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INTRODUCTION

A feminine approach to meditation? “"What is that?” you might ask.
And why? What is the difference from other approaches and why would
they be considered masculine? These are good questions to ask. In
fact, I encourage you to ask as many questions as arise about
meditation, and other aspects of life as well. Too often we take what is
given at face value and don’t peek under the hood, so to speak, to
look more closely at things.

The meditation practice I am introducing in this book developed
because the person I learned it from was willing to question what he
was being taught in a very traditional setting. He dared to question
authority. He raised the hood, and based on what he saw, began
teaching something very different. I was fortunate to have learned
from him, and, I, in turn, have gone my own way as well.

The beauty of this practice I am teaching is that it encourages you to
think for yourself and find your own understanding and way of
meditating based on your experience. What?! Thinking? In meditation?

If you are like many, one of the ideas you have about meditation is
that it involves emptying the mind of thought. And perhaps that is
partly what motivates you to want to learn to meditate, and also is
intimidating. You would love to have the peace and quiet of an empty
mind but can’t imagine ever being able to achieve it. Maybe you've
even tried and failed in the past.

I am here to challenge all your ideas about what meditation is, and
what it is not. And to offer you an easy, open awareness practice that
anyone can do and receive benefits.

So often meditation is taught as a technique that will get you
somewhere, usually to an idealized state of being in which everything,
including you, will then be all right. This can create tension from
striving, as well as a sense of failure and self-blame when these perfect
states are not achieved or able to be sustained. Often it is the very
effort that is getting in the way, and much of your actual experience is
discounted. In this approach there are no techniques, and all your
experience is valued.

Before I explain more, I want to share a little about my own journey
with meditation and how I came to teach this way. I first started



meditating in 1988 when I was going through a difficult time in my life.
I felt called to go inside and sit with myself. I had no instruction and
didn't know any particular techniques. I simply sat with whatever was
going on inside and found that it helped ground and stabilize me.
Often I cried, as I was moving through a lot of grief, but at other times
I would simply be with my thoughts and feelings and sensations. My
psycho-spiritual orientation at the time was very Jungian so that
provided a framework for understanding my experience.

In 1995 I decided to get formal training. I had developed an interest in
Buddhism, and on the advice of an acquaintance, decided to go to a
10-day vipassana meditation retreat in the style of S.N Goenka, a
Burmese teacher. Little did I know I was headed for meditation
bootcamp!

For ten days we meditated from about 5 AM until 9 PM with breaks for
breakfast and lunch, and only a dinner of soup. One wasn't required to
be at every meditation period, but there wasn't anything else to do.
Since that was what I was there for, and being the disciplined, diligent
student, I adhered to the schedule. Is this sounding “masculine” to
you?

For the first three days we tracked our breath at the upper lip right
under the nose. This developed a laser-like concentration and
awareness, which on the fourth day we began applying to the rest of
the body. Beginning at the top of the head and sweeping slowly down
to our feet and then back up again, we attended to every inch of our
bodies, including the inside as well as the outside. After several days
of doing this my body began to lose its solidity and feel like pure
energy. It was both thrilling and terrifying.

I returned home inspired to practice this technique, and did so on a
daily basis for several years. After awhile, all the “doing” in the
practice began to wear on me, and it wasn't producing the same
effects with only one or two hour-long sits each day. I had been
reading Jack Kornfield's book, A Path with Heart, and was drawn to his
more Western psychological approach and understanding of vipassana
meditation.

In 1999 I went to a 10-day retreat at the Lama Foundation near Taos,
NM taught by Debra Chamberlain-Taylor who had been trained by Jack
Kornfield. At that retreat we also began with following the breath, but
at the abdomen rather than the upper lip. I found myself getting
caught up in a mental struggle with the sensations of breathing and



mustered my courage to ask about it. I'm so glad that I did.

Debra explained the reason the breath was used was not because
there was anything special about it, except that as long as we were
alive it was available as an object. And also for most people it was a
neutral object. If it wasn't neutral, which it appeared not to be for me,
than it was not an appropriate object for developing concentration,
which was the whole purpose.

