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To Max Grossman,
 who taught me that the opposite of “injustice” is
 not “justice,” but “love.”
















Foreword


by Rick Hanson, PhD


I began meditating in 1974 as a senior in college, curious about this seemingly exotic practice. I read a few books for background, including The Perennial Philosophy and The Three Pillars of Zen, headed up into the foothills near my home with my bamboo flute and long hair, sat down in the tall grass, and tried to stop my mind. Good luck with that! The grass was moving in the wind, and my mind was moving even more. I was focusing on the sensations of breathing: chest rising, chest falling, up and down, up and down. Against that steady backdrop, the roaring cascade of thoughts and feelings and weird little mental movies was painfully obvious. It wasn’t any different from my usual stream of consciousness. Meditation simply made it apparent. If this was my mind, why couldn’t I turn it off? It was frustrating.


But other things were happening as well. There was a relaxing and a calming in my body. I could step back from the rushing stream of consciousness to watch it, like I was sitting on the banks of a river rather than being swept away by it. Sometimes worries or frustrations or old hurts from childhood would bubble up to the surface, and these, too, could flow along, easing and releasing and passing away. My breath rose and fell and thoughts and feelings ebbed and flowed, and these changes revealed by contrast an underlying open spaciousness of awareness that was itself unchanging—and was accompanied by a stable sense of happiness, love, and peace. This felt like a place to rest, a place to stand, a place to receive life and meet it. Even though meditating was often challenging, it felt like coming home.


Of course, back then I had little idea about how to meditate. As I was fumbling about in 1974, Lawrence LeShan was publishing his classic book on this subject. It’s a quiet masterpiece. It never shouts. Dr. LeShan’s words are calm and warm and clear, and they quiet the mind as you read them.


But he will never put you to sleep. The combination of calmness and alertness that he says is the essence of meditation also characterizes his book. He takes us on a tour of the world’s contemplative traditions, moving nimbly from the prayers of Christian saints to the mantras of Hindu ascetics to the Koans of Zen Buddhists. His critiques of false gurus, weekend enlightenment training, and airy-fairy hocus-pocus are sharp and funny, and as relevant today as they were to those riding the waves of human potential in the 1970s. He also covers secular meditative practices, such as progressive relaxation and observing the breath, that have become widespread in the past several decades and used routinely in workplaces, classrooms, and hospitals.


Dr. LeShan describes in crisp practical detail how to do a variety of meditative exercises. He explains the differences among methods and their benefits and potential pitfalls. But his book is not a mere cookbook. He embeds his central topic—the how of meditation—in a fascinating discussion of the what and especially the why of meditation as he explores mystical experiences, the collision of science and religion, shifts of perspective in the middle of everyday life, and the longing for a reliable happiness. Throughout all this, wonderfully, he does not tell a reader which practice to do. Or more exactly, he tells the reader to do whatever practice is most enjoyable and fruitful. He is informal, friendly, and encouraging. Still, he pulls no punches as he emphasizes the need for effort and sustained practice—likening meditation to physical exercise: if we want the results, we need to do the work. His honesty is refreshing and it makes his advice credible: we can trust the results of meditation since we’ll have earned them.


These changes in the mind involve changes in the body, particularly in the brain. At the time this book was written, scientists had found already that regular meditation produced physical results, including deep relaxation, reduced stress physiology, and shifts in brain wave patterns. Over the past several decades, we’ve learned that meditation also builds up neuronal connections in key regions in the brain:


•   prefrontal areas behind the forehead that help regulate attention, emotion, and action


•   the insula, on the inside of the temporal lobes, which promotes self-awareness as well as empathy for others


•   the hippocampus, deep in the center of the head, which is vital for putting things in context and calming down stress reactions


Additionally, meditation increases activation in the left prefrontal cortex, which is associated with a greater focus on opportunities and more positive emotions. Long-term practice also seems to protect the telomeres that form caps at the end of the chromosomes deep in the nuclei of every cell in the body. This is an important finding since telomere shortening is linked to age-related illnesses and mortality.


