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Early acclaim for
“The less dust, the more trust”


“An impressive view into the vast landscape of the Shamatha Project, this book is a rich account of the practices and outcomes from this pioneering endeavor of mapping meditative experience.”


– Joan Halifax Roshi, Founding Abbot, Upaya Zen Center, author of Being with Dying.


“What I personally find so compelling about this book is its accessibility. By the warmth and honesty of her writing, Adeline van Waning gives one the assurance of a friend who walks beside you, telling you how it was for her and her colleagues as they progressed through their ‘expedition,’ their three month Shamatha Project. She presents the practice guidance that she received in a way that it may offer a valuable path for all readers.”


– Sherry Ruth Anderson PhD, Ridhwan teacher, co-author of The Feminine Face of God, author of Ripening Time.


“In this volume Adeline van Waning admirably brings to bear her professional training and experience as a psychiatrist together with her knowledge and experience as a meditator to explain the nature and significance of these practices from both Buddhist and scientific perspectives … With her exceptional background as a scientist and as a meditator, Dr. van Waning bridges the gap between third person and first person methodologies, showing how each one can complement the other. This, clearly, is the way forward if we are to seek the most complete understanding of the mind and consciousness.”


– B. Alan Wallace PhD, Buddhist meditation teacher, scholar, Director of the Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies, author of The Attention Revolution, and Mind in the Balance. From: Prologue.


“The many examples of shamatha meditation guidance as presented in this book, including attentional practices, the Four Qualities of the Heart and Tonglen, can be very useful for students on various paths in navigating their own journey with meditation.”


– Lama Palden Drolma, Founder and Resident Teacher of Sukhasiddhi Foundation.


“This is an informative and engaging work of a very high standard. It will appeal both to Western Buddhists interested in meditation and scientists interested in the measurable effects of meditation and the implications of this for understanding the brain and consciousness. This very systematic, well structured and thoughtful study is a valuable description, contextualization and analysis of a three month meditation ‘expedition’ led by B. Alan Wallace. It focuses on shamatha meditation as practiced in the Tibetan tradition, accompanied by scientific assessment of effects on participants.”


– Peter Harvey PhD, Professor Emeritus of Buddhist Studies, University of Sunderland, UK, Editor, Buddhist Studies Review.


Endorsement by a co-research subject in the Shamatha Project:


“I am both gratified and relieved that Adeline has written this ambitious book: gratified because our extraordinary opportunity and experiences in this project simply needed to be documented, and relieved because she is exactly the right person for the job. The Shamatha Project set a new standard of rigor in design and methodology for studies of meditation, and this book reflects that standard in its thoroughness and loving rendering. It provides an insider’s view of the gratitude and life-changing shifts we research subjects enjoyed as we daily received impeccable, authentic teachings and then meditated for long hours in an idyllic setting high in the Rocky Mountains, all the while certain that we were simultaneously contributing to science, to Dharma, and to the cultivation of our own hearts and minds. Adeline’s intelligent and thoughtful psychological and philosophical contextualization of her personal experiences makes this book appealing to those interested in meditation, Dharma, contemplative neuroscience, and the many hybrid and integrative disciplines arising from them. May this virtuous effort by my favorite ‘Shamatha Buddy’ enrich your understanding and commitment to your own path of virtue, joy, and liberation.”


– Jim Cahill, BCB, Developer, Mindfulness-based Biofeedback Therapy™
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Prologue


by B. Alan Wallace PhD


The meditative practices that were central to the scientific study known as the Shamatha Project consist of two kinds: (1) the shamatha practices of mindfulness of breathing, settling the mind in its natural state, and shamatha without a sign; and (2) the cultivation of four sublime qualities of the heart known in Buddhism as the four immeasurables, namely loving-kindness, compassion, empathetic joy, and equanimity. The first set of practices is explicitly designed to develop attentional balance through the cultivation of relaxation, stability, and vividness, qualities that are then used to introspectively explore the nature of the mind and its potentials. The second set is for the sake of developing a greater sense of kindness and acceptance toward oneself and others, which has a deep impact on one’s values, ideals, and emotional balance.


In this volume Adeline van Waning admirably brings to bear her professional training and experience as a psychiatrist together with her knowledge and experience as a meditator to explain the nature and significance of these practices from both Buddhist and scientific perspectives. Since the turn of the century, a rapidly growing number of scientific studies have revealed the health benefits of various kinds of mindfulness-based meditation. Brain scans, EEG measurements, behavioral studies, and questionnaires have shown the influence of meditation on the brain and behavior, which in the minds of many people lends some degree of credibility to the practice of meditation. In the overwhelming majority of such studies, those who conduct and report on the research are professionally trained scientists, intent on applying objective measures to understanding the nature and effects of meditation. In contrast, the meditators are treated as subjects in these studies, similar to human and non-human subjects in other psychological and neuroscientific kinds of research. So their identities are almost invariably ignored in scientific reports on meditation, and all discoveries pertaining to meditation are claimed by the scientists, who in many cases have little or no meditative experience. Consequently, whatever discoveries about the nature of the mind may have been made by the meditators themselves are generally overlooked in scientific papers, presumably because they are not deemed “objective” and are therefore not “scientific.”