She suggested I use sound as my object of concentration instead. I
will forever be grateful to Debra for this, as it transformed my
understanding of meditation as well as my practice. It brought an ease
and spaciousness into my meditation as it widened my awareness and
focus. There was much less tension in my body than when I was
focused on the sensations of breathing.

In this type of vipassana meditation the breath, or other neutral
object, is used to concentrate and calm the mind before opening to the
experience of sensations, emotions, and thoughts. Vipassana is a Pali
word, the language in which the Buddhist suttas were written 500
years after his death. It means higher seeing, often translated as
insight. The insights one is supposed to have about these experiences,
however, are very circumscribed and defined by Buddhist doctrine, or
dharma.

As I continued my exploration of meditation, I joined the Santa Fe
Vipassana Sangha, and sat with many different teachers. I also did two
month-long retreats at Spirit Rock in Northern California, founded by
Jack Kornfield. I joined the board of the local sangha, helping organize
and manage retreats, and eventually served as the board president.
During my tenure as president we started a short-term residential
teacher program, bringing teachers from all over to teach for 4-8
weeks. I had the opportunity to sit with and learn from many different
teachers, for which I will always feel grateful.

In 2004 we invited Jason Siff of the Skillful Meditation Project to teach
his Recollective Awareness practice. In this approach one simply sits
with all one's experience, not judging any of it as too mundane for
attention. I took to the approach immediately, feeling like I had come
full circle back to my original meditation practice, except that now I
was steeped in Buddhist dharma.

Jason had been a monk for several years in the East and over time
began to question the methods he was practicing and teaching, which



led him to develop his own unique approach. He was also a Pali scholar
so his insights came from a deep appreciation and reading of the
suttas in their original language. He brought a subtlety to his
translations which I found refreshing.

I studied with Jason for about three years, including many teacher
training retreats. I was part of the Skillful Meditation Project and an
assistant teacher with Jason at two retreats, one in Santa Fe and
another in Sydney, Australia. In 2007 we had a breach in our
relationship in which I no longer felt that I could work with him. We
went our separate ways.

In 2006 I had started teaching a small group on my own in Santa Fe,
and continued with this after the separation. My issue was not with the
approach or the practice. I mention this only to acknowledge that I
didn't come to my way of teaching all on my own. My approach owes
so much to what I learned from Jason, and I am incredibly grateful for
all I learned from him.

Anyone familiar with his approach will see the similarities to what and
how I teach. But I have been teaching now for ten years without any
input from him or any of the teachers he has trained. During this time
I have also been practicing psychotherapy and bodywork, both of
which have influenced my view and my teaching. I have also led a
Buddhist study group, the readings of which have also greatly
informed my understanding of the dharma.

I want to say straight out that I do not consider myself a Buddhist. I
am not a purist in anything I do. I don't believe that any model or
system can hold the whole truth, though they can provide guidance
and direction at various times in our journey. Buddhism has certainly
done that for me, and so have many other teachings and teachers.
Ultimately we are called to come to our own understanding and
realization.

I have come to view enlightenment, or awakening, as an on-going
process rather than a final destination. I prefer the word awakening to
enlightenment because it suggests more a process than a state of
being. Why should there be any limit to how far we can go in our inner
explorations and growth of awareness and consciousness? Meditation
is a useful tool in this process, though by no means the only one.

I call this approach I teach to meditation a feminine one, because it is
radically inclusive, but it could also be considered anarchistic in its



permissiveness. There are no rules. No one right way to do it. And it is
less a “doing” than a “being with” which also is what gives it its
feminine flavor. That and the intention to be gentle with oneself and
one's experience. There is no special experience to strive for, though
that does not stop us from doing it. We've all been steeped in the
masculine, patriarchal approach that emphasizes goals and ambition
and accomplishments. But we get to watch ourselves in this
experience and see the suffering it inevitably brings.

