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INTRODUCTION


Nowadays in our culture, many roads lead to the art and cultivation of mindfulness. When people seek treatment for anxiety, oftentimes meditation is recommended. When people seek to learn meditation, mindfulness is a result. It is not a new idea that, if we are conscious to and present in the moment we are experiencing at the exclusion of almost everything else, we will be more happy and healthy. Meditation has been used in Eastern religions since ancient times.


The idea of consciousness has been gaining popularity since the 1960s in the Western world. Consciousness is the infinite awareness of being within us all. It is the witnessing part of the self always in the background observing life around you. Meditation, in its many forms, cultivates awareness of consciousness.


In A Little Bit of Meditation, we will explore the history of the practice of meditation and its origins, as well as learn practical applications of how to bring conscious awareness into daily life to improve the quality of our experience on Earth. We will discuss the physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual ramifications of meditating in daily life. A wide variety of practical activities and meditations are included in this volume. So dive in and find your center!
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Meditation and mindfulness have become trendy buzzwords in pop culture over the last decade. Meditation practices are no longer relegated to trained practitioners who live in monasteries or ashrams, or adherents to exotic religions and mystical groups. These days, meditation has become a practice that is accessible to almost everyone. It is no longer simply a spiritual tool, either; it has been quickly garnering the backing of neuroscience and other medical specialties because of the health benefits it supplies.


What has sparked the upsurge of interest in meditation? It is thought to have existed for many thousands of years, so why the sudden popularity among diverse groups of people? One answer is the simple fact that the scientific community is giving it credence as a reliable method of stress relief and tool to deal with things such as trauma. Some people believe that the rapidly growing popularity is also due to evolution of consciousness among humanity. Finally, in a world that is increasingly chaotic and moving at a frantic pace, people are seeking out ways to implement calmness and balance in their lives.


MEDITATION IN ANTIQUITY


The earliest known teachings on meditation came from ancient Hindu religious forms, circa 1500 BCE, from the Vedic texts. This practice of dhyana translates roughly from Sanskrit as contemplation or reflection, and refers to nonjudgmental awareness and sustained attention. This concept was further developed centuries later in Buddhism, Jainism, and formal Hinduism, albeit with slightly different understandings of what it meant.


The internal urge to live a mindful life is not new. In fact, the idea of being present 100 percent of the time has been desirable to some people for thousands of years. Ancient peoples recognized that focusing on one thing at a time could increase productivity and also result in a more pleasurable life.


They worked to cultivate systems and protocols that increase the mind's ability to focus. Aspects of meditation were geared in this direction. In antiquity, this work combined with religious devotion to produce calm, focus, and connection to something larger than one's self.


Meditation can be a doorway to mindfulness. It's interesting how the world's different religions and cultures look to processes of quieting and stilling the mind, and thereby do everything from foster a religious connection to find peace amid stress. These endeavors signify evolution, humanity, and a revolution in understanding consciousness.


Early Meditation in Major Faith Traditions


Some form of meditation exists in almost every major faith tradition. These largely arose out of the spread of ideas throughout antiquity and increased with broadening travel and trade during the Middle Ages. As groups of people began expanding outward more from their cultural centers, they took their spiritual practices with them. Many scholars believe that meditation practices first appeared in early Vedic teachings, and then developed further in other Asian traditions such as Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism.


Meditation forms were present in more than just the major religions of the world. Native American and other indigenous groups had numerous contemplative, meditative, and devotional practices.


Hinduism


Meditation in Hinduism developed out of early Vedic texts, and later, the Upanishads. The earliest forms of meditation were focused on trying to understand ultimate reality. Is the universe a projection of humanity, or is humanity a projection of the universe? Is the universe an illusion, or is our individual existence an illusion?


Scholars of early Hinduism are aware of four types of meditation based on the ancient texts. Rishis were ancient seers or sages who took what they learned from meditation and composed hymns about their conclusions. They wrote of mantra meditation, visual meditation, meditation on learned insights in the heart and mind, and, finally, an ecstatic state that occurs when merging with the universal reality of Brahman (divinity). Early Hinduism also had ascetic adherents who incorporated various other practices such as breath control and the ability to levitate. Similar descriptions of ascetic shaman-seers have been included in modern-day writings like Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramahansa Yogananda.


Hindu meditation developed over the centuries as a multifaceted approach to self-realization called Yoga Vedanta. The yogic path includes components such as service, knowledge, and devotion, and is variable according to each individual's needs. Because Hinduism dates back thousands of years, many schools of thought have risen from it with nuanced differences in belief and practice.


Buddhism


Buddhism developed in India out of early Hinduism. Unlike the yogic eight-limb path—eight guidelines to living a meaningful and purposeful life as outlined by the sage Patanjali—Buddhism emphasizes three “trainings.” Many Americans are most familiar with just the meditation training. However, the other two trainings, wisdom and ethics, are considered to be interconnected with the practice of meditation. Following the death of the Buddha, several doctrinal canons emerged with his supposed teachings. There remains scholarly debate on the authenticity of various portions of these canons, which helped give rise to the different schools of Buddhism.