This bias for objective, third person evidence over subjective, first person experience is problematic when it comes to understanding the nature of mental processes and states of consciousness, all of which are undetectable by all objective systems of measurement. In contrast, on the basis of the development of refined attention skills using the above methods of shamatha meditation, one gains an increasing ability to observe a widening array of mental processes and states of consciousness. By so doing, one may make discoveries about the mind that are inaccessible to third person methods of observation. With her exceptional background as a scientist and as a meditator, Dr. van Waning bridges this gap between third person and first person methodologies, showing how each one can complement the other. This, clearly, is the way forward if we are to seek the most complete understanding of the mind and consciousness.


Among the three methods of shamatha explained in this book, “settling the mind in its natural state” is especially oriented toward making first person discoveries about the unique qualities of one’s own mind and about the nature and potentials of the mind in general. Bearing many qualities in common with “insight meditation” practices commonly taught in the Theravada and Zen traditions of Buddhism, it enables one to make internally “objective” observations of the origination, nature, and dissolution of discursive thoughts, desires, emotions, and other mental processes. In this way, such experiential inquiry has great epistemic value for understanding the mind firsthand. In addition, however, the practice of maintaining clear, nonreactive awareness of such mental events also has great therapeutic value, which is clearly explained in this volume by a mental health professional. So the epistemic and pragmatic significance of this and other shamatha methods are deeply integrated: knowing thyself is integral to healing thyself. There is a similar synergy between the practices of shamatha and the four immeasurables, each one deepening and enriching the other.


While modern popularizers of yoga and meditation often teach various methods as stand-alone techniques, independent of any theory, values, or lifestyle, this reductionist approach is alien to the Buddhist tradition and all other great contemplative traditions of the world. If one adheres to a materialistic worldview, believing that everything in the universe, including all living organisms and states of consciousness, can be thoroughly understood solely as emergent properties of matter, this must have a direct impact on one’s values and priorities. If one believes that only matter and its emergent properties are real, those are the only things one will value, and the only kinds of happiness one will seek are stimulus-driven, hedonic pleasures, arising from interactions of matter and energy. Moreover, if one’s values are thoroughly materialistic and hedonic, this will inevitably result in a consumer-driven way of life bent on material acquisition and consumption and the pursuit of hedonic pleasures.


Buddhist meditation, in contrast, is embedded in a worldview that embraces both physical and nonphysical elements of the natural world. Within the Buddhist Eightfold Noble Path, authentic mindfulness and concentration arise only in conjunction with an authentic worldview—not subject to the limitations of materialism—and with an authentic aspiration oriented toward genuine happiness, which arises from ethics, mental balance, and wisdom.


The origins, nature, and potentials of consciousness, together with the nature and means of realizing genuine happiness, are of the utmost importance, especially in today’s world, in which the devastating effects of unbridled materialism are wreaking havoc on modern society and the natural environment. Materialistic assump tions about human nature continue to hamper open-minded inquiry into the relation between the body and mind, including how consciousness first emerges in a human fetus and what happens to it at death. Materialists assume it first emerges from complex interactions of neurons and it simply disappears at death, but they have never scientifically demonstrated the truth of their beliefs. Contemplatives from multiple traditions East and West reject that assumption, but the first person discoveries on which they base their conclusions have yet to be taken seriously by the scientific community.


As an analogy, even after Copernicus presented his brilliant heliocentric theory of the movements of the planets around the sun, medieval scholastics continued to cling to their belief that the sun and planets orbited around the earth. Both the heliocentric and geocentric views accounted for the appearances to the naked eye of the relative movements of these celestial bodies. It was only when Galileo refined the telescope as an instrument for making precise observations of the sun, moon, and planets, that he was able to discover the phases of Venus, which provided irrefutable evidence that the medieval geocentric view was invalid.