I approach meditation as an opportunity to slow down and be with
myself and my inner experience, to reflect deeply and ponder the
questions and issues that arise in my life. It is also an exploration of
altered states of consciousness and awareness, of different realms of
experience and understanding. I value highly my time spent in
meditation and feel privileged to have the time to do it. It is deeply
nourishing. So I also privilege my time for meditation, having come to
value the spaciousness and qualities it cultivates in my life such as
patience, kindness, compassion, and greater wisdom.

I also enjoy teaching. Many times the people who come to me have
tried to meditate in the past but not been able to stick with it, finding
it too difficult. Usually they believe that in order to meditate properly
they must clear their mind of all thought. They are greatly relieved
when I free them of this burden and encourage them to allow all their
experiences, including thinking, to be part of their meditation. It has
given me great pleasure to watch them begin to open up and enjoy
meditation and make it a regular part of their lives.

We live in a time of great uncertainty. I can't imagine a better tool
than meditation for preparing us for the changes that lie ahead. As we
learn to sit with ourselves and our experience in meditation, we
practice the art of letting go and surrendering to what is happening.
This isn't a passive process, but it is a receptive one. We learn to ride
the waves of experience and respond to them skillfully and creatively,
much as we must do in life. I have witnessed how important this has
been in my life, as well in the lives of my students. And so it is from a
place of humble gratitude that I offer what I've learned both from my
own practice and that of my students in this book.



CHAPTER 1 — SETTING INTENTIONS

While external conditions can make a difference in how easy or difficult
it is to sit quietly in meditation, your internal attitude and expectations
are probably much more important. Still, you will want to decide on a
time and place where it is quiet enough that you won't get distracted.
For some people the morning before they get into their day, or the kids
wake up, is the best time, but others prefer the end of the day after
work, or when everyone is in bed. For others sometime in the middle
of the day may work. It is completely individual and may take some
experimenting to find out for yourself. And it may not always be the
same time every day. The important thing is that you know you won't
be interrupted.

In the beginning it is probably a good idea to decide ahead of time
how long you want to sit, set a timer, and sit until the timer goes off
no matter what is happening in your meditation. A timer will keep you
from looking at the clock, which can be a distraction. Keep your goals
realistic, however; no more than 15-20 minutes at first and then work
your way up slowly to 40 minutes. Eventually, as you begin to enjoy
your time meditating, you may be able to dispense with the timer and
sit as long as you like. I sometimes meditate for two hours in one
sitting.

Essentially meditation is a time to be with, and give to, yourself. The
more kindness and gentleness you can bring to the process, the more
you will enjoy it. That's not to say that every sit will be one you will
come out of saying, “Boy, that was good.” That's not the point. But
every minute of sitting in which you tolerate your experience, no
matter what it is, will go far in terms of cultivating qualities of
patience, kindness, equanimity, and compassion. You will also be able
to see more of what is actually going on. In this regards, curiosity and
interest in your experience are important, too.

When you sit, there's no way to know ahead of time where your mind
will go. We all come to meditation with ideas about what it is and what
we “should” or want to be, experiencing. The voice of the internal
judge can be quite loud and harsh when our actual experience differs
greatly from our desires or expectations. This is when kindness
towards yourself and interest in and curiosity about what is happening
will be tested sorely, and serve you well if you can muster it. In the
beginning it's enough just to tolerate what is happening and to
congratulate yourself when you do.



People often ask me if it's okay to bring more specific intentions to a
particular meditation sitting. For example, suppose you've been
considering a big decision and you'd like to contemplate the pros and
cons and consider your options from a different perspective. This can
be a very valuable use of meditation, as long as you don't force it. You
might find that although you bring your attention to it in the beginning
of your meditation, after awhile it slips away, never to return. If you
try to bring your mind back to it willfully, insisting on your own
agenda, you're likely to have a very frustrating experience. So I
suggest holding these specific intentions very lightly. The strange thing
about meditation is that insights may come later when you're not
meditating, even if you hadn't thought about it at all during the
meditation. All we can do is set the conditions. We can't control the
process.

