuss “meditation” as a generic. When I say, 
“meditation,” it will simply be the short form for Vipassana meditation. 
I will discuss Vipassana exclusively, because it is the only meditation 
I know, and the only one I have practiced for over forty years. I can’t 
compare Vipassana to other meditations like “mindfulness,” because 
I have no personal knowledge about what “mindfulness” is when it 
becomes an isolated practice taken out of its original context. I would 
like to create an atmosphere in which the words “Vipassana” and 
“meditation” can be heard in a fresh way without reference to the media 
attention that has surrounded these or similar words. I will describe 
Vipassana as an activity that is not in competition, nor in a hierarchy 
with any other meditation.

I will start by giving a clear but brief definition to what I mean 
by Vipassana meditation. Then, over the course of the talk, I will expand 
that definition until it is full. 

Vipassana: 
Is taught in ten-day residential courses;
Is taught for free;
Carefully references its historical and cultural context;
Has goals of psychological development, specifically, 
     peacefulness and generosity of spirit;
Also contextualizes itself socially: it is intended to regenerate the 
     cultural milieu from which it sprang and within which it thrives;
Focuses awareness of the arising and passing of one’s own 
     body sensations, in their variety and totality, over time;
Has two objectives: neutral, nonjudgmental, observation of 
     sensations; and calm, acceptance, and nonreactivity towards them;
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Is a sustained practice of self-observation;
The practitioner gains skill in awareness and equanimity, which in 
     turn lead to moods of well-being and welcoming social attitudes.

Please note the emphasis that I have given, that I hope will stand 
out in your mind, and that may be provocative and especially interesting. 
In spite of the strong momentum with which meditation is being 
presented to the Western media as an activity that can be scientifically 
validated by neuroimaging the brains of its practitioners, I will be 
saying something different. Of course, when people meditate, there 
must be some reorganization of their neural substrates, just as there 
must be when we read, study, sleep, or play baseball. But monitoring 
and measuring brain changes out of context will miss the point. When a 
person reads Das Kapital, Mein Kampf, Moby Dick, and Peter Rabbit, there are 
some shared changes in the neural substrate responsible for reading, but 
those changes are not sensitive to the content. Our subjective experience 
as we meditate remains alive in the zone that is beyond the reach of our 
neurological tools. 

Rabindranath Tagore, India’s first Nobel Prize winner for 
literature, presciently warned that when meditation would go to the 
West, it would be misunderstood as mechanical training of the brain.

Vipassana is best understood non-reductionistically. It is not 
simply occurring inside mechanical rearrangements of the nervous 
system. I hope this talk will encourage you to think of Vipassana 
as a complex network of interacting systems that include neural, 
psychological, social, historical, and cultural practices and values. That’s 
right, values! This nest of forces engages individuals’ full personalities, 
with their strengths and weaknesses, and eases them into becoming, to 
a greater or lesser extent, renewed centers of a particular dimension of 
moods and feelings in themselves and in the people around them.

If we think about meditation in this way, we can avoid two errors. 
We will immediately understand that meditation is a multidimensional, 
personal, biological, social and cultural experience. Secondly, we can 
avoid the error of imagining that meditation works with the precision of 
an assembly line. In fact, meditation works more like a living ecosystem, 
in which the brew of components themselves interact and mutually 
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influence each other, creating a mesh of mutually augmenting features, 
like a forest, like a garden. 

I want to fulfill my meditation teacher’s agenda, that meditation 
not be reduced to “a technique taught by a technician.” I am going to 
emphasize meditation as a living, vibrating, personal experience.

Why Ten Days?

The first question that you have to ask about Vipassana is why it is taught 
in ten-day residential retreats, in silence and seclusion from home life. 
Why is an immersion experience necessary or even valuable? Today, in 
Europe and North America, meditation, or derivatives of it, are taught 
in ten minutes, or in a few hours, or during a weekend that does not cut 
off its students from daily life. Or, meditation may even be taught on 
smartphone apps like “Headspace,” or “Calm.” Yet, Vipassana students 
spend ten days of uninterrupted, dedicated time, that precludes reading, 
writing, telephoning, or talking to anyone other than the teachers or 
the managers of the retreat. There must be some compelling reasons 
to account for this worst marketing strategy ever designed. The answer 
has to be that Vipassana is not a marketable product, is not for sale, is 
unsellable. Vipassana is not offered as a product and its motive forces are 
not directed towards increasing commercial success. 

The ten days of the Vipassana course are designed for meditation 
with sustained effort, over long periods of time. The student tries to 
persevere maintaining neutral observation while she encounters the 
various mental and physical conditions that are streaming through 
her mind and body. During the ten-day course, we meditate early in 
the morning, late in the evening, when we feel wakeful or tired, when 
we feel hungry or full, when we feel bored or fascinated. This practice 
of meditating throughout the day, day after day, breaks through the 
assumption that meditation is any one thing, any fixed or static mental 
state. Instead, the ten-day course makes it obvious that meditation is a 
“meta-state.” Meditation practiced in this way is a wide-open systems 
practice that contains a lot of variation within it. It is dynamic and 
changing, not one thing, but a collection of many things held together in 
a more elastic and resilient psychological container. 
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Throughout all of its variety, Vipassana retains its core feature: 
the practitioner’s sole effort is to observe real body sensations without 
reacting to them.

It is easy to see that meditation is an exercise that augments 
determination, will power, and tenacity of effort over time. When the 
Buddha taught meditation, he emphasized “diligence” as the cardinal 
virtue. Not coincidentally, modern Western psychology looks upon 
“conscientiousness” as a predictor of happiness and success in life. 

Lately, The New York Times has given significant attention to the 
so-called “marshmallow test,” promoted by psychologists at Stanford 
University, which purports to show the importance of a child’s ability 
to delay gratification. The child who can forgo eating one marshmallow 
immediately in order to obtain two marshmallows later, is a child who 
will go on to have long-term success in school and life. Although these 
“marshmallow tests” have been criticized for their possible bias due to 
issues of culture or trust, it is nevertheless true that for most of us, most 
of the time, the “marshmallow test” measures an important capacity of 
our executive functioning, as controlled by our forebrain, which regulates 
impulsivity. The test taps into our ability to watch and wait, and to act 
only when we can optimize rewards. We can say that Vipassana is the 
ultimate Stanford marshmallow test for adults. We practice watching, 
waiting, muting reactions, restraining impulses, and feeling contented 
with what we’ve got.

Instead of trying to control what happens, the Vipassana 
practitioner learns to regulate his or her own response, to adapt, vary 
effort, sensitive to the moods and mentations that involuntarily arise 
to the surface of the meditating mind. The practitioner’s effort always 
remains observational nonreaction. The meditator positions herself like 
an eagle flying over the land, or like an observational satellite orbiting 
planet Earth.

Although the student is attempting to sit still peacefully, in fact 
a flood of mental states and contents wells up, and she learns to respond 
with the intention to reestablish acceptance, calm, equanimity, through 
observation without reaction. A meditation course often feels as much 
“stormy” as “peaceful.” The student becomes a ship’s captain, who 
attempts to stay on course through both calm and turbulent waters.
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There is an irony in what I am saying. The meditator’s intention 
is to observe body sensations, but the reality of meditation occurs at the 
interconnection of mind and body. By observing the body, the other side 
of the coin is also revealed. By observing sensations, unintentional mental 
life is lit up into awareness. As we will soon see in greater detail, the mind 
creates our “feelings” from within the concatenation of signals relayed 
from the body, so that sensations are one of the keys to our emotional 
life. In meditation, we learn to guide our mind back to mere somatic 
observation, but emotions lie embedded in this activity.

So meditation is a relearning, a deconditioning of all those 
mental states that interfere with calm self-acceptance. Reactive mental 
states certainly arise, but they are allowed to pass away. Natural selection 
occurs for comfortable observation, and away from anxiety, anger, fear, 
“negativities,” and “reactivity,” because it is simply more beneficent for 
us to feel calm than to feel distressed. We settle in towards our optimal, 
alert, resting attention. 

I am summarizing ten days of instructions, lectures, and practice, 
in one short talk. Therefore, the student on a Vipassana course can 
expect a much more careful, step-by-step clarification, with graduated 
exercises, that start with simpler meditation based upon only sensations 
of breathing, and which build up to observation of sensations in the 
whole body. 

But let’s be very clear about the goals. Vipassana is aimed at the 
practice of self-containment, contentment, by observation of body-mind 
without reaction. So the ten days are immersive, deep, multifaceted, 
a genuine journey through the winds, eddies, and islands of oneself, 
unbroken by contact with mundane preoccupations, worries, and escapes. 
The practice is based upon dedicated time and attention. 

But now we need to ask, why this singular focus upon the body, 
when the mind and emotions are also so vital, valuable, and essential to 
Vipassana and to life.
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Why “Sensations”?

The importance of using body sensations as the focus of meditative 
mindfulness is both convenient and essential. In the context of Vipassana, 
the term, “mindfulness,” specifically refers to awareness of body sensations 
as they arise and pass away. 

Regarding convenience, first, we can quickly see that our own 
body sensations provide us a unique, personal focus for our meditation. 
It is as if we are attending to our own DNA, the unique patina of us. We 
have already seen that the body is the gateway into the mind. But now 
let’s make that point a little more emphatically. The body is the seat, the 
precondition of mind. It is in our bodies that our minds take up residence, 
and by meditating on our body, the deep basin within which our mind is 
located also becomes our focus. Sensations R Us.

Another advantage to meditating on body sensations is that, 
generally speaking, our body is less well-known to us than is our mind. 
The body is the locus of less conscious drives and forces, that nevertheless 
strongly influence us in our moment-to-moment living. These less 
conscious drives often determine directions that we take with our lives. 
Here I am referring to powerful somatic signals to which our minds are 
always subject, such as pain, sex, and the dissolution that we call aging 
and death. Meditation on body sensations provides a private, gradual 
entryway into the “dark side” of our being. Psychologically, we can say 
that the body contains aspects of ourselves that determine our nature, 
while at the same time we may be motivated to distance ourselves from 
them or deny them. Thus, strong signals from our body often constrain 
our choices though we have less conscious recognition of their origins. It 
is a skillful education to put ourselves in direct contact with the preverbal 
drives of embodied life. Our somatic being rises up into our full awareness, 
often like an unruly infant.

The things I have said so far about sensations I would categorize as 
the convenient utility of meditating upon them. Using sensations as our 
meditative focus gives us an eye-opening awareness of new dimensions 
of our selves. As important as these convenient aspects are, they are 
dwarfed by the essential insights that are generated by meditation upon 
the arising and passing of body sensations, and in order to plumb the 



46	 The Power of Small Changes 

depths of these insights, we need to spend a few moments discussing 
what body sensations actually are. 

The sensations of our body are all caused by the motions, signals, 
and responses of the atomic, molecular, and cellular components that 
form us. We are made out of an aggregation of dynamically changing 
components, and it is the incessant change of everything within us that 
creates our world of sensations. The Buddha called the human being a 
“compounded thing”, and modern science emphatically agrees.

Our bodies are aggregates of four components: matter, energy, 
information, and disarray. 

When our body takes shape in the uterus of our mother, matter 
and energy are packaged together according to certain information. A lot 
of our information is in the DNA that comes from our father and mother 
and that lives in all of our cells, and that provides instructions about how 
our body should run. But DNA is a large chemical, and therefore, for it 
to do its job, we must also contain the information by which chemistry 
organizes molecules out of atoms. The laws of the universe that we have 
labeled “chemistry,” also dwell inside us and inform our being. And 
chemistry, in turn, rests upon the way that atoms create bonds, so that our 
bodies also contain the information of the universe that we call “physics.” 
The laws that we have placed in conceptual compartments with names 
like “biology,” “chemistry,” and “physics,” are all indwelling governors 
who regulate the atoms out of which we have been formed. We are a very 
large collection of moving, tiny parts, fluid and changing, following the 
laws of the universe that have formed us.

Today, we call these laws “information.” Along with biology, 
chemistry, and physics, which all cooperate to organize us, we also 
contain entropy, disarray. Even as we are being built up from atoms, we are 
also constantly disorganizing and decaying. Eventually, the continuous 
remodeling which keeps us going succumbs to the loss of information 
which we call decay, and eventuates in death. But as long as we persist, 
we consist of constant creation and destruction, incessant change, which 
is observable to us as our body sensations. We are arenas of creation, 
dissolution, change.

I have been describing to you an ultimate, biophysical cosmic 
truth that we can all observe (or partly observe) at the level of our own 
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sensations. Even when we feel our socks itching our feet, or our behinds 
being crushed in the chair in this lecture hall, these ordinary, gross 
sensations are the product of changes in us, in our skin, in our sensory 
neurons, by which atoms and molecules are changing their location in 
order to relay information to our brain about what is going on in our 
feet or in our seat. Similarly, the new ideas that enter your mind as you 
listen to a lecturer come from new organizations of atoms in the cells of 
your brain, and create new sensations on your body as you listen. Many 
of our sensations are products of easy-to-understand dramatic changes 
in our body, but many are products of subtle thoughts and feelings that 
also influence our physical state. 

When we fully appreciate the pervasive reality of change in our 
selves we may accept (or partially accept) the reality that underlies our 
existence. Change lies within all things. There is no abiding self in our 
bodies or anywhere else. The term which the Buddha used when he 
awakened to these truths through Vipassana meditation was, anicca, 
pervasive change in all compounded things. 

It always gives me pause when I consider that the Buddha 
discovered and gave emphasis to entropy more than two thousand 
years before Western science did. Allegedly, his last words began, “All 
compounded things decay…”

Earlier, I mentioned that meditation needs to be understood not 
as a mental unit but as a large round corral holding many mental and 
physical states within it. Now we can add that the perception of incessant 
change is a common denominator to all perceptions of dynamism or 
alteration anywhere in the body and mind. Nonreactive observation 
enables us to gain the insight that change is pervasive and inevitable. A 
changing mind and body become our home. This is the heart of Vipassana 
meditation and its attendant way of life.

I just want to pause for a moment and go a little further into 
a description of our bodies as collections of impermanent aggregates, 
because meditative experience and science fold into each other  
so supportively.



48	 The Power of Small Changes 

It’s Not Corny to Say We Are the “World”

The Buddha said that each human body is “the world…” At first, this 
sounds mystical or metaphysical, but I hope I can clarify how literal and 
useful this point of view is. 

When I referred to the atoms of our body, let’s bring that back to 
a simpler word: food. How primitive we are! We are monsters who eat the 
cosmos. We chomp food, which means molecules and their component 
atoms, and reconfigure them into ourselves. We scarf the stuff of planet 
Earth and manufacture us. 

To appreciate who we are, we have to remember where the matter 
of planet Earth comes from. Our huge little Earth was formed along with our 
solar system from the activity of ancient stars and supernovae. Our planet 
is said to be four billion years old and its mother, probably a sun, was itself 
billions of years older than its child, our Earth. You may be familiar with 
Joni Mitchell’s lyrics in “Woodstock”: “We are stardust…”. Every atom in 
our body comes from the Earth, which came from the activity of stars that 
were born and died in cosmic events. Each one of us is the aftermath of a 
supernova. I like to remind myself and anyone who will listen to me that 
every one of our red blood cells contains cobalt (which is why we need to 
consume cobalt-containing Vitamin B12), and that cobalt had to have been 
manufactured in a supernova. (Cobalt’s nucleus is too big to be formed 
by the pressures inside any star, and required the force of a supernova.) 
We contain many billions of red blood cells and if we are smart, we eat 
B12 every day, and so it is that we are dining on and rearranging the blue 
jewels of supernovae and other unimaginably ancient, galactic events.

Our energy also comes from our food. But energy enters our 
bodies through Earth cycles in a different way than matter does. Our 
personal energy was donated to us by plants, who ate sunlight during 
photosynthesis, an amazing capture that transforms invisible energy into 
life. Plants store the sizzling energy they capture between two carbon 
atoms, in molecules like sugar, carbohydrates, and eventually proteins. 
Through this relay by plants, our energy comes from the Sun. So we are 
not only stardust, but we are also sunlight. 

The energy inside us moves the matter of which we are made, 
and this shifting is the source of our body sensations. Where did the 
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Sun get the energy that green plants captured and that we are now 
using? How can the Sun keep pouring energy into the black universe 
for billions of years? 

As everyone now knows, one of the great revelations of twentieth-
century science was that our Sun gets its energy by crushing the nuclei 
of hydrogen atoms into each other in hydrogen fusion. (The Sun is not 
a ball of fire.) After hydrogen is fused together to form new elements 
like helium, some of the excess escapes as free energy, and this radiant 
out-pouring is called sunlight. So our own energy is transferred to us 
from inside the body of the Sun, from hydrogen nuclei that are congealed 
energy, that precipitated during the primitive early universe, just after 
the Big Bang. Let’s never forget that when I move my arm on this stage 
from which I am talking to you, the energy for this motion came from 
food molecules, which were made by plants, which took their energy 
from sunlight, which came from hydrogen nuclei, which were made in 
the morning of time. We are all derived from the opening of existence. We 
all wave with the universe’s energy. The sensations inside our bodies are 
powered by the energy that was released by the Big Bang, and which has 
been transformed many times in order to reach and empower us. 

One of the most important insights of ancient India, where the 
Buddha first taught Vipassana meditation, was that the microcosm 
contains the macrocosm. Our sciences today have documented this 
truism in much more finely grained detail, but the truths that animate 
our focus on sensations in Vipassana meditation are ancient and modern.

Just to answer the question about why Vipassana meditation has 
us focus on sensations, we have had to refer to numerous sciences like 
biology, chemistry, physics, astronomy, geomorphology, even hematology. 
Yet one more remarkable feature of our existence requires emphasis in 
order for us to see how it plays out in the context of our body sensations. 
We have to return to the observation that the universe is lawful. Whether 
you are the Buddha preaching a cause-and-effect “Dhamma,” or Newton, 
Darwin or Einstein studying the predictable regularities of the world, or a 
meditator, some order is detectable within the complicated machinations 
of all things. 

An educated guess is that we contain octillions of atoms zipping 
around inside our bodies, enough atoms in number to make an entire 
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universe of stars. All of our dizzying magnitude of matter and energy 
needs to be organized. The great wonder of life is its organization. We 
are not a jumble, not a traffic jam, not an omelet. When we say that our 
sensations are caused by matter being moved around by energy, we have 
to quickly add that this movement is orchestrated by the wisdom inside 
of life. In the neutral phrasing of contemporary sciences, we say that we 
are a complex, physical-chemical-biological organization of information, 
but in the language of ancient India you could say that we are all vessels 
of “Dhamma.” The universe is guided by laws and our body is guided by 
those same laws. Some of the information inside of us originated with 
the original information state of the Big Bang. Some of the information 
inside of us may be brand new. Yours or my DNA may contain creative 
mutations that have never before existed in the universe. 

The universe not only expresses information but adds to it, and 
that new being is us. Our sensations are the products of matter being 
moved by energy, which is regulated by information, which is as old as 
the universe and as new as this moment. 

At the pinnacle of creation we find awareness. We are able to 
experience ourselves. We do not merely exist but we reflect. This self-
awareness creates in the universe a new kind of information in which the 
universe is observing itself. 

When we meditate upon our sensations, we are products of the 
universe aware of the universal processes. The mindfulness in our brains 
as we meditate is information that has emerged.

Through meditation on sensations, we have the opportunity 
to experience our “selves” in a fluid, connected, and evaporating way. 
We can recognize that we are a temporary vortex of informatically driven 
matter and energy. The arising and passing of matter and energy make the 
sensations of our bodies, and when we are observing this phenomenon 
without editing it, and without reacting to it, we get a window into the 
ultimate reality of what we are. 

It is because of our equanimity that we can have nonpersonalizing 
awareness. Our calm wisdom becomes an emergent domain within the 
universe itself. The universe comes to realize something about itself 
through our equanimous self-observation. 
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We are matter, energy, information, and decay, in incessant change, 
without any abiding self. This is the insight at the heart of Vipassana and 
is the teaching of the Buddha and the conclusion of science. 

The problem for us is that these great, absolute truths, which 
define our ultimate nature, and our embeddedness within universal 
and timeless laws are distant from the actual texture and feeling of our 
daily life. Day to day we plan, worry, fret, enjoy, participate, and live in a 
universe that is as big and little as our own personal body with its self-
absorbed thinking and emotions. Vipassana is the Golden Gate Bridge, 
the causeway, the road that connects our banal self-preoccupations with 
the universal truths of which we also consist. 

Mind Is Always Translating Signals  
from the Whole Body

The awareness that is necessary for us to be able to meditate is a startling 
phenomenon. We don’t know whether our human mental awareness is 
an event unique to planet Earth, or whether it is duplicated elsewhere in 
inhabitants of the billions of galaxies that surround us. 

As meditators, the important thing about our awareness is the 
way that it interacts with our body sensations. Because Vipassana means, 
“mind observing sensations,” we will want to understand why this self-
observation, this awareness of sensation, is such a valuable psychological 
activity. We want to bring the cosmic laws, “the Dhamma,” down into a 
more personal, helpful practice. We are observing sensations, but who 
are “we”? Who is “aware” of sensations, and why does this awareness 
either react, or learn to not react, to sensations? Is this whole process 
really helpful?

It is amazing to think about the fact that we are made by and 
dissolve back into the universe, but that insight is also abstract. 
Meditation brings it up close, makes it vivid and “in your face.” Also, if I 
am so ephemeral, then why do I feel so solid? 

I am going to paint a picture about how our minds create our 
sense of self by integrating our brain with the rest of our bodies. The 
process by which we create our sense of self can now be described in 
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neuropsychological detail. Understanding this process scientifically 
may inspire our meditation, and meditation will make the science feel 
personal and real.

Antonio Damascio is a California-based cognitive neuroscientist. 
In his books, like Looking for Spinoza, Damascio describes how the cortex 
of our brain designs “feelings.” Our emotions are interpretations of 
sensations which are relayed to our cortex.

Regions of our cortex (like the insula, or the ventromedial 
prefrontal cortex) receive input from our body and other parts of the 
nervous system. These cortical brain centers actively draw towards 
themselves sensory messages from many dimensions. Then, the cortical 
centers design a multidimensional portrait of the body’s inner state. 
Cortical brain centers capture, reorganize, and integrate large amounts 
and different kinds of data from the body, and the data includes not only 
neurological information, but fleeting, molecular oscillations as well. The 
portrait that is creatively put together by the cortical centers becomes 
the basis for “feelings.” According to Damascio, feelings are not replicas 
of anything. They always contain editing, interpretation of the messages 
that are being received from multiple somatic relay systems. 

Feelings are interpretations of rich patterns of information that 
our bodies provide to us about our own inner states. Our sense of “self” 
and what we “feel” is synthesized, a creation, a composite based upon 
interpretations by the brain about what is going on in the rest of our 
mind and body. The mind, in general, whether meditating or not, is 
understood by cognitive neuroscientists to be the collated signals of the 
whole body. The whole body may contain a vast array of subtle, brief, local 
and “unconscious” chemical signals, and not just the messages that our 
consciousness makes us aware of. The collation of all this information, 
which we call mind, has the power to organize, summarize, add, and 
delete patterns and interpretations, so that our mind is always responsive 
and simultaneously creative. 

The implication for us is that we are unique bodies, minds, 
histories, interpretations, and choices. Most of our emotions are 
sensations that have been tinted by perceptions. Our sense of self and its 
feelings and emotions are kamma, or karma, that is to say, our own “take” 
on things. We are partly realistic, and partly invented. 
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The mind is always translating the body. Meditation is a set of 
mental activities that make these operations conscious. We now know 
that we are producers and directors of schema. We experience sensations, 
and we experience ourselves reacting to them. Our goal as meditators is 
to become more accurate and nonreactive observers who are less caught 
up in the drama.

The Sense of Self Is Ephemeral and Useful

The Buddha taught that the sense of self is a fiction. His insight was that 
there is no enduring eternal self. Each individual is a transitory swirl of 
matter, energy and information doomed by entropy. Today’s neuroscience 
is a long-deferred echo of the Buddha’s teaching.

The psychological value of understanding that our self is created 
and impermanent is to liberate us (or partly liberate us) from the suffering 
we cause ourselves by clinging to a passing thing. The idea that the self 
is fictional is not new even to the West. The Scottish enlightenment 
philosopher, David Hume, argued that our sense of self was simply a bundle 
of sensations. Unfortunately, this idea has come to be misunderstood by 
some Western psychologists. Our self is not an eternal soul that outlasts 
the entire cosmos as ancient religions taught, or still teach. But our 
psychological self is also an important component of daily function. We 
should not turn spiritual implications of a scientific truth into demeaning 
self-aversion by which we come to feel that our self is to be held in 
contempt because it is a fiction. Our creative brain designs our sense of 
self for very good reasons. The self is a fabrication and a very useful one.

Many articles in the Western press have confused the Buddha’s 
idea of anattā, the absence of an eternal soul, with the idea that meditation 
should rid you of your ordinary sense of self. Then the press has utilized 
neuropsychology to confirm this point. Psychologists like Bruce Hood, in 
his book, The Self Illusion, have encouraged people to look upon their sense 
of self as something to be discredited and abandoned. 

All of this is dismaying to a psychiatrist who spent much of his 
professional life helping disorganized, fragile, and wavering people to 
develop a firm and coherent sense of self. Let me emphasize it in one clear 
sentence: our sense of self is a creation, an essential skill of our mind.
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Our minds collect the information contained in our body 
sensations to fabricate an integrated and continuous identity. This 
gives us greater memory, consistency and flexibility—you could say 
“character” or “personality”—than we would have if we were limited to  
immediate reactivity. 

There is an enormous difference between understanding that 
our self is created, versus devaluing it. After all, clothes, cars, and houses 
are created things, and we don’t try to live without them. Our body is a 
created thing and we can’t imagine trying to live without it. Our sense 
of self is an integrative, psychological system that we must have to live 
a focused, directed and self-consistent life. In the psychological sense, 
the Buddha had a powerful sense of self that gave him continuity and 
consistency across a lifetime of teaching and leadership. 

There are many people who have difficulty creating an 
internal executive. Their problems may be due to many reasons, either 
neurological and/or environmental. These neighbors and family 
members of ours suffer excessively, because they are unable to sustain 
around themselves a world of goals, loves, people, and tasks. We should 
not weaken the executive function of confused people by implying that 
their psychologically constructed sense of self, which they need in order 
to function, should be abandoned, simply because all of their being is 
ultimately ephemeral. 

When we absorb the wisdom of meditation, we see ourselves 
as chimera, and when we take care of our daily business, we count on 
ourselves, to be effective, just as the Buddha was. He was a man of life-
long order, leadership, and friendship.

We are the world, using all the laws of science and running on the 
energy of the Big Bang. We are a fabrication, created by our brains as they 
integrate and portray ephemeral body sensations. And we are people, 
born to eat, meditate, make friends and hold jobs. All of these dimensions 
coexist and express aspects of a bigger truth. We are multidimensional, 
cosmic and particular. 
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Meditation Is Influenced by Its Social Context

When we meditate, we feel we are alone with the sensations of our 
bodies and the thoughts inside our skulls. But, in fact, meditation is 
influenced by its context. We are not alone. The individual meditator 
has received instructions that came from teachers who in turn also had 
teachers. Everything that is taught and practiced under the heading of 
“meditation” is a particular way of proceeding that has been handed 
down to us by other people. Every tradition has had its origins, and 
historical influences. The individual meditator is sitting in a stream of 
behaviors, transmissions and texts, as well as among contemporaries 
and institutions. Even while we meditate, we are embedded in messages 
from the past and from surroundings. The meditator’s social context is a 
synthesis made by other people, living and dead. 

Meditation commences with the perceptual illusion that it is an 
individual act in the private spaces of body and mind, but it progresses 
to the recognition that we are participants within historical streams of 
meditation practice.

Therefore, whenever we read articles about what happens in 
the brain of a meditator, we have to ask ourselves how the artificial 
setting of the laboratory where the study was done may have influenced 
the outcome of the data, and how the same meditator might have had 
different brain wave activity if he or she were meditating in a meditation 
hall, influenced by a completely different atmosphere than is found in 
a scientific lab. The social context of meditation may alter it. On even 
a larger scale, the beliefs, hopes, fears, and practices that a meditator 
brings to bear upon his meditation will bend and direct it. 

In social psychology, it is said that all experiments are biased by 
the atmosphere in which they occur, and even by the expectations of the 
experimenter, who may be subtly and unintentionally influencing his or 
her subjects. The individual mind is partly a product of its environment, 
but a strongly trained mind itself becomes a force that shapes the 
environment around it. In real life situations, there is always a dialectic 
between the individual mind succumbing to its environment, and the 
social environment relenting to the force of the individual. The important 
message here for us is that measuring the brain waves of meditators does 
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not lead to scientific truths about meditation, but only reports specific 
kinds of results performed under artificial conditions.

A Lifetime Experience 

Let’s pause for a moment. We have just considered four big steps. 
First, we asked the question, why meditate for ten days, which we 
answered by explaining it as a deep, stirring experience. Next, we 
asked, why meditate on sensations, and the answer is that observing 
sensations without reaction or editing is a doorway into deep scientific 
realities about our “self.” Third, we took stock of how our brain uses 
body sensations to manufacture a psychological CEO to make us 
competent, and how that CEO gives us a dynamic interaction with 
our surroundings. Fourth, we considered how the laboratory may not 
describe the personal seeker’s meditation.

Meditation is a very rich brew, strong Assam tea, and no tea bag. 

For most people, a ten-day course is hard, full of unexpected 
mental life, memories, thoughts, wishes and fears. Most people can 
only dimly glimpse their body sensations through the haze of thinking, 
worrying and fantasizing, until they have gained a bit of experience. The 
ten-day course is also a glimpse into ourselves as vessels of universal 
truths, a revolutionary insight that brings to life what we once learned 
as cold science. Almost every single participant feels that the hard work 
of sitting still with self-observation is a lifetime experience, a rich and 
uniquely rewarding time. Most people feel they have climbed a mountain 
inside themselves. Almost everyone feels they have gotten a whole array 
of benefits: effortful perseverance across time; expanded self-knowledge; 
deepened self-integration; heightened observing skills; new levels 
of somatic awareness; improved equanimity; and direct experiential 
awareness of the scientific world view in the microcosm of the self. 
All of these form a palette of practical rewards. In addition, we learn 
detachment from temporary states, and the relatively increased ability 
to observe all mental and physical transformations as impermanent, and 
not truly our “selves.” 
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Vipassana Is Not for Everyone

If you are a responsible hiking guide, you inform potential participants 
before the hike begins about its length, steepness, altitude change, and 
other difficulties, as well as extolling its aesthetic and fitness rewards. 
Vipassana also is a rigorous experience, which is not suitable for everyone.

Some of the difficulties that students may encounter are intrinsic 
to the ten days themselves. Not everyone feels comfortable leaving his or 
her familiar circumstances, or spending ten days inside one’s own mind 
for long hours of silence. All new learning involves some frustration, and 
not everyone wants to make the effort to undo the habit patterns of the 
past, and to overcome the obstacles of engaging a new mental life. 

Joining a residential retreat entails some loss of control over 
one’s timetable or diet. Vipassana Centers are free of alcohol, tobacco, 
and meat.

Another difficulty with the ten-day course is that it reduces our 
ability to distract ourselves from our internal discomfort. In ordinary 
life, every one of us has thrown up an array of distracting activities, 
which serve as externalizing aids of inhibitory neurology, meaning, that 
distractions help us to shut down certain parts of our nervous system. 
The simple way of saying all of this is that healthy life includes some 
avoidance. However, during the ten days of meditation, these skillful, 
but limiting, psychological strategies are lifted. For most people, this 
facilitates the emotional and psychological experience that is the treasure 
of the course. But for some people, once the inhibitory distractions have 
been lifted, because there is no opportunity to read, or to watch TV, or 
to telephone a friend, they find difficulty restraining the upwelling flow 
of mental imagery. If you have a past history of your mind running out 
of control with excitement, depression, anxiety, or delusion, there is no 
reason to subject yourself to more of that during ten days of silence. 
The flood of thoughts, daydreams, sensations, and mind-movies can be 
overwhelming unless there is also an accompanying capacity to return to 
focus, contain thinking, reintegrate, assimilate this train of new and florid 
mental contents that accompanies meditation on sensations. Particularly 
in the early learning stages, the partly learned, partly digested meditation 
practice, may not be adequate for some people to cope with the absence 
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of their habitual external organization. Then again, many people learn 
to become more focused and to contain their “monkey minds,” without 
depending upon distractions.

Vipassana Meditation Centers can provide you help with your 
application, deciding whether you are likely to benefit from the ten-day 
course or not.

There has been a recent spate of publicity, arising as a predictable 
backlash to the wild proliferation of meditation-like practices taught 
by barely trained people, in which critics have accumulated reports of 
negative experiences. Some researchers have claimed that troubling 
reactions from meditation constitute a “dark night of the soul,” as if 
the psychological troubles encountered by those participants consist of 
unique mental events that need religious terms and exotic understanding. 

I am glad to see alert journalists, psychologists and teachers sound 
a warning about naive and unskilled tinkering in the name of meditation. 
Meditation today has been popped out of its context, commercialized and 
marketed with faddish enthusiasm and little care for its impact. 

I don’t think that we need to fabricate new diseases or mental 
stages under new nomenclature, in order to understand these problems. 
Meditation ought to be taught by people trained and steeped in their 
own practice during decades. Decades. Prospective students should have 
a clear understanding of what they are choosing, and helpful assessment 
of their suitability. Applicants should understand that when they are 
told not to meditate, they have not been “rejected” but have received 
careful guidance from the teacher. And we all need to keep in mind that 
all of us, all of the time, to some greater or lesser degree, are subject to 
our common human frailties of anxiety, depression, panic, and other 
forms of mental suffering. That’s why we seek out meditation in the first 
place. Meditation does not cause all of the anxiety, confusion, or “dark 
night” that occurs in the lives of people who have meditated, because 
those people have had many other influences upon them before and after 
they meditated, such as their genes, family, religion, school, etc. I have 
never met anyone from any walk of life who hasn’t had a “dark night,” 
and this is not caused by nor unique to meditation. We do not need to 
ignore centuries of psychology and psychiatry, and then reinvent them, 
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to understand why meditation is properly taught with prudence, respect, 
training and tradition.

Vipassana should also be practiced in an atmosphere that is free 
of exaggerated claims for medical cure or radical personality transplant. 
One of the foundation blocks of meditation as a way of life is that it 
does not become misdirected towards limited goals. Vipassana is not a 
substitute for treatment of any kind. It is not a cure, nor a preventative 
for mental or physical disorders. No one can be cured of all disease, and 
any activity that is focused on cure loses the broad perspective that 
animates Vipassana, which is a lifelong, spiritual path, and not merely to 
eliminate maladies. 

Vipassana can only change what is changeable. No one can be 
transformed beyond the elasticity permitted at their birth. Batting 
practice doesn’t make anyone Babe Ruth. Education doesn’t make 
anyone Einstein. Valid educational institutions offer improvement 
but not magical exit from personal limitations. The Buddha didn’t 
guarantee to everyone freedom from suffering, because he felt that 
“those who understand are hard to find,” and he was “not concerned 
with whether the entire world will be emancipated.” He taught those he 
could, those who were able and ready. Every rational educator is guided 
by “modesty in our claims, caution in our assertions.” According to the 
Buddha’s teaching, a student’s progress is influenced by current factors 
like proper teaching, clear understanding, and diligent effort, but we 
are all also products of our past kamma, and not everyone is “ripened” 
to the same degree. Today we say that genes and environment provide 
us opportunities, constraints and limits. 

Vipassana can also become misdirected when its participants 
begin to overemphasize the supposed attainments of deceased, 
legendary, or extreme meditators. Such an emphasis undercuts the real 
progress, and the real limits, that meditation brings to the lives of real 
people. Very exceptional people are exceptions. People who attain great 
wisdom do so on the combination of effort and talent—you could say, “a 
long chain of rebirths,” because that is the way the Buddha phrased it to 
explain the wide variation in long-term results from a life built around 
meditation. To understand best what meditation can or can’t do, each 
person should assess her own experience.
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Warming Fellowship of the Seekers of the Truth

There is a widely quoted aphorism that appears repeatedly, for emphasis, 
in the ancient Indian texts, in which the Buddha says that friendship on 
the Path is not an important part of it; it is the whole Path. 

This reminds me of a beautiful quote from a college teacher of 
mine. Gilbert White was a Quaker pacifist hero, and also a prominent 
scientist of natural resources management. When he was a young man, 
Gilbert left a safe, elite job in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s White House 
during World War II, to illegally penetrate Vichy France and join other 
Quakers in rescuing war orphans. He was eventually captured by the Nazi 
SS and suffered starvation and extreme personal hardship. Late in life, as a 
college president and an eminent professor, he was asked why he had once 
voluntarily risked his life in such a courageous and noble way. He replied 
that truth is difficult to define, and the long-term effect of any good deed 
is hard to trace, so that the only reliable guidance he could find in life 
was the “warming fellowship of seekers of truth.” Some thirty years after 
WWII, Gilbert quit another plum job, this time his tenured professorship 
at the University of Chicago, to protest the administration’s crackdown 
on student demonstrations against the Vietnam War. He was rehired by 
the University of Colorado’s Natural Hazards Center, and stayed there 
until his death at nearly 100. (His biography is by Robert E. Hinshaw.) I 
remember him as an Elder of the 57th Street Meeting of Friends in Chicago, 
a professor of rational decision making in environmental problems, and a 
convener of the first anti-war teach-in I attended in 1966. 

Not everyone can be as brilliant, daring, and maybe even as lucky 
to survive as Gilbert White was. But his story reminds us that even he 
counted upon others to light his way. The Buddha also is described as 
following teachers and companions, then distancing himself from them 
to pursue his breakthrough into unshakeable deliverance from suffering, 
and then immediately rejoining friends and organizing them into 
community, or Saṅgha.

The presentation in the Western media of meditation as 
something you do on your own to improve your health by putting your 
nervous system through a tune-up misses this essential ingredient. 
Vipassana is individual effort poured back into social connections. It is 



	 A Practical and Spiritual Path	 61

a way of life. Our personal efforts are drops in a river, books in a library, 
messages within and dependent upon the internet. Meditation is always 
embedded and contextual. Its social components, its friendships, are the 
whole Path. 

That said, meditation should not be misperceived in the other 
direction as the nucleus of a new sectarianism. Meditation is a life of witness 
to universal values of self-reflection, self-knowledge, self-containment, 
self-responsibility. Friendships on the Path are loosely woven, volunteer 
communities that cohere around practicing, preserving, and relaying the 
meditative way of life. All healthy human groups combine individualistic 
integrity alongside of shared goals and practices. We join together and we 
separate and pull apart, each in its own proper time and place.

Community

Now it should be clear why Vipassana meditation has to be taught for 
free. The absence of fee is essential to the way that meditation works, 
because it is a communication passed down through time by fellow 
seekers of the truth. 

The word vipassana means ‘meditation on reality’. The word was 
coined by the Buddha and appears in the two thousand five-hundred-
year-old Buddhist Suttas. We know historically that the Buddha taught 
it for free. It was inconceivable to teachers of ancient India that anyone 
would charge for meditation. Vipassana was understood as a person-to-
person gift. For two thousand five hundred years it has passed on its own, 
down through the centuries like a powerful “meme,” a form of thought and 
feeling that moves from person-to-person over time, the way information 
in DNA passes from body to body across the generations. Vipassana is an 
information state, formatted for free, a public service website with no 
cost to access. For two thousand five hundred years, people have been 
able to download the Vipassana app. 

Like a stone thrown in water, Vipassana ripples out into friendship 
and community. Like a dinner cooked for you at your friend’s house, you 
turn around and invite them to yours. This is the warming fellowship.
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Vipassana travels between people and across generations on 
wavelengths of friendship. This atmosphere isn’t part of the Path; it is the 
Path. Commercial meditation lacks this nurturing mood.

This warmth of transmission was called mettā, by the Buddha, 
the attitude of loving-kindness. Mettā is the glue, the equivalent of social 
electromagnetism, that holds together the Vipassana community. The 
ability to feel and convey warmth of mettā is one of the key attainments 
of Vipassana practice. 

The keystone friend that I have had on the Path of Vipassana was 
Mr. S.N. Goenka, who spread meditation from its obscure roots in Burma 
(now Myanmar) and lassoed the world with it. Mr. Goenka was a whirlwind 
of devotion for decades, traveling year after year, conducting hundreds of 
meditation courses. He swept along on top of the wave of globalization and 
jet travel that brought so many Buddhist practices to the West. He recorded 
many hours of teaching materials that form the ten-day courses, and 
longer courses. He organized the administration that runs approximately 
150 meditation centers located in every major country of the world. Before 
he died in 2013, his teaching had reached over one million students. Along 
with being my teacher, Mr. Goenka was my benevolent friend as he also was 
to a worldwide communion of his students. He created a living community 
in which individuals befriended each other, and so he left behind him 
people who are bonded to each other. Alongside of his energy, devotion, 
knowledge about the Buddha’s words, and organizational ability, he had 
the gift of friendship. His richest dispensation was the ongoing wave of 
mettā, this community without walls. 

Those of you who have studied psychology might pause for 
a moment and remember how the classic studies of Harry Harlow in 
Wisconsin, and John Bowlby in England, confirmed that our parents’ 
warmth embracing us in our childhood is the precondition for our health 
and sanity. The continuity of secure connection was built into the Path by 
the Buddha’s emphasis. 

The friendship of Vipassana is a take-it-as-you-like participation 
in group sittings, courses, managing or serving as a volunteer on courses 
that other people are taking, helping to run Centers, and other activities. 
There is no formal way to be a member. There are no cards, dues, or 
organized religion. Mr. Goenka emphasized: “The noble truth of Dhamma 
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is always free of sectarianism.” The Buddha taught Vipassana to his 
friends two thousand five hundred years ago, and so it has circulated on 
currents and eddies down to us, the Buddha’s long-lost friends. 

The Wakeful Way

Trying to learn meditation without its historical context would be like 
trying to understand American history without referring to Washington 
and Jefferson. At the same time, meditation is not Buddhism, as I will 
describe in some detail in a few moments. Meditation has a long and 
distinguished history, respect for which is part of meditation itself, in the 
same way that respect for the constitution is part of being American. 

No one meditates all the time. For meditation to take root in 
your life, you need momentum. The word “Path” means an all-day, 
everyday involvement. Meditation is not a mere afterthought, a way to 
reduce stress that you have already created. It is doing your best to be 
consistently considerate and at ease. You seat yourself in the inner tube 
of awareness and peace before you swirl on down the river.

The inner tube of Vipassana that keeps you afloat is the ring of five 
vows: not to kill, steal, lie, commit sexual misconduct, or use intoxicants. 
These vows are not archaic, and I would like you to feel their life-giving 
power and their common sense.

•	 “Not to kill,” means respect for life, compassion towards all, give 
the spiders in your kitchen a break. For some people this means 
vegetarianism, but that is only one possible interpretation of “not 
to kill.” In each case, these vows leave some room for personal 
interpretation. After all, they are yours to take and no one is watching 
or monitoring you. I would like to point out that the personal 
resolution, “not to kill,” is not the same thing as prescribing political 
pacifism to others. The Buddha should not be confused with Gandhi. 
It comes as a surprise to many people that the Buddha was not a 
pacifist. Vipassana meditation is not a prescription to avoid complex 
solutions to very complicated geopolitical problems. Just because you 
have become a meditator does not give you superiority to suffering 
people who behave desperately in the context of terrible turmoil. 
Meditation does not make us experts on how to solve other people’s 
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agony. In America, much of what passes for “Buddhist Pacifism” is 
the satisfaction of good-hearted people luckily embedded inside 
safe conditions. I have written about this in a small book called, The 
Buddha Taught Nonviolence, not Pacifism. 

•	 “Not to take what belongs to others”: this is thought-provoking, 
particularly with the global concern with income inequality. It 
means, “Don’t steal.”

•	 “Not to lie, exaggerate, hide.” On the one hand, honesty does not 
mean blurting out your thoughts and feelings in impulsive, and 
reckless insensitivity to the needs and feelings of other people. On 
the other hand, when, where, and in what manner we speak our 
personal truths seems to me to be a delicate and difficult art. For me 
this unsettling problem is epitomized by the question about how a 
psychiatrist informs the parents of a college freshman that their son 
is not simply anxious about school, but has had a psychotic break 
that requires rigorous treatment, which in turn is only sometimes 
effective. Honesty, meaning not to lie, exaggerate or hide, is a balance 
that involves courage, timing, phrasing, and compassion. There has 
been no day in which I have completed it or done it very well. The 
commitment to verbal honesty is a gift and a burden. This reminds 
me to say that the five vows are tools for self-development, and not 
impositions by some outside authority.

•	 “Sexual misconduct”: sex can be part of, and limited to, enduring and 
sustaining life-long loves. The up and down emotional escalators of 
convenient sex can’t possibly contribute to your meditation goal of 
equanimity. If you are focusing your life on meditation, let sex guide 
you to loving partnership. For a few self-selected people, celibacy 
provides the freedom for a full-time commitment to meditation.

•	 “Not to take intoxicants”: refers to alcohol and recreational drugs. 
Meditation means to cultivate an alert, clear, receptive mind. Of 
course, prescribed medications may become necessary, and should 
not be disparaged. Otherwise, don’t blur your precious brain. 

In case you think that morality is somewhat quaint and incidental, 
Nina Strohminger and colleagues at the Yale School of Management have 
shown that our moral style is the most central feature of our identity, 
even more so than our memory of who we are! Demented patients feel 
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“themselves” as long as their moral style remains intact, even if their 
memory is shot, but not so the other way around. 

A Complex, Self-Interacting System

Now I would like to encircle the main feature of Vipassana that I have been 
trying to put together throughout this talk. I hope that you have come 
to understand meditation as a nest of self-reinforcing, self-augmenting 
feedback loops involving multiple layers of human activity, starting with 
individual effort but sweeping up values, relationships, history, tradition 
and contemporary institutions. 

To understand Vipassana you need to take into account its 
historical origins with the Buddha within the culture of ancient India, its 
long preservation through practice and free distribution, its moral vows 
and values, its meditation centers, and its people. In the end, it’s always 
about people.

One of Mr. Goenka’s most important contributions was his ability 
to nurture a whole generation of teachers, leaders, and elders who, like 
himself, poured their life energy into living and transmitting the practice. 
He inspired and guided deeply committed men and women to understand 
themselves as lifelong facilitators of the always newly arriving students. 
Of course, the teachers he left behind after his death also had to embody 
and replicate the rules that make courses and communities cohere. The 
teachers he trained are exemplars and executives. Vipassana teachers 
should be understood as ordinary people who benefitted from a long 
immersion in the practice and the Path. I myself have found inspiration, 
comfort, guidance, and warmth emanating from these steady, quietly 
eminent friends. I imagine a few of them are the wisdom towards which 
they have been oriented. 

Because every individual meditator participates in a larger, older, 
wider Path, he or she may be spun up to higher personal function, like 
electrons in an atom, that gain new properties when their resting state 
is charged with new energy. When we recognize meditation as embedded 
in a stream of time, it gains dimensions that it lacked when it was seen 
through the lenses of individualism and privacy. We flow and steer within 
a powerful river of history. 
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There is a common property in nature, that the whole is often 
greater than the sum of its parts. The Noble Prize-winning physicist, Philip 
Anderson, called it, “More is different.” Rich complexes gain properties 
that exceed the addition of all their parts, which interact and influence 
each other in rapid mutual augmentation. The spinning whole gains 
properties that none of its components possess on their own. 

Our brain, that does so many things, like receiving the input of 
our sensations, constructing a portrait of ourself, generating thoughts, 
plans, fears, and insights, may be more than the sum of connections 
between its trillions of neurons. Our bodies and ourselves are so complex 
that they may become more and different than their component atoms, 
cells, neurons, and messenger molecules. Our personalities may well be 
able to spin at different frequencies, some of which require the Path to 
bring them into view. Meditation arises out of and regenerates a complex 
interacting whole in which more may become different, and new human 
dimensions may emerge in those of us who participate. Meditators are 
ordinary people who become more, and different, through immersion in 
a rich psychological and social system. 

David McCormick is a distinguished psychologist and 
neuroscientist who had a long career at Yale before migrating to 
directorship of The Institute of Neuroscience at the University of Oregon. 
Dr. McCormick has studied how cells in the nervous system sometimes 
synchronize into larger wholes. These large cell clusters interact like 
temporary brain structures, even though no physical structure is actually 
present. McCormick has located rhythmic electrical fields in groups of 
neurons, that all surge together in the same way. This may be one of 
the underlying secrets of sleep: uniform patterns of cellular action that 
sweep over and control the cortex for a period of time. Dr. McCormick is 
also interested in meditation, another activity that appears to involve a 
cellular synchrony. Meditation may entrain our neurons, our brains, our 
personalities into new self-perpetuating frequencies. 

One of these frequencies may be what is called wisdom.

Dr. Dilip Jeste is a proponent of “positive psychiatry,” that 
emphasizes the capacities of repair, regeneration, and growth. Jeste and 
his colleagues have culled the voluminous research on wisdom to sift 
out its essential properties, to see whether wisdom can be uploaded into 
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psychiatric healing. It turns out that wisdom may not be a collection of 
isolated entities, but may be understood as a complex reorganization, 
a new state of being, a higher order. It is not just new but different. 
In general, whether thinking about wisdom or other capacities, 
neuroscientists have shifted their research away from single areas of 
the brain, and are trying to study networks, connections, and rhythms. 

How does wisdom appear from the standpoint of meditation? In 
Vipassana, wisdom is understood as realization of impermanence and 
activation of equanimity and compassion. Wisdom is considered to be 
the cessation of clinging to the impermanent body and its sensations, 
along with liberation into peace and social gift-giving. Possibly the path 
of Vipassana leads to a shift among ordering principles of personality, 
activating more generalized interconnections within the whole brain. 
This provides us one way to think about traditional concepts like 
“liberation,” and “enlightenment.” New sweeping synchronies of brain 
cells may lead to new organizations of personality, which emerge into 
our lives as peace and service. 

But if meditation really does alter neurological systems, that 
only has value if it shows up as better lives. It is the people, and not their 
brains, who will be the lighthouses of Dhamma.

Dr. McCormick has come up with a different image to describe 
sweeping changes in brain states. He calls them “the roar of the crowd.” 
All the fans in the stadium cheer at a critical moment, and an astonishing 
unity and volume of noise is blasted out. Sustained meditation practice may 
lead to a cheering roar within our nervous system. It is not coincidental 
that the Buddha’s teaching was referred to in ancient Indian texts as 
“The Lion’s Roar.” The harmony we feel from meditation may derive from 
webs of neurons enlisted to sway together in a tide. Equanimity from 
meditation may be a kind of psychic cheer.

By coincidence, on the morning of my talk in the Sterling Hall of 
Medicine at Yale, January 19, 2015, a Facebook post claimed that in the 
football game between the Green Bay Packers and the Seattle Seahawks, 
which was a play-off to determine which team would get a berth in the 
Super Bowl, the score was tied at the end of the fourth quarter and the 
game went into sudden death overtime. A whole season of effort now 
balanced on any play at any second. The Seahawk’s young quarterback, 
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Russell Wilson, threw a 35-yard touchdown pass to Jermaine Kearse, a 
favorite son, born and raised in the Seattle area, to win the game and 
the season. According to this Facebook post, the roar that went up from 
the stadium in Seattle created a similar seismic measurement at the 
University of Washington’s geology laboratory as an earthquake. 

Both cells and people can engage in coordinated activity in 
which they retain their individuality yet roar in unison. You cannot 
understand meditation as individual healing without taking into 
account “The Lion’s Roar.” 

 I hope I have created a picture of a nest of loops that draw together 
individual brains, people of the past, people of the present, and people of 
the future. Vipassana is a meditation, a Path, a community, a tradition, an 
atmosphere, a “roar of the crowd” of people, places, and things.

Not Buddhist

Finally, we should reiterate an important emphasis that Mr. Goenka gave 
to his teaching, that Vipassana meditation is not Buddhism. Buddhism 
is a vast literature of beliefs, and a hundreds-million-fold populous, 
with various practices and rituals which Vipassana does not require. 
Nevertheless, an ongoing psychosocial institution, like Vipassana, cannot 
be fully appreciated if it is ripped out of its origins and presented to 
future generations in a sterile and decontextualized manner. So there is 
a balance.

Vipassana wouldn’t even have existed without the Buddha, who 
founded this practice and pointed to its essential rules and realizations. 
All things are impermanent and all attachments bring loss. Freedom from 
attachment can bring increasing loft to life. The feeling of loving-kindness 
is always accompanied by well-being and creates a better world. Whether 
he is understood as legend or as history, the Buddha is the personification 
of someone who embodied this wisdom. He is the pole star of the practice: 
perfect freedom from suffering that had been caused by attachment, and 
perfectly unshakeable deliverance.

The Buddha’s teaching is soaked in self-transcendence, and 
compassion for those who are still suffering. So the Path is preserved, as 
we have seen, partly to serve our own personal meditation, and partly 
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to help other, upcoming meditators. This social consciousness of the 
Path also includes gratitude and reverence. When the Buddha was asked 
what his followers should revere on the Path, he did not extol himself. He 
pointed out reverence towards “Dhamma,” the laws of the universe, deep 
insight into which leads to liberation from suffering. 

Imagine yourself for a moment meditating twice a day every 
day, and receiving directly from your own body and mind the wisdom of 
impermanence and detachment, which pulse within you and reset the 
atomic clock of your being every morning and evening. Imagine yourself 
anchored by kind intentions, even if you often fail to implement them. 
Imagine yourself attending an annual meditation course, and from time 
to time meeting old friends at group sittings or other meditation-oriented 
events. Imagine a life that is compatible with the ultimate reality of the 
world as we know it, that we are insignificant, passing clouds in a multi-
galactic universe, while at the same time we contain and express all the 
laws of the universe, holding seeds of truth within us. Wouldn’t it be 
smart to create a life as harmonious and reverential as possible within 
the vicissitudes that distract and beset us? The meditative life of relative 
calm and reason is available to you right now. This is the Path which does 
not require Buddhism, but which follows the trail left by the Buddha. 

Many people today cannot recognize reality as we know it within 
the portrayals found in ancient texts. We need to refer to science to find 
valuable guidance. The Buddha’s words seem credible to us only to the 
extent that we experience them as real and relevant. The Buddha becomes 
our teacher only to the extent that our Vipassana practice makes him so. 

I Would Like to Say

I would like to say that I have lived an ordinary life as a doctor, husband, 
father, writer, and friend. In addition, I have walked the Path of 
Vipassana, slowly but steadily, undistinguished among my peers in the 
Vipassana community. 

Vipassana has never been the whole of my life, as if it were a 
confining sectarianism or religion. As I look back on my 70 years, I see 
my life nested in layers, and I still feel grateful to my ancestors, who 
crossed the ocean so that I could live in freedom; my college professors, 
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who opened and complexified my world view; my parents, who set me 
on a path of conscientiousness and competence; my wife, who filled my 
world with flowers and friendship; the American rebels in music and 
literature, who showed me optimism, “somewhere, so high above this 
wall”; and many more predecessors, and elders embedded as voices in 
books or throbbing out from the universe itself, like wood thrushes on a 
summer night, with their songs of emergence and joy that are older than 
any book. Humans were naked and in unsewn fur when hermit thrushes 
were already singing together. Evolution took nearly four billion years 
to make a man and a woman. I have been uplifted and guided by more 
sources than I can understand. 

Vipassana has been my companion and my strength as I have 
crossed the difficulties that attend to any life. It has also been a beacon 
that has guided me higher rather than merely forward. In my early 
adulthood it helped me to set the direction that I followed for the rest of 
my life. In my middle years of adulthood, it helped me to hold a steady 
course among the demands, stresses, and tensions that attend upon 
professionals, parents, and householders. In the later years of my life, it 
has given me strength to face the decline that accompanies entropy and 
the decay of all compounded things. It has been a key player in my ability 
to see my life every day as an apple hanging for a season on a bough in 
time. It has also guided me to many uplifting and companionable people 
and situations. I particularly treasure the longer courses I sat in India, the 
courses Susan and I conducted in America, Israel, South Africa, Canada, 
Mexico, and elsewhere; many self-courses I sat in my cabin in the woods, 
and the people who I have gotten to know before or after courses, at 
group sittings, on my outreach trips, or at work-weeks pruning apple 
boughs at Centers. It has threaded me on a string that reaches backward 
to the Buddha and forward towards the unknown. 
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I

I am going to talk to you about the universal features of meditation which 
are based upon the biology of our body. What I am going to tell you is that 
we are born with the capacity to meditate. 

In the Beatles song, “All You Need Is Love,” John Lennon leads 
with the line, “Nothing you can do that can’t be done.” It is a tautology to 
be sure, and a characteristically catchy aphorism, and it is important to 
us as meditators to remember that everything we do when we meditate, 
we wouldn’t be able to do if evolution had not made us capable of doing 
so. There was something adaptive that was selected for during evolution 
that favored the abilities that we utilize when we meditate. Tentatively, 
just at the start, we can define meditation as feeling calm, peace, alert 
rest, biological grace, walking the Path. 

In this talk I am going to look at the way that all forms of 
meditation fit into a similar pattern, but my personal history of 
meditation is based exclusively on one tradition. My wife, Susan, and I 
took our first Vipassana meditation course in India, in 1974, under the 
guidance of Mr. S.N. Goenka, and that is the meditation that I practice 
still, twice a day, every day. We can define Vipassana in the tradition of 
Goenkaji as a practice that descends from the teaching of the Buddha, but 
that is nonsectarian and not Buddhist religion. The minimum course is 
for ten days, and the teaching is for free, supported on a donation basis. 
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Vipassana practice starts with observation of breath, and progresses to 
observation of all the sensations in the body without judging or reacting 
to what is observed. This nonjudgmental awareness brings into focus mind 
and body, the embodied mind, in which all sensations are seen as they 
really are, impermanent, arising and passing away, in ceaseless change 
and flux. The sensations of the body are products of the transformations 
that accompany the simultaneous creation and destruction of the body. 

Our bodies are being created and recreated moment by moment. 
The information systems in our DNA and other informatic biological 
coding systems organize atoms and energy into the aggregated chemistry 
and biology that we call us. All the changes in atoms, molecules, and cells 
that accompany this life-forming hubbub of biotransformation is a source 
of sensations within our body. 

In the modern Western world, we know that all of matter follows 
the laws of entropy, meaning that all aggregations of atoms, like our 
bodies, fall apart. Along with the creation of our body, our incessant 
disaggregation is the second source of body sensations. We could define 
Vipassana as calmly observing the creation and destruction by information 
and entropy of what we have imagined to be ourselves. 

Another scientific concept that I want to use to help us understand 
the universal nature of meditation practices is the term, “homeostasis,” 
which is a common biological term that is used to describe the relative 
stability of all living things. Homeostasis means keeping things relatively 
the same. Every plant and animal have a fixed range outside of which 
it cannot exist. Within this fixed range there is variation, that enables 
the living being to make small adjustments to life circumstances. But 
life itself is constrained, relatively fixed, relatively stable, and all of our 
oscillations occur within the boundaries of a single basin. 

Our temperature can vary a handful of degrees around 98.6. If our 
temperature drops too low, we become ill or even die from hypothermia. 
If our temperature rises too high, we become febrile, and at higher 
temperatures we will die. But the temperature of the universe can vary 
from frozen space to the furnace of suns, so we can quickly see that the 
ten degrees or so that we can vary, say from 95 degrees Fahrenheit, to 105 
degrees Fahrenheit, while staying alive, represents a funnel for our lives.
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Homeostasis is not just another law of life. It is the law of life. Life 
consists of the homeostatic regulation of thousands or tens of thousands 
of interacting biochemical processes in our cells and tissues, all of which 
can vary a little bit, so they are not brittle, but all of which occur within 
constraints. When we think about blood pressure, thyroid hormone, or 
even weight, we find that they all exist inside the confines of the master 
law of homeostasis. America today has a weight epidemic, and many 
people have become larger than our ancestors used to be, but even so, no 
one weighs 5,000 pounds, nor does any adult weigh 40 pounds. For all its 
apparent variation, our weight is relatively constant compared to what is 
theoretically possible.

Every hormone, every enzyme, every cellular protein lives within 
a fence like a German Shepherd. Our bodies consist of trillions of cells 
that are created and broken down, so that, by the time we have lived a full 
lifespan, we have probably created one quadrillion cells within our body, 
yet this spectacular and incomprehensible number is also regulated. If 
our cells divide too slowly, we cannot replace tissues, such as may happen 
due to starvation. If our cells replicate too rapidly, that is called cancer. 

Homeostasis is not only the master law of our bodies, and of the 
bodies of all plants and animals, but it is also the master law of ecosystems 
and of our entire planet. All the vital processes of our planet vary to a limited 
degree. The oxygen level, the water content, and the temperature of our 
planet all vary only by small percentage points. In theory, the temperature 
of planet Earth could vary by hundreds or even by thousands of degrees, 
but our atmosphere creates a regulatory homeostatic blanket. If our carbon 
dioxide level rises too high, heat will be trapped, and the homeostatic 
regulation of Earth’s temperature may be threatened, a danger we now face. 

Unlike our bodies, our planet is long lasting, and its homeostatic 
processes can shift to restabilize with different strong attractors. Our 
planet has seen ice ages, as well as heat ages that occurred when carbon 
dioxide released from volcanic eruptions heated things up. So it is that 
we find the dinosaurs lived for approximately one hundred million 
years, inhabiting a vaguely stable planet, but they disappeared when 
the atmosphere around them was dramatically altered by asteroids 
or by volcanism. Homeostasis represents a long-lasting, enduring, but 
nevertheless temporary stay against bigger changes. 
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When we meditate, we are doing so on a homeostatic planet and 
within homeostatic bodies that are built with the capacity to attain an 
optimal restorative rest. Today it is popular to say that we have a default 
mode which meditation activates during which we cruise at our best fuel 
consumption. When we are in our default mode we feel at optimal alert 
rest. A part of our brain stem, the hypothalamus, creates feedback loops 
that restrain variation in temperature, appetite, sleep and sexual drive. 
Our parasympathetic nervous system dampens and reduces excitation, 
acting as the guiding system behind the default mode. Even our regulatory 
systems have counter-regulatory systems to recalibrate them, so that 
the sympathetic nervous system helps to regulate the parasympathetic 
nervous system, and the reticular activating system counter-regulates 
our sleep. In the chemistry of our nervous systems there are numerous 
homeostatic regulatory neuro chemicals. The names of many of them 
have passed into popular culture. There is an urgency underlying our 
current need to understand how to find calm and peace, and so common 
parlance has embraced neurotransmitter terminology like serotonin, 
endorphins, and endocannabinoids, all of which function in service of 
stabilizing our moods and feelings. 

Another way of describing the biological basis of our ability to 
find peace and calm within ourselves is to say that we are informatically 
controlled, DNA encoded, mind-brain-body inheritances from four 
billion years of evolution. Through natural selection, primates came to 
be born with the ability for alert rest, aware calmness, the cultivation 
of inner peace. Simply by concentrating, which is often the first step 
in meditation practices, as it is in Vipassana meditation, we activate 
our prefrontal cortex, which immediately reduces arousal in the limbic 
system and the amygdala, where our emotions and our distress occur. So 
at the very start meditation capitalizes upon the folk remedy for anxiety, 
which is to get to work, to put your mind onto something, and thereby to 
reduce your agitation. 

But meditation is more than inbuilt biology or folk wisdom. 
Meditation is a practice, an exercise, a skill, an education in familiarizing 
yourself with inner peace, learning how to access it and optimize it. 

By using the concept of homeostasis, I am giving a slightly 
different emphasis to meditation than the similar-sounding concept 
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of “autoregulation.” Autoregulation implies voluntary self-control, 
like learning not to over eat, or how to control your temper. But by 
focusing your attention on the concept of homeostasis, I am emphasizing 
something different. We can learn to touch down into a long history of 
evolution from which we can upload psychobiological predispositions to 
peaceful flourishing states of mind and body. 

If you are already meditators, you are probably thinking to 
yourselves: “But if meditation is so natural and easy, then why is it so 
hard?” Anybody who has tried to meditate is almost immediately struck 
by these apparent opposites, that it feels wonderful, like something we 
have been searching for our whole lives, and it also seems impossibly 
slippery, difficult, and hard to keep with, kind of like riding a surfboard, 
or cross-country skiing on a steep but bumpy trail. 

The reason for these opposite tendencies during meditation 
is that we are born to linger at optimal rest, but we are also born with 
the mandates to eat, hunt, fish, glean, mate, procreate. We are animals 
condemned to survive, endure, and transmit our genes and our knowledge 
into an unknown and uncertain future. We need to survive, not only as 
individuals, but we need the security and help of families, packs, and 
tribes. In the American Southwest, a number of mammoth skeletons have 
been found with spear points in them. The life of humans has always been 
a steep challenge, a pack hunt against big hairy things. 

Today, global economic culture makes our survival dependent 
upon our ability to belong to human groups, from which we get jobs 
and mates, which give us access to housing, safety, vacations, travel, 
and self-esteem. We do not live a moment free outside of the sheltering 
greenhouse of society. Both our heaven and our hell are other people. Our 
social intelligence is our compass by which we locate our feelings of well-
being, our status, and our access to goods. 

None of this bodes well for our practice of meditation. As soon 
as we think about meditation we become aware of the multidirectional 
drama of our lives. We live with a variety of agendas. Our lives pull us 
in a multitude of directions. At the same time that we seek the peace of 
nonjudgmental awareness, we are also pursuing desire, and fear, what is 
often called in Buddhist writing, “craving and aversion.” Freud echoed 
the Buddha when he reminded us that we live by the “pleasure principle.” 
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In the popularized understanding of post-traumatic stress disorder, we 
are taught about conditioned fear. College admissions make regular 
newspaper headlines because of the way that it stirs up survival anxiety. 
Often, people fear, even more than death, social shame or humiliation. 
But at the same time many people seek out through alcohol, drugs, micro-
dosing, downhill skiing, religion, or vision quests, some high or euphoric 
ecstasy to carry us up out of what we experience as the drab melancholy 
of mundane life. 

II

There is a tendency for twenty-first century American literature about 
meditation to describe it in its idealized, stereotyped form, as if each 
meditator who begins the practice will quickly attain the valued goals 
that were once held up in the distance for a lifetime of meditation. 
These contemporary portrayals describe meditators attaining selfless 
transcendental states shortly after they commence meditation, and every 
time they meditate. To me, these static portrayals reveal the absence of 
meditation experience by the authors who have written them.

Meditation is a dynamic, intense, variable, unpredictable, wildly 
interesting and difficult to describe experience. It is an intersecting 
nexus of various and contradictory mental and bodily functions. At the 
very least, meditation is the combination of homeostatically regulated, 
bioevolutionary peaceful states of alert restfulness, alternating with the 
craving, strategizing, survival-oriented processes of the human mind. 
The more we are able through meditation practice to skillfully access the 
deep basin of homeostatic well-being, the more our adaptive strategizing 
minds sweep the horizons of our mental states like search lights at an 
airport, seeking out dangers and pleasures, cravings and aversions that we 
feel need to be captured or thwarted. In the ancient Buddhist literature, 
this process is described as being one in which equanimity raises to the 
surface of the mind old reaction patterns that are antithetical to the 
growing arena of peace. The more we are able to put aside our anxieties 
and desires, the more strongly they rush back in to recapture control of 
our minds, that have been temporarily suspended in ease. In other words, 
when we stop coping, there is a frenzied return of coping mechanisms. 
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For these reasons, meditation process can be described as the 
alteration of pure awareness of sensations without reacting to them, 
followed by daydreams, streams of thought, freight trains of worry, 
grasping hands of pleasure-seeking, pain-avoiding problem solving, 
and planning. Strategizing oscillates with awareness, acceptance, 
and equanimity. Meditation is a heady stew of varying psychological 
processes gradually moving towards increased ability to dwell in 
homeostatic well-being. 

Moments, seconds, and minutes of pure awareness of sensations 
act like brakes to the automatic survival schemas. Meditation interrupts 
old patterned reactions, wishes, and fears, placing them in abeyance. 
Nevertheless, the life seeking processes of the mind can never be fully 
relinquished. Rising up within the basin of homeostasis is the enduring, 
continuing drive to enhance the imagined future. Our meditation may 
provide us poise and peace today but tomorrow we will have to grapple 
with new challenges.

Almost everyone who meditates reports its remarkable ability 
to generate insights, new solutions, and a feeling of fresh “takes.” These 
reconfigurations of our narratives of the future result from the process 
of learning to dwell in immediacy, interrupt automaticity, and permit the 
reaggregation and reintegration of cognitive problem-solving processes 
in a spontaneous and continuously renewed new mental world. After we 
stop thinking for a moment, we return to a clearer thought.

One of the words that is useful in describing meditation is 
salience. Salience refers to experiences that are memorable, powerful, 
and generate their own recurrence. When a vacation feels salient, we 
want to return to the desirable vacation location. Dr. Nora Volkow, of the 
National Institute of Alcohol and Drug Abuse, has focused our attention 
on the way in which addicting drugs not only increase salience by their 
own use, but also decrease the salience of all other experiences, so 
that nothing else in the mind of the addict feels worthy of attention or 
concern. Dr. Volkow has suggested that the heart of addiction treatment 
should not be the reduction of salience of the addicting substance, but 
the restoration of the multi-salience that we all wish to feel about our 
lives. Meditation often creates in its practitioners the savor of life’s multi-
salience, because meditation blocks the previous automaticity of mental 
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patterns. Because of its emphasis on nonjudgmental awareness of the 
body, meditation disrupts, or partly disrupts, the struggle for safety and 
pleasure that usually dominates our mental states. Meditation cleans the 
slate, and permits vivid experiences to arise that would not have been 
accessible to the strategizing mind. It often leads its practitioners to feel 
that they are able to apprehend life in a more direct, impactful way.

Homeostatically based equanimity, inner peace, is the central 
phenomenon of meditation’s attention. Activating and reaccessing 
equanimity is the skill that the meditator learns. Equanimity in the 
mind is the psychological component, the analog of homeostasis in the 
body. When you enter into the domain of core homeostatic bioregulators 
you feel subjective equanimity. Through meditation the body and mind 
become entrained behind homeostasis. If body and mind are severely dis-
regulated due to illness, or psychological distress, meditation may become 
ineffectual or even problematic, a dilemma we will discuss in a minute. 

The more you practice inner peace, the more your chances of 
feeling it. Meditation guides you to feel ready to live, while at the same 
time you gain some freedom from life’s pressures, a kind of paradox. Your 
mind rests poised, like a cat, in vigilant ease, awareness with equanimity.

But because the mind is never fully silenced, and shouldn’t be, 
because we continue to require life skills, the recurring mental processes, 
that follow upon equanimous awareness, present to our mind’s eye 
multiple replays of the past and future. When we meditate, we watch 
events reenacted, and rehearsed from multiple perspectives, and these 
dramatic narrative presentations of our mind retell episodes from the 
past, and reimagine opportunities in the future. In this way, meditation 
makes us simultaneously more distant and more engaged, more detached, 
and more prepared. 

Therefore, meditation has a direction. It does not consist simply of 
dwelling in the moment. When the Buddha outlined meditation practice, 
he gave emphasis to the goal of Nibbāna, which means a mind and heart 
free of anger, hate, and desire. We can define Nibbāna as a direction, a path 
of development, a hike up a mountain towards unshakeable goodness of 
heart. The fact that we may never get there should not deter us from 
remembering that the original meaning of meditation was to create 
bountifully generous, socially contributory people. 
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Meditation is not for everyone. Many people have disruptions 
in their biopsychological homeostasis. These problems stem from two 
domains. First, many people, more than we like to think, have been 
traumatized, meaning, that their ability to restore peace and rest at 
the biological root of well-being has been broken by experiences of 
overwhelming horror. When traumatized people meditate, there is the 
possibility that their traumas will be reencountered psychologically, 
and meditation practice may not be powerful enough to set these 
psychological disruptions to rest. Since trauma exists on a long 
continuum, there may also be people whose struggles have been too 
intense to allow them to benefit from meditation, even though they 
may have not been severely traumatized. 

A second group of people who may not prosper from meditating 
are those whose bioneurological processes have been disrupted by 
genetic variations, neurotypical outliers. This second group of people 
may intrinsically contain mind-body-instability too intense for the 
process of meditation to hold. Examples in the second group include 
biologically driven mood swings, or disruptions in cortical architecture 
that predispose to delusion. 

III

Because a discussion of meditation is a concept rich arena, let’s pause 
for a moment to review a few key words and phrases to keep in mind: 
nonjudgmental awareness, neutral observation of sensations, acceptance 
of sensations as they are, mind-body, embodied mind, homeostasis, 
non-automaticity, insight, strategy oscillating with rest, equanimity. A 
summary sentence so far might say that we are discussing mind and body 
entrained to peace and fresh salience. 

Homeostasis means that we have evolved to evolve. We can return 
to baseline ease in service of anticipated growth and change. 

There is another dimension to the human condition that we 
need to take into account to fully understand meditation. Along with the 
embodied mind, there is also a social mind. We have social brains, that 
function in the network of the brains around us. The mind of a human 
being never develops as a mind-in-body alone. Our minds and bodies 
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always develop in the context of other people who take care of us and 
guide our development. Our language, thoughts, feelings, beliefs, manner 
of eating and dressing, and so much else, always develop in relationships. 
Our brains react to social affection. We surge with oxytocin and other 
socially stimulated neurotransmitters when we feel properly aligned 
with other people. Like wolves in a pack, we are always embedded in our 
families and communities. There is really no such thing as a “lone wolf” 
because we think, feel, and act as part of packs, families, tribes, groups, 
and cultures. We are continuously embedded in coordinated activity like 
figure skaters, football players, doctors in an emergency room, students 
in a class, readers in a book group. Even solitary individuals think in the 
language and the concepts they learn in the context of society. Their 
thoughts may be idiosyncratic and eccentric, but their thoughts are 
constructed in the common grammar, vocabulary, and ideas that they 
have absorbed from other people as they developed their social mind. 