Nowadays, learned scientists and theologians continue to debate about the fate of human consciousness after death, with each group adhering to their own assumptions, without being able to point to evidence that settles the issue for all intelligent, open-minded seekers of truth. According to Buddhism, the achievement of highly refined states of focused attention, trained inwardly, transcending the limitations of the normal human psyche, sheds light on dimensions of consciousness that are not contingent upon the brain. If this discovery is valid and can be replicated by anyone with sufficient contemplative training – regardless of their metaphysical beliefs – this will shift the modern understanding of the mind from a “materiocentric” to an “empiricocentric” view. This will herald the first scientific revolution in the mind sciences, in which experience will once again triumph over dogma, and antiquated metaphysical beliefs about the nature and potentials of consciousness will be defeated by rigorous observation. Rather than a victory of religion over science, this will be a victory for both science and spirituality, opening the way to the deepest exploration of human nature and our capacity for realizing genuine happiness through knowledge of ourselves and our relation to the natural world as a whole.
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Introduction


What does it mean, “settling the mind in its natural state”? Who am I, who are we, what might be the natural state? The least thing I can do is to bring a number of fresh notebooks and pens for jotting down, reporting. (Diary, September 2007)


In this book I present the story of my participation in the Shamatha Project, addressing Buddhism, concentration-calm practices, and meditation research. With diary fragments, dream log, and audio transcripts communicating my personal experiences I hope to give you, reader, a feel of how it is to be participating in such a project. I present the up-to-date research outcomes, that focus on the effects of the various practices on attention and emotion regulation, and on health. They include groundbreaking findings of effects up to the chromosome level.


Every chapter in this book includes a guided meditation. The book is structured in a way that it can provide you with various threads. You can read it, for instance, as an overview of the Shamatha Project, with a window into one participant’s experiences with the project and the practices. Additionally, you may read it as an exploration into Buddhist studies, with a focus on psychological and scientific understanding of meditation. Most importantly, however: you can read it as a personal journey for yourself, combining it with taking up the meditation practices, with the guidance that is given throughout the book, including responses to questions that came up for us participants. So: you may immerse yourself into the practices and embark on your own nourishing journey, with guided meditations. In that way you will be cultivating your mental balance and well-being. This I can already give away: the science findings show wide-ranging benefits of the retreat experience for the participants. For myself, personally arising in flesh and blood body-mind out of the statistics database, I can only affirm this, in my felt sense experience!


How did I get to be a participant? Let me start with the beginning.


Once upon a time


In September 2006, in a far and desolate, yet inspiring corner of the Netherlands, a course was offered: “The sense and meaning of meditation: an interactive retreat with Alan Wallace.” Located below sea-level at Naropa Institute in Cadzand, we participants shared Wallace’s enthusiasm about the Shamatha Project that would combine three months of residential meditation retreat with state-of-the-art scientific research. Shamatha refers to concentration-calm meditation. Two shamatha retreats of three months’ duration were going to take place in 2007. Some of my deep longings were coming together here: for quite a time, I’ve had the wish to participate in a meditation retreat of several months’ duration, and combining this with research would add an extra fulfilling dimension to it. Inquiring about the possibility of participation, I received Alan Wallace’s declining smile: oh, no, the waiting list is already too long …


Months later, I just thought: nothing wrong with being placed on a long waiting list, without much hope that anything would come from it. And then, at a certain moment I happened to be the person for the matching of the groups on demographic, meditational and psychological variables (including age, sex, education, and meditation experience) that was needed. Just a few weeks before the start of the Fall retreat I bought my flight ticket, and in September 2007 I happily found myself back on the shamatha cushion, hooked up to a monitor, 8000 feet up in the rugged Rocky Mountains.


In what follows, you read about my questions, wonders, confusions and understandings, in these three months of meditation and science, and daily “ordinary life,” during this extraordinary period of time. Next to reflections from this period, I include diary musings from more recent times, showing how the project continued to ripple through my life. I will focus specifically on one form of the shamatha meditations that we practiced, “Settling the mind in its natural state.” This one practice has interested and fascinated me specifically: as a personal interest, and connecting with my work-background in “minding the mind” and understanding the mind, with others, in psychotherapy and psychiatry. The name of the practice sounds intriguing to me, to the Western ear. I’m aware that I can have ideas about these notions, and I wonder about my culture and time-bound understandings. How do they relate to this Tibetan practice that originated many centuries ago, far away? What might it be, the natural state? This question will resonate and accompany us, sometimes more on the foreground, sometimes more in the background.


“The less dust, the more trust”


The less dust, the more trust: these words are heading the title of this book. They combine into one of the one-liners or little mantras that just came up during retreat, while I went for a walk in the mountains. It was a clear day, I was enjoying breathing this crispy Rocky air, and viewing the radiant, contrast-rich autumn colors. From the Shambhala Mountain Center, where we lived, many paths go up the foothills. I often walked up, in this magic valley scenery, through the aspen and then pine tree woods, then higher up where just rocks remained, with an immense sky above. Wind on my cheeks, and increasingly wide, fresh, clear scenery, that invited for freshness inside. To me, it feels like I still carry these mantra words with me, as a body-mind anchor for the whole retreat experience, including sense impressions, perceptions, musings, memories of feelings, people, interactions, some of them to be described.