Meditation changes the brain in part through its quintessential training of attention, which William James described as “the education par excellence.” Neurons that fire together, wire together—especially for what we pay attention to. Attention is like a spotlight, illuminating what it rests upon and, like a vacuum cleaner, sucking that information into the nervous system. This is experience-dependent neuroplasticity, the material nervous system designed by evolution to be changed by the immaterial information moving through it. In meditation, we keep attention on what is useful and disengage from what is not. In this process, we gradually learn to be more mindful while also cultivating—literally in the brain and body—the wholesome qualities of what we’ve meditated upon, which might be a sense of calm strength, compassionate wishes for others, or an intimation of something sacred, even divine.


Perhaps from his own meditative background, Dr. LeShan speaks to us from the inside out. He communicates something universal that we all share. Deep in our being, we all start from the same place and return to the same place. I didn’t know about this book when I began to meditate, though I wish I had. When I did read it many years later, on its first page I found the exact same words that described my own early experiences of meditation: It’s like coming home.


May this beautiful book help you come home.














[image: image]


Why We Meditate


A few years ago, I was at a small conference of scientists all of whom practiced meditation on a daily basis. Toward the end of the four-day meeting, during which each of them had described at some length how he meditated, I began to press them on the question of why they meditated. Various answers were given by different members of the group and we all knew that they were unsatisfactory, that they did not really answer the questions. Finally one man said, “It’s like coming home.” There was silence after this, and one by one all nodded their heads in agreement. There was clearly no need to prolong the inquiry further.


This answer to the question “Why meditate?” runs all through the literature written by those who practice this discipline. We meditate to find, to recover, to come back to something of ourselves we once dimly and unknowingly had and have lost without knowing what it was or where or when we lost it. We may call it access to more of our human potential or being closer to ourselves and to reality, or to more of our capacity for love and zest and enthusiasm, or our knowledge that we are a part of the universe and can never be alienated or separated from it, or our ability to see and function in reality more effectively. As we work at meditation, we find that each of these statements of the goal has the same meaning. It is this loss, whose recovery we search for, that led the psychologist Max Wertheimer to define an adult as “a deteriorated child.”


Eugen Herrigel, who studied the Zen method of meditation for a long time, wrote, “Working on a Koan [a meditational technique of that school] leads you to a point where you are behaving like a person trying to remember something you have forgotten.” And Louis Claude de St. Martin, summing up his reasons for his long years of meditation, succinctly put it, “We are all in a widowed state and our task is to remarry.”


It is our fullest “humanhood,” the fullest use of what it means to be human, that is the goal of meditation. Meditation is a tough-minded, hard discipline to help us move toward this goal. It is not the invention of any one person or one school. Repeatedly, in many different places and times, serious explorers of the human condition have come to the conclusion that human beings have a greater potential for being, for living, for participation and expression, than they have ability to use. These explorers have developed training methods to help people reach these abilities, and these methods (meditational practices) all have much in common. As I shall show in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, all are based on the same insights and principles, whether they were developed early in India, in the fifth to twelfth century in the Syrian and Jordanian deserts, in tenth-century Japan, in medieval European monasteries, in Poland and Russia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries or at other times and places.


All take work. There is no easy or royal road to the goal we seek. Further, there is no end to the search; there is no position from which we can say, “Now I have arrived, I can stop working.” As we work we find ourselves more at home in the universe, more at ease with ourselves, more able to work effectively at our tasks and toward our goal, closer to our fellow humans, less anxious and less hostile. We do not, however, reach an end. As in all serious matters—love, the appreciation of beauty, efficiency—there is no endpoint to the potential of human growth. We work—in meditation—as part of a process; we seek a goal knowing it is forever unattainable.


A good program of meditation is, in many ways, quite similar to a good program of physical exercise. Both require repeated hard work. The work is often basically pretty silly in its formal aspect. What could be more foolish than to repeatedly lift twenty pounds of lead up and down unless it is counting your breaths up to four over and over again, a meditational exercise? In both the exercise is for the effect on the person doing it rather than for the goal of lifting lead or counting breaths. Both programs should be adapted to the particular person using them with the clear understanding that there is no one “right” program for everyone. It would be stupid to give the same physical program to two individuals differing widely in build, general physical condition, and relationship of the development of the breathing and blood circulating apparatus to the development of the muscles. It is equally stupid to give the same meditational program to two individuals differing widely in the development of the intellectual, emotional and sensory systems and in the relationship of these systems to each other. One of the reasons the formal schools of meditational practice have such a high percentage of failures among their students—those who get little out of the practices and leave meditation completely—is that most schools tend to believe that there is one right way to meditate for everyone and, by a curious coincidence, it happens to be the one they use. Both physical and meditational programs have, as a primary goal, the tuning and training of the person so that he can effectively move toward his goals.