Therefore, it is very important to remember that your meditation 
does not occur only in your mind and body. Your meditation is always part 
of the social and cultural context in which you learned it and in which you 
practice it. You learn your meditation from somebody and you practice it 
with somebody, and your practice is guided by some rules and beliefs that 
you share with somebody. In the Buddha’s teaching, the Triple Gem of the 
life of meditation includes the Saṅgha, the community of established and 
wise meditators. Meditation is not only an act of individual volition that 
you practice inside your own mind and body, but it is also a membership, 
a community, a group sport. Every individual meditator becomes aware 
of the uplift that occurs when we meditate with our friends. 

If we consider human culture from the biological standpoint, we 
will see that all of our beliefs and practices are in the service of homeostatic 
regulation that stabilizes our lives and gives us a regular rehearsed and 
practiced way of being-in-the-world. There are three sociocultural 
contributions to our ability to remain relatively the same and alive, 
homeostasis. First, we eat, sleep, and work in communities. Second, we 
grow under the guidance of elders, initially parents, later teachers. Third, 
we understand that who we are is partly a product of what has been 
handed down to us, that is to say, we all have historical roots. 



	 The Universal Features of Meditation	 81

When it comes to meditation, it’s always helpful to keep in mind 
that meditation practice as we know it today in the West, is largely 
derivative from the teaching of the Buddha. This does not mean that 
meditation is Buddhist, but it means that the teaching of the Buddha serves 
us in the same way that the Constitution serves the people of the United 
States. Our Constitution and the teaching of the Buddha are homeostatic 
regulators that provide us with a locus of restorative constancy in our 
decision making. I think it is a mistake to meditate without at least some 
practical knowledge about the history of the development of meditation. 

Meditation has always been a practice passed from a teacher to 
a student. A living teacher is someone who sees you, affirms you, and 
fosters you in the development of your meditation practice. Having a 
teacher also places you inside of a historical lineage that connects you to 
the way that meditation originally arose.

Having a specific tradition in which to meditate is also 
homeostatically grounding. When I say this, I am always reminded of the 
scene in the Woody Allen movie, “Bananas,” in which he is the general of a 
conquering army, but he has forgotten to plan ahead for food. He shouts out 
to his army, asking everybody who wants to order take out cheeseburgers to 
raise their hand. It would have been a lot easier for this military conqueror 
if he had been following the protocol, a game plan, an easy, well-worked-
out system. When we meditate, we can’t always be reinventing the wheel. 
Having practices and behaviors in place may save you from a diet of take-
out cheeseburgers. The value of a tradition and a formulated practice is 
that you don’t have to ad lib each time. You know what to do when you sit 
down to do it, and you are doing the same thing that other people have 
done for thousands of years, and that other people are doing today also. 

Another addition to the social brain is the presence of lifelong 
elders, people who have devoted decades to meditation, and who can 
serve as exemplars. You can define elders as people who have solved the 
problems about how to be devoted, long-term meditators in a modern 
context. They have persevered and prospered throughout their lifespan. 

Having a spouse or partner in meditation is certainly not essential, 
but your intimate partnerships are in general the most important choices 
in your life and this is also true even when you become a lifelong devotee 
of meditation practice. 
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A confusion has entered the world of Western meditation due to 
the word, “ego,” which is a relatively new term in the English language, and 
which entered our common speech through two different doorways, and 
which, therefore, unfortunately has two different meanings. Most people 
who meditate today understand that the goal of meditation is to loosen 
and let go of their “ego.” But most people are not aware that this has two 
different meanings. Sometimes the concept of being “egoless” has been 
used by charismatic gurus to induce their followers to become passive 
and obsequious dependents. But if you take the time to read the Suttas, 
in which the Buddha is described, you will see that he had a powerful, 
super-strong clarity about who he was, what he stood for, how he would 
dress, who he would socialize with, in other words, in the psychoanalytic 
meaning of the word “ego,” the Buddha had a very strong ego.

When the word “ego” entered English language interpretations 
of Buddhist thought and history, it had an entirely different meaning 
than the psychoanalytic concept of organizing behaviors and practices. 
Properly understood, “letting go of the ego” or “selflessness” are 
translations of the Pāli word anattā, which means having no attā. The 
Buddha rejected the idea that human beings were possessed with 
enduring personhood or souls, like the souls that are taught in most 
world religions. The Buddha did not teach people to be confused, 
wavering, weaklings, “egoless” in the psychoanalytic sense of having no 
ability to command one’s own life direction. His teaching of anattā was 
similar to our modern concept of the universe, the universe of the Hubble 
telescope, the universe of the Big Bang, the universe that does not have 
a self, or soul, or person, or god directing it. The realization of anattā is 
based upon the ability to drop from the hand of your thought a belief in 
your eternal personal future. Meditation encourages egolessness in the 
sense of not grasping and holding onto a sense of yourself as personalized 
salvation. But meditation does not have any intrinsic relationship to the 
obsequiousness and reticence of guru followers. 

In a similar vein, it is helpful to keep in mind that the Buddha 
never taught meditation as a health cure. We owe to Goenkaji’s teacher, 
U Ba Khin, the emphatic reminder that the meaning of meditation is that 
everyone will get sick and die. Biologically speaking, all homeostasis is 
temporary and eventually drains down into the law of entropy, decay and 
dispersal. All people age and get sick; all meditators die. So do all planets 
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and stars. The goal of Nibbāna that the Buddha gave to meditation is a 
realization unrelated to magazine-cover health. 

When I started this talk I defined myself as a student, and 
as an appointed teacher of Mr. S.N. Goenka, and it is his tradition, his 
reformulation of the Buddha’s teaching and his reverence for the Buddha 
that has guided me. As part of Goenkaji’s tradition, a great emphasis is 
given to the importance of sīla, an ethical way of life, based on the five 
vows of not killing, not stealing, not lying, not using intoxicants, and not 
committing sexual misconduct. This reminds us that meditation is part of 
a whole path, a way of life. 

For better or worse, no matter how clear your tradition is, every 
human life is a passageway through corridors of ongoing discernment. 
As we have discussed, meditation is based upon realistic perceptions 
coupled to fresh insights, and it is an ideal tool for decision making as an 
autonomous, self-directed individual. The Buddha taught that meditation 
is seeing through the “thicket of views” so that our own meditation is 
finally the only Dhamma, the only truth we have to show us where the 
Path leads. In the language that I have been using today, meditation is 
our inbuilt homeostatic awareness for walking through life on the path 
of equanimity. 

In spite of these sobering guideposts, meditation leads most of its 
practitioners to a life filled with mettā, the feeling of loving-kindness that 
wafts upward from the homeostatically peaceful mind that has at least 
from time to time relinquished striving, soaked in well-being, and welled 
up with generosity and social concern. The life of meditation is a life 
of remembering and valuing. The goal of meditation remains Nibbāna, 
walking forward into the selfless unknown with goodness of heart. 





Our Best and Most Lasting Gift: 
A More Thorough Explanation of How 
Meditation Works

This talk was originally written in response to an invitation from multiple 
sponsors at Yale University. Versions of this talk were given in 2015 at 

Northeastern University, and in 2016 at Yale University, New York University, 
University of Washington, Seattle, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 

University of Colorado, Boulder, Harvard University, and Brown University,  
as well as at the Dhamma Patapa Vipassana Center, Georgia. 

Introduction

There is a middle path which lies inside of life. All life forms, from a single 
celled amoeba to a human, contain internal regulatory processes that 
dynamically oscillate and continuously restore balance. Temperature 
and blood pressure are examples of this. Even thoughts and emotions 
have some natural center. Meditation utilizes, cultivates, and augments 
the biology of the middle path and applies it systematically to the body, 
mind, and emotions. Generally, meditation means reducing extremes and 
relocating alert rest. Practicing middle path regulation leads to a feeling 
of relative well-being and peace. 

Vipassana meditation shares these features with all other 
meditations, but also has other features, such as the focus on body 
sensations, the emphasis on moral vows, recurrent references to the 
Buddha’s teaching in the Pāli Canon, ten-day silent courses taught by 
Mr. S.N. Goenka’s digital files and conducted by teachers trained in his 
tradition, and the Path of equanimity pointing towards the distant star 
of Nibbāna. 

As an expression of the peace that meditation often brings, 
interpersonal relationships may improve, increasing altruistic feelings. 
Harmonious attitudes, like gratitude, may fill spaces vacated when lesser 
concerns are reduced. Meditation is optimized when it creates a positive 
feedback community in which individual meditation expands into 
interpersonal harmony which in turn nurtures individual meditation. 
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For this to happen, there needs to be stabilizing traditions, agreed upon 
training, and teachers who exemplify wise life choices.

Meditation may distance the mind from its own biased contents, 
and reduce clinging to one’s sense of self, and these new perspectives may 
diminish the prominent and troubling cognitive error of overconfidence, 
also called “blind belief.” Meditation based upon self-regulation, peace, 
social harmony, and reduced dogma, may someday have an expanded 
role by helping more people realize their impermanence within and 
reverence for the bigger picture.

PART I 
Common Ground

I organized the content of this talk in response to the generous offers by 
so many diverse meditation, cultural, and religious groups to sponsor it 
here at Yale. I wanted to find a way to speak about our common ground, 
where we could all celebrate our meditations, while we also examine 
them for their differences, strengths and limits. 

There are good reasons to emphasize the divergences among 
meditation practices, because that allows for the preservation of the 
uniqueness of each one. Each has applications or impacts that differentiate it 
from others. I am not promoting a bean soup, in which the different colored 
beans all float in one broth. Last year in this hall, I discussed Vipassana 
meditation at length and emphasized its particular properties. Today, I will 
not be saying that all meditations are the same, just that they overlap on 
large swaths of shared terrain, while they also have their specializations. 

I want to examine the overlap, what we hold in common, in order 
to facilitate the creation of a momentum that all meditations might have 
towards healing our world. This emphasis arises from my hope and my 
grief about our historical agenda to reduce suffering in people and all living 
beings, while at this fraught moment we tilt along towards unsustainable 
climate change, species extinction, ongoing warfare, ideological 
chauvinism, and mass displacement of populations. We can only view our 
planet today from the standpoint of concern and compassion. We cannot 
feel satisfied with the contribution that meditation has made to the world 
so far. Many meditation traditions remain enclosed in cloistered self-



	 Our Best and Most Lasting Gift	 87

satisfaction. I like to imagine that meditation can become increasingly 
helpful to the greater human enterprise. 

Meditation might help to elevate and guide our shared fate here 
on Earth, but it is not a uniform entity, and the word contains a variety of 
meanings. It is always influenced by the network of people who embrace 
it, and the meanings they assign to it. All meditations have potential 
benefits, and are all also vulnerable to misuse. In order for meditation to 
escape the confines of parochial belief systems and address larger issues, 
we need to understand its essential message. 

Most people who meditate do so with high hopes and aspirations 
to heal both themselves and the world around them, and this optimism is 
like an ocean current, a gulf stream, circulating and warming the various 
practices and traditions. You could say idealism is a shared context for all 
of our meditations. In these shaky, bellicose, and divisive days, many of us 
have nothing better to give to the world than the fruits of our meditation, 
which often feels to us to be our best and most lasting gift. 

Recent Rediscovery in the West

Today, every literate person is familiar with the term, meditation. It 
is a regular focus of scrutiny in The New York Times, the BBC, and other 
important news sources. There are many university departments that 
study it, and a few that are dedicated to that study. A brisk economic wind 
is pushing meditation along because some people’s psychology, nursing, or 
medical careers depend upon the validation of the meditations that they 
are already employing to earn their living; and countless classes, resorts, 
magazines, websites, and books base their sales revenue upon it. So there 
is also competition for stature and market share for the commodity that 
meditation has become. Whether it is for money, for research articles, 
or for the status that accompanies being called a “spiritual teacher,” 
meditation’s natural and healthy contribution to individual people, and 
to our global community, has fallen under forces that redirect it. 

Because I have no professional interest in meditation and receive 
no renumeration from talking about it or for conducting meditation 
courses, I hope that I can be heard nudging us back towards meditation’s 
precommercial universality.
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Augmentation of a Naturally Occurring Function

There is a saying, that to give a good talk, you have to tell people what 
you are going to tell them, then tell them, then tell them what you just 
told them. 

Here is my take home message: all meditations share a natural 
function of mind and body which is just waiting there to be cultivated, 
honed and employed. This is similar to exercise. You are born with 
muscles; you can just let them hang there, or you can train them and 
make your body strong. This is similar to the mind. You can educate 
it, or you can run for political office. Similarly, meditation is a specific 
attention to and augmentation of the mind and body. The reason that 
meditations share a common ground is that they are all based upon an 
essential biological capacity. 	

The main insight I want to emphasize is that meditation is the 
skillful amplification of homeostatic regulation of the mind, body,  
and emotions. 

Homeostatic regulation is the single most important and defining 
feature of life. The words refer to all the biological processes that create 
the relative constancy and continuity of life forms. We harbor vital 
pathways within ourselves that are resistant to environmental variations 
and forces, and which perpetuate for a while our own self-regeneration. 
Life maintains certain relative constancies by actively herding all its 
activities. By dint of this ability to restore ourselves we continue for a 
while through time.

When I first started giving talks on meditation, not to mention 
when I started the practice, it was essentially unknown in the West. It was 
considered exotic or foreign, and our culture had created a situation where 
the natural functions upon which meditation rests were not identified or 
developed. It was as if we were in a province where there was no literacy, 
or as if we went to some desert or mountain region of our own country 
where people didn’t go to school. The biological basis of meditation was 
not an aspect of life that had been focused upon or nurtured. The good 
news is that times have changed, and we now have the opportunity to be 
well educated about this natural function. Meditation is a type of wisdom 
we are born with, that we can now learn to groom and amplify. 
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Life can be described as having boundaries, like cell walls or skin, 
within which extremes are curtailed. The universal rule of life is some 
degree of localization accompanied by regulation.

Some parts of our body specialize in overseeing homeostatic 
regulation. A small region of the earliest evolved part of the brain, the 
hypothalamus, plays an important role in monitoring temperature, 
appetite, and other primary functions, and maintains them in flexible 
constancy, preventing them from running out of control. Another part of 
the brain, the medulla, is important in regulating our breath. We never 
breath once a minute, and we never breath 200 times a minute, because 
our breath is kept to a flexible but relative constancy. But it is more 
important for us to understand that every living cell requires monitoring 
for multiple functions, and every large animal like us is homeostatically 
regulated in a multitude of ways. (Biologists have now altered the concept 
and the term “homeostasis.” The current nomenclature is “allostasis.” I 
have incorporated the revised conceptualization while preserving the 
classic and better-known word, “homeostasis.”)

Every moment of our life, whether we are awake or asleep, our 
body is monitoring all of its functions and constraining each one of them 
to a limited amount of variation. Our temperature, our blood pressure, 
our hormone levels, the amount of sugar used for energy in our cells, the 
amount of toxic products in our blood stream, the level of fats in our cells 
and our blood, these and thousands of other processes are being surveyed 
and redirected to hold steady. Everything about us is buffered towards a 
middle path to prevent the extremes that might destroy us. Although the 
regulation of life is dynamic, not static, and although we don’t contain 
rigid thermostats that hold us to an exact set point, we veer and steer 
towards our oscillating self-perpetuation, permitting small increases or 
decreases slightly, and then returning to the middle. 

Homeostasis is a rule of the universe that dips deep into the life of 
every cell in our body. The most famous example of the biological middle 
path inside of our cells involves the division of them to make new ones 
by which we sustain our bodies in the face of continuous aging and loss. 
If we do not manufacture enough new cells, we die for lack of them, since 
they are constantly decaying and dying off due to wear and tear. But if we 
overproduce any cell type, we may also be eroded from within because 
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the overproduction of cells is called cancer. (Of course, when we are 
growing children, cell growth is properly abundant.) Our body has many 
ways to selectively kill its own cells, a process called apoptosis, which 
can decrease our tendency towards cancerous overproduction. When it 
comes to the most fundamental feature of our body, the number of cells 
of which we consist, the law of homeostasis guides our self-regeneration 
between the two extremes of not-enough or too much. 

It is notable that the Buddha called his way of life, “The Middle 
Path,” as if his meditation revealed to him this fundamental attribute. 

The biosphere of planet Earth is also following The Middle Path. 
It feels to us as if our dear green planet is a museum of ecosystems, where 
freezing tundras dip down to fifty degrees below zero, while the Sahara or 
the Mojave deserts may heat up beyond one hundred and twenty degrees. 
But in fact that span of temperature is almost the same, and it exists in a 
backyard of middle range events. Outside of the protective blanket of our 
atmosphere, in galactic regions closer to or further from our sun, outer 
space is minus four hundred and fifty-three degrees below zero, while the 
temperature near the surface of the sun is approximately ten thousand 
degrees. That’s nothing compared to the sun’s core, at about twenty-
seven million degrees! Life is a zone, which exists because nature’s rules 
maintain its narrow parameters and relative constancy. The Middle Path 
is the source of our birth. It is our only home. Our bodies, minds, and 
planetary homeland derive from and perpetuate homeostasis. 

Mental Homeostasis

Even though it does not always feel that way, our minds are also regulated 
to keep to the middle path, so that they can vary somewhat, but not too 
much. Suppose an event in your life makes you angry. You might feel an 
intense surge of anger, or you might stew in anger for a period of time. But 
as it sits inside of you, it tends to become dysphoric, meaning you don’t 
feel good about it. Our discomfort with our own emotional dis-regulation 
is a form of biofeedback, and we have a tendency to try to figure out what 
we can do to reduce emotional imbalance. If you are a more externalizing 
person you might say, “I better confront that guy who made me angry.” 
You use social interaction to reduce your internal distress. If you are a 
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more internalizing person, you might say, “Well, it’s my fault that I feel 
so angry.” You use introspection to try to restore your mood. You might 
rationalize to yourself that it is only a passing incident. You are likely 
to do something to try to deflate the pressure you feel from that anger, 
whether you are a meditator or not. When we hear news reports about 
people who killed others in a rage, one thing that stands out is that the 
pathological murderer lacked the ability to bring his fury back towards 
the middle path. Something in him was broken.

It is also true, however, that many people regulate their emotions 
and stabilize their personality by locating a middle path that to us feels 
as if it were out of kilter, far to one side. There are subjective and cultural 
contributors to emotional poise that make it somewhat different from 
physiological modulation of blood pressure or glucose levels. Some 
people, for example revel in the dilation of angry blame and accusation, 
a state of mind that may be applauded and reinforced by the approval 
of their followers. Nevertheless, if we follow their outpourings, we will 
observe them recalibrating their emotional life even though their sense 
of the fulcrum varies from ours. 

The same psychological biofeedback actually happens if you feel 
good. We often need to down-regulate some of our good feeling. Imagine 
you are planning a vacation, and that makes you quite excited. You spend 
hours on the Web reserving a hotel and buying plane tickets. But at the 
same time you need to go to work the next morning. So you reduce the 
excitement about your vacation. You say to yourself, “Well, I will go back 
online at 5:00 pm when I get home from work, and then I will look for 
more beaches and restaurants.”

We have an ability to some extent to regulate our thoughts and 
emotions, but we may have not learned to do so in a systematic way. Most 
well-educated people have not actually been taught about psychological 
balance. The skill of emotional modulation is considered by mental health 
professionals to be the signature of maturity, and a precondition for the 
development of wisdom. Typically, however, we leave our education about 
this to our family of origin, and subsequently to our random thrashing 
about in the world. 

Meditation is the systematic cultivation of thoughts, emotions, 
and bodies towards the homeostatic middle, and it fits a pattern  
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that all life has, which is to locate the balancing point. From this 
standpoint, meditation is a form of education to refine the skills that we 
are born with.

Meditation provides some focus, some center of attention, some 
“calling us back.” It is a stay against the counter tendency of our minds 
to dissolve into partly organized musing and daydream. It is a low-
stimulus, reduced-input, self-containment, that provides an opportunity 
for the mind and body to restore optimal ease. When the mind begins to 
stray, the meditator (sometimes) returns to focal attention, some ground 
zero. Our minds contain a collection of habitual tendencies. The under-
regulated mind will tend to regenerate its old, conditioned, patterned 
sequences and excursions of anger, anticipation, striving, frustration, 
anxiety, despair, or seductive ensnarement. But meditation is the 
assertion of a new clarifying focus. It buttresses us against acquiescing to 
the conditioning of the past. It is the renewed return, recalling the mind 
back to what is neutral.

This meditative practice of summoning the mind to a refresh 
setting is just another form of the homeostatic regulation. It provides 
some degree of protection against over stimulation from the outside 
world. It allows some degree of permissive wandering, followed by the 
restoration of a focal mental resting point.

When you try to meditate on the focus of Vipassana, the sensations 
of your own body, your mind tends to drift to thoughts, feelings, memories, 
or emotions. Maybe upset from an interaction you had yesterday will 
suddenly grab your attention. Or, maybe the delight of your anticipated 
beach vacation will paint pictures that capture your mind. After some 
time, you are likely to remember that you were intending to meditate 
and remain continuously aware of your body sensations. Now we can see 
that meditation is a two-step process: drifting away, and restoration of 
focus. This alternating cycle of meditation is identical to the way that 
our body temperature, blood pressure, and a thousand other cellular and 
physiological functions utilize the combination of oscillatory flexibility 
and a return to a life-giving constancy. In meditation, mental straying is 
as inevitable, though unintended, as is the recall. 

Our nervous system is the part of our body that specializes in 
governing meditative homeostasis. 
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The effort of focusing during meditation activates the prefrontal 
cortex of the brain, which is the center for concentration and planning. 
Prefrontal activation automatically reduces activity in the limbic system, 
which is the brain’s network for our emotions. This is an example of how 
elevating one function, concentration, suppresses another, emotional 
lability. As we become more concentrated, we become less upset, and 
that formula is built into our nervous system. The dialectic between 
concentration and distracting feelings evolved as an adaptation to help 
us sustain attention on important situations that require uninterrupted 
focus. Concentration is intrinsically soothing. 

All people are intuitively aware that concentration reduces 
anxiety and distress. We seek out absorption to calm ourselves, but we 
usually search for high levels of mental stimulation that permit us to focus 
our mind even when we are psychologically disrupted and distracted. 

For example, when Susan and I go to a movie theater, we are always 
surprised by the previews. They tend to be wildly hyperactive, extremely 
terrifying and violent. If we watch previews for even a few minutes we 
feel assaulted. Why is it that movie goers are attracted to such apparently 
toxic stimulation as a form of fun that they voluntarily pay for? The 
reason is that the scenarios depicted on the screen are gripping. They 
allow the audience to escape from their own worries, fears, and upsets. 
It seems to me that I have never been to movie previews in which I have 
not been exposed to a burning car in free fall after it raced over a ten-
thousand-foot cliff. This may be followed by monsters who look like a cross 
between giant bats mated with a stegosaurus. The extremity of the visual 
imagery, particularly in so-called “action movies,” makes us concentrate 
even though the scenarios are far from calming. But the engrossment the 
movie brings is a relief. The fact that the narrative is absurd provides us 
with confidence that as soon as we leave the theater, we no longer have 
to worry about it. Violent previews and extravagant narratives bring us 
the calm of concentration and the distance of disbelief. A similar analysis 
applies to computer games, television, and even some literature. 

Today, we have this relatively new phenomenon of people 
constantly focusing on their cell phones. This behavior is so widespread 
and so hypnotic that it may actually represent a transformative event 
in human evolution. On the one hand, everyone is now very distracted, 
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but on the other hand, everybody recognizes that a certain degree of 
comfort rises up from the handheld device simply because it gives us 
a center of attention. Of course, it is a changeable focus that does not 
provide us true autoregulation.

Meditation is a practice that provides us with attentiveness to 
stimuli that are harder to attend to because they are less captivating and 
compelling. But meditative stimuli, like breath or body sensations, also 
induce less distress. Meditation is aimed at both the calm of concentration 
and the ease of low impact, naturally occurring stimuli. The other side 
of these gentle monitors is that they permit more psychological distress 
to break through and bubble up on the surface of the mind, because 
the concentration they call for is harder to attain than the riveting 
intensity of movies. The subtle intentional devises of meditation are not 
commanding enough to block out or repress deeper psychological strata. 
As we will see, this “breaking through” is actually one of the keys to 
meditation, which combines an alternation between soothing focus and 
insightful self-awareness. 

As we draw closer to peaceful states of mind, the parasympathetic 
nervous system automatically sends messages of rest and relaxation to 
our blood vessels, heart, intestines and endocrine system. This is the 
network within the nervous system that is designed for calm and ease. 
The opposite regulator, the sympathetic nervous system, which was 
sending messages of anticipation and aggression, is now toned down. The 
hypothalamus can now assert its natural balancing capacity over sleep, 
appetite, and restful alertness, which is why these basic functions of our 
body and mind feel restored during meditation. 

The multiple neurological activities that I have just referred to 
interact in complex ways, but they share a goal: allowing the body and 
mind to respond to circumstances around them without departing from 
a balanced biological middle ground. Meditations always contain a back 
and forth between spinning out and reeling in, a varying but regulated 
alternation. Meditation holds the mind in the same way that our blood 
vessels hold blood pressure, elastic yet constrained. 

As scientists study meditation and human biology, they may 
locate new, different, or more richly interactive activities underlying 
homeostasis and meditation at the bodily level. Our understanding 
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of meditation does not rest upon one era’s scientific results, but is an 
ancient enduring insight that has already delivered equanimity and 
wisdom across millennia.

Nonjudgmental Awareness

Meditation is the practice of self-observation without criticism, known 
as nonjudgmental awareness. If you sat down to meditate with your 
ordinary mental attitudes, there is every possibility that you might 
entangle yourself in nets of fear, disappointment, confusion or other 
self-criticism. The menagerie inside of us can best be observed if we 
are willing to let go of editing or commenting. Meditation is predicated 
upon relinquishment of preferences. We try to neither like nor dislike 
whatever we observe in thoughts, feelings, or primarily in our sensations. 
It is true that we all have preferences, and these will in fact arise while we 
meditate. But at least we can escape from the vicious cycle of preferring 
not to have preferences. The meditating mind is one that thinks, but does 
not try to think, that feels without attempting to do so. By lifting some 
of the pressure created by judgments and desires, we reduce repression 
and facilitate a more motley and honest portrait of our varying selves, 
a process of increased self-integration, improved self-acceptance. In the 
privacy of the mind, we let it all hang out.

An Evolutionary Step Forward

At the subjective level, we experience meditation’s active rebalancing 
of our mind as equanimity. In the ancient texts, the Buddha portrayed 
our aspiration to continuously restore the middle path that life has 
built into us.

But at the same time we are called in the opposite direction. The 
outside world induces us to be changelings, so that we are able to grapple 
with a demanding environment. We are hunters, gatherers, scientists, 
writers, soldiers, mothers, human beings, because we are not only peace 
seekers but also strategists and schemers. 

Life is a bridge that holds together two agendas: relative constancy 
of ourselves, and dynamic responsiveness to the changing world around us. 
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When we gear up to survive and adapt, we sometimes have trouble 
getting back to our calm core. Still, every cell, blood vessel, and brain 
region will be calling us back towards restoration of our temperature, 
heartbeat, and subjective poise and peace.

We can hone and educate our restorative processes, but they are 
far from perfect and can break under survival stress. No wonder that 
meditation has been discovered by human consciousness, because it so 
closely mirrors what our brain and heart are so busy trying to do all the 
time. We are built to change, vary, and then rebalance.

But this is deliberate work. Meditation requires energy. It is an 
intentional activity. It boosts subjective, homeostatic inner peace in the 
same way that reading heightens speech and thought. The discovery of 
meditation was an evolutionary step forward. This is not mere flattery. 
In the same way that books (and now the internet, which also rests upon 
the written word) have revolutionized humanity, expanding our memory 
storage, intensifying our communication skills, yet not altering our 
underlying physiology, meditation may also clear a new path forward. 
We are adding something new to our psychological and cultural abilities, 
by utilizing more fully the capacities that evolution has already built into 
our bodies. 

Self-Mastery 

Meditation favors mere awareness. Our mind becomes the scene and 
we let the actors wander on and off. We do our best to let go of fixated 
thoughts, misjudgments, or inaccurate beliefs that draw our minds away 
from equanimity. Daydreams certainly occur during meditation, and they 
slide past and evaporate.	

In silence, your thoughts and feelings rise up, demanding, 
threatening, or arousing you, but you then redirect them towards 
calm and self-possession, practicing restorative equanimity, at least to 
some degree by refocusing on the clear screen of body sensations. You 
exercise and expand your executive function by exerting authority over 
the direction of your concentration. You practice self-observation, self-
control and self-mastery. You learn to relocate internal springs of well-
being, to which you can return through the shifting circumstances of life.
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From these descriptions, however, it should become clear 
that meditation has certain limits and conditions where it may not be 
advisable. Not everyone, and not every psychological or emotional 
situation can be tamed. 

Mind-Body Integration

One of the trending beliefs today is that mind and body are integrated. 
This is a new emphasis, because Western science developed during the 
Renaissance based on the belief that mind and body were separate. The 
mind was thought to be part of the soul, and the body was considered 
to be a temporary location for the soul to test its worthiness. That 
theological fantasy ruled Western medical science for hundreds of years. 
Fortunately, in the second half of the twentieth century, that idea was put 
to rest by the recognition that our mind is partly, if not predominantly, 
a feature of our body. The more we learn about the way the mind works, 
the more we see that it is at least heavily, if not exclusively dependent 
on the function of our brain and its related systems. Just as examples, 
if you take medication, you may change the way you think and feel, a 
simple experiment that shows that your mind is not independent from 
the chemistry of your body. If you are dehydrated or very exhausted, your 
thoughts and feelings may also shift.

An example that crossed my life as a psychiatrist many years 
ago was when post-traumatic stress disorder became a conscious focus 
of treatment. Recognition of post-traumatic stress disorder is as old 
as civilization. Even the Greeks knew that soldiers came home from 
combat and sometimes had difficulty reentering a noncombatant life. 
That became a very strong realization of American psychiatry after the 
Viet Nam war. One thing that happened to traumatized vets was that 
their mind and body remain integrated, and if you have been heavily 
traumatized in your mind, your body becomes dis-regulated. We learned 
that trauma is both in the mind and the body. You can’t separate them. 
You can’t treat someone and say, “You have been shot at, but no one is 
shooting at you anymore so relax.” But, of course, that warrior’s body 
has also gone through trauma, and been heavily conditioned to terrified 
hyper-alertness. Even when the veteran returns home, his or her body 
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remains primed for battle. Trauma is coded into both mind and body and 
treatment must address both. 

An unfortunate but telling example of the limits of mental 
transformations on physiologically embedded illnesses came to my 
attention on the day in 2016 that I was preparing to give this talk at Yale. 
On the front page of The New York Times, there was a featured article about 
a young officer who had gone to Afghanistan to serve in the American 
military. He was highly responsible and concerned with the well-being 
of his troops. Some of the men under his command were attacked and 
killed on his watch, leaving him with deep guilt when he came home from 
the war. He was unable to reverse his sense of failure and he ended up 
killing himself. Though only anecdotal, this should remind us that there 
are certain degrees of trauma that become embedded in the body, and 
we cannot say to people suffering deeply from these conditions, “Mind 
and body are integrated. Why don’t you just meditate, allow your mental 
contents to nonjudgmentally arise to the surface of your mind, and just 
observe without reacting.” We have to remember that meditation is not 
intended to be a cure for either medical or emotional illness. We need 
to assess it realistically, and ask ourselves where it is likely to help, and 
where other helping modalities should be given priority. There are many 
occasions when a very distressed mind and body will overflow the healing 
pool of meditation. 

Mind and body integration has become the new doctrine that has 
replaced the separation of flesh and soul. I want to say that the integration 
of mind and body is partial, and mind/body integration is itself becoming 
a dogmatic problem.

Anxiety is basically information, an adaptive warning. If we were 
ancient hunters walking around in the jungle looking for food, and there 
was a lion, and there were two of us, and one person was anxious and 
the other person was calm, guess who is going to survive? You want to 
be anxious. I noticed that to get me here tonight, the friends who were 
driving me kept insisting that we leave at an earlier and earlier time. 
They said we should be dropped off at 6:00 PM, then 5:30 PM. Urbanites 
around the world are anxious about traffic, and I gather that if you are 
not, you would never get here. If my hosts weren’t anxious, I might still 
be in Massachusetts. 
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So anxiety is good, we need it and want it, but anxiety may drive 
up blood pressure unnecessarily. If you want to run away from a lion, you 
don’t want relaxed, low blood pressure. But if you are chronically anxious 
and you feel that you are always running away from lions, you may be 
carrying around high blood pressure that’s doing you no good. Somebody 
might say to you quite correctly, “You could consider whether meditation 
will help lower your anxiety and your blood pressure,” and that is a good 
idea which I, of course, support. But those of you who are doctors or 
biological scientists will know that blood pressure is also regulated by 
our kidneys, and some of our other organs, like the adrenals, which are 
situated near the kidneys. So if you have constriction of your renal artery, 
that’s a common cause of hypertension. As you get older, if you have 
some narrowing of the blood vessels, and if the narrowing is in the renal 
artery, you may get hypertension. And no amount of relaxation will take 
that away. Blood pressure is also regulated by other processes, such as the 
elasticity of the smooth muscles in the arterial walls, which diminishes 
with age and is eventually unresponsive to relaxation at the mental level.

To some degree, our body may replicate the calm in our mind, but 
somatic processes have many other forces driving them. The mind is only 
one among many masters.

Meditation may reduce errant impulses to overeat but it does 
not eliminate the blood sugar elevation of diabetes. It may balance some 
bodily functions, but it does not treat or cancel many diseases. The 
greatly inflated estimation that has recently been given to “mind/body 
integration,” should actually remind us of the limits to healing the body 
by meditation, since all bodies inevitably decay and die. If your mind 
and body are integrated, then both will eventually succumb to the loss 
of homeostasis that always ends in death. The mind has a substantial 
but nevertheless limited impact on the body. There are times when you 
have to fix the body by fixing the body. The reason I am stressing this is 
because we want to have a meditation that is realistic and honest rather 
than an inflated overbelief that is marketed as a healing practice under 
false pretenses. 

Through meditation, we can improve our self-soothing skills. 
It can help us restore the peace inside our mind and body, and thereby 
can paradoxically also permit wider adaptive strategizing, allowing us 
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to wander further away from calm, because we will remain elastically 
tethered by our improved skill at restoration of peace. When you are 
confident that you know how to unburden yourself, you can shoulder a 
few more burdens. 

Meditation’s restorative functions reach out widely into our lives, 
but they do not substitute for education or practical know how. We grow 
in the abilities that we have trained for. Meditation alone is not a total 
way of life.

Newly Released Dimensions

Just as meditation can rebalance some body functions, to some degree, 
it can also bring sunshine across the gap between two people, to some 
degree. Your own pool of inner poise may make you an epicenter of well-
being for people around you who may be ricocheting in turmoil. Certain 
cultures and communities (as we will soon see in more detail) may facilitate 
or curtail your ability to share meditation’s bounty with other people. 

Meditation may guide you to newly released dimensions within 
your heart and mind. It may open previously under-activated potentials. 
Because less of your energy is spent in wild or futile oscillation, you 
may find increased access to sources of inner wisdom. You may learn 
to hone in more accurately to your deepest resources. These new 
dimensions are why meditation is usually considered a spiritual practice, 
an encounter beyond the mundane. Meditation may reduce constricting 
self-preoccupation and thereby allow you to encounter the world more 
vividly. For many people, it may go beyond its partially curative aspects, 
and become not just palliative, but transformative, as old reaction patterns 
are extinguished and new total landscapes are glimpsed. Frequently, 
meditators rebalance old dimensions of themselves, then augment those 
dimensions, and then add new interests, values, and behaviors to their 
repertoire of being.
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If It Is Easy, Then Why Is It Hard?

Meditation is always easy and always hard. 

It is easy because it is superimposed upon the natural restorative 
mental and physical functions that make life possible, the maintenance 
of relative stability.

But it is hard because even the body has to work to find the 
middle path. All of our coats and heated homes in winter, and all of our 
air-conditioned cars and swimming pools of summer, are creations to 
help our homeostatic temperature regulators. As we live and age, our 
self-regulation, which is subject to continuous challenge, always fails. We 
die. So meditation is the effort of consciousness to remain calm, balanced, 
homeostatic, as all the other homeostatic regulators gradually decay and 
then fail. Meditation is always a challenge because our minds are not 
only based on a natural function but also upon a doomed person. We can 
say that all information systems decay; the signals become lost to noise. 
We can define death as the loss of vital homeostatic regulation. When 
we meditate we bask in the warmth of nature’s relatively stable basin, 
and we exert the will of concentration and consciousness to persevere in 
nature’s peace even as it departs from our bodies.

 Not only is our body decaying, but our minds are simultaneously 
working in the service of adaptive manipulation and acquisition in the 
outside world. One part of us does not want to relinquish our vigilance 
and stealth. Inner peace is not our only agenda when we are running 
from lions or studying for exams. We hope to obtain safety and peace, 
and sometimes they are in antithesis.

Meditation, like everything else, contains some inexactitudes  
and uncertainties. 

Part II 
Inner Peace

Another common feature of most meditations, and the number one 
motivation to practice it, is the cultivation of inner peace. Maybe this 
is just reframing “biologically based homeostatic self-regulation” into 
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a subjective perspective. Restored and maintained, it feels “peaceful.” 
For Vipassana meditators, this happens through observation of body 
sensations while maintaining equanimity.

As soon as a person sits down and closes his or her eyes to 
meditate, a particular psychological frame is activated. External stimuli 
are reduced. Demands and intrusions are unplugged. Whatever else 
the meditator does, he or she has stepped back from active coping, 
manipulating, and functioning, and has risen into a realm of psychological 
adjustment rather than of instrumental action. The meditator no longer 
rearranges the three-dimensional world, but, for a time at least, becomes 
committed to rearranging his or her own psyche. The center of concern 
becomes adjusting and accepting rather than dominating, organizing, 
or controlling. This is the psychological, subjective stance within 
homeostasis. We cope with our reactions rather than with the world’s 
impact upon us. Our t-shirts could say “Give Homeostasis a Chance.”

Not all psychic and social threads have been cut. In fact, the 
meditator joins and participates in traditions, lessons, and skill training. 
Although externalizing engagements have been shut down, other types 
of mental life have actually been augmented. Like Tibetan hermits alone 
in their caves for years, who are nevertheless deeply attached to their 
gurus, and thereby avoid feeling abandoned in their solitude, modern 
meditators remain connected to values that animated their original 
decision to meditate, and to instructions and teachers. Meditation is a 
mental activity that can increase autonomy and independence, but it can 
also open a conduit to dependence upon the social system from which the 
meditation instructions derive. 

It can be described as “dropping out” and “dropping in,” 
leaving a lot behind, and engaging something invisible, internal, and 
ironically social. The heightened mental life of meditation includes 
both personal introspection and absorption of meditation culture. It 
is solitary and affiliative.

Although most meditations define some focus for the mind, such 
as awareness of body sensations, that focus will be intermittent, because 
no one can concentrate perfectly, and the meditator’s own thoughts and 
feelings, fears, and wishes will rise up into consciousness during the 
moments when focus wavers. The meditator will become more aware of 
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inner life. The preconscious mind will emerge front and center. Mental 
contents that were partly or even fully hidden will be revealed as if they 
were on a fifty-six-inch, high-definition flat screen. 

You can’t be integrated with a person you don’t know. Meditation 
leads to an increased unity between the conscious and preconscious mind.

The feeling of peacefulness that accompanies meditation has 
two initial components that generate a productive tension. Focusing on 
a neutral stimulus takes your thoughts away from your problems, like, 
“counting sheep.” And loss of focus during extended stillness and silence 
leads to many unfiltered thoughts and feelings rising up to become 
integrated and accepted rather than repressed. I am discussing here from 
another angle the straying and returning that I described as the central 
homeostatic, balancing feature of meditation. But here I am emphasizing 
content, what arises, what comes into view during this process. 

If you go away to a meditation course for ten days and try to 
meditate continuously, as is done in a Vipassana course, you would find 
that along with conventional distractions, you would be drawn away 
into daydreams, fantasies, and visions from deeply buried psychological 
territories. Our less conscious mind is a rich store house, a menagerie. We 
tend to think of ourselves as a unified entity, as a self, but actually we are 
less like a single animal and more like a zoo. We are filled with a wealth 
of mental life.

If you are doing Vipassana meditation, the focus of your 
meditation is your body. Therefore you are integrating your mind and 
body by observing your body as the focus of your mind. The integrative 
process that I have described, where you come to terms with your 
thoughts and learn not to judge them, may also be going on with your 
body, with its varying sensations, pleasures, and pains. 

Challenges to the Establishment of Inner Peace

But there can be challenges to the establishment of inner peace.

Our minds don’t always tolerate self-awareness. We may all have 
psychological defenses that keep intolerable impulses or memories 
tucked away from our consciousness. Some aspects of self-knowledge 
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can be upsetting to us, such as memories of past traumas, or losses. So 
meditation may make us more self-knowledgeable, but also possibly 
more self-avoidant. Our self-protective denial of some aspects of ourself 
may become reactively thickened. The increased self-awareness of 
meditation, that follows upon observing one’s own mind and body in 
silent and sustained observation, may generally lead to a more conscious 
person, who is in touch with and able to accept the spectrum of him or 
herself; but it may also lead to increasingly defensive self-definitions.

The simplest way to flee the person who is revealed to us in 
our meditation is to stop. This is very common, probably predominant, 
in any group of beginning meditation students. In his early teaching 
days, Mr. Goenka would claim that ninety to ninety-five percent of the 
people who took his ten-day courses would not continue to meditate, and 
would only “take the seed.” Today, with better advanced preparation and 
more widespread knowledge about meditation among new students, the 
percentage of people who continue to meditate is higher, but nevertheless, 
many do not. Not everyone has knees that are built properly for safe 
jogging; not everyone is born to meditate. Meditation should never be 
imposed on anyone who is not voluntarily eager to learn it. I have given 
scores of lectures about meditation, and I have encouraged the practice, 
but I have never told anyone that they should meditate. The Buddha never 
claimed that everyone should meditate. The charismatic imposition of 
meditation as a necessary vitamin is a contemporary distortion of the 
Buddha’s style of simply offering meditation to those who ask for it. 

Let’s remember that a significant percent of any group of 
people has psychiatric disorders, and among those who do not have 
psychological diagnoses, many still suffer significant psychological 
distress. Epidemiologists consider forty million Americans to have some 
degree of anxiety disorder. No one is free from suffering, and its slings 
and arrows vary considerably in intensity and magnitude. People try 
to meditate for the very reason that they are suffering mentally. So it 
follows that the value and impact of meditation’s ability to expand self-
awareness will be variously welcomed by its practitioners.

Along with the challenge to inner peace that is presented by 
deep psychological self-observation, there is a second challenge. Some 
people meditate in order to augment religious convictions that they have 
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previously held. They may cling to an ideologically driven reconstruction 
of what they experienced during meditation, selectively remembering 
and relabeling what they have passed through. Religious meditators may 
claim to have personally contacted culturally favored gods, or to have 
concentrated perfectly in a state of effulgent bliss. Meditation can become 
a platform for prestige. This is what happens when meditation, with 
its heightened susceptibility to suggestion, becomes a vehicle of either 
personal or public attainment. The private realms of the meditative mind 
can become a source of unconfirmable claims. 

In contrast, one of the signatures of authentic, lifelong, 
nonsectarian meditators is their disarming honesty and modesty, 
which are products of self-observation and self-integration. They have 
become people who know and accept their real dimensions, without self-
promotion or pretension.

A third challenge to the establishment of inner peace is 
temperament. Many, possibly most people, do not want to reduce their 
ongoing attempt to master the active contingencies of living and they 
feel most comfortable when they are manipulating the world to achieve 
their chosen goals. This large group, which to some degree may include 
everybody, does not want to sit still and mentally adjust, but prefers to 
think and act forcefully to reshape their surroundings. For people in 
whom this trait is strong, meditation may be unappealing.

For many meditation students the primary psychological benefit 
of meditation, some degree of inner peace, opens immediately, like a 
mental springtime: self-contained, self-observing, self-accepting, calm 
mental states, that can hold all the complexities and contradictions of the 
fluid and molten mind: a large pool of deep, clear water. The heightened 
sense of personal peace that is the most sought after and most achieved 
benefit of meditation comes from the practiced ability to know, like, 
and accept oneself. The key to equanimity is a nonjudgmental attitude 
towards a richly revealed body-and-mind sensations-based self in the 
present moment. 
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Holding Still and Self-Restraint

Most meditations are practiced sitting still, and in fact sitting still is a 
kind of accomplishment. If there were videos being made of me as I sit at 
this desk and talk with you, or if there were videos being made of you as 
you listen, we would see that there is always a modicum of motion in us, 
and we never sit entirely still unless it is part of a recommended practice. 
Our bodies prevent stasis by continuously provoking our muscles into a 
little bit of spontaneous motion.

Depending upon age and personal style, small children can’t sit still 
at all, and our education system has shifted from mandatory desks to more 
fluid learning environments for early grades. Sitting still is a developmental 
attainment. If you entered a third-grade classroom, you would find little 
boys talking out of turn, sliding off their seats, breaking pencils and biting 
off erasers. On the one hand, if you tell them they must sit still, they hear 
that as punishment, but on the other hand, they will confess to you that 
their motoric restlessness feels uncomfortable and out of control. 

Meditation is partly the practice of neuromuscular inhibition. 
As adults we learn to some degree to restrain the drift of our muscles 
towards generating motion. As children, our muscles are often our 
bosses as much as our brains are, and learning neuromuscular inhibition 
requires maturation of certain brain centers based upon particular 
neurotransmitters, giving us the feeling that we are more in control of 
our bodies. Meditation’s stillness can be comforting, making us feel more 
in charge of ourselves. 

The experienced meditator can sit still even when some ill-advised 
impulse may be urging him on to, say, an outburst of angry feelings at 
a family member, or, say, pursuit of an addictive use of his cell phone. 
We can view the neuromuscular stillness of meditation as a practice in 
increasing prefrontal cortical inhibitory capacity, the very talent that 
is the centerpiece of an educated, literate, well-spoken, and computer-
oriented society. 

Now, if you regulate your body into stillness, and stay that way 
over some period of time, eventually that will become uncomfortable. 
This discomfort has many reasons. A blood vessel may be slightly crushed 
and your foot will fall asleep, or a muscle may be tense so there will be 
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some reactive fatigue. The more you meditate, the more you may learn to 
sit still. To some extent it is practice, and to some extent you can reduce 
some of the pains by learning to sit properly and to rest your muscles. 
But that gain in stillness is relative. All things in the body tend back to 
the middle path. If you are sitting still for a long period of time, that is 
actually movement away from the supple middle by holding one static 
pose. Is there any advantage to that? Well, it depends upon how long you 
sit and what the goals of your meditation are. 

One ironic benefit of learning to sit still is that it is uncomfortable. 
I have added, “one ironic benefit.” What is the benefit of becoming 
uncomfortable? Typically when you are meditating, and different 
thoughts are arising on your mind and you are calling your mind back 
into focus on sensations, many of the thoughts feel uncomfortable. I used 
the example of angry thoughts. You are not trying to get rid of them; you 
are not repressing them; you are not judging them; but you are learning 
to refocus on the impermanence of sensations to maintain realistic 
perspective on your emotions. The educational intention is to expand 
your capacity to observe with insight and forbearance.

The same is true with physical discomforts. No one should 
encourage you to sit still for an unreasonable period of time, but for let’s 
say an hour, we feel some discomfort and our natural tendency is to try 
to get rid of it. Our culture has a problem with discomfort, which is often 
misconstrued as an affront to our right to happiness. Learning to be 
nonjudgmentally observant of some degree of bodily dysphoria is one of 
the benefits of the neuromuscular inhibition that accompanies meditation. 

So it is, that meditation is often a lesson in increased tolerance of 
routine pain, a kind of benign stoicism. 

However, simply diverting one’s attention from pain and learning 
to ignore it is not the same thing as observing it nonreactively, as a 
meditator ideally learns to do. Earlier we discussed increased integration 
of the many selves that we discover in the recesses of our mind, and 
now we are discussing improved mind-body integration. Hopefully, the 
increased pain tolerance that often accompanies meditation is a product 
of insight into the transient nature of routine pain sensations. This has 
to be balanced against the recognition that often pain is an important 
indicator of disease that has to be attended to. 
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Of course, some people may react against neuromuscular 
inhibition. The fantasies and cravings that rise up during meditative 
self-observation and stillness may surge into action when the meditator 
gets up. In many psychological studies, deprivation has been shown to 
stimulate reactive indulgence. Cravings may be felt more clearly and 
strongly. After a ten-day meditation course, there may be a stampede 
towards pizza. Follow-up and continuity of practice are the best guardians 
against these swings into urgency. The best way to have valuable 
meditation is to establish its continuity. 

People may love and pursue meditation to the degree that 
they can value and sustain inhibition of action: just sitting. Let’s not 
stereotype this skill as the domain of geeks and accountants. Surgeons 
and football cornerbacks also rest their abilities partly upon skillful 
neuromuscular inhibitory autoregulation, the poised scalpel, the pivot 
before the interception. 

Motor control is not the same thing as self-control. Some 
meditators can sit still for a month, but even so, they may remain subject 
to outbursts of dysregulated and impulsive speech. They may cut in front 
of you as they walk.

Inner peace, and self-restraint, are two aspects of meditation 
that may often travel in each others’ company, but they are not the same 
thing. Students who perfect sitting still may be mentally lost in cultic 
beliefs, and may not always mature as self-observers. Self-observation 
does not necessarily require prolonged physical stillness.

Reducing, Disrupting and Reframing Thoughts

Meditations vary in the emphasis they place on stilling the mind. 
Concentrative meditations that emphasize unbroken, one-pointed 
attention are obviously different from those that are permissive, and that 
emphasize simply watching whatever happens. But most share to some 
degree two further traits. 

First, meditation often lessens the activity of the mind and leads to 
seconds, or minutes, or more, when its practitioner is free from thoughts, 
or has reduced thoughts. This is usually experienced as a relief. Lessening 
thought is different than disbelief in one’s thought. It’s not that thinking 
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is bad; it’s just that thinking is only one way of being alive. We get tired of 
planning, coping and reacting and we just want to be there, alive within 
our life. This aspect of meditation combines with self-acceptance, to 
heighten inner peace and tranquility. Mental spaces of reduced thinking 
can feel like freedom from our own pressures and plans. For a moment, 
we can escape from strategizing and ideologies.

Second, to the extent that the meditator makes any effort to return 
to a focus, such as the breath, or in the case of Vipassana meditation, 
awareness of body sensations, that effort of returning will disrupt the 
conditioned flow of thoughts. Meditation severs some patterned lines 
of programmed mentations. It impedes some rehearsed scenarios. It 
interferes with psychic habit. That is why people who meditate seriously 
for the first time are often thrilled by the new insights that rise up in their 
minds, seemingly by magic. In fact, fresh perspectives emerge from the 
meditative process of stepping out of ruts, and barricading repetitions. 
What you mentally did before, you no longer do now. Returning to a 
meditative focus is a methodology of not repeating an old script. Your 
meditative mental state is not controlled by ideas from the past.

Through the meditative process, new organizations of thought 
schemes and feeling tones are given time and space to assemble 
themselves. People are often enthralled by new solutions that emerge to 
problems they were not even consciously thinking about. This experience 
is not entirely unique to meditations, and historians of science have long 
known that breakthroughs in problem solving often occur when the 
hard-working scientist finally “attends away.” Not-thinking can provide 
a fertile field for freshly germinating thoughts. Making an effort to 
circumvent the old wiring and to wipe clean the slate gives more chances 
to new formulations.

Belief in One’s Own Thoughts

“You are not what you think.” This slogan points to one of the most 
important features of meditation: the ability to take distance from one’s 
thoughts, to see them as transient clouds rather than as indisputable truths. 

Maybe this capacity for objectification of thought is not very 
different from the “self-observation” we have already discussed. 
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But our focus now is on thoughts, rather than on sensations that 
accompany emotions, desires, or fears. We are now considering the way 
that meditation may diminish “cognitive overconfidence.” This is not a 
trivial effect. 

Nobel prize winner, Daniel Kahneman, has reminded us in his 
book, Thinking, Fast and Slow, that the single most important finding of 
modern psychology is the pervasiveness and intensity of the cognitive 
distortion of “overconfidence”. People commonly believe they know 
more than they know. Doctors and investors are more confident in the 
accuracy of their predictions than is warranted by the outcome measures 
of their speculations. People believe in their gods, politics, and world-
views with fervor and tenacity, even in complete absence of evidence. 
The human stage is a theater of conviction and self-righteous conflict. 
Everyone seems to feel they know how to run the country and bring about 
world peace and guarantee good health. Ignorance is always ignorant of 
its being ignorant. The essence of ignorance is unwarranted conviction. 

During our long evolution, it was helpful for us to become 
overconfident. It came into play when there were two guys standing 
around with sharpened sticks, long before spear points were invented. 
One guy said, “I don’t think I can hunt lions. I’m so afraid, I am going 
to run away.” But the other guy said, “I’m a lion killer. I’m not afraid of 
lions.” I’ve already pointed out how anxiety can be helpful. We should 
recognize that it is dangerous to hunt lions with wooden spears. On 
the other hand, we need some courage; we need some confidence; we 
need some overconfidence. In the harsh conditions that confronted 
hairless, modest-sized primates surrounded by larger animals with more 
intimidating weaponry, like saber tooth tigers, or dire wolves, during 
the long eons of human evolution, daily life required overcoming fear 
and doubt and facing intimidating challenges. We needed the capacity to 
screw up our courage and to believe we could do it. 

Overconfidence is a psychological mechanism that got built into 
the Homo sapiens’ psyche in order to generate psychological comfort in 
an insecure world. 

But wait a second. What about psychiatrists? If you ask 
psychiatrists to predict the outcome of their patients’ treatment, they will 
tend to over estimate their ability to foresee what will happen. Studies 
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of the behavior of psychiatrists have shown that they are overconfident 
in their capacity to predict the future, and this has been unfortunately 
translated into legal practices that hold psychiatrists accountable for 
not predicting dangers like violence or suicide, which actually cannot be 
foreseen very accurately. 

If you ask people to estimate their driving ability, your study will 
show that most people see themselves as above average drivers. In these 
kinds of studies of overconfidence, average drivers barely exist. Similar 
studies have discovered that most people believe they are superior lovers. 
Whether it is about crossing lanes on the interstate, or romantic liaisons, 
human beings approve of themselves to an inordinate degree. 	

The worst part of this problem of overconfidence is that most 
people believe that their religious and political ideologies are emphatically 
accurate. Most people believe they know the meaning of life, how planet 
Earth got here, who is regulating the universe, which archaic book of 
myths is true, and most people believe they know how to govern vast 
social systems like our country. A tremendous amount of what used to be 
called hubris we now call overconfidence. 

If you are meditating, and you are practicing letting go of your 
thoughts, and going back to observing sensations, then it is easier 
to meditate if you lighten your grip on conviction and let go of your 
overconfidence. Meditation helps you feel comfortable and safe without 
proclaiming to yourself that you know everything. 

We all look forward to that rare moment when we get to share 
an evening with a treasured friend who thinks in multidimensional 
paragraphs instead of emphatic sentences, who sees issues simultaneously 
from multiple standpoints, who favors the grays of life experience over 
the black and white of insecure oversimplification, and who can feel 
comfortable saying, “It seems to me,” “maybe,” “sometimes,” and “I don’t 
know”; and who, when introduced to another thought pattern, does not 
escalate his tone into derision or rage. This wise friend has made all of 
those intellectual adjustments in order to reduce the cognitive distortion 
of overconfidence.

Since meditation is at least partly the practice of watching one’s 
sensations, and letting go of thoughts, it seems ideally pointed towards 
reducing cognitive overconfidence. The Buddha called his Path “going 
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beyond views.” It is not that we become clueless and dumbed down, but 
that we are committed to just observe what we think we know. Meditation 
is a natural adaptive practice to hone runaway, one-directional, one-
dimensional thoughts. We practice “desemantization,” wordlessness. 
Instead of being driven in one direction by our thoughts, we return to our 
homeostatic baseline of not-knowing, by which I mean bare observation 
of sensations. 

Not A Guaranteed Methodology of Open-Mindedness

Unfortunately, the opposite may occur. Sometimes meditation exposes 
practitioners to states of mind that reactively trigger blind belief. Because 
meditation creates a distance from one’s own ideas, and therefore may 
reduce the intensity of personal beliefs, some people become unbalanced 
and grasp for convictions that can anchor them. They feel at a loss when 
their personal overconfidence evaporates, and they become dependent 
upon someone else to think for them. 		

If your goal is to just concentrate, the less you think the better. 
Some meditators focus on sensations, let go of their own thoughts, but 
then they substitute unquestioning belief in dogma. Your thoughts will 
no longer distract you if you cling fiercely to a few of them and discredit 
the rest. This can happen when meditation extols concentration rather 
than insight. When the spinning mind slows down and begins to circle 
a dot, the thoughts that slowly rotate around the focal point need to 
be simple and even impoverished. A selected few thoughts become 
repetitive, and convincing. Meditators who overemphasize concentration 
may sometimes adopt narrow-minded opinions to perpetuate their 
focus. This is why Vipassana commences with concentration practices 
but progresses to insight into impermanence of our sensations. In other 
words, concentration emphasizes the reduction of thoughts, but insight 
expands awareness into new domains.

It is important for all of us who treasure meditation to acknowledge 
that it alone does not liberate people from religious beliefs or truculent 
vehemence. Meditation is most helpful when it is taught as part of an 
explicit value system that affirms the importance of moderated ideology 
and softened tone of voice that the Buddha called “right speech.” If we 
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hope that meditation will participate in the creation of more civilized 
social discourse, then we have to assert our humanistic, or Buddhistic, or 
simply our well-brought-up values of courteous discourse as necessary 
additions to the mere mechanics of meditation practice. 	

The ideal that meditation should give us detachment from 
overconfidence in our thoughts has its own variations. Meditation is not 
a guaranteed methodology of courtesy, or nonsectarianism, but its thrust 
is certainly aligned with them. It is a reminder that our beliefs come 
and go. Our knowledge is often culture-based and subject to error. The 
social units to which we belong are as impermanent as we are. Our world 
evaporates with us at our death. Many of our concerns and convictions 
are overblown. 

Meditation is designed to help us to live comfortably unattached 
to our own narratives, and capable of recurrent psychological rebalancing. 
Each one of us has the opportunity to steer our beloved meditation 
practice away from unsubstantiated conviction, and towards a life of 
thoughtful reassessment. 

The stories we have invented to make us feel secure and important 
often focus upon our achievements, safety, or health, and they may also 
become pseudo-historical, telling a soothing tale about the importance of 
our communities, or our historical moment. There is a common human 
tendency to portray our own era of history as more important than any 
other. This illusion is difficult to substantiate in the face of a fourteen-
billion-year-old universe, and four billion years of life on Earth without 
any human beings! Meditative distance from self-referential stories may 
help us accept the larger changes that are always surging around us, that 
put our own lives and dreams into the big picture. 

The belief in a cosmic, central role for one’s own group, or religion, 
is what turns traditions into sects. I hope meditation will help us all let go 
of spurious histories and fairy tale fundamentalism. 
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Nonbelief Compared to a Values-Based Life

I want to differentiate nonattachment to ideas from cynicism, which is 
disdainful of belief in anything. Vipassana meditation begins with ethical 
vows that represent commitment to a values-based life. Our meditation-
derived caution about conviction should not be misunderstood as 
cultural relativism, in which all ideas are considered equally dismissible 
because they are all based upon temporary historical and cultural 
conditions. Disbelief in our own thoughts should not become an idea, 
a dogma, but instead should be a practice as we observe arising and 
passing during meditation. 

“Not-knowing” has to be balanced by the recognition that 
there are degrees of evidence and certainty. Working hypotheses, based 
on evidence, and ready for revision, are the way to intelligently free 
oneself from either overconfidence or anarchy. I like Robert Frost’s line: 
“The strong are saying nothing until they see.” We can wisely parse the 
differences between dogma, credence, evidence, interlocking webs of 
information, and other forms of knowing, as I have discussed in my book, 
Wonder: When and Why the World Appears Radiant.	

While we meditate, we learn that our ideas are often self-
serving illusions, and are also subject to change as our moods, wishes, 
and fears drive our thoughts in one direction or another. But the 
caution we learn regarding blind belief should not be confused with 
refusing to make commitments.

There are places to take a stand. Generally, we base our lives on 
values and feelings, not just ideas. That is why the philosopher, William 
James, coined the term, “overbelief,” to describe deep ethical feelings 
about the “more,” by which he meant the rich world texture from which 
our brief lives have emerged. Our ethical feelings derive from the sense 
of kinship we have with other living beings, because we feel, intuit, and 
know that all of life on earth is based upon common origins. On the one 
hand, our little planet existed for billions of years without humans, and 
on the other hand, here we are!

While we do not want to reduce the mystery of life to a single 
belief system, we carry inside us reverence for the incomprehensible fact 
that we exist at all. Our emergence within the cornucopia of evolving 
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life forms makes us feel connected to all of them. Our ethical values are 
not based on literal interpretation of old myths, but on our empathy, our 
deep conviction about the value of caring for other beings.

I persist in my own overbelief that widespread meditation practice 
may reduce the mass of assumptions and convictions around the globe, 
which are the source of tribalism and inter-group conflict. Nonbelief may 
facilitate the growth of complexity and nuance in place of conviction 
and entrenchment. The practice of nonattachment to thoughts during 
meditation may well help to birth the civilized virtues, such as improved 
listening to others, and increased capacity to critically examine one’s 
own thoughts. 

Our ideas and beliefs arise in our minds and pass away, but our 
feelings about the value of life are our anchor. 	

Clarity and Decisiveness

Sometimes when I am asked to explain meditation, in a conversational 
way that the listener is hoping will be brief, I describe how Susan and 
I will wait before taking any significant decision, whether it consists of 
purchasing airplane tickets, or rearranging our lifetime priorities as the 
demanding progression through life stages has often required of us, until 
after we have meditated for an hour, or a month. 

Why does meditation bring so much clarity and decisiveness in 
its wake? Isn’t this ironic, because we have just been discussing how 
meditation reduces convictions? When we are faced with a troubling 
conundrum we can’t solve, and we meditate for an hour or a month, 
many scenarios will rise and pass away in the mind. Foolish thoughts, 
confusing scenes, and hopeless feelings will arise and pass away, and 
among these temptations based on ignorance, there will also be stories 
about some future in which the problem has been solved, and some of 
the short stories of the meditating mind will be valuable. Meditation 
places our problems and our fantasized solutions up against the screen 
of transience. We envision, edit and revise scenarios, letting go of most, 
but recognizing a few as prescient. These processes aren’t volitional; 
they occur naturally when we try to simply return to our focus, like 
body sensations.	
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Meditation helps us to observe our thoughts, bodies and 
sensations as changing, various, inconsistent, and renewable. What we 
say we believe is often only a sample of the potpourri of thoughts we have 
entertained. It is helpful to be able to watch while many thoughts parade 
past. Sometimes there is a psalm that emerges among the jingles.

Alongside the creative proliferation of scenarios, and the 
perspective of time and change, when it comes to clarity and decisiveness 
you can add into the mix that the baseline of meditation is calm, or peace, 
at least to some extent. Decisions are often easier to make when you are 
gazing on the scene with long, clear rays. During meditation, our straying 
thoughts often rise up from a baseline of relatively calmer, clearer mind.

By disrupting old patterns, and permitting a plethora of new 
ones, and then filtering those also, meditation increases fresh, and often 
optimal clarity. I feel more adaptive and effective as a result. 

All of the psychological processes I have just described are 
spontaneous derivatives of the single volition to nonjudgmentally 
experience body sensations and nothing else.

Hyperfocus and Life Pressures

Some people can focus well and other people have more difficulty with it. 
A few people are born with the ability to hyperfocus. 

This is useful to the deeply immersed scientist, artist, or 
meditator. But the talent of intense concentration also carries the danger 
of immoderation, unbreakable focus, pursuing one state of mind into 
dissociative avoidance. Extended and involuntarily fixated concentration 
can run out of control, precluding necessary skill in redirecting attention 
when meditation ends. Temporary relief, that comes along with hyper 
concentration that blocks out everything else, does not constitute 
the only life skill. Think of obsessional gamers. It’s true that counting 
sheep can bring relief from stress. Blinding absorption may bring self-
satisfaction and pain reduction, but it is not the same thing as wisdom. 

The Buddha emphasized that concentration and insight are not 
the same things. Concentrative self-absorption was the goal of some 
meditation practices in ancient India but is not the goal of Vipassana. The 
Buddha described it as a useful tool, but not the final destination. 
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Hyperfocus was a state of mind and body I saw often in New York 
City hospitals when I was a medical student, when desperate patients 
sometimes came to the emergency room in dissociative fugues that 
made them temporarily impervious to pain. Trapped in overwhelming 
situations, these patients had found a way to reduce their distress by 
hyperfocusing on a distraction with so much intensity that they became 
dissociated from reality. To assess their authenticity, medical interns 
might touch these patients with needles, and there would be no reaction. 
I saw very clearly that states of concentrative dissociation were not 
necessarily on the path to wisdom. These patients had inured themselves 
to the traumatizing environment in which they were caught, but they 
had not found useful solutions. They were free from pain but still sick. 

People who have experienced cruelty in childhood often learn 
early in life to be “absent,” and when as adults they encounter meditation, 
they may dissociate because of their practiced, and once helpful, 
escapism. Many exaggerated stories about meditation from past eras 
tell us more about the austere conditions of child development in those 
days than about states of mind that we should aim for. We should listen 
with caution to exhortation about the value of extended vacancies, or 
extreme focus, as a way to cope with psychological or physical suffering. 
Skillful meditation includes returning, and reengaging. Its goal is not to 
disappear into unreality.

The opposite is also true. Due to the pressures of their lives, 
some people may want to actively engage in problem solving and 
they will not benefit from meditation. Sometimes, meditation is an 
important skill that should be sidelined. People with obsessional styles 
do not always like mental spaces that preclude strategizing. When a 
person is temporarily overwhelmed by a pressuring life circumstance, 
such as divorce or family illness, that may not be the right time to learn 
meditation. During some difficulties, some people will want to keep on 
trying to actively solve their problems, whereas others, meditators, 
may recognize the benefits of an hour, or ten days of “attending away” 
that may permit fresh solutions to arise. 
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Right Speech

Right speech is one of meditation’s most meaningful boosts to our 
everyday existence. To the extent that meditation offers clear-mindedness 
and inner peace, then we should see those processes emerging into our 
speech, which remains our most important and subtle interpersonal 
regulator. You can think of skillful speech as a social homeostatic monitor 
that increases communion, and that decreases static between people, a 
potential return to psychosocial middle paths. Speech may help us reduce 
extremes of disagreement, and facilitate return to good feelings between 
people. Similar to the way in which we regulate our temperature in our 
body, we use speech to regulate the pressure in our social world. I’m going 
to mention a few effects of meditation and look at their contribution to 
right speech. 

Meditation may often improve people’s ability to listen to others. 
We have seen that meditation is one of our best ways to balance out one of 
our worst flaws: overconfident beliefs. To the extent that you have gained 
this benefit, you may find that you have become a better listener. By 
listening, I don’t mean acceptance or acquiescence. Having just thrown 
away half, or all, of your superstitions and evidence-impoverished 
conclusions, why borrow someone else’s? But, in interpersonal 
relationships, listening well, understanding what someone is saying, 
is the royal road to improved communication. Listening prevents the 
cardinal errors of cutting people off before they have finished speaking, 
or arguing against something they didn’t say. Possibly the most effective 
tool in every kind of psychotherapy is the feeling of being listened to. Why 
not make this contribution to other people’s well-being before they need 
professional therapy? The thing that blocks our ability to listen is our 
own belief that we already know the answer and we are right. Meditation 
might help us reduce that blinder. 

We also took note of meditation as improved self-restraint. This 
learning should ideally help us punctuate our speech with pauses. When 
the Buddha discussed “right speech,” he meant not only honesty, but also 
skillful timing and phrasing. Today speech has gotten faster. When I listen 
to a young person today, I feel that I need a digital program that records 
their speech and slows it down one-third. I imagine that the increased 
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rate of speech today is a product of television, on which sportscasters and 
newscasters always need to generate a mood of excitement and urgency; 
and of shows that sell commercials on a cost-per-second basis. In contrast, 
it is the pause, the moment of thought, the considered phrasing that 
helps us change mere speech into communication, saying well what we 
have intended to say. 

Meditation gives us a chance to consider. We know that our own 
thoughts benefit from modification with phrases like, “I believe,” and 
“it seems to me,” and a similar perspective is involved regarding other 
people’s thoughts, which sometimes merit being turned over and seen 
from different sides, as if we were children examining shells on a beach. Of 
course, not all shells are worth keeping. I am not recommending passive 
acquiescence to other people’s verbal insistence. I hope that meditation 
is not associated with weakly bending to someone else’s overconfidence. 

Another feature of right speech is honesty that goes beyond “not-
lying.” Meditators who have observed their inconstant and self-serving 
minds during silence, can more easily partake in a down-home realistic 
back-and-forth. We know who we are and who we aren’t. We can confess 
and unmask in the company of friends, presuming they also have the 
capacity for authenticity and intimacy. A friend of mine who holds a high 
position in a large meditation organization told me that meditation’s 
greatest gift to him was to show him how ordinary he was. Sometimes 
this insight is given the name of “egolessness.” 	

 I think that right speech may be the most valuable side effect of 
any kind of meditation, but it is not always generated. We have already 
seen that in prolonged silence and concentration, some minds will travel 
further downhill into the cognitive errors of fear, closure, and dogma.	

Some people pursue meditation, but feel a need to justify it. 
What they have actually done with their minds does not seem enough 
to them. To reduce the dissonance between who they wished to become 
and who they have remained, they may claim that they have become 
exceptional, and insist that other people validate this claim. When this 
happens, meditation can become a tool of vanity in one person and 
obsequiousness in another. 
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Meditation can make its practitioners more authentic speakers, 
better listeners, or more considerate conversationalists. But none of 
these effects are guaranteed. 

Teachers

When meditation is practiced as part of an organized tradition that 
provides positions, titles, importance, and admiration, the effect of the 
practice may be contaminated by the value that social standing has for 
all primates and all people. 

Are the individuals who have apparently benefitted most from 
meditation, and who eventually become teachers, really beneficiaries 
of meditation per se? Are they feeling good because of their titles and 
importance in the eyes of others? Would they attribute equal benefit to 
meditation if they had to practice it under the condition that they could 
never become teachers? Is meditation’s benefit simply the product of 
believing, belonging, and gaining praise?

Meditation may bestow the benefits that are found in all 
comforting groups. If you immerse yourself in a meditation tradition, you 
join a club. This carries the danger of exclusiveness, but also the warmth of 
belonging to a world of historical connections and friends. You could say 
that joining a tribe of meditators adds value to meditation practice that 
has little to do with meditation, and that could be equally accomplished 
by joining a church, a grass roots movement, a university, or a sports 
team. Or you could say that friendship on the Path adds dimensionality 
to meditation, revealing that the practice prepares us for and facilitates 
certain types of friendship, those based upon meditation. 

Traditions have to create, as any human enterprise does, positions 
of importance. Someone has to take responsibility for various activities. 
Particular individuals become vested in the warmth of other participants’ 
attentions. You could say that there are gains in well-being that are 
authentically attributable to perceived social importance, and the feeling 
of being valuable, useful, and salient. Or you could say that teaching and 
guiding others is a natural parental and cultural function that every 
community requires, meditation traditions being no exception. Someone 
needs to uphold and carry on what has been given. 
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So it is, we find the dearest friends, filled with energy and richly 
donated time, teaching other students with a generous heart. There are 
meditators who ascend the pinnacle of social roles who do not lose their 
modesty or humor. You know who they are by the way that they know 
who they are. 

A teacher explains the value of meditation, exemplifies it, makes 
it seem something you can do, and gives it away for you to keep as your 
own. In the wake of a great teacher, like Mr. Goenka, many other teachers 
appear and their hallmarks are devotion, kindness, and generosity. Mr. 
Goenka explicitly rejected the claim that he was a teacher because he 
had attained some “stage.” The attainments of teachers are what they 
give and not what they claim. As the African American writer, Zora Neale 
Hurston said, “Those that don’t got it can’t show it. Those that got it can’t 
hide it.” 

The mental state of the teacher while you are being taught 
meditation may alter your brain state as you are learning to practice it. 
A donation infused teaching by a meditation suffused teacher may exude 
into a student’s mind with different resonance than does a practice that 
was only purchased.

In the long run, our best teachers and friends on the Path 
shower us with the feeling that we aren’t alone. Meditation is partly an 
infectious enthusiasm. Teachers are people who radiate encouragement 
and make you feel uplifted. A teacher is a person who shows the Path 
and walks along with you a little way in the right direction. Mostly, you 
have to “walk on alone.”

The Great Embrace

Meditation has become blurred with the cultural matrix of the sixties, 
during which it emerged into the Western world. Today, it is sometimes 
promoted as part of wistful attitudes, like “Peace Now,” “War is Not the 
Answer,” or “Coexist.” Anecdotes from the hazy past circulate as if they 
were historical documentation about the peaceful accomplishments 
of mythical meditators, once upon a time, long ago. Almost everyone 
confuses Gandhi and the Buddha and imagines that meditation made the 
Buddha into a pacifist, which he wasn’t. Even the Buddha did not claim to 
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have solutions to the widespread violence and war that were present in 
his own time and that press onward into ours. 

We all want to believe that the good feelings we can locate in 
ourselves during meditation will suffuse around us and influence others. 
We want to believe that our inner peace will flow out into the worried 
world. You can count me in as one among the hopeful. But I am a meditator 
who questions my own beliefs, so I want to ask whether meditation really 
has a significant benign social impact.

Certainly, in our minds as we meditate, or as we get up from 
meditation, we feel the great embrace. We feel not only greater self-
integration and self-acceptance, but greater appreciation and empathy 
for others. The relatively enhanced homeostatic regulation of our 
thoughts, feelings, nervous system, blood flow and other psychosomatic 
processes has optimized our sense of peace and well-being. We feel more 
understanding and forgiving. And we feel surges of gratitude for our 
opportunities, including meditation itself. Sometimes we feel pervasive 
love. Many of us will at that moment practice mettā, as we believe the 
Buddha taught it, radiating to all beings and in all directions of the 
cosmos, with our grandparental hearts (whatever our age), our feelings 
of love, joy, peace and compassion. This is meditation’s glow, our harvest 
moon, our own light in the dark. 