In the mantra “The less dust, the more trust,” the dust refers to the expression: “beings with little dust in their eyes,” meaning beings who will be able to understand the Buddhist Dhamma teachings. The words refer to those who will be able to understand the truth of phenomena, including themselves. Dhamma is the Pali term, in the canonical language of Buddhism, Dharma the term in Sanskrit, the universal language of ancient Indian culture. The expression of “beings with little dust” figures in the Ayacana Sutta, “The Request.” This Sutta, discourse of the Buddha, tells about the Buddha Shakyamuni, who after his awakening at first was hesitant to teach Dhamma, as very few beings might understand his teachings. Then the compassionate god Brahma Sahampati, aware of the deep suffering in the world and the need for this wisdom, convinced the Buddha to teach the Dhamma to beings in the world, with this plea: “Let the Blessed One teach the Dhamma! …There are beings with little dust in their eyes who are falling away because they do not hear the Dhamma. There will be those who will understand the Dhamma.” Luckily, as it is said, then the Buddha, out of compassion for beings, surveyed the world. “He saw beings with little dust in their eyes and those with much, those with keen faculties and those with dull, those with good attributes and those with bad, those easy to teach and those hard.”1 Here, we may all feel included. Any lesser particle of dust, every particle removed or dissolved will contribute to our seeing in more real and realistic ways, and acting more wisely.


Regarding trust: this certainly included my personal sense of trust, or lack of that. Interestingly, most traditions in Buddhism see trustful confidence or faith as an important quality. Trust must be balanced by wisdom, and can be seen as an accompaniment of meditation. It begins, in my experience, with becoming aware of this unease, the agitation, the reactivities in our ways of addressing ourselves and others. And then, somehow trust in the Buddha, his teachings and the community of those who have followed and realized the teachings can become a starting point for embarking on a path, a quest. This may regard the Buddha, or other wise and compassionate teachers. If we didn’t have some initial trust in the fact that there is a way out of suffering, and some seed of understanding the nature of suffering, would we ever begin to search a path out of suffering, with any hope of finding it?



On my way



A few words about my on-going journey on the path, about what went before, are appropriate here. During my whole life I’ve been intrigued and fascinated by the mysteries of the mind. Living life has been the laboratory for exploration, reflection and deepening awareness. Trust and dust: there have certainly been times that I had little trust in myself and my experiences. Getting to trust ourselves and our experiences includes that we get to see the many ways that something in us may lead to deceiving ourselves, in distorting perceptions, sensations and emotions. For periods in my life this has been the case for me, generating and maintaining a dusty atmosphere. Both the sense of intrigue, and the suffering brought about by these distortions led me into psychotherapy as a patient. Enriched with inspiring therapists and teachers and with some tools for living a more truthful life, still intrigued and fascinated, I trained for being able to help others. In psychotherapy and psychoanalysis practice, I met others like myself, with their sufferings, unease, stress and reactivities, seeing how we all share in living our lives with various degrees of ignorance and distortions. I’ve been engaged in the psychotherapy field, with persons who, next to having mental and emotional problems, also showed immense potential. I had the privilege to work with adults and children, and for a time specifically with people with a history of migration, loss and homelessness. Together with these involvements, there were many years of meditation and spiritual practice, in various traditions. These, I feel, have been crucially important in my development and unfolding and being more naturally present in life, including work relations. With the mindful psychotherapy and meditation flows through my life and veins, my focus of interest and research have increasingly included persons’ surprising developmental capacities and resilience in the face of hardship. There may be serious mental problems. However, there’s always this unique, impermanent balance that also includes an impulse for development, maturation and evolution, with naturally manifesting greater compassion, including for oneself. These wholesome capacities and abilities can be cultivated, trained and strengthened. This we can experience ourselves, we can see this before our eyes; but we do not read about it enough in most textbooks. These capacities and abilities are much needed in this world that has witnessed and is witnessing so much pain, self-limitation and suffering. Buddhism has graphically sketched the various domains. On the one hand, there are these domains of suffering that are inevitably part of life (including ageing, sickness, death). On the other hand, there are the domains that are much man-made, woman-made, “reactive mind-made.” Unwholesome traits that have been “made,” conditioned, can to a large extent be deconditioned. Wholesome traits can be trained: this is one of the positions that, I hope, can be strengthened with this book. As it is said: train your mind, change your brain. Neuroplasticity and the potential for transformation are “on” and in action all the time. Neuroplasticity can be invited for training resilience in pain, and for cultivating loving kindness, genuine happiness and trust. Training and cultivating attentional trust turns out to go in synergy with allowing dust to dissolve.