Does meditation also change these goals? Certainly the increased competence and knowledge of this competence, the increased ability to act whole-heartedly and whole-mindedly, the wider perception of reality and the more coherent personality organization that it brings do change the individual’s actions and goals as much as good psychotherapy is likely to change actions and goals for the same reason.


My goals are a function of the way I perceive myself and the world. As these perceptions clarify and broaden, my goals also develop. As I become less anxious and feel less vulnerable, I become less suspicious of and hostile to my fellows, and my goals and actions change. The analogy between physical and meditational programs cannot be carried too far, but it seems reasonable here to point out that a person who has trained his body and is confident of it feels far less vulnerable and therefore behaves differently in many situations than a person with an untrained and uncoordinated body.


There is no age limit for meditation. This book was originally titled Meditation for Adults. One can practice, and benefit from, these disciplines as long as you are adult enough to understand that your own growth and becoming is a serious matter and worth working for. And so long as you understand that if you wish the best from and for yourself, you will have to work hard, that it does not come without sustained effort.


Meditational techniques have been primarily developed by individuals generally termed “mystics” and in certain mystical training schools or traditions in which individuals come together to study and practice these techniques. The term “mystic” has long been widely misunderstood in Western culture as referring to an individual who believes in things no one else can understand, who withdraws from the world and has little to do with its ordinary activities, who talks or writes in terms that communicate nothing and who, if not actually certifiable as insane, has drifted so far from common sense that he or she certainly could not be considered sane. (There has certainly been a modification of this viewpoint in the past few years in this country, but the position as stated has been the prevailing view for a long time. Recent developments in Western culture are changing this stereotype.)


It is certainly true that there are a good many individuals who identify themselves as mystics who fit these criteria. However, if we look carefully at the larger number of those who are classified or who classify themselves as mystics we find a curiously different picture. We see that the two main characteristics of this group are their high level of efficiency at what they do (Western mystics are especially noted for their proficiency in business)1 and the serenity, good human relationships, zest, peace and joy that fill their lives. Further, their agreement on major issues—the nature of man and the universe, the ethical standards of life, and the like—is very strong no matter what time and culture they live in. All mystics, wrote de St. Martin, “come from the same country and speak the same language.” Speaking to this point, C. D. Broad, the British philosopher, has written:


To me, the occurrence of mystical experience at all times and places, and the similarities between the statements of so many mystics all the world over, seems to be a really significant fact. “Prima facie” it suggests that there is an aspect of reality with which these persons come in contact and largely fail to describe in the language of daily life. I should say that this “prima facie” appearance of objectivity ought to be accepted at its face value unless and until some reasonably satisfactory explanation of the agreement can be given.2


Evelyn Underhill, herself both a serious mystic and an outstanding student of the literature of mysticism, wrote in this regard:


The most highly developed branches of the human family have in common one peculiar characteristic. They tend to produce—sporadically it is true, and often in the teeth of adverse external circumstances—a curious and definite type of personality; a type which refuses to be satisfied with that which other men call experience, and is inclined, in the words of its enemies, to “deny the world in order that it may find reality.” We need these persons in the east and the west; in the ancient, medieval and modern worlds… whatever the place or period in which they have arisen, their aims, doctrines and methods have been substantially the same. Their experience, therefore, forms a body of evidence, curiously self-consistent and often mutually explanatory, which must be taken into account before we can add up the sum of the energies and potentialities of the human spirit, or reasonably speculate on its relations to the unknown world which lies outside the boundaries of sense.3


Mysticism, from a historical and psychological viewpoint, is the search for and experience of the relationship of the individual himself and the totality that makes up the universe. A mystic is either a person who has this knowledge as background music to his or her daily experience or else a person who strives and works consistently to attain this knowledge.