But is that feeling durable and socially significant?	

It seems to me that in answering the question about whether 
our personal ebullience at the close of our meditation has any real social 
significance, we have a number of different factors to consider. 

First, there is the question of whether every solitary meditator 
will have his or her own social significance, or whether meditation creates 
its social utility only when a large enough number of people cohere into 
an effective unit. We say that in a democracy, each voter counts. On the 
other hand, we also say that many beautiful desert flowers are born to 
bloom unseen.

We have to think about critical mass. We know that a certain 
number of radioactive atoms are necessary for a chain reaction to occur. 
The idea of critical mass is also important in biology. For example, if an 
animal becomes rare, it may precipitously die off because there were 
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not enough mature animals to find each other, to mate and maintain 
their population. This is the story of the passenger pigeon. Sudden 
disappearance happens to human groups too, as ethnicities and 
indigenous peoples are lost to our human gene pool. Not every last 
member of the group has to die, but if the critical mass of members becomes 
too small, the society will cease to self-regenerate, and will fade away. 

The same laws of nature may be true with fads and trends. 
Meditation may have little substantial impact upon a community, nation, 
or planet when its participants are few, or localized in population islands 
in rarified communities. The impact of meditation may grow as the 
number of its participants surge, and, in particular, for those of us who 
are optimists on this point, we may also have to think about different 
thresholds, or tipping points, such as the temperature where water turns 
to ice, or where a social hope finally gets written into a new civil rights 
law. There may be staircases of threshold effect, in which more becomes 
different and the changes accumulate and pile up, like our culture before 
or after PCs, the internet, and smartphones. I have been partly animated 
by the idea that the significance of meditation as a social force cannot yet 
be measured and could someday cross a threshold to become a salient 
governor of our well-being in large populations.

But another issue that effects significance is decay with distance. 
In physics and chemistry, we are always measuring the decay of an effect 
across space, and very often, decay varies as the square of the distance, 
meaning that very closely placed things can influence each other, but 
as soon as they move slightly apart, their mutual impact rapidly wanes. 
This is one reason why experimental studies on the immediate social 
consequence of meditation can be overly self-congratulatory. Influencing 
your family and friends may be an entirely different thing than changing 
society, because, as we have just seen, spread is increasingly difficult with 
distance. Still, if forces like literacy, gay rights, internet access, or jihad 
can sweep the globe, why not meditation, with its reduced grasping at 
delusion and its social warmth? 

Pascal said that wisdom is the ability to recognize and appreciate 
the uniqueness of every person. Won’t our hard-won meditation practices 
help to make a large number of us appreciative and wise? 
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One thing I think about is the hormone oxytocin (and its relatives 
like vasopressin) that surges in our blood and brain when we feel bonding 
love with a baby, a romantic partner, or our dog, and which increases in the 
brain of a petted dog, too! Is it possible that meditation may sometimes 
throw us into an increased oxytocin state, in which that bond of mother 
and child, or dog and man, may suffuse out in a less targeted and more 
perfumed manner, encompassing grass, trees, birds, rush hour drivers, 
and rude siblings? Is this the biological basis of that benign feeling that 
meditation may sometimes generate that I called, “the great embrace”? 
Is it possible that meditation changes our hormonal makeup in such an 
infectious way that we shift the physiology of many people and mammals 
with whom we come in contact? 

We want to remind ourselves that the Buddha, specifically, 
warned against basing one’s meditation practice upon mass-movement 
salvation fantasies, because for him, everything was impermanent and 
changing. He said that he taught meditation to lead individuals out of 
suffering, not to guarantee everything to everyone. (He was not running 
for public office.) We need to remember that our desire to reshape the 
world may be a modern, post-Renaissance attitude. I don’t believe that 
we should substitute complex, multisystem problem solving, as global 
peace and sustainability will require, with a single, all-accomplishing 
fantasy based upon one practice. Meditation may or may not participate 
in global improvements that may or may not occur, and if they do, will 
require input and participation from a wide array of economic, political, 
technical, and spiritual contributors. Meditation should not be harnessed 
to fearful thinking that denies all dangers by wishing them away, simply 
by waving the magic wand of the word, “meditation.” We should not so 
overvalue the beautiful well-being that we obtain sometimes from our 
practice that we then undervalue all the other contributions made by 
other kinds of people with other kinds of skills.

I want to believe that meditation justifies my life as socially 
useful, but I know that most changes flow like waves, and that waves 
collide and interact, obliterating each other or reinforcing each other, 
to generate unpredictable wave forms, and that one lifetime is a short-
term experiment. I plan to meditate now, and to send out the waves of 
loving-kindness as well as I can, and surrender my attachment to long-
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term outcome. My confidence that meditation is beneficent for me is 
my springboard to wider hope, even though I also recognize this may be 
just a wish.	

The great embrace that wells up in us from our meditation 
has to do with the reduction of beliefs, positions, and judgements; the 
lessening of angers and self-righteousness; and a beneficent congress 
with everyone else’s problems and distress. It is a blessing to feel that we 
hold the world in the arms of our understanding and empathy. We may 
become agents of this feeling state. I should add that the first time I used 
the term, “the great embrace,” was at a talk in New York City, so I had to 
add the admonition: “But please don’t do this on the subway.”

 I have noticed that my fellow meditators seem to be motivated by 
an unceasing purpose in their personal lives. They seem to feel that their life 
has meaning that is deeper than simply constructed meaning. They seem 
to hold steady to goals that are more direction-setting and insistent than 
any explanation they can give. Although most meditators remain ordinary 
in their skills and accomplishments, many develop notable devotion. 

The great embrace that meditation brings out in us is not 
dependent upon our proving that “together we will change the world.” 
I believe the great embrace arises from each meditator’s psychological 
recognition that a small corner of the world inside of our hearts has 
already been changed. 

Receptive to an Unthinkable World

When Albert Einstein discovered general relativity early in the twentieth 
century, the smartest man in the world still believed that the entire 
universe consisted of one static galaxy. Today, there is no elementary 
school student who does not know more about our cosmos than Einstein 
did one hundred years ago. It was not until the 1920s and 1930s that Edwin 
Hubble discovered that the universe consists of a plethora of galaxies. 
Today, every silly sci-fi novel and movie is based upon the realization that 
galaxies proliferate in uncountable numbers. 	

An unthinkable world rolls around us, vast in billions of galaxies 
spangled with stars and planets. And a densely creative, detailed world 
lies within us, because evolution has designed trillions of body cells 
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which are performing uncountable chemical processes, all gleaning the 
benefits of billions of years of life’s successful utilization of scientific 
laws. Our bodies and minds are inventors within the cosmos. Through our 
amazing species, life has become aware of its own existence. The world 
that science has revealed to us is too big and too minute for us to fully 
grasp. Humanity has had the tendency to mis-portray the scale of the 
universe and the complexity of our minds and bodies, by creating stories 
about mythical ancestors and their gods, that diminish the extraordinary 
complexity of our quadrillions of neuronal synapses, and the multi-
galactic universe that stretches out fourteen billion light years or more. 

I like to imagine that meditation, with its equanimity and reduced 
craving, may play a role in diminishing the fables that get in the way of 
our right understanding. Meditations that decrease our reactivity, and 
diminish our urgent or fanciful conclusions, may help us adjust to realities 
that are emerging today through sciences. Meditation is practical, but 
it may be more than a self-help tool, because it offers open-mindedness 
and emotional stabilization that can facilitate a new vision. When we 
can hold our minds open, momentarily relieved of emotional reactions 
and intellectual beliefs, we may be poised to receive new synthesizing 
apperceptions. To realize new things, we will have to put aside the 
outmoded ones.

Through the Buddha’s meditation, enduring revolutions 
occurred in human consciousness. The discovery that all people and 
things are impermanent compounds was a product of the discovery of 
Vipassana. He realized that every “thing” was a combination of smaller 
particles or waves in unstable and temporary contact, and therefore 
everything in the universe was subject to inevitable decay. By his 
insight, he anticipated the basis of modern physics, chemistry, biology, 
and cosmology. It was through his meditation, also, that a person had 
the first clear vision of an entire universe run by cause-and-effect, free 
of divine interventions or motives. 

Maybe our meditation today can help us stay stable and receptive, 
turning the bubbles of our thoughts over and over, as we wheel in our 
new, scientifically reconfigured world. Maybe along with our hoped-for 
social impact, we may germinate new dimensions within individuals, 
who may be freed-up to experience our real context.
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Coda

From an evolutionary standpoint, meditation appears to be a particular 
form of wisdom that has arisen through adaptations. This wisdom 
permits the mind-and-body in which it dwells to discern more skillful 
and optimal living. It provides some guidance about how to reduce errors 
of thought, judgement and belief, and also how to reduce emotional 
overdrives and excesses. It tends to balance human executive function 
within more modulated physiological states. It is far from perfect, and 
like all homeostatic regulatory systems, it can falter and become the 
seat of its own kind of exaggerations and imbalances. All homeostatic 
regulation eventually fails, all bodies decay, all cultures and all species 
die off. Meditation seems to reduce the suffering that derives from the 
craving and ignorance that leads to clinging to impermanent things, 
and to provide at least a partial haven of well-being within the shifting 
circumstances that everyone has to cope with. 

When it is cultivated deeply and widely, meditation may provide 
wisdom beyond adaptation and well-being, raising a curtain to reveal new 
dimensions of the human heart and mind by which we may recognize 
subtler and more consilient guidance. 

At its best, meditation can lead us towards greater accuracy of 
thinking, reduced emotional turmoil, refreshed ideas, clearer listening, 
and more luminous appreciation of the value of all lives, preeminently, 
our own. I wouldn’t live a day without it. 
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I am going to suggest that meditation has some unique properties to help 
us in the challenges of our times.

All of us struggle with a daily routine in which the winds of beliefs 
and group pressures sweep across our screen, telling us what we should 
think and feel.

The New Yorker cartoonist, Roz Chast, drew a fretting character 
who had tried the following ways to achieve some calm and peace in 
her mind: therapy, on and off, for decades; yoga, exercise, diets, meds, 
life coaches, banjo, plants, vitamins, Zumba, and ceramics. But nothing 
worked for her, and she found herself mentally rattled and oppressed by 
all of the issues that bother us also.

I am suggesting today that this cartoon character might want to 
try meditation, because it has some unique abilities to enhance our self-
knowledge, stability, and flexibility. 

I am not promoting meditation as a psychiatric treatment. 
Yesterday, National Public Radio made a headline about a study that 
shows that Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction can reduce anxiety by 
twenty percent, the same percent as a common anti-anxiety medication. 
This is good news, but the study was quite flawed by the demographics 
of the sample used, and by the fact that twenty percent is not an 
overwhelmingly positive outcome. Also, the study showed that after a 
short period of time, most of the mindfulness group stopped, while the 
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medication group continued its improvement. The main points I will want 
to make to you today, however, have nothing to do with the specific type 
of meditation known as MBSR. While focusing on Vipassana meditation, 
I will not treat the practice as a form of medical care, but instead, will 
discuss it as a spiritual practice, broader, and more personality based. 
I will be describing Vipassana meditation as a way to live life as a self-
aware person.

Meditation bridges the apparent paradox between deep 
autonomy of self-knowledge, and full participation in the world around 
us. It helps us to know who we are, who we aren’t, and what direction to 
take in the context of a social system that often wants us to obey many 
external directives. 

Our social matrix is characterized not only by its intrusiveness, 
because it appears in front of our eyes almost every hour of the day, but 
also by a large number of interactions. Because of the speed of modern 
communications, we are exposed to more voices, more opinions, more 
demands, and more information. In other words, within the same time 
frame of 24 hours, we have a higher speed of interaction and consequently, 
we feel more pressured to act, to agree, to defy, to respond.

I am not saying that we should withdraw from life, or from our 
contemporary situation. I am not condemning the internet, the laptop, 
or the cell phone. But we would be wise to develop a counterpoint, a 
counterweight, a way of balancing out the flood surging into our brains, 
and an enriched capacity for self-knowledge, self-reflection, and the 
cultivation of mind/body equanimity.

Meditation is an activity that can be described as a neurobiological 
fractal. A fractal is a small core of information, like a short mathematical 
formula, or like a visual icon, that can generate large amounts, even 
infinite amounts, of variation over time, while it continues to remain loyal 
to its self-similar internal formula or image. Meditation is a soothing, 
repetitive activity, that constantly restimulates the nervous system to 
restore a single state, while ironically it also facilitates wide expansion 
of neuropsychological activity, like thoughts, memories, moods and 
daydreams. Meditation, like fractals, simultaneously generates opposites: 
order and regularity, combined with elaborate patterns of mental 
life. It was this kind of activity in nature that Einstein said, “refutes 
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meaninglessness,” because there are simple, powerful laws guiding 
varying individual events.

Meditation is a repetitive, intentional activity that has wide 
ranging ramifications inside a human personality.

The discovery of this fractal-like feature of our nervous systems, 
of our minds and bodies, derives from ancient India. Meditation has a 
traditional culture base, and our respect and admiration for it will also 
help us be aware that meditation’s efficacy is at least partly dependent 
upon a particular ethos. The discovery of meditation in India dates 
back more that 2,500 years, and from India meditation spread to other 
pockets in Asia where it was treasured, preserved, and elaborated, 
like Korea, Japan, and China. Wherever meditation was practiced and 
valued, it was embedded within a cultural matrix of psychological self-
reflection, coupled to belief in the value of social harmony. Traditional 
Asian meditation was always aligned with moral practices, known as sīla 
in India, such as the vows to not kill living beings, to not steal, to speak 
truthfully, to practice sexual behavior where only yes means yes, and to 
avoid intoxication. These five moral vows remain the basis of Vipassana 
meditation, which I practice. 

Ancient India’s insight about meditation was that we contain a 
nucleus and by actively keeping it front and center we live our optimal life. 

Another cultural anchor for meditation is the texts from ancient 
India that date to the millennia between 1000 BC, to the Common Era. In 
modern America, most meditation reflects the image of the Buddha as a 
metaphor for a person who lived morally, meditatively, and peacefully, 
while remaining an active social teacher. 

The insights of ancient India may well represent the redirection 
of what was once the hunting instinct in our mammalian nature. We have 
within us something that some biologists call “the hunter’s trance.” That 
is, we have evolved to feel optimally well when we are aware, intensely 
focused and connected to other living beings, like a hunter. You can see 
how it may be that when communities of people were transitioning away 
from a hunter-gatherer mental state, into a social and communal one, 
the important attributes of our consciousness were preserved. We feel 
best when we are animated and observing. Meditation is the retooling of 
a primate instinct into a humanizing culture.
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Vipassana meditation involves focusing our awareness upon the 
sensations of our own mind and body. It is a mental and somatic practice 
coupled together. Since every human body and all of its component 
sensations are impermanent, Vipassana leads to an experience of being 
temporary, and recognizing that our spiritual salvation rests upon living 
as well as we can in as many moments as we can. This makes meditation 
both hyper-focused on the present, and flexibly renewable in the chain 
of moment after moment. We could call meditation a psychological 
technology for living the good life in our pressured and precious world. 
Through meditation we substitute the intention to live well with the 
methodology for doing so. 

The reason that I think meditation deserves our attention and 
commendation right now is because of the depths of self-knowledge that 
the practice produces. As we meditate, in the fractal-like world that our 
minds activate during the process, we become simultaneously aware 
of the arising and passing of the sensations that form our mind and 
body, while we also unintentionally stir up a vast encyclopedia that our 
nervous system contains of wishes, hopes, fears, worries, anticipations, 
loves and losses. Meditators encounter who they are, just like a person 
standing in front of a mirror. Meditation produces recurrent, renewable 
self-knowledge. This is the fulcrum for us to remain true to ourselves in 
our seductive, beckoning, demanding, high-information state culture. 
Meditation is the psychological equivalent of biological homeostasis, a 
balancing bar of deep introspection, inner knowledge, and guidance from 
within. We get to know ourselves, our own values, beliefs and feelings, 
because we experience it all welling up inside of ourselves as we meditate. 
It becomes obvious, how to be true to ourselves.

Today, meditation is often understood by locating it within 
neurology. In this way of thinking, it is described as an action initiated 
by the volitional person, and then sent through the nervous system as an 
attunement, a modulating message that interacts with and regulates a wide 
variety of other brain processes. In this scientific metaphor, meditation 
travels from abstract personality-based realms of mental life, like insight 
and volition, and passes into the nervous system as a biological force. 

Another way of understanding meditation that is consistent with 
both modern science and ancient India, is to look at it as a process that 
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alters vibratory tone in the person who is meditating. In ancient India, 
meditation was considered to be something that tuned up the vibrations 
of the individual with the larger, wider, universal realm of vibrations. 
These ways of thinking can sound somewhat unscientific or New Age, but 
let’s remember that the nervous system itself operates upon transitions 
among electrical and molecular messages that move down axons and 
across synapses, and that change what we think and feel at a level of 
atomic bonds and chemicals, or electromagnetic charges in cellular 
ions. The relevance of tipping our hats to the vibrational understanding 
of meditation practice is that it reminds us that meditation has a 
fundamental connection to who we are at a very deep level, touching on 
chemistry, physics, electromagnetism, and other basic processes of the 
scientific universe.

But wisdom and peacefulness are not the only manifestations 
of our true nature. Thinking mean-spirited thoughts, and yelling out 
defamatory verbal assaults against other people, also act upon the 
deepest layers of the nervous system, and are also dependent upon 
electromagnetism and other neurochemical and physical processes. This 
should remind us of an important fact I want to emphasize today, that 
I think often gets lost in modern commentaries. Meditation as it was 
classically conceived by the Buddha, and as millions of people practice 
it today, occurs in a distinctive basin of values that can be said to derive 
from the Buddha, or that the Buddha can be said to have sifted from the 
Indian context around him. 

Meditation is located within the arena of non-harmfulness. 
Non-harmfulness is a big and complicated topic because it is sometimes 
difficult to tell how it is properly defined. The traditional formula for 
non-harmfulness was: “do what helps others, and avoid doing what 
harms others.” This comforting and poignant clarity has been challenged 
by the ability of modern people to understand the complexities of our 
interactions, and the long cause-and-effect ramifications of everything 
we do or fail to do. Inaction may prevent us from doing some harmful 
action, but it may also result in complicity that accompanies passivity 
and failure to intervene. I want to talk about meditation without getting 
pulled off topic into morality, ethics, and the interlocking global social 
systems in which we now participate. However, I want to reemphasize 
that meditation arose and continues to endure in alignment with the 
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effort by the individual meditator to ascertain where non-harmfulness 
lies at this moment in time. 

Meditation occurs in the nervous system, in the electrical and 
molecular exchanges by which the nervous system communicates, and 
in the electromagnetic vibratory chemical bonds by which the world 
of physics vibrates into the life of biology; but meditation is not merely 
a mechanical event. It is the creation of a psychology of ethical self-
development. It is a quintessentially spiritual, values-derived practice. It 
is predicated upon consciousness and choice. 

Another important feature of meditation that is often understated 
in its modern commercial formats is its embeddedness in interpersonal 
bonds. When the Buddha formulated what the three jewels of his teaching 
were, one of those jewels was the Saṅgha, commonly translated as the 
community of meditators, or as affiliating with people who represent 
wisdom and goodness attained through meditation. It is not merely an 
individual practice. It does not occur as an isolated event inside our own 
nervous systems. It is a sociocultural matrix shared by many people who 
consciously augment, implement, and nurture this community built 
around a core activity. This club, tribe, or group component means that 
meditation has built within it, like a strong retaining wall in the foundation 
of the building, a force against the isolation or narcissism of individual 
people who are independent of a tradition, and who are simply pursuing 
individualistic well-being. When I first took an interest in meditation, I 
was warned by family members and academics against its regressive tug 
of spending your life staring at your own navel. But when I came to real 
meditation traditions and teaching, like Vipassana meditation taught by 
S.N. Goenka, which I first learned in the outskirts of New Delhi in 1974, 
I was given to understand right away that it is intrinsically woven into 
systems of responsibility and caring for our common human matrix. 
Meditation is a social activity.

Because meditation is built into and is part of a culture, it derives 
from and then extends into the future a tradition, a teaching, a lineage. 
Not every meditator needs to become a historian or a linguist, or has to 
engage in in-depth studies of the texts and languages that once served 
as vehicles of information about meditation, but it is a good idea for 
meditators to enrich their practice with a sense of gratitude for what 
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has been handed down to them. Meditation is an heirloom, passed from 
generation to generation, analogous to a precious iconic work of art. 
Seeing it in this light heightens the emotional and cultural meanings that 
travel alongside of and within personal meditation practice. 

The essence of Vipassana meditation is very logical and simple, 
similar to that idea of the fractal, a short equation that codes ongoing, 
self-similar activity with variations. Vipassana meditation is to sit still 
with eyes closed, to cultivate awareness of the physical sensations, one 
could say the vibrations, of which our minds and bodies consist, and to 
try to retain full awareness of experiences as they are, without avoiding or 
editing any out, and without embellishing or relishing any. This neutral, 
hovering, nonjudgmental attention directed focally on body sensations, 
brings along with it, entrains, the vast aggregations of thoughts and 
feelings that we carry inside of our minds and bodies. Once this kind 
of meditative awareness has been established, or partly established, or 
established well enough, then the true activity of meditation becomes 
the cultivation of inner peace, equanimity, nonreactive holding of all the 
mental and somatic states that pass through us.

Therefore, you can see that Vipassana meditation is an 
anciently originated, culturally derived value system coupled to a 
neuropsychological practice, that flourishes in the context of group 
communion, and that augments nonjudgmental awareness in the service 
of self-reflective self-harmony. 

This is all very beautiful, and it has inspired me for a lifetime, and 
it still does. Every day, twice a day, I look down the long winding road of 
my unfolding life and try to reestablish equanimity in my mind and body. 

But this is also very hard. There are many things in our lives that 
are not at all like meditation and that do not lead us in a similar direction. 
There are the distractions, the seductions, and the disputations of our 
internet-based world. I started by alluding to those. But we have deeper 
and more personal troubles that also call us away from the beneficent 
ideal meditative states. For example, almost all people have some fears 
about their body. At some life stages, these fears may be related to body 
image and social acceptability, while at other stages these fears may be 
related to high blood pressure, cancer, dementia, and death. One reason 
why the ancient traditions of meditation favored awareness that was 
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simultaneously mental and somatic is because we need to gain a peaceful 
and friendly relationship with our body even though it is ultimately the 
process by which we die. 

For this reason, any meditation that focuses your mind upon mind-
and-body sensations or vibrations, is also intrinsically and inevitably 
a meditation upon insubstantiality, impermanence, the constantly 
changing nature of everything by which we define ourselves. Typically, 
in most moments of mundane living, we experience ourselves to be an 
entity, a thing, an essence, a hard reality, like an eternal soul. But, in fact, 
we are all transient aggregates of atoms, molecules, cells, and tissues that 
undergo numerous micro-transformations in every second, that never 
rest, and are in constant change. Meditation brings its practitioners into 
confrontation with the instability nature of everything. 

In order to establish equanimity as we meditate upon the 
sensations of our minds and bodies, we also have to establish some degree 
of equanimity with the transformational.

But meditation is also earthy, and directs our experience towards 
improving and valuing our interpersonal relationships. Meditation may 
lead us to heightened awareness of eternal change, but it also brings us 
palpable connection to the way that our interactions powerfully impact 
our own ability, or our inability, to attain some degree of inner peace. The 
only way you will ever feel at peace with yourself, even to some degree, 
is to harbor a feeling of loving-kindness for the people around you. Our 
mental states are influenced by the way that we treat other people. We 
create our minds at least partly through our actions. That is the actual 
meaning of “karma.” It does not mean, “fate.” The concept of karma, that 
is closely connected to the Indian traditions of meditation, aligns more 
with the western concept of “free will” than the concept of fate. Karma 
means that the activities and moods that animate our brain derive to a 
significant degree from our conduct. We feel ourselves to be who we are 
for others. 

Whether it is an authentic altruism, or whether it is only a 
pragmatic and self-serving tactic to improve one’s own well-being, the 
cultivation of compassion and kind intentions is another salient outcome, 
goal of, and result of meditation’s focus upon internal harmony. You can’t 
feel at peace unless you are making peace. 
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Meditation is easy, pleasant, and beneficent almost as soon as you 
start it, and meditation is hard, challenging, and tempering day after day, 
year after year, across a lifetime. It is like exercise which keeps you fit 
only when you renew it. It is like language which can only be spoken well 
when it is always spoken well. It is like walking a long trail in which you 
are always going forward. 

One of the reasons that more people start meditation and fewer 
people continue with it, is that the insights we gain about ourselves can 
be optimistic and promoting the best in human nature, but they can also 
be unflattering. In meditation we often have to sit still, aware of our own 
previously repressed selfish, libidinous, and retaliatory urges. Simple, 
soft meditations, practiced for comfort for moments at a time, can retain 
our flattering self-deceptions. But classical meditation, that stays close 
to its traditional presentations, like a ten-day Vipassana retreat in the 
tradition of S.N. Goenka, reveal a full spectrum of self-knowledge, with 
plenty of room for modesty and growth. Meditation allows us to see 
ourselves as we are which is almost always a mixed bag unless you are 
the Buddha. 

For this reason, meditation is not for everyone. It should be 
clear that I am not blindly encouraging everyone to do any one thing. 
Sometimes, deeply introspective practices like meditation are troubling 
to some people. If you don’t feel drawn to it, there is no reason to practice 
it. For some, meditation is best left alone.

But for a very large number of people, maybe a majority, the 
broad-spectrum awareness stimulated by meditation provides an 
inspirational opportunity to grow and change. Meditation acts like a 
teacher, a coach, a college degree that helps you get rid of past ignorance 
and add new wisdom. 

Meditation is a good friend to have when you are feeling well and 
life is going well, because it serves as an inspiration towards positive ways 
of living in the world, idealistic ways of directing your life efforts towards 
those activities and interactions that make you peaceful and make those 
around you peaceful. Meditation can help to elevate and reinforce the 
ability to heal oneself and others, making states of well-being the goal of 
daily life and of life itself. This simple logical paradigm, of focusing upon 
calm, peace, and well-being points a good life in a steady direction. 



138	 The Power of Small Changes 

Meditation is a good friend to have when life is not going well, 
and only grim realism is likely to get you out of the problems that seem 
to surround and overwhelm you, because it teaches equanimity in the 
presence of change, loss, time, and erasure. 

However, meditation is not a substitute for active problem 
solving in one’s personal life, nor for active skill like economic abilities, 
nor is meditation intended to encourage people to turn a blind eye to 
the problems of society. Meditation is not in any way a cure-all for social 
justice, income inequality, climate change, nuclear weapons or other vast 
problems. We cannot expect one single activity in our life to solve every 
problem. We can only ask that it facilitate our equanimity as we engage 
in other necessary, active solutions. 

Similarly, meditation is not a treatment for any disease. Meditation 
is not a substitute for care and treatment of clinically significant anxiety, 
depression or any other illness, mental or physical.

As you become increasingly attuned to the sensations of your own 
mind and body, you will also become sensitized to how your surroundings 
impact you, and meditation will make you more determined and more 
capable of being true to yourself in spite of outside pressures. Meditation 
may help turn you into a more determined and authentic person, and 
keep you struggling in the direction you want to go even when there 
are social forces pushing you in the opposite direction. One of the nice 
things about meditation as compared to other helpful activities, such as 
exercising, hiking, swimming, or bike riding, is that meditation is always 
available to you. You have it inside of your home with you, you don’t have 
to take a special vacation to tap into it, and you can use it when you feel 
a need for it. It’s like a private cell phone that you always make sure is in 
your pocket, from which you receive messages from yourself. 

Vipassana meditation is an ancient path, a deeply rooted method 
of experiencing directly for yourself who you are, and what makes your 
heart feel good. It is as relevant today as it ever has been.
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I want to talk about meditation as a cluster of opportunities, a zone for 
flourishing within the vicissitudes of life.

I like to meditate, and I feel it has helped me enormously. At the 
same time, I am not selling it as part of a profession, nor am I promoting 
it for everyone. 

Doug Smith is one of the great biologists responsible for wolf 
reintroduction to Yellowstone National Park. He is an expert on resilience, 
perseverance against the odds, grief and triumph in the face of nature’s 
ruggedness and human cruelty. He said, “To be alive today is a matter of 
having wonder, gratitude, and a stone in your heart.”

All of us are situated in a world of struggle, and resurrection. For 
meditation to remain relevant to us for a lifetime, it has to address our 
real problems and difficulties.

I will describe four contributions that meditation makes to 
our abilities to thrive amidst inevitable adversities. Each one of these 
contributions is a probability rather than a guarantee. Meditation practice 
generates waves of possibility flowing outward from the meditative mind.

When I say “meditation” my reference point is always Vipassana 
meditation as taught by S.N. Goenka, which is the only meditation that I 
know. The hallmarks of Vipassana are that it is taught in ten-day silent 
courses for free, supported by donation only. The focus of Vipassana is 
awareness of body sensations, their impermanent nature, their arising 
and passing. The intention of the meditator is to relinquish favoritism or 
dislike for transient, continuously changing somatic signals. Vipassana 
practice consists of observing the transformations of our embodied 
selves without judging or reacting to them. Accepting our body and mind 
as they are leads to greater calm and self-possession. Meditation means 
to observe the activity of oneself with a fine pixel scanner, to see your 
mind and body impersonally like the lights of a starry night.
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I will describe Vipassana in the modern way, scientific, secular, 
not Buddhism although based on the Buddha’s words, with cautions 
about its limits, and without exaggerated praise or false promises.

Our guiding theme is going to be the idea that meditation was 
discovered and curated to increase our ability to live with resilient 
adaptation to the existential circumstances that everyone has to 
face. We will be considering it as an activity with a single focus that 
connects its practitioners to alignments, affiliations, affinities, and 
partnerships among the components of an individual person’s mind, 
body, and environment.

Emotion

Meditation’s most striking feature is its regulation of emotion through a 
process of not trying to regulate it. Vipassana does this by nonjudgmental 
attention to the substrate of body sensations. We generate emotions 
by reacting to a continuous stream of cues generated in our brains 
and bodies. When we practice neutral nonjudgmental, nonreactive 
awareness of body sensations, we glide into a state of alert attention 
that has low affective waves, equanimity. Concentration itself reduces 
emotion, because the mental activation in the prefrontal cortex in 
the meditator’s mind limits activity in his or her amygdala and limbic 
system. These need to be kindled in order for emotion to be felt. This 
limitation on emotionality when attentiveness is required is based upon 
the evolutionary adaptation that permits primates to attend without 
being disrupted. Meditation commences with the volition to return the 
brain to concentrated awareness, and this in itself is calming.

Focusing bare attention on body sensations leads the meditator 
towards mental balance and affective homeostasis. Generally, the 
number one reason that people seek out meditation is to augment 
their equanimity and to decrease dis-regulated anxiety and other 
troubling feelings. 

Anxiety is characterized by peak activity in the brain, endocrine 
system, and other parts of the body with frequency and intensity. The 
default mode of the anxious person remains overly activated, even 
during supposed rest. Anxiety means that we just cannot restore our 
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minds and bodies to a sense of peace and ease. Meditation often, though 
not always, may reduce anxiety by facilitating access to a lowered 
baseline default setting of our minds and bodies, learned wakeful rest. 
Meditation may curtail impulsive, unnecessary, taxing interactions, and 
may reduce wasteful energy expenditures that were formerly generated 
during worried daydreams. Vipassana’s poised attitude may preserve our 
attentional energy for truly necessary engagements with the world. 

Emotions are by no means eliminated, not should they be, but 
they can be observed as they arise in the body, giving the meditator the 
option to witness them and not become subservient to them.

Cognition

Meditation changes our intellectual and cognitive life by throwing 
up in front of our resting minds psychological imagery that reveals 
how complex, various, and rich our inner life is. It makes us feel filled 
with kaleidoscopic hubbub. By the intention of observing only body 
sensations, we are also drawn into the observation of mental museums. 
We are intending not to think, but we find ourselves thinking from many 
angles and viewpoints, and meditation gives us a walk-around view in 
which we see our own minds from many perspectives. 

The predominant activity of our non-meditative mind is to 
solve the problem of how to feel comfortable and safe, even though our 
environment is constantly changing, and our internal body is constantly 
demanding attention to keep it warm, fed, alive and socially connected to 
our families and our tribes. Meditation allows us to observe objectively 
and to detach ourselves for a moment from this strategic survival-
oriented mental set. Moment by moment, the meditating mind might 
slide between the strategic scenarios of ordinary thought, and then gain 
access to a level of non-striving, letting-go, and inner peace, marked by a 
readiness that is like a cat. 

The mind during meditation becomes more attuned and self-
aware. There is relative freedom from rigidly identifying oneself with 
one’s transient thoughts that will obviously change in a moment. 
Thoughts and images pass, like cars on the interstate underneath the eye 
of the toll booth’s Easy Pass. 
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The increased access to equanimity, the decreased resting hyper-
arousal, and the increased perspective regarding oneself, all have the 
potential of making the meditator simultaneously more at ease, and more 
prepared for well thought out action. 

Social

Meditation is also intended to be a social activity, a game you play with 
your friends, a defining enterprise of a group or tradition. According to 
the Buddha, friendship on the Path is the whole Path and the community 
of meditators is one of the three essential jewels in the crown of the life 
of Vipassana. Meditation can certainly be practiced alone in one’s own 
room, but its bedrock is a socially contributory, community-based life. 
Meditation may facilitate social connectedness because it often decreases 
negative emotional arousal that can be stirred up in relationships. Our 
habitual reactivity may be lessened, and some of our irritability and self-
promotion in social interactions may be toned down.

Part of Vipassana’s magnetism is friendship with other 
meditators. Practitioners tend to develop deep cultural, emotional ties to 
moments in human history, specifically the story of the Buddha in ancient 
India, which serves in the same way a constitution serves a nation. The 
legends of the Buddha preserve a mythology about a founding moment in 
which meditation first directed people towards states of peace, and self-
transcendence, looking upward towards idealistic and humane attitudes. 
It was in ancient India, during and shortly after the Buddha’s life, that 
we hear about thoughtful self-regulation, relinquishment of tribalism 
and violence, religious tolerance, humane treatment of animals, and 
equanimity as the goal of life.

Vipassana is a way of standing for something, believing in 
something, that is contained in the metaphor of the Buddha’s presence. 
In the earliest documents that describe the Buddha’s life, he is always 
portrayed as highly engaged with other people. Therefore, the 
disengagement from body sensations and their reactive emotions should 
not be confused with withdrawing from participatory concern with our 
contemporaries and our historical moment. The stone-still cross-legged 
Buddha, known to everyone through widespread iconography, expresses 
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his unshakeable self-containment, but the Buddha was also described in 
the ancient literature as being a wandering teacher, a man surrounded 
by his community of friends, disciples, merchants, and kings. He is even 
shown engaging in debates that highlight the issues that confused and 
animated his society in his times. 

The social goal of meditation is to create mature personalities 
who exemplify the quest for Nibbāna, which means a reliable, 
generous, and compassionate heart. The goal of meditation is an 
adaptively resilient wise person who can lead others towards survival, 
flourishing, community, and transmission of knowledge about well-
being into the future. 

I like the somewhat less commonly used term, “eudemonia,” derived 
from the Greek, meaning “in good spirits,” while I impishly imagine it to 
imply that when we establish ourselves firmly in meditation’s well-being, 
there are good “demons” dancing inside us, somewhat like a Maurice Sendak 
illustration in a children’s book. May you have “eudemonia,” good demons. 

Meditation is often described as a Path, meaning something 
directed by footprints of people from the past, and something we can 
locate to lead us out of dark moments, by following experienced guides. 
You can’t just wander alone and fully benefit from the long thin trail. 
There are people who are walking in front of you and clearing the way.

Limits

Meditation is an activity that requires biological and neurological 
capabilities, attentional and emotional skills, and a reasonable, respectful 
learning environment. That means it cannot guarantee safety to people 
who are facing inordinate assaults, such as poverty, violence, history of 
trauma, or severe health deficits.

Meditation should not be promoted with a blanket 
recommendation that everyone should practice it. Some people may 
close their eyes to meditate and become overwhelmed by what their 
inner life throws up in front of them. For these people meditation may 
not lead to its goals of calm, peace, and nonjudgmental awareness. 
It can be disappointing to become a meditator, in the sense that one 
does not obtain a consistently flattering self-report nor immediately 
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establish a mood of loving-kindness. For an individual to be able to 
benefit from meditation, his or her history and environment must 
have provided a modicum of the ability to embrace the contents of 
one’s mind. Meditation is a special education that helps many people 
but not everyone.

Resilience is not a single overriding ability. Individuals may be 
more or less resilient, and also may differ in their capacity for resilience 
in different aspects of life and under different kinds of challenges or 
threats. Resilience may differ even for one individual at varying moments 
across his or her life cycle. It is a mosaic of abilities and disabilities moving 
and morphing its patterns through time, an evolution of capacities and 
probabilities. Meditation is a tool designed by the ancients and cherished 
by us moderns that may upregulate our resilience across the topographies 
that we are called upon to traverse.

Spiritual

Along with its emotional, intellectual, social, and adaptive contributions 
to our lives, meditation also is a spiritual activity. Many people first seek 
out meditation because of its reputation for enhancing spiritual vitality. 

Here are a few ways in which meditation stimulates complex 
interactions that interact and compound each other until they 
become more than the sum of their parts. Something shines forth, 
and the individual feels spiritually transformed and uplifted. Through 
meditation we can glimpse a dimension of reality that was not previously 
known to us.

By decreasing emotional hyper-arousal, by reducing attachment 
to false beliefs, by recognizing the location of your beliefs as the situation 
room inside your head, rather than something external and “true,” and 
by increasing prosocial proclivities, meditation enhances the ability to 
see every other human being as a unique personality. This is how Pascal 
defined “wisdom.” We can see other people more freshly without the mist 
of our preconceptions. We may gain clarity, empathy, and even firmness, 
based upon our clearer screen.

By focusing our attention upon the constantly changing, 
impermanent, and transient nature of our bodies and their varying 
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sensations, and by learning through meditation experience the value of 
detachment from the drama of self-importance, Vipassana may increase 
absorption of the bigger picture, the longer time, the wider angle. 
Walt Whitman referred to this as the “cosmic long view,” an increased 
perspective about your personal place within your vision of the whole, 
your small mental apartment within the gleaming night lights of the 
metropolis of the universe. 

By constantly recalling us to the current moment, within the 
context of ceaseless and eternal change, meditation brings our attention 
front and center to the value of the second-by-second sequence of 
ourselves, the sacredness of our existence, and the aspiration to make our 
appearance maximally meaningful, and valuable. By focusing us upon 
transiency, meditation heightens our connection to immediacy. Nibbāna, 
the pure heart and mind, occurs when regret or anticipation have been 
relinquished, in favor of presence.

Meditation brings to our attention the universal realization 
that is the centerpiece of most religions and social philosophies, the 
redemptive power of our love for other beings, and gratitude for our 
place in the great cascading drama of cosmic history. Meditation makes 
us inescapably aware that fear and anger leave us unhappy, and that well-
being, eudemonia, is a product of loving and grateful participation in our 
big story of humanity, that is arising here on this globe, this strange fecund 
Earth. We are part of an appearance of consciousness in the universe, a 
surprise among the black spaces and the rotating rocks. 

What Is Really Important to Me 

After having given talks, workshops, and lectures about meditation 
over several decades, I sometimes wonder how to freshly invigorate 
my presentations. Mr. Goenka requested from me that I speak to people 
in a contemporary tone. I also have to take care that I will not be 
misunderstood as promoting Buddhist religion, nor meditation-inspired 
exaggerated healthcare claims. The core of the Buddha’s teaching is the 
presence of suffering, and the necessity to actively seek a path out of it. 
I worry that the classical British English into which the early Buddhist 
texts were first translated have encased the dynamism of real meditation, 
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and it has ended up instead in a stilted language. Meditation is also 
often described today as a by-product of research conducted inside of 
universities, when the Buddha’s original presentation was spoken under 
banyan trees spreading their limbs outdoors in the sunshine. The surfeit 
of articles about meditation can become tedious, but I am never bored 
while I am meditating. Meditation is compelling and gripping.

Testimony

I used this talk at Branford College, Yale University, in April, 2019, as an 
occasion to explain in a more personal way why I meditate every day, a 
testimony. What’s in it for me?

I find Vipassana helps me clear away some of the fog of fears, 
cravings, and beliefs I have harbored. It provides me an opportunity 
to reset perspectives that have been exaggerated or distorted by 
inflammatory events, in my subjective life or in the world. It prepares a 
special time for me to look beyond the microtraumas of the everyday. I 
can stifle some of the noises that jostle for attention amidst our planetary 
roar. It generates a twice daily rehearsal in my mind of what I plan to do, 
how and when I will do it, and what I won’t do after rethinking it. It helps 
me pause over relationship dilemmas, or let go of them like balloons.

It carries me to the gap in mental processes when the body 
sensations scintillate on their own and inner speech is put on pause, 
and I access a state of alert abeyance, from which I can reencounter the 
narrative of myself, allowing it to exit from the confinement of language. 
All that I have dreamed and hoped needs to be continuously reframed, 
and meditation is the small vast room where my stories can be rearranged 
in temporary and shifting juxtapositions. 

Vipassana integrates me with my body. It reminds me that the 
sensations I feel now, I won’t feel in the next second, or hour, or next year. It 
encourages me to let go of the dismay and dread that I have inadvertently 
stored in my body’s core, and to find a pathway of engagement that flows 
from higher ground than instinct and reactivity.

I wrap the five moral vows around me, like an antique shawl. 
These vows send a taproot down into ancient Indian Buddhist culture. I 
like to feel I can reach back into a rich historical context of myth, poetry, 
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and wisdom, helping me receive a transmission from the dawn of civilized 
human experience. Through meditation I can line up my best intentions 
within an admirable lineage.

Meditation brings my thoughts back to how my plans and my life 
play out in the context of the unfolding history of the planet that I won’t 
live to see, but that profoundly influences me. A hope for the future is 
a component of the present. Meditation redirects my preoccupations 
towards the laws and the creativity that underpin and shape everything. 
The universe is chaotic, but not chaos, and I want to add to the trajectories 
that augment the emergence of enlightenments.

There is some guidance, some “Dhamma,” as the Buddha called 
the laws of the universe, some matrix that can guide me away from 
ignorant distress and towards a life that is more compatible with nature. 
“Courage” or “faith” applies to the feelings I get when I recognize that I 
have no adequate concepts to understand how I appeared in the world 
and was placed on a stage among galaxies and stars. Meditation keeps me 
attuned to the recognition that there is more than meets the eye. I can 
stand alone and brittle, or I can open my wings to catch the updraft.

Meditation keeps me mentally connected to a whole playground 
of friends on the Path, and provides me an unending stream of meditation-
related social activities. It compels me to remember that I have many 
acquaintances who are much better people than I am, tireless teachers 
who email to me with their guileless messages from their advanced 
location on the Path.

Vipassana puts me in touch with its associated mettā meditation, 
the practice of loving-kindness, during which I can envision the beams 
of my wishes spreading across space and time, an ebullient blast of my 
heart, unimpeded by the realities of material action. In mettā practice, I 
get the option to convey all good things, even if they can’t be achieved. 
Through mettā, I prepare the soil.

Meditation does not do everything. It does not cure disease and 
does not prevent aging, decay, pain or death. Sometimes when I meditate 
I recognize that I just don’t want to give up my curious existence which 
is so full of ideas, people, travel, language and love. These colors of life 
still beckon me to remain among them. Complete detachment from the 
melodrama of one’s sense of self is difficult to achieve.
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I owe a lot to my circumstances outside of meditation, which 
doesn’t substitute for family, culture, study, nor does it typically generate 
critical life skills necessary for self-esteem in complex social and 
economic systems. It may not iron out rumpled interpersonal skills. To 
some degree it can backfire and serve as a hideout or an avoidance at the 
necessary moment when you might well be putting your shoulder to the 
wheel. Meditation sometimes seduces people into an injudicious bypass, 
that leaves solvable problems unsolved. Occasionally, meditation calls me 
to interact with people who are dogmatic, fanciful or vain.

Meditation allows me to try to make every day a better day, a noble 
day, a day tilted upward toward the highest aspiration, to love the beings 
in the world and to leave it without too much complaining. Through 
meditation, I can open the window to my stuffy room and breathe in the 
great biospheric air. In a blink or two I glimpse the enormity of existence, 
and I try to roll with it.
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Stepping Stones of Meditation

Today many people feel we are living in an age of turmoil and fear.

Because of the circumstances around us, many of us feel 
impelled to look for more emotional security, some anchor, or balance 
and direction in a world that feels as if it were spinning upside down. Is 
meditation the correct place for us to turn? Can meditation do more than 
just calm you down, or make you more mindful of what you are doing 
as you are doing it? I want to question the conventional endorsement 
of meditation as a pacifying adjustment, by asking: what is notable, or 
special about it? I assume that many of you are asking yourself, “Can 
meditation help me, when I feel distress that is both inside of me, my 
personal reaction, but that also surrounds me and seeps in from my 
environment? Can meditation claim some unique value as we try to 
traverse our troubled landscape?

 I am going to describe stepping stones to stay high and dry amidst 
the stormy waters of the world. Each one of us was born into a universe 
rich in wonder, but soon we were thrust into a foray through unstable and 
sometimes threatening straits. Beneath this turbulence, there are well 
trodden placements on a path that has historical validation. Meditation 
can become the rock on which you take your stand, or maybe I should 
say it can serve you as a bridge to lead you across troubled waters. It 
is not the only entrance, and not everyone who meditates finds help 
here, but it is a classical method to locate and traverse life’s difficulties. 
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Sustained practice of meditation has helped ordinary people maintain 
their equanimity across many cultures and eras.

Recently I took the time to read several magazines about 
“mindfulness” that I picked up at the supermarket. They offered 
suggestions for harried millennials who had problems with job and 
school pressures, multitasking, and frenzy, and the articles provided tools 
for prioritizing and focusing. But I will be addressing a different domain 
of meditation, as “a lamp in the darkness,” as the Buddha called it. 

Meditation occurs within the natural world, which means its 
operations and its functions can be understood by psychology and science. 

It works inside of us by strengthening inner wisdom that is part 
of our biological inheritance, a skillful activation of our powers to adapt 
and thrive, that got encoded into our psyches through the vicissitudes 
of evolution. We are the inheritors not only of survival skills, but also 
of transcendent moods and insights. Meditation evokes our evolutionary 
legacy, ideal ways to live, that we can call up into action. Although 
meditation alone cannot be expected to solve all personal and social 
problems, it can be understood as a catalyst of realizations and resilience.

I like stones. On my shelves, or rattling around in the trunk of my 
car are smooth, colored pebbles from the glacial till of Cape Cod, or from 
the rugged highlands above Lake Superior. Every stone is a historical 
artifact, a unit of earth history frozen in time. Some stones were baked 
from mud and sand millions of years ago. Near my home, in the Berkshire 
hills of Massachusetts, or in the Canadian Shield of Ontario, some of the 
rocks are a billion years old, earth memories fixed in stone from a time 
incomprehensible to our short minds. The image of a path of stepping 
stones makes me feel that I am touching into some ancestral truth. I 
think of meditation as a psychological activity that gives us access to 
the wisdom of change inherent in our bodies built of pebbles of atoms. It 
opens access to a timeless path.
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The steppingstones I want to talk about today are:
peace
privacy
perspective
clarity
respect
reverence
the great embrace
loneliness
begin again

I hope you won’t try to memorize these nine terms. Just listen to 
them and get the flow of the ideas, the feeling about how to place your 
feet. Don’t worry if you forget the exact terms I have used, because after I 
first gave this talk at Yale, a friend of mine, who is on the staff of Yale and 
has a PhD in biology, admitted that she couldn’t remember all nine and 
worried that she might not get admitted to Yale today!

Cultivating Inner Peace

The journey to all of the other stepping stones begins with the 
cultivation of a bit of inner peace. This, to me, means living according to 
the dictates of twice daily meditation. Why is meditation so important? 
Because it is the practice of being at ease and integrated with oneself. 
It is the learned skill of not reacting to oneself, of self-acceptance to 
a greater or lesser extent. Meditation means practicing alertness and 
rest, awareness and equanimity. This unedited self-awareness can 
be a challenge, because we all contain rough edges, and darkness. So 
meditation is best walked as a path to inner peace when it is fortified by 
traditions, teachers, courses, understanding, and lifelong friendships. 
Consider the shared strength you will get from a community of friends 
who have occasionally meditated together for two years, compared 
to a community that has historical echoes of thousands of years of 
meditation that has weathered centuries of storms. 

I learned the cultivation of inner peace through Vipassana 
meditation, the practice of observing, systematically and 
nonjudgmentally, all the sensations in my body, which in turn 
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awakened and brought to the surface of my mind an array of thoughts 
and feelings. Vipassana can be described as learning to get along with 
yourself, specifically emphasizing body sensations, because they are 
the fundamental expressions of life...and of death. The body is the 
basis of who we are and who we wish we weren’t, given the facts of pain, 
illness, decay, and mortality, all of which are situated inside the body and 
its sensations. Practicing awareness and acceptance of oneself at this level 
is an immersion into the perspective of constant change, as the body and 
mind vibrate with the growth, renewal, and decay that create, maintain, and 
destroy life. Meditation means observing the dynamism of our existence. 
This is a deep, unusual, and bracing self-knowledge and self-respect. 

Cultivating inner peace is hard, since alongside of our quest for 
ease we find our fears and desires, our cravings and attachments, our 
hopes and dreads. We have to try to practice inner peace with minds and 
bodies that have absorbed some of the outer social toxins as well. So, in a 
small and private sphere, if we transform our troubles into peace, we are 
detoxifying a tiny zone of the country around us. Personal inner peace can 
become a small cooling breeze to the world. We can think of our meditation 
as being like one of those electronic air purifiers that you might put into 
your apartment in Brooklyn or Los Angeles, that cleans the air of one room. 

When we take the first step towards inner peace, a path of more 
stepping stones opens in front of us. 

Privacy

Everyone has the right to times of withdrawal, detachment, and privacy. In 
a society like post-internet USA, meditation is also an act of defiance. We 
unplug to break free. Don’t let your mind get imprisoned by the excitement 
of electronic rewards. There is a surge of the neurotransmitter, dopamine, 
in the reward center of your brain every time the screen in your hand 
records a “like”. The deep old path of inner peace that is built into us is 
like a friendship from childhood. To stick with meditation today, we have 
to defy the culture of immediate, electronically stimulated, neurological 
surges. We can stay in touch with our complex personalities, that are part 
of our biological nature, and that are lit up by many different kinds of 
neurotransmitters, not just one.
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Turning inward twice a day to meditate helps to silence the media 
that is grabbing to capture your attention. The media frames the news, 
and dictates to you what is important and relevant, and denies all other 
stories. Television can also induce vicarious traumatization, in which 
horrors are presented to you over and over, until you become terrified 
by anecdotes that were specifically repeated for the effect they produce 
within your penetrated emotions. In reality, as the news focuses you on 
a few dramatic events, billions of humans toil in a world that is blacked 
out of any newsroom’s attention. The determination to meditate for an 
hour twice a day has its own direct benefits, and it strengthens the inner 
chords of your values, sealing you off from manipulative messages, and 
allowing you to reframe reality with its generous span of time and space, 
(which I will discuss as the next stepping stone, perspective). 

Under the influence of a news report, we may lie awake at night, 
wondering what action we can take to rectify the violence that the network 
has just selected to show us. At the least, we can preemptively build a wall 
against accepting biased presentations, and we can nurture habits that 
invest us in what we hold dear, so that like Einstein, we are riding on 
the correct light beam before the evening news shines its dull, narrow 
flashlight. You can ask yourself: “Exactly how often do I have to read or 
watch news reports in order to be a responsibly informed citizen?” Then 
you can snap off the TV, and shut your laptop, because being informed is 
different than being mesmerized.

Another reason to limit the intake of news has been pointed out 
by Johns Hopkins Professor Francis J. Gavin. While the stories that were 
taken to be important occupied the minds of both citizens and policy 
makers, the biggest news of the second half of the twentieth century 
occurred entirely off the screen. It was the invention of the laptop and the 
iPhone, and not Presidential elections, that most radically transformed 
our lives. To be well informed, we are best off talking to our friends and 
finding out what they are doing, rather than being misled by the news.
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Perspective

It is interesting to gain perspective about why meditation has spread so 
enthusiastically within one generation. This wild growth mirrors changes 
that have swept across our planet in many culture forms, as airplanes, 
container ships, television, and the internet universalized all products 
and ideas, at least to some degree. Like mobile phones, or T-shirts, or 
mangos, meditation became globalized. You might also want to add that 
the material West was hungry for spiritual vehicles the way that farmers 
in India wanted tractors. Deficits fueled desires. The rapid adoption of 
meditation in the West fit a widely repeated pattern, as culturally isolated 
regions were opened up to contact with the rest of the world.

But to me it seems important to place meditation in a historical 
perspective, to think about its location in time and sequence. I was born 
in August, 1945, a few days before the atomic bombs that exploded on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In the ten years leading up to my birth, from 1935 
to 1945, human beings killed about sixty million of each other. (Estimates 
vary, some as high as eighty million. During the mass starvations in Russia 
under German siege, for example, no one could count the fields of death.) It 
was a slaughter that extended from America, which lost 400,000 young men, 
to China and Japan, where conquests in two directions tortured, raped, and 
fried millions of tormented people. In the planetary heartlands, Europe 
and Russia, the viciousness, industrialized murder, and starvation savaged 
tens of millions of people who wanted to love and live. It is staggering 
to try to understand what it means to the survivors, that twenty-seven 
million people were killed in the Soviet Union alone, leaving not only the 
corpses, but millions of orphans, widows and invalids. More than half a 
billion men had to serve in militaries around the world during World War 
II. There is little discussion of these facts today, as if a shroud of attention-
distracting “tweets” and “likes,” whose urgency blocks our long-term 
historical memory, has covered these masses of the dead. Many people who 
resembled us had no choice then and were submerged in waves of horror. 

War has not been the only vector of widespread torment. Harvard 
historian Erez Manela has pointed out that as recently as the twentieth 
century, between 1900 and 1970, three hundred million people died of 
small pox, mostly in dark corners unlit by the “news.” (These statistics 
were quoted by Francis J. Gavin in “Thinking Historically” on his website.)
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But the wars subsided, though they have not ended, and 
communication and transportation technologies began to circle the 
globe like medicinal trade winds, and meditation became part of the post-
World War II healing. I joined the meditative world in the 1970s, partly 
to participate in the global effort to repair the devastation of fascism, 
nationalism, and technologically augmented wars. 

New forces have continued to arise, including giant populations, 
with cities as large as countries use to be, and meditation has surfed on 
these new crests and tides in our continuously surprising, sometimes 
teetering, brave new world. But, in poet Robert Lowell’s words, we are 
still caught in “small war on the heels of small war.” I heard Robert Lowell 
read these lines from his poem, “Waking Early on Sunday Morning,” at an 
anti-Vietnam War protest in 1968, and I have remembered them for half 
a century. Lowell, who won the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award, 
and was America’s sixth Poet Laureate, has been called the poet-historian 
of our time. 

... Pity the planet, all joy gone
from this sweet volcanic cone;
peace to our children when they fall 
in small war on the heels of small 
war—until the end of time
to police the earth, a ghost
orbiting forever lost
in our monotonous sublime

The stepping stone of historical perspective situates our lives 
within a renewed global mandate that is crying out for decency and 
dignity for all people. Meditation’s growth derives at least partly from our 
determination to heal, or at least to help ourselves, and then immediately, 
and in equal measure, to spread the well-being around. Meditation is a 
private choice within the sweep of social forces. We can only choose it for 
ourselves because streams of history have floated it onto the shore, like 
precious antiques that have washed up in front of us. When we decide 
to meditate, we undoubtedly have personal motives, but underneath our 
decision the tectonic forces of history are also moving. 
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Historically, Vipassana meditation was first thoroughly described 
in the early Buddhist texts from India, around 500 BC, and it has slowly 
warmed until the lid blew off and suffused its vapor around the world in 
the 20th and 21st centuries. Meditation now cross talks with the enormous 
troubles of our times, emerging as a notable social force simultaneously 
with many problems, like the spread of nuclear weapons; depletion of soil, 
water and air quality; populations of billions of people living on less than 
two-and-a-half dollars a day in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, China, Africa 
and elsewhere; urban populations dependent for food upon long and 
vulnerable supply chains; and climate change, with oceans threatening to 
inundate Florida, New York, and Mumbai, and with the possible creation 
of tens of millions of ecological refugees. It also feels today as if the 
developed world is bifurcating into, on the one hand, hopes to build a 
more cordial and fair-minded global community, while on the other side 
there is continued violence and victimization.

These worst of times and best of times are our only times, 
for we are born now. We step on our stones, our path of meditation, a 
transit across the era into which we have been dropped. In the murderous 
darkness of the 1940s, Franklin Roosevelt counseled his listeners to “hear 
the worst without flinching or losing heart.” Stefan Zweig wrote (as 
quoted in The New Yorker, January 16, 2017, page 85): “How to preserve our 
inborn clear mindedness…how to preserve the humanity of our hearts…” 
These are what meditation might provide many of us today. 

This stepping stone which I am calling perspective means finding 
a balance. On the one hand, we should not let the constant storms in the 
outside world distract us from our fundamental commitment to inner 
peace and social harmony. Those storms will never go away and will always 
rage around us. When one storm dies down, another springs up. Across 
the decades of a long lifetime, I have never seen a world free of injustice 
and violence. On the other hand, we should not turn a blind eye towards 
massive destruction, and allow self-satisfaction to lure us into complicity 
with forces of cruelty. Passivity can morph into compliance. Meditation 
does not mean that you have to praise dictatorships simply because you 
want guaranteed access to the tourism sites in their countries. 

Our unconscious is alive with the collective memory of murder 
that left whole populations rotting or ash only one generation ago.
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The United States has continued to provide shelter to many 
people, just as it did in the first half of the nineteenth century when it 
welcomed five million German refugees from the political instability 
that would eventually topple Europe. The US currently has forty-three 
million immigrants, far and away the most in the world, about fifteen 
percent of the entire U.S. population. For many arrivals, though not for 
all, it has continued to be a relatively benign island, a global village where 
opportunities like meditation can blossom. 

Now we are the very lucky people who can live with a bit of peace 
and love. To sit safe, secure, warm, and fed, and to cultivate inner peace, 
is a privilege. Meditation is part of a lucky life. Our sense of perspective 
should inform us right away that our inner peace is also a statement, an 
action, and an obligation we have chosen to bear.

Historically speaking, the chance for many people to meditate is 
a rare blessing for our times and ourselves.

Clarity

I grew up reading the canon of American literature of the 1950s: Jack 
London, for boys, then Hemingway, Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, John 
Steinbeck, and Sinclair Lewis. Every time I explored the biographies of 
these canonized authors I ended up at their temple of alcohol. Men who 
lived with passion were expected to drink hard, a supposed measure of 
their intensity and superiority to the bourgeois codes of caution and 
propriety. I originally had nothing against alcohol, and had no reason to 
doubt its status as the bacchic highway to creativity. But I was intuitively 
troubled by the ethos that life contained no higher wisdom.

Then, my long summer sojourns in the outdoors triggered in me 
a new pantheon of literary heroes. In contrast to the novelists, the New 
England essayists and poets, like Emerson, or Thoreau, were abstemious, 
ecstatic, and influenced by India. My medical school education taught me 
that alcohol was a cofactor in many social problems, like auto fatalities, 
childhood abuse, and domestic violence. At least part of my attraction to 
meditation in the 1970s had to do with its ethic of respect for our refined 
brain chemistry as a stepping stone to transcendence. 
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Meditation exalts the natural health in us that favors clarity 
of mind, to raise awareness about how our actions act as cofactors in 
our destiny. Our carefully apportioned attention helps us consciously 
select moment-to-moment self-determination. Choice and freedom are 
moments in cumulative series, and our awareness steers us. 

Refraining from alcohol is not the only kind of clarity, since 
there are many other forms of mental preoccupation and submergence. 
Meditation points towards the unclouded mind as our source of insight 
and wisdom. 

This reverence for consciousness and its origins in the body is an 
expression of the belief that we are born with the ability to rise to higher 
psychological and emotional trajectories.

In Vipassana meditation, the ancient Indian five vows still form 
our foundation: not to kill, steal, lie, commit sexual misconduct, or use 
intoxicants. Almost all meditation rests upon some degree of undistracted 
attention. We use our clarified bodies and minds, free of intoxications 
and obsessions, to elevate our lives. 

This idea, that a simple, five-part, relatively easy to follow moral 
code is intrinsic to the meditative life, comes from the recognition that 
human nature has a certain limit. We are built in certain ways. We have 
flexibility but also unalterable limitations and predispositions. We can’t 
feel our maximum peace, reverence, and goodness of heart when we are 
buzzed or cruising. The five-part morality is not a religious imposition 
but a biological one. Only in an optimized body and mind can we live and 
love at our fullest. 

I would like to think that meditation provides a home for new 
generations of university students who want to escape the impulsive, 
self-abusive uses of alcohol and sex that are normalized on American 
campuses, and are not directed towards intimacy and love. We don’t have 
to condemn other peoples’ recreations, but through meditation we can 
claim our own warmth and natural dignity.

Creating a bright, clear mind is a deep satisfaction, a drawbridge 
to new lifestyles. The door to the laws of nature within us has some very 
old locks that can only be opened with traditional keys.
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Respect

In my early years as a psychiatrist, I was placed in some tricky situations. 
I talked with desperate drug addicts during the heroin and cocaine 
epidemics in New York in the late 1960s and 1970s; and later I found 
myself interviewing psychotic murderers from time to time. The first 
time I went alone into a room to interview a psychotic murderer, a friend 
of mine, an experienced social worker, said in a low voice, “Be careful 
what you say.” I had already factored in this idea.

One of my first patients when I was in training was a multiply 
incarcerated opiate addict, who taught me: “No matter who you are, how 
low you have fallen, or what you have done in the past, the one thing 
people want is to feel respected. Just don’t disrespect anyone and you’ll be 
alright.” I used this tonic with people who had killed their mothers, all the 
while trying to make a clear distinction between respecting a person’s life 
struggle while not implying a blank check of approval for their behavior. 

Respect is not a word you find in the English translations of the 
Buddha’s teaching of the Four Noble Truths or the Noble Eightfold Path, 
but it is spangled throughout the early documents from India that are 
associated with the Buddha’s name, particularly in his codification of 
right speech. This component of the Noble Eightfold Path is very different 
than being merely honest. The speech skills that are part of right speech, 
such as courtesy, timing, comprehensible phrasing, attention to listeners’ 
response, and listening in turn, are all built over respect for the people 
you are engaging. 

As I write this, I imagine that we are living in a time when public 
discourse exults in rudeness, insult, and disrespect. This lauding of 
demeaning speech is not just a problem in televised politics but extends 
to many private conversations. I find quite a few people believe that 
their self-righteous anger demonstrates their status as truth-tellers and 
freedom fighters. The Vanderbilt philosopher, Kelly Oliver, has described 
our conversational environment as one of “outrage, censoring, and public 
shaming…fostering intolerance and divisiveness…and reducing identity 
politics to ‘oppression Olympics’.” (The New York Times, October 16, 2017.) 
It is rare to encounter a genuine listener and a considered responder. 
We speak in declaratives and don’t permit conversations to expand into 
paragraphs of thought with their nuances, subtleties, and complexities.
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This tendency to impugn the character of your counter-player, 
rather than to challenge his or her ideas, is a problem that is found 
among liberals and conservatives, in living rooms and on media. We 
all too easily succumb to dismissive contempt for political leaders with 
whom we disagree. Mockery is our common vice. I wish we would all 
listen to how our own verbally strident self-righteousness can trigger its 
equal and opposite reaction. The volley ball of insults in public discourse 
has two sides. It should be easy for a meditator to stand on level ground 
with many other people. It is very difficult for us to avoid the pattern of 
ridiculing people who threaten us.

Then again, the Buddha counseled friendship with the wise and 
good, not with “fools” (a strong word!) and he recommended avoiding 
people who broke the ancient moral codes against, for example, gambling 
or intoxication. Respecting our common humanity with everyone is not 
the same thing as sharing a beer with your “homies” to garner their votes. 
Respecting others is not the same as acquiescing to their habits, capitulating 
to their beliefs, or helping them make excuses for their behavior. The 
American ideal of affiliation with everyone was not in the thoughts of the 
Buddha, who balanced respecting others with discerning who was worth 
befriending. Just because you respect someone in their basic humanity 
does not mean you have to pretend to be their personal friend.

My drug addict patient, who gave me the critical advice I needed, 
added another necessary element to true respect, and that is to avoid 
ingenuousness or condescension. “You have to let them know when 
you differ, or they’ll recognize you are bullshitting them and they will 
immediately distrust you,” he told me. Respect means finding the right 
tone of voice with which to disagree. Then disagree. Respecting others 
is not the same thing as confusing loving-kindness with obsequiousness 
to authority.

Hopefully, meditation can provide us the calm and warmth to be 
real. The calm may come from our practice of equanimity. The warmth 
may come from our practice of mettā, meditation of loving-kindness. 
Sadly, meditation alone does not seem to eliminate the common human 
undertow towards self-righteousness. While most of us see the full 
spectrum of our thoughts and emotions as we meditate, a few meditators 
claim for themselves superior sanctity. Meditators sometimes adopt a 
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high-horse, meditation-based religiosity. The pretension to holiness, and 
the loss of the sense of humor, are signs of self-appointed exemption from 
our common cause. Sanctimonious preachers can pop up in meditation 
communities also.

The Buddha encouraged social communications of cordiality and 
mutual trust. In modern America we call it the feeling of psychological 
safety, the opposite of being intimidating, reprimanding or dismissive. 

Respect derives from knowing yourself in detail, and 
simultaneously recognizing other people with the same incisiveness. 
Everyone shares our common humanity but not everyone shares our 
communion around morality, generosity and meditation. The stepping 
stone of respect means seeing individual people clearly.

Reverence

We aren’t special, in the sense of being better, but we are unique. We 
aren’t special because the world has generated billions of human beings, 
and uncountable other life forms. This cosmos and this planet generate 
life, and eventually proliferate conscious lives like us. But it is true that 
each one of us is different than anyone else, and we can claim to be one of 
a kind. Every one of our trillions of body cells has its own fingerprint of 
signature-specific DNA.

Reverence is the word that describes our feelings for the vast, 
incomprehensibly complex parade of time, space, galaxies, stars and 
planets, within which billions of years of evolution on our planet slowly 
gave birth to us. We recognize that there are cosmic dimensions to our 
presence here. We have been born into an almost endless, star-spangled 
time-space. This recognition is one of the stepping stones of meditation.

When I was a child, I shared the ordinary feeling of creation-all-
around me, in the secret lives of forest animals, or in fields of grass with 
so many individual leaves bowing in harmony together, or in big oaks 
that had roots in the earth and leaves in the sky. All of these signs were 
messengers from a vigorous and pervasive kingdom of life. We are born 
or quickly awaken to this primary sense of being embedded in a world 
that surrounds us and gave birth to us. Closely tied to this is wonder, and 
reverence and gratitude for the improbable gift of our life. 
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As an adult, I found that Vipassana meditation, as taught by Mr. 
S.N. Goenka, was an entryway into the scientific worldview as contained 
within my own mind and body. 

During Vipassana, we witness our thoughts, feelings and body 
sensations as impermanent. Each one arises and ultimately passes away. 
Sometimes, while we meditate, we become entranced by one sensation, or 
one thought, one problem, one fantasized success story about ourselves 
in the future, and for a moment, or an hour, or a year, this sensation, 
thought, or story seems enduring and real. But ultimately, we will watch 
those sensations, thoughts or stories get swept away like clouds. We will 
witness new sensations, thoughts, and stories arise and get replaced. 
Through Vipassana, we gain gut familiarity with impermanence. Why is 
impermanence, and the passing away of everything, part of nature? We 
are made out of a temporary composite of the materials and laws of the 
natural world, whose number-one law is change.

The most revealing experience of sustained meditation practice 
is the recognition of the impermanence of our narrative-based, body-
sensations-based self. We awaken to reverence for what we have been 
given. Our birth and our share of wisdom came from beyond our small 
selves. These “simple great gifts” precipitated into us. Meditation reveals 
the ancient wealth that we are born with. We arrive with wisdom that can 
be awakened. The whole universe, the whole story of planet Earth, the 
whole history of human civilization evolved, and out we came. 

It becomes immediately obvious during meditation that the 
human cultures within which we dwell were in turn made possible by 
other people who came ahead of us: the teachers, free spirits, meditators, 
scientists, those who cast aside beliefs and recognized change and 
transformation as the essence of nature. Reverence is our easy, natural, 
stepping stone as soon as we apprehend the true dimensions of reality and 
where we fit in. Reverence is comforting for us as we radiate it outward to 
others, because it makes us feel expressive of the creative world.

Sometimes the stepping stone of reverence is lassoed by sectarian 
authority figures and it gets narrowed into formulas of obedience to a 
single organization and its dogma. Sometimes reverence is mocked by 
cynical, post-modern voices that scorn earnestness. 
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Let my reverence grow in the company of redwoods, Buddhas, 
meditation and books —the garden within which the brief flower of my 
life has bloomed. Reverence is the feeling state that signals emotional 
integration with the web of reality.

The Great Embrace

In creating these descriptions of the meditative life that I am calling, 
“stepping stones,” I am following ideas of the Buddha, loyal to the break-
through he made, which can be considered the foundation of what we call 
today, “civilization”. 

I think the Buddha’s revolution had three central components. 
First the recognition that everything in our bodies and our environment 
is a compound of smaller things, that are destined to disaggregate, so that 
“all compounded things are impermanent.” Scientifically, we can say that 
the Buddha based his teaching on his own meditative discovery that our 
universe is combinatorial and entropic. The world of atomic compounds, 
our bodies, planets, and stars, always end in dispersal. Second, cause-
and-effect, lawfulness and order, are built into the universe; a principle 
which the Buddha called, “Dhamma.” There are no gods who can willfully 
or capriciously direct the outcome of events. And third, a psychology of 
salvation, the Path, that uses meditation, and social values, in order for 
our lives to be beneficial for ourselves and others. Ethics aligns us with 
some universal laws. 

The Path is not just a set of ideas; it is fundamentally a psychology 
of emotions and lifestyle. 

According to the Buddha’s worldview, as an individual meditates, 
and realizes impermanence and so gains a modicum of detachment from 
his or her transient self, he or she also grows in fresh, liberated ways. 
As the false empire of self-importance is lessened by meditation, other 
mental distortions also fade, making room for new realities. Vipassana 
meditation’s goal is to reduce delusion and augment “purification,” best 
translated into modern English as meaning altruism and belief in the 
value of life. The Buddha aimed his teaching at the ideal of freedom from 
prejudicial reactions like envy, hatred, or desire.
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As a meditator walks the Path of Dhamma, which means the 
laws of psychology that are guided by realization of impermanence, he 
or she develops goodness of heart. Life is drawn towards peacefulness, 
and empathy. 

The goal of this pathway is Nibbāna, as personified by the Buddha. 
For most people, it is a theoretical ideal, different than our actual, 
nitty-gritty ongoing ordinary failings and inadequacies, our daydreams 
and hurts. But the whole process has a clear progression: awareness of 
impermanence of body sensations, acceptance, letting go of the self-
narrative, losing problematic attributes, augmenting liberating moods 
and practices, and growth in the direction of goodness-of-heart. The 
terminus of this process, Nibbāna, means unshakeable, imperturbable 
peace and love.

But perfectionistic striving for this high-end deliverance can 
make an ordinary meditator feel bad! Another way to revel in our 
personal goodness of heart, even if we are far away from the Buddha’s 
“unshakeable deliverance”, is what the Buddha called mettā, the 
practice of loving-kindness. Mettā could be called the “great embrace,”  
suffusing the world with gratitude, generosity and love. The great 
embrace of mettā is the common person’s exercise of goodness of heart. 
We may not reach the Buddha’s unshakeable love and peace, but we can 
emit our own big-heartedness.

Mettā can be best felt at the conclusion of meditation. During the 
rest of life in our rude and even dangerous world the delicate banner of 
mettā that we have generated during our meditation can be swept away 
by the caustic events around us. As we meditate, and feel released from 
some grasping, and uplifted by the tinting of liberation that we attain, we 
grow in goodness of heart, and exude the great embrace for some benign 
moments, hoping these moments will expand in duration and whip 
elegantly in the wind for a while in spite of storms they will encounter. 
This mood is mettā. 

Thoreau famously said in Walden that a man is rich in proportion 
to what he can afford to leave alone. A rich man needs no more 
sumptuousness than he already has. I tried to follow that dictum and 
found it helpful to some degree, but now I would wish to amend it. A 
man or woman is rich in proportion to what he or she has in excess and 
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can afford to give away. Your wealth is your disposable psychological 
assets. The amount of mettā we can generate is the Vipassana meditator’s 
measure of wealth. 

Goodness of heart is not the private property of Buddhists. In 
the worst days of the London “Blitz” bombings during World War II, 
when citizens of the city faced the possibility of personally burning to 
death amidst what appeared to be the end of civilization, in 1941, Mollie 
Panter-Downes reported that ordinary citizens conducted themselves 
with “cheerfulness and fortitude.” We give away our moods, for better 
or for worse. 

What, then, is the contribution that meditation makes in a 
world where courage, dignity and civility are already widely distributed 
and widely missing? Meditation provides a practice that most people 
can follow to some degree, more or less, that points in the direction 
of the Buddha’s ideals and attainments, and that makes every day an 
opportunity to exercise our own nano-nibbāna. Even if the world around 
you is dark, an hour of meditation may bring you around to your own 
inextinguishable glow. Then, shine it upon the steppingstones you have 
just crossed so that the people behind you will see the light. Nurture your 
goodness of heart against the vicissitudes of life as if you were a Londoner 
in 1941, or as if you were the Buddha himself.

Goodness of heart is our last, best possession. What else do we 
really own?

Loneliness

It may take you by surprise to see loneliness listed among the anchoring 
stepping stones on which you can safely place your feet. Loneliness is an 
uncomfortable feeling that we usually want to get rid of. And most people 
would not imagine loneliness to be a positive outcome we would wish 
for. But loneliness is a treasured component of the Path as taught by the 
Buddha, and a wise psychological capacity.