Besides gentleness and kindness, curiosity about and interest in your
experience will go a long way to making your meditation practice not
only more easeful, but more fruitful. This is especially true with the
more difficult experiences, but also the pleasant ones. Bringing a spirit
of inquiry, which will develop and become more skillful over time,
allows you to investigate and learn more from what happens in your
meditation. Sometimes the learning is more psychological, seeing how
your psyche and mind works, but over time you will also begin to see
deeper into the process of meditation itself and the different states
that arise within it. I will write more about inquiry and investigation as
we go along.

So to review. It helps, just prior to sitting, to remind yourself of your
intentions: 1)to sit quietly for a certain period of time with no external
interruptions, 2) to give permission for your experience to unfold
naturally, 3) to be kind and gentle towards yourself and your
experience, and 4) to be interested and curious about whatever your
experience is.



CHAPTER 2 — THE BODY, POSTURE, AND SENSATIONS

Most people come to meditation because they want to calm their mind,
and don't think too much about what part their body might play in that
endeavor except in terms of posture. We've all seen images of
meditators sitting cross-legged, straight backs, often their hands on
their knees and their fingers in a yoga mudra. In the meditation I
teach, none of this is necessary. What's most important is to find a
posture that you can sit in comfortably for the whole time.

It makes no difference if you are sitting on the floor or in a chair, with
legs crossed or not. It is not necessary to sit with your back perfectly
straight. In fact, as you relax, your back will naturally begin slumping.
That's okay. There is no right or wrong posture. There's just what
works for you. You might need to play with posture for awhile to find
which work best for you. And feel free to try lying down, too. For
people who are ill and/or weak, or have back problems, that may be
the best option.

The body can be an anchor in your meditation, a place to return to
when you feel like you need it. By gently bringing your attention to the
sensations of your buttocks on the chair or cushion, your hands in your
lap, and the over-all feeling of sitting (or lying), you can ground
yourself briefly in the flow of your experience. The sensations of
breathing or your heart beating can have a similar grounding effect at
times.

Paying attention to and/or following the breath are techniques that
have been used in many traditions for developing concentration and
stillness. If you have experience with a practice like this, it is inevitable
that you will find yourself returning to it at times. I find that even
people who have never meditated before will occasionally do this as
well. And sometimes the breath becomes the focus of awareness quite
naturally during part of one's meditation with no effort or conscious
intention. In this case, it's like the breath is breathing you.

There is no right or wrong, but the intention in this approach is to
allow experience to unfold naturally. So when you find yourself
returning to an old stand-by practice of using the breath as an
intentional technique, become curious about it. Is it force of habit?
Was something happening that you didn't like and wanted to change?
What was happening right before? How does it feel now to connect
with your breath? Is it easy? Difficult? Can you let it go if it's requiring
too much effort? What effect is it having on your experience?



The mind and the body do not exist separate from one another, and
the relationship between them is complex. Body sensations will be part
of your experience at times as you sit in meditation. Like all the rest of
your experience, allow them into awareness with curiosity and

interest. Emotion, which I will say more about in a later section, is in
large part, a somatic experience. Sometimes the first indication that a
feeling or emotion is present will be through physical sensation, often
in the viscera, but also the skeletal musculature. People who've
learned to repress emotions or feelings may experience tightness and
constriction in certain areas of their bodies as they sit, that at times
may become uncomfortable. Physical discomfort can be part of
anyone's experience at some point.

While some practices advocate working directly with pain, in this
practice we try to minimize it. This is one of the reasons that I suggest
finding a posture that is comfortable for you. If physical pain or
discomfort arises while you are sitting, pulling your attention towards
it, I suggest you sit with it for awhile and gently investigate it, being
aware as well of your thoughts and feelings. If you feel that moving, or
changing your posture, will ameliorate the pain, then notice the desire
and intention to move, and then slowly do so, making it part of your
meditation. It may or may not solve the issue, but you haven't
disrupted your meditation in order to find out.