What you will find in this book


Let me elaborate a bit more on what weaves together in this writing.


First, I draw on my own first person subjective impressions as a participant in the Shamatha Project and on later understandings, often in diary form. The scientific aspects of the Project and Buddhist meditation that are addressed include the objective recent research outcomes. They include findings in follow-up measurements, and also plans for new follow-up data collection yet to come.


Second, as to Buddhist background, I turn to traditional texts by Tibetan masters including Lerab Lingpa and Düdjom Lingpa, to commentarial literature, and to verbal exchanges with teachers. Next to honoring my Western upbringing and education in some psychiatry and psychotherapy musings, I include insights from the Integral approach, to provide a map for organizing the various perspectives taken in this exploration.


Third and most importantly is my wish that you feel invited to join on this expedition in a felt-sense way. The meditation instructions by Alan Wallace guided us participants while we were in retreat. You may read them, put the book aside and practice “with us,” in a timeless dimension. While sitting in your chair or on your cushion, you may join me in “going on an intensive and enriching meditation retreat,” and in continuing the journey that this retreat inspired me to; and, with that, continue on your own path. So, in case you like to join: imagine yourself preparing for participating in a long-term meditation plus science retreat. How would you proceed in the practical sense, what to bring, what not to bring? And in the mental and emotional sense: what would you like to know, to ask, to read, what would it be that you might worry about? You might want to take in some background information. At this point you don’t really need to do, as this book is going to give you some, in the process. Come in fresh, with “beginner’s mind”! You may be aware of the turbulence in your mind from time to time. Would you like to know how it can be “tamed,” as it is named?


In this personal report, I will most of the time follow the sequential way in which my understandings developed and unfolded. So, there I came in, carrying my Western background, into a center and group that was going to practice meditation in some sort of Tibetan Buddhist context. Sitting in a shrine room, with an altar, we were surrounded by colorful thankas, silk paintings, depicting Buddhist deities. Right in front of where I sat, on a distance of a few meters, I looked at an impressive large one, with abundant gold embroidery. On the one hand, interestingly, we were immersed in the meditation perspective with instructions and context from the Tibetan tradition. Here the subjective experience aspect stood out. On the other hand, within the first days we were thrown into the language, agency, and “culture” of Western science. We were wearing EEG, Electro Encephalogram-caps on our head for brain research that was aiming at objective measurements.


For the diary sections, sprinkled throughout the book, most of the time I roughly and simply refer to the months: September, October and November 2007. These, globally, were the months of the fall retreat. For giving some indication of time frame for later diary sections (after retreat) I mention the year. Here’s the larger diary fragment from which a few lines were presented at the start of this Introduction.


Shambhala Mountain Center, Rocky Mountains, Diary September 2007


At this time my main research question can be named, very broadly: What will it be like for this participant to be in the project, when coming in with as open mind as possible. What does it mean, “settling the mind in its natural state”? Who am I, who are we, what might be the natural state? The least thing I can do is to bring a number of fresh notebooks and pens for jotting down, reporting. Anyhow, first step will be presence, awareness, and the aspiration to have an open look and describe phenomena as much as possible with “beginners mind.”


Clearly, what I present in this book about the Shamatha Project are experiences of only one participant in the Project. As such they are not in any way representative, neither typical nor special: tens of first person stories and broader experiential reports can be written about the Project. As it stands, this is just one example, one story, by a grateful woman on the path.


Chapters overview


Following this Introduction, the initial chapters are directly connected with the Shamatha Project. The story continues into further explorations that I felt invited to by the project experience. Then there is a convergence in what I see as possible applications of the practices described, with a rounding up in some personal Conclusions.


Chapter 1: In this chapter, an outline of the Shamatha Project, initiated by B. Alan Wallace PhD, meditation teacher and Contemplative Director, and Clifford Saron PhD, Scientific Director, is presented. During the three-month retreat, we practiced shamatha attentional meditations from both Theravada and Mahayana traditions. Regarding the research, I provide a description of biomarkers, assessments, and tests. I report on the outcomes of the project focusing on the effects of the various practices in attention and emotion regulation, and on health. They include unique findings, among them linking meditation and positive psychological change with changes on the DNA level.