With the Silk Road—an ancient network of routes that connected distant regions of the Asian continent—opening up trade during the Middle Ages, Buddhist meditation teachings were transmitted out of India and throughout Eastern Asia. Around the eighth century, they spread to Japan in the form of Zen. The primary schools of Buddhism that were cemented over time are Mahayana, Theravada, Pure Land, Zen, and Vajrayana. Each school developed its own meditation practices.


Judaism


A current of meditation practices has run through Judaism for centuries. As one writer put it, meditation is so wrapped up in the daily rituals of Jewish life that they weren't separated out as individual practices. However, the rituals gave many moments for “meditative awareness,” even if they weren't specifically called meditation.


Many of the more technical types of Jewish meditation were recorded as oral traditions, especially in the mystical Kabbalah literature, so they may not have permeated out to the mainstream Jewish population. However, there were many Hebrew words that would have been familiar to lay practitioners that implicitly described various forms of meditation practices such as seclusion, focused concentration, and visualization.



Christianity



Early Christianity is known for its Desert Fathers and Mothers, ascetics and monks who went out into the wilderness to seclude themselves and commune with God. Early Common Era writings from some of these ascetics point to the practice of mantra meditation, calling it “pure prayer.” In the Middle Ages following the East-West Schism in Christianity, the practices of Lectio Divina (a meditative reading of Scripture) and hesychasm (a meditation based on repetition of the Jesus Prayer) developed and took root. Over the centuries, meditative practices remained within various contemplative branches of Christianity, especially within monastic communities. However, they are experiencing a resurgence of popularity within the mainstream Christian population.


Islam


The bulk of meditation practices in early Islam came through the mystical branch of Sufism. Two early forms, practiced as early as the fourth century AD, were silent dhikr (rhythmic repetition of God's names and attributes) and the meditation of the heart. The motivation behind both of these practices is the intense energy of love, both toward others and toward God. By focusing on love, thoughts and emotions will fade away.


Sufis are most known for the meditative practice of “whirling.” Sufi orders were first established in the twelfth century, and many took part in this activity. Whirling is a physical meditation that helps one connect with God through music, movement, and the relinquishment of ego and individual desires. Though whirling is most identified with Sufism, there are several other orders of Sufism and meditation practices as well. One order, started in the fourteenth century, is called the Silent Sufis. They believe that God must be reached only in silence.
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Just as there are countless forms of spiritual thought and practice in our current era, so are there numerous types and nuances of meditation. Some types are an exploration of the true nature of consciousness. Other types of meditation are intended to boost health and fitness. There are versions of meditation that are used to improve cognitive function and help us think better and be more productive. Some people use specific meditation styles to reach a level of peak performance in their profession. Some people see meditation as a spiritual devotion. Some people practice group meditation to experience a sense of belonging. These various forms have no doubt influenced each other and led to the creation of even more methods. Some types are wrapped up in religious beliefs, while others are simply techniques that are not necessarily immersed in any belief systems, creeds, or dogmas.


There are three basic categories of meditation: focused attention or concentration, mindfulness, and effortless transcending. But within these categories exists a wide variety of practices, some of which are silent and still, and others that are vocal or involve movement.


Focused attention is all about centering the mind. It often employs some kind of a focal point, which can be anything from a mantra to a mudra to a thought or idea. Sometimes people like to employ a centering thought prior to meditation, which helps enhance concentration. When we control what we pay attention to, we can zero in on tasks we want to accomplish as well as transcendent states of being. Meditations that involve focused attention and concentration are more active and focused upon an outcome.


Mindfulness meditations are all about existing exclusively in the present moment. When you're 100 percent seated in the moment, you are able to experience heightened levels of focused attention and concentration. The difference: It's coming from a place of simply being present as opposed to a place of effort.


Meditations that involve effortless transcendence are more about putting yourself in the right place at the right time and then employing primarily non-active strategies, which will open you to spontaneous experiences of spiritual ecstasy and deep internal surrender. These transcendent experiences can be encouraged but cannot be forced.


Think of om as a key to open a door into universal consciousness. Om is the vibrational representation of creation. It is like someone saying the words “I am.” I am present. I am alive. I create. I am.


There is great power in connecting with nonreligious, non-gender-based, unbiased, pure essence energy. It is symbolic of the vibration of all existence (that we understand). It is as if everything that exists was born out of a receptive womb and om is the result.


You can tap into this essence to magnify the energy of things you would like to create in your own life. You can use the mantra om prior to a meditation designed to help you manifest results in the world.


You can also use om prior to a meditation for healing or internal growth because potential results exist in the world—they are sourced in the energy that exists in every living thing. Opportunities for healing exist in your being, mind, and heart and manifest during focused meditation. So the power of the word om can help you capitalize on the original energy that created everything.