Sometimes I feel that I am the loneliest person in the world. I have 
the courage to say this in public because I know that almost all people 
occasionally feel the same way. That leads us to the irony that almost 
everyone is the loneliest person in the world. 
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The Beatles publicly proclaimed loneliness as a common 
experience in their song, “Eleanor Rigby,” which is about a fictional, 
isolated, obscure woman to whose churchyard funeral nobody came. She 
is an evocation of the abandonment we all sometimes feel. “All the lonely 
people, where do they all come from…” 

Another great “sixties and seventies” lyricist, Robert Hunter, who 
wrote the words to many of the best known Grateful Dead songs, wrote, 
in “Eyes of the World”:

“Sometimes we visit your country 
And live in your home 
Sometimes we ride on your horses 
Sometimes we walk alone 
Sometimes the songs that we hear 
Are just songs of our own.”

Gandhi said that among his favorite songs was the one by Bengali 
poet Rabindranath Tagore, who won the Nobel Prize in literature in 1913:

“If no one answers your call walk alone… 
Unlucky one, 
open your mind and speak out alone…”

Robert Allen Zimmerman, the songwriter from Minnesota 
who got the Nobel Prize in literature (2016), created the image of the 
tambourine man, who plays his song for each person, who then is the 
sole person who hears it. 

The Buddha praised loneliness, and suggested that his students 
walk alone in the forest like a solitary, aging old rhinoceros (the 
Khaggavisāṇa Sutta from the Khuddaka Nikāya). Of course as someone who 
also made community, or Saṅgha, one of the triple gems, the Buddha’s 
exhortation to loneliness has to be seen in context, as a sometimes 
necessary and valued stance appropriate to certain conditions in life:

“Renouncing violence… 
Seeing the drawbacks of social allurement… 
The wise person, valuing freedom,  
Wanders alone like a rhinoceros.” 
		    (Based on a translation by Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu)
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If you feel lonely, don’t feel lonely. We are all there with you. The 
Buddha, his rhinoceros, Bob Dylan, are lonely right beside you.

The importance of loneliness can be seen by its connection to 
thoughtfulness. If you think for yourself, then no one thinks exactly like 
you, and in the cavern of your autonomy you are individual and alone. 
Of course, few people are entirely unique, and your sovereignty over 
your own thoughts should not prevent you from noticing similarities, 
commonalities, and shared sympathies with many other people. 

Meditators take time and make efforts to know themselves. We 
witness ourselves without judgement, and the absence of censorship 
during meditation leads to a wider and more honest self-revelation. We may 
well gain deeper and more systematic awareness of our own core values. 
Meditation occurs within a deep privacy. So meditation has an intrinsic 
loneliness built into it: the loneliness of honesty and self-determination.

Then why did the Buddha proclaim that friendship on the Path 
was the entire Path? How can it be that the authors of the ancient texts 
of Buddhism praise both solitude and friendship? Possibly the answer 
lies in the difference between friendship and companionship. If you are 
self-ignorant, you can still share camaraderie and the back-slap of pals, 
but friendship, in which two people know each other pretty well, and 
acknowledge each other more or less as they really are, has to follow the 
self-awareness that makes mutuality possible. Loneliness is the necessary 
precursor of friendship. Loneliness is the only path to friendship. Only 
someone who knows him or herself can be known by a friend. 

Loneliness shouldn’t be confused with isolation and alienation. 
The rhinoceros in the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta is taking advice from the Buddha 
and therefore is a follower of Dhamma, and he has high purposes in this 
metaphorical solitude. He is not trapped in anomie, and ultimately, he 
is aiming towards a lifestyle that places friendship at its pinnacle. His 
loneliness is a situational strategy to augment wisdom, his own values and 
decisions guiding him through the jungle of uncertainty. So the Buddha’s 
teaching, as recorded in the Pāli Canon, contains legends and metaphors 
that provide examples for different degrees, kinds, and amounts of social 
engagement and disengagement. 

Some meditation groups encourage participation in shared 
confession, which, with its subtle social pressures and covertly enforced 
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norms, is a feature of thought control. Frightened people flee from their 
feelings of loneliness into the whispering herd of shared dogmas. They 
elude solitary thoughtfulness by diving into conformity and belief.

Sincere people bond across their loneliness, feeling both the 
austerity of solitude and the excited discovery of friendship with another 
genuine person capable of it. If you don’t feel alone in this world, then 
you haven’t got a friend. 

Begin Again

As long as we are alive there is no end to it. Susan and I grew up in the New 
York metropolitan area, where college admissions were very competitive 
and fraught with the feeling of failure. Many people competed for the 
same slots. We both were induced to feel that getting into college was the 
single most important event in life, the critical causeway to be crossed by 
age eighteen. Once a person landed a berth in a good college, we thought, 
life was a free flight from there, like a flying squirrel gliding down from 
its tree branch. About twenty or thirty years later, with that fantasy in 
tatters, we began to subtly enthrone in our imagination the idea that life 
would be easy sailing at last after we retired. Now that daydream, too, 
has yielded to the decay of body functions and the corrosive, social issues 
around us. 

Martin Buber said that aging was wonderful if a person understood 
the idea, “begin again.”

If we are on a path that is built with stepping stones, there is 
always the fluctuating and rising tide that threatens to inundate them. 
I remember canoeing across lakes in the Ontario north woods when a 
motorboat would sweep by, generating waves that would rock and 
threaten our canoe which was slipping along on its delicate vector across 
the fluid dark swirl. 

“Beginning again” requires flexibility, the capacity to bend with 
or around circumstances, but also steadiness, the determination to paddle 
on course despite crosscurrents. 
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Meditation can become a lifelong feature of one’s personality, like 
health behavior, career, or marriage, a small boat that can glide around, 
above, or straight through turbulence. 

Beginning again also implies discerning the Path. Today the 
possibility for any one of us to establish a meditation practice teeters 
between two dangers. These two errors could be called “promises” 
and “pretensions.”

On the promise side, there is the danger of superficial practices 
that focus only on being here now in the moment, and promise radical 
improvement with minimal investment. But real meditation is a rich 
brew that contains historical contexts, lifetime practitioners who 
become teachers, compatriots and friends; and meditations that contain 
not only being-here-now, but also many mental states, such as memories, 
reflections, even agitations and distractions. Shallow meditations can 
turn off intelligent, potentially interested people. 

A second danger is vain, self-promoting teachers and their cults, 
where ordinary people claim total enlightenment and purification, where 
vacuous mental trances are praised above interpersonal wisdom and 
goodness of heart, and where self-appointed leaders weigh in on Middle 
East politics, and anoint themselves as experts in social issues unrelated 
to meditation. 

Not everyone wants to meditate or should meditate, and not 
every meditation teacher is safe or worthy of your attention. The real 
results by which to judge a teacher and tradition is the quality of the lives 
lived under its guidance. 	

Meditation should carry with it the ardor of a strong momentum 
to hold you on track through thick and thin. You can measure its value 
as you test the way it gives you direction and morale in troubled times. 
It should surround you with good people, meditation centers, and the 
turrets of a notable history, but it should be free of any obligation to 
believe in culture-based fables. Ultimately, it’s your life that you want, 
the hardest hitting and the most generous and softest you can have, 
given who you are and where you stand. Meditation should open you and 
propel you forward, giving you the tough skin you need and the velvet 
you prefer. The essence of meditation is letting go and persevering. 
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After the death of our great Vipassana meditation teacher, Mr. 
S.N. Goenka, in 2013, I began to realize that one of his most important 
emphases was resilience, beginning again. Meditation can be the center 
of a lifelong commitment, not to outer symbols nor even to prominent 
leaders, but to one’s own vision of what is the best that life has to offer. 
Mr. Goenka surrounded himself with thousands of people who married 
the meditative Path, and who can be counted on by their friends to 
continue walking toward goodness of heart.

In the same way that the grammatical forms of a language become 
unalterably fixed in one’s brain, so that, for example, the sequence of 
nouns, verbs, and adjectives is always automatically patterned according 
to the rules of that language; so it is that meditation can also become a 
reliable matrix for one’s life. The word “commitment” is only a beginning, 
a weak way of phrasing it, compared to, say, “indelible.” Whenever 
I write a sentence, the web of English spontaneously guides my brain; 
although at the same time, every sentence is new, and to write it I must 
“begin again.” Now my day is also spontaneously guided by morning and 
evening meditation (which is not to say that my weaknesses and foibles 
are eliminated). I can also feel around me the thousands of Mr. Goenka’s 
lifelong students moving from hut to hut on the Path (which is not to say 
that their weaknesses and foibles are eliminated). The teachers, assistant 
teachers, and Old Students, whom Mr. Goenka nurtured and guided, now 
form a mutually supportive culture of lifelong meditation practice. 

Meditation gains enhanced guiding powers when you have 
internalized it so deeply that, at the touch of your volition, its entire 
webbing crisscrosses your mind in the same way as your unconscious 
fealty to the grammar of your mother tongue. 

About thirty years ago, when I was trying to locate a good summer 
camp for my son, someone gave me this advice: “Pick the camp where 
the highest percentage of counselors and directors were themselves once 
campers. Look for enthusiasm that crosses the generations. Look for the 
summer experience to which people return for a lifetime.”

But no long journey is easy. The life of meditation has adversity, 
predominantly from one’s own fault lines, which, like the mislearned 
grammar of childhood, become as deeply imbedded as good grammar 
does. There are also social problems, since any community that dispenses 
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positions of prominence and leadership will generate its own share of 
competition and vanity. 

Walt Whitman said that any success you have in life will be met by 
the next, new, matched and greater challenge. The definition of success 
is that it places you in front of the harder next step. The Buddha taught 
that the preeminent virtue is diligence. Mr. Goenka emphasized strong 
determination. Meditation does not eliminate reality, with its harshness 
and glare, but it provides a deeper reality within which one can remain 
anchored. Psychiatrists call positive, deep patterns, “internalization.” 
This is profounder than the cognitive volition of “commitment.”

We can confront the conditions around us as the occasion to 
challenge and strengthen whatever equanimity we have developed, and 
to respond actively with generosity of spirit whenever we are capable 
of doing so. 

Meditation is always an act of faith in ourselves that we can live 
nobly, placing our feet down step by step on the stones of strength.

The darkness that surrounds us is why we seek the light. The 
confusion that we feel is why we walk a path. The loneliness that we feel is 
why we want friends. The anger and dismay that we feel is why we invoke 
goodness of heart. Meditation can place your cupped hand beneath the 
light, the path, the friend, the heart.
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I

Today’s talk is for Old Students, and even more specifically for Old Students 
who are trying to create a daily practice in the throes of modern life. 

This focus came about in the following way: Tim and Karen 
Donovan, Vipassana Center teachers who conduct courses frequently in 
California and in Mexico, asked me to come out to the Bay Area to give 
public talks, including Old Students talks. I replied, as I had done in the 
past when I was asked to give Old Student talks, “What is the point of 
doing this?” Old students have heard all of Goenkaji’s ten-day discourses, 
and have access to hearing them again or of coming back to another ten-
day course. So why do we need any further addresses to Old Students? 
There is also a danger that if one hundred and fifty teachers each gave 
ten Old Student talks, there would be one thousand five hundred new 
talks, some of which might deviate slightly from each other, and we 
could inadvertently trigger small variations in the way our great river of 
tradition flows in its tributaries. 

With this in mind, I have limited Old Student talks to the following 
situations. First, a Center teacher who I personally know and trust has 
requested me to give a talk. Second, I make sure that I am balancing 
myself in the context of the assignment that Goenkaji gave to me, which 
is to explain Vipassana to professional and intellectual audiences from 
the standpoint of modern sciences like psychology and biology. Third, I 
ask myself whether there is a particular topic, situation, or issue that the 
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Center teacher has pointed out to me and that deserves the attention of 
an Old Student talk. 

Tim reiterated to me that there are many people who are 
interested in establishing a daily practice, or who already do have a daily 
practice, who may even sit twice a day, or who may be struggling to sit 
twice a day, or who are not sitting at all, who are caught in modern life in 
a manner that is not discussed during the ten-day discourses, where the 
focus is just on learning how to meditate. 

As Vipassana teachers who have ongoing contact with thousands 
of students from multiple countries, Tim and Karen were concerned with 
the distinction between the ideals of a meditative life that are constant 
across thousands of years, such as are discussed in the ten-day course, 
compared to the nitty gritty details of establishing a twice daily practice 
in the modern culture of long commutes, incessant emails, phone texts, 
internet distractions, rancorous political environments, and the unique 
cultural contexts in which we all are now treading water. Tim said, “Oh, 
come on, just give them a talk by someone who has been there and done 
that.” In deference to that earthy, realistic request, today’s talk is by a 
participant in the modern world who meditates and owns an iPad. 

When we return home from our first ten-day course, or any 
subsequent course, we reengage a world that is very different from a 
meditation center. It’s a world that the Buddha never saw. It’s a world 
that Goenkaji never saw. It’s the modern global culture. When I started 
my adult life after Susan and I had made a long voyage to India and other 
parts of Asia, and had sat our first Vipassana course, in 1974, I made a 
determination that I would live in such a way that I would not be overly 
impacted, or flooded away, by the insistent pressures of Twentieth 
Century America. I wanted to root my life in eternal truths, and not 
merely in circumstantial situations. As hard as I tried, fifty years later, I 
own hybrid automobiles, houses, internet connectivity, numerous sizes 
and shapes of computers, intricate relationships with dozens of people 
on multiple continents, children and grandchildren, in other words, I am 
partly a manifestation of eternal truths, and partly a participant in the 
problems and dramas of my historical moment. 

Today’s talk is about how to be a deep, serious, lifelong Vipassana 
meditator within this swirl of light and dust. 
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II

Those of you who are sitting twice a day but find it an enormous struggle, 
those of you who are not sitting at all, those of you who are sitting once or 
one and a half times a day … you are the students I’m interested in helping 
today. If you are already successfully sitting twice a day, I hope you will hear 
a few useful comments. Those of you who are not sitting at all, I hope this 
talk will bring you back to the security of meditation practice. 

If you had the opportunity to conduct a ten-day course, or if you 
had the chance to be a fly on the wall behind the teachers conducting the 
ten-day course, you’d find that at noon interviews there are two groups 
of people who come and ask questions. About half the questions concern 
specific details of learning Vipassana for the first time, something like: 
“What should I do if I can’t feel the sensations on my ear lobe?” That is a 
new student question, but it can come from an Old Student, too. 

But there’s another group of problems that repeat over and over, 
and if you’ve conducted courses for decades, you would hear the same 
questions repeated. And those are some variations on this theme: “I’ve 
taken my second course; or this is my fifth course; or my tenth course; or 
my twentieth course; or even, in some cases, I’ve taken a twenty-day or a 
thirty-day course; and I’m an experienced Old Student. I love this technique; 
I know it is for me. There’s no question that the courses are hard. Even 
the most experienced student finds every course a challenge. That’s the 
whole point! It is a challenge. But the fact is, I’ve already become dedicated 
in my heart to this technique. I want to walk this Path for the rest of my 
life. I feel confident that it is rational, nonsectarian, and helpful, because 
it has already helped me greatly, and I don’t find any cultural or religious 
problem accepting its main principles. When I am sitting a ten-day course, 
sometimes on day six, seven, eight or nine, I take a strong determination 
that I am going to meditate twice a day for the rest of my life. And the day I 
get home I don’t meditate. The next day and the next day I don’t meditate, 
and I end up never following through on my strong determination.” 

Another variant of that same problem is: “When I get home 
I meditate beautifully, twice a day, every day, two hours a day, and I 
follow through for a month, or for six months, or for ten years. Then 
I stop meditating.” Or, another way this is phrased: “When I come 
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home, I sit religiously for two hours a day, until something makes me 
feel time pressured. My mother got sick; I broke my leg and had to go 
to the hospital; I lost my job. Under the force of that life situation I 
cut the evening sitting one half an hour, and then, to be symmetrical, 
I also diminished the morning sitting. For a year or two, I meditated 
approximately half an hour morning and evening, then just half an 
hour in the morning, and then I stopped meditating.” So whether it 
happens the day the student comes home, or in two months or ten 
years, or whether it is a gradual lessening like an airplane coming 
in for a landing, or whether it is with an abrupt ending like a water 
balloon hitting the ground, meditation comes to an end. The heart of 
the question is, “Please tell me how I can continue meditating.” 

 And then the student usually follows that by saying, “What’s 
wrong with me?” Or, “What am I doing wrong?” Or, “This practice may 
not be cut out for me, or I may not be cut out for the practice, or isn’t it 
just too hard for me? I’m addicted to television. When I am home alone, I 
just can’t meditate. Or, when I am home with my family, I can’t get around 
to it. This technique is made for advanced people. Isn’t the twice daily 
standard too high?” 

As soon as the student asks his or her question, there is an 
immediate collapse into negativity about him or herself. It seems that 
there is a drift towards using Vipassana to generate self-criticism and this 
is where students begin to harm themselves. They are creating negative 
self-images and feelings of failure due to (or allegedly due to) meditation.

The theme of my talk today is, if you carry home one idea, this 
is the “take-home” message: Don’t use Dhamma to harm yourself. Only use 
Dhamma to help yourself. 

We all have gone through similar kinds of education, which 
unfortunately, throughout the world, is heavily associated with feelings 
of criticism and competitive inferiority. In school, we so often learn 
to judge ourselves as needing correction and rectification that these 
attitudes become habitual and they spring up into our mind as we reenter 
the school of meditation. We come to our first Vipassana course, and the 
whole time we are wondering what kind of grade we will get in the final 
exam. Similarly, as soon as our twice a day determination falters, we 
feel, “Looks like I am about to flunk Vipassana. The teacher is going to 
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start sending notes home to my parents warning them about my subpar 
performance.” It’s been built into us that as soon as we find ourselves 
temporarily toppled by a challenge, we begin to blame ourselves. Don’t use 
Dhamma to harm yourself.

What I am saying should be pretty obvious, should be unnecessary 
to say, but the reality is that almost all of us have mental processes that 
automatically kick-in to imply something negative about ourselves. This 
pattern arises as soon as we begin to lag in our effort to establish ourselves 
in the twice daily meditation practice that Goenkaji recommends as the 
keystone of the Dhamma life. This kernel of negativity dwelling inside 
of us is one of the sources of difficulty in establishing a lifelong, fruitful, 
twice-daily meditation. 

I’m going to focus on the subtle ways in which negativity 
prevents us from feeling successful, stops us from feeling glad that we 
have meditation to guide us every day, and thwarts us from confidently 
continuing with it. 

Guilt is the commonest way of rotating the wheel of Dhamma 
counter clockwise. We feel as if we had been apprehended by the Dhamma 
police, and now, standing before the judge, we must confess: “I plead 
guilty to not sitting twice a day.” So here’s a Vipassana student who has 
learned a technique that’s intended to remove our negativities, and yet 
the first feeling that comes up is: “I’m guilty.” 

Another troubling theme that arises in many of us as we struggle to 
create a daily practice is shame: “Other people are sitting twice a day; I’m 
not as good as they are.” Similar feelings accompany the in-built patterns 
of our minds to feel second rate, followed by a sense of failure. “I failed 
again. I want to major in meditation and I can’t quite make the grade.” It 
is our “old saṅkhāras,” our conditioned reaction patterns, that surge into 
our minds as soon as we consider living the Dhamma life, and that bends 
the positive practice into the shape of our tired old negativities. The goal 
of Vipassana is to decrease and not increase negative self-esteem, self-
recrimination, or self-hatred. 

An important key to the life of meditation is built into meditation 
itself: accepting the reality of yourself as you are. But, of course it would 
be facile to say, “Let’s just accept the fact that we are not meditating! 
So we just won’t meditate!” That, obviously, is not going to make you 
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a meditator. Still, the first step is always: Don’t use Dhamma to harm 
yourself. When you find antagonism towards yourself creeping into 
your mind (“I’m not good enough; This doesn’t work for me; I should try 
harder; I’m not as good as my friends; What’s wrong with me?”), make 
sure that you set it aside. Avoid the cycle of self-recrimination during 
which you think, “I’m a bad person because I self-recriminate; only bad 
people self-recriminate.” Let it go. Drop it. 

To keep meditation feeling attractive, to keep you drawn towards 
it spontaneously, it should feel like a free space that you own. Nobody else 
owns your meditation. Your fourth-grade teacher doesn’t own it; your 
mother doesn’t own it; Goenkaji doesn’t own it. You own it. Keep it clear 
in your mind that your meditation is your personal path in the direction 
of liberation and you hold the deed to every step on it. This feeling of 
ownership will empower you.

It’s easy to criticize what I have just said. Someone can counter 
it by saying to me, “Well, look, that’s all very pleasant and New-Agey 
accept-yourself-as-you-are-kind-of-philosophy that you are preaching. 
But those attitudes don’t really get to the depth of my problems. I do try 
to meditate when I return home from my ten-day course and I try very 
hard. I sit down and set my cell phone to give me some chimes that sound 
like they come from Portland, Oregon, or crickets that have the ambiance 
of Vermont. I close my eyes, and before I know it, there are crickets! I have 
totally forgotten that I was supposed to be meditating, and the entire 
time I was caught up in some daydream, or some worry. I’ve got a heavy 
weight around my heart and it comes up when I meditate. I can’t get 
myself out from under it. That is the real reason that I stop meditating. 
I ask myself, what is the point of just sitting there daydreaming and 
reliving my suffering?”

Now, I want to ask whether there is anybody here in the 
audience today who has had that experience, where you sit down and 
put on Goenkaji’s chanting, or your crickets, or your chimes, and the 
next thing you hear is the sixty-minute reminder that you forgot you 
were meditating for the entire hour? How many people have had that 
experience, raise your hands. O.K., fantastic. I see a thicket of raised 
hands. I’m glad to see that I am surrounded by a group of people with 
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good sīla [audience laughter]. All of you who didn’t raise your hand, we 
are a little concerned about your sīla.

A couple of years ago I had a revealing experience talking to a friend 
of mine who is a teacher and an elder in our tradition, a person who has put 
an entire life into Vipassana, has taken many long courses, and many very 
long courses, and has also conducted many courses across the decades. 
This friend told me, “You know, sometimes it happens to me during a group 
sitting, that I sit down, put on the chanting, and the next thing I hear is the 
closing chants, and I have forgotten I’ve been meditating.” 

III

Everyone daydreams, and everyone daydreams a lot. The reason is that 
daydreaming is a healthy, important function, and it serves us well 
most of the time, because daydreams are a method of rehearsing life 
in the chamber of our minds, reviewing problems, portraying options, 
and practicing strategies for solutions. However, daydreams remove us 
from the reality of the moment, so that they are valuable in their proper 
sphere, but an obstacle to focusing on reality. Even though meditation 
consists of sitting still, it is also a form of action, a mental action, in 
which we exercise volition to concentrate on sensations or respiration. 
Therefore, the useful mental activity of daydreaming is a distraction 
when we want to meditate. 

Generally, in daily life, we can reduce daydreaming and attend 
to important activity because there are controls that we use to suppress 
daydreaming. But when we meditate, all the skills we employ to restrain 
the upwelling of inner material, are eliminated by meditation. When 
we meditate, we can no longer place our finger over the fountain of 
daydreams by performing our jobs, watching television, looking at our 
screens, things that give our minds focus but have nothing to do with 
introspection and insight. Typically, we regulate daydreaming all day 
every day and constrict it to those time intervals when permission for 
it is optimal, unstructured moments, the in-between times, the gaps 
and the junctions between all of our activities, driving on an interstate 
that’s not too busy. When we go to a meditation course, or even when 
we just sit down to meditate for an hour in our home, we lift off all of 
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those obligations and distractions, and our minds, which are filled with 
many undigested bits of feeling and information, are bursting with all 
this material.

I’ve emphasized that my “take-home” message is: “Never use 
Dhamma to harm yourself.” That means, don’t condemn your daydreaming, 
because it serves its own purpose in its proper time and place. But, as soon 
as I say this, someone will reply to me and say: “Well, if you tell me not to 
condemn my daydreaming, that I understand. But, then what’s the point 
of meditation if it consists of nothing else but daydreaming!?”

Doesn’t this mean that your meditation is a total waste of 
time? And the answer is, no, it is not a waste of your time. There are 
three reasons why it’s not a total loss even if in that hour you find 
you have daydreamed all the time. In the first place, thinking is not 
bad, as I have emphasized, daydreaming is not bad. Of course, our 
practice is based on concentration, and so we do want to develop it. 
I’m not arguing against that. But still, if you did nothing else but sit 
down for an hour and think, I don’t really see what’s wrong with that. 
As we have already discussed in some detail, a lot of daydreaming is 
actually problem solving, thinking something through, then thinking 
it through again. In the kind of case example we are discussing, you 
may be under intense pressure and the natural, healthy function 
of your mind has created an emergency switch which diverts your 
energy away from meditation and rechannels your cognitive processes 
to assign all of your attention onto a temporary necessity. That is 
my main point today, don’t use meditation to condemn the organic 
processes of your mind even though you are trying to establish a new 
way of living based upon meditation.

A second reason that even the most stormy or daydreaming hour 
on your cushion is not a waste of time is that when you sat down, you 
did so because you have Dhamma volition. You sat down to meditate 
because you are motivated to live the Dhamma life, to make meditation 
your refuge. You were motivated to take a ten-day course, and now you’re 
committed to keeping your meditation practice going. It’s hard for you! 
And in spite of that, you were motivated enough to try again. The Buddha 
taught that the number one virtue for a meditator is diligence. All of 
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the other pāramīs, or virtues of the Dhamma life, are dependent upon 
diligence. If you don’t have diligence, you can’t pursue the other pāramīs. 

The essence of Dhamma is volition. As the Buddha taught, it’s not 
merely the events that happen to you, but the volition with which you 
deal with those events that produces your karma, or kamma, so when you 
sit down and your volition is, “I’m going to keep my meditation practice 
going,” you are building the karma you need to keep yourself on the Path. 
It may be so that in this hour you’re daydreaming, but your volition has 
been exercised and strengthened. Since a weak, wandering, daydreaming 
mind sometimes happens to everyone, if it were an excuse to give up, then 
everyone should give up! Some people hit this difficulty in their early 
years of practice, and as we have already seen, even highly experienced 
meditation teachers may encounter this difficulty occasionally, after 
decades of practice, so whether you encounter it consistently for a whole 
month, intermittently for a year, or in any other sequence or pattern, 
don’t let it stop you, because you are destined to encounter this problem 
and if you let it signal defeat to you, you are destined to be defeated. But if 
diligence is part of your Dhamma practice, you are destined to succeed. If 
you persevere during these stages of your meditation practice, when you 
have been captured and swept away in the throes of a daydream, then you 
will have successfully passed through this universal, temporary phase of 
meditation. This too will change. You have the volition that combines 
diligence to try, and patience to pass through the tunnel.

A third reason why that apparently lost hour of meditation 
is valuable is that it is preparing you. It is not a complete waste of time 
because you are “letting off steam,” and you’re prepping your mind for 
your next meditation, or for a meditation a week or a month or a year 
from now, when in fact you will not entirely daydream, and you will not be 
drowning in the waves. By allowing this apparently unstoppable tsunami 
to sweep over you while you refuse to get up from your cushion or to 
give up, you are creating a situation in which the wave will pass over you, 
to lose some of its momentum and to partially empty your mind of the 
turmoil that had been brewing inside. Not every hour of meditation can 
be or should be the same, and some of your hours are devoted to clearing 
away these inner forces that emerge as storms that arise to pass away. 
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I hope you will all keep in mind that the value of your hour on the 
cushion cannot be assessed by what happens to you in that hour only. The 
only way to assess the value of that hour is to see it as one step on the long 
trail of a lifetime Path. If you are walking forward, then every step, even 
ones where you stumble slightly, nevertheless propel you onward.

IV

The next thing I want to look at is: how many people daydream almost 
all of the hour, but, occasionally, once, twice, three times, for a second, 
or for a few seconds, you do remember Anapana or Vipassana? How 
many people have meditations like that? Phew! Thankfully, yes. 
The total mind-blanking storm wave that we discussed in the last 
situation has been modified, and your meditation consists largely of 
daydreaming, but not entirely so. You’ve followed through on your 
intention to be aware of breath or sensations, ten times for one second 
each, or ten times for ten seconds each, or fifty times for one or two 
seconds, so that your meditation is still full of wandering mind, but 
is also a vessel for successfully activated awareness. Let’s look at that 
kind of hour to see why that apparently unenlightened practice, which 
most people have most of the time, is fully on the Path of our tradition 
and very worth continuing.

The human mind works in habit patterns. We are creatures of 
habit, and that’s essential to our survival. For example, I have a pattern 
in my mind that’s called the English language. As soon as I wake up in 
the morning, that pattern is already present, because it is built into me. I 
never wake up and suddenly converse in fluent Russian. The patterns in 
our minds are deeply set. Yet, when we turn our lives towards Dhamma, 
we want to create a new life for ourselves, a life that is not trapped in 
the patterns of the past. During your meditation, every time that you 
remember to focus on pure reality as it is exactly in this moment, even 
if this happens only briefly or occasionally, you are breaking the habit 
pattern of whatever your previous thoughts and daydreams were about. 
The daydreams and storms that arise during meditation all consist of 
patterned sequences of neurological pathways automatically firing, and 
you are disrupting that unconscious automaticity. Even if you only do 
that ten times for one second in your morning meditation, and ten times 
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more in the evening, and if you persevere twice a day for a year, there 
will have been approximately seventy thousand times that you will have 
taken command of your mind and reset it!

I’m using the term, “reset” because I had a slightly traumatic 
episode about three or four years ago when we bought our first iPad. 
I made the purchase with a bit of hesitancy because the price seemed 
high, and I was wondering whether I really needed this new toy. The 
corporations are constantly elaborating and marketing new gadgets that 
induce you into feeling you can’t live without them, and so I hesitantly 
acquiesced into purchasing this nifty child-like computer. As soon as I 
started using it, I became infatuated with its light weight, easy to use and 
easy to carry availability. Almost as soon as I began to develop an addiction 
to it, it suddenly stopped working. The screen disappeared down a black 
hole. Any time I tried to fix it by rationally thinking out a strategy, it 
didn’t work because all of these digital tools are designed by irrational 
people, and those of us who are still rational get left out. We became the 
typically helpless consumers of an outrageously complicated device upon 
which we had become pathologically dependent. But fortunately, this 
event happened at the very moment that we were passing through Palo 
Alto on our way to give some Vipassana outreach talks in the Bay Area, so 
we were in the perfect place for an iPad meltdown.

At the entrance to the Apple store there was a guy who appeared 
to be too young to be my grandson, and he patiently explained to me, 
“This is really simple. You just have to reset it.” He showed me that 
resetting required two fingers, not just one, the first time I had fewer 
than nine free fingers as I used my new digital toy. You have to press 
two buttons, one at the top, and one at the bottom, and that shuts down 
the operating system, allowing it to reset and restart. This intervention 
throws an obstacle into the automaticity of the overloaded system.

That is a good image for what we are doing in those moments 
when we are on task during Vipassana. We are resetting our minds which 
we have overloaded with too much data, too many web pages left on it. 
Even if you reset it only once during your one-hour meditation, it is a 
reset. During the course of your busy year, even a modern, distracted, 
lay meditator, can hope to reset his or her neurological system tens of 
thousands of times, clearing away the congested traffic lanes of leftover 
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thoughts, feelings, and memories, and repositioning it to start again, 
reducing the habituation of existing synapses, and bringing your mind 
back to ground zero. 

I personally believe that one of the reasons meditation feels so 
attuned to our psychological needs is that we are doing something that 
our brain and body require. In ancient times, it was said that our past lives 
were what led us to meditation in this current life. In our scientific era, 
we can say that inside the biological life of which we consist, there is a 
wisdom that attracts us towards meditation as a cleansing and awakening 
process. Meditation helps us reroute unconscious, nonstop, runaway 
trains of thought so that we can begin etching alternatives. When we get 
up from meditation we might find that we are more able to consciously 
design our thoughts rather than having them happen to us. We gain a few 
degrees of freedom from fixation, some reduction of perseveration, and 
relief from the conditioned mental contents of the past. 

In my examples so far, I have referred predominantly to the 
circumstances of limited concentration that some students find 
demoralizing. We should also keep in mind that many people will have 
hours, months, or epochs of their life when their concentration becomes 
much more densely filled in.

It does frequently happen that as we meditate at home, we 
gradually attain a higher percent of focus on sensations. However, 
our technique is not just to focus on sensations. Vipassana means to 
experience sensations while understanding what they mean: our body 
is in constant change, we’re born, everything changes, our hair color 
changes, our body weight changes, our intellect changes, the information 
in our brain changes, and we die. Our goal as meditators is to learn to face 
the fluidity of reality with equanimity. 

Our technique has the following layers: first we’re aware of 
sensations, and we recognize them as manifestations of the compounded 
nature of our bodies and of all things in the world. Every star, every planet, 
every person is compounded from tiny particles and slowly transforms 
into some other state. Everything is impermanent. As people meditate at 
home, either over the length of one hour, or over the length of a lifetime (if 
you choose to do so) you are likely to find that you eventually concentrate 
better—not every time, but mostly. 
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Right there in your home, on your cushion, you gain the Path 
of the Buddha, the insight of the Dhamma, which is that everything is 
changing, and there is no way you can control everything. No matter 
how well you live, your life will pass away and you have to learn to be 
equanimous with that. If you are a meditator who develops awareness 
of anicca, and equanimity with that awareness, then that awareness and 
that peace, or partial peace, can come to you at home twice a day for ten 
seconds, fifty seconds, fifty seconds five times, two minutes ten times, 
in increasing amounts of your twice daily sitting. Whether for longer or 
shorter units of time, whether more or less frequently, you are sliding 
open the door in your house to the garden of the Buddha’s equanimity.

As we become more deeply immersed and embedded in the 
reality of anicca as revealed to us by the sensations of our own body, the 
constant resetting that occurs also becomes relatively more continuous. 
It is in this way that the Path opens up inside of you. Eventually, instead 
of hearing about the Path, or aspiring to it, you locate it inside of yourself 
frequently and recurrently as you meditate. Much of the struggle to join 
in to the meditative lifestyle fades away and you become fully integrated 
with it. Meditation becomes inseparable from your way of life. 

V

One of the most pleasant aspects of Vipassana happens when people take 
a ten-day course, and you ask them how was it, and they reply, “Man! 
That was the hardest thing I ever did in my life! I didn’t think I’d make it.” 
In years past we had soldiers from different countries coming to courses, 
and they would frequently tell us, “This was harder than being in the 
military!” Then, when you would ask, “Well, did you like it?”, they would 
exclaim, “It was fantastic!” The first thing that people would describe 
about the value of their ten-day course was something like this: “I was 
struggling with a problem in my life, and sometime towards the end of the 
ten days, that problem evaporated. A huge burden I had been carrying was 
lifted off my shoulders. A conflict I had with a person suddenly appeared 
to have an obvious solution, or some obstacle about how I should earn 
my living, or where to live, or what I should do with my life, cleared up.” 
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The funny thing is that we are taught on a ten-day course not 
to think, not to try to solve any problems. Problem solving is not the 
intentional goal of meditation. The goal is to focus on reality as it is, 
developing equanimity with the base of breath and then sensations. Yet 
it happens repeatedly that people solve problems without trying to do so. 
Unintentionally, conflicts, dilemmas, and conundrums seem to evaporate. 
The reason for this apparent magic is due to the disruption of fixed mental 
habit patterns. In the past, when you were trying to solve a longstanding 
problem, your mind kept repetitively traveling down certain patterns or 
pathways of neurons in your brain. Even when we say to ourselves that we 
are going to solve our problems in a new way, that we are going to think 
out-of-the-box, the fact remains, it’s still our conscious intention that’s 
trying to think out-of-the-box, meaning, you’re not actually free of the box. 

When we disrupt our thought patterns by attending away from 
problem solving and by focusing on breath or sensations, old thought 
patterns are obstructed, and new neuronal pathways emerge. When you 
meditate twice a day, every day, you enter into a lifestyle in which you 
are giving yourself the opportunity for fresh mental life to well-up in 
your mind twice a day, every day. If you meditate early in the morning, 
that freshness can come before you start the day, and that refreshing 
opportunity can reappear once again after the day’s transactions have 
occupied your brain, and you sit down for your afternoon, or late 
afternoon, or evening meditation, and you have an occasion to receive a 
freshet of potentially original problem-solving ideas, without making any 
volitional effort to try to solve problems. 

It is our intention to relinquish our grasping, controlling 
attitudes, and to simply observe without judging, that makes meditation 
a recurrent time for erasing archaic, futile efforts, and to facilitate the 
rebirth of insight. During meditation, many of our routine human frailties 
arise, like anger, frustration, envy, pettiness, etc. If you can observe these 
emotions at the level of the sensations that accompany them, and avoid 
the reaction of condemning yourself, then self-acceptance emerges as a 
treasured resetting of your mind. Meditation refreshes the way we think 
about ourselves, and if the Pāli word, paññā, means to see life from many 
angles, to see the richness and complexity of yourself without judgment, 
then Vipassana facilitates repatterning of your nervous system so that 
you stop harming yourself with rejection, or dislike. 
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VI

Another common benefit that many people derive even from modestly 
concentrated meditation is a decrease in anxiety. This anxiety reduction 
can be tricky and even paradoxical. It does sometimes happen that when 
we sit down to meditate our anxiety actually surges. This can happen 
when there was an incipient worry hovering in the back of our minds, 
and when we closed our eyes, and removed distractions, the troubling 
scenario shot to the forefront, and we started to worry to the bone. 
After about thirty or forty minutes, we might become so bored with 
worrying that we can set it aside. Ironically, by providing an occasion 
in which you no longer evade this background issue, you are also 
setting the stage for that unintentional but effective problem-solving 
session in your mind. If we meditate twice a day every day, we will be 
systematically reducing the number of shadow and background worries 
that we are lugging around. Most people feel that a steady, reliable, 
meditation practice leads to a diminution in overall anxiety, and this is 
probably the most famous sought after effect of meditation that brings 
people to the practice in the first place. 

Anxiety is a natural, healthy, necessary human trait. Rare people 
who are born without an anxiety signal are defective in their ability to 
ward off danger, and to properly monitor the probable outcomes of their 
own behaviors. Anxiety free individuals often have trouble with the law, 
or fall off cliffs. Anxiety is a signal telling us that there is something that 
we need to attend to. Yet, anxiety feels unpleasant. That’s the whole point; 
we want to reduce it, and so the signal induces us to change something in 
order to de-escalate the signal. In our modern world, we are stimulated 
to be recurrently overanxious, and it is difficult for many people to tone 
that down. For this kind of exaggerated and excessive anxiety, Vipassana 
may be an ideal reducer. 

However, I want to be clear that we are not pandering to 
exaggerated expectation or false promises. Just because you have become 
a meditator does not mean your anxiety level will go away for the rest of 
your life. Anxiety is multifactorial and has genetic predispositions, and 
numerous lifetime triggers may inflate or reduce it. Some people have 
been relatively spared, and others have had to endure past or ongoing 
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tragedies, deprivations, and traumas. Meditation is not a treatment but a 
way of life, and it should not be used to avoid necessary interventions for 
profoundly damaging life events, or for biologically determined distress.

Occasionally people report that there has been a backfiring of 
anxiety reduction. For example, a meditator might say, “I had a problem: 
I had to confront an abusive relative. I started to meditate, but instead 
of meditating I found myself worrying about the confrontation and 
then my anxiety became worse. I could not come back to sensations or 
Anapana. Instead, I just rolled in anxiety.” A situation like this is not all 
bad. Frequently, we find that we have not worried enough. Life makes 
requirements of us that need a great deal of forethought. Meditation is 
not geared to simply make life go away. So feeling overwhelmed during 
meditation for one hour may be a healthy stimulus to remind you that 
you need to do something active to solve the problem that is worrying 
you. We do not promote meditation as stress reduction, because mature 
people often are required to encounter and endure situations of stress. 
It is as if your meditation tells you, “Get back to working actively on 
the solution to your problem.” There are times when we have to focus 
on a problem that life has thrown at us, and give all our attention to 
it. However, if this increase in hyper-vigilance is recurrent when 
you meditate, you should seek help in determining whether you are 
meditating properly, and also whether you need to add a different set of 
anxiety reducing tools into your life. 

VII

Now let’s look at the meaning of why we sit twice daily and why an 
hour each time. I would like to explain a rational basis for this, so that 
you understand it in a meaningful way, and not simply as an arbitrary 
orthodoxy. This standard of practice, or this goal, is a creation of the 
modern tradition of Sayagyi U Ba Khin and Goenkaji in which we learn 
Vipassana during ten-day courses. It is not the teaching of the Buddha 
who didn’t have a word for one hour. The concept of an hour was 
invented by the Romans, who lived half a millennium after the Buddha 
in a different part of the world. It was the Romans who divided the day 
into twenty-four parts, called hours. (Exactly why they used the base 
twelve, rather than base ten, is mysterious and might give us reason to be 
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skeptical about their ability to do math.) Meditating for an hour derives 
from our modern world which uses cultural features from both East and 
West. Even if you are from East Asia, you still use the Roman clock.

Although it is arbitrary, an hour is a convention that has several 
attributes. One is that we live more or less by the hour in so many 
activities, so to all modern people it constitutes a familiar biorhythm. 
Another feature of this convention is that it is a long enough time for the 
process of Vipassana to be valuable. If you practice for less than an hour, 
then meditation may not have the time to make its best contributions: 
lessening of wild worry, and passing beyond preoccupation with the 
transient and the trivial. The hour gives you time to develop those 
moments of more beneficence, equanimity in the presence of anicca.

Another value of the convention of meditating for an hour is that 
it provides a universally recognized time unit that is used by Vipassana 
practitioners all over the world. Susan and I were householders, working 
two jobs, parenting a child, etc. We were mostly at home. It was only 
later in our life that we had the opportunity to travel often and to serve 
Dhamma in different places. Wherever we would go in the world we 
could easily fit in to the community of Vipassana meditators who sit for 
an hour each time. It’s a routine that helps us identify our friends and 
companions on this Path. We don’t have to sit down and start to vote: “Ok, 
how many people want to meditate for thirty-seven and a half minutes? 
How many people want to sit for five minutes and how many people want 
to sit for ninety minutes?” By sticking to one hour, we create coherence 
in our club or tradition. 

Although an hour is an invented concept with no long history 
behind it, once it was defined as the measure to be used by our tradition, 
then it gained a new value. Let’s say we have two people who sit side 
by side, one meditating for fifty-seven point four minutes, and the other 
sitting for an hour. Do you really imagine that one is going to make 
progress on the Path and the other isn’t? Well, to some extent, yes, and 
to some extent, no. As we have been discussing, the light of Vipassana 
brightens from the force of strong determination and diligence. If you 
decide to stick with this example and do so relentlessly through the 
course of your life, that earnestness of effort springs from a strength and 
generates a strength. Conversely, a person who meditates for fifty-seven 
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point four minutes is very obviously doing the same thing as the person 
who sits for an hour. But if the shortened meditation subtly represents a 
weakening of commitment, then yes, it is in fact a practice that is losing 
one of the Buddha’s prescriptions for success. 

One more meaning of the twice daily one hour sitting is 
educational. Goenkaji created a standard that would help guide courses. 
If you want to take longer courses, they’re harder, and we want to 
know that the students are prepared. Certain admissions criteria are 
set-up for long courses, like keeping five sīla and sitting two hours 
twice daily, and that gives the teacher of a longer course confidence 
that the students are serious and well-prepared. A similar standard is 
applied when Old Students want to serve as trust members, or become 
appointed as assistant teachers. Sitting twice daily for an hour functions 
as a measure of devotion and stability in Vipassana. Even when you are 
home alone and no one else is there, the two-hour-twice-a-day practice 
can be an expression of participation in a group identity, belonging 
to a tradition, accepting the guidance of a teacher, all giving you the 
feeling that your personal meditation practice aligns with and is a part 
of something bigger, a Path stretching back to the Buddha and winding 
forward towards future generations. 

Speaking personally, I would say that sitting twice a day for an 
hour is a practice that I have followed for most of my adult life, and I 
consider it to be critical, stabilizing, and direction-setting. Right in the 
midst of the losses, griefs, and overexcitements of every day, I have been 
able to relocate myself within the circle of the Buddha’s teaching, by 
devotedly adhering to this guideline that Goenkaji set for his students. 
The determination to stick with this “Global Positioning System” of 
Dhamma, in spite of the constant pressures to prioritize mundane 
obligations, has made me stronger, more balanced, and more deeply 
rooted in the reality of anicca. This unwavering twice a day meditation 
has kept me migrating in the right direction. The Buddha called Nibbāna, 
“unshakeable deliverance” and the rigor of our daily practice is intended 
to mirror the unshakability of our goal. 

The deepest reason to attempt to strictly adhere to one hour 
twice a day discipline is to strengthen your own Dhamma volition. The 
mundane world will never coax you towards meditation. Even the good 
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and beautiful things of life, books, vacations, entertainment, are saying, 
“Come to me.” Where are you encountering something that is telling you 
to sit down on your cushion? The only voice that says that is inside of you. 
Ultimately, your Path as a meditator is going to be determined by your 
own motivation. When the world knocks you off the track, this twice daily 
discipline stops being a rule and becomes your beneficent friend, your 
own reminder from within yourself that this is the deepest intention that 
you have for your life. 

All of those reasons to sit are very important, and I am a 
champion of and a personal upholder of this standard. At the same time, 
everything I said clarifies the reality that this standard is not based upon 
the Buddha’s teaching, and that it is not a matter of right and wrong. I 
started this talk by saying that if there’s one take-home message, it is: 
don’t use meditation to harm yourself. Every time you meditate, it should 
help you. That’s our goal and let’s make sure our guidelines are tailored to 
help you achieve this. The two-hour standard has many values but one of 
them is not that you should be thinking, “I’m a failure. I didn’t meditate 
twice a day. I’m no good at this and I might as well quit.” As soon as you 
use Goenkaji’s educational gold standard to judge yourself negatively or 
to harm yourself, you are undermining the positive value that meditation 
has, and it’s rotating your meditation backwards, that is, harming you 
rather than helping you. 

The one-hour-twice-a-day criterion is a yardstick that some 
people may want to adopt, but should not feel imposed from on high. 
Many people may take to it as an aspiration, but for many people it’s not 
right. Back in the days when we had a newborn child, Goenkaji’s advice 
to Susan was, “Well, hold the child and while you are holding him, feel 
sensations and send mettā. Your first obligation is as a mother.” It seems 
to have become lost from our tradition that Goenkaji himself advised 
people in particular situations to not arbitrarily force themselves to sit 
two hours a day, and that he followed a flexible understanding. I have 
encountered a few students who lapsed from their regular practice 
because of an understandable pressure, for example when they were 
nursing their mother who was dying of cancer. It would probably be a 
great thing to meditate twice a day while you are nursing a mortally ill 
relative, but sometimes that is not possible. If you can’t, and you didn’t, 
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why would you criticize yourself for that? Following Goenkaji’s advice, 
under the vicissitudes of life, the flexible and intelligent person will 
respond adaptively to different conditions and circumstances.

While it is practical, and life-giving, a time-based measure of 
meditation is by no means the only standard, or the only meaning of your 
practice in daily life. If your practice is not an hour twice a day, that means 
you’re not eligible to take a twenty-day course, or to serve on a trust. But 
as valuable as those attainments may be, they may not be right for you at 
this stage of your life. You may be too busy with a job, too committed to 
your child, too burdened with your sick or elder parent, too ill to take a 
long course, or to sit on the trust. Simply having an obsession with sitting 
twice a day may not be very helpful, and may not even be meaningful. 

Instead, the real standard, the real goal of the Buddha’s teaching 
and of our tradition is: use meditation to help yourself move along the 
Path towards liberation. When you are setting up your daily practice, the 
deepest criteria are: is this helping me detach myself from the craving 
and aversion that leads to suffering, and does it help me free myself 
to live with reality as it is? Do I feel I’m living a better life through my 
meditation practice? Am I progressing in equanimity based on the 
awareness of anicca at the level of sensations, and am I progressing in my 
volition to spread well-being to others? The goal of Vipassana meditation 
is not to punch a time clock.

When you come to the end of your life, you will not care how 
punctiliously you inserted yourself into an arbitrary chronological 
standard. You will be deeply concerned with your own level of 
detachment, wisdom, and equanimity. Therefore, every day we all should 
meditate as if we own our own meditation, and are pursuing it not to 
please someone else, or to placate a sense of guilt, but to grow into the 
sunlight of Dhamma. We neither want to sit casually, capriciously, and 
arbitrarily, nor do we want to sit for any other reason than to walk the 
Path towards Nibbāna. 

I hope everyone will make meditation feel attractive and valuable 
each sitting. People continue to practice those things that they feel good 
about. Give each sitting the aura of your sacred volition. Meditate twice 
a day, at your best times of day that you have set aside with a feeling of 
reverence, when you feel well rested and well fed. Make your meditation 
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feel like a temple or a sabbath, and not mechanical obedience. Keep in mind 
that the opportunity to meditate is now, and has always been, exceedingly 
rare, something that only a tiny fraction of human beings ever get to 
pursue. The way to make meditation unshakably rooted as your twice daily 
practice is to make sure that you approach it as your “ultimate concern.”

VIII

The ideas that I have just described regarding rigorous daily practice 
might in theory also be fulfilled if a person sat for one prolonged sitting, 
let’s say for two hours every morning. But our tradition recommends 
twice daily because of our understanding of the diurnal patterns inside of 
our mammalian neurological and endocrine systems. 

Our bodies are intended to circulate through an approximately 
twenty-four-hour cycle that is built into us. During the last hours of 
our sleep, in the early morning before we awaken, before any volitional 
intention arises in our minds, our bodies are already aware that morning 
is approaching. In that late phase of the sleep cycle, our cortisol levels 
increase. Cortisol is the stress hormone. If it gets too high, it is a symptom 
that the person has been overly stressed, but all people need to be able 
to face stress, and our bodies know that. Following this natural wisdom, 
we are not meditating to avoid stress, but to face it with grace. As your 
cortisol rises in the dawn, your body prepares you to face a vigorous 
day. Hopefully, your cortisol neither rises too high, nor stays too low. We 
meditate in the morning when our nervous system, endocrine system, 
and entire body are gearing up to live, and our meditation becomes part 
of that daily preparation. 

Like athletes, we attend practice before the game; like intellectuals, 
we review our favorite passages from our most esteemed writers before 
we sit down to write ourselves. As meditators, we sit each morning to 
draw the day towards the shape we want it to take. 

Our diurnal rhythms are also aware that the day is coming to 
an end, and our cortisol reduces in the evening. Almost all people are 
intuitively aware that they are less prepared to face stress in the evening, 
and although people often believe that the heightened vulnerability of 
the evening is psychological, it’s actually a biological fact. In the evening, 
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our bodies let us down towards sleep. Instead of keeping us vigilant and 
prepped, it guides us towards the essential relaxation of the night. Our 
evening meditation is part of this letting go of the day. We sit in the 
evening to understand at the level of sensations the impermanence of 
everything we have experienced.

There are many other neurological and hormonal features of the 
diurnal rhythm. Melatonin cycling is another one. Sleep itself is not an 
entity, and contains separate stages that also cycle independently, so, for 
example, our rapid eye movement sleep occurs almost exclusively in the 
late night/early morning. 

Whether we are vegetarians (as many meditators are) or not, 
plants are the origin of all the foods we eat. It is through green leaves 
with their photosynthetic capability that sunlight is transformed into the 
organic molecules that we consider to be edible. All of us are dependent 
upon plants and all of us are dependent upon solar ecosystems. We grow 
in sunlight, which is why everyone in California is tall, and everyone in 
Massachusetts is short. The rhythms of sunlight, of day and night, seep 
into our minds and bodies and our meditation should be responsive to 
these solar tides. 

Our twice daily practice of meditation arises from the attunement 
in our tradition to the varying needs and demands that morning and 
evening place upon us. It is because we are mammals who wake and 
sleep, who venture out into the world and then return to our nest, that 
we wisely tailor our meditation to its twice a day application. 

IX

Sīla is stressed by the Buddha and by Goenkaji, and it is one of the features 
that makes our tradition interesting and useful. There are five sīlas that 
we are trying to keep, and Goenkaji advised serious meditators in the 
West to give careful attention to two of them. 

One sīla that defines our tradition is to not use intoxicants, the 
commonest of which is alcohol. Our goal is to meditate in a body that is 
free of alcohol and there are some logical and pragmatic reasons why. 

Up through the middle of the nineteenth century, many surgical 
operations were performed using alcohol as a general anesthesia. As 
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Vipassana meditators, we’re devoting our life to awareness of sensations, 
yet alcohol dulls or even obliterates them.

Frequently, students astutely challenge us with the question about 
why one or two drinks a week or a month is considered breaking sīla, 
when the amounts of alcohol that are involved appear so insignificant. 

A feature of alcohol is that it acts even when it’s gone. This doesn’t 
seem to make sense at first. You imagine that a medication or drug needs 
to be present in your bloodstream in order to be active, but that’s not 
true. Let’s take an example. Let’s imagine that we go to any local college, 
or that we have gone back into the 1960s when I was in college, and you 
follow me around. I studied until ten or eleven at night, until my friend, 
Tom, called me up and we would typically go to Jimmy’s where it was 
illegal for us to drink because we were under age, but we were served 
anyway, breaking two sīlas at once. We would down two or three beers. 

Alcohol is very rapidly and multiply metabolized. Alcohol is a 
volatile substance, and is breathed out of the alveoli of the lungs. If you 
stand in front of somebody who’s been drinking, you smell the alcohol 
passing out in his breath. Then you also metabolize alcohol in your liver, 
and that’s why, if you keep drinking too much too long, you might get 
cirrhosis of the liver. Alcohol is also eliminated through the kidneys. 
So, if you drink two or three beers after studying at college, the alcohol 
quickly passes out of your system via breath, liver, and kidneys. But you 
feel knocked out and you crash. If you are a naive college student you’ll 
say, “After studying hard all day, alcohol will help me sleep, so it’s a pretty 
good thing.” When you wake up you have a splitting headache, but the 
alcohol has already been eliminated. The hangover oppresses your brain 
when the alcohol is already gone.

If you’re meditating with the basis of sensations, and even 
if you drink only occasionally in small amounts, how long does the 
general anesthesia last at a subtle level such that it may be interfering 
with your ability to be aware of sensations? There is no exact answer. 
It depends upon your lungs, liver, and kidneys. If you are devoting your 
life to a meditation practice that is based upon awareness of sensations, 
obviously, even small, repeated amounts of a general anesthesia is not 
going to facilitate your development. 
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We’re not against alcohol because we are for sobriety. It’s a 
mistake to think of our tradition as moral enforcers who walk around 
condemning alcohol. Probably, hundreds of millions of people use alcohol 
to relax, enjoy social occasions, and to enhance meals, while they also 
skillfully avoid its addictive or life destroying potential. But these casual 
alcohol users are certainly not meditators cultivating increasingly subtle 
awareness of their sensations. We should emphasize that our viewpoint 
is positive. We are in favor of awareness. We would be harming ourselves 
if our Vipassana practice turned us into self-satisfied crusaders who felt 
superior to other people while condemning them. Our mental sobriety 
and clarity is the choice we have made as an essential step for lifelong 
development on the Path that we have taken.

X

Let’s talk about sex. The sīla, “not to commit sexual misconduct,” is 
emphasized in our tradition and yet it is often not openly examined. 
Our tradition has complex roots in original Indian Buddhism, Burmese 
Buddhism, and modern secular educational and scientific institutions, 
and our founders, like U Ba Khin and S.N. Goenka were committed to the 
idea that meditation was not just for celibate monks and nuns. One of 
the most transformative features of our tradition is its mission to spread 
Vipassana practice worldwide both to lay and monastic practitioners. 

In the early expressions of the teaching of the Buddha, as 
contained in the Pāli Canon, there are several passages stating that lay 
people, married people, attained high stages of meditative development 
in the time of the Buddha. But in Asian Buddhist countries, the meditative 
emphasis gradually shifted to religious institutions in which only monks 
and nuns meditated, and lay people were mostly relegated to lesser 
practices, like giving donations and celebrating rituals. 

The probable causes for this shift were twofold. First, the Pāli 
Canon did say that only celibate people could attain the highest stage 
of development, similar to the Buddha himself, that is, to become an 
enlightened Arahant. 

Second, lay life in premodern societies was rarely compatible 
with meditation. People needed to work harder to maintain standards 
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of living that were primarily based upon the insecurities of agrarian 
economies. Families tended to live clustered in smaller spaces than we 
occupy today, and were generally larger, multigenerational, and filled 
with members who were old and dying, and with large numbers of 
children who required support. 

If you were not celibate in premodern times, it was very difficult 
to prevent pregnancies, many pregnancies, some of which ended in the 
death of the fetus, and some of which ended in high infant mortality 
secondary to infectious diseases and other conditions that weren’t 
preventable until recent centuries. Up to the mid nineteenth century in 
Europe, one third to one half of all children who were born died before 
the age of five. Many pregnancies ended in the death of the young 
mother. Both pregnancy and birth were circumstances of high morbidity 
and mortality. In the northeastern USA, there are graveyards from the 
eighteenth and nineteenth century, like the one on my own street, filled 
with a proliferation of gravestones for newborns and young women. It is 
no wonder that family life was stereotyped in the Pāli Canon as a situation 
of lamentation. It is easy to see why celibacy became a prerequisite for 
learning meditation.	

Today, we are the lucky new beings for whom those criteria 
have expanded. In our well-lit, heated dwellings, with closed doors 
and private rooms, and with limited mortality for infants and mothers, 
shorter working days and weeks, longer healthy lifespans, increased 
discretionary free time, meditation has become a realistic option for 
large segments of the population. 

A worldwide meditation tradition based upon time-demanding 
practice by lay people exists only because of the discoveries and inventions 
in Western scientific medicine that led to inexpensive and convenient 
contraception that made family planning possible for many people. The 
enormous burden that has always accompanied sex has been lifted only 
in recent times.

Sexual attitudes and behaviors continue to shape the lives of 
committed meditators. Serial relationships, and romantic adventuring 
no longer carry moral pejoratives. But if your life goal gives primacy to 
peace and harmony, then a stable format for sexuality, either celibacy or 
enduring and reliable intimacy, are necessary foundations.
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When the American war in Iraq started in the early twenty-first 
century, I saw a study in a psychiatric magazine about the fact that the 
military was concerned with suicides among young American soldiers. 
Casual observers quickly concluded that soldiers were committing suicide 
in alarming numbers due to combat stress. When the investigators actually 
tried to go back and reconstruct why these young adults had taken their 
own lives, the number one cause was broken romantic relationships. (Of 
course the deceased cannot be interviewed, but their letters, emails, 
friends, or family can help investigators understand the causes of the 
suicide.) An eighteen- or twenty-year-old soldier was in a military zone, 
and they received a letter, “I’m dating your best friend now. Don’t write 
back to me; we’re through,” and the recipient of this letter is armed … we 
can feel the agony and the danger. 

In the contemporary West, just as we have eliminated some 
of the problems of contraception, conception, and family planning, 
we have a new problem that did not exist in the Buddha’s day and 
that occurs less often in some Asian cultures. In our society, without 
arranged marriages, we can’t locate high quality, intimate relationships 
that facilitate equanimity without trying some out. When we start 
new relationships, we don’t know whether they will work, but if we 
avoid them entirely out of fear of the distress that might be caused by 
breaking up, we will never find these salubrious dyads. On the other 
hand, if we tried out a relationship and it turned out to be not right for 
either party, and one or the other person broke up the relationship, we 
would have just done what logic and Vipassana both imply was unwise. 
How do we get out of that problem? The answer is that we cannot easily 
escape this culturally imposed dilemma. 

Don’t use Dhamma to harm yourself. Our tradition does not 
discourage the quest for romantic intimacy when that is the necessary 
precursor to satisfying and enduring partnerships. Don’t use Dhamma 
to harm yourself. People who do not want to live celibate lives should 
not try to cram themselves into that mold simply because they fear the 
potential tumult of being young and trying out relationships. We have to 
remember that our Vipassana technique is intended to help us face the 
vicissitudes of life with as much equanimity as we can. The relationship 
problems imposed by contemporary Western secular cultures, where 
trial and error is the only pathway to mature relationships, require us to 
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encounter challenges. This is no different than our economic obligations 
which also require us to fling ourselves into lifelong responsibilities. 
There is no way to sit in your armchair for fifty years and get a gold watch 
when you retire. A similar set of circumstances attend relationships. 
Today, we encounter problems that arise from different cultural matrixes 
than those in which the original teachings of the Buddha arose. 

If you are seeking equanimity, then your agenda implies 
nurturant, sustaining, reliable, long-term, intimate, mature relationships.  
These bonds can contain both meditation and sexuality.

Before anyone enters a longer course of meditation, for example, 
twenty days or more, it becomes important for the meditation teachers 
to know that this applicant is in fact stabilized by either celibacy or by 
intimacy that is enduring and protected. 

XI

The sīla that to me has been most productive, the one I’ve worked with 
steadily in my conscious life, and that has given me the greatest benefit 
because I’ve had to struggle with it, is right speech. Almost every second, 
all day every day, we’re like little bees, constantly rubbing our antenna 
up against other bees, and in every interaction, there’s a question about 
what you say and how you say it. Right speech is the noble challenge 
sparked by the human condition. If you take a resolution to yourself, 
(we don’t take vows of sīla to somebody else, but as a personal choice 
for growth) “I want to live by good sīla; I’m going to use only right 
speech,” you have created a problem, one that keeps you alert, like a 
hummingbird hovering around you, constantly querying, “What’s right 
speech in this circumstance?” 

Right speech makes a psychological contribution to our well-being 
even when it is activated in casual circumstances. We signal our integrity to 
other people by the manner in which we do what we said we were going to 
do, or, on the contrary, demonstrate that we cannot be taken at our word, 
even in small details. The way we manifest reliability of speech builds up or 
crumbles down the confidence that people have in us. 

Of course, right speech means not to lie. So, therefore, you walk 
up to someone you don’t like and you say to them, “I consider you to be a 
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fool.” Well, obviously not. So not lying is an inadequate standard to claim 
you have right speech. Another feature of right speech is saying the right 
thing at the right time, in the right way. So later in the day you say to the 
person you don’t like, “All day I’ve held you in contempt as a fool, but 
I refrained from saying it until this meeting was over.” Obviously being 
honest and careful timing are still inadequate standards.

In the Buddha’s codification, he includes listening to others as a 
form of right speech. This was a breakthrough insight, that listening and 
speech were forms of each other. These criteria were not invented in “T 
groups” in the 1960s. It is by listening to other people that we complete 
the feedback loop arising from our own words, and we find out how we 
have been heard, received, embraced or rejected. Allowing what other 
people say to fully register in our own consciousness, expands, opens, 
and makes us bigger and richer.

Therefore, to fulfill the agenda of right speech, we have to be 
speaking in the right tone of voice, at the right time, phrasing our words 
so that they are easy on the ear, bringing gladness to the recipient, 
generating concord and harmony, attentive to how we will be impacting 
others, often being responded to harshly, and feeling hurt ourselves, 
seeking again to find right speech. At the same time that we are 
monitoring our social sensitivity, we are also engaged in full honesty, two 
directions that sometimes are in line and sometimes are in tension with 
each other. That process goes on all day, every day. What a big agenda! 
You would have to be the Buddha to fulfill it. I consider the adoption of 
the discipline of right speech to be one of the gifts of the practice of sīla 
as the prerequisite for the meditative Path. 

When I was a practicing psychiatrist, sometimes I would have to 
face a circumstance in which I would meet a person, get to know them, 
and recognize that they had a severe problem that would not be fixed 
quickly, that might never be cured, that may haunt them for their whole 
life. Chronic physical disorders like arthritis, or chronic psychiatric 
disorders, present the question about how a doctor speaks to a patient and 
tells them the truth. You don’t withhold something, you don’t say, “Hey, 
you’ll be fine in a few weeks,” if that’s deception. Neither do you look at an 
Xray of someone who has metastatic cancer and say to them, “Honestly, I 
think I should tell you you’re a dead duck.” How do you say difficult things 
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in the right tone of voice, with the right timing, in a way that’s honest 
in every phrase and subphrase, without being callous, devastating, or 
cruel? This example reveals right speech as a multifactorial challenge 
that exercises our own empathy, clarity, and authenticity. It’s impossible 
for a normal person to be continuously and consistently successful with 
their right speech. We all find ourselves hurting people’s feelings, not 
paying adequate attention to them, or even reactively emitting verbal 
assaults. Don’t use Dhamma to harm yourself. In right speech, just like in 
cross-legged Vipassana practice, we look for the balance of aiming for the 
highest ideals, while we forgive ourselves our inevitable failings. 

There is constant conflict and struggle in the human condition 
to align ourselves with the people around us. This problem never goes 
away and cannot be solved. The minute you find a solution for it, a new 
example of the same issue springs back up. Attending to the different 
agendas, differences of opinion, and irritations that one experiences 
even in the best of human relationships, is an indicator of being awake 
on the Path. This attention to reintegrate with the people around 
you while using the attitudes and vocalizations that derive from the 
Buddha’s teaching tells you that you are really traveling with Vipassana 
as your guide. It is not just when you are sitting still with your eyes 
closed that you are a meditator. 

XII

The meditation revolution in our time is a product of the widespread 
presence of meditators who are also parents. Although married parents 
are alluded to in the Pāli Canon as meditators, nothing is actually said 
about them, except that they were able to meditate seriously. The 
relationship between children and meditating parents is not elaborated 
in the ancient texts, and it represents the emergence of new soil in the 
cultures of meditation. Embedded within the foundation of our tradition 
is the advice that Goenkaji gave to Susan and me when we were young 
parents, which is: “Family comes first.” 

Parenting imposes heavy demands upon one’s time and attention, 
and so does meditation. 
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I had a troubling phone call a number of years ago from good 
friends of ours, a young couple, who were close friends with another 
couple, so there were four adults living in proximity in two houses 
next door to each other, and there were children in each of the homes. 
All of the adults were meditators. Our friends were worried that their 
friends and neighbors were always using meditation as a way to avoid 
being parents. It was as if this parenting couple were implying to their 
children, “Shut up. I’ve got to meditate.” No one would ever dare to 
say such a thing, but some people’s actions have had that implication. 
“You kids are profoundly annoying. I’ve got to get away from you 
and meditate.” Never use meditation to harm yourself; always 
use meditation to help yourself. How can parents balance the dual 
obligations: to be devoted in their meditation practice, while pouring 
out the enormous amounts of attention, affection, and even irritation 
and annoyance that parenting entails? 

And, to make the situation even more complicated, children 
require financial support, so that the parenting equation needs to include 
the work life which family demands, which itself can be a stabilizing and 
centering focus, or it can become a distracting, suffocating, overwhelming 
obligation. Many parents feel incapable of combining economically 
remunerative work, with child-focused time, along with meditation 
courses and daily practice. 

But what about the peripatetic middle-aged man, who found in 
midlife that marriage and children forced him to obtain the work he had so 
long avoided, which in turn became a rich source of focus, determination, 
reliability, and social service, all the while that he also earned money? 
By anchoring his work life, he learned skillful time management that 
enabled the fulfillment of complex agendas combining work, parenting, 
and meditation. In this case, the apparent distractions of mundane family 
life were in fact character building processes that facilitated, rather than 
diluted time for meditation. 

Okay, there’s a balancing act here. You do want to meditate. Maybe 
you want to meditate twice a day. Maybe at some stages of being a parent, 
you might want to make the choice not to meditate two hours every day 
because you have work, your partner has work, you’ve got children who 
need your attention, who need your concern, and you’ll make a choice 
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that’s balanced, based upon thinking this through, understanding what’s 
best for you and also what’s best for those you live with. 

If you give all your attention and time to your children, is that 
a right choice? Don’t children also have to learn: “I’ve got a life even 
though I’m your parent. There are other things that I need to do like 
work, exercise, meditate.” So if you go overboard, and you use meditation 
to push your children into second rate status (“My meditation comes 
first and you come second”), that’s not our tradition. But if you devalue 
your meditation and say, “Well, since I’m a parent I should give all my 
attention to being a parent and I think I’ll abandon meditation, it’s not 
for parents,” that also would be a loss of balance, because maybe when 
you go away to meditate (we’re talking about for an hour, or for a ten-day 
course), maybe that remove will enrich you, help you restore well-being, 
making you a better parent. After all, slavish devotion is never an ideal 
model for parenting, and the best way to be a good parent is to exemplify 
a fully engaged, multivalent life.

About thirty-five years ago I had an episode in my own family 
life which I’d like to squirm out of taking responsibility for right now. In 
those days, we had a small child in our home, say about five years old. I 
had an intense life, practicing psychiatry, writing books, exercising, and 
meditating two hours a day, and while it was exuberant and productive, at 
times this lifestyle felt overwhelming and pressured. One day, I got upset 
with my wife and son. Emotions are funny; you get upset by situations 
that feel so critically important, yet thirty-five years later you don’t have 
a clue—in fact a week later, you don’t have a clue as to why you were so 
upset. Much of our reactivity is in retrospect irrational and useless. In 
any case, these events happened thirty-five years ago, so, hopefully, I’ve 
learned to be a better meditator now, but back then I showed my true 
colors. There was a pause, and my five-year-old son looked at me and 
said: “Dad, when are you going back to India to meditate?” 

A friend of ours who is a father with young children at home told 
us he said to his children: “My meditation is very important. It makes me a 
better father to you and I want to meditate without disruption. However, 
if you feel it’s necessary, you are always welcome to whisper in my ear. 
Although meditation is very important, you come first. If you really need 
me, whisper in my ear.”



206	 The Power of Small Changes 

XIII

Strong determination is certainly required to create a lifelong meditation 
practice. When we take a course, usually the hardest, most memorable, 
but not necessarily pleasant memories of the ten days are the sittings 
of “strong determination,” when we learn to meditate for one hour 
without opening our hands, legs, or eyes. However, let’s reiterate that the 
instructions at the end of the ten-day course are, “When you go home, 
do not sit in strong determination.” Unfortunately, many students don’t 
hear or misunderstand this rebalancing directive.

I have emphasized so far in this talk the idea of not letting your 
meditation become negative. It should be a treat that you look forward 
to and not painful stoicism. Our tradition doesn’t require motionless 
meditation for two hours a day at home, but the way we do define ourselves 
is by strong determination in pursuing an ongoing meditation practice.

If you want to pursue meditation for the rest of your life, it will 
be important that you set up your own personal hierarchy of values 
and actions.	

When I started meditating, I was the product of the era of the 
Vietnam War, which was the last time we had a military draft. I’d been 
subjected to it and I had protested against that attempt to enslave and 
kill me and many other men in a violent and misdirected conflict. That 
wrenching, anti-authoritarian struggle gave me an understanding about 
strong determination. I was forced to learn how to put first things first, 
even at some cost. Those unpleasant experiences eventually could be 
transferred to the next stage of my life when I faced the much pleasanter 
problem, but still a challenge, about how to set up my daily meditation 
practice. I knew how to assert forcefully, inside my own mind, that I could 
not be dragged into reacting to the next phone call, or news cycle. In the 
past I learned how to avoid the military draft, and becoming a meditator 
I had to avoid the seduction of excited, virtual participation in the 
group narcissistic inflation that is promoted when people join trending 
paradigms, and socially embossed beliefs. The lifestyle of meditation 
requires independence from the will of the group. The spirit of autonomy 
is also a form of strong determination. Part of the Buddha’s legacy is 
avoiding the fads of the herd. 
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Something that Susan and I talk about frequently is the freedom 
and opportunity we have had in our life when we compare it to the 
lives of our grandparents. It only takes a glance at the front page of the 
news and you notice masses of people immersed in natural and political 
disasters, and whole countries oppressed. I think that even if you’re in 
one of these war-torn or impoverished countries, and you happen to be 
one of the lucky people who are temporarily spared, you still must feel 
terror knowing how flimsy your safety is, or how vulnerable your food 
supply is, or how tenuous your children’s future is. This may also apply 
to people in secure countries who are not allowed to participate in their 
society because of their race, immigrant status, or other factors. 

And here we are, with almost guaranteed food, shelter, free 
time, relatively high levels of safety, relatively high levels of choice in 
our interpersonal relationships, an absence of state religion, so that we 
have the freedom to participate in a personally tailored spiritual life. 
All of these gifts are fairly recent in human history and are destined 
to change. We were raised in households where family members had 
lacked these graces and dignities, which remain available today only to 
a fraction of humanity. 

We had been very impressed when we visited countries where 
violence and instability hovered in the atmosphere, and found that 
even under troubling and trembling circumstances, there were stalwart 
individuals who were able to assert their volition to live a Dhamma life 
despite the paucity of social supports. 

We often wonder, have we actually just taken all of this 
psychological wealth and given nothing back, or have we transmuted 
the gold of our opportunities into a currency that has been circulated 
to many other people? We hope that our professions gave something 
back; we hope that our family life dispensed a valuable example into our 
society; we hope that our diligence and growth as meditators returned 
something to the world. One of the ways to feel energized to establish 
a meditation practice among the rip tides of our times is to remember 
with gratitude all that we have been given. For us, meditation is part of 
contributing to the soil of civilization. 
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XIV

When strong determination matures, it transcends toughness and force 
and begins to follow the sun. Over time, we pursue most steadily those 
things that are guided by the sunlight of inspiration. Although it is often 
true that our meditation consists of mundane mind and daydreaming, 
rather than unbroken purity, sometimes our meditation breaks through 
to the Path of the Buddha to some greater or lesser extent. We become 
aware of life in the context of deeper reality, which is that all things are 
transformations. We want to meditate because that is how the light of 
Vipassana gets into our minds.

With all of our conversation about an effort to embody right 
speech, right parenting, right family life, right sobriety, we may 
inadvertently be creating grim obedience to rules, adhering to a flat line 
life that merely confines us to certain conduct. Our Vipassana day can 
feel alive, bright, waking up. Our Path is like a highway overpass to a 
higher life. Among the alleys of riff raff in our minds, we aspire instead to 
live by ideals and deep realities. The Pāli texts were originally translated 
into the English phrases as a “noble life.” I think a better English language 
term than “noble” is “inspired”.