At the opposite end of the spectrum, there may be times when you
have extremely pleasant sensations in your body, and paradoxically,
these may sometimes develop from sensations that were originally
uncomfortable. That's one reason why it's important not to make
decisions about moving too quickly. Give your experience time to
develop. There's no way to know what's going to happen relative to
the pain or discomfort, and a lot depends on what's causing it, which is
not always easy to see or know. In certain states of mind, the body
and its sensations can completely disappear from awareness.



CHAPTER 3 — SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT THINKING

Most people come to meditation believing they need to empty their
minds of thought and thinking. In fact, that’s often the motivating
factor that brings many to learn meditation. They want to stop the
incessant inner chatter. But asking our minds to quit thinking is a little
like asking our hearts to stop beating, or our lungs to quit breathing.
Thinking has gotten a bad rap when it comes to meditation, which has
led to a lot of unnecessary struggle and suffering. This is hardly the
right condition for cultivating inner peace.

It's not that our minds can't slow down and thinking fall away for
periods of time. The question is more: How does this happen? Most
meditation techniques have been developed as a way to give the mind
something to focus on besides thought. Whether it's the breath, or a
mantra, the instructions are to drop thought and keep coming back to
the object (ie. breath or mantra). And for some people, some of the
time, this actually works. But for most people, much of the time, it's a
continual struggle and war. And the irony is that resisting thoughts
tends to make them that much more persistent.

So in this way of meditating we let thinking go on. Just like all the rest
of our experience it has a right, and a reason, to be. Our job is simply
to be aware of it. Not in a labeling or noting mode as in some
practices, but as just another aspect of our experience. It's even okay
to get caught up in your thoughts and lose track of the fact that you're
thinking, because sooner or later you will realize what is happening
and come back to awareness. With time you will begin to trust this
process. I feel safe in saying: you will always come back.

By not fighting your thoughts and giving yourself permission to get lost
in them, you have the opportunity to observe how your mind functions
in an everyday kind of way. You can see more about it. For example, if
you're upset about something that happened during the day, as you
get caught up in the story about it you might notice some emotion,
say anger, or maybe embarrassment, or even sadness, that's part of
the experience. Now you're not just thinking, but also feeling. You're
seeing more of the complexity of what actually goes on when you
think, and that it doesn't operate independent of emotion.

Stories are the mind's basic unit of understanding and making sense of
our experience. By getting curious about the stories we tell ourselves,
we begin to see some of the motivating forces in our lives. By listening
to our stories we can find out what are some of our core beliefs and



views about ourselves and the world. This can take some patience
because these things are hidden or embedded in our stories in such a
way that we usually take them for granted and don't see them. But as
we look back at our actions and choices in life, we have the
opportunity to reflect upon them in a way that could change how we
do things in the future.

Even really mundane thinking like planning for a trip or making a list
may tell us things about ourselves. For some people this type of
thinking brings great pleasure and helps them feel secure. It may be a
way of managing anxiety. Other people drive themselves crazy with
their thinking, and as painful as it may be to tolerate it, by doing so
they may begin to see what they're doing to themselves so that it
slowly changes over time. Constant criticism may plague someone
else. No matter what the internal dynamic, bringing it into the light of
awareness, while painful at first, will have a beneficial effect. And
again, the first thing is to learn to tolerate it.

Once we get curious and interested in our thoughts, and stop fighting
them, a strange thing may happen. Lo and behold, they can begin to
slow down, and maybe even fall away and disappear for a while. Or
they transform into nonsensical words or dream-like images. The
process of getting interested in our thoughts can draw our minds
inward to a calm, tranquil state, and a kind of trance, or what is called
samadhi, develops. This is quite common.

I will write more about these samadhi states in another chapter.
What's important here is to know that this is a natural process that
can, and often does, follow from accepting and being with your
thoughts. That doesn't mean it always will, or even should. The point
is simply that it can. The very state we fight our thoughts to obtain
can develop once we surrender to and become interested in them. As
with all our experience, our relationship to it is what makes the
difference. And in the meantime, we get to learn a lot about ourselves.