Chapters 2 and 3 offer a fuller presentation of the specific meditations involved in the project: attention practices with various aspects of tactile sensations of the breath as the object of mindfulness, “Settling the mind in its natural state,” Awareness of awareness, the practices of the Four Qualities of the Heart (Loving Kindness, Compassion, Empathetic Joy and Equanimity), and Tonglen. While I present diary fragments and guided meditations in all chapters, these two chapters especially, together with Chapter 5, represent my direct experiential reports of being on this expedition. Included are verbatim transcriptions of guided meditations with Alan Wallace, with his instructions on selectivity and balance, mindfulness and introspection-monitoring. At the end of Chapter 2, I present some basic information on Buddhism, representing in this way – Buddhism, science – the main culture fields we were exposed to, at that time. For concluding Chapter 3, I present four working hypotheses, that guided my explorations regarding shamatha and Settling the mind.


Chapter 4: Here I describe shamatha practice in the Tibetan Buddhist context. In particular I explore how shamatha is the indispensable complement to the cultivation of contemplative insight, vipashyana. I address the nine stages of meditative concentration, the Elephant Path, and the notion of substrate consciousness, the relative ground of the psyche. Attention is given to various ways of understanding mindfulness and (meta) awareness.


Chapter 5: In this chapter descriptions of my personal experiences are presented, with first person phenomenological impressions of mind-operations and dynamics in the psyche. While regarding all practices that we did, the diaries especially address “Settling the mind in its natural state.” The object of mindfulness in this practice is the space of the mind and what arises in it, with non-distraction and non-grasping: in the sense of no control, no preference, no identification. Grasping to a thought is released, while the thought is observed. In my descriptions I include diaries, audio, video and dream-log content as empirical material. The felt sense data include descriptions of inner turbulence while progressing with the practices, with surprises, ups and downs in the physical and psychological sense.


Chapter 6 offers meditation instructions and experiences regarding Settling the mind practice as presented by nineteenth century Dzogchen masters Lerab Lingpa and Düdjom Lingpa. Specifically, the turbulences that are bound to appear in some practice phases are addressed. A section from The Vajra Essence text by Düdjom Lingpa offers descriptions of turbulences and challenges such as intense pains and paranoia, anger and bliss. I’ve been intrigued by these descriptions of experiences, designated by Düdjom Lingpa as “signs of progress” on the path. I connect them with my personal experiences, and with descriptions of these dynamics by other teachers about their students. The turbulences as described in the text by Düdjom Lingpa, and as reported by myself and others seem to attest to universal dynamics in the psyche.


In the chapters that follow, I explore shamatha, including Settling the mind practice, in various kinds of larger contexts.


Chapter 7: In this chapter I explore the practice “Settling the mind in its natural state,” a practice of “abiding, moving and awareness,” in greater detail, in the context of being the shamatha part in Mahamudra and Dzogchen traditions. The less dust and the more trust, that shamatha brings in: together they make a foundation for these Essential insight approaches.


Chapter 8 addresses some psychological themes and explores the phenomenological descriptions, connected with supposedly universal dynamics (as presented in Chapter 6) in the contextual framework of both Buddhist and Western psychology. Here I explore the Buddhist notions of The Six Realms and The Four Maras, and some Western views as presented in the reference book the “Diagnostic Statistical Manual,” and developmental stages in defensive maneuvers. The diary experiences connect in surprising ways with the broad range of defensive maneuvers and reactivities as described.


Chapter 9: This chapter addresses mental turbulences on the meditation path, including the themes of spiritual emergence and emergency. This is about “falling out of habitual conditionings,” about the grasping self, and the potential for opening up. Attention is given to energy dynamics, with contraction and relaxation. I explore the ways in which “Settling the mind in its natural state” can be conceived of as a form of psychological therapy of self-healing. I elaborate on what has been a growing realization about a continuum, from psychological dysfunctioning to exceptional health, knowingness and insight; challenging the sense of “normalcy” of our collective habitual level of consciousness.


Chapter 10: Here some themes in contemplative neuroscience are taken up, including shifting baselines and the notion of “acquired secure attachment.” The practice of “Settling the mind in its natural state” is placed in a research context of two basic types of meditation: Focused Attention and Open Monitoring. A model protocol for phenomenological meditation description in a neuroscience context is applied to the Settling the mind practice. Two pilot projects regarding shamatha and Settling the mind practice are described.


Chapter 11 includes my revisiting the four working hypotheses regarding shamatha and specifically Settling the mind practice that I presented in Chapter 3. I describe what I came to find and understand. In this chapter I offer some ideas on shamatha in the world, possible practices and applications for special groups of people, including persons with attention deficit problems, persons with psychiatric difficulties, and mental health professionals; and applications for those who guide meditators on the path (including going through turbulence), and as a preparation for dying. In this chapter I also present information about recent developments in the Shamatha Project research, including plans for a new round of follow-up measurements to come.


