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More Mindfulness

back to the Buddhist source
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To go the path of the Buddha is to know yourself

To know oneself is to forget oneself

To forget yourself is to be enlightened by the 10,000 things
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Introduction
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This is a sequel and extension of the previously published book "Mindfulness – back to the here and now". That book provided an initial introduction to mindfulness. But more can be said about mindfulness, among other things by delving deeper into its Buddhist origins.

There is quite a lot of criticism of mindfulness these days. For instance, it is said to pay too little attention to its Buddhist roots, and the core concepts such as compassion and the four truths. According to these critics, mindfulness is a kind of 'happiness-Buddhism' that is all about being comfortable in your life and developing yourself, while Buddhism is all about detaching from the self.

This criticism is, in my opinion, partly justified. That is why this book focuses more on the Buddhist origins of mindfulness. Not so much because of the criticism, but mainly because there are many fascinating lessons to be learned. We therefore dwell extensively on these Buddhist roots of mindfulness. This includes paying attention to Buddhist themes such as the four truths, the eightfold path, the true nature of reality and, of course, the original intention of mindfulness. We also pay extensive attention to vipassana meditation, a technique that plays an important role in mindfulness. 

Another reading note: Most books start off light-hearted and then go into depth. In this book, we do it the other way round ☺ . Part 1 (chapters 2, 3 and 4) may be a bit more difficult but is important in understanding what Buddhism is all about and how mindfulness plays a role in it. In those chapters, we mainly dwell on the original role of mindfulness in Buddhism.

Part 2 (chapters 6, 7 and 8) is more general. There we dwell on Buddhist aspects that play an important role in mindfulness. We think about the importance of meditation, mindfulness from the heart leading to mindfulness in action. How can you be mindful while still being active?

A second reading note: For a proper understanding of mindfulness, it is recommended to read the book "Mindfulness – back to the here and now" first, and then take this book as a deepening or broadening. This comment is not meant as a cheap sales trick ☺ but simply for a better understanding of mindfulness.

To conclude: as in the previous book, this book also contains exercises for the reader to work on. They appear less frequently in the regular text but the appendix lists them all, supplemented by additional relevant exercises.
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1 What is mindfulness again?
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It is a good idea first to reflect briefly on what mindfulness even is.  Let us therefore look at some definitions from contemporary literature.

Mindfulness is:

- an open attention to the body, feelings, thoughts, sensory stimuli and emotional states in the here and now. 

- a clear awareness of what is happening in each moment. It is a form of observation that is open, non-judgmental, objective, with undivided attention and without manipulating that which occurs in your awareness, in order to hold on to or identify with it. 

These are just two of the many definitions in circulation today. This also says something about the fact that mindfulness, both as a concept but also in terms of content, is still evolving. There are many definitions and some are more difficult than others. We are not going to worry too much here about the right definition; rather we will just mention its most important aspects. Namely, open attention to the here and now, without judgement and without identification. 

In other words, mindfulness is about waking up, getting out of our heads (out of our automatic thinking and feeling) and getting in touch with the present moment: the here and now. In doing so, we practice open attention towards that which is happening now, both within us and around us. Another important aspect is acceptance. Nothing is rejected or condemned. Everything that is happening right now is allowed to be. And you do this without identifying with it, without connecting to what is happening as a self.

Back to reality 

The most important aspect of mindfulness, and all exercises within it, is the presence in the here and now with open attention. And that in particular is often very difficult for many people. Usually we are stuck in our thoughts, preoccupied with the future. Often we also get stuck in our fixed behaviour, which makes us less open to the now. And even when we manage to be in the now, our perception of it is often coloured. We judge what is happening right now and put stamps on it from our past, for instance. The result is that we rarely perceive reality purely. By training ourselves in mindfulness, we are mainly trying to return to the here and now, back to present experience, with an open mind.  

Utility 

Why is mindfulness so popular? Partly because many positive effects are reported as a result of mindfulness training. In psychology and healthcare, it can achieve good results, especially in terms of psychological well-being. Depressive symptoms are reduced and the experience of chronic pain, for example, appears to be easier to tolerate. Many positive effects are also reported in other areas such as sport and work. People feel better about themselves, cope better with stress and often perform better.

These are, of course, great results. However, the main reason for practising mindfulness is perhaps much more earthly. Namely attention to reality, the here and now. There is nothing else... 

––––––––
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Part 1 Mindfulness in Buddhism
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2 Back to the source
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Mindfulness originates from Buddhism, with Zen Buddhism and vipassana (a Buddhist meditation technique) as its main sources. Yet there are important differences in the present-day use of mindfulness in the Western world and in the world of its origin.

Therefore, here we briefly distinguish between mindfulness as practised today in the Western world, and the original role of mindfulness in Buddhism, and then delve a little deeper into these origins. 

The primary goal of Western mindfulness, as derived from the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn, is to become healthier and also happier. Becoming healthier covers a wide area. In the field of health, the goal is mainly to reduce or alleviate stress, pain and illness. Western mindfulness, generally speaking, mainly tries to increase the level of well-being.

In Buddhism, the situation is different. There, the practice of mindfulness is all about enlightenment. The goal is the cessation of universal or existential suffering. Buddhism's central thesis, its first truth, is that life is suffering. These are big words, of course, but there is more to say about that.

Mindfulness is mainly used in Buddhism for achieving the right insight. What is this right insight? Well, seeing reality as it really is. Namely, a reality that is impermanent, in which nothing is permanent. When you come to that insight, you have immediately found an important tool to break through "suffering". Of course, this all sounds rather cryptic and abstract but we will come back to this.