We have a methodology of inspiration, and that is to bring our 
meditation experiences along with us in our interactions, work, tasks, 
problems, and opportunities. Our meditation can be connected to and 
inform whatever we do. Our good or bad moments that are relived when 
we sit, sensitize us to the karmic consequences of how we shape our 
own lives. Whatever we have generated in the world, flows across our 
meditating minds for our conscious self-awareness. 

If we don’t feel that through our meditation, we are bringing 
a gift into the world then our meditation will eventually feel sterile. 
If we want to feel that our meditation has some value, then we need 
to place that value into it. The strongest inspiration for our practice is 
not references to the Buddha, or fastidious adherence to a rule bound, 
sectarian life, but can be the incandescence we feel when we are able to 
engage the mundane world and illuminate it. We sit eagerly when we sit 
to light up our life and the world around it. 
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XV

There is an often quoted saying by the Buddha, which occurs repeatedly 
in the Pāli Canon, that the entire Path consists of friendship with other 
people who are also walking the Path. When you hear that, you might 
find yourself thinking, “Ah ha! I found a way out of meditating; the entire 
Path is friendship, so I can skip my meditation!” The real meaning of 
this saying, of course, is not that any friendship puts you on the Path 
to Nibbāna, but that meditation is an intrinsically communal or social 
activity. Inside our minds, we all make individual efforts, but no one makes 
progress without the necessary support system of the Buddha’s legacy, 
contemporary teachers like Goenkaji, and those he appointed, fellow 
practitioners, along with meditation centers, instructional courses, and 
all the group activities that are necessary to maintain these institutions. 

“Friendship on the Path” doesn’t imply that you have to simulate 
affection for every other meditator. It is not intended to generate social 
gadflies, or affectations of affiliation with people you hardly know. The 
admonition that friendship on the Path is the whole Path means that 
to partake in the Buddha’s teaching, one has to “rotate the wheel”: 
participation in a community of meditators. That’s why it is so important 
our tradition is free and noncommercial, meaning we are receiving and 
giving, making way for an ongoing process that’s been revolving for a 
very long time. Newton taught us that the rotation of a wheel is inertial 
and will continue unless friction blocks it. Let’s be sure we are rolling 
down hill and not adding friction to the wheel. According to the Buddha, 
it is Saṅgha, the manifestation of friendship on the Path, which is part of 
the Triple Gem, the essential heart and core of Dhamma.

The importance of spiritual friendship is a universally recognized 
psychological truth, and is not unique to any one religion. One of my 
teachers and heroes from college was a Quaker pacifist who went 
underground in France during World War II. (This anecdote is also 
described in one of the University Talks and Lectures titled, “A Practical 
and Spiritual Path.”)

An American who had a safe, security-protected job connected 
to the White House, he nevertheless risked his life to rescue orphans 
in war torn Europe. He actually committed a triple crime: he left his 
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country without a passport; he entered France without any documents; 
and France at that point was a Nazi country, so he was an American 
invading enemy territory. He lived underground in a Quaker cooperative 
where their lives were at risk every day. He was eventually arrested, 
held as a prisoner, and so severely starved, that he remained a gaunt 
person for the rest of his life because his fat cells were so depleted that 
they couldn’t restore themselves. He was eventually returned to the 
United States in a prisoner swap.

In the course of a subsequent long and productive life, he became 
prominent as a Quaker pacifist activist, as well as a professor, intellectual, 
and academic, who published hundreds of scientific papers. When he was 
older, he was asked by his biographer, “How did you know how to do what 
you did during the war; how did you dare to do such a dangerous thing; 
how did you determine what was true, or right for you?” 

His reply was something like this: I have no idea what is true, 
because the world is so complicated. There are so many things you want 
to improve, and so many circumstances you don’t know how to help. 
You possess so many skills you want to apply, and there are so many 
competencies that you lack that prevents you from doing something you 
wish you could do. The only guideline I had, during the darkness of World 
War II and the Holocaust, was to search for fellow seekers of the truth, 
and to stay in their warming fellowship.

That is the Dhamma any way you cut it. 



Who We Are and  
Why We Are the Way We Are

This talk was given at McKinsey & Company, New York City in April 2019,  
at the Cupertino Library, Cupertino, CA, and at the David Brower Center,  

Berkeley, CA in October 2019.

When I was asked by the New York Vipassana Association to give another 
Old Student talk, I came up with the semi-comical title: Who We Are and 
Why We Are the Way We Are.

What I meant by this was that, as Old Students, we can belong, if 
we wish, to a community of meditators that has a clear definition. This 
definition is woven together by a rational psychology. In other words, our 
practice is smart and makes sense. I would like to discuss with you how 
well thought out our Path is. You don’t have to belong, and you can belong 
in a light way or in a more intense way, but there’s an opportunity to feel 
that there is a “we.” We are a community of meditators in the tradition of 
S.N. Goenka. What is it that makes us “we” and holds us together?

In my view, our tradition fits the way human beings work and if 
we stick with this, we will find ourselves feeling part of something that 
is geared to be helpful to us, and not merely coincidentally helpful, but 
having a very specific tactical skill of reaching into us and elevating us.

Many of you today probably are already very committed Vipassana 
students, but probably many of you are hesitating, not necessarily secure 
in your daily practice, or in your sīla, or even in your certainty of whether 
this is the Path for you. So I am actually aiming my comments more at 
those of you who are slightly uncertain about what is going on for you in 
this “we.” My main point is going to be that even if you’re not practicing 
to the optimum, even if your practice is not fully what you would wish it 
to be, even if your practice does not meet every guideline that we define 
as fulfilling the criteria for an established meditator, I would like to lend 
you courage that your modest effort will help you live an inspired life. 
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Not a “Dhamma Discourse”

I want to remind you at the start that an Old Student talk is not a “Dhamma 
discourse,” which for us is defined as those talks given by our teacher, Mr. 
S.N. Goenka. In distinction, an Old Student talk is a friendly conversation 
by someone who has been asked by Goenkaji to speak publicly about 
Vipassana, and who has also solved some of the problems about how to 
keep to our way of life across the lifespan, starting from young adulthood, 
and continuing through the age where you can get reduced prices at 
movie theaters. As you know, the wheel is the symbol of Dhamma, and 
we are not going to be reinventing the wheel here today, just rotating it. 

When I started giving Vipassana talks in the 1980s, meditation 
was an unknown and exotic practice that most people looked upon 
askance. The main idea of a talk was to just give basic information. I had 
to overcome the feeling that was present in many audience members that 
meditation might be a plot by old hippies who were returning from India 
with the goal of subverting Western civilization. Today, meditation is not 
only mainstream, it is a flooding and overflowing stream. Meditation is 
everywhere, on magazine covers, the front pages of newspapers, and in 
thousands of books, and is even associated with a special kind of stretchy 
elastic clothing that is deemed superior for the activity. The New York 
Times has a reporter who writes regularly about meditation and who has 
taken a ten-day course in our tradition, though he covers meditation 
generically. In 2017, “Best Industries” reported that twenty-two percent 
of major American companies offer meditation training at work. On 
February 6, 2019, “Business Insider” ran an article about a seven-year-old 
meditation App, which is only one among dozens of such competing Apps, 
that is now valued at over one billion dollars. As I was writing this talk, 
on April 6, 2019, The New York Times had an article about how important 
mindfulness is to the Army, particularly to Special Forces. 

I noticed that there was very tight security when I gave a lecture at 
Columbia Health Sciences yesterday, and I wasn’t sure whether everyone 
was being protected against me, or I was being protected against everyone 
else. The assumption seemed to be that if you meditate, you might well 
be armed.
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Why Stick with This Practice?

For those of you who aspire to live life according to what you have learned 
in a ten-day course taught by Goenkaji, there are two challenges. The 
first challenge is the intrusion, seduction, or distraction of the various 
meditations that are getting a lot of bandwidth. If you are listening to 
the media hubbub, you will find out that there are people who claim to 
be fully enlightened, having reached the same stage as the Buddha, and 
they’ve got a best seller that will tell you how you also can hit the same 
height. I am not going to condemn any other meditation, partly because 
I can’t really say I know what the others are, having spent my life on this 
Vipassana Path. I consider all the other meditations that are practiced by 
our spiritual cousins and fellow beings to be a wish for a better life for 
themselves and for our planet. But what I am going to describe is that 
our Path offers something doable, some inbuilt wisdom, some stabilizing, 
nourishing dips into psychology that have helped me greatly, and that are 
likely to help you. 

The first question in anybody’s mind if you’re at all rational 
is, “Why am I sticking with this practice? You can’t read one book and 
get fully enlightened in this tradition.” Surrounding us is the call of the 
irrational, commercial, and grandiose, drawing us away from the realistic 
offering that we have. 

The second set of challenges that everybody faces is that our 
own doubts, our own struggles, our own uncertainties will arise within 
us whether the media is stimulating them or not. Every person feels at 
times tired, sad, morose, worried. Doubts are part of our ordinary nature. 
If I feel these unhappy feelings in me even though I’ve been practicing so 
long, so hard—and even the first ten-day course is so long and so hard—
then doubts multiply. “Is this Path working? Is it worth it? Shouldn’t I 
read a book that gets me enlightened before page three hundred?”

If this applies to you, my talk is intended to reassure you that in 
spite of the fact that you may feel uninspired or even defeated from time 
to time, you are still on the Path when you are meditating. Your capacity 
to persevere in spite of difficulty is one of the powerful benefits that you 
can receive.
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The Buddha said that this is the Path out of suffering. He did not 
say this is the Path to avoid suffering. On this Path, you get strengthened 
by all the problems that you pass through. It’s somewhat analogous 
to weightlifting. The sorrows, the worries, the preoccupations, that 
you might feel in everyday life, are the weights you’re lifting to get 
strengthened on the Path. 

The Key Developmental Step in the  
Life of the Meditator

When a person realizes that he or she has a volition to walk the Path for a 
lifetime, that is the key developmental step in the life of a meditator. This 
realization is what will put the Path in front of us every day. It’s not the 
magnitude of the distress that we face; it is the presence or the absence of 
the volition to continue walking the Path that determines the long-term 
value of your meditation. There’s also a temptation to give up, quit, go 
elsewhere, when you’re feeling pretty good. You begin thinking, “Why do I 
waste so much time meditating two hours a day? I’m already feeling great.” 

The ease with which you accomplish your daily meditation is 
not the measure of its efficacy. One measure of your practice is your 
determination to return to the twice a day sitting when you are walking 
up hill, against the grain, in a dark moment, or even when you are being 
blinded by enticing light. Our Path is optimal when we are huffing and 
puffing upwards towards the top of the hill. Without these steep ascents 
we are not walking the long trail that the Buddha recommended to us. We 
all have heard the phrase echoing in our ears in challenging moments, 
“Continuity is the secret of success.”

Not Believing in Culturally-Sanctioned  
Soothing Beliefs

I was born in the same week that two nuclear weapons were dropped 
on Japan. As many as several hundred thousand people may have been 
incinerated. In the years right before my birth, during the Second 
World War, approximately fifty million people were murdered by other 
people, across numerous continents, including the Holocaust of Jews in 
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Europe, the mass starvation of Russian citizens at home in their cities, 
the slaughter of young men in armies throughout Europe, North Africa, 
Russia, Manchuria, Japan, the Pacific Islands, and elsewhere, leading up 
to the nuclear explosions over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Because of the 
timing of my birth, and because of the culture surrounding me in my youth, 
during my college years that coincided with the Viet Nam War, in which 
fifty-thousand American men were killed, with many more wounded 
and injured, and many permanently mentally traumatized, and in which 
uncountable people who were not Americans, much larger numbers were 
killed, wounded, injured physically or mentally, I became a person who 
could not easily believe in culturally sanctioned soothing beliefs. 

Many other people have experienced similarly disillusioning 
impacts from their surrounding culture, such as the feeling that some 
Black Americans have that our institutions are stacked against them, or 
such as the feeling some women may have that from childhood onward, 
their self-esteem is assaulted. Even today, as I am talking to you, you should 
understand me as a person who believes in nothing. Partly due to the 
shaky circumstances in which I grew up, and partly due to my scientific 
education, I am rooted in a life in which nothing is accepted as true, without 
having passed through trials of reason and evidence. I’m not going to join a 
club, tradition, political party, critique, or worldview, unless I get powerful, 
direct, personal, experiential evidence for its validity.	

When we say we’re facing difficulties, we want to have a path 
that engages the real world, that prepares us to encounter the actual 
circumstances we are compelled to sometimes endure. We don’t want 
a path that makes us feel good temporarily in good times, but that 
superficially glosses over what we are really living through. At some 
mental layer, everyone is aware of the daunting difficulties that we are 
often called upon to deal with.

So how do we know if our path prepares us to live wisely and 
well? There is vast suffering in the world, which we also contain in small 
amounts inside ourselves, because of which we want a path to move us 
in the direction out of suffering. But it’s hard to know what constitutes a 
valid path that is not temporary escapism. For me, the answer lies with 
the scientific attitude.
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For most decisions, even relatively simple ones, such as whether a 
particular medication for a particular disease is helpful or harmful, proof 
is almost impossible to obtain. The scientific method is the idea that 
every belief should be tested, retested, retested again from a different 
angle of approach, or with a different population sample, so there is 
always another test to try. Proof is not generally available to us, because 
final proof can be impossible to establish. Science means “organized 
skepticism,” the attitude of challenging portrayals of reality, assumptions, 
and beliefs all the time. 

The Compatibility of Science and Spirituality

But science does not mean cynicism, which is the refusal to try to live 
wisely and well. Cynicism quickly leads to defeatism. Science encapsulates 
its own kind of spirituality, resting upon the confidence that the examined 
life has a special transcendent value. Through a life of integrity and rigor 
we can draw closer to relatively enduring conclusions. The scientific 
attitude offers some hope for overcoming the betrayal of civilization that 
came about during slavery, World War II and other times and occasions. 
But science itself provides no beliefs. 

Science provides degrees of evidence. Some ideas are simply 
attestations, someone’s wish, entirely baseless. A prescribed path that has 
never been tested at all has less credibility than one that has withstood 
dozens of experimental trials across many years. Although we cannot 
establish final proof, we can pile up thought, reason, and evidence. Ideas 
that have withstood intellectual challenges have more credibility than 
those that have never been questioned. Still, a resilient belief is not the 
same as a proven truth. Some fables endure for generations.

Added to that is the fact that we live in a historically rich era. 
We understand that history books contain only one perspective, only one 
viewpoint. Everything that’s called history can be seen from a different 
standpoint. And everything we think and believe is something that arose 
in the context of the culture that we now live in, and that in different 
contexts and different cultures would be seen differently. One of the 
most important aspects of human experiences, as human beings gained 
transportation and communication methods, and left their locales and 
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began to pool their knowledge, information, and language skills with 
others, was that many people began to realize that everybody else 
believed something unique to their own place and time. By the middle 
of the nineteenth century it became clear to thoughtful people that 
whatever they believed was a local belief, a parochial understanding. 

That is why when Goenkaji reframed Vipassana for the twentieth 
century, he made an effort to select the aspects of the tradition that were 
universal. In Goenkaji’s formatting of it, Vipassana is not something 
that’s good for South Asians, but is meaningless for New Yorkers. Our 
Vipassana practice is geared towards validity in every culture, in the 
same way that gravity predicts the behavior of falling objects both in 
Yangon and in Boston.

Elinor Ostrom, who became famous as the first woman to get 
the Nobel Prize in Economics, had a mantra: “How can you show me that 
what you just said is true?” This is the attitude of the scientific mind set. 
Without some confirmatory evidence we cannot be confident about the 
validity of a statement. Whoever verbally attests to something, is also 
responsible for backing up their attestation with evidence.

Those of us who follow healthcare, for example, know that ideas 
that are believed to be true at one point in time are rejected at another 
point. As data is gathered, ideas are transformed. Right now we’re in a 
giant argument about eggs. “Cholesterol is bad for you; no, it isn’t; yes, it 
is. Eggs are good for you because they have protein, iron, and vitamins; 
don’t eat eggs because the cholesterol is bad for your heart.” This 
argument recycles over the decades because proof is hard to find, and 
you can gain evidence in both directions. Different people live on varying 
diets, and some people can recalibrate dietary cholesterol intake better 
than other people can. So the intelligent person, the modern person, 
the secular, nonsectarian person, bears the burden of not knowing how 
comforting it is to be part of a prescriptive, narrow-minded culture that 
tells you exactly what to believe and to eat. Most traditional people eat 
historically derived diets from which they vary little. How difficult it is to 
be open-minded, and to consider all the viewpoints! Our scientific way 
of living adds into our life the burden of needing to make choices on our 
own, without authority figures telling us what our conclusions should be. 
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A Dynamic Self-Correcting Way of Life

What I’m going to offer you this morning are the viewpoints of someone 
who believes in nothing, and who is willing to be shown my beliefs 
are wrong. This is a dynamic, self-correcting way of life. It is with this 
lens that I have examined Vipassana and found it to be a reliable and 
sustaining practice. However, if I remain true to challenging my own 
ideas scientifically, I find that the ground under me continues to change. 
For me, to walk the Path is to constantly critically reexamine it. 

One of the great changes that’s happened recently is that 
scientists used to look out at the universe and say, “It’s empty, cold, 
space, and it’s got a lot of hot, burning suns and dead rocks.” Now, due 
to technological advances like the Hubble and Kepler telescopes, we’ve 
totally revolutionized our view of the universe. We believe many suns 
have planets, and a few of these are rotating in the zone where they get 
adequate heat, in the sweet spot where water is liquid, and life can exist. 
Given the fact that there are billions of galaxies, most of which contain 
billions of stars, there may well be quintillions of suns. Even if a small 
fraction of them have planets and even if a small fraction of those planets 
are habitable, there are many other potentially inhabitable planets. This 
is an example how technology, specifically advanced orbiting telescopes, 
alters our data base, providing new information about how probable it is 
that stars have planetary rings, and therefore alters our total perception 
of the universe from being one in which we imagine it is predominantly 
empty, to a realization that it almost certainly contains many other forms 
of life. That’s an example of how our culture and our belief system can 
radically change. 

Our cultures can also deteriorate. Many of the most beautiful 
books I read when I was in college were books that were written in the 
German language cultures just before World War II. Those are cultures 
that ended up nurturing demonic subcultures. Now many people are 
worried about the future of our own culture, whether it will continue to 
be dignified and helpful to the mass of people or whether it will become 
increasingly environmentally destructive and interpersonally cruel.

Sometimes, ideas seem obvious because they are based upon our 
own experience, which we are taught to believe. Well, my experience is 
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that the sun rotates around the Earth. I’m like one of those people from 
previous centuries. I look up every day and I see a sun that’s passing 
through the sky around Earth. If I am to believe my own experience, I 
would believe the sun goes around the Earth. So even our own experience 
can be misleading, because it is based upon a single perspective and 
personally selected information. Simply because we imagine that we 
have gathered evidence is not the same thing as having well-collected, 
accurate data.

My approach to Vipassana is completely free of belief because personal 
evidence can be misleading, and civilizational values can spiral downward. I 
have challenged the validity and value of meditation daily in my mind for 
about forty-five years. I have this professionally trained doubting mind 
and so many times when I sit down to meditate, or take a course, or during 
a course, I find myself thinking, “Is this helpful? Is the teaching correct? 
Is the practice compatible with intelligent thought? Can I actually do 
it? How does it work?” I continue to meditate every day, and every day, 
meditation meets the challenges I have set before it. I am always glad 
that I have meditated as I was taught, as I learned, and as I have come 
to practice it. Although I am not a believer in Vipassana, I am walking 
the Path out of thoughtful and diligent skepticism, convinced to continue 
because of both utility and resonance.	

By “utility,” I mean helpfulness. By “resonance,” I am referring to 
the way that Goenkaji’s particular interpretation of the Buddha’s teaching 
has a kind of poetic coherence that exceeds simple psychological utility, 
and that elevates it into a higher domain. We resonate to it with both our 
mind and body. It speaks to our whole being, emotionally, intellectually 
and experientially. 

We Are Students of Goenkaji and the Buddha

I started this talk with the question “Who are we?” and this is pretty 
easy to define. We are ordinary people, many of us are suffering from 
various difficulties, who have taken a ten-day course taught by Mr. 
S.N. Goenka, and who are interested enough, or inspired enough, or 
desperate enough, to consider continuing on this Path. I can see that 
many of you must be quite desperate, because there is no other way to 
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explain why you would buck New York City transportation to get here 
to this talk so early in the morning. 

We are not just students of Goenkaji. We are students of the 
Buddha. Goenkaji effectively and creatively positioned us as both 
followers of the Buddha, unlike many modern schools of meditation that 
drop allegiance to the specific teaching of the Buddha, but we also are 
not Buddhists who need to follow religious rites and rituals or who need 
to abandon our own Western secularism. On the one hand, we are not 
simply practicing a skill, and on the other hand we are not abandoning 
the cultures of our birth. This distinction, that we are neither Buddhists, 
nor independent from the Buddha, becomes confusing to some students, 
and is often a point of attack from outsiders who claim either, “You’ve 
been converted to Buddhism and you just don’t want to admit it,” or, 
“Why are you ashamed of acknowledging that you are really a Buddhist?” 

So how does Goenkaji’s teaching differ from these critics who 
are actually raising pretty important points? What does it mean to be a 
student of the Buddha but not Buddhist?”

This balancing act that Goenkaji formulated is one that I feel to be 
particularly helpful for me. As a skeptic, there is no way that I can blindly 
embrace everything in dozens of volumes written in archaic languages by 
people thousands of years ago who didn’t even know that the human body 
consists of cells, or that the Earth rotates around the sun. I could never 
have become a textually-based, fundamentalist believer in an organized 
religion. At the same time, the very fact that so much knowledge is 
culturally embedded and historically relative makes it important for me to 
know and understand the context in which the Buddha’s teaching arose. 
In other words, I want to know who the Buddha was, what he taught, and 
what relevance this long echoing dispensation has for me. 

 The essence of the Buddha’s teaching is its elegance. One of 
the criteria for truth in science is elegance. Einstein taught us that the 
universe is beautiful because it follows mathematical laws, giving it 
aspects like order, symmetry, and connectivity. It is unknown why the 
universe contains inbuilt mathematical laws rather than randomness 
and chaos. The Buddha’s teaching also emphasizes coherence through 
causality that mirrors the way scientific laws describe the universe. For 
him, the world was understandable and meaningful. 
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Let’s remember the Buddha’s vision of what it means to be 
civilized. Nowhere has it been more clearly expressed, either in historical 
times, or now, that we are civilized to the extent that we live a life of 
peace and harmony, accompanied by concern for the wider body of living 
beings, the planetary biosphere. That is so simple and obvious to us that 
it is easy to forget that this was a brand-new idea in the times of the 
Buddha, and I would actually go further and say it’s still a brand-new idea. 

It was the Buddha who challenged tribalism, and sectarian 
religious loyalty, freeing his teaching to become a universal spirituality. I 
started out this talk by asking, “Who are we?” And the answer is, “We’re 
nobody.” We don’t have dues, we don’t have costumes that symbolize who 
we are, and we don’t have special holy days in the year. We don’t worship 
a god. We’re not a tribe, but we do have a temple. For each one of us, the 
temple is our own body. We go to the temple of our body to find truth, a 
holy place that we carry around with us. 

It was the Buddha who eliminated priest craft, so that we find 
truth in ourselves rather than receiving it from some outside authority, 
ritual, or divine personality. He realized that insight into the fundamental 
nature of ourselves is the liberating force that carries us beyond suffering. 
Most people believed, and many people still believe, that the liberating 
force is somewhere beyond where you can see when you look up in the 
night sky, which is in fact a small fraction of our galaxy which is only one 
galaxy among the oceanic universe with billions of galaxies.

These reorganizations of reality make the Buddha’s vision 
uniquely humanistic, inspirational, and enduring across time, cultures, 
and civilizations. They seem free from parochialism and they remain vital 
as different cultures rise and fall, giving them the appearance of being 
timeless truths independent of culture. 

It was the Buddha who first taught cultivation of hearts and 
minds, free of hatred and fear, in order to allow them to fill up with 
loving-kindness. It was the Buddha who taught us that we need a teacher, 
a teaching, and a way of life, and not merely individual self-fulfillment. 
All these components of the Buddha’s vision constitute a core that ties 
us to the Buddha even though we may not believe word for word in the 
entire literature that claims to contain Buddhism. 
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One of the features that ties us together even though we don’t 
belong to a tribe, that makes us come here to this room, is Goenkaji’s 
expression of the Buddha’s teaching.

I want to emphasize the strength that Goenkaji’s knowledge of 
the Pāli Canon gave to us. He transmitted its phrasing, its rhythms, its 
sounds, and its atmosphere. One reason that I stick to this Path is because 
of the powerful vibration of the Buddha’s presence that I feel through 
Goenkaji. He brings the Pāli forward into meaning and sounding that we 
can participate in.

Mind-Body Practice

Another important feature that defines who we are, and our way of 
practicing Vipassana, is that we pay attention to both our bodies and our 
minds. Our meditation is a mind-body practice, in which the distinction 
between mind and body is reduced. As we try to observe our body 
sensations, we inevitably daydream, think, and travel endlessly through 
our minds, during our attempts to remain equanimous. We observe the 
impermanence of everything we call ourselves, while at the same time we 
take a rich and intricate inventory of self-knowledge, from our skin, to our 
heart beat, to our fears and our desires. Our focus upon the observation 
of the arising and passing of our body sensations is the essence of our 
realism, and of our commitment to the scientific worldview of the 
atomic and subatomic universe. All things are compounds of atoms, and 
subatomic particles, and matter and energy are different forms of each 
other that can be transformed from one to another.

The phrasing, that “all compounded things are impermanent” 
is the teaching of the Buddha, but it’s also the statement of entropy. 
Einstein said that all the laws of science can be eventually toppled by new 
discoveries; even special relativity and general relativity may have to be 
altered or changed, but the law of entropy is a bedrock truth that will 
never be disproven. It’s a fundamental law that guides all the stars, all the 
planets, all the galaxies, and everything we observe about the sensations 
upon which we meditate.

As meditators in our tradition, we are observing the oscillations 
at the base of all sensations, the inconstancy of everything in ourselves, 
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just as science has revealed the instability within matter. Our mind-body 
practice keeps us consistent with both psychology and physics.

The Five Moral Vows

It is easy for secular people to look down upon sīla (the five moral vows, 
not to kill, steal, lie, engage in sexual misconduct, or use intoxicants) as 
an archaic allegiance. I also feel a little queasy if I think that I am simply 
marching in step with a rule book. I prefer to look upon sīla as the basis of a 
wise psychology. There is a self-stabilizing power to sticking with this aspect 
of our practice. First off, it encourages us to examine our own qualities, the 
ones we are intending to develop by meditating. We meditate to live a life 
in which we let our hearts and minds fill with love and compassion, but our 
hearts and minds are not yet ripened in that way. When we walk along on 
the sidewalk of midtown Manhattan, and as we jostle shoulder to shoulder 
with hundreds of people, we can observe our own mind commenting, 
judging, and thinking self-serving unkind thoughts about people we don’t 
even know. We rank people automatically according to superficial status 
conscious criteria, like clothing, body type, or gait.

The way that sīla encourages us to monitor ourselves, rather than 
other people, reminds me of the way that border collies keep their focus 
on a tennis ball. If you’ve ever watched a border collie while you are taking 
a tennis ball out of a closet, you will see them go crazy with glee. They 
love tennis balls, and in a different way than German shepherds or other 
breeds who also like them. Border collies keep a fixated gaze on where 
they know the ball is, even when they can’t actually see it. If you hide it 
from them by putting it behind your back or under a blanket, they keep 
their eyes on the hidden sphere. Keeping sīla will turn us all into border 
collies. We’re keeping our intention on the Path. Even if it temporarily 
seems hidden to us, behind the covering of our ignorance, we can keep 
our attention on it until the moment when it reemerges in our life.

Our attentions mold our intensions, and shape every moment of 
our day. By keeping our eye on the tennis ball, we live moment to moment 
focused upon our higher goals. We do not lose sight of where we want to 
go. Our intentions to keep sīla are difficult, because they remove us one 
step from the casual conviviality of the glass of beer. Our intention to 
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keep sīla is our own way of continuously reserving our minds and bodies 
for a long-term exalted purpose.

Even if you believe that our lives are meaningless bubbles in an 
endless, timeless universe, located in an infinite space of other universes 
within a multiverse; even if you feel that our lives will all pass away 
without leaving a trace, even then, our sīla remains important. The 
goal of keeping sīla is self-fulfilling. By doing so, we add the dimension 
of faith and confidence to mundane life. Our life gains by what we have 
just added into it. Sīla is not like a stock market investment that pays you 
back seven years in the future. It is like an ATM which delivers cash as 
soon as you punch in your pin code. If we think about the moral vows 
as being puritanical obedience, they are little more than conventional 
religious positions; but if we remember that they are like breezes that 
immediately purify our minds a bit as they sweep through our thoughts, 
we can recognize their practical value. 

One Hour Twice a Day 

Let’s look at one-hour-twice-a-day meditation as a feature of our tradition 
that stands out. The main reason behind this guideline is for our daily 
practice to exert a force field, like a magnet, that aligns our life around it. 

Susan and I are former bona fide New Yorkers, but having lived in 
a college town for more than forty-five years, we’ve contracted into being 
country hicks, and that shows up in our driving skills. We just drove into 
Manhattan and Susan was behind the wheel on the West Side Highway. We 
both felt, “Oh, my God, all these New Yorkers around us are trying to force 
our car out of the lane.” I wasn’t sure whether they were trying to herd us 
right into the concrete barrier—I wouldn’t go that far—but they wanted 
our lane. And if we moved over a lane, then they wanted that one, too.

It’s not easy to sit two hours a day. And yet, if you’re doing it, you 
are exercising a determination that is defining your life. It makes you the 
kind of person who keeps to his or her lane, regardless of the behavior of 
the other drivers around you. 

Susan and I and our son took many long canoe expeditions in 
Northern Ontario, an exhilarating and archetypical travel adventure. It 
is much harder than it looks, because whatever direction you want to 
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go in, there is a current or a wind that will be pushing you at a different 
angle. Whether you are paddling on a lake or a river, the water poses a 
medium of motion, that is never quite aligned with the direction you 
want to go. You have to power the strokes of your paddle to give yourself 
independence from the forces of the water beneath you and the wind 
that is buffeting your face. The natural vectors of water and wind always 
terminate by colliding with the shore. The current of life is sweeping you 
into various channels that do not fulfill your own aspirations for yourself. 
If you’re meditating twice a day for an hour, you are exerting will power 
that is stronger than the currents and winds around you. 	

Who are we? We are a tradition with a standard, and those of us 
who are not meeting that standard are still on the boat. Even if you are 
an Old Student who finds that you cannot sit for an hour twice every day, 
you are living within a cohort that has momentum. You are seated in the 
batch among other staunch meditators. If you find that you cannot keep 
to the twice daily practice, but you are remaining within our Vipassana 
Old Student community, you are like the canoeist seated in the middle, 
who is neither the bow nor the stern paddler, but you are guided by those 
in front and behind you. The time may come when you can grab your 
paddle and steer your own canoe.

The Practical Understanding of Nibbāna

Unlike the recently refurbished meditation practices that appropriate 
cross-legged meditation without acknowledging the Buddha’s ancestry, 
it remains important for us to keep our eyes on the prize of Nibbāna, even 
though in our hearts we know that we are veering left and right, awash in 
cravings, aversions, wishes, desires, and fears.

 Many people feel that Nibbāna is either mystical or 
incomprehensible, but for our Vipassana practice, we can understand it 
in a clear and pragmatic way. While there may be deeper transcendent 
implications attached to the word, Nibbāna can guide daily meditation 
when it is defined as a heart filled only with love and peace, a mind 
anchored in unshakable deliverance from the vicissitudes of our own 
ignorance and grasping. Our loyalty to Nibbāna makes us followers of the 
Buddha, acolytes of his higher aspiration. 
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To most people, Nibbāna feels like another category of reality, 
unreachably hidden in the mythical world of the ancient Suttas. As 
meditation practitioners, and not as philosophers or theologians, we 
should understand Nibbāna as the goal that was pointed out by the 
Buddha, the terminus of the Path of purification. For us, Nibbāna should 
be a utilitarian instruction. We feel better when we are filled with loving-
kindness, constructive social feelings, warmth for other people. We feel 
diminished when we are angry, cynical, or bitter. For us, Nibbāna means 
we are heading towards a heart and mind that are increasingly aligned 
with, in sync with, vibrating with, what the Buddha emblemized. Nibbāna 
is the Buddha’s ancient GPS. 

Sometimes the Path to Nibbāna is confused with a student’s 
affectation to never be ruffled, to appear benignly imperturbable all the 
time. The tone quality of the Buddha as he is portrayed in the Pāli Canon 
is not at all similar to rose-colored utopianism. I have noticed that people 
who are the least able to express feelings of fear and trembling are often 
those who are condemned to most frequently have to pass through it, 
and this is because denying difficulties prevents us from solving them. 
Nibbāna should not be confused with turning a blind eye to the First 
Noble Truth of suffering. 

Friends Who Tap You from Time to Time

In every talk given about the Buddha he is quoted as saying, “Friendship 
on the Path is the whole Path.” That doesn’t mean you have to force 
yourself to act artificially friendly towards people you don’t know, 
or towards others who make you uncomfortable. The meaning of the 
Buddha’s aphorism is that we are not complete, we are not whole unless 
our social brain, our feelings for other people, have also gained primacy 
in our Vipassana practice. Goenkaji’s Vipassana tradition is emphatically 
not solipsistic, isolative, or self-absorbed. The good feelings that happen 
between people when they meditate in a meditation hall, when they 
come to a group sitting, when they come to a talk like this, those good 
feelings are the product of brain transformation, neurotransmitter 
changes, alterations in the levels of our endorphins, oxytocin, serotonin, 
endocannabinoids and other chemical signals that animate our central 
nervous system. The way we feel about other people is partly based 
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upon the quality of our interactions with them, and is partly based 
upon the way our meditation, our lifestyle, and our health enable us to 
generate the neurological messages of friendship. Vipassana makes us 
strongly determined vectors, and also drops us flowing into a cooling 
stream of friendship.	

When I think about friendship on the Path, I think of our late dog, 
Hickory, who was a mixed breed, and who shared with many shepherds 
and partial shepherds, a herding instinct. When he would walk with 
you, every once in a while, he would brush up gently against your knee, 
nudging you back towards the center of the trail, and away from its edges, 
from which you might deviate into the poison ivy. Friendship on the Path 
is the surrounding gentle matrix of friends who from time to time tap 
your knee to remind you to stay on the trail. 

A Wavelength of Emotions

Mettā is like our dessert. But unfortunately for me, there’s a history of 
diabetes in my family, and I rarely eat dessert. I need a different metaphor. 
Mettā is like a rouge sun setting in the Gulf of Mexico at the end of the day. 
Mettā is like taking a hike up a mountain and finally getting to the top and 
there’s the view of hills you sweated so hard to get. Mettā is like the last 
coda at the end of the Beatles’ “Abbey Road” album: 

“And in the end, the love you take 
Is equal to the love you make.”

The degree of mettā that we generate measures the value of our 
practice and the equanimity we have achieved, restoring us to some 
degree of peace and loving-kindness. This is so whether we are sitting 
two hours, or one hour, or whether we are sitting with agitation, 
no agitation, calm, worry, fear. Regardless of what’s happening to 
you while you meditate, if you’re generating mettā afterwards, you 
possess a pinch of purity even when your own personal hour has felt 
tumultuous and difficult. Mettā is what elevates our purpose in life 
above self-absorption and directs us towards the social goals that the 
Buddha set out in front of us.
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When I was in college, existential philosophy was the rage. 
Writers like Heidegger and Sartre were very concerned with establishing 
the independence of their minds from negative forces around them, but 
their mood seemed to me to be grim and embattled. In those days, the 
basis of my critique of them was unclear to me, but now I can see that 
regardless of how accurately a person thinks about life, unless there is an 
accompanying change in their emotional state, their mental discipline 
will not produce the beneficence that Vipassana practice offers because 
of its valuation of mettā. Mettā is about affinity.

The meditation practice of mettā is an emanation of a particular 
wavelength of emotions. For a moment we can put aside the concern 
about whether these emotions stimulate effective behavior. We start 
by feeling mettā for real and specific people, such as parents, children, 
or friends, and then we extend our feelings of loving-kindness towards 
people unknown to us but for whom we wish the best, such as the victims 
of war, pandemics, poverty, and other unfair impositions. Then, we can 
send mettā without limits, past all the stars that we can see, past this 
galaxy, past all the galaxies, to the far corners of existence, in every 
direction, to all beings, everywhere. Our formal mettā practice occurs in 
a moment of time where we can disregard barriers and limits. We reach 
out to all the other beings that modern cosmology assures us are also 
present. We’re sending our mettā to whomever or whatever exists. Mettā 
is like a laser transporting our good wishes across all spaces.

As an organized skeptic and a scientist, I can’t be sure that mettā 
actually can be expected to change the world. Mettā can only change one 
thing: the person who’s sending it. In answer to the question, “Who are we 
and why are we the way we are?” we are people who practice mettā after 
having practiced Vipassana, and we become gradually, increasingly able 
to feel mettā consistently as our companion on our long walk on the Path.

Equanimity

Now let’s say a word for equanimity, which is different than happiness 
or health. We are not a health cult, and we owe this salutary emphasis 
to the prescient wisdom of Goenkaji’s teacher, U Ba Khin. We do not 
practice Vipassana in order to cure disease, or even to gain good health. 
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We practice Vipassana to generate that state of mind from which wisdom 
and love arise, and that we call “equanimity.” Whenever we use the 
word equanimity, we give it a precise meaning, and that is awareness of 
sensations without reacting to them. 

Equanimity is the ocean of peace and well-being that is built into 
our minds and bodies, and which we can tap into through our practice 
of it during Vipassana. Equanimity is the womb of our life as meditators. 
By dipping ourselves even only a bit from time to time in this great 
biopsychological pool, we are in contact with the origin of the wisdom of 
the Buddha. To us, wisdom is not an idea but an experience that underlies 
other wise ideas. Equanimity is the teaching of the Buddha, the practice 
of the Buddha, and our own gift from our Vipassana practice.

We are reinitiated, hopefully at least once a year, by taking a 
course, and the course always teaches us, “Whoa, you got a long way 
to go!” And that’s the most important teaching. Someone asked me 
last night at Columbia Health Sciences: “I had a good course, but then 
I had a bad course. Is that the way it usually goes?” And I replied, “No, 
because you should let go of these subjective evaluations and measure 
your courses by the contributions they make to your lifelong journey of 
Vipassana practice.”

Over the past twenty years I’ve been giving talks on behalf of 
Vipassana and I’ve looked into large auditoriums like this one, filled with 
people who want to hear a story that will help save them because they 
feel their ship is going down. We’re all like the Biblical character and the 
Herman Melville character Ishmael who is on a ship that’s destined to 
sink. We know that we live in a world of nuclear weapons that are not 
being controlled. We know we’re living in a world of rising ocean levels. 
In an article by Bill McKibben, one of the great environmentalists of our 
time, he said, “We have to recognize that the actual inhabitable planet is 
shrinking as the ocean levels rise. The continents are getting smaller, so 
our population is growing but our inhabitable planet is shrinking.”

I came to Vipassana to find refuge from fear of war and anarchy 
and loneliness and the anomie of New York. I found in Vipassana some 
guiding metaphors, some wise aphorisms, some GPS directions. I started 
this talk by asking the rhetorical question about who we are and why we 
are the way we are. 	
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These are my answers: 
•	 the civilizing impact of the teaching of the Buddha; 
•	 Goenkaji’s eloquence, humor, and exhortation during the ten-day 

discourses; 
•	 the arrow of sīla that keeps us heading in one direction; 
•	 the strength of twice daily sittings that make us forceful and 

independent people; 
•	 the reinitiation of annual courses that lift the cover off our self-

satisfaction and remind us of the Path out of suffering; 
•	 the friendship of Dhamma service; 
•	 the great heart uplift of mettā; 
•	 and the endless ocean of equanimity that is stored within us, around 

whose shores we wet our sandy feet. 

I, who believe in nothing, can recommend these things to you 
who already know them, and who may already be enjoying them, even 
though I do not recommend meditation to anyone who lacks the volition. 
But I recommend these things that have been shown to me, initially by 
wise elders like Goenkaji, and subsequently by my own experience. I don’t 
believe in Vipassana at all. I live it because I need to, want to, and am glad 
every day to do so.

Susan and I take a walk where we live in Massachusetts most 
days, and those of you who have visited the Vipassana Center there 
know just how volatile our weather is. It is mercurial, and usually too 
hot or too cold. Most days you look out your window and you think, 
“Nah, I don’t wanna take a walk today. No way.” But if you do take that 
walk, as we do, after rummaging through your closet filled with gear to 
meet the different weather conditions, as soon as you go outside, it’s 
always a beautiful day. The gray of New England becomes bright, very 
bright. By stepping out into the bracing reality you find the joy of your 
own vigor. It’s our job to find in the snow, ice, and mud, our own vision 
of the eternally beautiful, which the Buddha put into the language that 
he called Nibbāna, mettā, and upekkhā (equanimity). 

If we practice it, we own it. If we live it, we share it. Thank you for 
your presence here that has created this golden moment.



The Power of Small Changes: 
Establishing a Daily Vipassana Practice

This Old Student talk is about the challenges and triumphs of meditating 
in daily life. It is based upon an Old Student talk given at McKinsey and 
Company, New York City, April 14, 2018, which was called “Allowing 
Dhamma to Become Integral to Your Way of Life.” It is also similar to but 
different from the Old Student talk called “Don’t Use Dhamma to Harm 
Yourself, Only Use Dhamma to Help Yourself.” This chapter is formatted 
as the talk was originally given, a slide presentation on a screen.

Goenkaji felt his Dhamma talks were complete,  
with no need for addition or modification. 

The teachers he appointed do not give “Dhamma talks.” 
Goenkaji asked me to explain Vipassana to Western educated audiences 

using contemporary speech  
and the concepts of science.  

This Old Student talk is intended to be a reminder about how to become 
established as a meditator now,  

under newly emerging conditions,  
and is has been presented only after specific requests 

from other Vipassana teachers.

q

Many Old Students find that meditating twice a day  
for an hour each time,  

and keeping sīla as Goenkaji defined it for householders,  
is easy, natural, and a great blessing in their lives. 

But many other Old Students find that becoming established  
as a meditator in these ways is  

difficult, burdensome, or impossible. 
The difference between these two groups of students 

implies that there may be a “tipping point,”  
that helps an uphill struggle  
tilt downward into a glide. 
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q

Let’s look for the attitudes, practices,  
and ways of doing things that make  

meditation a natural extension of daily life  
that many students can follow.

q

The first and most important trick is to  
meditate without negativity towards 
yourself or your meditation practice.  

The goal of Vipassana is to walk towards  
Nibbāna, 

which means a heart like the Buddha’s,  
without guilt or feelings of inferiority. 
When your thoughts are self-critical,  
they won’t help you get established 

as a meditator.  
Don’t chastise yourself when you fall short of goals 

or when you face difficulties.

q

If meditation leads you to judge yourself,  
to feel you are failing, 

to feel that you are not meeting the standards 
that you think are required,  

then your meditation will become a  
point source of dissatisfaction and defeat. 

People usually continue those things that make them 
feel good about themselves,  

and eventually discard practices and behaviors  
that make them feel frustrated or second rate.

q

Guilt is not on the Path.
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q 

Give yourself credit for whatever you do.  
Being “egoless” doesn’t mean  
you can’t appreciate yourself. 

In the context of the twenty-first century, 
there is little social or cultural support 

for meditating,  
and everything you do to live the meditator’s life 

is an accomplishment that you have attained 
against the gradient of the times.

q

Even if you imagine that you are too busy to sit 
two full hours a day,  

(a perception that may change once you cross  
the tipping point) 

still, don’t devalue your once a day,  
or even your occasional practice.  

Instead, notice that under the pressures of  
your time-conscious life,  

you still have managed to remain loyal to  
the Path. 

In the midst of the hurricane  
of the internet whirling world 

you are walking forward.

q

Honor your right effort. 
A busy person, like you,  

has still found time to meditate sometimes. 
Or, recognize your accomplishments  

by appreciating the fact  
that a mostly struggling person 

has from time to time had the courage 
to observe him or herself  

through the lens of meditation. 
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q

Our educational Vipassana tradition 
gives its students  

clear guidance and standards. 
This leads to a worldwide group of friends  

who practice similarly and  
who have a Path they can all walk together.  

We gather in Vipassana halls, at group sittings,  
and during online group sittings,  

as people who meditate for an hour.

q

Practicing two hours a day is a modern,  
educational invention by Goenkaji and his  

twentieth century predecessors, 
designed to keep us steady  

in the throes of modern life. 
It is not found 

in the Buddha’s words nor in the Pāli Canon.

q

At a more personal level, a strong commitment, 
a determination to sit twice a day, 

will make us unshakeable in practice,  
even on those days when we might be shaking inside. 

The Buddha called Nibbāna,  
“unshakeable deliverance,” 

and we need this strength, this staff  
to become as unshakeable  

as the goal towards which we are walking.
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q

We can aim to be like a tree in the wind 
that has roots deep in the ground. 

On the surface, the tree looks unstable,  
bending to the forces around it, 

but in its depths, the tree remains rooted.

q

Sitting one hour twice a day  
is our backbone,  

our refuge and our way of life. 
Build a temple without walls or symbols, 

in your house and in your heart. 

q

A good reason to try to never miss twice daily meditation 
is that when you least want to sit,  

it might be most advantageous to do so. 
Sitting right then may help you  

add wisdom into a problem  
you might have avoided 

or acted upon reflexively.

q

If you systematically overrule  
your resistances to meditating, 

those barriers may crumble, 
and you may make  

increasingly skillful life choices. 
Your meditation may become more valuable 

and self-reinforcing. 
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When you don’t want to sit, 
but do, 

you might find  
in the crude ore of life,  

the gold.

q

Take your meditation as if it were a medication 
that is necessary for your long journey. 

Ultimately, all medications made of substances  
will fail,  

and the body will disperse back 
into the universe. 

Meditation is the medication  
that remains more valuable than health.

q

Let’s look at the meaning of the word, “refuge.” 
This is your final resting place, your last stand, 

your protected harbor. 
Don’t you think that our last, best refuge is  

equanimity  
with awareness that body sensations  

are all transient?

q

When you look back upon your life, 
what will be more important to you  

than a practice that leads towards peace 
within yourself? 

Meditation also permits the upwelling of mettā, 
goodness of heart,  

that can warm your trek  
through the rugged world.
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q

Prioritize.

Make meditation central every day 
as if it were the pebble you are tossing into  

the pool of existence,  
from which the ripples of your life flow out.

q

Choose to sit when you are not  
exhausted, hungry, or tired. 

Don’t make it a forced march. 
Ernest Hemingway advised aspiring writers 

to write every single day at their best time of day. 
Choose your meditation to be your best time of day, 

twice a day, every day. 
 

Your meditation practice will gain forward momentum 
if it feels valuable to you every time you sit. 

Treasure the timing of your meditation  
to optimize its benefits.

q

There are bigger choices in the background  
that influence your ability to have an 

ongoing meditation practice. 
Daily meditation cannot be just added into  

a lifestyle that is incompatible with daily meditation. 
How will the choices you are making regarding  

job, family, geographical location, 
finances, friendships, health behaviors,  

facilitate or hinder your progress on the Path?
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q

Don’t expect meditation to swirl past  
preexisting obstructions. 

Instead, shape your life so that meditation  
can flow straight, like a river  

with clear banks and no rocks. 
Arrange your life, and then continuously rearrange it 

so that it forms an open channel. 

q

Many established meditators have in the past  
made big choices that molded their lives 

into a clear conduit for meditation.  
It is hard, and of questionable value, to merely meditate twice a day due 

to will power. 
It is the choices which craft your life 

that constitute the critical fulcrum of the  
tipping point. 

Once you remove obstructions and boulders,  
the stream will naturally fall down hill 

to the ocean.

q

The theologian, Paul Tillich, taught that  
the most important feature of the spiritual life 

is to clarify and highlight a person’s  
“ultimate concern,” 

whatever it is that you find most important. 
On a beach in Florida I once saw a tee shirt that said: 
“I love you, but I have chosen rock and roll instead.” 

What have you chosen as your first principle?
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q

Sometimes, during a Vipassana course,  
we understand what we value the most,  
and the dam opens, or the seesaw tilts 

and we move into a new territory. 
But sometimes, life-shaping choices come to fruition 

in a conventional moment. 
You say goodbye to one phase of life,  

letting go of its attachments. 

q
The tipping point may come when you relinquish 

or moderate old habits, compulsions,  
and subtle consumer cravings,  

like television, internet, social media, etc. 
Although the tipping point often comes  

from opening a door,  
it also sometimes appears when you slam a door. 

Meditation is for strong individualists,  
who know how to say, “No,” to distractions.

q

Everything you do every day,  
and every choice you make,  

has implications for your ability to meditate. 
Meditation can saturate and permeate your life, 

and the way you choose to live  
can consciously facilitate this.

q

When your obstacles are too great,  
and your meditation is not strong enough, 

accept your reality as it is. 
Honor your loyalty and your confidence that  

in the future you will grow.  
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Just as we are taught to refrain from  
criticizing or demeaning other people, 

we should treat ourselves,  
and the meditation practice we actually have, 

with respect.

q

Our teaching is to be devoted and diligent,  
but not mechanical, rigid, rule-bound,  

or dominated by authority. 
Don’t force yourself to do anything that  

you interpret to be  
harmful to your well-being.

q

No rule is exact for everyone. 
Goenkaji specifically taught us that a new mother,  

for example, 
should hold her baby with awareness of sensations, 

and with mettā, 
but should not disrupt her maternal bond  

by artificially forcing herself to sit cross-legged 
two hours a day.

q

Concentric waves will ripple outward  
from the pebble you have tossed,  

but the circles bend, dent, and become asymmetrical 
when they encounter an obstacle in the water.  

Although nothing may be more important to you 
than your meditation,  

sometimes, some people may find themselves 
in a condition similar to a new mother, 
or to ripples on the surface of a pond.
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q

When you have become accepting of yourself, 
realistic, and not fighting with yourself, 

nor trying to become who you aren’t, 
then this authenticity will allow for changes 
that are not products of artifice or coercion. 
This process is like fruit ripening on a tree, 

a child learning to walk, 
or the sun rising on a new day.

q

While we all wish to progress on the Path,  
it is also our way to value our life and opportunities 

as they actually are. 
Grow without forcing anything. 

Increased self-acceptance is itself a step 
along the Path.

q

It is as if we are all pilgrims walking barefoot  
through Northern India 

following the Buddha towards Nibbāna. 
We are not practicing, “be here now.” 

We are following the teaching, 
“This is suffering,  

and this is the way out of suffering.” 
We have a direction.

q

Early in the long course discourses, 
Goenkaji addresses the student who feels overwhelmed, 

and he advises him or her to think about 
our place in the cosmos. 

We are located on a tiny dot among  



242	 The Power of Small Changes 

endless circles of galaxies. 
Similarly, the Buddha emphasized that the  

entire physical universe 
consists of unstable, temporary aggregates. 

Don’t take yourself so seriously 
that you lose sight of the main point.

q

Our bodies and all things are transient, 
compounds of particles,  

atoms, molecules, and energy. 
Our bodies, the Earth we stand on, and the Sun, 
whose light provides energy to our biosphere, 

all share the same characteristic. 
They are impermanent, changing, and will disappear. 

Today, we luckily live in a scientific culture, 
and our orbiting telescopes can show us pictures 

of billions of spiral galaxies. 
Through meditation and through science 

we can accurately assess our location  
in a limitless transforming world.

q

Meditation can open us to the big picture, 
an incomprehensible universe 

of ungraspable size.  
We can use the wisdom of meditation 
to let go of Earth-centered fantasies 

and mythological histories 
that assert unrealistic importance  

to invented stories. 
The essential teaching of the Buddha is  

that there is no thing to grasp.
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q

The universe that made our personal bodies 
is fourteen billion years old.  

Upon our Earth, for four billion years,  
life “most beautiful and most wonderful” 

has evolved through numerous shape-shifting forms 
until it became us. 

What an incredible story!

q

We are seated on our cushion on Earth,  
in the Milky Way galaxy 

in the billion-galactic universe. 
Our meditation has arisen in us 

because we have taken birth in this body 
at this time, on this spot. 

We feel gratitude  
for the opportunity of realization. 

Meditation has emerged in the universe  
and blossomed in our own minds and bodies. 

This unusual event merits awe toward our own 
good fortune.

q

All belief is conditioned by culture,  
by historical era,  

and by the conceptual limitations  
of the human brain. 

If we detach from conventional beliefs,  
we can rest upon the pillow of equanimity.
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q

Mettā is also a yardstick for our meditation. 
Send mettā from your heart and mind 

in your own way. 
Make it real and not an imitation. 

The ability to feel mettā is a great contributor  
to the tipping point,  

and will make you want to meditate twice a day 
every day.  

You will never want to miss the hour  
that kindles your mettā.

q

Don’t you find it wonderful that  
a temporary collection of atoms and energy, 

like us, 
has learned to meditate,  

feeling peace and harmony 
(sometimes if not always)? 

There must be some scientific laws, 
some principles, some rules, some Dhamma 

in the universe 
that is manifesting in us.

q

We have our sacred set-apart meditation time 
like a sabbath. 

Taking these holy hours,  
distancing ourselves from distractions, 

is itself part of the progress we are looking for. 
The mundane world  

can no longer grab our shoulders 
and yank us away.
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q

In the same way that we have  
two arms, two legs, and two eyes, 
our progress has two directions. 

A commitment to meditation requires us 
to take charge of our lives, 

to become active  
choice-making forces,  

forging our path through the world. 
But our other direction is to stop struggling, 

learning to accept life as it is, 
and ourselves as we are, 

just observing sensations and the world  
with detachment.

q

We also have two directions in our relationships  
to other people. 

The Buddha said that friendship on the Path 
is the whole Path, 

but he also advised autonomy. 
First, let’s consider how helping the spread 

of Vipassana 
pollinates friendships. 

q

It is the web of companionships, and mutual support  
that threads together 

the people who maintain centers,  
group sittings,  

and other loci of Vipassana activity.  
Many of the bonds within the nexus  
of worldwide Vipassana meditators  
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are formed in a kitchen, on a committee,  
or planting trees at a Center.  

Not all, but a few of the people  
you meet in this way 
may walk a distance  

along the Path beside you.

q

According to Goenkaji,  
a person who does not give time and energy  

to meditation centers and other activities that  
facilitate Vipassana 

has not understood it.  
If you lack the volition to serve,  

that might mean you have not yet gotten enough out of your practice to 
feel that you have something  

to give back.  
 

But don’t stereotype “service.”  
Each person brings  

a different dish to the potluck meal.

q

Not everyone has the situation or time to serve at any one moment.  
Your contribution should always be tailored to demands and circumstances  

in your personal life.  
Service is an option, not a compulsion,  
and is most rewarding when practiced  

with free volition. 
Whatever you give with positive intention 

embossed with mettā 
is your donation.
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q

Why did Goenkaji give so much emphasis to joining into the group effort?  
Often, in popular culture,  

meditation is portrayed as a self-directed form of self-improvement and 
self-satisfaction.  

While that is not entirely wrong,  
it is markedly different from  

Goenkaji’s interpretation of the Buddha’s teaching.  
Service redirects a potentially self-absorbed practice into a social one.

q

If there are no volunteers  
 there can’t be free courses.  

Servers create the realm that floats above  
the zone where currency is exchanged. 

This is what was meant when the Buddha  
coined the phrase,  

“rotating the wheel,”  
spinning the ancient spokes 

for another round. 

q

Volunteers who run Vipassana courses 
utilize, test, and hone  

their meditation.  
Helping people is not always easy,  

because difficult emotions can be stirred  
in both deep meditators  

and in those around them. 
In this atmosphere  

equanimity is simultaneously  
challenged and cultivated.  

Skillful helpers may learn to solve  
pragmatic problems  

with balance. 
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q

It’s a relief and a special pleasure  
to feel embedded among people who share  

your “ultimate concern.” 
One life alone means little. 
When you join forces with  

other people who have a higher purpose, 
you are drawn upward 
like wraiths of clouds 

ascending the mountain. 

q

Every time we help someone learn Vipassana,  
we are facilitating the volition of our teachers  

to open the Path to others.  
This is the only way we can pay back our benefactors. 

q

Alongside of friendship and community,  
the Buddha also taught that  

we should wander alone, 
free from social allurement,  

like an aging rhinoceros  
in the jungles of ancient India. 

The Buddha encouraged proper distance from 
engulfing group-think. 

Be true to yourself.



	 Don’t Use Dhamma to Harm Yourself	 249

q

Avoid turning your meditation into a competition 
with yourself or against others. 

At the moment of your death, you will not be graded 
by a teacher 

and you will not be rated for your status  
in a hierarchy. 

Abandon your achievement-oriented drive 
to win a badge.  

q

You know perfectly well what “stage” you have  
“attained” through your meditation. 
All of your virtues, accomplishments,  

short comings, and frailties 
light up inside your mind  

while you meditate on sensations. 
That is why the Buddha said,  

your progress is “plain to see.” 
But you are always changing. 

Aside from a Buddha, there is no static stage.  
Evolve. 

q

Make sīla positive. 
Think of it as adding, not deleting. 

Proper sīla is not deprivation,  
doing without something. 

Sīla is adding a necessary good ingredient.
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q

About forty years ago, on a bus ride pilgrimage 
into the highest Himalayas,  

an Indian housewife explained to me  
that vegetarianism  

does not mean cooking meat and potatoes, 
and then throwing away the meat. 
Vegetarianism means developing  
a whole new aesthetic of cooking. 

Sīla also means adding a rich new way of tasting your 
interests, pleasures, and friendships.

q

Create a well-rounded life with  
many spokes on the wheel. 

Give attention to your livelihood,  
to your family, 

to other people who are not meditators, 
to your health,  

and to your democratic responsibilities.  
A wheel is strengthened by 

all of its radial struts.

q

The value of your meditation is cumulative. 
Let me give you an example. 

Suppose you are an average, distracted, worried,  
pleasure-seeking person, 

and you are no great saint. 
And suppose most of your meditation,  

most of the time is 
daydreaming, daydreaming, daydreaming.
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q

Suppose that in the typical hour you return to 
meditative awareness of Anapana or sensations 

only ten times, 
and each time you stay focused only for a second. 

That means out of an hour, you daydream  
for 59 minutes and 50 seconds! 

But suppose also that you persevere sitting  
two hours a day.

q 

This means every day you get 20 hits of the  
wisdom of anicca. 

At the end of a week, you will have gotten  
140 moments. 

At the end of the year, you will have touched down 
into the wisdom of anicca 

approximately 7,000 times. 
 

q 
 
 

Let’s also suppose that you become  
a serious meditator at about age 35, 

and you stick with the guidance of our tradition 
until age 75, a span of 40 years. 

At the end of your life  
(and most men and women alive today will live longer 

than 75 years) 
you will have touched down into anicca 

approximately 280,000 times.
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q

But now let’s suppose that over the course 
of the 40 years 

you actually improve your ability slightly, 
to be aware of respiration or sensations 
for a mere 60 seconds out of every hour. 

Now you see looming in front of you the possibility 
that before you die,  

you will have lived with the essence  
of the Buddha’s teaching, 

awareness of anicca with equanimity, 
for way more than 1,000,000 moments! 

If you stay on target  
for ten or twenty minutes out of the hour,  

your lifetime awareness becomes astronomical.

q

This droll calculation is meant only as a humorous example  
to encourage you, no matter how far from  

perfect samādhi your practice may be.  
The point is about perseverance  

and cumulative numbers. 
I hope no one will really try to keep track 

of their time.

q

The historian of science, Dr. Janet Browne, 
concluded her two-volume biography  

of Charles Darwin  
by saying that the most important contribution 

of this great scientist 

was to emphasize the power of small changes.
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q

Molecule by molecule, over the course of  
four billion years, 

tiny rearrangements of atoms inside of  
living cells 

can account for the evolution of our plethora 
of life forms,  

from bacteria and amoeba to  
elephants and humans. 

Our meditation tradition is for ordinary people, 
like all of us, 

and it is based upon the power of 
accumulating small changes.

q

Enough small changes have recurrently  
revolutionized  

the circus of life on planet Earth. 
Possibly, if we all accumulate  

our one million wisdom moments, 
that are attainable,  

even for people with modest meditative skills, 
we may also transform our world.

q

Once you have chosen a way of life 
that facilitates meditation, 

once you have savored the value of sīla 
like a fresh vegetarian curry, 

once you have made sitting twice a day 
your unshakeable deliverance, 

once you have decided to sit at your best times  
of day, 

once you have accepted yourself  
as you really are,



254	 The Power of Small Changes 

q

Once you have appreciated the cumulative power 
of meditating steadily through your whole lifetime, 

once you have made friends on the Path, 
while you have also retained your autonomy  

and self-direction, 
you may find you have arrived at the  

tipping point. 
It may now feel easier for you to sit than  

to not sit. 

q

You may find that meditation is not something 
you add to your life, 
but is an expression  

of all these other aspects of your life.

q

Our tradition has produced  
thousands of men and women 

who have meditated for a lifetime, 
and who have given back time and energy 

to pass the practice on to the next generation. 
The more meditation that you give to yourself,  

the more you will have to give to others. 



Still Meditating in Troubled Times 2022

Today, I am giving this revised presentation of “Meditating in Troubled 
Times” because of its relevancy, and because of the pressures that we all 
feel bearing down on us due to the war in Europe. A Vipassana talk on any 
other topic might seem as if we were ignoring an elephant in the room. 

Helplessness: Many people, possibly a majority of the approximately 
seven billion people on the globe have been captured by an overwhelming 
feeling of helplessness as we read or watch the news. These reactions are 
different than the feelings stirred by the virus pandemic, when most 
people could feel some small degree of control by taking preemptive 
health measures like masking, social distancing, etc. Today, however, 
the mention of nuclear weapons has cancelled any hope for a lifesaving 
intervention in a situation in which a citizen population is being assaulted 
by aerial warfare. Without any possibility of halting the bombing, without 
being able to expect any reasonable impact from a mass protest, we are 
all forced to observe news reporting about incomprehensible, gratuitous, 
destruction. We find ourselves aware of a capricious truncation of good 
lives, like ours. The motivation for this attack is not obvious, since it doesn’t 
either enrich or empower the attackers, and therefore leaves us with the 
impression that it is the product of psychologically primitive motivations 
like madness. We can’t escape the feeling that now, or in the future, one 
psychotically, vengeful leader will have unstoppable power to destroy the 
world, and any attempt to counterattack will actually contribute towards 
his nihilistic goals. The sense of danger is augmented by the fact that 
the nation that is being victimized had already voluntarily gotten rid of 
its stockpile of post-Soviet nuclear weapons, so that the lesson implied 
by this scenario going forward is that nations should maximize nuclear 
capability in the future, an agenda that reverses more than half a century 
of hope for humanity to go in a more benign direction. Even if this 
violence ends fairly quickly, its long-term impact will be instigation for 
belligerent ground wars backed up by nuclear ultimatums.
Recurring Relevance: I first gave a talk with this title in Cologne, 
Germany in 2017. In the spring of that year, Susan and I flew to Europe 
to give a workshop at the Dhamma Pajjota Vipassana meditation center 
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in Belgium. The workshop on nonsectarianism was intended to be an 
opportunity for the European Vipassana teaching community to think 
about, gain definitions for, and discuss the idea of nonsectarianism and 
its importance to our meditation tradition. Because we would be nearby, 
a group of Vipassana Old Students centered in and around Cologne asked 
me to give an Old Student talk. Cologne is centrally located, and could be 
accessible to potential participants from Holland, Belgium, Germany and 
even further afield. 

At that time, I felt unsure what an Old Student talk in Cologne 
should focus on. The city is an ancient trading center for Europe, located 
on the Rhine River that used to serve as a major commercial highway. 
Cologne has survived more than a thousand years of European warfare. 
For many centuries it functioned as a semiautonomous state, its own 
little nation that required alliances and defense. It was assimilated into 
Germany only in modern times. Its citizens suffered severely during 
World War II because the Jewish population was exterminated, and the 
remaining populace was bombed. 

At the same time, my Old Student talks had tended to focus on 
simple common important features of meditation, like how to maintain a 
twice daily practice, how to make meditation feel attractive and eagerly 
anticipated, and how to avoid negativities that might inadvertently 
become attached to it, like feelings of guilt or inadequacy.

Unsure of what to say, I sat down with a group of a dozen or so 
Old Students who had arrived early, and I asked them what would be 
helpful for me to talk about. They were unanimous in expressing their 
distress, which they felt with the intensity of recurring post-traumatic 
stress, because at the same time my talk would be given to a room full of 
meditators, the city was being swelled by an influx of right-wing activists, 
who were by and large part of a very different world view than Vipassana 
practitioners. The meditation students expressed ill ease and dismay 
at what they experienced to be a surge of angry, potentially violent 
attitudes that were sweeping the world in response to the American 2016 
presidential election, and that they felt were awakening sleeping demons 
in Germany. The attitude of the Vipassana students was: “We know what 
our parents went through, and we know how bad it can get.” 
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It was in order to respond to their fears that I gave the talk 
“Meditating in Troubled Times,” spontaneously and without notes. I later 
gave variations on this talk at the University of Chicago, Northwestern 
University, and Yale University. When the coronavirus pandemic hit 
the world in the late winter of 2020, the Cologne talk seemed like the 
most important thing I could contribute to help my fellow Vipassana 
meditators, but it was slightly outdated and focused on the wrong 
trouble, and so I rewrote and reissued the talk with the concept of 
“troubled times” primarily addressing the pandemic. It may well have 
retained its relevancy during the summer of 2020 when one more set of 
troubled times arose during the worldwide outcry for social justice and 
police accountability. It may have rang true again while global news was 
filled with accounts of massive fires in Australia and the American West, 
creeping drought on numerous continents, melting of glaciers and ice 
caps around the world implying rising sea levels that will eventually flood 
major sites of human habitation, including some of the world’s biggest 
low lying cities, Mumbai, Calcutta, Karachi, and Miami, displacing tens of 
millions of people who will migrate into areas where other climatically 
challenged people will resent them.

When I was requested to give a talk to Old Students this year, 2022, 
I prepared a new essay about problems that some students encounter 
when they meditate. But as I made my preparations to deliver the talk, 
bombs began to fall in Europe, and I felt I might sound as if I were looking 
away from a scene of violence, as if I were denying it. I once again felt 
obliged to refocus on the topic of meditating in troubled times, and the 
troubles this time were warfare against civilians, the forceful elimination 
of independent states by larger ones, huge spontaneous migrations 
of helpless, hungry, cold women and children, and overt references 
to nuclear war. I could hardly address a different topic, and so “Still 
Meditating in Troubled Times” reveals in practice what I had previously 
described in theory: this problem is a semipermanent, fluctuating, and 
recurrent visitor to the human condition. 
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Practical Advice: Many people may face different global traumas in 
their own personal way. Vipassana meditation was not designed to 
dictate how people should respond to cluster bombs raining down from 
the sky. Some people may possess energy, skills, or capacities that allow 
them to intervene into the turmoil of the world with efficacy, and there 
is nothing in the meditative mindset that should preclude effective and 
strategic action. But just as we do not meditate for health, nor make 
health care claims for Vipassana, although sometimes good health is in 
fact a byproduct of meditation, in the same way we may well have hopes, 
aspirations, and goals about how our meditation might effect a crisis 
impacting millions of people, but we should be realistic. The claim that 
meditation will create social and political peace is a cherished dream but 
not a fact.

Vipassana does direct its practitioners towards certain values 
and practices. Most meditators have ordinary powers that are quickly 
overwhelmed by massive historical events. I will try to steer my comments 
towards practical advice that will help meditators who are struggling with 
their practice, or that will help meditators who are already doing well, 
or even thriving under these arduous conditions of political instability, 
pandemic disruptions, or overt war. 

I am going to describe a series of items drawn from Vipassana 
meditation as taught by S. N Goenka that might help meditators preserve, 
enhance, and express their Dhamma volition while they are meditating 
yet again in troubled times. 

Sensations and Equanimity: The first and last thing that always defines 
our Vipassana practice is the equanimous awareness of the sensations 
of our body, as they manifest the single most important reality of the 
universe, which is constant change. This is the context of the big picture 
of the universe in which our temporary lives float. Keeping this in focus 
was described by the Buddha as the critical element in salvation from 
suffering, and it is based upon a fully acceptable modern scientific 
understanding of the way that physics, chemistry, and biology define 
scientific reality. Meditating with the awareness of impermanence can 
help people live their best, through troubled times. If we are facing 
dangers or even death, that is more, not less reason to pursue our dip 
into realization of impermanence. At the same time, the focus upon 
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impermanence of body sensations may be difficult or impossible for 
some people to maintain when an individual meditator’s mind is beset 
by fear, desperation, or anguish. Therefore, without altering our central 
meditative focus, in troubled times we can wisely buttress it with other 
features from our broadly based, rich tradition of Dhamma practice. 

Right Understanding: Our first step can be right understanding that 
reemphasizes the reason why equanimous focus on body sensations is 
the heart of the Buddha’s teaching. Our right understanding, whether 
we derive it from meditation, Buddhist texts, or physics courses at 
universities, is the recognition that the entire universe is a dynamic, self-
transforming system. Our bodies, like everything else in the universe, 
are not fixed entities and never rest for a moment from the processes 
of fluidity and transformation. Our bodies will change incessantly until 
they cease to exist, and there is nothing we can do to stop this. This 
same nonsectarian law of nature, this Dhamma, is taught in Vipassana 
centers and in medical schools. Just realizing change, however, is not 
enough and Vipassana adds its central attitude: equanimity. Equanimity 
is the method by which we observe and the goal of our observation. 
We are practicing a new habit; we are etching into our nervous system a new 
gestalt; we are inculcating systematic repetition of awareness of changing 
sensations with equanimity. 

Evolved for Well-being: Another comforting realization to place into our 
right understanding as we meditate in troubled times is that in spite of the 
dread or anxiety we may feel, our bodies are also adapted to experience 
relaxation, comfort, and peace. We are all born with a set of physiological 
mechanisms that were selected as adaptive through the long course of 
evolution in order for us to optimize our feeling of well-being. We survive 
better when we can feel well. For example, our parasympathetic nervous 
system can be activated into self-regenerating relaxation. Another 
physiological system, the hypothalamus in our brain, facilitates sleep, 
which maximally diminishes anxiety, yet we remain alive and breathing. 
Another physiological set of peaceful states can be triggered in our body 
through the activation of chemical signals that are already present in 
our nervous system. These beneficent neurotransmitters have familiar 
names that have entered popular culture, like serotonin, oxytocin, or 
endocannabinoids. When these chemicals are stimulated by feelings like 
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loving-kindness, they create a positive cycle and fill us with a chemical 
flood of love and peace from within. We are born with bodies that have 
the potential to be vessels of gladness for ourselves and for those around 
us, and the heart of Vipassana meditation is to let go of the negative 
reactivity that suppresses this natural capacity. When we cultivate 
equanimity through Vipassana practice, we are employing a biological 
capacity to live a more peaceful, calm, and harmonious life.

Relearning Equanimity: We can also comfort our troubled minds by 
reminding ourselves that Vipassana has an even deeper layer. As we 
meditate, we may occasionally, sometimes intermittently, sometimes 
fleetingly, sometimes more consistently contact inner peace and let go 
of inner agitation. But as this process is practiced across a lifetime, it 
reorganizes the nervous system. The pathways of peace are practiced and 
amplified while the synapses carrying suffering are given less importance. 
Meditation gradually alters the minds and bodies of meditators. It can 
often transform maladaptive past learning. Establishing peace in the 
present moment, repeatedly and systematically, can undo at least some 
of the painful past. For each of us, to a greater or lesser extent, Vipassana 
lets inner peace grow by relearning and reintegrating equanimity in the 
body, nervous system, and mind. 

Fear: In the same way that our nervous system has inbuilt mechanisms 
for inner peace that we can learn to activate through meditation, it is 
also true that our nervous systems have evolved to scan the environment, 
absorb new information, evaluate danger, and feel adaptive fright that 
leads to survival-dictated flight. In times of danger we quickly become 
survivalists, animals built to protect ourselves by fleeing, fighting, 
emotions that drive us far beyond the reach of inner peace. Many of 
us today feel we are facing uniquely disorganizing and threatening 
circumstances, and this overwhelming fear may make us feel that it is 
very difficult to meditate now. The enormous learning curve that we go 
through when we take our first ten-day course of Vipassana, and even 
many subsequent courses, does not necessarily resolve all the problems 
that a meditation practitioner may face under the recurring assault 
of political threats, epidemics, and wars. We should be careful not to 
condemn fellow meditators who are caught in difficult positions, and 
who may be too overwhelmed and upset to meditate.
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This Second of Time:	 The importance of right thought is indicated 
by some beautiful passages in the writing of the famous historian, Will 
Durant, who lived through World War I, the great economic depression, 
World War II, the Cold War and who wrote until his ninety-fifth year. 
He left these comments about a life spent studying history. “History is 
a laboratory rich in one hundred thousand experiments about the road 
by which we came …. One who knows this record is protected in a large 
measure against the delusions and disillusionments of his times …. He 
knows the limitation of human nature and he bears with equanimity 
the fault of his neighbors and the imperfections of states …. He shares 
hopefully in the reforming emphasis of his age and people, but his heart 
does not break nor his faith in life fade out when he perceives how 
modest are the results, and how persistently humans remain what they 
have always been …. The present is the past rolled up and concentrated 
in this second of time.”

Historical Exceptionalism: During recent decades we have had relatively 
safe and prosperous conditions throughout much of North America, 
Europe, and many countries in Asia, but even in this era, the majority of 
human beings have not had the kind of situation that facilitates a life of 
meditation. Our relatively good times have led to an intellectual distortion 
in the minds of many participants within these privileged economies, 
including many meditators, that our state of affairs is the new normal. 
Historical exceptionalism refers to the idea that our times are unique, a 
series of days or months or years that do not fit with the ebbs and flows of 
human history. The fantasy that this belief has generated is that we have 
attained exemption from the laws of nature. This feeling is hard for us to 
shake. Intensely engaging the present, after all, is one of the hallmarks of 
the meditator’s mind. It is natural that as people who cultivate awareness 
of the moment, we feel uniqueness of every day.