Think about how amazing that is! One word and its vibration can open a door to the entire universe. What that really means is that you and your consciousness have the power to access anything you choose. And you can be anything you choose simply by tapping into universal energy. In fact, you possess unlimited potential and power. You are om.


The next time you settle in to begin your mantra, you will have a newfound appreciation for the history and science that make up the beauty of the om meditation. It is present in many variations of language and it appears in history in many different ways. One thing about the om meditation is certain: It is a universal sound that is representative of the unity that's needed to empathize with those around us. It's a sound and a word that encompasses all of life in a mystical and connected way.


HINDU MEDITATION STYLES


The traditional Hindu meditative path is called raja yoga (regal yoga) and is based on the Yoga Sutras composed by Patanjali, who lived sometime during the first or second century AD (there are differing opinions as to when Patanjali lived and when exactly the Sutras were written). The school of Hinduism that developed out of these texts has had the most influence on the West. However, many Westerners hear the word yoga and assume it only means doing the postures or asanas—what is formally called hatha yoga. But, in fact, the system to reach enlightenment in Hindu traditions is an eight-limb approach. Just as Hinduism doesn't traditionally set the asana postures to stand alone as a practice, neither is dhyana (meditation) meant to be practiced irrespective of the other seven limbs.


In the yogic tradition, postures are an important component of meditation, because the form of meditation practiced requires being able to sit in one pose comfortably for long periods of time. The postures, part of hatha yoga, help maintain balance and harmony within the body to enable it to meditate for many hours through strength and good health.


Like some other mutually influenced meditation paths such as Jainism and Buddhism, Hinduism includes the component of restraint. This refers to curbing actions that may cause harm to other beings, both human and animal. This is where adoption of vegetarianism often comes into play. A second component, observances, deals with religious practices, such as cleanliness and attendance to scripture study.


Hindu-style yoga meditation was introduced to the West by Swami Vivekananda in the late nineteenth century. As it was passed on over the next century through various disciples of two prominent schools of thought, yoga in the United States became predominantly asana-based (posture) yoga. As Louis Komjathy put it in his book Contemplate Literature, yoga in the West “has much more to do with European gymnastics and Hindu nationalism in twentieth-century India than any imagined ancient Vedic Yoga.”


However, despite the prevalence of asana yoga in the West, other teachers have created followings based on other limbs of the path. The Hare Krishna movement was started in the 1960s by A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, who taught that Krishna was the supreme God to be worshipped. Adherents to this following were to recite mantras and chants, and ensure that all of their actions were pleasing to Krishna.


Kriya yoga has also maintained some popularity in America. First brought to the United States by Yogananda, the kriya yoga path is a method that focuses on multiple techniques. The first step is a series of exercises that prepares the mind for meditation. Second is a concentration effort that helps the practitioner pull away from thought and focus inwardly. Then the focus is learning to concentrate on oneself and recognize the attributes of the divine self within. Lastly, the most complex technique is body control, where the practitioner slows down breathing moving into stillness.


BUDDHIST MEDITATION STYLES


Here are several meditation styles that originated in the Buddhist tradition:


Insight Meditation


Insight meditation, derived from the Theravada school of Buddhism, focuses on intentional watching of the mind. The intention is to keep focused awareness within the mind, and when it wanders, to gently bring it back. This type of meditation is also called mindfulness, or vipassana. Wonderfully nonreligious, this is a method that is very useful today.


Insight meditation has been popularized by such well-known figures as Thich Nhat Hanh. Jon Kabat-Zinn, professor emeritus of medicine at the University of Massachusetts Medical School, helped to bring mindfulness practices into the mainstream and medical world in the 1980s and beyond through his Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) clinic.



Zen Meditation



Zen meditation's roots are in the Mahayana school of Buddhism that largely grew out of Japan and Korea. This type of meditation focuses on three sub-types of practice:




1. Similar to insight meditation, the practitioner watches thoughts as they arise and disappear.


2. The student attempts to sit very quietly, doing nothing, with no thought at all.


3. The meditation student ponders a koan, or word puzzle, designed to elevate thought above dualistic thinking (a style unique to Zen).





Two major proponents of Zen in the West were Alan Watts and D. T. Suzuki. Post–World War II America proved to be fertile ground for Zen from Japan to take root in America. The 1950s saw the rise of the Beat movement in the United States, in which a group of rebel thinkers and artists were disillusioned with their culture and looked to Eastern philosophy for inspiration. The Beat revolt provided a clear entrance for Zen values into much of the American mainstream. During this period of the early 1950s, D. T. Suzuki came to the United States to lecture on Zen. His ability to translate traditional Zen texts for Americans and relate Zen to modern physics, medicine, and Christianity resonated with the intellectual population.



Tibetan Meditation



Tibetan meditation carries many cultural trappings from Tibet and is composed of three primary components: Tibetan shamanism, traditional Buddhism, and tantric teachings from India. Tibetan meditation uses the cultural deities and tantric practices of incorporating one's own energy to help achieve a mind-body connection.
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