Mindfulness in Buddhism

First, we take a closer look at the original role of mindfulness in Buddhism. Mindfulness is part of the eightfold path, the Buddhist way of breaking through suffering. The eight parts of the path are the eight right ones: right way of speaking, right way of acting, right way of livelihood, right effort, right attention, right concentration, right view and right focus. The parts included in mindfulness are: right attention, right effort and right concentration.

The eightfold path is in turn part of the four truths as discovered by the Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, who after a long personal quest finally concluded that: 

1 Life is suffering

2 Suffering is caused by desire: wanting to have, wanting to be

3 That wish can be broken

4 By walking the 8-fold path

Why does the Buddha come up with this? After all, it is not the most cheerful message. Perhaps not, but it is a realistic message. He sees that suffering is inevitably intertwined with human existence; this in Pali​[1] is called dukkha which, besides suffering, encompasses the whole field of all negative and unpleasant experiences. We think of the biological side of existence, of aging and dying. But also the "ordinary" forms, like sadness, disappointment and despair. In short, all the physical and mental pain that a human life entails.

But we don't always suffer, do we? That's right. Happiness exists of course, so does joy but... they are finite. Happiness ends one day, then leaves a bitter aftertaste. That's why happiness is also a form of suffering.

The second truth tells us that the cause of this suffering is desire, wanting to have or to be. It also often refers to desire as "being attached to". We humans simply want a lot, and it is inevitable that many of these desires are not fulfilled and therefore suffering arises. 

Section: Covetousness

The Buddha distinguished three forms of covetousness: 

- The craving for lust refers to our attachment to sensual pleasures. 

- The desire to exist indicates our drive for life; the will to survive but also the need to manifest ourselves. 

- Craving non-existence is about our desire not to have or be something. Think of the desire to get rid of unpleasant physical or mental experiences. ​[2]

––––––––
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Ignorance: anicca, dukkha and anatta

The Buddha discovered that beneath all this craving or wishing lies a deeper cause. Namely ignorance of the true nature of reality. This true nature, according to Buddhism, consists of three characteristics: anicca, dukkha and anatta. Or: impermanence (anicca), suffering (dukkha) and the absence of a self (anatta, also called the doctrine of not-self).

Anicca tells us that the true nature of reality is characterised by impermanence. Nothing is permanent, everything is changeable. Both around us and within us. Our thoughts, our feelings and our bodies, but also the things around us like mountains, rivers, countries and empires. None of it remains.

Among other things, dukkha is a consequence of this. We suffer because we want things to be different. We want to be able to rely on something, something steadfast. We try to hold on to what passes and push away what cannot be avoided. These are attempts that, because of the changing nature of reality, will eventually get stuck with the inevitable result: suffering.

However, we suffer mainly because in all this, we ascribe to ourselves an I or a Self. We think we have an I or a Self and through that Self we attach ourselves to things that can never fully satisfy us (again because of this changing reality). But unfortunately, according to Buddhism, there is no Self (anatta) at all.

Non-self or anatta

How is there no I - no Self? "I think therefore I exist" is, after all, Descartes' famous quote. Not according to Buddhism. The doctrine of non-self tells us that human beings are made up of five skhandas, also called the five groups of existence or ego groups.

These are the five factors that make up the human person according to Buddhism, namely: body (rupa), feeling (vedana), cognition (sanna), drive, will-impulse or conditioning (sankhara) and sensation or awareness (vinnana). But nowhere within these groups will we find an I or a Self.

It can be compared to a bicycle. A bicycle consists of different parts, whereas the word "bicycle" refers to the combination of all those parts, in relationship with each other. But nowhere will you find the specific part "bicycle".  So it is also with our I or Self. There are only the five groups that are related to each other but nowhere will you find the part ‘Self’.

Exercise: Meditation on the dissolution of the human body

Although our lives have many uncertainties, there is one unavoidable certainty we prefer to deny, namely the fact that one day we will die. One of the purposes of this exercise is to face that fact from time to time but, more importantly, to break the attachment to the I or Self.

This is a tough, but at the same time engaging, exercise. It is certainly not fun to do but it does relate to the subject: becoming aware of the impermanence of your own body. The exercise is described here in advance but it is wise to do the other exercises in this book first, such as vipassana meditation (see the following chapters and the appendix), and save this exercise for last.

Concentrate on your breathing, let it flow normally and merely register. Then be aware of your body as it is now, warm and alive. Do this for 10 breaths, with one breath containing a complete inhale and exhale. (This applies to each step of the exercise, 10 breaths per part). 

Then:

- See your body before you as a corpse, lifeless and cold 

- See how the body slowly starts to decompose, see the maggots invade

- See the flesh fall off the bones, see your skeleton exposed

- See your full skeleton, a white skeleton. All the flesh is gone

- See how slowly the bones fall apart

- See how the bones decay into dust and are blown away by the wind

- Feel how the dust becomes part of the earth and sea, see the dust fly and fall down in various places

- Become aware that your body is now completely gone

- Smile, realising that everything is impermanent.

This exercise will certainly bring unpleasant feelings. However, it is a well-known exercise used in many Buddhist movements to break attachment to the body but, more importantly, to reduce self-attachment. Chances are you will become sad, you may start crying, your breathing will become heavy. That is not a bad thing. It's part of the exercise. You will find that if you do this exercise more often, it will become less heavy, although of course it still remains an intensive exercise.​[3]
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