But I want to dispel the misperception of historical exceptionalism. 
No matter how compelling, or gripping, this feeling is a delusion created 
by our overvalued self. In fact, historical exceptionalism is a form of the 
egotism that Vipassana is designed to overcome. Before we entered into 
the Buddha’s way of life, we had a tendency to exaggerate the importance 
of everything that happened to us. Each one of us usually feels that we are 
the center of the universe and that whatever happens to us is about the 
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biggest thing that has ever happened. It’s only a few hundred years since 
the vast majority of humanity believed that the Earth was the center 
of the universe. We always feel we are the center of the action. Self-
important individuals extend this feeling to their group, so that religions, 
sects, and nations frequently indulge in self-referential importance, as 
if their tribe is going to define a new era. In recent generations, in the 
lucky corners of the globe, this feeling of being exceptionally important 
and exempted from the laws of suffering and its relief has led billions of 
people to imagine that it is a given for them to expect a long life in the 
pursuit of happiness. 

Skillful Transit: I am going to make one point with an extended 
reference to historical information: troubled times, and hard times, 
have not been eliminated. They have recurred continuously throughout 
history, and there is no reason to believe that they will not recur now 
or in the future. By listening to my brief recounting of the difficulties 
that all of our families faced in previous generations, we can come back 
down to reality, which is that every person needs the ability to deal with 
and survive hard times. We are not exceptional. Our historical moment 
has been relatively benign, but that is guaranteed to change according 
to the laws of the universe. Meditation is not best understood as a way 
to avoid the enormity of circumstances, but as a way to skillfully transit 
through them. 

Pandemics: In service of the effort I am making to dispel our shared 
fantasy drift to believe our own historical exceptionalism, let’s take one 
last look at the Covid 19 virus. 

The most exceptional thing we are living through now is the 
relatively constructive, relatively proactive, relatively uniform health-
oriented response to the virus that has been applied in many countries 
and societies via vaccines, masks, distancing, and other public health 
strategies. The thing that is not unique is that we are facing the death 
of millions of people from infectious diseases within a short period of 
time. Pandemics of different sizes occur every year and have shaped 
human history. 

Coronavirus seems to spread more easily, and more stealthily (that 
is to say, with many asymptomatic carriers) and is more fatal than the flu. 
But we face an influenza pandemic every year. In typical years influenza 
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kills between 300,000 and 600,000 people worldwide. A rough calculation 
led me to the stunning conclusion that since I was born, (long after the 
Spanish flu epidemic of 1918) about twenty-five million people have died 
from influenza. In comparison, the coronavirus pandemic has killed an 
estimated six million people in approximately two years, and has been 
responsible for excess deaths (cases where the virus contributed to death 
in people with preexisting conditions) as high as eighteen million. On 
the other hand, there are sometimes complicated effects to large-scale 
events, and restrictions intended to reduce the spread of the coronavirus 
have also reduced morbidity and mortality from other illnesses such as 
flu, or dengue fever, which declined by many hundreds of thousands of 
deaths during the coronavirus lockdowns.

The most devastating pandemic of relatively modern times was 
the 1918 influenza, “Spanish flu,” that infected approximately 500,000,000 
people, which was about twenty-five percent of the total population of 
the world. Estimates of the deaths during this pandemic varied from 
17,000,000 to 100,000,000. The large variations in these estimates are based 
upon the fact that only one hundred years ago, modern communication, 
reporting systems, and medical care, did not exist in large parts of the 
world. Whether we take the larger or smaller estimate, they both drive 
a similar implication: widespread illness and death affecting tens of 
millions of people. 

I was even more surprised to discover that smallpox, before it was 
eradicated in the second half of the twentieth century, was a chronic viral 
killer that in the first half of the twentieth century alone may have killed 
an estimated 300 million people according to some authors. According 
to other scholars, like Michael Kinch, an expert in medical innovation 
including vaccination, smallpox may have only killed 150 million in 
total, once again showing us that even when estimates, which extend 
back thousands of years to capture the total long-term effect of a single 
disease upon worldwide population, may vary, they nevertheless contain 
the same basic awe-inspiring message about the magnitude of death 
due to infectious illness. The environmental writer, Elizabeth Kolbert, in 
contrast, estimates that smallpox has killed a total of one billion human 
beings over thousands of years. 



264	 The Power of Small Changes 

Perspective: Without diminishing the magnitude of the threat to us of 
Covid-19, we should see it in perspective, and understand that today’s 
pandemic is a repetition of events that have happened many times before. 
Even such relatively banal illnesses as measles have been responsible for 
millions of deaths throughout history. 

When we understand that we are living through normal 
circumstances, as overwhelming as they feel to us, we can maintain 
the dual perception of difficulty without exceptionalism. If you are 
stuck alone in a small apartment, if your economic viability has been 
damaged, or if someone important to you has died, if you yourself have 
age and health issues that put you immediately closer to death, if your 
community is unfairly denied access to medical care, or even if you have 
only lost treasured and anticipated plans for the future, like a college 
graduation, these are troubling times. The striking feature of our current 
circumstance is that we are descending from relatively easier times into 
relatively more troubled times and we fear that we may be entering hard 
times, but we are far away from the worst of times. 

As soon as a living being dies, it begins to rot. There are vast 
numbers of viruses, bacteria, fungi, and other microorganisms that are 
continuously attacking us, and it is only because of our immune system 
that we can live more than a few days. All of life, not just human life, is 
in a constant struggle to survive the onslaught of microorganisms that 
are attempting to use our bodies as sources of energy, materials, and 
sites for replication. There has never been a time in human history when 
disease did not have some formative impact upon the evolution of human 
culture, economics, and society. Some historians consider that the two 
most important events in the history of Western civilization, which 
might have been the fall of the Roman Empire and the end of the Middle 
Ages, were caused primarily by the impact that epidemics of smallpox 
and plague had upon previously existing social institutions. 

We need information but we don’t need inflammation. It would 
be foolish to deny the power of our current coronavirus pandemic, but it 
is just plain wrong to see it as unique.

Noble Truths: We are always in danger but usually we find ways to keep 
this unsettling truth at bay. In the legend of the Buddha, he ran away 
from home to seek wisdom when he understood the pervasive reality 



	 Still Meditating in Troubled Times 2022	 265

of illness, old age, and death, the very factors that compound to make 
our coronavirus pandemic so powerful. We are current members of all 
the generations who have had to come to grips with the recognition that 
illness is intrinsic to existence, and can be perceived either grimly, or can 
be taken as a provocation to promote the kind of insightful living that life 
actually demands of us.

When things are close to us, they appear bigger than things of 
equal size that are far away.

Some historical critics have correctly cautioned against lumping 
together the various mass tragedies that have affected humankind in 
different places in different times. Different scenarios of mass murders may 
contain many different causes, implications, and potential rectifications, 
and these important nuances may be blurred if all horrendous events 
are seen as an entity. Also, there is sometimes a tendency to diminish 
the suffering of one group of people by comparing it to a larger or more 
recent trauma in another group, as if the author were implying, “You 
have no right to complain, because I had it much worse than you.” If 
you are killed or your family members slaughtered, or your civilization 
eradicated, it hardly matters to you that the same thing once happened 
elsewhere to a bigger group of people. In this talk, in order to establish 
the difference between our troubles today and historically hard times I 
will string together a picture of the human condition with many of its 
difficulties briefly notated. It should be clear that no common causality, 
no single historical analysis, and no mutual competition of suffering is 
implied. It should be very clear that I am not trying to diminish large-
scale events nor to consign them to a compost pile that induces weariness 
or banality. My point is to focus on reality as it is. 

Violence: Imagine yourself to be a member of one of the First Nations 
in the Western Hemisphere sometime between 1500 and 1900. During 
those 400 years, there was massive genocide against the First Peoples of 
the Americas. Sometimes the genocide was violent, for example in the 
Spanish conquests of Peru and Mexico in which millions of people were 
assassinated, hung upside down from trees, burnt alive and exterminated. 
In the United States violence against indigenous civilians continued 
right up to the end of the nineteenth century, such as the massacre of 
Wounded Knee. But most of the time the genocidal extermination of the 
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First Americans occurred through the spread of the European diseases for 
which the First Americans had no immunological defense. The discovery 
of America is sometimes referred to as “the greatest demographic 
disaster in the history of the world.” The overwhelming majority of any 
indigenous group of people died, and in some cases, entire linguistic and 
cultural communities were eliminated. 

The specifics of the death toll in the colonization of the Americas 
is a subject of scholarly debate. Without making any claim to a particular 
interpretation of the data, we can safely say that common estimates are 
that approximately twelve million people died in Mexico, about eight 
million people died in Peru, and between one to eight million died in 
Hispaniola during the first century of European invasion, for a total in the 
range of twenty to thirty million people. At the same time, imperialistic 
conquest and massacre had already led to the destruction of previous 
civilizations in the Americas when powerful groups like Aztec, Maya, or 
Quechua, conquered their neighbors during hundreds of years of empire 
building history. 

The Europeans who spread disease through the Western 
hemisphere tended to be more resistant to both bacterial and viral 
infections than were the indigenous peoples of the Americas. But 
European disease resistance was itself a product of life-costing natural 
selection. Thousands of years of epidemics in Europe, which killed 
hundreds of millions of people, selected for survivors who were 
more immunologically robust, and therefore who could pass on their 
effective immune system to the next generation. Every European who 
spread illness into the Americas was himself a relic of a mass death 
event in Europe. For example, the Black Death of bubonic plague in the 
1300s is estimated to have killed between seventy-five to two hundred 
million Europeans. We have already seen how smallpox has killed either 
hundreds of millions or possibly a billion people, during thousands of 
years, mostly in Europe. That means that the relative resilience of the 
Europeans was bought at the cost of death of cascades of generations 
of ancestors. Our health is partly determined by where we have been 
embedded in the history of generations. 

Slavery: A similar glance into the magnitude of the hard times in human 
history occurs when we look at the trans-Atlantic slave trade, where 
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accurate numbers are also debated by scholars, but where reasonable 
estimates place the gruesome transportation of twelve million people 
across the Atlantic Ocean during which two million people immediately 
died. It is estimated that approximately ten million Africans were also 
transported in the other direction, to western Asia. Considering that 
African slaves were often the product of lethal wars that occurred before 
the slaves were even captured, some writers estimate the death toll of 
African slavery internal to Africa, transported east, or transported west, 
to be as high as sixty million. 

Slavery also existed wherever people were located, as long as 
history can be recorded. There was slavery in India at the time of the 
Buddha. The Pāli Canon refers to it repeatedly, and the Buddha appears 
to accept it as a fact of life beyond repair or criticism. Mediterranean 
slavery was widespread in Greek and Roman times and continued until 
the nineteenth century. Slavery in Europe was also widespread, and as 
many as two million slaves were captured in areas around Ukraine and 
transported south and east over a period of hundreds of years from about 
1500–1700. If Russian serfs are considered slaves, the amount of slavery in 
Europe was gigantic. Slavery has not ended and depending upon how it is 
defined, anti-slavery groups today estimate there are forty million slaves 
around the world right now. 	

Lifespans: Technically unenslaved people may have lived in brutalizing 
conditions. During the Great Famine around 1300–1325 in Great Britain, 
the English royal family, among the richest and most protected people 
in the world, died at an average age of only seventeen years. At the time 
of the American Civil War, the average lifespan was only forty years, and 
at the beginning of the twentieth century had only improved five to ten 
years. It was only during the twentieth century that the great health 
transition occurred, prolonging lifespans around the globe into what can 
be considered a routine anticipation of old age. 

Until the mid-nineteenth century in Europe, one third to one 
half of all children who were born died before the age of five. Many 
pregnancies ended in the death of the mother. Both pregnancy and birth 
were circumstances of high morbidity and mortality. 

Therefore, not only active violence like genocide and slavery, but 
also cultural inadequacy and personal helplessness often led to a short-
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lived, diseased populace. Currently, in the United States, the greatest 
cause of preventable large-scale death is not due to either pandemics 
or violence but to food. Hundreds of thousands of deaths every year 
can be attributed to obesity, and related issues like sugar consumed in 
packaged food and soda. The World Health Organization estimates that 
about two billion adults are overweight leading to about three million 
excess deaths per year.

Our Lifetime: When I think about hard times, personally, I think about the 
world as it was in the ten years before I was born, and the ten weeks after I 
was born. I was born in 1945, and starting ten years before that, the Second 
World War killed somewhere between fifty million and eighty million 
people, the exact number being unknown because many of the people who 
could potentially count the murders were also killed. Approximately seven 
million Jews were rounded up like cattle and tortured to death in factories 
built for efficient killing. In the large war that occurred when Japan invaded 
Asia, there was mass starvation as well as thousands of instances in which 
individual women were raped thousands of times. In the Soviet Union, 
approximately twenty-five million people were killed, partly from warfare, 
and partly through intentional slow starvation of cities and regions.

This massive toll in Russia occurred as a sequel to four previous 
mass death events: the first World War; the Bolshevik revolution and its 
attendant wars; mass starvation in the Soviet Union that followed the 
collectivization of farms (this famine heavily impacted Ukraine); and 
the network of slave labor camps known as the Gulag. This recurrence of 
nightmarish human slaughter in Russia and the Soviet Union may help to 
explain at least of some of why the Russian government has remained so 
belligerently defensive. In the traumatic history of that part of the world, 
unthinkable horrors are easy to think about. These events also should 
kindle our awareness about how recent, severe, and vivid hard times are 
in the traumatic memory of hundreds of millions of people. It’s estimated 
that more than one million people died in the Armenian holocaust, and 
possibly as many as two million during partition of India and Pakistan.

Before I was one month old, the United States dropped nuclear 
weapons on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and hundreds of thousands of 
people were incinerated, while four hundred thousand American young 
men had just been murdered in combat.
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Our parents, or grandparents, in Japan, China, Burma, Russia, 
Poland, Germany, Italy, France, Britain, India, Pakistan, Africa, and 
elsewhere lived through hard times. We should not denigrate the 
resilience of the survivors of those hard times by comparing our modest 
challenges to the inferno that they survived and emerged from to recreate 
the new world that we have inherited. 

Health Expansion: This brief, sweeping overview of the violence and 
brutality of the past is actually intended to highlight how lucky we are 
today. We are the temporarily lucky new beings who live for seventy to 
eighty years on average in well-lit, heated dwellings with closed doors and 
private rooms, with limited mortality for infants and mothers, shorter 
working days and weeks, and increased discretionary free time. 

One of the most important overlooked features of the “health 
expansion” is the widespread availability of inexpensive and convenient 
contraception that has made family planning possible, and has reduced 
rapid population explosions in most countries around the world, and 
has eliminated the automatic burdensome connection that tied sex to 
unregulated birth with its subsequent high mortality. Because of these 
transformative technologies, some married men and women have lives 
that are unencumbered enough to meditate. 

Why is today different than any other day? It isn’t. From the 
standpoint of the Buddha, every day has the same essential qualities, 
suffering, and the Path out of suffering. 

To face our troubled times, we have just discussed the importance 
of experiencing impermanence through meditation, feeling optimistic 
that our bodies are built for well-being, having confidence that long-term 
meditation can be at least subtly transformative, overcoming the myth 
of our historical exceptionalism, and digesting the fact that everyone, 
including the Buddha, was required to use illness as a springboard 
towards right understanding. Let’s keep looking for tools for dealing 
with maintaining meditation practice in troubled times by returning to 
another very important feature of Vipassana. 

Diligence: One of the keys to the Buddha’s teaching is the word, 
“diligence.” I would like to describe this master virtue by giving it the 
name that struck me when I thought about my personal Vipassana 
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practice during the last pandemic lockdown. Our twice daily, diligently 
scheduled practice of Vipassana became my “skeleton.” It became my 
“bones.” It was the thing that kept me upright even though the rest of 
my body was soft. One strength that we can muster to face the surge 
of difficulty that we may feel in troubled times, is to rigorously devote 
ourselves to behavioral patterns that give our days structure. When we 
know that we are going to stand firm, or sit diligently, then every day in 
troubled times gains importance in our ability to cope by meditating. 
Adhering to positive habits that are encouraged by the meditator’s 
lifestyle builds generic components of well-being.

Challenges: If we are meditating seriously and consistently, then 
our life stops feeling melodramatically overwhelming, and becomes 
particularly useful. These arduous circumstances are exactly what we 
have trained for. This is the challenge that can strengthen us. It is like 
when a sports team, say a baseball, basketball, or football team, has to 
play the best team in an opposing league during the playoff season. 
That’s when the players are called upon to excel. It’s the excellence 
of the opposition that makes them reach for all they’ve got. Troubled 
times create the necessity, the opportunity to expand the capacity of 
our meditation to guide us through difficulties.

Detachment: But what is the actual link between sitting still with your 
eyes closed, feeling sensations with equanimity, and then being trapped 
mostly at home, attending to one news source or another that tells you how 
many people just died a lonely and strangling death due to the inability to 
breathe, or due to the bombing of a city? The equanimity that we cultivate 
is another way of talking about detachment. By “detachment,” we are not 
referring to some cold, stoic, “I don’t give a damn,” John Wayne, Al Pacino 
or Robert DeNiro character. Detachment, in the teaching of the Buddha, 
means the ability to see our current situation from all its angles and 
perspectives, so that we are not attached to, fixated on, driven around in 
our minds by a one-dimensional perspective. We are not detached in the 
sense that we have become uncaring for the well-being of other people or 
even for ourselves. We are detached from single-minded, narrow focused 
perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes. We are detached in the sense that we 
are beyond views and anchored in reality as it is. Reality is always changing. 
To learn from it, we have to jettison ideas that we had been clinging to. 
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The relative equanimity that comes from our sitting practice, 
and the detachment, that is the other way to describe equanimity, can 
help us feel our current situation as simultaneously dangerous, one that 
requires maximum attention to safety, as well as an opportunity, one that 
demands that we play against a powerful opposing team, as well as a field 
of growth, where life will induce us to unwrap new attitudes, behaviors, 
and strengths.

Change Upon Change: When we meditate in troubled times, we have 
a natural tendency to seek answers, to find out when the pandemic or 
war will end, whether deaths will escalate or decline this week, whether 
the danger feels continents away, or next door, whether the war will end 
in a negotiated peace or on the contrary, spread into more countries. 
These are healthy speculations that serve the purpose of alerting us to 
new developments and keeping us aware of necessary, cautious ways 
to proceed. But they are not meditation. As we meditate, experiencing 
change upon change in the sensations of our body, experiencing the fact 
that ideas are often distortions, and that even the best ideas become 
outmoded, we come to the realization that what we think we know is 
a mixture of some facts, a rapidly transforming world, and subjective 
perceptions driven by our emotions.

Indeterminacy: Meditating in troubled times is a practice of avoiding 
conclusions, of keeping an open-ended perspective, expecting change, 
preparing for something new again. The way we experience our changing 
body sensations provides us a template for the most realistic way to think 
about the unstable world. Francis J. Gavin, a distinguished professor 
of history at Johns Hopkins and one of the leading experts on nuclear 
strategy, has defined the capacity to remain openminded as “comfort with 
indeterminacy and multicausal explanations … revealing the unfamiliar 
in what was believed.” At its best, meditation can help us dwell amidst the 
reality of uncertainty. 

Resilience: The term, resilience, is used by psychologists, medical 
scientists, economists, and many other social thinkers to describe the 
ability of a plant, animal, or person to respond effectively and to survive 
challenges to existence. When we are meditating in troubled times, we 
see not only the instability of the world, but the fluctuations in our own 
self-image. Although this can be upsetting, the recognition that our 
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sense of self is required to change as circumstances around us do, gives 
us the opportunity to be more fully involved. Vipassana training may 
prepare us to reexamine the world and ourselves freshly, a repeatedly 
activated discipline that may make us more elastic, and able to solve 
similar problems again and again as they come at us in new situations, 
and advance against us from different angles.

Realism: Most of us would not like to be part of a way of life that can 
be used to deny danger and grief over the losses that are pounding the 
lives of many innocent people. If meditation is the practice of realistic 
perceptions, then it should not be used to turn a blind eye towards 
violence, cruelty, and sadism. There is nothing that will contaminate the 
attractiveness of meditation more than a smug or callous self-satisfaction 
under situations of mass anguish and trauma. Most meditators feel they 
should not pretend that they are unaffected or have risen above situations 
that are harming multitudes. 

Comfort: Nevertheless, meditation provides us strength and comfort 
which we want to make known to those who may lack it, and who may 
feel the attraction of meditation amplified during circumstances of 
distress. To the extent that we feel grounded to some degree in a certain 
percent of equanimity, that state which we have cultivated may become 
visible to other people, who surround us, as being both valuable and 
worth learning.

Widespread Gratitude: Around the world, everyone is feeling awe 
and gratitude for the widespread heroism among healthcare and other 
critical care service workers, like doctors, nurses, nursing home aids, 
police, and delivery people, as well as communion with the heroism 
of ordinary people facing the bombardment and destruction of their 
cities and their way of life. We are constantly made aware of unnamed 
exemplary individuals who personify universal exalted values, like the 
citizens who take battered war refugees from other countries into the 
safety of their homes. Compassion and heroism are in no way limited to 
meditators. Paraphrasing Leonard Cohen’s lyrics, many have gone before 
us and we know that we’re not new. 

It is helpful to retain in our attention to the world a pattern 
of refocusing on the fact that everything beneficent around us is the 
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product of someone else’s wise or courageous intervention. Our gratitude 
should penetrate back through the centuries. Small handfuls of people 
who belong to the “saving fragment” improve life for all of us. All of us 
are indebted to the small numbers of people who discovered electricity, 
reduced infectious diseases, increased literacy, or amplified faltering 
democratic institutions. Today I am thinking of Paul Farmer and Rosa 
Parks. There must be a few million others in the same category. Our 
traditional attitude of gratitude can help to keep us aware of how much 
we have received, how many gifts we have been given, and how small acts 
can echo positively down through the ages. In troubled times, we learn 
more about how great deeds are like threads of gold in the fabric of life.	

Neutral Observation:	 At the same time, there is a trending belief that 
people rising up together can transform the world for the good, and 
while this is sometimes true, it is also sometimes only a self-soothing 
fantasy that denies the reality of helplessness in a fraught circumstance. 
Try promoting this myth to civilians whose city is being bombed from 
thousands of feet in the sky. Not every protest for empowerment is 
effective. A “can do” attitude is often a helpful motivation for protesters 
who topple cruelties and archaisms, but can also be simple-minded denial 
of the magnitude of enmities and vengeance. From the Warsaw Ghetto 
uprising to the pro-democracy movement in Myanmar, many groups who 
rise up for dignity and self-empowerment, are mowed down.

When meditation lights up its vision of a continuously fluid 
universe, then its practitioners will learn to seek power and competence 
where these are available through group cohesion, and will also learn to 
simply observe passing events without reacting to them when no other 
effective strategy exists. Neutral observation sometimes contributes 
to the preservation of sanity and empathy under harsh circumstances 
where effective action has been exploded by overwhelming odds.

Reactivity: It has been shown repeatedly that mass traumas due to natural 
events like pandemics or fires are less psychologically traumatizing than 
mass murders that are due directly to people, like invading and destroying 
a country. When we feel we have been harmed by an impersonal force of 
nature we do not add into our perceptions desires for either justice or 
revenge. When we feel we have been harmed by human beings we can 
easily compound the trauma by our wish for retaliation. It is often difficult 
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to remember, but it is an important additional perspective to keep in 
mind, that conquering countries and armies are also being put through 
traumas that will scar their lives. To the extent that our meditation helps 
us gain compassion for wrong doers, it may help us moderate our own 
unhealthy reactivity, which, when it happens, only increases our burdens.

Riders on the Earth: An unintended consequence of pandemic and 
war is the inescapable recognition that we are all, as the poet Archibald 
MacLeish said after the launch of the Apollo 8 mission to the moon on 
Christmas Eve 1968, “riders on the earth together”. Like wrestlers, we 
are in the same ring as people who we are grappling with. We are one 
humanity in close proximity. This has a similar effect to the time when 
Carl Sagan and his colleagues established through chemical, physical, 
atmospheric analysis, that a large-scale nuclear war between major 
powers would cause a “nuclear winter” from which no humans could 
survive, and that therefore nuclear war could not be won. Due to Covid-19 
we now understand that we are all one cough and one handshake apart. 
As the Grateful Dead lyrics by Robert Hunter describe, in a moment of 
Dead Head ebullience:

“Strangers stoppin’ strangers just to shake their hand,  
Everybody’s playin’ in the heart of gold band, heart of gold band.”

Today we have to feel the same camaraderie but without the 
handshake. The Buddha first expressed this attitude of us all being in the 
same basket together, with his emphasis upon respect for all of life. 

Positive Psychology:	 Today there is a burgeoning field of research 
called positive psychology, defining an optimal life. The most popular 
course ever taught at Yale University was given by the psychologist, Dr. 
Laurie Santos, “Psychology and the Good Life.” Half the university signed 
up for this one course, which had to be given by video transmission into 
numerous overflow halls. Its online edition has had one hundred seventy 
thousand people from one hundred and seventy countries enrolled. It 
is interesting for a Vipassana meditator to notice how much of positive 
psychology was already available 2,500 years ago in the teaching of the 
Buddha. Let’s look at a few features of the Buddha’s dispensation which 
have now been trumpeted as important discoveries of positive psychology, 
and which might help us as we meditate in troubled times.
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Friendship: I think most meditators are familiar with the saying in the 
Pāli Canon, that friendship on the Path does not constitute half of the 
entire practice. According to the Buddha, friendship on the Path is the 
whole Path. Nothing is more important. Of course, this doesn’t mean 
that friendship substitutes for meditation. It means that friendship for 
someone who is walking the Path as fully as they can, with someone else 
who is already walking the Path as fully as they can, is a mutual catalyst 
that allows each one of them maximal progress. The Buddha’s Path 
emphasized community, as emblemized by the Bhikkhu Saṅgha. In other 
words, from the time of the Buddha, meditation has been understood to 
be a social membership as well as an individual activity. We should not 
be surprised to find that it is a truism in positive psychology that our 
social network is a powerful predictor of our resilience during traumatic 
or crisis ridden periods. Meditators have in fact responded to world 
events by activating meditation networks via group sittings, online group 
sittings, and other forms of outreach and supportive conviviality.	

Loneliness: But wait! The Buddha praised loneliness. It seems confusing 
and self-contradictory to read the advice of our legendary, ancient 
teacher to find him praising both friendship and loneliness. Linguistic 
and cultural scholars who study the Pāli Canon find that its language 
forms and references reveal that it was composed over hundreds of 
years and that some of its texts are earlier than others. One of the early 
texts in the Canon is translated into English as the Rhinoceros Sutta (Sn 
1.3). In this teaching, the Buddha advised that “seeing the drawbacks of 
social allurement, the wise person, valuing freedom, wanders alone like 
a rhinoceros.” If we read this one text only, we would not imagine what 
the rest of the Pāli Canon shows to be true, which is Bhikkhus wandering 
in groups. 

In the Rhinoceros Sutta, as was so often true, the Buddha created 
a choice point with two options. The life of a meditator can embrace 
both friendship and solitude, each one valuable at different times and in 
different ways. 

Friendship on the Path is a critical support, but it can also 
seduce us into following someone else’s ideas rather than our personal 
meditation experiences. In Bob Dylan’s Nobel Prize speech, 2016, he said 
that playing for an audience of 50 people is more difficult than playing for 
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an audience of 50,000, because the 50 people remain individuals, but the 
50,000 become one, fused mass. To avoid the danger of creating passive 
followers, the Buddha also provided for rugged individualists. 

The life of a meditator, by definition, has loneliness at its core. 
When you meditate, it’s you alone. The deep self-knowledge, the many 
viewpoints from which we see our personal history and our personality 
traits while we meditate, is unique. Part of the power of meditation is its 
journey into the complexity of what we call our self. Through this journey 
of loneliness and its attendant self-knowledge, we also gain the capacity 
for friendships that are equally reflective and rich. 

That is why it has been designed in our meditation tradition that 
we always meditate alone, in our own residential quarters, and as part of a 
body of beings, during a group sitting. Meditation spans both forks in the 
road that the Buddha set for us: to be deep friends and comfortable loners. 
The Buddha can be said to have been teaching the saying spuriously 
attributed to Yogi Berra: “When you see a fork in the road, take it.” 

Walking Outdoors: Another feature of positive psychology that was 
prefigured in the Pāli Canon was the importance of walking outdoors. 
The original teaching associated with the Buddha’s name repeatedly 
described the Dhamma being practiced by people who were living in 
rural and semirural environments. Probably, the main reason that the 
Bhikkhu Saṅgha consisted of people who begged for their food was to 
create an atmosphere of serious Dhamma practitioners who were not 
attached to possessions, but it is certainly not a coincidence that the lives 
of the Bhikkhus in the legends of the Pāli Canon were also spent in days of 
walking through the fields, forests, and small settlements of early Indian 
civilization, a green and growing preindustrial world with recurrent 
encounters with elephants, rhinoceroses, cobras, and the whole panoply 
of tropical zoological and botanical life. Walking daily meant that the 
early meditation practitioners were always in touch with nature. It is 
because I follow their advice that I can tell you that the Canada geese 
and the marsh hawks have returned to the fields of Massachusetts, and 
that the mergansers and mallards are once again floating in the flooded 
riverbanks among the silver maples. 
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As Walt Whitman put it:

“Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road,  
Healthy, free, the world before me, 
The long brown path before me leading wherever I choose. 
Henceforth I ask not good-fortune, I myself am good-fortune…

Done with indoor complaints… 
Strong and content I travel the open road.” 

Altruism and Mettā: When it comes to living well and surviving difficult 
times, a trait that we can count on to give us resilience is altruism. 
Positive psychology teaches us that altruistic people feel happier, and 
overcome difficulties better than self-absorbed people. How nice it is to 
see the Buddha’s attitudes of karuṇā, compassion, and of mettā, loving-
kindness, affirmed by twenty-first century psychologists. The Dhamma 
prepares us to be altruistic servers, givers, friends, and survivors. During 
eras of relative confinement and isolation, like lockdowns, we still 
need to keep our altruism glowing. Goenkaji’s guidance on this point 
was embedded in the aphorism that someone who sits, but who does 
not serve, does not understand Dhamma. So even while we are sitting 
alone, in our houses, dens, and cubby holes, we still need to fulfill our 
meditation practice with service. 

Recently, a few Old Students have expressed some dissatisfaction 
with the fact that Goenkaji’s dispensation is too oriented towards service. 
When Goenkaji was first meeting Westerners in the late 1960s and early 
1970s, his Buddhist emphasis upon selfless service easily dovetailed with 
the Western radicals who became his students, and who wanted to change 
the world. But today, half a century later, there is a small group of students 
who seem to wish that meditation will turn them into self-contained 
and self-satisfied people. These students wonder why they cannot take 
a direct path instead having to spend so much time on Dhamma service. 

The link between psychological development and altruism was 
not created by Goenkaji or even by the Buddha. It is a psychological truism 
that is built into human nature because we are family and community-
based mammals. Our emotional life cannot hit the high notes without 
our effort to elevate others as we raise ourselves up. Maybe our service 
in times of overwhelming difficulties can only be limited to the mettā 
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we share after we sit. Our mettā could also inspire us to whatever acts 
of effective intervention our situation permits. But maybe we can use 
internet communication, to extend a ray of well-being and affection to 
someone who will be uplifted by receiving it. While effective social and 
political actions are very important, as meditators we should preserve our 
tradition’s emphasis that what happens in our hearts, even if it doesn’t 
translate into immediate action, will eventually become manifest. We 
should preserve our confidence that personal purification has long-term 
results in social utility. 

Wealth is excess, what you can afford to give away and still have 
enough. It is this kind of generosity, and not some self-proclamation of 
“attainment”, that is the goal and measure of our Path. Our Path distributes 
its wealth through the practice of mettā, a feeling state actively cultivated 
after Vipassana practice, that pervasively seeps in and out of our lives 
with increasing frequency as we progress on the Path. This spontaneous 
suffusion of mettā, and the right action that it generates in the long term 
is the best thing we get and the best thing we give from our Dhamma life. 

 Living and acting in keeping with the fruit of our meditation all 
day, every day is the active, eyes-open lifestyle informed by meditation, 
that becomes a life of Dhamma. In times like this, when so many people 
around us are in such acute distress, and often quite understandably so, 
this is a good time for emotional charity.

Our mettā is undoubtedly partly selfish, and should serve the 
purpose of making us feel better, kinder, more generous, filled with 
concern for the world of victims of the virus, war, and social injustice. 
Our mettā should compel us to ask how we can give a part of our own 
equanimity to someone else. Realistically, few Vipassana meditators are 
positioned to powerfully alter wars, pandemics, or social systems, and our 
direct interpersonal relationships are the most fertile vehicles in which 
we can activate the psychological wealth we reap from our meditation. 
Martin Buber said that courage spreads to the mass of people from those 
few who have stood upon the threshold and seen reality face to face. 

A beautiful metaphor for mettā exists in a poem by Robert Frost 
who reminded us that small threads of attachment remain in the most 
wonderful people. In a poem called “The Silken Tent” about a person 
he revered, she is described as being like a tent on a sunny, summer day 
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when a breeze has dried the dew, and when all the ropes that hold the 
tent aloft, relax, and relent, so that she is held aloft not by any one tight 
cord. Instead, she is loosely bound, 

 “By countless silken ties of love and thought  
 To everything on earth the compass round, ...”

Beyond Views: Probably the most important lesson I have learned 
from contemporary psychology is contained in the book, “Thinking 
Fast and Slow,” by Daniel Kahneman, the Princeton professor who is the 
only psychologist to get a Nobel Prize. (The award was for economics, 
where Kahneman’s insights were recognized early.) Kahneman said 
that the single most important discovery of modern psychology is that 
human beings are “overconfident”. We manufacture answers to make us 
feel secure. We deny uncertainty and ambiguity in order to feel we are 
safe in our preexisting beliefs. We tamper with the evidence to affirm 
what we think we know, and to reject anything that we find to be new 
or foreign. Human beings tend to be overconfident that we are right, 
correct, and that we know it all. Kahneman’s great contribution was to 
point to overconfidence, as the center of the circle of ignorance, error, 
and violence. Kahneman was probably prepared to find this because he 
himself, as a European Jew born just before the Second World War, ended 
up spending years of his childhood in hiding in a chicken coop from a 
widespread overly confident Nazi belief. 

The overconfidence that so many people need in order to feel 
secure is expanded when it is amplified by a leader. The grandiosity of 
groups, the fantasy of eternal self-importance of a religion or nation, 
exhilarates its followers, who find that their small and insignificant 
lives feel eternally important when a convincing leader reassures them 
that it is so. It is through the exponential inflation of self-importance 
that happens in human tribes that personal overconfidence becomes 
transformed into grandiose schemes of dominance and conquest.

As meditators we can feel good about the fact that overconfidence, 
overbelief, was pinpointed as a cardinal error by the Buddha. He described 
the Dhamma as going beyond all views, surrendering attachment to 
beliefs, and following the Path of wisdom based upon experience achieved 
through meditation. 
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These attitudes of realism and open-mindedness help us avoid 
both pessimistic conclusions and also misleading optimist delusions 
when we look out into a world troubled by pandemics, wars, nationalism, 
racism and climate change. Instead of believing in either the good or 
the bad, we focus upon what we really know, and don’t pretend to a 
knowledge that we in fact do not have. It is the attitude of personal 
experience, and willingness for self-rectification, that makes us people 
who go beyond views. 

As we make our journey through the tempest of troubled times, 
our meditation should bless us with the ability to reject other people’s 
predictions, criticisms, or advice, and should ground us in a modest vision 
that is realistic about ourselves, and independent from group pressures 
within our social circle.

Place to One Side: Because as meditators we live partly within the context 
of a tradition of like-minded people, it is also incumbent upon us to cast 
off our own overconfidence that would make us stubborn, argumentative, 
or overly self-possessed. Meditation on the always-changing universe 
inside of us helps us to live wisely in a world that is fluid, multifaceted, 
rich with ambiguities, complexities and different shades and tintings. 
One way to measure our development in Dhamma is to see how easily we 
can place to one side our tendencies towards self-assertive declarative 
truculence, and our self-assured belief systems.

Nibbāna: Having some relationship to the goal of Nibbāna is essential to 
a student of Vipassana. We should understand clearly that the tradition 
handed down to us is not simply about being here now, or practicing 
mindfulness as if it were a total discipline. We are in a tradition that 
reaches back to the Buddha, the goal of which is Nibbāna. But Nibbāna is 
very transcendent, difficult to understand, nonconceptual, based upon 
a sequence of experiences that few will fully attain. So as a simplifying 
but valuable focal point, we can say that the Path of Dhamma that we 
walk upon while practicing Vipassana is aimed at what is positive, and 
is walking away from what is negative. We can understand that sīla, our 
moral practices actually share in the essence of Nibbāna. Although that 
vague generalization is not an exact guidance towards Nibbāna, and is 
much less valuable than our actual meditation practice, it nevertheless 
contains this very important message:
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Negative attitudes towards ourself, feelings of guilt and 
inadequacy, self-recrimination about how bad our meditation is, is 
negative, and is not on the Path. As soon as you criticize yourself, you 
have fallen off your donkey. One of the tricks to being a lifelong meditator, 
walking slowly towards the great star of Nibbāna is to avoid putting 
yourself down, comparing yourself unfavorably to others. 

Let’s measure ourselves by where we are coming from as well as 
where we are going to. As soon as you start walking on the Path, you 
are both manifesting and exercising attributes that may well grow. John 
Prine, who died from coronavirus, wrote a song that said, “In spite of 
ourselves, we’ll end up a-sittin’ on a rainbow.”

Genuine Emotions: If you feel fear, dread, or helplessness, during these 
troubled times, you don’t have to hide these genuine emotions. You are 
actually being honest with yourself. In spite of your ongoing negativities, 
your months or years of effort in meditation are not invalidated. Your 
manifestations of suffering during this very stressful time are reminders 
of why you should continue to meditate rather than quit. 

Begin Again: After Goenkaji died in 2013, we all have been musing about 
how much we got from him or from his teaching, even if we never met 
him personally. He placed us in a much bigger perspective than our own 
one life. He was the funnel through which Vipassana poured into us. He 
gave us many gifts from his vast Dhamma wealth. But the most important 
thing for me personally was two words: “Begin again.” When we meditate 
in troubled times it often feels as if we are being knocked down, set back, 
feeling like we felt years ago before we became meditators. “Begin again,” 
does not refer only to the ten-day course. It refers to every situation, 
every day. Now is the time for us to begin again. When people lose 
this beneficent enduring practice of Vipassana it is because they have 
forgotten two words, “begin again.”

Meditation is rooted in reality and experience, but it does 
have an element of faith. By faith, I mean something entirely different 
than being gullible or naive and acquiescing to the veracity of fantasy 
or inaccuracy. The faith in Vipassana is the faith to begin again. 
Meditation is an act of faith in the value of life every day. The world 
is not supporting our wishful fantasies. It is accosting us and standing 



282	 The Power of Small Changes 

in front of us with a grimace. In order to have the faith to being again 
we need to understand: “This is my life. These are my times. I was born 
now. These are the challenges that will shape the way I learn to respond. 
My Vipassana practice is compelled to be good enough to work exactly 
with the challenges of these troubled times.”

Everything fades away, but we don’t want to die by falling into 
a void meaninglessly. Vipassana forges a life in which every moment 
you are climbing up a rock face like Alex Honnold free soloing up the El 
Capitan in Yosemite. You have learned to climb upward against the forces 
of doubt, fear, self-criticism, loneliness, and groupism. You are too high 
up to waste your past efforts by letting go now. Find the next toe hold, 
and begin again.

Summary

•	 Meditation won’t help us avoid troubled times, but it is a skillful way 
to transit through them.

•	 The bedrock of our tradition is meditating on sensations with 
equanimity.

•	 A routine of twice-a-day sitting is our backbone.
•	 Right understanding: our bodies and the world follow the same 

universal laws of ceaseless change.
•	 Our bodies have evolved to have a capacity for well-being.
•	 Meditation can help us in the moment, and practiced for a lifetime 

can help us relearn profoundly.
•	 Wariness and fear are often realistic, sometimes helpful emotions, 

that enable us to plan skillfully, and that we shouldn’t feel ashamed of.
•	 We should avoid exaggerating the uniqueness of our historical 

moment.
•	 Right thoughts: “history is a laboratory … we can bear with equanimity 

the faults of our neighbors …. The present is the past rolled up and 
concentrated in this second of time.”

•	 Pandemics have been powerfully repetitive and have shaped all of 
human history.

•	 War and violence have been periodic and huge.
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•	 Our ancestors faced difficult and often murderous times, and many 
ancient civilizations were also destroyed by faulty ecological and 
climatic activities.

•	 Recognizing that suffering is pervasive, recurrent, and the catalyst 
for the Path.

•	 The core teaching of the Buddha: “This is suffering, and this is the 
Path out of suffering.”

•	 The Buddha responded to illness and death by formulating the Four 
Noble Truths.

•	 According to the Buddha, diligence is the master virtue that facilitates 
every other one.

•	 Detachment from perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes, beyond views, 
comfort with indeterminacy, avoiding “groupism.” 

•	 Cultivating resilience by reexamining the world and ourselves and 
repeatedly activating the Path inside us.

•	 Seeing hard times as the “opposing team” that will compel us to 
improve our Vipassana practice—remembering that this is what we 
have trained for, rising to the challenge. We were born for these times.

•	 If we have access to vigorous helpful actions, we should use it, 
but if realistically our skills and energies are vastly overwhelmed, 
neutral observation may contribute to the preservation of sanity 
and empathy.

•	 Recognizing our luck that we live in the times and places where 
meditation is possible for lay people. We have expanded health, 
opportunity, and lifespan.

•	 Avoiding reactivity, specifically, wishes for revenge or retaliation.
•	 We are all riders on the Earth together.
•	 Feeling grateful to the many unknown heroes and common people 

who have shaped our world for the better, a wide net of gratitude.
•	 The role of friendship on the Path, the psychological importance of 

social network.
•	 Placing to one side our tendencies towards overconfidence, 

argumentativeness and self-importance. 
•	 Walking outdoors in open spaces was one of the practices of early 

Buddhism and remains important.
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•	 In times of loneliness we can also mature as meditators.
•	 The importance of “service” or altruistic action (positive psychology).
•	 The importance of mettā, or feelings of loving-kindness to friends, 

acquaintances, and the millions of unknown beings.
•	 Confidence that good volition will eventually lead to valuable deeds 

even though we may not have access to effective action today.
•	 Faith in the value of every meditation hour, every day, the intentional 

upward-focused Dhamma life.
•	 We make Nibbāna real by aiming in the direction of high moral 

standards and feelings of love and peace. Sīla is part of Nibbāna.
•	 Avoiding self-referential negativity—no guilt, no self-criticism about 

the quality of one’s meditation.
•	 Begin again.



MONKEY MIND AND 
MEDITATIVE MIND





How to Love Your Monkey Mind  
(But Not Be Controlled by It)

The “Monkey Mind” is a phrase that Goenkaji used to playfully describe 
the experience we often have during Vipassana. Instead of being able 
to observe our body sensations, we find our minds jumping from topic 
to topic, eluding our meditative focus, swinging from branch to branch. 
This can produce frustration. Occasionally, this problem expands to the 
feeling that meditation is impossible. The monkey mind drives many 
people away from meditation.

Of any one hundred people who take a Vipassana course, only 
a limited number will continue with the practice. This essay addresses 
many of the things that lead students to quit. It points head-on towards 
issues that are often avoided when meditation is the topic. Along with 
its companion piece, “The Meditative Mind Emerges,” which is the next 
essay in this book, it may provide perspective in psychological language 
about mental processes that obstruct meditation and how to deal with 
them. This discussion can be understood as an equivalent to what is 
referred to in the Buddha’s teaching as “hindrances.”

The monkey mind is a broad, imprecise, and humorous term 
that refers to a collection of mental activities that are constantly active 
and useful. Analyzing the mind and its contents is not a feature of 
Vipassana. Our goal is not to engage in a power struggle with our own 
minds, nor to try to eliminate the monkey mind. Our goal is to permit 
mental life to pass in front of us without judgment, while we return our 
attention as well as we can to the sensations of our bodies. Meditation 
is not the attempt to crush down who we are. We meditate to expand 
our access to a wider range of capacities and potentials that arise as we 
focus on sensations.

Many people have described to me how inadequate and helpless 
they feel as their monkey mind dominates hours of their meditation. 
Very experienced students who have quit Vipassana explained to me 
that the number one reason for giving up was what arose on the mind 
without the skill to deal with it. The monkey mind arises floridly when 
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people meditate consistently over a period of time, like during a ten-day 
Vipassana course. 

It is the intentionality of the meditative mind that makes our 
ordinary thought patterns feel like an out of control, impish primate. 
When we are not meditating, in contrast, our agile thought sequences 
seem skillful and useful. We don’t feel our minds are an annoyance. We 
experience our lively mental processes as valuable and essential. If our 
thinking becomes overbearing, we can ignore or suppress it by focusing 
on household tasks, interacting with people, doing our jobs, or checking 
out news websites. When we are not meditating, we have an entire basket 
of tools to avoid our mind. 

When we try to meditate at home, as a regular practice, we 
become aware of the large disjunction between the actively branching 
pathways of our utilitarian mind during daily life, and its stiller, more 
focused potential during Vipassana. This awareness may leave us feeling 
how difficult it is to reenter the meditative mindset while we engage in 
the gyrations of our practical lives. Historically, meditation practice was 
often sequestered in monastic settings where demanding daily mental 
engagement was not required.

The dominating features of the monkey mind have entered into 
folklore. Jesse Fuller captured our psychological processes and personified 
them in his song, “Monkey and the Engineer,” which was popularized by 
the Grateful Dead:

Once upon a time there was an engineer 
Drove a locomotive both far and near 
Accompanied by a monkey who would sit on a stool 
Watching everything the engineer would do 
 
One day the engineer wanted a bite to eat 
He left the monkey sitting on the driver’s seat 
The monkey pulled the throttle, the locomotive jumped the gun 
And did ninety miles an hour down the mainline run.

This song is based upon the irony that a mere animal, the monkey, 
is quite capable of “sewing up the mainline tight,” and keeping his big 
locomotive under control. It is this final point, that the monkey can in 
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fact become a reliable engineer, that makes the song applicable to our 
discussion. Like the monkey, we are trying to make the runaway freight 
train stay on the rails. 

Vipassana is an integrative and synthesizing activity of the mind and 
body that permits numerous mental and physical processes to coexist, while the 
focus on sensations forms a hub that holds them all in the same picture.

There is a constellation of mental states that we use to navigate 
the world. The best way to limit the power of this monkey mind is to 
understand and value it. We can learn to simultaneously cherish and 
disengage from it through the practiced strategies of meditation.

There must be something important about our monkey mind that 
keeps it active even when our conscious volition is to turn it off.

I will describe fifteen psychological capacities that can cause 
involuntary activity while we are trying to meditate on sensations. All of 
them are useful, necessary, and not fully subject to our will. 

Problem Solving, Adaptation and Evolution: Our minds have evolved 
primarily for adaptation. Every day we solve cascades of problems, and 
over the course of our lifetimes we direct our existence more or less 
consciously and more or less skillfully.

Our minds developed to cull maladaptive thoughts and behaviors, 
while favoring adaptive ones. We are products of long eons of preservation 
of our ability to survive, and to pass on our genes. Viewed in this way, 
our minds share in the wonder of life, because they are slowly nurtured 
creations, curated by evolution’s sickle: flourish or perish. To many 
people it seems that the human mind is the pinnacle, the light at the 
top of evolution’s long journey. Therefore, when we examine our monkey 
mind, we want to keep in perspective its remarkable emergence inside 
our brains and bodies.

Our minds are busy daydreaming, planning, and thinking, because 
we have inherited intellectual and emotional systems for thriving in the 
constantly shifting circumstances that social relationships and biological 
necessities place in front of us.

Evolution is a restless process. Living beings of any species have 
to adapt to the dilemmas of their immediate environment, such as how 
to obtain nutrition or how to avoid being preyed upon, but they also have 
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to negotiate revolutions in the environment itself, such as happens due 
to climate change, or geopolitical transformations that alter the planet. 
Therefore, all of us need to adapt to two entirely different scenarios: the 
challenges of our current situation; and the struggles that arise as the 
whole picture itself evolves and changes. We live inside rotating spheres 
of change upon change. Because our minds are geared in this way, when 
we sit down to meditate, we are likely to find these same gears spinning.

We are continuously provoked to expand our repertoire of 
capacities but there must be more to life than simply successfully 
enduring. Our wish to meditate may in fact be an evolutionary urge, a 
growth pattern by which we can better fulfill life’s agenda. It unwraps 
potentials that exceed mere survival. 

Foreseeing, Anticipating, and Planning: The monkey mind includes 
our strategic initiatives. We imagine alternative futures and prepare to 
cope with the potential dilemmas in each of these scenarios. Our minds 
are energetically anticipatory. The ability to imagine the future is a 
specific type of adaptive problem solving that helps us avoid being taken 
by surprise or by arriving too late.

Within one second our thoughts may be honing in on a micro-
problem, like what to prepare for dinner, and then ricocheting off into 
a gigantic concept like the future of humanity in the context of climate 
change. As foragers and predators on a savannah filled with much 
larger predators, we required vigilance and agility. Mentally, we are still 
operating a good deal of the time in the mode of thought that derives 
from our long prehistory.

Sometimes our anticipation revolves around trivial pleasures. 
Our monkey minds are always juggling fantasies of play. We are like cats 
and dogs who take delight in useless analogs of useful skills. Just as the 
dog chases the tennis ball while understanding fully that the activity is 
only a game, we also pursue tourism, travel, books, plays, and dinners 
that fulfill our urges. When we sit down to meditate, we may find that 
our mind keeps running in the old direction, trying to figure out which 
gratification it should orchestrate next. 

At other times our plans are intended to thwart troubling 
or even terrifying outcomes, like cancers we fear we harbor, or like 
historical events that may threaten our livelihoods or even our lives, 
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like pandemics, economic collapse, and war. We are designed not 
only to envision alternative scenarios, but we are also driven back 
and forth inside our mental theater by the power of strong emotions, 
predominantly derivatives of desire and fear.

The Natural Balance of Attention: Our ability to pay attention is spread 
across a number of subabilities, most importantly, alternating between 
focusing and scanning. In the normal day, focusing and scanning should 
both be active. During the approximately one hundred thousand years 
during which our specialized brains evolved, we had to simultaneously 
scan the environment for opportunities and dangers, while we also had 
to focus on specific tasks like sharpening arrows or digging up roots. This 
natural oscillation of types of attention is hard wired into our primate 
nervous system. Vipassana meditation replicates the natural balance 
between focusing and scanning the body.

Almost all modern people have some access to the news, and 
billions of people watch, read about, or listen to it every single day, or 
even multiple times a day. In our contemporary lifestyle, people scan the 
news with that component of their mind which was designed to absorb 
knowledge, situations, and imaginary events, in order to detect dangers 
and opportunities. We monitor the news to know how our government 
will be running, how massive problems like population growth and 
migration are or aren’t being accurately planned for, and whether our 
health is at risk.

Our modern mind reveals its high-powered information 
processing capacity. But something that is historically new is the 
way that information is pounded into us. It seems very unlikely that 
previous generations used their scanning and monitoring skills as often 
as our current access to information requires us to do. This aspect of 
our monkey minds has only recently been driven into such high froth. 
Naturally, when we sit down to meditate, we find that the information 
scanning systems in our minds are running on automatic high speed. The 
contemporary monkey mind is a new kind of simian, bigger and stronger 
than those of the past. The modern meditator may find his or her mental 
life conditioned to scan, scan, scan and rarely, if ever, to stay still on focus. 
This is at least partly a product of the way we have been taught to absorb an 
unending stream of new information emanating from our digital devices.
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The Monkey Mind Contains Important Skills: It should be clear by now, 
that the distracting mental processes that have been labeled, “monkey 
mind,” are multiple, important, and linked to the essence of what makes 
us human. When we meditate, we will certainly want to change some 
aspects of the ways that our minds work, but we will not benefit from 
devaluing important skills like problem solving, planning, and attending 
to the world around us. 

Judgement: One way to find improved ease with our minds is to stop 
continuously making judgments about ourselves and others. Our habit 
of judging is often based upon our personal fantasy that we are superior 
to everyone around us. This attitude drives us towards agitated mental 
activity during which we imagine we are criticizing and controlling 
other people. In our fantasies, we assign ourselves the role of being the 
unimpeachable expert on capitalism, educational policy, finance, race, 
religion, and civil liberties. One of the fundamental practices contained 
in Vipassana meditation is nonjudgmental awareness. We practice 
relinquishing evaluation. 

When we turn our newly acquired nonjudgmental attention 
outward, we may be able to more accurately gain information without 
immediately amending it with our personal editorials. We may be able to 
absorb new details without coloring them with our subjective emotional 
reactions. We may obtain more unfiltered contact with reality.

But the fact is, it’s unwise to entirely surrender our skills at 
judging. In daily life, judgments are often essential. When you open your 
eyes, you may need to make judgments about those very issues of race, 
economics, or politics that you left aside while meditating. Your child’s 
school, or your nation’s integrity may depend upon judgments you can’t 
avoid. Citizens of twenty-first century societies rarely lead such passive 
and cloistered lives that they can allow other people to tell them who to 
marry, what career to follow, and what government to vote for. There is 
always subtle and important information wafting around us, and with our 
media we are able to sniff the wind blowing all the way around the globe. 
If we don’t steer our life, somebody else may grasp the steering wheel.

Judgment is necessary for us to make life-enhancing choices, but 
an over focus on this important task may prevent us from developing 
the equally helpful attitude of neutral observation. When the news is 
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constantly inserting into our consciousness stories that apparently 
require our judgmental reaction, we may lose sight of the fact that 
sometimes the best response is mere awareness. The monkey mind is 
reactive, judgmental, sometimes helpful, and sometimes unnecessarily 
assigning preferences to situations that can simply be allowed to pass 
on. During meditation we surrender our continuous critique, but there 
is an irony that we should not judge our judgments. Discernment 
accompanies responsibilities.

Self-Evaluation: Self-observation is an important tool of problem solving. 
We benefit from the ability to assess whether our efforts are likely to 
produce the outcomes that they are intended for. Should we challenge 
a co-worker, or acquiesce to her opinions? Should we speak forthrightly 
or indirectly? Can we trust this friend with our confessions, or will our 
honesty later prove to be naive. In other words, we need to be able to plan 
about our plans, setting up check points from which we can measure how 
well we are doing and whether we need to change course or persevere. 
The skills of self-observation and self-evaluation are what differentiate 
a successful hunter in the jungle from a hungry one, and they also mark 
some of the difference between outcomes in careers, marriage, parenting, 
and friendship. 

The capacity for self-evaluation occupies a different amount of 
the monkey minds of different people. Some overly self-critical people 
can’t seem to get their minds off this topic. Other people have the opposite 
problem, justifying everything they do, unable to take errors as learning 
circumstances, and rarely benefitting from their own experiences. Even 
properly balanced amounts of self-evaluation add ammunition to the 
monkey mind, and keep it active during meditation when we wish it 
would quiet down.

A Vipassana teacher has highlighted a problem that successful 
information technology professionals may be suffering from during 
meditation courses. People who are highly rewarded financially for 
intensely focused high-speed activities are often encouraged to adopt 
a data driven self-analysis. They are stimulated to assess the quality of 
their goal-directed activity every few minutes. Some of these people 
become fixated on analyzing their own progress. This attitude, if carried 
over to meditation, prevents the student from relaxing, and does not 
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allow him or her the freedom to nonjudgmentally dwell in the ambiguity, 
uncertainty, richness and complexity of the numinous meditative mind. 
Even when such technology professionals are encouraged to “chill” and 
dwell nonjudgmentally, they sometimes remain driven by the paradoxical 
mental state that could be described as, “How can I judge how well I am 
doing at my task of suspending judgment?” 

Social Skills: Our well-being is heavily dependent upon our social 
skills. Contemporary societies have constructed economic platforms 
through which almost everybody receives food, shelter, and clothing as a 
product of work that does not directly produce any of those necessities. 
Instead of direct acquisition, our labors locate us within a matrix of 
social opportunities and limitations. We make constant claims upon the 
supply of goods and services, all of which are mediated through complex 
economic, political, racial, and educational channels. We obtain rewards 
from our work through the way we locate ourselves in the context of the 
bigger economic and social system. 

This is very different than getting food by hunting or growing 
it, or getting shelter by building it. We gain rewards from the social 
systems that we enter, participate in, and master. Our lives are webs 
of interactions and positions that either pay out or thwart us. We are 
primarily interpersonal survivalists.

Therefore, an important part of adaptation for all of us today is 
preparedness to utilize social skills to direct and fulfill multiple agendas 
as various as finding life partners, earning a living, securing a domicile, 
and gaining access to arenas of play. Both getting along with other people, 
and advanced calculations about how to negotiate one’s social path are 
expressions of our evolutionarily honed abilities to anticipate, plan, and 
follow through, within the interpersonal sphere. We are hunters and 
gatherers who have been teleported into the age of the internet and the 
military industrial complex. To this extent, our minds are a socialite GPS 
upon which our life’s satisfaction seems to depend. 

On a day-to-day basis, our monkey minds are intensely animated 
by our need to discern and act upon multiple theatrical stages on which 
we envision ourselves to be performing. As we become increasingly aware 
of the content of our monkey minds during meditation, we recognize how 
dramas about other people are recurrently portrayed. When we meditate, 



	 How to Love Your Monkey Mind	 295

we frequently find ourselves talking to, arguing with, expressing love for 
real people who are not in the room. 

The people who pop into our meditative scenarios are often 
there as part of our concerns with success or survival, but they are also 
mentally portrayed for another reason. Our lives do not guarantee the 
relatedness of a stable culture in which family and neighborhood may 
provide a sense of warmth, safety, and belonging. Today, we also have 
to actively design our friendships and even our families. We cannot 
take them for granted. We have more choice, but also the necessity of 
engaging other people with enough juice to give ourselves a human 
community that feels intimate and sustained. What people in other 
cultures of the past might have had handed over to them, we have 
to provide for ourselves by stirring up our monkey mind to initiate 
and sustain relationships of loyalty and intimacy. We are generally 
responsible for creating our own tribe, team, family. It is understandable 
that when we sit down to meditate, our mind continues to follow the 
momentum we have already set rolling regarding our social world. 

Emotions: Emotions are a form of evaluation. They give us guidance 
about what our past experiences and our bodies have to tell us. 

Our emotions, and particularly the ones we have predispositions 
for, are judgment machines. We think we are agreeing with our friend’s 
ideas, when we are actually giving knee jerk approval to the emotion that 
he or she is promoting. We may pick a career because the emotions it 
stirs are gratifying to us, and we may avoid a different one to steer clear 
of the emotions it’s likely to generate. Life shaping decisions are more 
often based upon emotions than ideas: think of the difference between 
choosing to be an oncologist compared to a librarian. Much of what we 
extend our credence to springs from our temperament and our states 
of mind. We believe what makes us feel justified, smart and good. We 
disbelieve what makes us feel foolish, bad, or unbalanced.

Emotions are like the electric charge that sparks inside the 
monkey mind. They assign the valence which determines the choices 
we will activate in life and the directions we will pass by. Emotions are 
so essential to our survival that large areas of the brain are specifically 
designed to facilitate them. 
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Even a life that is geared towards equanimity, like a meditative 
lifestyle, nevertheless is filled with emotions such as love for others, 
appreciation of the ebullient lives of people we know, or compassion for 
downtrodden or pained victims of violence. 

It is a common misperception of meditation that it will make 
you unemotional, or “flat.” The Buddha placed emotions at the center 
of meditation, and his goal was to reduce negative emotions while 
amplifying the virtues and their joys.

But emotions are also capable of becoming false signals. As 
the monkey mind rolls around in its apparently capricious ways, we 
can actually observe it driving the locomotive of our thoughts in the 
directions dictated by our past experiences. This can make us victims 
of emotions we are avoiding or desiring, rather than allowing us to be 
conscious observers. 

Emotions, along with other mental faculties like memories and 
daydreams, are the sources of the large “storms” that meditators may 
experience, that were traditionally called saṅkhāras, and that constitute 
psychological and physiological activation. These strong reactions are 
bundled complexes of memory, biological alterations in brain, heart, 
endocrine system or gut; accompanied by powerful discharge in the 
emotional brain centers. When a student learns to use Vipassana to deal 
with these eruptions, powerful transformations can occur which center 
on emotional modulation.

Emotional Modulation: Our brains contain pathways for modulating 
emotions as well as for experiencing them. Within our nervous system, 
there are many neurons to dampen or to heighten primary emotional 
responses. All people who struggle to be in relationships with other 
people, which includes almost everybody, recognize the depth of their 
own emotions, and the practice that is cultivated, starting in infancy, to 
contain, channel, and redirect many of our potentially disruptive feeling 
states. The tantrums and timidities of childhood generally become more 
flexible and less intense. We learn to feel, to listen to our feelings, and to 
refine their impact upon us.

One of the most important features of Vipassana is that it increases 
the capacity for emotional modulation. We could say that the goal of 
meditation, equanimity, is another word for well-modulated emotions. In 
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equanimity, emotions are still present, but the crests and troughs of their 
waves have become smoother, the negativities fewer, the virtues brighter.

Emotional modulation is by no means limited to meditators, 
and is one of the most important attributes of maturation. You can’t 
hold a job, create a stable intimate relationship, or participate in group 
activities without this critical developmental skill. Modulating emotions 
not only decreases psychological turmoil and interpersonal distress, 
but it also lessens errors that might be made by the person who bases 
his or her judgment upon strong emotions learned in the past. Many 
people seek out meditation because of its fundamental application to 
emotional modulation.

During the practice of Vipassana, emotions are recognized as 
psychological content stimulated by somatic sensations that are transient. 
But our monkey mind is likely to retain a bit of its old incendiary spark 
and to drive our reactivity up and down. By dancing around in front of 
us as we meditate, the overemotions of the monkey mind provide us with 
the opportunity to use Vipassana to observe the sensations from which 
they derive, and to allow them to pass on by.

Memories: Memories serve two important functions. First, they are 
storehouses of facts and stories about the past, helping us remember 
lessons we need to retain. They are like the stuffed animals left in our 
children’s rooms after our children have grown up and departed. Now 
these plush effigies of bears and dogs jolt us back in time to situations and 
circumstances that are fading, yet retain cherished value. 

But not all memories are factual or pleasant. Memories are 
also impressions, judgments, and reactions. The narrative stories 
that we remember contain additives, embellishments, and distortions 
of the historical events. Memory is not only a storehouse; it is also a 
creative enterprise. Memories are partly historical and partly invented, 
reconstructed realities that include wishes and biases, as well as what 
actually happened. Memories are processes of continuous reconstruction 
that serve our present wish about past events. They also contain horrible 
residues of terror, loss, and traumas in varying degrees of censorship 
and accuracy.
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Studying memory is an important focus for modern psychology, 
and one conclusion that can be reached is that memory’s accuracy is 
often altered in order to serve other needs, like wish fulfillment. It can 
be easily manipulated and edited. It can also be based upon perceptions 
that were inaccurate even in the moments when the events were 
happening. Memories fill our monkey minds with stories and images 
that help us steer through life and that also induce us into taking wrong 
turns. That is why they are both crucial to help us live, but also require 
clarifying reevaluation.

In the Jataka tales of the Pāli Canon, we read the story of a fleeing 
elephant, in fear of being recaptured, trembling at the sound of the 
wind. The legendary elephant was driven by his terror, and incapable of 
reevaluating the validity of his anxiety, mistaking the sound of the wind 
for the footsteps of captors. A memory that he learned under one specific 
condition, was now dictating his response to every sound. His memories 
had become invalid indicators of the dangers of the situations that he 
now faced. To some greater or lesser extent, this elephant is a metaphor 
for all of us. 

We are filled with buzzer warning systems, and with text 
notices, all derived from memories and past conditioning, that continue 
to inappropriately control us in the present. Our past experiences 
set neurological patterns into our brains that guide our subsequent 
reactions, based on what happened once upon a time rather than upon 
the here and now. 

When we witness our monkey mind, we find it to be a creative 
movie set and an archeological site that is both helpful and untrustworthy. 
Powerful memories are another one of the sources for the emotional 
storms, saṅkhāras, that may occur during Vipassana. As important old 
memories well up in the mind of the meditator, they may trail behind 
them the sensations of emotions and reactions that we could now wisely 
stop reacting to.

Vigilance: An important feature of what we call our monkey mind is its 
automaticity. We don’t have to consciously remember details in order 
to apply the lessons of the past to present circumstances. Instead, our 
mind seems to jump us, to spontaneously spring alive the moment that 
we awaken.
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If I wake up to go to the bathroom at night, by the time I am 
returning to bed, I find myself engaged with problem solving about 
tomorrow. We are possessed with involuntary vigilance, like the soldier 
guarding the perimeter of a fort. Before we even plan to plan, we find 
ourselves scheming for the day’s outcomes. The monkey is instantaneously 
sitting in the driver’s seat, hat on, hand on the throttle, ready to go. 

We are blessed to have the alertness of a natural wild animal, 
but we are harassed by an in-built concern for our well-being that has 
difficulty allowing us to relax into the peace of meditation. Vigilance is 
a critically important and annoyingly intrusive feature of the monkey 
mind. It directs us away from pending dangers, but unless we learn how 
to dial it down, it will impede our ability to meditate.

Confidence: Human beings are characteristically overconfident. If we 
remained uncertain, timid, and trapped by feelings of helplessness, we 
might become demoralized, unable to muster our will to spring free from 
oppressive conditions and looming dark scenarios. Most people, most 
of the time are emboldened by the feeling that their mental processes 
will direct them towards the future that they hope for. This confidence 
brings a feeling of well-being, but it also requires constant energy of self-
affirmation that makes the mind restlessly busy. We want to prove that 
what we know and believe is valid and on the mark. We want to feel that 
we are secure in our knowledge. We desperately want to avoid feeling 
overwhelmed, incompetent, or vulnerable.

To anchor ourselves in this security, we busy our minds with 
information that buttresses our view of the world, asserting that 
tomorrow will be better. We spend a lot of our mental life proving to 
ourselves that we have the confidence to walk forward into the coming 
day. We are not only foresighted but we are also propelled by the belief 
that we are determined enough to alter the future into the form we wish 
it to take. A lot of the activity in the monkey mind consists of telling 
ourselves stories about how correct we have been and will continue to be. 

Of course, there are circumstances in which people may lose their 
ebullience and descend into pessimism or depression. These down states 
also stir thinking, worrying and foreboding, further activating mental 
activity, which we now see can derive both from confidence and its 
absence. Occasionally, depression provides an ironic relief from thinking, 



300	 The Power of Small Changes 

as the overwhelmed mind capitulates into helplessness, hopelessness, 
and passivity. But the loss of optimism can also overstimulate the monkey 
mind into worry. The depressed mind is characterized by its unstoppable 
gnawing of the bone. 

Both the confident mind and the hopeless mind spin the 
treadmill of mental activity and divert attention away from equanimity. 
The realistic confidence that meditation is intended to promote, neither 
overstates nor understates our abilities. The maturing mind stimulates 
confidence tempered by realism.

Doubt and Inquiry: Ignorance is always ignorant that it is ignorant. In 
some people, overconfidence and self-serving beliefs become skillfully 
modulated. The eminent attainments of the cultured mind are doubt 
and inquiry. It is only by challenging what we think we know that we can 
accurately evaluate what we are telling ourselves.

The obedient followers of sects, movements, and popular media, 
have no access to richer streams of information, and are trapped into 
believing what they are told. They are limited to operating by habit, 
formula, and received practices embedded in traditions. Most people 
most of the time evaluate their own beliefs as being correct when they are 
in agreement with their friends, neighbors, and chosen opinion makers. 

It is doubt that elevates us into independence and autonomy as 
decision makers. Rejecting received ideas, the mature mind utilizes doubt 
to trigger evidence-seeking, information and enrichment, enhancing 
complex thought and competence. 

We become capable of more personally motivated and intricately 
crafted behavior patterns when we free ourselves from obedience, and 
step outward into self-determination that is based upon the capacity to 
challenge and question the commandments of the society around us. 

Unfortunately, this higher-level adaptive skill adds another layer 
to the restless surveying of the world inside of the monkey mind. The 
more we pursue accurate information, the more adaptive, but mentally 
busier we become. There is a tradeoff. That is why some people choose to 
be blind followers, in order to reduce the amount of thinking that their 
lives require. In contrast, self-aware people can employ doubt to seek out 
new information sometimes, and at other times, they can mute this entire 
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process. Doubt and inquiry are very valuable skills that also benefit from 
down-regulation into silence during meditation. Doubt that is so strong 
that it enervates the will to meditate is a classical hindrance to Vipassana.

Stories: The monkey mind is a giddy storyteller which can be both 
a pleasure and also an annoying diversion from meditation’s higher 
purposes. Sometimes it throws up in front of our minds a puppet show, 
our own Sesame Street of fabricated situations and characters. While we 
are meditating, we find ourselves imagining that we are recounting to a 
friend events that we enjoy rehearsing in our mind, and these anecdotes 
divert us from meditation. Instead of meditating, our story-loving minds 
wrap us in daydreams that we tell ourselves like novels or movies that we 
are writing for our own pleasure. 

The narratives that we spin for ourselves help us remember 
who we want to think we are. Our identity is often reinforced, or, on 
the contrary, altered by the novellas the monkey mind places in front 
of us, the adventures of ourselves. Storytelling functions as a reminder 
of anticipated, wanted, or dreaded events and sequences that we are 
encouraged to generate or to thwart. Inside of every one of us is a novelist 
and a screenwriter. Narrative fiction in print or on the screen, reproduces 
a process that is going on inside of us much of the time. Human beings tell 
stories whether they are alone in their mind’s eye, or whether they are 
elaborated in the arts. 

In his story, “The Lantern-Bearers,” Robert Louis Stevenson 
expressed his admiration for the poet who is latent inside all of us. 
Stevenson claimed that the manner in which we describe back to ourselves 
the events of our life is what adds “a versatility and unplumbed childishness 
of imagination.” Stevenson wrote that, inside of the humblest person, there 
is a “golden chamber of the heart.” Within each one of us, he felt, was a 
“poetic fire.” Every person contained, “some glimpse of the heaven for 
which he lives … [the goal is] to find out where joy resides, and give it a  
voice far beyond singing.” Stevenson concluded “... no man lives in the 
external truth … but in the warm, phantasmagoric chamber of his brain.”

Poetry, virtuous insights, and creative fiction enrich and 
complicate our minds.
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Literature and the arts activate the processes embedded in the 
monkey mind partly because they contribute to group evolution. Vibrant 
arts make our communities stronger because they make us better related 
to each other. This was the social force that animated the creation of so 
much powerful drama in the days of the Greek city states, and this is the 
goal of television shows from left and right today. 

While fictional narratives can amuse us and bond us to our 
community, they also entice us away from the neutral observation upon 
which meditation is based. Our mental inventiveness seduces us away 
from reality as it is in the moment in the context of our sensations. 

Fantasy Fulfillment: Another feature of our monkey mind is its 
delighted and spontaneous rolling in fantasy fulfillment. When we sit still 
and constrain our pleasure-seeking activities, then our mind substitutes 
pleasures that can be found in the theater of its inner chamber. Our 
daydreaming minds provide substitute gratification in place of those 
satisfactions that we are unable to obtain when we have committed 
ourselves to sitting still with closed eyes. 

One of the most important indulgences that we seek is to buttress 
our ego. Our fantasies constantly provide us a stream of images about 
how wonderful we are. This aspect of the monkey mind seems to run 
contrary to the core teaching of the Buddha, with its emphasis upon the 
insubstantiality of the ego. Certainly, substitute gratification is one of the 
mental habits that we hope meditation will diminish within us. But before 
we condemn this aspect of our natural mental functions, we should also 
recognize that it continues to exist because of its importance. Fantasy 
fulfillment, and ego inflation accompany certain important growth steps 
as children become adults.

One way that mature people forestall impetuous actions is to 
develop the capacity for mental gratification. As a first step in learning 
not to seek endless entertainment in the external world, we learn during 
childhood or adolescence to generate gratification in the internal 
world. We daydream about pleasures and receive some pleasure from 
that. This may not be the ultimate goal of meditators, but it is a way-
station in the development of self-control. We learn to fantasize that 
we possess something rather than to just grab it. We crave within the 
confines of our own mind, partly because craving is a habit, and partly 
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because psychological craving is at least one step removed from greedy 
acquisition. We stop grabbing other people’s toys in the sandbox. 

Many of the thoughts of the monkey mind rectify and compensate 
for what we feel we lack. Playing on Channel One right now may be a 
series about how we have made up with people with whom in reality 
we are at odds. On Channel Two is a movie about how stunningly our 
cherished enterprises will succeed. These mental channels often allow us 
to roll in quiet egotistical exhilaration. Our monkey mind feeds us.

But we also replay depictions of problems we can’t solve. This 
repetition of the unpleasant occurs when the mind is searching for 
solutions. If we run the reel often enough, one repetition or another may 
open up a new perspective and a fresh solution. Sometimes, however, it 
reveals that we have a problem we can’t solve, except by acceptance. 

One of the ways that we simultaneously get fantasy fulfillment, 
while we also avoid acceptance of reality, is to tell ourselves self-
soothing stories. The ability to soothe oneself, to treat oneself as a 
mother treats her baby, is an important early life adaptation by which 
children learn to overcome microtraumas of the day, ease themselves 
into sleep, or distance themselves from their fears. Self-soothing is an 
important developmental skill for anxiety reduction, but it also feeds 
the trend to swaddle oneself in comforting daydreams. 

Fantasy fulfillment is an important skill for children to develop 
and it should not be condemned, but it is not the goal of meditation. 
The power compacted in the desire for fantasy fulfillment is one of 
the sources of the storms, saṅkhāras, that occurs during meditation, 
alongside of other factors like emotions and memories. When our 
fantasies are revealed to be impermanent and insubstantial, we may 
get upset. Fantasy fulfillment can temporarily soothe us but can also 
intensify craving and attachment.