CHAPTER 4 — EMOTIONS AND FEELINGS

It is natural for emotions and feelings to arise during meditation.
Sometimes they may be obvious, and at other times more subtle or
embedded in our experience as a tone or flavor, and so not as visible.
However they appear, they are there for a reason, and to be accepted
and included. This may be easier for some emotions or feelings than
others. We tend to enjoy happiness, elation, joy, even excitement,
while having a more difficult time with anger, frustration, anxiety, or
fear.

Sitting with these latter emotions can be challenging because they
involve activation of the sympathetic nervous system, which primes us
for fight or flight. The natural tendency when these feelings arise is to
move, act, do, so sitting with them calls for more restraint. A great
deal of wisdom can be developed if you are able to to see how anger
fuels certain thoughts (and vice versa) while not acting on them. At
high levels of activation, however, sitting may be counterproductive. It
may make more sense to walk or do some other physical activity in
which you can also attend to your inner process. This would still be
considered meditation.

Because life inevitably brings loss, sadness (or grief) is an emotion
that will often arise in response to life's vicissitudes. Meditation can be
a solace in these times, providing a way to be with these feelings and
see deeper into them and their causes. This is all part of the process of
surrendering and letting go.

For some people sadness is more comfortable and acceptable; others
may fight it for various reasons. If you have a view that you should be
happy, these feelings might contradict your sense of self. The same
could be said for anger, too. Many people don't like to think of
themselves as being angry. Yet it's essential to make room for all
emotions to get the most from your meditation.

Emotions don't happen separately from thoughts and sensations. In
fact, if you think about what an emotion is, it's difficult to define.
Daniel Siegel, a psychiatrist, defined them as the linkage of
differentiated components of a system. The system here is you, or
your mind and body.

Anxiety may be a churning in your belly, but is that all it is? Isn't it
also the thoughts churning in your mind as well? As you begin to look
at your experience of these feelings and emotions, you will see how



they operate inside you. You will begin to distinguish between them

with more clarity and subtlety, and realize they have more gradation
and elements than you had been aware of before. More importantly,
you will learn how they influence your behavior for better or worse,

and develop more skillfulness in being with them.



CHAPTER 5 — CALM, TRANQUIL STATES

This is what most people come to meditation to experience and what
most meditation techniques are designed to induce. As I stated earlier,
however, these expectations and techniques can also create a lot of
frustration. If you can remember that just the act of sitting still, no
matter what is going on in your mind, is a type of calmness, it will help
you to value your meditation regardless of the content. It may also
help you begin to recognize the more subtle clues that relaxation and
calmness are being cultivated simply by sitting and being with your
experience.

There is a whole range of states between sleeping and waking that you
can experience in meditation, and at times you may veer towards
sleepiness, or even into sleep. This is okay. Allow yourself to move in
this direction if this is where your mind is taking you. It is only
afterward that you can evaluate whether or not where you have been
was actually sleep, and even then you may not be certain.

Allowing yourself to explore dreamy and more sleep-like states will
give you access to beneficial states of mind that you might otherwise
miss out on. It is not necessary to maintain a certain level of
wakefulness, or “being present,” as that will limit where your mind can
go, and also set up a kind of tension from the effort.

As I stated earlier, these calm, tranquil states are called samadhi,
which is a Pali word. Pali is the language that the Buddhist suttas or
discourses were originally spoken in, then written down. Sometimes
samadhi is translated as concentration, but it actually refers to a state
that develops as the mind becomes drawn inward and secluded from
the outer world. This often happens when it gets focused on
something, like the breath, or a body sensation, or even thoughts.
That's why as you get interested in your experience, you will begin to
be drawn into these states. You don't have to work at it.

By allowing these states to develop naturally, you will eventually be
able to see more about them, how they develop, what qualities they
have, and how they function in your meditation practice. But in the
beginning it is enough to simply experience and enjoy them. Usually
they are quite pleasant and soothing. They can be dream-like or have
a crisp quality of wakefulness to them, or something in-between.
Sometimes it feels like being wrapped in a cocoon, at other times like
being bathed in warmth. There can be many different body sensations,
like tingling or warmth or cold, or no sensations at all. There can be



images or washes of color, or no visual aspect to the experience. They
may come with refined emotions of loving-kindness, compassion, or no
emotion at all.