Chapter 12: in “On human flourishing: continuing the project,” with presenting rounding up remarks and afterthoughts, the theme of dust and trust is revisited. Various meanings of Settling the mind in its natural state are addressed, as related to the vantage point from which one views. Here I come to four aspects that have touched me in a personal sense in this quest. One relates to the many ways in which I have experienced Settling the mind practice as a gift in my life. The second aspect regards the way that Settling the mind has facilitated for me experiencing a wide range of mental states, from coarse emotional, to subtle, to very subtle. Three: I’m aware that, with observing and experiencing various states of mind, I’ve trained traits of resilience. I have experienced the healing and therapeutic aspects of shamatha practice in general, and Settling the mind in particular, translating into character traits with greater openness, maturity and freedom. And Fourth: I’ve come to value more deeply how the findings in the many domains of investigation regarding meditation, including phenomenal experiential and their neural aspects come together; being correlates, that can neither be separated, nor reduced to each other.


Mindfulness and the mysteries of the mind


With our minds we get insights into the workings of our psyche. With our minds we can change our relationship with the mind, with the arisings in the mind, and our perception of reality. Thus we can change our relationship with the world, and open up to a deep sense of joy and well-being. With our mind we can rewire and transform our brain. Our increasing understanding of brain processes, perception and attention, behavioral and psychological dynamics, has greatly inspired our ability to fathom, prevent and remedy problematic health conditions.


Mindfulness, moment-to-moment attention, in this shamatha context mainly refers to non-forgetting what we are focusing on. Mindfulness goes in synergy with a meta-awareness in monitoring the practice. In various traditions different accents are placed with meanings of mindfulness. Celebrating the precious gift of mindfulness: in this book mindfulness will also be addressed in the context of vipashyana and of contemporary mindfulness based approaches.


In line with the multi-perspectival approach, this work is meant to offer a balance between three perspectives. There is the perspective of my personal experience: this is a subjective, first person perspective. There are the science and theory aspects: objective, third person perspectives. Next to that, I invite you to practice and explore the meditations for yourself as you read this book: this can be referred to as an intersubjective, second person perspective.


It has been a great joy for me, with a background in psychiatry-psychotherapy, in Buddhist meditation and Buddhist studies, with an interest in consciousness studies, and with a feeling of urgency for more inclusive and integral understanding, to have the opportunity to explore these themes. The start of it has been in the context of writing a thesis for Buddhist Studies about the Shamatha Project, with special attention for the practice of Settling the mind in its natural state. While I did this with great pleasure, there was a deadline, and a maximum word-count, both inducing some effort. Curiously, after finishing there was just the feeling that a book wanted to be written through me, which took some sort of an effortless start. There was some understanding, generating questions, inviting for new, more inclusive understandings, raising new questions, experiences, curiosity, feeding the next step and the next, all along. Then, letting it all percolate, integrate, and then release. May the writing and reading of these chapters make a little contribution to less dust and a clearer view.








Chapter 1



The Project, the research, and some outcomes


Our scientists are very committed people, handling their subjects with great care and respect. Still, it’s an interesting experience to be aware of a very functional aspect in the relationship, in which we participants act, and can be seen as the providers of data … (Diary, 2007, 1.4)


Inviting people to act as research subjects, in a secluded barren setting, without distraction, and without external contacts, for three months of meditation and science … who will apply for such an endeavor? This was one of many things the initiators of the project wondered about. Well, around hundred and fifty eager meditators applied, including me.


In this chapter I introduce the Shamatha Project that combines intensive meditation from an ancient tradition, with state-of-the-art neuroscience research, to study meditators who live an active life in society. A long period of incubation and preparation has preceded the project’s manifestation in the two three-month residential retreats, in spring and fall 2007.


In the pages that follow I describe the way I was informed about the project and the way the retreats were set up. Then I give an overview of the scientific research program. I elaborate on the felt sense of being a scientific guinea pig, and present outcomes of the research, up till now.



1.1 The Shamatha Project, an outline



“Shamatha,” in this context, refers to: meditative quiescence, calm abiding, tranquility meditation, or concentration-calm meditation. Different terms for shamatha are shared by all Buddhist traditions. There is a term like samatha, or shamatha in both Pali and Sanskrit. The Tibetan term is: zhi gnas.1 The sound is “zhiné.” Shamatha is about directing the attention to an object of attention, with continuity and completeness, so that the attention “stays” on the object. This to me feels like a bit broader meaning than concentration and calm – still, as these are the designations usually applied, I’ll keep to that naming. Shamatha is considered an indispensable foundation for the cultivation of contemplative insight – vipashyana, vipassana, in Sanskrit and Pali – and for the Tibetan Buddhist Essential practices of Mahamudra (Great Seal) and Dzogchen (Great Perfection). These will get more attention in later chapters. Training in meditative quiescence cultivates relaxation, attentional stability and vividness of perception. As the techniques can be performed in quite structured ways, and as they do not demand allegiance to any religious or philosophical belief system, they lend themselves well for scientific investigation, and for participation by a wide range of potential subjects, especially in the secular West. Alan Wallace, our teacher, considers shamatha meditation a potential bridge between contemplative and scientific means of exploring the mind.