The monkey mind feels insistent because it is often so helpful, 
but it also limits us. Meditation may help us outgrow fantasies as a form 
of self-soothing, and may help us develop equanimity as a more enduring 
form of comfort. 

Brilliant Human Potential: We treasure our minds as great tools, gifts 
bestowed upon us by our position in the long chain of evolution, that took 
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billions of years to form conscious minds on our little round rock rotating 
in the dizzying cosmic spaces. We employ our monkey minds thousands 
of times a day to bring us safety and pleasure. As we have just seen, we 
use our minds to plan, strategize, feel, modulate feelings, organize goals, 
orchestrate follow through, seek information, buttress our sense of 
confidence, sustain vigilance, obtain necessities, negotiate relationships, 
soothe ourselves, in other words, to be richly and complexly human. It 
is no wonder that this brilliant human potential is surging continuously 
inside of us. 

When we sit down to meditate, the surge has a tendency to 
continue. It often seems as if when we meditate, we are trying to build a 
dam of sticks in the main current of a relentless river. Instead of making 
fun of the monkey mind, meditation may help us to recognize that it is a 
powerful stream of life.

Our problem as meditators is that we continue to depend upon 
the miraculous complexity of mental processes by which we live, while at 
the same time we have become aware that skillful applications also can 
cause agitation. Our monkey mind is a shining but limited aspect of who 
we are. We are creatures who have evolved to live in what William James 
called “a half-wild, half-sane universe.” We have the skills to cope, and 
the wisdom to perceive the light that is coming from beyond the horizon. 
Through meditation, we can activate new zones of consciousness that can 
be called the meditative mind. 



The Meditative Mind Emerges 

Vipassana introduces many people to a bigger psychological landscape. 
It can open a new world inside our minds. We may not be able to define 
exactly what the “more” consists of, but we feel that meditation thrusts us 
into a broader horizon and a more varied topography. It helps us to engage 
a deeper life and to discover new dimensions of ourselves. Although exactly 
what is revealed to a person during his or her meditation varies in each one 
of us, for many people it is a door that opens to a mental world that is not 
blindly controlled by the struggle for survival, or the pleasure principle.

By using the term, meditative mind, I’m not referring to a uniform, 
easily definable and reproducible entity. I want this phrase to lead us on a 
brief tour of some of the striking features that separate our minds when 
we meditate, from our minds when we open our eyes and go about living 
our days. All these aspects of the meditative mind may be stronger or 
weaker in any one person during the variety of conditions that occur as 
the process unfolds. None are absolutely unique to meditation, but it is 
their availability that may be changed. 

Attention: The meditative mind is a product of successful effort. The 
first step is learning to direct our attention where we want it to go. It is 
this opening gambit that makes meditation sometimes feel like a power 
struggle with the “monkey mind,” a term which teasingly refers to all the 
functions that orchestrate our life when we are not meditating, and which 
seems to have an agenda independent from our own will. As the gears 
of our routine mental habits keep grinding out their practiced patterns, 
we interrupt them with meditative concentration, in order to bring our 
attention into a space where we reclaim it away from automaticity. 

Assuming that we have learned to treasure the multiplex skills 
of our monkey mind, and not to butt heads with them, we nevertheless 
have the problem of how to cultivate meditative attention when we are 
constantly being intruded upon by the continuing momentum of the 
variety of tasks that our daily minds pursue. This helps explain why 
learning meditation is an arduous practice that requires diligence and 
perseverance in order to gain the strength that is necessary to augment 
a new field of mental life.
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William James, the original authority on the psychology of 
religion, wrote, “Our beliefs and attentions are the same fact.” When we 
believe in something, we give it our full attention, and the things that 
we attend to are what we come to believe in. The way that we direct 
our attention over the course of our lifetime determines the flow of 
experience that we call our life. We can almost say that attention forms 
our religion. Our deepest beliefs and values are embedded in the manner 
by which we focus on, or ignore, the thousands of psychological events 
that flow through us every day. 

Meditation has many dimensions, but at the very least, it is a practice 
of implementing attention in a neutral, nonjudgmental observation that 
forms the basis for continuous reassessment of reality. Meditation is not 
passive acceptance, “be here now.” It is a slip stream generated by an effort 
and it reshapes the way that we experience and live. 

Selecting Principle: Because meditation is the practice of taking 
conscious control of our attention, it is also the practice of asserting our 
values. By repeatedly attending to one thing, we express how important it 
is to us. Our intentions and attentions create force fields of consciousness 
that become accentuated over time. Every person is selecting who they 
are. We gradually become what we have focused upon time and again. 
Our character traits will tend to take the shape that we have given them 
during thousands of moments. 

By giving our full attention to the observing, nonjudgmental, 
nonreactive awareness of the impermanent sensations of our body, our 
personality reforms around detachment from craving and aversion 
for particular sensations. We direct our attention to the realization 
of impermanence, and we cultivate a habit of persevering in this 
awareness. Again and again we exercise the practice of understanding 
the world through the experience of impermanence as revealed through 
body sensations.

But, in fact, our minds are like a modern government in 
which different branches exert checks and balances and persevere in 
opposition, each branch of government having separate agendas and 
realms of influence. We are not trying to extrude one branch of the 
government. Instead, we want to appreciate the mind’s multiplicity 
and balance. Therefore, even as we develop our meditative minds, the 
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monkey mind never disappears, but remains available for action once 
meditation has ended.

Craving and Aversion: When we learn Vipassana, we are introduced 
to a description of mind that sees most of our mundane activities as 
products of craving or aversion. This is the analysis that derived from the 
Buddha, who understood that the “pleasure principle” provided the drive 
underlying much of human thought, feeling, and activity. In this view, our 
mental life is predominantly controlled by desire, or its inverse, aversion. 
Unconsciously, we are incessantly regulating our somatic sensations by 
craving them or rejecting them. During Vipassana we try to exit from this 
habit. Then we can observe our body sensations with more neutrality, 
less contaminated by the coloring that the pleasure principle has given 
them, and we can make progress towards overcoming our unconscious. 
This may well open up a new realm of options and choices in our mind.

Of course, pleasure has a very deep root in the animal psyche. 
It developed over eons of evolution to guide living beings towards the 
food and comfort that would allow them to thrive and propagate, and 
would lead them away from traumas, dangers, and damage. Few people 
can expect to entirely transcend their aversion to intense pain. In the 
ancient legends, even the Buddha warned his followers that under the 
influence of severe pain as he was dying, he might automatically groan 
and emit distress signals. 

We should not imagine that Vipassana will remove the 
fundamental health-seeking signals encoded in our biological pleasure 
principle. When we develop meditation in order to rise above the 
seductions of shallow delights, and the fears of routine distress, 
our proper goal is not to wish to be made of iron, but to become 
steadily directed. Overcoming craving and aversion is a lesson in 
reliable commitments in place of flighty attractions. Its message 
is psychological and is not intended to deny the need for medical or 
palliative care. Even gurus need anesthesia when they undergo surgery. 
Even stalwart meditators feel pleasure arising from the sensations in 
their body as they gaze at the grace of a pastoral landscape. 

Quiet: Language is an addition to or a modification of direct experience, 
something that we layer over it. Even the best poets can’t describe all that 
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they encounter. When our meditation is properly focused, it becomes 
relatively quiet, at least when compared to the monkey mind, because at 
that moment there is no necessity to impose the categories and judgments 
that verbal labeling brings in its train. By allowing the dominance of the 
language centers of our brains to lapse, at least a little bit, we walk further 
down the path of freedom from relentlessly driven internal conversation, 
and we use less energy, and therefore feel less tedium in our mental life. 
That is why labeling is not helpful during meditation. We can’t always 
silence our inner dialogue, but at least we can slip through it, returning 
our attention to bare awareness of sensations. 

Vipassana cannot be described accurately even to ourselves, 
because if we are describing it, we are not fully doing it. Meditation 
always influences us from a realm of mental life that is more spacious 
than the realm that is confined inside of language. Of course, this does 
not mean that language should be abandoned outside of meditation. 
Even during meditation, because of the inevitable imperfections of our 
practice, much of our mind is contained within the linguistic matrix. 
Meditation is not intended to eliminate language; after all, the Buddha 
is portrayed as a highly dialogical teacher, poet, and wordsmith. If the 
suttas in the Pāli language depict the Buddha’s life accurately, he left 
behind him an extensive library of his conversations, lectures, and poetry. 
But meditation emphasizes direct awareness that is more powerful than 
thoughts or words. During meditation our minds and bodies receive the 
impact of the realization of change.

Realism: Meditation contains an irony that is like a bridge uniting two 
opposites. First, it is the attempt to observe, without reacting to or 
altering anything. It is not an effort to change, but a practice of direct 
apprehension. On the other hand, meditation is a goal-oriented activity 
directed towards personal, psychological development emblemized by 
the concept of Nibbāna, freedom from suffering, unshakeable deliverance 
from troubling and negative states, and pure heartedness towards other 
living beings. 

The guidance given to Vipassana students can sound like a double 
whammy: just observe, but make sure you change a lot for the better. 
The resolution of this irony rests upon an insight that was developed 
into a methodology by the Buddha. Steady self-observation as a devoted 
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lifelong practice, free from any attempt to manipulate or alter what is 
being observed, is in fact transformational. Observing ourselves without 
trying to change ourselves ironically alters us through our enhanced 
capacity to observe. Self-observation that leads to an understanding that 
all sensations of life are impermanent is a catalyst for the ability to live 
with reality. 

For most people, most of the time, the inevitability of change is 
avoided. We are always trying to cloak our awareness of the cosmic flux 
beneath fables, fantasies, wishes, and religions. We daydream that we 
will be inalterably happy and experience pleasure in every future that 
we can imagine. 

When the meditative mind emerges consistently enough for 
us to be no longer besieged by the self-referential monkey mind, but 
now understands clearly that all body sensations are impermanent, all 
thoughts are impermanent, all things are impermanent, all civilizations 
are impermanent, the Earth, sun and galaxy are impermanent, then the 
meditative mind dips its big toe into the ocean of no-self, the recognition 
that all conceptual formulations about ourselves and our world have 
at best utilitarian accuracy. During the realization of impermanence, 
everything is moving and changing, and the meditative mind hovers in 
this fluidity.

Faith: Vipassana rests upon a reasonable confidence in its validity and 
importance. In this context the word, “faith,” refers to the willingness 
to persevere in a long-term, goal-directed activity. Another way of 
describing the faith in meditation would be the ability to commit energy 
towards a success that extends far down the lines of personal growth 
and change. Because life is filled with uncertainty, the willingness 
to act, such as by choosing to meditate, always rests above a zone of 
unpredictable results.

Confidence in meditation generates activity and a faith in the 
future that makes it feel worthwhile to cross over difficulties: dry spells, 
unruly emotions, and unplanned-for backsliding. Meditation is the 
experiment that might prove its own validity, potentially a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Even though we are sitting still with our eyes closed, and even 
though we are avoiding blind belief in any doctrine, meditation is based 
upon the faith that we have the capacity to encounter, and grow wiser 
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and more integrated, with the realities of the world. Meditation rests 
upon faith that it has been and continues to be a catalytic endeavor. We 
can do it, and it will help us.

Impermanence and Equanimity: William James said that all religion 
consists of one fundamental thing: something is wrong, and it can be set 
right by changing our relationship to a higher power. Meditation is a way 
we organize our effort and attention to be realigned with the power of 
experiencing reality in our body. That is our higher power. We typically 
feel that impermanence is an unfair imposition on us. Meditation helps us 
observe the transformation of all things without taking it personally. That 
helps us relinquish, at least to some extent, the feeling that something 
is fundamentally wrong with the universe just because it keeps altering 
everything that we want to cling to and hold dear.

Now we can understand meditation as an act of directing our 
attention away from survival strategy, and skill (the monkey mind), 
towards the development of a neutral, unbiased viewpoint that absorbs 
the changing nature of everything we observe and everything by which 
we observe. When we meditate, recognition of transformation is a 
realization in every moment, and our inevitable destiny. The meditative 
mindset comes to accept, or at least partly accept, the transiency of our 
observing self.

When we are finally momentarily concentrated, experiencing 
sensations, our judgments suspended for a moment, we can land on the 
tall platform above the cluttered jungle of our mind. This is the realm of 
not-thinking, not-imagining, the clear color of equanimity, a temporary 
stay against coping. These are moments of observing sensations when we 
are awareness itself rather than the contents that are passing over the 
mind’s screen. We feel wakefulness without activation or direction. Our 
minds may rest for a moment without anticipation, evaluation, regret, or 
fear. This limpid mind state is harder to describe, and lacks the colorful 
content that underpins with craving the whirling monkey mind.

The lucidity of mental life that becomes intermittently and 
then increasingly available through Vipassana, is also the gateway to 
equanimity and its blessings. 
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These episodes of clear, meditative mindfulness on sensations 
are partly the product of our effort to concentrate, but are not entirely 
volitional. No matter how hard we are trying, these interludes appear and 
disappear without our full consent. We strive for them, but in spite of that, 
they arrive on their own and also depart without our permission. They are 
like cumulous clouds, rabbits in our backyard, unexpected emails from old 
friends. Insights come to us partly through our effortful intentions, and 
partly on their own terms. There is no point in trying to grasp them.

Living Side-by-Side: The monkey mind and the meditative mind live 
side by side, alternating as do our two feet when we walk. In this way the 
monkey mind and the meditative minds cross paths, and wisdom crosses 
over to inform our mundane life. Even when we return to active mastery 
of our environment, meditative nonjudgment remains available to us. 

Whenever we have at last obtained a second, or ten seconds, or 
a minute of meditative mental attention, our old friend and companion, 
the monkey mind feels displaced. If the goal of its existence is strategic 
adaptation, then how can it allow us to relax the vigilance that it feels we 
need to extend over the life forces that surround us? The monkey mind 
wants us to get going, parrying, thwarting, and lunging. The more we are 
capable of sustaining meditative attention, the more insistent our monkey 
minds become, tugging at our shirtsleeves to remind us that we are not 
trying to take control of the world, as the monkey feels we ought to do. 

Therefore, meditation rests upon a consilience. We actually 
strengthen our monkey mind when we strengthen our meditative mind. 
By attending away from adaptation and survival in our formal hours of 
meditation, we increase the drive of the monkey mind to live well when 
it regains centrality in our efforts. The meditative mind may be other-
worldly in the sense that it is not acquisitive, but it is contributory to 
all mental functions including its antithesis, the monkey mind. Lifestyle 
meditators, committed meditators, long-term meditators develop 
meditative mindfulness but they do not undermine their skills and 
abilities. They learn to compartmentalize the monkey, and put it on the 
shelf while meditating, without reducing its power to act once meditation 
has ended. Frequently, during meditation, the monkey mind and the 
meditative mind are simultaneously active on the screen, and the world 
of adaptation is suffused with the wisdom of change and detachment. 
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As meditators, people retain the ability to problem solve, adapt, 
anticipate, plan, monitor their environment, make important judgments, 
exercise social skills, utilize self-observation, feel deeply, retain their 
memories, modulate troubling emotions and in general stay connected 
with vital living.

Accepting the value of our monkey minds takes away the power 
struggle we have felt in the past. Gradually, rather than being the 
antithesis of meditation, the monkey becomes enlisted to direct the 
meditative lifestyle. It takes a lot of planning, squirming around, creating 
jobs, income, housing, and transportation, to orchestrate a way of life 
built around meditation.

It seems to me that serious meditators become activated agents 
of the good life, at least partly because their monkey minds have not been 
overturned but have been redirected, harnessed towards an efficient and 
skillful attunement. It can become a servant of the meditative mind. 

Exemplary and seasoned meditators shoulder increasing 
burdens. They build a new world, as one Vipassana teacher says, “... one 
friendship at a time.” As we mature on the Path, the pragmatics of living 
stop dragging us away from meditation, and instead, follow in its wake. 
The divergent agendas of the meditative and monkey minds begin to 
pull in the same direction.

In Summary: Three things help us to bring the meditative mind into 
ascendancy relative to the mundane mind that we have been calling the 
monkey. The first is valuing and respecting our need to strategize, survive 
and sometimes follow the dictates of pragmatism. To meditate across a 
lifetime, you have to put your world into relative order. The second is 
allowing time and meditation to reduce to some degree the intense, 
judgmental reactivity of our craving and aversion. We meditate with the 
intention to free ourselves from judgments, and gradually, step-by-step, 
chip-by-chip, our nonjudgmental awareness expands. By meditating, 
we slowly shed some of our ignorant and misdirected strivings. And the 
third is to align with and walk alongside of the newly guided powers of 
the monkey mind, which is now orchestrating the details of the external 
world to favor meditation. It is the monkey mind that helps us to organize 
a way of life in which meditation is given primacy.
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While the monkey steers our car, the meditative mind can decide 
on our long-term destination. When we know where we are headed, the 
driver will be less frantic about each turn. When we develop confidence 
in our lifelong direction, even our survival anxiety can sometimes relax, 
and our life can flow as a powerful stream with multiple sources. 

A big locomotive right on time, 
Big locomotive coming down the line, 
A big locomotive number ninety-nine 
Left the engineer with [a meditative mind].

Coda: The meditative mind remains in the present, observes without 
lapsing into judgment, and asserts control over the process of attention. 
This state of mind is detached in the sense that it does not favor or reject 
anything it observes. It is not involved with the effort to preserve the 
sense of self. It perseveres in returning to the big picture, that everything 
in the universe is always changing. This meditative mind does not collapse 
into an overvaluation of any one moment in time. All moments share the 
characteristic of transformation. It is not categorically unique from the 
rest of our mental processes, but when practiced, it may come to the fore 
with clarity, depth, vividness, intensity and new directions.





THEMES IN A LIVING TRADITION





Nonsectarian Meditation

This chapter is based upon a workshop that was initially given by invitation 
from the Vipassana teachers of the Americas at their annual meeting, and that 
was subsequently requested for presentation by the following host teachers and 
Centers: John and Gail Beary, Dhamma Mahāvana, California; Barry and Kate 
Lapping, Dhamma Dharā, Massachusetts; Bruce and Maureen Stewart, Dhamma 
Patapa, Georgia; Ben Turner and Kathy Henry, Dhamma Kuñja, Washington 
State; as well as at Dhamma Pajjota, Belgium, requested by Center teachers Dirk 
and Mieke Tavierne, along with European Long Course Center teachers, John 
and Joanna Luxford, and European Coordinating Area teachers, Martin and Deni 
Stephens, and Ian and Shelina Hetherington. Counting all of the workshops, 
hundreds of Vipassana teachers and assistant teachers joined a large and cordial 
discussion about nonsectarianism. 

In his tenth-day discourse, at a skillful moment to inspire 
the students who he had been guiding on their first experience of 
Vipassana, S.N. Goenka emphasized that this meditation only works if it is 
nonsectarian. Many of the students who have continued in this tradition 
find Goenkaji’s emphasis to be essential for them to engage meditation 
with confidence that they are not being converted to a religion.

Nonsectarianism is not always easy to define, and is often a 
difficult orientation for organizations to maintain. There is a drift among 
human groups to devolve into sects, and meditation communities may 
share this same centripetal force. Therefore, the repetition of this word, 
and the wish to manifest its values does not guarantee its presence. 

Vipassana has grown from being a regional practice found in 
predominantly Asian countries into a worldwide presence, and Goenkaji 
was a leader in the trend to present it without religious vestments. His 
expressed intent was to differentiate Vipassana meditation from Buddhist 
religion, and to make it a practice that would be acceptable to people 
from many backgrounds, including nonreligious, or those who belonged 
to other religions. He analogized it to exercise in a gymnasium, a purely 
secular activity that fits comfortably with any culture. 

This essay is intended to clarify what the word, “nonsectarian” 
means, and why it is so frequently unstable. Nonsectarianism often 
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morphs into sects, which in fact have some value. The word nonsectarian 
should not be immediately conflated with “good,” nor should the 
word sect be associated with “bad.” Billions of people at times find 
relief and comfort within sects. Many who pride themselves on their 
nonsectarianism cling to bits of sectarianism without awareness that 
they are doing so. Sectarian beliefs and attitudes may help some people 
feel embedded in a comforting blanket, while at the same time it tugs 
groups towards myths which express wishful fantasy rather than facts. 
Insisting that a group of people are nonsectarian does not mean that 
they are being accurately characterized.

The importance of Vipassana meditators’ understanding of 
nonsectarianism is to help them recognize and maintain it, and to 
redirect it when it may be lapsing into its sectarian antitheses. Reading 
newspapers and websites, or watching television makes us aware that 
every day some communities are struggling to enforce sectarian ideas on 
others, while other people are rising up to free themselves from confining 
beliefs imposed upon them.

Because both the open-mindedness of nonsectarianism, and 
the comforts of sectarian conviction appeal widely to people, these two 
intersect and blur without perfect clarity.

Requested Discussion and Clarification of 
Nonsectarianism from Vipassana Centers

My interest in discussing this topic as it applies to Vipassana meditation 
was triggered in the autumn of 2014, when the Vipassana teachers of 
the Americas formed an agenda committee for the annual meeting, 
and requested that I lead a discussion on this topic. Although the 
word, “nonsectarian” was a cornerstone of Goenkaji’s educational 
mission, many teachers in his tradition did not feel knowledgeable 
enough to explain this in discussions with students. Some Vipassana 
teachers insisted that our tradition was nonsectarian while at the same 
time they tried to enforce beliefs which appeared to other teachers 
to be sectarian. Was there disagreement about something essential 
in Goenkaji’s tradition, or was there simply a confusion about the 
relevance and implications of the term?
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I noticed that one source of confusion had to do with the amount 
of information. The concept of nonsectarianism has been discussed for 
hundreds of years by scholars and writers, leading to many definitions, 
and many gradations of opinion.

At the same time, I did not want to interject a university course 
with a reading list, footnotes, and explicit references to history, political 
science, sociology, psychology, psychiatry, anthropology, and comparative 
religion, all areas within which discussions of nonsectarianism have 
been present for a long time. Pulling up the window shade on this topic 
exposes a stormy landscape. I previously wrote the book, The Healing 
Spirit, about the intersection between psychiatry and religion, which gave 
me background for this essay. 

History has traced how vast sectarian movements and blind 
beliefs have taken over the lives of generations of people, and why social 
control, persuasion, and brainwashing have dominated epochs of history.

Comparative religion has studied the difference between personal, 
private religious experience, compared to institutionalized, ritualized 
group pressure and enforced dogma. Organized religious sects always 
claim to be in possession of a unique absolute truth even though other sects 
make the same claim for a different truth, in mutual, logical impossibility. 

Anthropology has traced how human cultures evolved, partly 
preserving and partly modifying the pack attributes of our mammalian 
ancestors, revealing the critical role that our social nature has played 
in the evolution of our brains and intelligence. Humans have a long-
nurtured tendency to follow leaders, and are sensitized by evolution to 
march with the herd. Political scientists have described how the growth 
of governments has tended to impose order on most other aspects of 
human behavior, including the enforcement of spiritual practices that 
are subservient to a dominating state. There are still many national 
governments that enforce one sect on its citizens.

Social psychology has explored why some cultures demand 
obedience while others foster autonomy. Psychiatry has also been a clinical 
discipline concerned with freeing people from control by sects or cults.

I wanted to write up a general understanding of this word 
and concept, free from pedantry and citations, but accurate and rich 
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enough to guide a conversation which would affirm the importance of 
Goenkaji’s stated commitment to embed his Vipassana tradition within 
nonsectarianism. The workshop from which this current essay derives 
was intended to ease the tradition away from ambiguity, and to help it 
disperse into the wider world remaining true to Goenkaji’s wishes. 

Definition of Nonsectarianism

An opening definition of nonsectarianism, that we will improve upon as 
the discussion evolves, is individually chosen beliefs and behaviors that 
can be followed according to one’s own volition, and that do not subject 
us to anyone else’s control, but which nevertheless help us feel involved 
in a wider community. It is defined by being not-a-sect.

Nonsectarian refers to groups, ideas, and behaviors that are not 
affiliated with a clearly defined format for living, and are not confined by 
exclusivity. It is open to diverse participants, and does not require loyalty 
to scriptures that are set apart from evidence or common sense. It does 
not invade or manipulate our personal life. Its activities are expected 
to have no barriers based upon race, gender, ethnicity, or language and 
are assumed to permit religions to express their thoughts side by side 
with others. It is not based upon legendary histories that cannot be fact 
checked and that are intended to exalt one group of people as unique 
and exempt from the common human condition. Nonsectarianism lacks 
regulated insignia of membership such as uniforms, slogans, in-group 
phrases, and unchallengeable texts.

The concept of secularism has similarities and differences. It 
refers to ways of life that have nothing to do with spirituality. Although 
secular and nonsectarian mean slightly different things, they are 
frequently used as synonyms. Here, however, we will specifically be 
discussing Vipassana and nonsectarianism and we will not be discussing 
secularism that is divorced from spiritual uplift. Secular people are 
predominantly invested in the quality of mundane existence and tend to 
dismiss religious or spiritual interests, but nonsectarian people may hold 
a variety of beliefs and behaviors that could be considered religious but 
that are not under the sway of a regulating institution.
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The ultimate importance of nonsectarianism rests upon its 
attempt to steer a path between two alternatives. On the one side there 
are sects based upon rigid beliefs and institutionalized enforcement. On 
the other side there is secularism with its bare pragmatism and sidelining 
of the numinous. In modern societies we see many institutions oscillating 
with poorly defined positions regarding these issues. Hospitals, for 
example, may be secular, or specifically belong to religious groups, or 
elastically nonsectarian, and even religiously affiliated hospitals may 
simultaneously pronounce themselves to be nonsectarian. Similarly, 
universities may be religious, like Catholic Notre Dame, or more generally 
secular, but may also contain divinity schools or course work that 
preserves a nonsectarian ethos. 

Nonsectarianism is not only difficult to define and delineate, it is 
also always vulnerable. Its open-mindedness may be challenged by forceful 
sectarianism. How do you remain open-minded towards someone who 
wants to censor, silence, or even exterminate your open-mindedness? 

If an individual asserts authoritarian doctrines, while involved 
in nonsectarian activities, should the nonsectarian organization permit 
aggressive insistence upon dogma, in which case nonsectarianism 
fosters sectarian absolutism; or should the organizers set limits upon 
the expression of sectarian propaganda, in which case, the nonsectarian 
organization can now be said to have become repressive and censorial? 

Nonsectarian values of inclusiveness, inquiry, and open-
mindedness can come into conflict with values of self-righteousness, 
absolutism, and domination. All nonsectarianism shades into gray areas 
where its own open-mindedness can be used as a shelter to harbor its 
antithesis. Freedom of thought can provide a platform for people who 
insist upon freedom to oppress others. 

A more sensitive definition of nonsectarianism includes a process, 
not just a static entity, in which an active, self-critiquing and dynamic 
way of living is implied. It includes permission to converse, freedom of 
thought, and also attention to tone of voice, even in the midst of dissent. 
A group’s claim that it is nonsectarian is not true when it encourages 
conversations based upon contempt, intimidation, or dismissiveness. 
Nonsectarianism does not mean politely acquiescing to hate speech, 
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bullying or censorship, and its preservation rests upon the ability of the 
group to effectively encourage problem solving conversation. 

Nonsectarian people blend into the general population. They lack 
the comforts of intimate community that people enjoy when they are 
part of a sect. Sects are common because they appeal to important wishes 
and needs.

Definition of a Sect

Generally, we call a group of people a sect when they claim privileged 
access to truth and create definable boundaries that segregate them 
inside their privilege. In this broad definition the major religions of the 
world are sects. Sects have a strong attachment to their own ideas of self-
importance in human history. The heart and soul of a sect is its sense 
of destiny. By definition, sects are identity-giving, life-shaping clubs that 
serve as determining forces in the lives of their participants. 

Sects divide the world into two different zones, members and 
nonmembers, in contrast to the ability to see how gray areas complicate 
and enrich reality. Sects have clear delineation of their separateness from 
the world of ideas around them.

Sects deviate from universal, openly accessible practices and 
ideas. They promote the feeling that they are superior and exclusive. They 
believe in their historical uniqueness, their special claim of salvation. 
Organized religions like Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and 
Buddhism all fit this pattern. They understand themselves to be exempted 
from the common fate of people who do not belong. They see themselves 
as passing down through time; they not only exist, but they imagine they 
have and will continue to transcend caprice and the vicissitudes of time. 
They claim to be apertures that open out into a unique opportunity to 
enter eternity. They believe that they are in control of a power that puts 
them in charge of fate in the way that no other belief or activity can do. 
Sects are clusters of people who feel separate, special, better, and called 
to one-of-a-kind importance.

Members of a sect can be recognized and defined. One knows 
who belongs and who doesn’t because members have some of the 
following: insignia, clothing, style of behavior, mode of interacting. 
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They can recognize each other by how they speak, what songs or chants 
they know, and how they greet. Sect members share language, words 
or phrases whose meaning is unique to them, an in-group speech. They 
also hold in common ritualized gatherings and practices, participation 
in which defines a member, and unfamiliarity with which immediately 
defines outsiders. Sects create a loyalty, sometimes backed up by public 
testimony of allegiance. The leaders are not merely instrumental 
officials, but have an additional aura of sanctity, a parentified authority. 
People may consult a priest or a rabbi for wisdom; but they turn to 
professors for facts and information.

Because their claim of access to truth cannot be objectively 
verified, sects often back up their claims with aggressive assertions. One 
way to measure sectarianism is to observe how much anger is necessary 
to defend the attestations of exceptionalism.

Religions are not the only institutions to evolve into sectarian 
convictions. An early observer of the recently founded Soviet Union 
reported in 1920, “These people think that they and they alone have 
the truth, and they also think they have all the truth there is …. The 
Communists believe they are the chosen people, and they have all the 
insufferable qualities which God’s elect and self-anointed have always 
had.” Political groups often contain the fanaticism of religious ones. When 
the goal is to unite people into a unified and unthinking force, loyalty to 
an unchallengeable doctrine is the anvil. 

A group that is not a sect can actually be unique, for example, the 
best basketball team, or the nonprofit that did the most to help victims 
of an earthquake, but their uniqueness is quantitative and relative. It is 
about behavior now, and is not about something essential, not about a 
permanent, time-transcending exception. Only Everest climbers get to 
the top of Mt. Everest; they are special and better than others in this, and 
only in this dimension. They belong to a rare, talent-based club but in 
other ways they are no different than all people. 
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A Tendency to Drift Towards Sectarian Exclusiveness

All groups share a tendency to drift to sectarian exclusiveness. This is 
because sects satisfy certain aspects of our human nature, facilitating 
security and creativity. 

The beliefs of a sect, its ideas, are not necessarily connected to 
what makes it a sect. It is possible to believe something while remaining 
nonsectarian, or the belief can become embedded inside of exclusivity, 
ritual, and self-importance. For example, two communities of people who 
are practicing the same meditation may diverge, with one becoming a 
sect, and the other remaining nonsectarian. Beliefs and practices alone 
do not form sects. 

Why, then, do people form sects? It is because they do not want 
to face the world alone. Sects warm up the world, providing something 
like kinship or acceptance, enduring emotional connections and stable 
physical locations like temples, historical sites, and sacred geography. 
The ideological certainty and codified pattern of conduct that bring 
comfort to the members of a sect also obligate them to surrender some of 
the autonomy of their thought and behavior. Since everyone sometimes 
feels vulnerable and alone, many people prefer the safety of an extended 
family which sects provide. They appeal to the deep emotions that begin 
in childhood when we are comforted by the guidance and reassurance of 
our bonds to our elders. 

Some biologists think that the human brain evolved to facilitate 
our participation in sects, because our nervous systems seem to prefer 
the expansive feeling of belonging to a family, the exhilaration brought 
about by suggestions of immortality, the tendency to follow an alpha 
leader, and the wish to locate a refuge from tragedy. We seem to crave an 
excited group inflation; we are eager to be swept up into fervor and belief. 
Does this derive from pack behavior in animals, or from tribalism in early 
human cultures?

In the modern world of far-reaching telecommunication, 
membership and identity may transcend proximity and extend into 
“imagined communities.” This “horizontal comradeship” can be deeply 
felt, and can generate virtual sects.



	 Nonsectarian Meditation	 325

Definition of a Cult

The word, “cult,” refers to groups that are more severe, isolative, secretive, 
and controlling than sects. Cults usually apply punitive sanctions before 
or after a participant tries to leave. When a believer decides to quit a 
sect—for example, not going to church—he or she is not harassed or 
followed. But when a participant is both extruded from a group but also 
subjected to widespread, public humiliation, this rejecting and controlling 
community is usually deemed a cult. Cults gain much of their power from 
their ability to exile, isolate, and demean anyone who dares to depart. 
Cult has a pejorative connotation. 

Sects, as we shall see, fit our human nature, dominate the globe, 
and often provide benefits to their participants, but cults by their secluded 
nature, are less influential. When, for example, a disgraced leader is 
pursued to his home, his computer confiscated from his own hands, and 
he is subjected to demeaning references in the group’s literary organ, the 
organization involved is veering more towards a cult than a sect. 

Sects May Serve as Spiritual Havens

One of the advantages of sects is that they may lessen aggression and 
competition between people. In the nonsectarian world, aggression 
and competition are accepted as part of getting promoted, attaining 
tenure, running for office, making organizational decisions, claiming 
primacy for scientific discovery, or kicking the football between the goal 
posts. In a sect, where the leader may serve as a judge presiding over 
strife, participants can live relatively free of sibling rivalry. Competition 
between people who are of equal stature, like siblings, is reduced by the 
presence of an authority and his adjudication, so sects may produce 
increased harmony, teamwork, and creativity. Think of the cathedrals of 
medieval Europe, or the Stupas of Burma/Myanmar, which were created 
by devotees who surrendered any individual credit and gave their all 
anonymously to the cultural surge. 

When sect leaders die, however, this pleasant diminution of 
interpersonal strife may evaporate, and sect participants may once 
again have to settle conflict or status issues through struggles for power. 
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Here you may think of mainstream religions, like Christianity and Islam 
after the death of their founders; or of psychoanalysis after the death of 
Freud; or of Marxism after the death of Lenin. In these cases, as is almost 
universally true, divisiveness and fractious formation of subsects follow 
upon the loss of the leader’s judicial hegemony. During their heyday, with 
the powerful leader presiding, sects may serve to some degree as havens 
of dignity and calm under the umbrella of an agreed upon decision-
making leader, where benign dimensions of life like spiritual practices 
can flourish in the context of greatly reduced competitive conflict.

It Feels Natural to Rest Our Survival  
on a Group Leader

Human beings evolved in groups. For several hundred thousand years, 
an era vastly longer than the entire history of civilization, human 
survival depended not only on intelligence, as is often stated, but also 
upon cohesion in groups that could forage, hunt, protect themselves and 
survive. Early people were surrounded by changing climatic conditions 
and large predators, compared to which they were relatively small and 
naked. Before agriculture, which means for almost all of human evolution, 
there was no stable supply of food, and shelter was also limited. Possibly 
there was competition between groups of modern humans like us, and 
other forms of early humans, like Neanderthals. 

For almost all of the history of humanity for which we have 
documentation, groups were led by alpha males. With occasional 
exceptions, males dominated almost every hunter gatherer group 
ever recorded, including the early civilizations in China, India, Middle 
East, Europe, and the Americas. Physical prowess, and the absence 
of the additional biological stress that accompanies child bearing in 
precontraceptive societies, probably account for this long-standing 
gender bias. Even today, the United States, Russia, China, India, Japan, 
England, Google, Apple, Tesla, and most organizations have centered 
around the dominance of a single president, prime minister, king, or CEO. 
Sects may simply be enduring spiritual manifestations of long standing, 
ordinary human organizational behavior that has prevailed for hundreds 
or thousands of years. 
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The Wish for the Security of Having a Father

Almost all people have grown up under the care of parents. When we were 
children, we were comforted that someone stood above protecting us 
from the vicissitudes of the world around us. After people become adults, 
many retain the wish to remain under the care of a wise, competent 
leader or father. In some cultures, even adults are provided with parental 
figures, as the aging patriarchs continue to shepherd and dictate to the 
next generation in the extended family. In other cultures, full autonomy 
is expected, yet many people continue to wish they had someone to guide 
and protect them. Therefore, we find a widespread belief, held by literally 
billions of people, that somewhere in the sky above them there is still a 
father who cares for them. The largest organized sect in the world is held 
together by these famous words: “Our father who art in heaven”. 

Although in our generations a seismic shift in human gender 
relations has placed many women into positions of leadership, and has 
even reconfigured the gender language used in some religious texts, 
Jehovah, Moses, Allah, Mohammed, Vishnu, Jesus, the Pope, the guru, 
the President, remind us of the tendency most human beings have had 
during most of our evolution to yearn for and worship a father figure. 

Deification inflates the father figure of a sect into a superman. 
The father or fathers in heaven are transformed into all-powerful, all-
knowing supreme beings who must be worshipped and placated. From this 
adulation, guidance and security are imagined to pour down. Frequently, 
sectarian devotees criticize nonsectarian adults for not being adequately 
deferential to gods and gurus and for failing to acknowledge that the 
sect leader is the single omniscient source. For some sect participants, 
autonomy carries the danger of being abandoned by divine guides.

Our relationship to parents and cultural authorities is heavily 
molded during the long psychological development that accompanies 
the approximately twenty years of transition from helpless infancy to 
adulthood. In some cultures, autonomy, judgment, and individual decision 
making are encouraged. In other cultures, by contrast, a higher value is 
placed upon the development of deference, acquiescence and prolonged 
dependance on the family patriarch. Accordingly, there is a wide variation 
in the ability of people to assume full responsibility for the choices and 
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skills that sustain them and their families. Only some men and women will 
develop the complex ideas and abilities that allow a person to stand free of 
father figures, and of paternalized imaginary deities.

It may well be a positive thing to have enduring love for your 
parents, and it may well be a good thing to transfer that trust and 
confidence to another elder who is, in fact, a skillful guide through life. 
Through proper degrees of deference to teachers, doctors, professors, 
or sectarian leaders, ordinary individuals may learn and acquire the 
enhanced adaptations exemplified by these authorities. This trust may 
turn negative if it stunts adults into an ongoing childhood of unrealistic, 
blind obedience. In order to control their followers, sects may blur 
the distinction between the virtues of respect and reverence, with 
the weaknesses of obedience and sycophancy. Sects may assert that 
independence of thought and behavior are disrespectful of the sectarian 
leader. Dependent and infantile followers are easier for sects to control 
than are autonomous adults. 

In the nonsectarian communities that are coming to dominate 
human societies, it is understood that extreme deference to a leader is 
actually a way of disrespecting him. Cringing, fawning, and parroting a 
leader imply that his ego is too fragile to entertain authentic dialogue 
and educative mutual conversations. The leader who is overly deferred to 
by sectarian followers is being treated as if he were a vulnerable narcissist 
who cannot tolerate the company of thoughtful adults. Real respect 
consists of listening, speaking, mutuality, and warmth across differences. 
Advanced leadership always utilizes the counsel of participating voices. 

Dominance Reduces Stress

Primates, like gorillas and chimpanzees, who are our closest relatives in 
the animal kingdom, although not necessarily very similar to us, generally 
live in groups under the control of a dominant male. Primatologists have 
studied dominance and leadership in apes, which does vary from species 
to species, but which very often induces active, even violent conflict 
between males competing for supremacy. To the outside observer, 
those animals struggling for leadership seem to lead very stressful lives, 
constantly defending themselves against potential rivals. However, 
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scientists who have studied the chemical changes in the bloodstream 
of these animals have concluded that the feelings that accompany 
preeminence are extremely rewarding, producing neurochemicals that 
create positive feedback for leadership behaviors. In the biochemistry of 
ape brains, displays of primacy may have an addicting pleasure. 

A commanding animal usually is able to father more offspring 
and perpetuate his genes into the future more successfully than others. 
Possibly, this is why evolution has resulted in neurotransmitter systems 
that react to continuous fighting to maintain dominance as actually a 
reduced stress state. 

These examples may not translate directly into the human 
condition. In some animals, notably wolves, the single pack leader is as 
often a female as a male. 

Most elected presidents, prime ministers, CEOs, and other leaders 
fight hard to get reelected in spite of what common people imagine to be 
unbearable job stress. It appears that a position of eminence is difficult 
to relinquish because there are internal biological reinforcements for it. 
For many mammals, it feels great to be in charge. This seems adaptive 
when it perpetuates the presence of an experienced and practiced leader, 
but this also may lead to an addiction to power. Democracy is generally 
understood to be in opposition to enduring dominance and authority 
by one male primate, and that is why almost all democracies place term 
limits on leaders. Leadership without imposed term limits intrinsically 
contains the danger that the person in charge will cling to power. This is 
called dictatorship.

Female Role in Restraining Dominance

Culturally sanctioned silencing and weakening of women may increase 
the power of the father/male primate. Challenges to male dominance by 
males usually leads to open conflict and therefore is often more chaotic 
than ameliorating. But challenges to male dominance by empowered 
females can often be an effective restraint. As a general rule, this 
wisdom has only recently been consciously incorporated into human 
groups. The most frequently reelected President of the United States, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, who won the high office four times, was careful 
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to marry a powerful, energized, articulate woman, Eleanor Roosevelt, 
who was widely understood to weigh in on and modify her husband’s 
often unchallenged influence. Modern nonsectarianism increasingly 
encourages female leadership. Eleanor Roosevelt is credited as the major 
author of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

The Comfort of Sharing a Common Belief

For the hundreds of thousands of years that human beings had to live 
without prepared food or safe homes, we were constantly exposed to 
danger, and fear was a necessary signal by which we avoided predatory 
animals, enemies, depletion of food, etc. Fear is a weathervane for survival. 
But fear is also a psychological and physiological stress state. Therefore, 
the comfort of believing that we were safe became as stress relieving as 
safety itself. Human beings seek relief from fear by creating beliefs that 
imply we are protected, and that we have the correct answers to life’s 
threats. Sharing a common belief system with other people is soothing, 
and encourages group cohesion. All people sometimes seek the relief that 
accompanies any statement or implication that we are together with 
our friends and family in a secure place. Conviction in cohesive belief 
systems has the ability to expand the feeling of timidity into the mood of 
invincible confidence. 

When everyone shares the same reassuring idea, it begins to feel 
true. People tend to talk to other people who agree with them, and who 
will reinforce their own beliefs and assumptions. When members of a sect 
interact predominantly or even exclusively with other members of the 
same group, their mutually reinforcing concepts of security crystallize 
into an ideology. Everyone then shares the same tactic of security and 
the same rationalizations for those tactics. Ideologies can wrap sects into 
tight circles of conviction and isolation but can also contain kernels of 
important survival skills that can make some sects adaptive, successful, 
and long enduring. Until they are overthrown by bad outcomes, successful 
ideologies are very difficult to differentiate from facts and information. 	

The devotion of individual participants to an ideology that gives 
them secure inclusion in a group is one of the most powerful forces 
in human nature. This was true when humans lived predominantly in 
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small wandering bands, and this is true today on the internet. Across 
the span of history we see many people volunteer to die for an ideology. 
Ideologies have indisputable value in preventing the tendency for sects 
to unravel into isolating individual beliefs, but they also bind sects into 
self-biasing delusions.

The power of secure inclusion in a group is so strong that 
sometimes sect members will go out of their way to affirm their belief in 
patently irrational ideas. By publicly abandoning personal judgment, and 
by overtly demonstrating extreme obedience to the ideas of the group, a 
sectarian follower can exhibit his or her willingness to abandon thought, 
reason, and dignity in order to prove that his or her subservience to the 
sect is reliable and unshakeable. This urge to be embedded in the fold 
is the nucleus of fundamentalism, in which sects declare that books of 
ancient myths represent infallible, factual presentations. 

Myth, Metaphor and Poetry

People learn in many ways, using rationality, collecting evidence, 
listening to stories, and gaining personal experience. An important 
form of learning includes myth, metaphor and poetry. The mythopoetic 
mind builds images that dovetail with narratives that contain beautiful 
language, the totality of which proliferate a wholistic rebirth of reality. 
Many people may choose to embed themselves in mythic visions about 
the nature of the world. Myths differ from fairy tales because they 
generate powerful and meaningful emotions, and even though they are 
fabricated stories they feel true. The myths we are told in childhood have 
an enduring influence, and strongly shape our sense of what the world 
is about. Many cultures are defined by their predominant myth. Think 
about the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, 
or the Declaration of Independence and the Gettysburg Address. These 
stories echo for hundreds or thousands of years, and shape the values, 
beliefs, and behaviors of hundreds of millions of people. 

Sects and their scriptures are rich in mythopoetic imagery 
that help to anchor the stories that facilitate the sect’s coherence. 
Nonsectarian communities also utilize myths, because human beings 
delight in them, but in this case the narratives are understood to be 
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figurative, enjoyable, instructive, but not necessarily factual. In sects, 
myths tend to be understood as literal truths. 

For the nonsectarian mind, tales of long ago, prehistorical 
events, imaginative beings, and improbable outcomes contain heuristic 
metaphors that are educative, even though they are also products of 
imagination. Myths can retain high value even when they are understood 
to be expressive rather than defining.

Individuality in Sects

Sects make tight communities under defined leadership and with 
agreed upon thoughts, so, by definition, they diminish individuality. In 
exchange, they also diminish loneliness. When an individual participant 
spies errors in his or her sect’s conduct or ideas, his or her insight shoves 
them out of the warmth and safety of agreed belief. If they speak their 
individual perception, they may be shunned, or ostracized. After all, if 
everyone has his or her own ideas, how can you have a community with 
shared practices, goals and behaviors?

Yet without individual corrective voices, a sect may freeze into an 
artifact, unable to change with changing times. It becomes controlled by 
a dogmatic adherence to the past. When this dogma is enshrined under 
a canopy of reverence, patterns of the past may become intractable, and 
may prevent the sect from adjusting to the real contingencies of the 
current era. 

Successful sects need some way to absorb new ideas. Facets of 
original ideas and personal conscience may be encouraged to percolate 
upwards to the leadership and to nudge the mission into making some 
changes. If the nudge veers to a truly personal view, the sect may encourage 
the individualist to tone down or to leave. A balance must be struck in a 
sect between permission for individuals to express partly new ideas, and 
the need to prevent individualism from shredding the coherence of the 
group. If an individualist is forced to depart, sects permit dignified leave 
taking. Cults, in contrast, vilify departing members. 

Nonsectarianism is intrinsically more porous, flexible and 
situationally adaptive, but it is also subject to crumbling under the impact 
of ricocheting individual voices. In the internet era, we have all become 
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sensitized to the discordant chaos that arises when every self-appointed 
expert has a platform to expand their opinion. 

The Prophecy of Return

Although ideologies of sects vary enormously, there are some common 
themes that are almost universal, recurring in indigenous tribes, organized 
religions, or local denominations. One of these repeating archetypes is the 
prophecy of return. 

The core of this belief is that once there was a great leader 
who founded this path to salvation at the dawn of history. The truths 
dispensed by this legendary great founder cannot be questioned because 
they exceed the knowledge of ordinary people. For example, Moses got 
the Ten Commandments directly from God; Mohammed heard the Koran 
dictated to him; Jesus was part of the divine trinity and spoke with holy 
authority. When the founder died, his message faded, and humanity 
became lost, but he left a prophecy that he or his messenger would return 
to restore his teaching to its original purity. 

The legend continues by stating that the prophecy has come to 
fruition now. The return of the founder, or of his messenger, has created 
a unique historical opportunity for those of us who are alive today to be 
uplifted and saved. It is we who are pivotal. This commonly occurring 
legend insists that we are more important than are the people of the 
past and the future, because we are here in the era of return, and in the 
refreshment of the human potential.

When you read this, you might find yourself thinking of Jews 
returning to Jerusalem when the Messiah comes, Evangelical Christians 
who are preparing themselves for the Second Coming, Sunni jihadists in 
Syria who proclaimed that they had come to restore the Caliphate, Hindus 
who feel they are reclaiming India from foreign conquerors in order to 
liberate the sacred geography of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, 
or even the “Return of the King” as Aragorn in Tolkien’s deeply learned 
mythopoetic books, The Lord of the Rings. Religious scholars have located 
this myth of prophesized return, with its accompanying reenchantment 
of the world, in many sects throughout history. 
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The great advantage of this myth is that it resanctifies the world. 
It promises believers that they will once again be guided and protected 
by a towering trans-human visionary, who will restore a sacred feeling 
for life. At its best this myth can be a self-fulfilling prophecy stirring 
optimism and enthusiasm about the potential opening in front of us. But 
it also rests upon the sectarian belief in the uniqueness of the era and the 
people who accept this prophesy right now. It enforces a feeling of self-
importance. Belief in this myth requires the ability to overlook the fact 
that sects everywhere believe in similar themes but with different names, 
ideologies, and dates. 

The Elect

People commonly wish for even more security than comes with the 
return of their legendary leader. They also yearn for family-like 
intimacy with this historical figure, and define themselves as a high 
caste, or a kingdom of priests, or an “elect,” who stand within the circle 
of the leader’s chosen few. The term “elect” comes from the European 
Protestant Reformation, but it represents a widely held belief. These 
lucky few feel “saved” among the masses of “sinners.” When the 
prophesized leader returns, the people who imagine themselves to 
be the elect will be noticed and cherished because they have been 
preparing to greet him, and are loyal to him. You can hear the recurring 
echo of the myth of the Messiah, or the cycles of Buddhas. 

When we consider the feelings that are stirred by the idea of 
an elect, we become aware that sects consist not only of ideologies and 
people, but also emotions, particularly egotism. People who imagine 
themselves to be superior, ascribe virtues to their own group that 
make them the proper leaders of all humanity. This feeling permeates 
charismatic religions, but it is also found in political groups, where 
activists may claim to be the agents of history who will purify society and 
catalyze an enduring reformation in the human condition. 

For example, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
mobilized suffragettes often believed that they would end war, corruption, 
and inequality, and bring a reign of peace and happiness to Earth. Jane 
Addams from Illinois is considered one of the founders of the modern 
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profession of social work, co-founder of the American Civil Liberties 
Union, national chair of the Woman’s Peace Party and the head of the 
commission to find an end to war within the International Congress of 
Women, as well as President of the Women’s International League for 
Peace and Freedom, for which she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 
This charismatic and much adored American hero imagined that the 
return of women into political life would eliminate the violent cycles of 
history. Women were understood to be the virtuous elect who would save 
a world that had fallen under the grip of males.

Sects often capitalize upon this feeling of being exclusively 
chosen which contains obvious, inbuilt flattery. Sect leaders play upon 
the need for insecure and overlooked people to be ennobled, and they 
extoll their followers as being uniquely perceptive and wise for selecting 
this salvational teaching, and thereby installing themselves among the 
sacred few.

When it is widely disbursed, fantasy membership in an elect 
may energize and empower a group with confidence to transform the 
world. For most people, there is joy in community and there is a little 
extra boost when you are made to feel a bit better than anybody else. 
Believing that you are witnessing the epochal return of the great being, 
and that you are among his inner circle, often generates creativity in 
arts and sciences. Early American colonists from Britain founded a new 
world upon their belief that they were recreating the biblical promised 
land in new found America. The Protestant Reformation may well have 
been the most creative scientific and literary surge in human history. But 
this belief in being the elect can also be conducive to feelings of entitled 
self-satisfaction that stifles generativity and breeds conflict. Later 
American colonies founded slavery on the belief that some humans were 
intrinsically selected to rule others.

According to the late Harvard biologist, E.O. Wilson, the feeling of 
superiority always accompanies committed membership and is the major 
reinforcer of group identity. New myths of supremacy continuously 
arise and compete for loyalty among people, and with new fealties, new 
enemies and scapegoats also emerge. 
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Inspiring Beliefs

People are inspired and uplifted by beliefs of promise. Many complex 
beliefs are not easily subject to proof or disproof. Sects may be imbued 
with faith-giving ideas. All people would like to feel swept up and 
excited by participating in something important. Enthusiasms loft 
their participants above mundane drudgery. It is our higher nature 
to work towards goals that we imagine have enduring historical 
significance, even though we cannot be sure of the validity underlying 
this extended credence.

One writer has referred to this as, “the peculiar, beautiful 
contagion of mass solidarity.” It has also been called, “group narcissistic 
inflation,” or “the thrill of vital involvement in a magnificent endeavor.” 
Ordinary lives are elevated into epochal dramas.

For example, the mindfulness movement has gained worldwide 
momentum by employing statements like this one, made by a prominent 
mindfulness teacher: “Mindfulness has the potential to ignite a universal 
or global renaissance … mindfulness may actually be the only promise the 
species and the planet have for making it through the next couple hundred 
years.” You can hear in this proclamation a call towards both hope and also 
towards extension of credence to an exaggerated and unproven claim. It 
asserts beyond reasonable evidence that mindfulness alone holds the only 
promise. The implication is that mindfulness practitioners form an elect 
who will save all of humanity from all of its problems. 

Sometimes ideas that helpfully inspire participation also require 
suspension of critical thinking. This can lead to sectarian devotionalism 
based upon rejection of any thinking at all. In contrast, simple enthusiasm 
without specific adherence to dogma does not claim exemption from all 
critical thinking. We cannot draw a clear line between enthusiastic belief, 
sectarian faith, and delusion. Believers are always convinced that they are 
standing upon unimpeachable truth. Nonbelievers are quick to criticize 
someone else’s beliefs, without noticing the psychological benefits of 
faith, hope, and membership. 

Our natural enthusiasm to lift ourselves up by working for noble 
causes makes us susceptible to uncritical participation, yet how can we 
feel inspired to forge our future with optimistic energy if we have to 
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sit around and wait until our hopes are fully proven? Inspiring beliefs 
energize our efforts but they also make us vulnerable to participation in 
sectarian blind faith.

Leadership

In every enterprise there are startlingly talented people who win Nobel 
prizes, get Olympic Gold, or defeat tyrants. When a person with a rare level 
of talent arises, it is natural for him or her to be recognized as a leader. It 
is optimal for society when everyone defers to a person of exceptional 
creative and organizational talent, because all the participants will then be 
living by a standard of capability that exceeds their own. It is wise for the 
group that has a genius for a leader to bestow increasingly large powers 
upon him or her. Why wouldn’t you defer to someone whose powers are 
so vastly greater than yours? Sects often cohere around the adaptive 
advantage that a great leader bestows upon his or her followers. Everyone 
rises to a higher level than they would be capable of on their own. 

Confidence flows to the mass of people from those great leaders 
who dispense a vision of what makes life meaningful and how to live it. 
Ordinary people gain vitality by walking in the light of the greater vision.

But talent is different than perfection, so that followers may 
be lulled by the leader’s superior abilities into becoming inadequately 
vigilant towards his or her inevitable human shortcomings. Unmoderated 
leadership may be a chute swirling downward towards unrestrained 
errors of ethics or judgments.

The Narrative of Sects

An enduring sect requires a cohesive narrative to perpetuate its story 
across time and generations. Sectarian narratives describe a history that 
has no proof, either because time has erased evidence for the validity 
of the story, or because the story is based upon myth, like the myth of 
return. Sectarian narratives include references to ancestors for whom 
there is little historical evidence, but naming and describing legendary 
people gives contemporary participants the feeling that they are living 
within a chosen and exalted genealogy.
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A sectarian leader and his or her followers agree to a story 
line they create together that promises them safety, purpose, love, 
and meaning. They describe themselves to each other as if they were 
transported into a special world that corrects the chaotic reality in 
which they actually live. This sectarian narrative commonly deifies 
its leader because that makes the story resistant to criticism. Billions 
of people believe in various mutually contradicting scriptures which 
describe loyal believers as the elect who are following a leader who has 
the key to opening the door to salvation.

By talking about this story together, by referring to it repeatedly, 
by surrounding each other with people who insist upon the truth of it, 
the story begins to feel real, and it gains increasing power to soothe. 
The great strength of sects is the comfort of a repeatedly reinforced 
narrative. Some sects endure for thousands of years, providing stamina 
and courage to hundreds of millions of people as they progress through 
the sorrows of life.

As we have seen, it is a common human trait to gain peace of 
mind by sharing a common belief with other people, and sects follow this 
practice by crystallizing it into a particular story about origins, founders, 
leaders, returns, an in-group, salvation, and a glorious future. 

Sectarian Narratives Become Unchallengeable

Sectarian story lines that make people feel safe and uplifted can become 
remarkably stable over time. Frequently, when evidence mounts to 
challenge the validity of the story, such as when a specific prophecy of 
a messiah’s reappearance publicly fails to happen, sectarian believers 
may actually increase rather than decrease their belief! This is because 
emotion is often more powerful than logic. The loss of a belief system 
that has guided a person’s entire life can feel intolerable. Many people 
prefer the security of a comforting story rather than the authenticity of 
accepting new ideas. People who are buttressed by group encouragement 
may never surrender their disproven beliefs, no matter how much 
evidence piles up against them. We have already launched orbiting 
telescopes that can capture light from billions of galaxies spread across 
billions of light years, but ancient earth-centered fairy tales endure. 
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Sectarian narratives necessary for group cohesion may become 
impervious to logic, and are often defended by vehement attacks upon 
new information. Giordano Bruno was burnt alive in Rome in 1600 for 
advancing the ideas of the modern cosmos rather than accepting the 
doctrine of the geocentric universe. The world is filled with divisive sects 
which promote the salvation they guarantee under the guidance of a 
unique leader, and that have persisted for centuries in spite of absence 
or even contrary evidence. Over time, the subsequent leaders of the sect 
become notable for their aggression since they need to uphold dated and 
aging ideologies. We can see that sectarian tales bring confidence and 
comfort to their believers, but have a cost, in that the narrative requires 
defense, and the defense becomes increasingly strident. Sectarian stories 
often morph into violently defended dogmas.

In summary, we have considered the comfort that sects bring to 
their followers, the manner in which sects utilize leadership, as well as 
the way that sects cohere around a purportedly historical chronicle. We 
can now understand more clearly the definition of a sect that we used 
earlier: a collection of people with an unbreakably strong attachment 
to their own ideas of self-importance in human history. We can also 
understand more clearly why it is true that one way to measure how 
much nonsectarianism has deviated into sectarianism is to measure how 
much anger is necessary to defend the sectarian point of view.

Reduced Involvement in Life

Sects encourage reduced involvement in life outside of the sect. They 
devalue other aspects of their participants’ lives in order to produce a 
state of mono-salience, which means that only one thing feels important 
and meaningful. A synonym for mono-salience is addiction. Sects are 
frequently understood as being an addictive combination of community, 
ideology, and acquiescence to authority. This combination can feel good, 
just as addictions often do. The thrill of marching in step, belonging, 
believing, and obeying, supplants any other pleasure. There is no more 
anxiety when all questions have been answered and all directions lead 
straight forward. 
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But another way to look at this circumscribed involvement 
is to notice the improved focus that sect membership may bring to an 
individual’s efforts. By focusing many individuals upon a common task, 
sects may act like a lens that focuses disparate energy onto important 
accomplishments. Sects may direct the attention of many actors on to 
what they feel is most valuable. 

Outside involvement in work and family may scatter energy from 
the common sectarian effort, yet may also be a balance to help maintain 
nonsectarianism. Over involvement in the sect may create group energy, 
but may destabilize individuals who come to depend upon membership 
in one group for all of their well-being. Other people may thrive when 
their life is streamlined by devotion.

Single-Minded Investment Over Time 

Sects come to exercise control over the lives of members who have made 
a single-minded investment in a unified psychological world of legend, 
leader, ideology, and community. Once a participant has invested most 
of his or her life into the sect, it is difficult for him or her to extract  
themselves without facing the loss of a lifetime’s efforts. If you have devoted 
your life to a single cause, you cannot depart without feeling foolish for 
having wasted your time and energy. Therefore, sect participation increases 
over time, and leaving a sect can be as painful as exiting from a cult even 
though there is no one blocking the door. According to the ancient Greeks, 
exile from your native land was more intolerable than death. 

It is very difficult to accept ejection from the community into 
which you have poured the better part of your life. Most of the time, sects 
do not need any coercion to control their participants, because over time, 
participants will inculcate self-control in order to validate the investment 
they have already made. 

Single-minded devotion to a sect may also foster mature 
involvement. Wholehearted sectarian lifestyle may be a pathway to 
creative community enterprises that exceed what individualists can 
accomplish. This devotion may be similar to the benefits of marriage. In 
Patrick Olivelle’s biography of Ashoka, he praises the legendary Dhamma 
King of India for having created “... a unity of purpose and aspiration....” 
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Valuing Compliance

The Biblical phrase, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the 
earth” was a convenient invention. Submission and obedience are 
efficient behaviors for a sect to promote. Virtues like deference can be 
turned into subservience that reinforces sectarian control. 

In experimental studies of group behavior, the power of 
legitimized authority figures has been shown to be very difficult to 
challenge. Authority figures command power over people predominantly 
through their follower’s spontaneous acquiescence. As a general rule, 
socialized humans are followers who do what they are told—we all drive 
on the correct side of the road—and this tendency can be augmented 
when leaders describe back to their followers that personal judgments 
are all “ego,” “bourgeois,” or “sinful.” 

Coercion is not the most powerful tool of leadership, which 
usually springs from an inspirational story that encourages people to 
volunteer their compliance.

Therefore, any group that wants to maintain its nonsectarian 
position would be wise to encourage its participants to be loyal but not 
obsequious, to be participatory but not subservient. Only some leaders 
are capable of permitting this distinction. Only some participants 
are capable of discerning this distinction. Great leaders encourage a 
complex mix that combines the capacity to cooperate with the ability 
to constructively comment. 

Leaders and Their Helpers

A leader of a large group must also have loyal allies, effective people who 
can explain his mission and implement his goals. But capable allies pose a 
danger to the leader’s preeminence. We all read in history of kings deposed 
by nobles, of court intrigue, and in both ancient Greece and India, the 
commonly repeated story of a son murdering his father to become king. 
In the Samaññaphala Sutta of the Pāli Canon, King Ajātasattu, monarch of 
Magadha, confessed to the Buddha that he killed his own father in order 
to become king. Group leadership in Homo sapiens continues to echo 
issues of dominance that are found in all primate groups, in which power 
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is always fluid and subject to being overturned unless it is continuously 
buttressed. Leadership requires ongoing reassertion.

Leaders of sects often wish to stand head and shoulders 
above their allies, and if any of them grow too strong, the leader may 
restrain that ascendantly powerful other person. A leader’s strength 
can be measured by the strength of his allies, and a leader’s sense of 
vulnerability can be measured by his need to attack those who have 
helped him. Stalin purged the most loyal and effective Bolsheviks who 
had helped overturn the Czarist regime. But confident leaders can 
regulate their helpers, including dismissing them, without needing to 
demean them. In nonsectarian organizations, when an aide is asked to 
resign, there is usually a round of civil, face-saving compliments, rather 
than vilification. Nonsectarian leaders, who cannot claim authority 
based upon destiny, usually try to balance control of their allies with 
friendship and respect for them. Sectarian leaders, in contrast, tend to 
embellish their practical authority with an ideological assertion of their 
unique and supreme infallibility.

Modern Standards for Leaders

In nonsectarian societies today, there is often an attempt to control the 
wide prerogatives that were once granted to the leaders of sects and 
kingdoms. We still assign leadership, but the leader is not always a male, 
and we modulate dominance by creating a balance of powers that try to 
ensure our leaders will exhibit the following qualities:		

She or he has the interpersonal skills to create enduring 
relationships with many effective participants, so that the organization 
is stabilized through warm connections between the leader and allies, 
and by mutually enhancing partnerships. Loyalty in two directions can 
be just as effective a tool of leadership as is power. The nonsectarian 
leader has the skills to know the people around him or her in some 
detail, and to nurture and promote them, guiding some of them to 
eventually assume leadership, and facilitating optimal growth and 
productivity among others. 

She or he holds their position to fulfill the goals of the 
organization’s mission, and to accept only limited or predefined 



	 Nonsectarian Meditation	 343

recompense, such as salary, spoken praise, or respect. His or her personal 
life is fulfilling enough so that he or she does not use other participants to 
fulfill any personal deficits involving money or intimacy. In nonsectarian 
organizations like governments, universities, or hospitals, violation of 
this principle may lead to a public challenge to the leader’s legitimacy. 

His or her biological family has no facilitated access to the 
participants, and assigning influence or favor to relatives (a practice 
called nepotism) is considered incompatible with nonsectarian standards 
of leadership. 

She or he can receive respectful feedback from others, and 
is eager to listen and learn when it is appropriate to do so, while 
maintaining responsibility and decision-making authority. She or he 
encourages constructive revision of his or her decisions, and values this 
commentary. When corrections are offered to the leader by allies, this is 
not misconstrued as disloyalty, but is solicited as helpful feedback. She 
or he does not claim to be without faults and is generous in granting 
recognition to the contributions other people have made. She or he 
does not degrade or publicly humiliate participants who are judged to 
be incompetent or whose performance is disappointing, but permits 
dignified exit. 

Term limits, stepping down from power, returning to private 
citizenship, transferring power and authority to others in an organized, 
predesigned, and peaceful manner are signature features of modern 
nonsectarian societies.

This idealized portrait describes what we understand to be 
maturity and wisdom in a leader. He or she is not necessarily perfect 
but can be seen by participants to be making an effort to follow these 
nonsectarian standards. But we can also see even in supposedly modern 
democratic governments how easily these standards erode, and how 
difficult they are to maintain.

While it is natural for modern people to see nonsectarianism as 
good, and to see sects as archaic, we need to keep in mind that sects, like 
the organized religions, have endured for thousands of years. Possibly 
human beings require an infusion of exaggerated hope, false promise, and 
fairy tale portraits of the future. Nonsectarianism does not necessarily 
appeal to human needs, nor have the same enduring, worldwide track 
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record as do sects. It is not clear how long our newly minted, relatively 
widespread, nonsectarian world can continue to generate stable and 
valuable contributions to the lives of people. Sects have demonstrated 
this ability, but nonsectarianism is an evolving experiment. 

Participants May Undermine Their Leader

In reality, leadership is often exercised in a manner that falls below 
these idealized expectations. The leader’s position, with its demands, 
may understandably tax his limits. But another factor also threatens his 
capacity to live up to our contemporary expectations. The participants 
themselves may pull the leader down by flattering him. We need to 
examine the irony that praise is sometimes a demotion. 

It is common for people to want to inflate the importance of their 
leader. The greater he appears to be, the greater they will feel themselves 
to be. If your sect is led by the greatest man in thousands of years, and you 
are one of the important people within his circle, then you yourself must 
be one of the historically elect. 

There is a tendency for sectarian participants to bestow titles, 
gifts, money, privileges, and other corrupting influences upon their 
leader. Bestowing honorary titles appears to be a way to praise someone, 
but actually draws him away from his central purpose of leading a mission, 
towards the lesser purpose of demonstrating his own importance. An 
American president once described that the most difficult aspect of his 
high position was that he lived “in an artificial atmosphere of adulation 
and exultation that sooner or later impairs judgment.”

Other participants want to penetrate the boundary of family and 
claim special closeness to the leader. Because of this, they may try to 
insinuate themselves behind the closed doors of the leader’s private world, 
and create personal relationships that are inappropriate because they can 
be seen as fulfilling personal needs of either the leader or the participant. 

The leader’s moral integrity is threatened not only by whatever 
internal human flaws he may possess, but also by the lesser moral 
qualities in the people who may surround him. He is constantly being 
subjected to the pleas and demands of his followers. Sometimes a leader 
is simply trying to help or please the people close to him by allowing 
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himself to engage in less noble enterprises that benefit some of his close 
advisors. His lapses may start with intentions of generosity to family or 
friends. When leaders fall short of our ideals for them, we need to ask 
whether their associates made it increasingly difficult for the leader to 
fulfill higher standards. 

Unless we ourselves have led a group of people over a period 
of time in a complex task, we need to be careful about how we judge 
vicissitudes of leadership. Great historical leaders, whether sectarian 
or nonsectarian, Gandhi, Churchill, Lincoln, Roosevelt, M.L. King or any 
other, all are viewed through the retrospect of history as having greatness 
marbled with vulnerabilities and flaws. Sects claim perfection for their 
“superman” but nonsectarianism sees talent, and even genius, always 
mixed with common human clay.

After the Death of the Founder

After the death of the founder, or any great leader, human groups almost 
always diverge. This is due to the loss of the great man’s inspiration and 
his capacities for conflict resolution. It is at this stage, due to the loss of 
the leader’s modifying influence, that some followers are apt to proclaim 
that they have special attainments that no one dared attest to while the 
leader was alive, and which the leader himself did not claim. Subsequent 
and subsidiary chieftains may need grandiose assertions in order to 
buttress their modest skills. 

In sects, the fragmentation takes the form of separated and 
competing subsects or schools of thought. Christianity splintered into 
many denominations, many of which remained at war with each other 
into the middle of the twentieth century, two thousand years after the 
original separation. Muslim sects remain in violent warfare with each 
other one thousand five hundred years after the death of their founder.

After the death of the Buddha, sectarian warfare was rare, but this 
relatively high level of peacefulness occurred because of the positive value 
that was placed upon dissociation between differing groups. Sects avoided 
fighting by going off and doing their own thing, so that they divided 
into subsects and Buddhism became wildly divergent. The absence of a 
central authority and the ability to endure in the folds and recesses of the 
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Asian land mass enabled the Buddhisms to exist contemporaneously but 
in isolation from each other, with low levels of conflict.

Groups that claim to be nonsectarian follow the same pattern. 
After the death of Freud, psychoanalysis became many schools of therapy. 

Yet what some people call fragmentation is also a form of evolution 
that is called adaptive radiation. By entering new paths in original ways, 
life keeps creatively responding to changing conditions. Both sects and 
nonsectarian organizations need to adapt in order to endure.

Sanctification of Texts

A second feature of human groups that tends to occur after the death of 
a founder is the sanctification of texts. This is the meaning of “scripture.” 
Every enduring sect creates a body of scripture that is the vehicle of the 
historical continuity of the sect. The texts come to substitute for the 
leader. Texts are subject to interpretation, so dogmatic assertion about the 
interpretation of texts becomes the hallmark of subsequent sectarianism 
in which particular interpretations need to be defended in order to justify 
and sustain the beliefs and practices of that sect going forward. 

Sects can be defined as groups who attest the inviolate sanctity of 
particular words and books. Unlike people, scriptures endure for millennia 
in unchanging formats and this provides a mixture of continuity, rigidity, 
interpretation, and reinterpretation. Reverence for texts as deposits 
of infallible sanctified wisdom provides a ballast for sects as they sail 
across the seas of time, but also ensures the enshrinement of historical 
archaisms. As Carl Jung pointed out, epidemics of ideas have led to more 
deaths than bacterial or viral epidemics.

Promises

Sects by definition offer a form of salvation that is only available to 
believers. However, sects usually require participants to strive unendingly 
for a salvation that is not fully certain or secure, so that the practitioners 
cannot stride off on their own, but remain dependent upon their continued 
membership. If you can just attend a handful of ritual communions and 
be “saved,” how could the sect retain active membership? Promises of 
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well-being are often deferred to an afterlife, but promises of well-being 
later in this life are also common. 

The problem with exaggerated beliefs and expectations is that 
they lead people to overlook the real attainments that have come to them 
through their participation in valuable group activities. Some changes 
may take a very long time to become apparent. Some people may attain 
new heights that are achieved so gradually that they themselves may be 
less aware of them. A few talented individuals may gain promised goals 
that most people can never reach.

All groups of people remain average and familiar to us. No group 
or sect has ever led the majority of its participants on an escape from the 
human condition. 

It is also true that well-being can spring up from participation 
in a sect, which brings along with it membership, comforting beliefs, 
enthusiastic overbeliefs, inspirational leadership, sense of purpose, and 
a common noble goal shared with many other people. Promises also keep 
us going and help to reinvigorate us through the vicissitudes that remain 
in front of us. Promise, hope, and inspiration blend and blur, and they can 
all be helpful or misleading, depending upon how they are construed. No 
one wants to live in a bland, flat, hope-drained world, but no one wants to 
be deluded into chasing chimera for a lifetime. 

Promise to Die Peacefully

Sects offer the promise to overcome the fear of death and to die 
peacefully, to go to heaven, or to otherwise get a guarantee in the face 
of uncertainty. Membership in any group may in fact be comforting in 
the final moments. Confidence and courage may come from belief and 
community. Sectarian convictions strengthen many people at the time 
of death. While the promises imply a uniform format for death, as if it 
always occurs in a bed at home, in fact it occurs in many ways, some of 
which allow for no preplanning, like auto accidents, and others of which 
bring severe distress, like some cancers. 

Because death may come capriciously due to heart attacks, 
strokes, nocturnal arrhythmias, fulminant infections, or many other 
causes, there is no guarantee of either a peaceful or an aware death. 
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Many people with no spiritual practice or belief still die smoothly, 
which happens frequently when ordinary people fade away quietly as 
the body weakens and stops. Sects may claim credit for peaceful deaths 
that may have occurred simply due to the benign, gradual termination 
of biological processes. 

On the other hand, a sectarian belief, or a nonsectarian practice, 
may provide courage to the individual who is contemplating death on 
the long incline before it actually occurs. Death is a process, as well as 
a moment, and the more an individual is prepared, the more likely he 
or she will be able to navigate the passage successfully. Both sects and 
nonsectarian lifestyles may provide individuals greater capacity to cope 
with the final stages of life when these actually occur as a gradual decline.

A Vision of Nonsectarianism

A new and enduring nonsectarian organization may spring up from the 
strong interest that a group of people have in creating it, and it may also 
incorporate elements of former sects that are now being uploaded into 
a new context. The new organization has a mission and a goal that is 
compatible with the historical nonsectarian movement towards dignity, 
and spiritual and social freedom for all people. Its participants recognize 
that no great work can be accomplished without great effort and they 
devote themselves to the goals of the organization with continuous 
energy and enthusiasm across the decades of a lifetime, while they 
manage to retain their ordinary connection to their society and their 
times. They feel uniquely delighted by the company of those who share 
their fervor for their task, while they avoid isolating themselves or 
flattering themselves by claiming unique importance. 

They delight in the rich cultural mélange of the modern world, 
while at the same time they make a conscious choice to step out of the 
dominant culture, and to find a community that feels personally chosen 
and valuable, connected to deeper meanings than ordinary society 
provides. They may select a boundary that separates them from the 
triviality, crassness, intoxications and violence of the world around 
them, while keeping that boundary permeable so that they receive the 
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benefits of technological and social advance, and so they can participate 
in donating goodness to their time and place. 