The results of this attainment are a capacity to transcend the painful and negative aspects of everyday life and to live with a serenity, an inner peace, a joy and a capacity to love that are so characteristic of the lives of the mystics. The best of mysticism also provides a zest, a fervor and gusto in life plus a much higher ability to function in the affairs of everyday life.


All other definitions of mysticism and mystics are the definitions of one particular school or religious group. They may be adequate definitions for that particular religious group; they are not adequate for the basic meaning of the term.


The mystic regards this search for knowledge of his relationship with the universe (and for a very deep sense of the union of himself and the All) as a search for a lost knowledge he once had and for a way of being that is the natural one for man. The root of the word “mystic” is the same root as the word “to close.” The mystical search is training in closing off all those artificial factors which ordinarily keep us from this knowledge, this birthright we have lost.


Mystics are individuals who have worked long and hard at meditation and who have had their perception of their ability to participate in reality changed by the work that they have done. Much of each mystic’s specific views about reality are colored by the culture he or she grew up in, but behind the façade of different terms and specifics, there are deep, vast areas of agreement.


In the classical Western tradition, there are two alternate paths to mystical development in addition to the via meditativa, the way of meditation. These are the via ascetica and the via illuminata.


The via ascetica, the way of assault on the body and ego, is of little applicability today. Never very useful in itself, its long years of fasting, self-flagellation, etc., are simply not going to be followed much in Western culture as we know it. The via illuminata, the sudden tremendous change in personality integration and understanding, has been the source of some mystics’ development. However, it happens so rarely that there is really no point in holding your breath waiting for it. If you are on the right part of the road to Damascus at the right time—congratulations! Otherwise, you better get to work meditating if you are interested in this sort of growth. In addition, of course, it has been generally reported that followers of both these roads have done a great deal of meditation.


There are two major common results reported by mystics the world over and that all mystical training schools (such as Zen, Hesychasm, Yoga, Sufi, Christian mysticism, Hindu mysticism, Jewish mysticism, and so on) aim toward. These are greater efficiency in everyday life and comprehension of a different view of reality than the one we ordinarily use.


Great Efficiency in Everyday Life


Nowhere is the usual stereotype of the mystic as wrong as it is in this area. The mystic is usually seen as unworldly and dreamy. It is a strange concept, almost as if anyone who trained regularly and in a disciplined manner in a gymnasium were to be considered as belonging to a group whose members were regarded as unmuscular and uncoordinated. Much of the work of any form of meditation is in learning to do one thing at a time: if you are thinking about something to be just thinking of it and nothing else; if you are dancing to be just dancing and not thinking about your dancing. This kind of exercise certainly produces more efficiency at anything we do rather than less.


Tuning and training the mind as an athlete tunes and trains his body is one of the primary aims of all forms of meditation. This is one of the basic reasons that this discipline increases efficiency in everyday life.


There are also other reasons. One of these (I shall discuss others in later chapters) rests on a theory of how to reorganize the personality structure therapeutically. “If we look deeply into such ways of life as Buddhism or Taoism, Vedanta or Yoga,” wrote Alan Watts, “we do not find either philosophy or religion as these are understood in the West. We find something much more nearly resembling psychotherapy.”4 In this area, mysticism and Western psychotherapy follow different paths to the same goal. If I have a severe anxiety attack and go for help to a psychotherapist, she will attempt to aid me primarily by exploring the content of the problem: what is it focused on, what is the content of its symbolic meaning on different personality levels? The therapist will work on the theory that as the content is reorganized and troublesome elements brought to consciousness, the structure of my personality will also reorganize in a more healthful and positive manner.


If, however, with the same anxiety attack, I go for help to a specialist in meditation, she will attempt to aid me primarily by strengthening and reorganizing the structure and ability to function of my personality organization. She will give me various exercises to practice in order to strengthen the overall structure of this organization. She will work on the theory that as the structure is made stronger and more coherent by these exercises, content that is on a nonideal level (i.e., material that is repressed and causing symptoms) will move to preferable levels and will be reorganized properly.


Both theories are valid and both approaches “work.” Both are also in primitive states of the art and there is a great deal of nonsense at present in both mystical and psychotherapeutic practices. Perhaps ultimately we may hope for a synthesis of the two, combining the best features of each and discarding the concretistic thinking and superstition presently found in both. This would certainly lead to a much more effective method, but unfortunately there is very little research in this direction at present. A few psychologists and psychiatrists—such as Arthur Deikman, M.D.—have been experimenting with this synthesis and doing some excellent work with it. A bare beginning is being made.