There are so many variations of these states that it would be
impossible to make an exhaustive list. It would also be counter-
productive, as what's important is your experience of them. It's not
about trying to match someone else's experience, or even to replicate
specific states once you've had them. Over time you will become more
familiar with this inner territory and develop your own language for
describing it. Every state has its own qualities and parameters that
conditions what can, or cannot, happen within it. Your ability to discern
this will develop with practice over time.



CHAPTER 6 — ACCEPTING VERSUS RESISTING YOUR
EXPERIENCE

Despite your best intentions, there will be times in meditation when
you find yourself in conflict, wanting something else to happen than
what is actually going on. This is normal. Welcome to planet earth and
being human. How many times in your life have you experienced this
exact same dilemma? So here you are again. And you thought
meditation was going to be different, right? Well, sometimes it is and
sometimes it isn't. Remember the saying, “Wherever you go, there you
are?”

People devise a lot of strategies to get away from experiences they
don't want to have. This happens in meditation, too. This is most often
when people resort to tricks or techniques. You may find yourself doing
this, especially if you've learned some other way of meditating before
trying this way. You may suddenly feel like saying your mantra or
following your breath, in a desperate attempt to get somewhere else
than where you currently are. You may or may not be successful at
this, however, depending on a lot of different factors.

Whatever you do, however you resolve the conflict, there is something
to learn from the process. If something is calling for your attention, no
matter how many times you try to get away from it, it will keep
coming back. This can happen many times in one meditation if you're
resisting a particular experience, and it can happen over days, weeks,
and even years of your practice in terms of the recurring themes and
conflicts. The issues of your life will not just go away because you want
them to, but if you allow them into your meditation, accepting them as
part of your spiritual path, a deep transformation can slowly take
place.

Acceptance is one of those words that sounds simple, but really can be
quite complicated. In theory it means including everything in your
practice, but the reality of our psyches makes it more of a process
than an event. That's why I often talk about tolerance, as I think it's
easier to negotiate.

In the beginning, it may be all you can do to tolerate a given
experience. And you may have to titrate it at that, allowing a little bit
in at a time. Resistance has its place, too. We all have our limits and
it's important to respect them. This is where gentleness comes in.
Even your resistance and conflict need acceptance. There is no right or
wrong thing that can happen. There's just what is happening and all



the layers of reaction or response to it. We can be accepting and
curious about all of it.

One important thing to keep in mind about this is that we are often not
in the position to accurately evaluate whether an experience, or even a
particular period of meditation, is beneficial or not while we are in the
middle of it. Even afterwards our judgment is from a place more of our
preferences or reaction than wisdom.

Just the simple act of tolerating an unpleasant experience develops
capacities that will serve us in other areas of our lives. So often we act
impulsively and then regret it later. To be able to sit with our
experience, without resisting or acting, develops wisdom as well as
patience. Looking deeply into an experience, we may also see that it is
not exactly what we took it to be.

The other day while I was hiking in the woods, a hoard of gnats took
an interest in me. They were flying and buzzing around my face. I sat
on a log to rest and was at first annoyed with them. They were literally
“bugging” me! But as I stopped resisting and instead became curious
and interested, I suddenly found myself in deep communion with
them. I felt them as an energetic presence and my perception shifted
and expanded to feel and see the whole forest this way. It was deeply
moving.

I can’t promise you that things like this will happen all the time, but I
invite you to question your assumptions and judgments about any
given experience being “good” or “bad,” or even pleasant or
unpleasant. You can even ask yourself “who” is making the
assessment. Don’t be satisfied with a superficial answer. Things are
not always what they seem.



CHAPTER 7 — RECOLLECTING

When you have finished meditating, it is good to spend some time
recollecting what happened. This can be done by simply calling it back
to your mind in a reflective way, or more formally through journaling.