They look in front of them in order to be continuously inspired 
by more experienced participants, and they look behind themselves to 
see who they can nurture and guide into a future continuity that rests 
upon goals, people, skills, and enthusiasm for accomplishments that 
go beyond individual selves. They have faith that their own efforts can 
inch them along the task to which they have committed themselves. 
They understand that the human heart and mind can only fully open 
in service to a noble cause; and out of the pleasure they receive from 
commitment to their mission, and out of hope for its enduring value, 
they feel inspired every day.

Affirming Our Nonsectarianism

Nonsectarianism is neither a single affiliation, nor an antagonism to 
other kinds of affiliation. It is self-awareness, and conscious discernment 
about how to find guidance and hope while remaining thoughtful  
and self-directed. 

Nonsectarianism contains its own sources of inspiration. 
Spiritual feelings, like reverence and devotion, are compatible with 
nonsectarianism, and inspire respectful communities. Nonsectarianism 
permits appreciation for our well-being that has come to us from so many 
different channels, such as democratic governments, medicine, literature, 
visual arts, agricultural surplus, transportation and communication, 
technology, etc. It facilitates widely ranging feelings of gratitude that are 
not fixated on a single source.

While extreme cases in either direction may appear clear, very 
often, in real life situations, we find the strengths and weaknesses of both 
sectarianism and nonsectarianism mingling, blending, and becoming 
less distinct. While we monitor ourselves to not fall prey to our own 
wishes for certainty and security based upon blind belief, we also need 
to respect our need to be part of continuity, tradition, loyalty, mutuality, 
and inspiration. 

This can be the royal road to the reenchantment of the world. 
Within each person, the delight of community, with its vicissitudes of 
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strengths and errors, vies with individual conscience and the loneliness 
that it can bring.

The widespread growth of nonsectarianism is relatively new, 
an exciting opportunity of our times, and it may be the best container 
for spiritual practices that can grow freely. If sects are enclosed circles, 
nonsectarianism is a flowing stream. 
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This essay is based upon a workshop that was requested by the following 
Vipassana teachers and Centers:  
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Introduction

The psychological safety of meditation is being discussed in scientific 
journals, news articles, and social media. This article is intended 
to provide a psychologically well-informed statement about this 
conversation, that is also based upon the experience of a tradition of 
Vipassana meditation that has taught millions of students. Many of the 
meditation centers in the Vipassana tradition founded by U Ba Khin, 
and expanded worldwide by S.N. Goenka, have Mental Health Guidelines 
that are based upon standards of thoughtfulness and care. The following 
discussion derives from an intimate knowledge of these guidelines, and 
will explain the process of prescreening meditation students, as well as 
discussing misleading memes that circulate on the internet, and replying 
to misinformation, such as research about alleged dangers of meditation 
in which the conclusions are not supported by the data that is presented. 
A combination of compassion and rigorous thinking can be used to 
address the safety of meditation. 

There are two misperceptions that I would like to dispel. The first 
is that Buddha’s compassion dictates meditation should be taught to all 
people who request it. Not everyone has the capacity to sit through a ten-
day residential course. 

The second misperception is that meditation causes specific 
kinds of mental illnesses or is uniquely problematic. Meditation is not for 
everyone, but it is also as safe as any other serious enterprise, like going 
to college, getting married, or having children.
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I 
The Buddha Used Skillful Discernment in  

What He Taught to Whom

For thousands of years, it was never the case that serious meditation 
practice was dispensed indiscriminately. 

In the second half of the twentieth century, as meditation 
expanded outward from its traditional roots in Asia and became available 
to millions of people around the world, its spread was accompanied 
by an understandable enthusiasm. Conversional fervor led to a loss of 
discretion about who should be taught, and under what circumstances. 
Traditional Asian Buddhist meditation teachers had always erected stiff 
criteria for admission into meditation training, like lifelong celibacy and 
other aspects of monasticism, but even when they were less extreme, 
criteria for admission always functioned as a selective filter.

The contemporary origins of the guidelines for screening 
psychiatric problems, and for dealing with them if they should arise on 
meditation courses, derived from two sources. The first was experiential 
pragmatism, culled from the teaching experience of Goenkaji himself, and 
from the numerous teachers he appointed, a tradition and a lineage. This 
aspect of the guidelines asked, “What helps, what is useful and necessary, 
and what leads to successful courses for students?” 

The second source of the guidelines was psychological and 
medical sciences. What do these modern clinical disciplines tell us 
about the efficacy and safety of how we teach meditation, and how can 
contemporary sciences help us approach the highest standards of care 
for all our students? 

In his discourses, in his various course formats, Goenkaji was a 
skillful and poetic quoter of the suttas in the ancient Pāli language. His 
fluid and personalized presentation of original Buddhist meditation 
principles helped authenticate his lineage. But Goenkaji did not want 
quotation, translation, interpretation, and disputation to alter or disrupt 
what had already been established as bedrocks to the teaching of his 
teacher, U Ba Khin. In Goenkaji’s view, the problems that scholarship can 
induce, with their ceaseless variations of viewpoints, would outweigh 
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any benefits that might derive from interpretations of the suttas by 
people who were less skilled in meditating than were U Ba Khin and 
Goenkaji himself. He wanted Pāli quoting to be limited to those who 
could align it with equal levels of meditation insight. Meditation courses 
in the tradition of U Ba Khin and Goenkaji cannot be altered based upon 
somebody’s interpretation of a sutta. Neither were the safety guidelines 
developed through analysis of the suttas, nor did the guidelines alter the 
course format, but only access to and management of the course itself.

Our guidelines, however, align with an important feature of 
the Buddha’s teaching that is displayed repeatedly in the ancient 
texts. He used skillful discernment in what he taught to whom. It is 
a contemporary misperception that because of his compassion, the 
Buddha always taught his complete teaching to everyone. Then as 
now, meditation instructions were not an entitlement that could be 
demanded of a teacher. As we are about to see by looking at the suttas 
in a bit of detail, our contemporary method follows from the Buddha’s 
own careful assessment of his students before he decided what and how 
to teach. Today, however, we have to use different specific criteria to 
decide who is eligible to take a course in our tradition, because we live 
in a different historical era and because none of us possess the mind 
reading skills that the ancient texts attribute to the Buddha. The texts 
do lend full support to the practice of applying guidelines.

In some passages from the collections of suttas, such as the 
famous Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta and the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta, the Buddha 
taught Vipassana meditation as we practice it today. But many pages of 
the Canon describe the Buddha teaching an isolated component of his 
dispensation. There are numerous instances of the Buddha teaching an 
eager disciple simply how to develop a moral lifestyle, or how to stir faith 
in the value of the Noble Path. In many cases, the suttas stop short before 
describing meditation instructions. These sorts of discourses reveal the 
fact that the Buddha often used explaining and understanding as his 
teaching methodology for selected audiences under conditions in which 
he felt they consisted predominantly of listeners who were not ready to 
undertake Vipassana practice.

For centuries across multiple cultures, the general interpretation 
of the Buddha’s teaching was that it was a gradual Path, dispensed 
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selectively at suitable moments to appropriate people. For example, in 
the Dīgha Nikāya No.3, and again in No.14, and scattered repeatedly for 
emphasis throughout the Canon, the texts inform us that the Buddha 
delivered a “gradual discourse,” describing charity and donations, moral 
precepts, and the abandonment of sensuality, alongside of the embrace 
of renunciation. It was only after he had a chance to directly observe 
whether his listeners’ minds were “ready, pliable, free from hindrances, 
and calm,” that he actually explained the Four Noble Truths. He targeted 
his teaching to the preparedness of his students.

The criteria of appropriateness used by the Buddha are 
somewhat legendary and difficult to compare to those that are used 
today. We can’t read people’s minds to ascertain whether they are “pliant 
and free from hindrances,” but the general principle of “readiness” or 
“ripeness” is the same. 

Here are a few examples of the Buddha applying wise discernment 
in his teaching methodology. 

He referred to “faith followers,” for example, in the Majjhima 
Nikāya No.34, showing that some members of his community were 
understood to be primarily devotees rather than practitioners. When the 
Buddha taught Bhaggava the Wanderer, in the Dīgha Nikāya No.24, he 
emphasized only placing trust in the Buddha, a faith-based attitude. 

In the Majjhima Nikāya No.35 and No.36, the Buddha explained 
how to serve food to the Buddha and the Saṅgha (saṅghadāna), but without 
describing Dhamma further. Instead of following up by elucidating 
meditation, the Buddha concluded his discourse, “Now is the time to do 
as you think fit.” 

In the Majjhima Nikāya No. 41, the Buddha addressed the 
collected Brahmin householders of Sala, a group of priests who practiced 
ritual religion. As Brahmins, they were born to uphold the importance 
of symbolic ceremony, and must have emphasized in their own belief 
system the power of ritual to influence a person’s life. This belief is in 
contrast to the fundamental basis of the Buddha’s teaching, which is 
that volitions and actions are what cause consequences (kamma), and 
shape the quality of a person’s life. Refuting ritual as a causal force, 
the Buddha explained to the priests right and wrong conduct, such 
as abstaining from killing, abstaining from taking what is not given, 
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abandoning false speech, but he went no further, never mentioning 
meditation to these Brahmins, who asked only to be accepted as lay 
followers. The probable interpretation of the Buddha’s behavior in this 
sutta is that he felt a student’s strong attachment to practicing rituals 
was an impediment to learning meditation. This explains why U Ba 
Khin and Goenkaji required their students to cease ritual practices as 
an entry requirement to Vipassana courses. Readiness to relinquish 
rites was and is used as a prerequisite to learning meditation, and, 
conversely, an unwillingness to put aside ritual is one example of a long 
held traditional reason to not teach someone meditation. 

In the Dīgha Nikāya No. 31, the famous Sīgālaka Sutta, “Advice to 
Lay People,” the Buddha’s homily emphasized a wholesome lifestyle, but 
didn’t mention meditation, and this was not just a problem of running 
out of time, since the Buddha did find a moment to explain how to 
invest money, how to provide your wife with adornments, and how to 
gather wealth just like a bee gathers honey. The idea that the Buddha 
always taught the complete Dhamma, going as far as awareness and 
understanding of subtlest body sensations, seems incompatible with 
this text, which has always been interpreted as guidance for living well, 
without meditation.

In his ten-day discourses, eighth night, Goenkaji explicitly refers 
to the Maṅgala Sutta (Khuddaka Nikāya, Khp 5, and Sn 2.4) as “a sermon.” 
Although he frequently stated in other parts of his discourses that the 
Buddha did not “sermonize,” merely exhorting people “Oh, you people 
of the world, you should do this, you should not do that,” even Goenkaji 
recognized that the Buddha sometimes preferred what today we call 
cognitive information as most apt for certain selected householders. In 
the Sīgālaka Sutta he addressed those whose level of development kept 
them primarily involved with the aggregation of material wealth; in 
the Maṅgala Sutta, he addressed a deity, and explained equanimity as a 
concept, “… a mind unruffled by the vagaries of fortune, from sorrow 
free, from defilements cleansed, from fear liberated …. Ever invincible, in 
happiness established.” In both cases, he did not teach meditation.

And memorably, when the Buddha taught his “Great Lion’s Roar” 
to the Udunbarikans in the Dīgha Nikāya No. 25, he emphasized his 
doctrine for gaining Nibbāna, all the while making sure that his audience 
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understood that he was not trying to convert them, because he repeated 
the idea, “Let him who is your teacher remain your teacher.” The Buddha 
ended his discourse to these alternative believers by clarifying that it 
was personal purification that led to the final goal and was the basis of 
everything he practiced. 

But “the wanderers sat silent and upset, their shoulders drooped, 
they hung their heads and sat there downcast and bewildered, ....” The 
Buddha, who understood the belief systems of his listeners, commented 
as an aside to his own follower, Sandhana, “Every one of these foolish 
men (the Udunbarikans) is possessed by the Evil One (Māra).” He made 
no further attempt to teach them and instead, “rose up in the air and 
alighted on the Vulture’s Peak.” The Buddha did not try to convert people 
and he also did not feel that everyone was capable of learning meditation. 

This sutta can be interpreted to mean that it is in keeping with 
the Buddha’s own pedagogy to decide that some people should not be 
exposed to the rigors of self-examination that meditation requires. 
Of course, the criteria used in this example (which I personally read 
to be intentionally humorous) are not translatable into which criteria 
should or should not be used by Vipassana teachers today. We get the 
idea that “foolish ones possessed by Māra” are not obligatory recipients 
of Vipassana, and this legendary label requires cultural sensitivity and 
interpretation for application in our modern context. 

Let’s be very clear: the ancient texts that encode the Buddha’s 
teaching are consistent with the practice of shepherding only selected 
students through the psychological development of meditation. The 
Buddha often taught moral, educational, devotional and behavioral 
practices that he felt were germane to the particular students involved. 

He thought of meditation as something analogous to an 
advanced training, and specific meditation instructions, like those in the 
Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya No.10) and the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta 
(Dīgha Nikāya No. 22), were intended for people the Buddha had chosen. 
It remains a clear precedent from the Buddha to screen students and to 
teach selectively and pertinently. 

Obviously, there were numerous instances where the Buddha 
fulfilled the agenda of his mission and taught complete deep Dhamma.
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Let’s remember two more episodes where a Vipassana teacher, 
renowned for his great compassion, nevertheless refused to teach a 
student. During Goenkaji’s Day Six Discourse, we hear about U Ba Khin 
refusing to teach the President of the newly amalgamated union of Burma 
when that important official insisted upon taking only four precepts 
instead of five. Similarly, when a Burmese born Indian businessman 
named S.N. Goenka wanted to take a Vipassana course with the motive 
of curing his headaches, U Ba Khin refused him admission to the course. 

The examples of the Buddha’s teaching that I have used in the past 
few pages are only an arbitrary and small percent of the overwhelming 
number of cases that are contained in the ancient texts. These examples 
should dispel anyone’s belief that compassion requires giving a full 
meditation course to every applicant. The examples do not provide us 
information about how to do this for courses that have already been 
formatted by the master teachers of our lineage, and so we turn to our 
contemporary scientific understanding.

II 
Meditation Shares with All Significant Activities the 
Ability to Touch Our Strengths and Vulnerabilities

As meditation expanded globally, the abandonment of admission 
requirements unfortunately led to the loss of cautioning guidance for 
students. In the upcoming pages, I will reiterate the Buddha’s position 
and show why meditation is not appropriate without prescreening. 

At the same time, this article will explain why Vipassana does 
not produce forms of mental illness that require specific treatments from 
self-appointed healers of these supposed diseases. The problems that 
may accompany meditation, under the conditions that we will discuss at 
length in this article, may contribute to an incidence of the psychological 
patterns that are already highly familiar to mental health professionals. 
There is no medical diagnosis called, “meditation illness.” With hundreds 
of millions of non-meditating people diagnosed as mentally ill, meditation 
can hardly be looked upon as an important cause of psychiatric disorder, 
but like all meaningful human engagements, it may be stressful to some 
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individuals, who may find that meditation adds to their psychological 
burdens rather than diminishing them.

This article will also explain why the exact line between those 
people who will benefit from serious meditation, and those who won’t, is 
not a precise dot on a graph, but is a gray zone of discernment. 

One of the important breakthroughs of twentieth century 
psychology and psychiatry was the elimination of the dichotomy 
between mental illness and mental health. These two apparent opposites 
are actually continua, or mingled mosaics. Almost all people contain 
some psychological strengths and vulnerabilities. Because most people 
are potentially subject to psychiatric syndromes like anxiety, depression, 
trauma, etc., we all need to buttress our mental health, and to do our 
best, if possible, to avoid those circumstances that might exacerbate our 
vulnerabilities. Vipassana is a psychologically powerful activity, that 
may help many people, but it may also interact with certain specific 
susceptibilities. No serious enterprise is risk free. The power to change a 
person’s moods, thoughts, feelings, and orientation to life, as Vipassana 
does, also implies psychological significance.

This modern perception of mental health and mental illness is 
similar to our understanding of physical health. No person is devoid 
of physical liabilities. The most powerful, healthy, and best cultivated 
bodies, like those of young athletes, nevertheless remain subject to 
illness. All realistic adults monitor their physical health and its potential 
antitheses. No one imagines that every person can safely pursue every 
form of health cultivation. Not everyone has the kind of knee joints that 
are necessary for jogging in pursuit of aerobic fitness. Some people’s 
elbows and knees make tennis somewhat harmful for them. Some 
people’s shoulders make swimming the crawl (or freestyle) potentially 
damaging to their rotator cuff. 

Exercise is never risk free. The generally safe and sometimes 
exhilarating practice of bicycle riding unfortunately does result rarely, 
but still too often, in collisions and fatalities. Recent data has shown that 
approximately seven to eight hundred people are killed every year in 
the United States in bicycle accidents. Even walking has some dangers, 
including long-term overuse of hips and knees, and, more shockingly, 
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fatalities. In 2020 almost six thousand, five hundred pedestrians were 
killed in the U.S.A!

Another example of the inescapable necessity for discernment 
while making health decisions relates to diet. Most people are wisely 
admonished to avoid eating too much salt, since excessive consumption 
of it is a major contributor to serious preventable physical illnesses like 
stroke and heart attack. But some people should not reduce salt as a health 
practice because they suffer from certain kinds of low blood pressure, 
for which the ideal medication-free treatment is increased intake of salt. 
Eating anything at all, and not eating enough, both contain some risk. 
Over four million deaths worldwide per year are estimated to be caused 
by obesity, that means food.

From these analogies to physical health, we can quickly see that 
generally safe activities are never safe for everyone, and that judgement 
must apply to learning meditation as well.

However, the situation becomes more complicated when we 
depart from physical health and look at the broad arena of psychologically 
significant activities and their impact upon our mental health. Almost 
all the things that we currently consider to be the most valuable in life 
are also harmful to particular individuals, whose frailties fit lock-and-key 
into the inclinations that are stirred by these generally laudable pursuits. 
Let’s emphasize that we are discussing susceptibilities that any one of 
us may have, and that are not a part of, and do not imply, any formal 
diagnosis. When it comes to our minds and hearts, if something is worth 
doing, and very worth doing, it also comes along with salient impacts. 
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III 
Meditation Has a Panorama of Effects 

There are a number of examples that can explain the relationship between 
meditation, psychological health, and psychological illness. All of these 
analogies contain the same basic point: meditation cannot be understood 
by emphasizing either its harmlessness or its harmfulness. Both of 
these oversimplifications are inappropriate for most important human 
activities, and meditation shares with many endeavors a panorama 
of effects. Only by keeping this spectrum in mind can the practice be 
assessed for its relevance to any one individual.

People often wish for absolutely clear guidance about meditation, 
but black and white clarity is rarely available. Wherever we look in mental 
health we observe complexity, variability, and the melding of valuable 
activities with undesirable effects.

For example, everyone recognizes that marriage can be dangerous. 
This common, generally desirable state of human relationships is also the 
source of divorce, a frequent outcome which can bring in its wake a long 
trail of psychiatric pain. Marriage is also a source of violence, and more 
murders occur between domestic partners than between strangers. In 
every civilization of the world marriage is sought after by many people 
while it is simultaneously viewed with a certain degree of trepidation and 
awe. Most people tremble when they take the vows. 

Similarly, a college education is the proscenium for success 
in the twenty-first century in most nations, but for people who enter 
trades, or who have other interests in life, the confinements of college 
may be toxic and unnecessary. In the United States, every college must 
provide a mental health service for its students, and the freshman year 
is a well-known provocateur for anxiety, depression, depersonalization, 
and even psychosis. Because so many psychiatric disorders peak in young 
adulthood, it is difficult to figure out how many of them happen due to 
college, and how many of them might have occurred during the same 
years anyway, but every known psychiatric disorder is apt to appear 
during college. 

Notably, about twenty-four thousand college students attempt 
suicide, and more than one thousand kill themselves every year in the 
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United States. (According to a New York Times article by Mansi Choksi on 
January 20, 2023, the Indian National Crime Records Bureau reported 
that more than thirteen thousand students committed suicide in India in 
2021.) If you became an American college psychiatrist, from the time you 
started your career at about age thirty, until the time you retired at age 
seventy, more than forty thousand students might have killed themselves 
during your watch, and about one million might have made an attempt to 
do so! College is not risk free. 

When students apply to college they are rigorously vetted by 
academic criteria, but the rules are ambiguous regarding screening out 
psychiatric problems, because the task at a university is considered to 
be intellectual, and it might be considered unfair prejudice to deter 
people with psychiatric disabilities. Unlike college, however, meditation 
necessitates no special intellectual attainments, but is a task that requires 
self-maintenance of stability. The meditation student by definition 
launches out onto an enterprise which is based upon a preexisting ability 
to follow rules, to maintain a level of emotional balance that facilitates 
full cooperation and participation, and to adhere to guidelines that need 
to be faithfully implemented through a twenty-four-hour cycle, nonstop 
for ten days. Therefore, it is reasonable and necessary that meditation 
students be screened for their ability to fulfill these criteria. The 
assessment should focus on specific capacities, and is not limited merely 
to the presence or absence of background diagnoses. The screening 
should be used only for the very specific purpose that the goal requires: 
following rules, emotional balance, full cooperation and participation, 
and adherence to guidelines. 

Youth is often romanticized, but in the past decades there has 
been a surge of attention by researchers and journalists to the escalating 
mental health crisis among adolescents and young adults. This began 
long before the Covid pandemic, but may have gained added momentum 
from it. On May 3, 2022, The New York Times front page included the article, 
“It’s Life or Death: The Mental Health Crisis Among U.S. Teens” by Matt 
Richtel, describing the surge in depression, emergency room visits, self-
harm, anxiety, and suicide. On February 13, 2023, The Times carried another 
article by Rhitu Chatterjee stating that almost 60% of teen girls had 
depressive symptoms in the past year, and nearly 33% reported seriously 
considering suicide. The level of distress and psychological illness is 
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widespread and severe. Given how common and dangerous they are, it 
should be perfectly obvious that many people in the general population 
cannot be expected to safely take a ten-day residential meditation course. 

Dr. Laurie Santos, a psychologist at Yale University, has served 
as a whistle blower, expressing her alarm at the steep increase in 
psychopathology among the students at Yale. But no one is rushing to 
a conclusion that college is uniquely harmful or dangerous, or that it 
creates specific mental illnesses like “Yale disease,” because it is obvious 
that some of the problems in this population stem from competition, 
achievement issues, economic pressures, status concerns, the wish to fit 
in and belong to valued social strata, and so many other contributors. 
Apparently, many young people are willing to pay high psychological 
costs, and accept certain risks, in order to obtain education or degrees 
they perceive as valuable.

Similarly, pregnancy and child birth are considered among the 
most important blessings of the human condition, and yet they can be 
dangerous. One of the main advances that separates modern civilizations 
from their precursors is the diminution in physical and emotional trauma 
and death, for fetus, newborn, and mother. The graveyard on the street 
where I live, in relatively prosperous and safe Massachusetts, is filled with 
stones that memorialize eighteenth and nineteenth century women and 
infants who died during or related to childbirth. On December 27, 2022 
National Public Radio featured an article by Laura Benshoff, “Maternal 
Deaths in the U.S. Are Staggeringly Common.” While death from these 
circumstances has become rarer, pregnancy and delivery remain point 
sources of mental illness, which can be mild, like a transient postpartum 
depression, or that may be severe and lifelong, because childbirth is a 
significant stimulator of bipolar disorder, which not infrequently recurs 
throughout the lifespan.

These analogies to marriage, college, or pregnancy, have been 
questioned in two ways. Some commentators have seen them as not 
analogous to a ten-day meditation course because they typically involve 
years of life, and therefore comparing meditation to them inflates the 
potentials of ten days of meditation. On the other hand, a different group of 
commentators have seen these examples as references to life experiences 
that are not specifically aimed at growth or change, as meditation can be, 
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and that therefore understate the more catalytic transformations that 
meditation may engender. In either case, these examples are intended to 
convey the pervasiveness of risk and judgment in the choices that people 
make to enhance their lives. All valuable options also contain problems 
that require thoughtful preparation.

Brief but powerful experiences, that may cause both positive 
growth or enduring problems, may also derive from other short duration 
experiences whose time factor is more analogous to a ten-day Vipassana 
course. Most soldiers never actually engage in combat, and it takes only 
a few minutes of a fire fight, or being caught in an exploding vehicle, to 
permanently traumatize a combatant. However, millions of young adults 
voluntarily join the military because it is also thought to be character 
building and premier social service.

In a different direction, backpackers, canoeists, and kayakers 
often report feelings of deep communion with the world of nature that 
radically and permanently alters their lives. The duration of an experience 
is not the only measure of its power. Occasionally, recreational paddlers 
encounter an unexpected circumstance and drown. In 2021, there were 
ninety-six kayaking fatalities and forty-six canoeing fatalities according 
to the U.S. Coast Guard. Brief experiences may surge with enduring 
impact in multiple directions. 

Some meditators harbor the flattering belief that meditation 
“works with the mind” and that other life experiences do not provoke 
strong emotions. This belief is not compatible with modern psychological 
sciences or with the life experiences that all of us have. Deep evocation 
of latent psychological complexes can occur in people all the time, and 
that is one of the reasons why distress is distributed widely among those 
who are passing through a variety of circumstances. It is because all of life 
can “work upon our minds,” that there is so much suffering. The belief 
in the categorical uniqueness of meditation can only be held by people 
who have never talked to a woman in the midst of childbirth, or to an 
undergraduate who is flunking out of college and has to inform his status 
conscious parents.

Meditation is unique in the manner that it works with the mind (in 
the case of Vipassana, nonjudgmental awareness of sensations), and in its 
intent, equanimity. 
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If you were a fly on the wall in an emergency room in any city 
of the world, you would see the exact same psychological disturbances 
as those that are alleged to constitute “meditation illnesses.” When 
commentators insist that meditation creates unique forms of suffering, it 
is because those observers have never confronted what happens in every 
psychiatric clinic, hospital, and emergency room.

In the 1960s, psychiatrists Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe 
established the modern concept of “stress” when their research showed 
that all life events are stressful. Before Holmes and Rahe, everyone, 
including psychiatrists, believed that only negative outcomes were 
stressful, but their research showed that greatly desired positive 
experiences, like marriage, pregnancy, or job promotion, also induced 
the feeling of stress. Important events require us to make big changes, 
and this is always accompanied by some difficulty even when the overall 
picture is welcome. 

When people choose to jog, eat salty pretzels, go to college, get 
married, have children, join the Marines, hike the Pacific Crest trail, or 
paddle the Allagash Wilderness Waterway, they are assuming that the 
ratio of the benefits they expect to obtain outweighs the risks that these 
activities incur. It is this model, of responsible choice and of realistic 
assessment of value versus cost, that also applies to the decision to learn 
meditation in a ten-day residential setting. It is for these reasons that we 
should look beyond the two errors, that meditation is safe for everyone, 
or that meditation causes unique mental illnesses. 

Meditation shares with all significant activities its ability to play 
upon the keys of our strengths and weaknesses. The decision to learn 
meditation should be pursued with rational assessment by potential 
students, and with proper filters on the part of meditation teachers. 
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IV 
Many People Have Psychiatric Disorders that  

Predate Their Meditation

A small but provocative file of articles, Facebook posts, and other kinds of 
public conversations have described a student returning from some kind 
of meditation-like training (including variations like Mindfulness, etc.), 
who has then displayed ongoing psychiatric problems. This phenomenon 
certainly happens, but it does not demonstrate that meditation is harmful. 
The crowd of people leaving a meditation course have not been proven to 
be any more troubled, nor troubled in any unique way, when compared 
to our eight billion compatriots on planet Earth. On the contrary, there 
is some reason to believe (although there is no proof yet) that the people 
departing from their meditation courses and trainings are less disturbed 
than average, but still retain many of the dilemmas and bruises that they 
brought with them. Nor is there evidence that the profile of problems 
people have when they depart from meditation courses are in any way 
different than the variety of problems that are well-known to mental 
health professionals.

In order to understand this discussion, we have to take into 
account how much psychiatric disorder the average human population 
contains. Just as every society, nation, or group requires doctors, and 
contains a significant amount of ill health, diseases of the heart and 
mind, mental illnesses, are pervasive, and much more common than we 
are generally allowed to acknowledge. 

I will focus my discussion about the prevalence of psychiatric 
problems by selecting data from the United States, or from the World 
Health Organization, where this information is easily available. Similar 
statistics probably apply worldwide. The point of these statistics will be 
just one thing: with such a large amount of psychiatric disturbance in the 
general population, it is inevitable that a meditation hall also contains, at 
all times and in all places, a certain amount of psychiatrically significant 
suffering. Emotional distress arrives at the doorstep of every meditation 
center, and any attempt to figure out whether Vipassana causes harm has 
to be measured against both the amount of illness that is presented at the 
meditation door, as well as the benefits that may accrue. 
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Mental health problems are common and vary in severity. I have 
rounded off all the numbers that I will be quoting in order to create an 
easily understood picture. Data may vary from year to year and place to 
place, but in general, is remarkably constant.

Anxiety diagnoses may occur in as many as forty million 
Americans. It is important to notice that we are not discussing anxiety 
symptoms which everyone has. “Anxiety diagnoses” refers to people 
whose anxiety is severe enough to cause a major impairment in well-
being or in function. The commonest category of medications that are 
used to treat anxiety, called benzodiazepines, are used by approximately 
thirty million Americans every year (not all people with the diagnosis use 
medication), approximately ten to twelve percent of the adult population. 
Delivering these prescriptions requires about sixty-six million doctor 
appointments for the healthcare system, and results in way more than 
one billion benzodiazepine pills swallowed by Americans annually.

Depression and anxiety tend to blur because if people have 
one, they are likely to suffer from the other. It is estimated that about 
thirteen percent of adult Americans use anti-depressants, some thirty to 
forty million people. About half of these depressed patients have major 
depression, the more severe form. Worldwide, depression is considered 
the leading cause of disability (as of 2020), causing two hundred and 
sixty-four million serious cases. “The nation of depression” in the world is 
about the same size as the United States. In the United States, depression 
is becoming more common, with one out of every six adults depressed or 
in treatment for depression, according to a May 18, 2023 article by Deidre 
McPhillips, reported in CNN. The healthcare system lacks thousands of 
mental health practitioners that would be needed to meet the increasing 
demand. As we have already seen in section II, in recent years diagnoses 
of depression, anxiety, and medication use have escalated in adolescents 
and college students. If you combine anxiety and depression, you find 
as many as sixty million Americans with significant problems in these 
categories, out of a population of slightly more than three hundred 
million people. 

In any one year, as many as twenty-five percent of Americans have 
one or another diagnosable psychiatric disorder. Between 1999 and 2023, 
approximately one million Americans have died from drug overdoses! It 
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is inevitable that many people who meditate will be depressed, anxious, 
on medications, suicidal, or otherwise psychiatrically distressed whether 
there is any causal connection to meditation or not. Susan Dominus 
reported in The New York Times on May 16, 2023, that in 2021, forty-two 
million adults in the United States sought mental health care of one kind 
or another. 

Around the globe, the World Health Organization estimates that 
approximately three hundred and fifty million people have depression, 
and about the same number have significant anxiety. Therefore, a 
conservative estimate of this giant “nation of psychiatric illness” would 
be seven hundred million people. If it were a real nation, it would be the 
third largest in the world, smaller only than China and India. Refugees 
from this nation bring along with them their pain, and their negative 
experiences, into the meditation they hope to learn. 

Approximately ten million Americans suffer from more severe 
mental illnesses like schizophrenia or bipolar disorder, and approximately 
fifty million people around the world are schizophrenic. Some of these 
people may be challenged in basic social skills such as participating and 
cooperating in a residential educational experience. 

An estimated forty thousand Americans kill themselves every year, 
and the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention suggests that nearly 
five hundred thousand per year make a suicide attempt. (In Section II, we 
have already seen how common suicide is among American and Indian 
university students as well.) On the global level, suicide is estimated to 
kill eight hundred thousand to one million people every year, a very large 
war. During the thirty-five years or so that I was a psychiatrist, a gigantic, 
persistent pandemic of suicide may have killed as many as thirty million 
people around the world. 

It should be perfectly obvious that no matter what kind of 
screening is applied, among the millions of people who learn to meditate, 
there will be large numbers of them who already have, or who will soon 
have, some kind of psychiatric disorder, and this would be true even if 
meditation had no direct impact. It is clear why people’s reactions to 
meditation courses varies so widely: every group of people contains a 
kaleidoscope of personalities. 
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The reminder of how much suffering ordinary human populations 
contain, as I am discussing, can be thought of as “the Buddha’s First Noble 
Truth” with statistics.

There is a subtle but important difference between the prevalence 
and the incidence of illness. Prevalence refers to how many cases there are 
right now, but incidence refers to new cases that will appear. With such a 
prevalence of psychiatric disorders, there also has to be an incidence of 
many new ones to keep the statistics so high. This high incidence means 
that many people who were not psychiatrically ill yesterday, will become 
ill today, and this also means that people with no previous symptoms, 
may nevertheless suffer from medical or psychiatric incidence during 
any activity at all, like going to college, going to work, getting married, or 
learning meditation.

V 
Meditation Is Primarily Observation

Most of the time, the majority of people can safely learn intensive 
meditation. This high probability of success should not be used as a 
reason to avoid thoughtful evaluation of prospective students. One of the 
lessons of meditation is that we all have complex and unknown internal 
psychological galaxies.

Meditation is sometimes misconstrued as an activity whose goal 
is to alter human experience. But Vipassana means observation of body 
sensations, which also allows our mental world to become consciously 
available to us, permitting our large library of inner life to be integrated 
with equanimity into the existing structures of our consciousness. 

Many of the mental experiences that are attributed to meditation 
by new students were actually present in their minds already. We 
are discussing the presence of something versus the awareness of it. 
Psychological events that were previously hovering in some shady corner 
of the psyche have now become observable by meditating on sensations. 
Saying that these experiences were caused by meditation is like saying 
that looking through a microscope into a drop of contaminated water 
causes bacteria. It is like saying that the Hubble and Kepler telescopes 
cause galaxies. When people are trained to systematically observe 
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themselves without reacting, they will notice and report a wide array 
of psychological events that always existed inside of them, but that 
previously dwelled in mental sectors that had been beyond observation. 

Training in self-observation will increase self-reporting about 
diverse mental experiences when compared to self-reports from people 
who have spent their time distracted by activities that reduce self-
reflection. Meditators become like bird watchers who enter the woods 
carrying binoculars. They see more colors, hear more sounds, and they 
describe more bird life because they have become keen observers, and 
not because binoculars cause avians. Post hoc reports of meditation 
experiences are not reliable descriptions of the cause of those experiences. 
They may have been dwelling in the shadows for years, caused in the past 
by events long ago. 

During meditation, the practitioner is both the observer and 
the observed. Therefore, old latent mental content may be brought to 
consciousness for the first time, but new aspects of mental life may be 
catalyzed by the interaction of the observing mind with the observed 
sensations and their accompanying mental states.

Generally, the process of meditation leads its practitioners to 
reencounter the ordinary, common, difficult experiences that life has 
brought to every human being. Challenging thoughts, feelings, and 
memories rise up in the neutral, hovering mind during meditation. Each 
person’s large and exfoliating repertoire is unique, but we can make some 
generally applicable comments.

VI 
Meditation Has a Different Impact on  

Different Kinds of Minds

There are four categories of events that might make meditation feel 
unhelpful for an individual. You can look upon this as our contemporary 
way of understanding what the Buddha allegedly saw when he read the 
minds of his students to see whether they were malleable, pliant, and 
ready for meditation. 
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The first category of events concerns the fact that many 
students may not feel comfortable in the conditions of a residential 
meditation course that are meant to optimize inwardness, reduction of 
distraction, and low stimulation. In such circumstances, the meditator 
loses partial control over his or her familiar patterns of behavior, and 
enters a relatively regulated world where sleep cycles may be altered, 
food choices may be limited, strangers are present, privacy is not the 
same as at home, and long hours of meditation occur. Some people may 
find this kind of educational format to be overly managed. They may 
feel a loss of their ability to engage in activities which they had been 
using to regulate their thoughts and emotions. In ordinary life we can 
use many kinds of activities to enhance some thoughts, or to block out 
others. Many modern meditation students find themselves freaking out 
due to cell phone withdrawal. 

Some people will find the circumstances of residential 
meditation to be tedious, but others may become overstimulated by 
the unobstructed upwelling from within. Certain individuals may 
feel a need to connect with the features of their daily life that they 
have used to define their identity, like going to work, reading, taking 
care of their family, etc. The individual’s web of social supports is not 
immediately available, and this can feel lonely or produce separation 
anxiety. For some people, noble silence for ten days is experienced 
as being cut off from nurturing and sustaining interpersonal 
relationships. Sometimes a meditator’s life stage may be important, 
and someone may become able to prosper on a meditation course 
when they have matured for a few more years, or when they have 
retired from previously oppressive working conditions. (Physical 
health conditions may also be important for the decision to take a 
meditation course, but that is a separate topic.)

The constant focus upon manipulating external reality that is 
the essence of daily life in the routine world also provides stabilization 
of emotions and thoughts. We act in order to get things done, but we also 
take actions to regulate and orchestrate our mental life. For example, if 
some negative thoughts are troubling us, we might be able to block them 
out by paying bills, or by going to the gym. If we feel lonely and sad, we 
might be able to alter those feelings through action, like calling our 
daughter, or our best friend. When our surroundings are reduced to the 
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stillness of meditation, the feedback from externalities is diminished, 
and emotions and mentations may increase their oscillations, peaks, 
and valleys. 

All the conditions of a residential meditation course that we have 
been describing in these last few paragraphs as potentially stressful, 
are intentionally put in place to be calming, organizing, and security 
building for most people. We are emphasizing here the variability in 
people’s responses, and the possibility that environmental conditions 
that most people will experience as a warm blanket, may occasionally 
be experienced differently by a few participants. For millions of people 
the noble silence, reduced activity, diminished interactions, and minimal 
obligations are experienced as a kind of heaven.

A second and different category of events that sometimes 
influences student comfort may occur as the gush of memories, 
thoughts, and feelings surges through the mind of the meditator. Some 
may encounter aspects of themselves that they had been keeping at 
bay, and that they do not want to reexperience. Examples of this may 
include traumatic images of warfare, rape, abuse, death of loved ones, 
etc. While the goal of meditation is to integrate these kinds of troubling 
memories into a larger and more equanimous sense of oneself, the goal 
cannot always be actualized by someone who is just learning the process. 
As the student goes deeper into meditation, distress from these tragic 
remembrances may occur. 

A similar disruption can happen when the meditator’s thoughts 
stray to things that have never happened, but that might, anticipatory 
fears, like illness and death in oneself or one’s family. Because of this, 
meditation may expose some individuals to overwhelming mental 
images and emotional content, that accompany their body sensations, 
for which they lack the meditative skills to come to terms with, and 
which they can’t reintegrate into relatively peaceful states of mind. 
Although these problems are more apt to occur in newer students, they 
can also happen in a few experienced meditators whose minds expose 
them for the first time, or for a recurring time, or more powerfully, to 
troubling psychic material. 

A third set of problems with meditation may occur when the 
meditator’s mind is altered in the processes by which it works. This may 
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happen due to the less structured mental life during the long quiet hours, 
or due to the psychological pressures of previously unknown material 
arising to the surface of the mind. Examples of altered mental processes 
include people with variations in the kind of attention they have, whose 
minds become disorganized, or, on the contrary, hyperfocused, when 
they are not harnessed to a task. These tendencies could intensify when 
meditators cannot “regroup” by reading a book, talking to a friend, or 
watching television. Meditation may interfere with previously practiced 
modalities of personal attention-regulation. 

Other examples might include people whose moods lose the 
stabilizing impact that routines had provided them during daily life, and 
instead, left alone in the empty spaces of silence, begin to swing upward 
with excitement, or downward with depression. Anyone who has had dis-
regulated moods in the past should approach meditation with caution, 
and with a properly preinformed meditation teacher. The same applies 
to people who have preconditions of ideational dis-regulation, such as 
long trains of anxious thinking, or delusional mental movies playing 
uncontrollably. Anyone subject to unrealistic and dysfunctional mental 
states should be highly wary of the silence, solitude, and loss of familiar 
structure during meditation courses. 

If a meditation student cannot bring to bear upon the practice 
certain degrees of mental organization and concentration, which lie 
at the heart of what meditation is all about, then that person may find 
meditation to be paradoxically unsettling, confusing, or disruptive, 
rather than its more common outcome of eventually feeling relatively 
improved comfort with one’s interior world. Even though the intentions 
of meditation are so benign, and consist of little more than being aware of 
sensations with equanimity, some people may become disorganized and 
therefore unable to practice. It is important to remember that a student’s 
problems during meditation are not necessarily due to the additions that 
meditation makes to the human mind, like awareness of sensations, and 
the attempt to be at ease with them, but may actually rise up due to what 
meditation courses remove, like control of one’s activities, schedules, 
routines, and social behaviors. 

Whether we are talking about the flood of psychological events 
that accompany meditating upon sensations (category two), or whether 
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we are talking about alterations in the way the mind works (category 
three), we would be wise to listen to the advice of the Vipassana teacher 
who told me, “During the activity of sustained meditation on sensations 
for many days, it can be hard, even for seasoned meditators, to apply the 
technique properly in the midst of the storms that might be occurring.”

Fourth, people who lack the support of close relationships, 
stabilizing social connections, or meaningful work, may be more sensitive 
to difficulties during meditation. Paucity of social bonds is often an 
indicator of impaired capacity to build them, and the lack of these may 
in turn make the individual lonelier and more vulnerable. These students 
may also have less capacity to trust Center managers and teachers, and 
therefore may not seek out the help they need. 

Occasionally, people dive deeply into sitting and staffing 
courses at Centers, in order to envelop themselves in the social milieu. 
Some people may find a Center to be the best source of comforting 
and sheltering companionship, and indeed, they are designed to be so. 
However, long-term dependencies upon specialized environments are 
opposite to the goals of meditation that are based upon autonomy and 
resilience. Students who embed themselves in Centers may sometimes 
find themselves at a loss when they eventually depart. It takes an 
experienced meditation center teacher to guide long-term inhabitants 
about when their prolonged stay catalyzes a fertile period of personal 
growth, or when a residential student is lapsing into avoidance of life.

Goenkaji wanted to make sure that Vipassana Centers remained 
focused upon teaching meditation, and did not become ashrams where 
people hide away for a lifetime. He did not expect Vipassana to be used 
as a sanctuary, but as a launching pad. Therefore, the fourth category 
of events that may lead to problems with meditation, revolves around 
students who cannot function well on their own in daily life, and who 
hope to find in Vipassana a substitute for competent engagement with 
the world. In the 1970s, when we arrived at ten-day course sites, we were 
given a “code of conduct” pamphlet that informed us that the course was 
not intended for “disgruntled misfits.”

At the same time, meditation is transformative and valuable 
because the arising and reintegration of previously troubling 
mental states now can become part of a well-held, friendly, interior 
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psychological universe, that also makes a positive contribution to 
improve interpersonal relationships. Although meditation courses are 
certainly purgative, stimulating tumultuous mental states, the courses 
also emphasize new skills in becoming calm, regulated, and self-
modulating. Therefore, it is not the presence of past problems that is 
the only concern, but it is their magnitude, frequency, and probable 
malleability as compared to intractability that needs to be considered. 
(Remember the word, “malleable,” and how it was repeated by the 
Buddha as a requirement for meditation?)

The problems that some people may encounter on a meditation 
course may disrupt that particular learning situation, but are not 
necessarily the same as, and do not necessarily rise to the level of 
psychiatric disorder or mental illness. Two meditators may face similar 
problems, but may contain different personal, social, and cultural tools 
with which to deal with them, such that one student may find meditation 
to be helpful, whereas the other student would feel lost at sea. We are 
talking about a broad picture of students’ mental lives, and not just the 
presence or absence of formal diagnoses.

It should be emphasized that people who may not be able to 
take intensive residential meditation courses, for any of the issues 
discussed above, are in no way inferior to the people who are eligible. 
The differences between these two groups of people are limited to their 
ability to prosper in a highly specific set of educational circumstances, 
and are not a commentary on their value or excellence as human beings. 
A person who cannot play tennis because they have “tennis elbow” is 
not inferior to the active tennis player but simply has a vulnerability. A 
person who cannot drink milk due to genetic lactose intolerance is not 
inferior to the milk drinker. 

As we saw in the opening section of this essay, the Buddha 
considered human virtue and happiness to be embedded in a complex 
puzzle of pieces, of which meditation is one. Other aspects of development 
in the Buddha’s teaching include ethical conduct, compassion for other 
people and living things, careful consideration of cause and effect in 
one’s own choices, and facilitating other peoples’ well-being. Many 
of the world’s most creative, kind and formative people might not  
like meditation. 
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VII 
Values Influence Meditation

Every responsible format where meditation is taught should provide 
teachers’ active participation helping applicants assess whether such an 
educational venture will be valuable. Similarly, the decision to meditate 
should be based upon thoughtful consideration and personally motivated 
choice on the part of the incoming student. These two processes, on the 
part of both teachers and students, are recommended in the tradition of 
U Ba Khin and S.N. Goenka. 

When psychological scholars of meditation have examined 
negative experiences that students have complained about, they have 
created a list of possible contributory factors, including preexisting 
medical and psychological illnesses, experiences during meditation, 
interpretation of those experiences by the student, interpretations of 
those experiences by the teachers, value-laden perceptions of those 
experiences in the wider culture at large, etc. Note the important idea, 
that our experiences depend not only upon what happens to us while 
we meditate, but how we interpret the meaning of those events. These 
reflections may heighten or reduce the way that psychological events 
during meditation become comfortably seated within the meditator’s 
mind, or fail to do so.

It is also a generally accepted principle that different cultures 
provide their members with different ways of understanding mental 
processes. Once again we see the importance of the ideas that get 
wrapped around the experiences that occur during meditation. We all 
have different ways of connecting with our internal psychology. A wife 
who begins to recognize how compliant she is to her husband’s demands 
may feel proud of her obedience if she is a member of one culture, and 
may feel roused to defiance if she is a member of a different culture. 
If a meditation student describes a problem to the assistant teacher, 
and feels subtly judged and condemned, that student will manage the 
problem differently than if he or she had felt understood and accepted. 
When assistant teachers convey assurance that the student is in the right 
environment to persevere in the presence of difficulties, that alone may 
facilitate trust and connection.
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One of the values of meditating within a tradition that refers 
back to the richness of the Buddha’s worldview is that it also provides 
many instructive and benign ways to hold aloft in one’s mind a 
disparate array of experiences. The attitudes and values expressed in 
the ancient Buddhist texts of the Pāli Canon are a cultural formatting of 
human experience that is intended to optimize the path to equanimity. 
Absorbing Buddhist stories, attitudes, and teaching materials through 
discourses like those of S.N. Goenka, friendships, and reading can be a 
useful skill set for a meditator. 

But ancient texts are subject to varying translations, which can 
confuse the naive and literal reader. Meditation may be helped by, but 
should not be based upon, what one thinks an ancient text is saying. 
Having a teacher and elders who serve as exemplars of the meditative 
way of life is another valuable support that comes along with meditating 
within the educational guidance of a tradition. 

It is also important to think about the safety and security of the 
social matrix which the meditator will reenter after his or her course is 
complete. Will he or she return to a home that fosters the reintegration 
that meditation has started, or will home and work clash with the 
meditative processes? The values that a student encounters when he or 
she returns home may influence the manner in which they retrospectively 
assess the experience they had. 

In the Vipassana tradition of S.N. Goenka, each Center is 
independent and makes its own policy regarding student screening, 
or dealing with problems on courses. Committees and educational 
workshops can advise, but can’t overrule Center teachers. Subtle 
differences in values may alter the way that individual meditation 
centers assess incoming students. For example, in some Centers, the 
assistant teacher who will conduct the course is in charge of student 
screening, while in other Centers, a volunteer committee of relatively 
more experienced assistant teachers does the screening. When one or a 
few Centers differ widely from the rest in terms of standards or rigor of 
screening, or of interventions on behalf of students during courses, this 
raises a question about how the body of mutually cooperating Vipassana 
Centers should deal with those that are less in line with the group ethic. 
Should they try to convince the outlying Centers to alter their practices? 
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Should assistant teachers be notified that conducting courses at Centers 
with less rigorous standards may put them at risk both in terms of their 
own personal intention to do no harm, and also in terms of their position 
as the person who is ultimately in charge and responsible for events that 
may be subsequent to substandard choices? At the same time, there is 
no precise right or wrong involved, and reasonable and well-intended 
people can make different decisions. 

Centers that apply similar guidelines, and the students who take 
courses there, gain some protection because they are adhering to their 
own common and well-vetted standard, but nonconforming Centers 
are placing themselves in a position in which they can be construed by 
outsiders as having been negligent compared to the standards set by their 
peers. The values that are held by Vipassana policy makers may influence 
what happens at each individual Center. 

This article is the product of long-term observation, educational 
input, and commentary about the intersection between residential ten-
day Vipassana courses and psychological safety, but it does not constitute 
an official statement by a Vipassana organization and is not a doctrine 
that Vipassana Centers are required to follow. Every student with 
concerns should request that the Center they are considering attending 
should inform them about its own specific screening, standards, assistant 
teacher training, and procedures. 

VIII 
“The Dark Night of the Soul” Is a Phrase Derived 

from Medieval Mysticism That Strives for  
Agony and Ecstasy, Not Equanimity

A great deal of confusion about the safety of meditation has been 
generated by the phrase, “dark night of the soul.” This terminology 
has unfortunately been used to propound the idea that meditators are 
supposed to pass through severe trials and tribulations, intense emotional 
distress, and that transiting such “darkness” should be intentional, while 
meditation teachers are supposedly obliged to stimulate, nurture, and 
support this effort. According to this viewpoint, teachers are also required 
to palliate and guide the exit from these psychological “dark nights.” But 
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these ideas are misleading, based upon ignorance about Asian meditation 
traditions, and dangerous. I will spend some time dispelling these terms 
and their false implications because they have generated a meme that is 
based upon a catchy phrase amplifying misinformation.

The term, “dark night of the soul,” entered the English language 
as a translation from the Spanish poetry of Saint John of the Cross, a 
sixteenth century Catholic monk, mystic, and poet. Saint John wrote in 
lucid imagery which portrayed his having passed through a dark night of 
the soul and having emerged into the light of divine grace. He effused a 
message of ecstatic union with God, for which he was canonized by the 
Church in 1726.

Few people today read the poetry of Saint John of the Cross, either 
in its original medieval Spanish, or in its multiple English translations, but 
his literary work became a reference point when it was given prominence 
by Harvard’s great scholar of religious studies, William James, in his book, 
The Varieties of Religious Experience, which has remained an authoritative 
text for one hundred and twenty years. James said that Saint John of the 
Cross was “one of the supreme lyric poets of any age or country.” (I wrote 
about him as the exemplar of a certain kind of spiritual psychology, in 
The Healing Spirit: Explorations in Religion and Psychotherapy, pages 190–196.)

At the outset, we should notice the use of the word, “soul,” 
a theoretical entity at the center of the Judeo-Christian religious 
tradition. One of the most important developments that is hoped for 
in meditations that derive from Buddhism is the abandonment of this 
concept. The Buddha’s teaching is based upon a prescient intuition of 
modern scientific physics, astronomy, and cosmology, which reveals a 
universe of unending change, lacking any permanent entity like a soul. 
The Buddha realized the scientific principle of cosmic impermanence. 
The soul is a cultural construct that Vipassana meditation deconstructs. 
According to the teaching of the Buddha, belief in a soul (attā) is an 
obstacle to effectively utilizing meditation. It is incomprehensibly 
muddling to use Saint John of the Cross as an emblem of what is supposed 
to happen, or not supposed to happen during meditation. Saint John of 
the Cross lived in a very different cultural reference frame than twenty-
first century meditators influenced by Buddhism.
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Saint John’s life would understandably be accompanied by 
thoughts and emotions that ran to extremes. Born in the 1500s in 
Spain, his father died when he was three, his older brother died from 
malnutrition, and his mother placed him in an orphanage. He was 
indoctrinated into celibate Catholicism from childhood, and lived under 
conditions of extreme asceticism and penury. He was caught up in the 
sadistic violence that accompanied religious wars between the Protestant 
Reformation that was displacing Catholicism in Northwestern Europe, 
and the repressive reaction by the Catholic authorities of Spain. His life 
included at one time or another imprisonment in dungeons, weekly public 
whippings, isolation in darkness, and other forms of extreme torture. 
While it is unusual that such a background led to the states of exuberance 
that formed the basis for his poetry, it is not surprising that he evoked in 
his writing imagery of both dark night and blazing transformation. 

It is hard to think of a writer whose life has less relevance to 
modern meditators who have not been seared by such intensities of 
indoctrination, persecution, and agony. Naturally, an Olympian of 
spiritual ascent beyond torment had to first pass through very dark 
nights that most of the rest of us have never encountered nor need to 
reexperience when we meditate. Saint John’s daily life was based upon 
driving himself as far as possible away from calm, into states of distress 
that would reactively provoke dissociation into ecstasy. He discovered 
that by inducing torment, he could propel his body and mind into a 
rectifying counter-flood of soothing psychological effusions. He 
induced pain by whipping himself. His lifestyle was built on “penance” 
and his poetry was based on “raptures.” He died from bacterial infection 
shortly before the age of fifty. It is bizarre to resurrect this Christian 
medieval Saint of agony and ecstasy in a conversation about modern 
Western practices based on the Buddha’s equanimity. Saint John did not 
want, value, teach, practice nor write about equipoise. He didn’t pursue 
anything similar to meditation.

Nevertheless, the “dark night of the soul” has entered into 
discussions about meditation in scholarly articles and internet posts. The 
idea that the spiritual seeker must force himself to pass through darkness 
in order to reach the light is referenced to him. The simple and obvious 
idea, that one must come to grips with one’s difficulties in order to rectify 
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them, is not the same thing as lauding torture and reconstitutive ecstasy. 
The Buddha explicitly rejected inducing suffering.

Meditation teachers and traditions should clarify from the start 
that the practice will lead students to many confrontations with their 
shadows, doubts, and fears, and that this direct encounter is essential 
in order for meditation to elevate into consciousness and then relieve 
psychological burdens. In Vipassana meditation, there are specific 
methods for doing this that involve awareness of body sensations while 
remaining equanimous. When seen in this way, Saint John of the Cross 
could be understood to be a reasonable exemplar of this idea. However, his 
devotional religiosity, self-flagellation, references to God and soul, make 
him very questionably emblematic of anything to do with the Middle 
Path. Vipassana meditation in the tradition of S.N. Goenka eschews 
extremes of any kind. The invocation of Saint John’s dark night is a long 
distance from the commonsense notion that in order to grow one has to 
confront one’s personal obstacles. 

Meditation teachers and traditions operate under a realistic 
paradigm when their goals are clearly stated, like equanimity, service, 
charity, friendship, etc., and their methods actually lead towards the 
goals. Clear expectations facilitate progress in the right direction. The 
“dark night of the soul” is not the right direction.

IX 
Meditation Is Not Psychotherapy

Meditation is not psychotherapy. Vipassana is not intended to either evoke 
nor treat psychological distress that is severe enough to constitute illness. 
It is misleading to actually encourage or embrace self-mortification, 
avoidance of professional care, or denial of modern scientific disciplines 
like psychology and psychiatry. 

Rather than encouraging meditation students to take mental 
excursions through overwhelming anxiety, psychotic delusions, 
disorientation due to dissociation, and other “dark nights,” being a 
responsible teacher means making it clear that meditation is not intended 
either to provoke nor to provide treatment for these conditions. 
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Buddhist texts from Central Asia have also been quoted by 
some writers in their attempt to irresponsibly encourage meditators to 
stimulate, and then to try to emerge from psychological conditions that 
belong today under professional concern. The various Buddhist meditation 
traditions contain in their ancient texts descriptions of troubling states 
of mind that were said to have happened during meditation, and that 
were sometimes misperceived as valuable learning stages. However, these 
legends from the past cannot clarify whether the mental states involved 
were actually products of meditation, or whether the texts were using 
archaic terms for misunderstood illnesses. 

The fact that ancient authors, whether Central Asian Buddhist or 
Christian, do not use terms like “anxiety,” “depression,” or “psychosis,” 
does not mean that spiritual seekers of the past were never sometimes 
suffering from these conditions. It only means that the authors lacked 
scientific and medical vocabulary and insight with which to properly 
understand them. Encouraging a meditation student to endure a major 
depression or incipient schizophrenia because Saint John went through 
a dark night or because Tibetan Buddhists transit a “bardo” is like 
encouraging a modern medical patient to avoid treatment for a heart 
attack and to instead consider his crushing chest pain as a visitation from 
angels or devils. The fact that eighteenth century doctors did not refer to 
pneumococcal bacteria does not mean that none of their patients were 
suffering from bacterial pneumonia.

Because prescientific literature was written with a very limited 
understanding of psychopathology, epidemiology, developmental 
psychology, neurology and other modern sciences that cue onto mental 
health, the ancient authors may well have been unable to tell when their 
students were encountering conditions of meditation, or when their 
students were facing preexisting problems that were not intrinsically 
connected to meditation at all. Undoubtedly, there were people in the 
past who were afflicted with psychiatric conditions for which there was 
no understanding or treatment, who in desperation sought out spiritual 
practices in the hope of locating some relief.

When meditation teachers notice in their students’ application 
forms significant levels of anxiety, depression, psychosis, or other 
troubling signs of mental or emotional distress, the teachers should not 
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deny, ignore, or romanticize these painful problems as a dark night of the 
soul. Meditation teachers should monitor themselves to make sure they 
are not promoting an attitude of “no pain, no gain.”

Vipassana teachers need the decades-long personal meditation 
experience to recognize in their students the distinction between when 
he or she has the confidence to confront difficulties, compared to when 
the student is overwhelmed by distress. This recurring and critical 
discernment is also dialogical: meditation teachers require the ability 
to create a listening and guiding conversation, checking in with the 
student repeatedly, so that both teacher and student together can sculpt 
the proper guideline for the situation at hand. We are discussing the 
difference between helpful attitudes like sturdiness and courage, which 
are facilitators of meditation, compared to recklessness and impaired 
self-protection that are implied by the “dark night” paradigm. Meditation 
requires strong determination to face difficulties but it does not benefit 
from obsessional overintensity. Progress as a meditator is marked by 
equanimity and generosity, an over-filled cup, and not a depleted one.

Meditation students should be encouraged to ask themselves 
how vulnerable they are psychologically, and what kinds of resilience 
resides within them and within their social network. A student who is 
thinking of applying for a ten-day Vipassana course should assess him 
or herself for the ability to participate and cooperate in a large group 
setting with specific teachers and instructions, day after day for ten days, 
understanding ahead of time that the technique should be expected to 
raise discomforts to the surface of the mind. 

The long-term goal of Vipassana is based upon the insight that the 
body and all its sensations are impermanent, and that wisdom dictates 
a life of peace and compassion, in the company of like-minded people. 
While a need for professional mental health help, like medications or 
psychotherapy, may not be a barrier to a life on the Path, it is not something 
that meditation teachers should be expected to provide. When meditation 
practitioners require extra psychological help, they should seek it in the 
same manner that they use to access medical care, and all other aspects of 
problem solving that are not specifically about meditation. 

Meditation teachers have to keep in mind the distinction between 
those students who they should continue to try to help, and those who 
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should be told that meditation will not help the kinds of problems they 
are dealing with. A central factor in making this determination is whether 
the meditation student retains the capacity to understand the directions 
of Vipassana, and to implement them, or whether the student has too 
much distress to actually apply the helpful aspects of meditation. 

One of the founding principles that U Ba Khin wove into his 
tradition of Vipassana meditation was that it is not a treatment. Lifelong 
practice, and not rectification of pathology, is the goal. Vipassana 
meditation is a Path for spiritual development and not a medical or 
psychiatric intervention.

It is a diversion of the meditation traditions to turn them into 
substitutes for psychiatric care. 

X 
Volunteer Teachers Follow the Buddha’s Example  

and Are the Essence of the Tradition

Vipassana meditation teachers in the tradition of U Ba Khin and S.N. 
Goenka are all unpaid volunteers, guaranteeing that they are not 
motivated to sell meditation for a profit. Vipassana students should 
understand that their teachers are not psychological professionals, but 
are trained intensely over decades to be meditation teachers, just that 
and nothing more. Teachers are not just “volunteers” in the sense that 
they are unprofessional; they are manifestations of a spiritual quality of 
the person-to-person transmission of Vipassana. 

Teachers are given extensive training in conducting meditation 
courses and in helping their students, and this training focuses on 
meditation, not on mental health, although students are by no means 
spending ten days on autopilot, because their course teacher engages 
them to the necessary level with checking, interviews, etc. Teachers 
should be signaling their availability to help. In addition, teachers are 
expected to be involved in ongoing teacher training, meetings, and self-
improvement dialogues, as well as careful group evaluations of situations 
that became problems and could have been handled better.
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Goenkaji embedded in his tradition clear limits regarding 
continued personal involvement between the teachers and their students. 
He emphasized that his tradition was not intended to create lifelong 
dependency, or ongoing deferential admiration. Goenkaji’s image about 
all Vipassana students becoming self-guiding and independent was partly 
to prevent pathological needs from either participant. In this model of 
conduct, teachers freely dispense help, receiving nothing in return; and 
students are guided to step out into autonomy.

Unpaid teachers who have devoted their life to Vipassana are not 
just professionals earning a bad wage. They represent an enrichment to 
meditation: the personification of generosity and devotion. An important 
dimension of the tradition of U Ba Khin and S.N. Goenka is that Vipassana 
rolls from generation to generation as a gift. This would become lost if 
Vipassana teachers functioned as paid professional providers, whose 
motivation would be bifurcated between spiritual transmission and 
economic recompense.

All of these practices follow the traditions of ancient India as 
portrayed by the Buddha in the Pāli Canon. Contemporary upholders 
of these traditions are daring to alter one of the fundamental beliefs of 
modern cultures that preach pursuit of self interest in order for society to 
maximize its benefits. In contrast, Vipassana teachers, alongside of other 
volunteers who run trusts and courses, are following the dictum that 
direct gifts of time and energy to other people facilitate ascent to higher 
realms of ideals and conduct. 

The psychotherapeutic professions provide one-to-one intensity 
of confession, and intimate commentary, and are also carefully contained 
by professional ethics, by the formal limitations on visits and hours, and 
by the fee-for-service model, which makes it clear that psychotherapy is 
based upon paid professionalism. These qualities also embody important 
forms of excellence, which serve in their own domain. 

Vipassana teachers lack these structural limits to their role, 
and therefore should not be guiding their students towards unlimited 
interpersonal entanglements. When we hear about meditation teachers 
who spend hours a day on the phone coaching their students, we have 
to wonder whether some boundary of dignity and safety is being 
transgressed. Based upon the rigorous self-directed practice that is 
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intrinsic to Vipassana, students should understand that the journey is 
away from dependence towards personal confidence and empowerment. 
An explicit goal of Goenkaji’s continuation of volunteer teachers who have 
limited relationships with the students is to prevent “gurudom”, the use 
of spiritual practices to induce unhealthy student-teacher dependencies. 
In this tradition teachers are not parentified, coaches, nor therapists. 

The Pāli Canon is a large, multivolume collection of anecdotes, 
doctrines, stories, legends, and teaching materials that is the closest we 
can get to the actual dispensation of the Buddha. This extended array of 
texts never refers among its thousands of pages to any teacher-student 
interaction that has a psychotherapeutic flavor. The teaching is always 
done in an informative, contained, and well-bounded manner. 

XI 
Distress Is Frequently a Precursor to the  

Search for Meditation

With millions of people in the West learning meditation, and with three 
percent of the population suffering from severe mental illness, with as 
many as twenty-five percent suffering from significant psychiatric issues, 
it is expected that a very large number of people who start a course in 
distress would still be so at the end of a course, unless a single exposure 
to meditation were guaranteed to eradicate psychiatric disorder. Even 
if rigorous screening were utilized, it could not be perfect due to the 
complexity of individuals and the variability in the honesty of responses 
on the part of the applicants, particularly if they knew that their answers 
might preclude acceptance to the course. (On December 31, 2022, The New 
York Times contained a guest essay by Emi Nietfeld explaining how people 
with previous psychiatric diagnoses learn to hide them on applications 
for acceptance to educational experiences.)

A second reason for the inevitability of mental illness in a percent 
of meditators is due to incidence. After learning meditation, people can 
still fall ill with heart attacks, cancer, or depression. Because of the rich 
hubbub of individual psychology, one meditation course or even many 
meditation courses do not constitute a permanent preventative cure for 
every possible form of psychological suffering. 
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Finally, there is another very important reason why the incidence 
of psychiatric disorders may be fairly high among people who attend 
meditation courses, and that is because of prodromal health seeking.

Although physical and mental illnesses occasionally occur 
without warning, out of the blue, it is much more frequent that before 
the syndrome of an illness becomes palpable, there is a prodromal phase. 
“Prodrome” means the precursor to the syndrome. Before the storm, 
there is distant thunder. Most psychiatric disorders have this prodrome. 
In some instances, like schizophrenia, the prodrome may actually be 
traceable to birth. The illness can in retrospect be seen to have produced 
symptoms, from the start. In other instances, such as suicide, prodromal 
depression, hopelessness and helplessness often predate a full-blown 
disorder by months or years.

During a prodromal phase, the suffering individual is aware of the 
need for help. He or she seeks out potentially palliative modalities. Hence 
the giant marketplace of internet-based books and videos. And this is 
also why preventive medicine and psychotherapies are large industries. 
Many prodromally-ill people seek out meditation, and the applications 
to meditation courses often contain many more troubled people than are 
apt to be found in the general population. Many people seek meditation 
because they are already troubled and searching for help. Experienced 
Vipassana teachers, who have conducted numerous courses, have 
referred to the feeling tone in the assembled students on the evening 
when the course begins: the distress among the attendees feels palpable. 
The first time that I read student forms at the beginning of a ten-day 
Vipassana course, I was amazed that the majority of new participants 
described significant emotional turmoil. (That was before screening of 
applications had been instituted.)

When a young man committed suicide shortly after completing 
a meditation course in a foreign country, his friends revealed to his 
parents that he had been suicidal before the course began and attended 
it as a last hope. His suicidal intention, which became visible after the 
course, and superficially appeared to be caused by it, actually predated 
his entry into meditation. 

Meditation teachers should not be luring students with unproven 
health-oriented promises. A single meditation course does not erase 
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all of a person’s temperament, predispositions, memories, experiences, 
thoughts, feelings, plans or pains. Even extended meditation practice 
cannot be proffered as a health panacea.

XII 
Meditation Is Not a Unique Cause of  

Psychiatric Disorder

Prospective meditation students and curious journalists sometimes 
ask the question, “Can meditation trigger mental illness?” By using a 
colloquial word like “trigger” to ask a scientific question, this important 
issue becomes obscured.

When the word “trigger” is used, it implies the activation of 
something that already preexisted. You can’t trigger the gun, unless you 
already have a loaded one in your hand. Therefore, the trigger is not the 
cause. The gun is. A trigger only activates an antecedent potential.

As we have discussed, causality of most human traits is 
multifactorial and individuated. Most important events in our lives 
have multiple causes underlying them. Thoughts, feelings, and 
behavior are almost always products of complexly woven genetic and 
environmental cascades of conditions that become the tapestry of our 
individuality. According to the Buddha, every person is a bundle of 
preexisting causes. Even the ancient texts understood that we are all 
tangled, complex, and unique.

It wouldn’t seem probable that meditation is the sole cause of 
an event in a person, unless he or she already contained contributory 
precursors. This is also true for the benefits that meditation is alleged to 
produce, which, even according to the old traditions, required precursor 
deeds and attitudes. 

Another way of looking at this would be to ask the question: can 
meditation provoke illness when there is not a single other underlying 
cause? And yet another way of getting to the same point is asking whether 
meditation can be the unique and singular circumstance that caused 
something to happen to somebody, or might some other circumstances 
have come along to trigger this latent potential anyway? Was meditation 
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the only possible condition under which this problem would have arisen? 
Couldn’t many other situations have in fact triggered that waiting cause? 
Is it the case that only meditation, and meditation alone, without any 
other contributors would have brought this mental illness into the world, 
and there were absolutely no other underlying causes, and absolutely no 
other trigger that would have tipped it over into existence? 

When we look at the belief that meditation either causes or 
triggers psychiatric disorders, we are in effect implying that meditation 
has a unique power that makes it an explosive causal force that is 
independent of everything else that creates a human personality, like 
genes, parents, schooling, friendships, culture, etc.

In the words of the systems scientist, Donella Meadows, “Like 
the tip of an iceberg rising above the water, events are the most visible 
aspects of a larger complex …. They accumulate into patterns of behavior, 
from an underlying structure that is latent in the system, and reveal 
themselves over time.”

The simplification of the concept of cause, and its conflation with 
the word “trigger,” has led to articles and other forms of internet chatter 
about whether meditation causes mental illness. Some of the articles that 
claim to be studies of this are in fact just surveys, retrospectively locating 
individuals who attribute a change in their mental state to its incidence 
during or after a meditation course. We have just seen how changes in 
mental states can occur in almost any circumstance. There are no studies 
that have shown an increased incidence of psychiatric illness in people 
who meditate, as compared to people who don’t. In fact, the very low 
numbers of people enrolled in these post hoc surveys of negative events, 
imply that there are fewer untoward outcomes than would be expected. 

Remember, if two million people take Vipassana meditation 
courses, and if somewhere between three and twenty-five percent have 
either serious mental illness, or some notable psychiatric problem, then 
there should be between sixty thousand to half a million meditators who 
have some psychiatric issues. 

Surveys that are designed to focus on harm by seeking out and 
giving attention to claimants, if they are examined with a proper statistical 
eye, are actually reporting a reduced number of cases claimed than would 
be in the general non-meditating population. It seems possible that 
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careful screening of students has been effective in reducing the number 
of psychiatric problems that are complained about after people have 
learned meditation; or the cases that exist may not have been located or 
reported; but it also seems possible that meditation itself is contributing 
to a reduction in the expected large number of cases. 	

The most logical causal connection, and the one most consistent 
with the very limited data, is that meditation is sometimes one participant 
in a multilayered story that involves genes, personal history, and the 
complex interweaving of long chains of events that form the patterns 
in the unique design of every individual. At the site where the incidence of 
a psychiatric event occurs, meditation may be one nested contributing factor 
among other precursors, causes, timings, and situations. Even when this is true, 
the valence of the meditation factor might well be positive rather than negative. 

Seen from the opposite perspective however, it’s also important 
to remember that meditation cannot be absolutely safe for everyone, 
because no such thing exists in the context of major involvements and 
commitments, and because people are so uniquely constructed in their 
idiosyncratic vulnerabilities.

Meditation does not provide guaranteed protection from mental 
illness, and across the lifespan, a few serious meditators may nevertheless 
suffer psychiatric distress that requires treatment. Meditation would 
hopefully not be thought of as something that precludes the need for 
potentially necessary professional care. There are a few meditation 
teachers, who have used psychologists or medications to help themselves, 
when they recognized that they were in a situation that was best 
responded to by turning towards professional care. This reality should 
not be denied in a misguided effort to promote the idea that a meditator 
never requires any other kind of help.

It is unfortunate that both professional articles and journalistic 
ones have occasionally singled out meditation for poorly thought-out 
negative critique. This is partly due to its being new in the Western 
hemisphere, and relatively less integrated with the dominant narratives 
of society and of the healing professions.

There has been a recent invention of terms like “meditation 
sickness,” which are not officially recognized by mainstream psychiatrists, 
clinical psychologists, and their peers (although that alone is not proof 
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that the terms are invalid). These invented diagnoses imply that the site 
of an illness is its cause, so that if a student has panic, or depression, 
or psychosis in her first year at the University of Massachusetts, she 
is suffering from “Freshman College Disease,” but if she had the same 
symptoms while working at Google, she would have “IT Professional 
Disease.” Modern mental health professions address the patterns of 
biological and psychological pathologies, and not the location in which 
they arise. Anxiety and depression can occur under many conditions and 
are not unique to the situation where they arose. 

Nevertheless, these terms can remind us that we have to ask 
ourselves which students should be informed that meditation is for 
them counterproductive and should be halted. On the one hand, there 
is no real diagnosis of “meditation illness,” but on the other hand, 
not everyone who encounters difficulties while meditating should be 
encouraged to persevere. 

We live in an era in which accusation, blame, and unsubstantiated 
claims have become routine. But false attributions of causality regarding 
mental illness have always existed. Mental illness has been assigned to 
the presence of witches and ghosts. Fads about causality rise up noisily 
and fade away. Consider “Recovered Memory Syndrome,” which became 
a common diagnosis in the 1990s and the source of lucrative lawsuits, 
and which has now faded as a diagnosis. Today, we can hope to see claims 
about causality substantiated by science, and not by vociferousness. 

But let’s admit that critical scrutiny also helps raise standards of 
excellence. Let’s hope that meditation will be pursued by self-selected, 
self-responsible individuals, who have thought about the practice and 
its educational formats, and who feel ready; and taught by teachers who 
provide assessments for any individual where safety and efficacy could 
well be questioned. Many years before questions about psychological 
safety of meditation were appearing on the internet, some of the 
meditation centers in the tradition of U Ba Khin and S.N. Goenka already 
had procedures for assessing the safety of individual students, and for 
dealing with student difficulties during courses. 
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XIII 
Sharing Opportunities and Shouldering the Load

We have allowed ourselves to consider issues that can be confusing, 
elusive, and troubling. But we are here because we ourselves have tumbled 
through difficulties, and for moments, days, or years have inhabited the 
higher life that meditation can bring. It is because we want other people 
to share this opportunity that we are shouldering this load of assessing 
and reassessing all the variables involved in the safety of meditation. 

Over thousands of years, and today in numbers that ascend 
into millions, Vipassana has been safely, beneficially practiced. Like 
reading, most people can meditate, and dyslexia also has to be taken 
into account. It is our hope and intention that someday meditation will 
become a well-accepted path that can be widely and safely practiced by 
many people to reduce suffering and to walk towards differing degrees 
and stages of liberation. 





Vipassana Meditation Centers

Courses of Vipassana meditation in the tradition of Sayagyi U 
Ba Khin as taught by S.N. Goenka are held regularly in many 
countries around the world.

Information, worldwide schedules and application forms are 
available from the Vipassana website:

www.dhamma.org
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