Comprehension of Another View of Reality


The second major result reported by mystics of all times and places, and aimed at in their training by all mystical schools, is the comprehension of a different view of reality. I use the term “comprehension” here to indicate an emotional as well as an intellectual understanding of and participation in this view.


This is a strange and difficult claim. What can the mystic mean when he refers to a different view of reality? Is not reality what is “out there” and is not our task to understand “it”? If there are two different views, must not one be “right” and the other “wrong”? If the mystic says that there are two equally valid views, is there not a basic contradiction?


The problem is a real one. On the one hand we know our usual view of reality is essentially correct. Not only does it “feel” right, but we operate in it far too efficiently; the results of our actions are predictable enough so that it is obvious that our assumptions about the nature of reality (on which we base our actions) must be correct.


On the other hand, a large number of serious people—including many of those whom humanity regards very highly—have stated clearly that they were basing their actions on a quite different view of how the world works. They also state that they “know” this other view to be valid. And, to make it worse, they also appear to achieve their ends, to operate efficiently in the world, often to have a large effect on it. They also claim to have achieved serenity and joy in their lives, and outside observers report that their behavior appears to bear out this claim.


I shall discuss in some detail this other viewpoint about the nature of reality in Chapter 3. Perhaps it will suffice here to say that if we have learned one thing from modern physics, it is that there may be two viewpoints about something which are mutually contradictory and yet both viewpoints are equally “correct.” In physics this is called the principle of complementarity. It states that for the fullest understanding of some phenomena we must approach them from two different viewpoints. Each viewpoint by itself tells only half the truth.


The mystic does not claim that one way of comprehending reality, of being at home in the universe, is superior to the other. He claims rather that for his fullest humanhood, a person needs both. The Roman mystic Plotinus said man must be seen as an amphibian who needs both life on land and life in the water to achieve his fullest “amphibianhood.” So, also, a person needs to be at home in the world in two different ways—one can call them “different states of consciousness” or “use of different systems of metaphysics”—for one’s fullest development. In a curiously similar way the Indian mystic Ramakrishna likened man to a frog who, in his youth, lives as a tadpole in one medium only. “Later, however,” wrote Ramakrishna, “when the tail of ignorance drops off,” he needs in his adulthood both land and water for the fullest attainment of his potential.


It is this second way of perceiving reality that is one of the goals of meditation. And, indeed, those who have attained it and gone on to make a working fusion of the two ways, so that one is, at one time, the background music for the other and vice versa, certainly claim and appear to others to be leading much fuller and richer lives than before and than the rest of our race do. Certainly they are also the kind of person it is a pleasure to share our planet with.


These, then, are the goals of meditation. It is indeed a sort of “coming home.”


In the rest of this book I will discuss the nature of this other view of reality, the basic structure of meditations and the major forms they take, and the psychological and physiological effects of meditation. I will then present detailed instructions for a sample of meditations, covering most of the major forms. After that is a section on common errors (“alluring traps”) in meditation and mysticism, and a concluding discussion on the value of meditation to the individual and society.


I had originally intended to include a chapter on the major mystical and meditational training schools, such as Yoga, Zen, Sufi and Gurdjieff. However, it soon became plain that it would be foolish to try to abbreviate briefly what has already been done so well and is widely available today. For most of the major schools, the best I could possibly hope for is a very poor man’s version of Jacob Needleman’s classic, The New Religions (New York: Doubleday, 1970). Huston Smith in his Religions of Man (New York: Harper & Row, 1958) has covered the major religions far better than I could. For Christian mysticism, Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism (New York: E. P. Dutton, 2nd ed., 1930) is still the definitive work. For Hasidic mysticism, Martin Buber’s Tales of the Hasidim (New York: Schocken, 1967) seems to me to be the best overview. For a first survey of these schools, or if you are considering training in one of them, I would recommend Needleman’s The New Religions.


Serious meditation is hard work, often frustrating and yet deeply satisfying, and the oldest and newest great adventure for man. I hope it will mean as much to you as it has to me.
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