We hear the word "mindfulness” a lot these days, and often it is used
to denote a type of attention we bring to our experience in the
moment as it is happening. The term was used originally as a
translation of the Pali word sati, which also means memory. So this
remembering of what happened in your meditation is another aspect
of mindfulness. It is an additional way of cultivating awareness and
learning from your experience.

In recollecting or keeping a journal, it is important to describe your
experience in your own words, not using psychological, spiritual, or
any other jargon. Try to get as close to your raw experience as
possible, without interpreting it. This can be challenging because we
don't have a lot of language for talking about meditative experiences.
You can use metaphor if you can't quite get to it with literal language.
It doesn't have to be done chronologically. Write things down as you
remember them.

Consider all of the aspects of experience we covered here and how
they showed up in your meditation, e.g. thoughts, sensations,
emotions, calm. You may find that once you start, more comes back to
you. The more you can remember the sequence of your experience,
the better, though that will develop over time. Transitions between
different experiences can be particularly helpful when you see them.

It's quite common to get insight while journaling. In terms of learning
about your meditation experience per se, you might want to bracket
off those things that come to you in the journaling process and weren't
actually in the sit itself. Then you don't have to censor yourself but you
also have a clear record of what happened during your sit. Since
journaling is meant to help develop more skill in meditating, this
distinction can be important.

Being able to see how different states and experiences arose and what
choices you made is part of the learning. It brings a quality of
investigation and inquiry into your meditation practice, which
cultivates the development of wisdom as well as awareness.



CHAPTER 8 — WORKING WITH A TEACHER IN A GROUP

In this book | am giving you enough to get started, but in the
beginning, it is particularly useful to work with a teacher. A good
teacher will encourage and help you to value your unique meditation
experience. She will also help you to see and understand what is going
on in your meditation so that your practice can grow and develop.

This is all done in the spirit of collaboration and with respect toward
you and your experience. For most people there is a sense of being
seen and understood, so that a relationship of trust develops that
allows for deeper inner exploration.

This work is best done in small groups in which everyone meditates
together and then has the opportunity to report. In my groups, | then
ask questions to help you remember or see more about the sit, or to
look at something you've learned from an experience. This helps your
meditation practice develop in ways that are individual to you.

Having someone listen to and be interested in your meditation will
enhance your curiosity. The mutual exploration and inquiry models and
encourages the kind of investigation you can do in your sit on your
own. Learning happens by listening to other people's experience as
well.

There is a therapeutic element to this way of sitting, as the issues in
your life will often surface and be explored from a meditative
perspective. | work in small groups to create safety and confidentiality
so that sensitive emotional material can be shared and explored.

| find the members of the group get quite close to one another in this
process, and offer support and comfort in times of need and
vulnerability. | will at times call upon my experience and training as a
therapist to facilitate an individual in his/her process as well as the
group as a whole.



Summary

Hopefully, you now have a sense of what | mean by sitting with ease
and feel ready to give it a try. This book can be a reference to return to
when you have questions about any aspect of your experience. The
important thing to remember is that everything that happens once you
close your eyes with the intention to meditate is part of your
meditation.

Ease comes by not resisting or fighting, but rather surrendering to the
flow of your experience whether it be thoughts, sensations, emotions,
even sounds and images, or calm states. It all has value. Bring a spirit
of interest and curiosity, as well as permissiveness. Allow it to unfold
naturally. There is nothing to judge as right or wrong, so even your
resistance, when it happens, and your judgment, can be accepted and
observed.

The process of how your mind finds its way to calmness is very
individual to you and will vary from one meditation to another. You may
see patterns and similarity over time. But your meditations will also
develop and change as you learn and grow and change, too.

In the beginning working with a teacher trained in this approach can
greatly facilitate your learning. For people who live far away | am
available via email and phone/Skype if you wish to share your journal
and get some feedback.

My hope is that this approach will be very empowering. It has the
capacity to help you look deeply into your self and your experience and
continually fine-tune and update your views and understanding of life
and the great mystery of which we are all a part.
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