Regarding meditation: many different descriptions are used, referring to a wide variety of practices. They range from relaxation exercises, and exercises designed to improve attentional function (like in concentration-calm), to aims like the cultivation of greater well-being, equanimity, and compassionate behavior, on to awakening for the sake of all beings. In a research setting meditations may be described as complex emotional and attentional regulatory strategies. In this book, emphasis is on concentration-calm meditation practices and practices for cultivating qualities of the heart, like loving kindness and compassion. They are presented in the larger context of practices aiming at freeing ourselves from dust and veils, aiming at liberation.


The Project enterprise


The Shamatha Project, so I learnt, is a joint enterprise of the Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies, University of California-Davis, and Shambhala Mountain Center, all in the US. Alan Wallace PhD, Contemplative Director, and Clifford Saron PhD, Scientific Director, the initiators in this on-going project, started preparing for the project around 2002. The seeds for the project had been waiting since long before that for the right moment to germinate.


The full title of the project is: “The Shamatha Project: A Longitudinal, Randomized Waitlist Control Study of Cognitive, Emotional, and Neural Effects of Intensive Meditation Training.” An inviting advertisement text, meant to attract potential participants, included the sense that the participant would become part of (contemplative) history: “Meditate to Advance Science – be part of this groundbreaking neuroscience research project exploring the relationship between meditation and well-being.” The readers, including me, were informed that Wallace would guide participants in various forms of shamatha practice drawn from the Theravada and Mahayana Buddhist traditions. The announcement presented comments of His Holiness the Dalai Lama: “I believe this research project has the potential to be of significant benefit for advancing scientific understanding of the effects of meditation on attention and emotional regulation.”


The reality is that early on in my medical studies I have had to work with actual guinea pigs. They had no choice, and I still feel pain in my heart thinking back to those days. As it is said in the Buddhist tradition: they all may have been my mothers and fathers. I had a choice now, and even if I didn’t know what exactly that would mean, I didn’t hesitate to function as a scientific guinea pig myself.


As I knew, and got to learn more about: B. Alan Wallace PhD lived as a Tibetan Buddhist monk for fourteen years and was ordained by His Holiness the Dalai Lama in the Gelug tradition (one of the main schools in Tibetan Buddhism). He has a broad and varied background: he earned his undergraduate degree in physics and the philosophy of science and his doctorate in religious studies. Currently he is the Director of the Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies. He writes books and articles and leads meditation retreats worldwide, like the one that I initially participated in, in 2006 in the Netherlands, before I joined the Shamatha Project.


Clifford Saron PhD is a neuroscientist at the University of California, Davis, Center for Mind and Brain. He has had a long-standing interest in the effects of contemplative practice on physiology and behavior. Next to his work as scientific principal investigator in the Shamatha Project, his other major research area is a focus on sensory processing and multisensory integration in children with autism spectrum disorders. In new research in collaboration with other groups, he is combining these strands of work, exploring how mindfulness based interventions can ease the chronic stress of mothers of children with these disorders in ways that may be beneficial for the whole family system and contribute to a lessening of difficulties for the affected children.


Since around 2002, Wallace and Saron, with a team of over 30 investigators and consulting scientists, have been involved in planning the Shamatha Project in a very broad set up that would generate a huge amount of data. Saron, in retrospect, describes the Project as unique in the aspect of including measuring telomerase in the meditators. In that way, research on the DNA level is part of the project. Telomerase is the enzyme that repairs telomeres. Telomeres are the very tips of our chromosomes, and a marker of stress and cell aging. In addition to the telomerase research, the project has been unique, Saron feels, because it was “science driven.” As he shares with health and science journalist Thea Singer: “A research team has never set up a three-month retreat before – The way this has always been done is that the retreat is set up by a meditation center and the researchers show up like filmmakers do and film an event. They have nothing to do with who’s in that retreat or with the structure of it. We did something completely unique, which was work with Alan to create essentially an admissions committee, the advertising material, and the retreat logistics. He was in charge of what was taught and the schedule of practice. We were in charge of the testing.”2 The project evolved into this form of two retreats, with state-of-the-art scientific measures in a randomized wait-list controlled study. The meaning of this is that during the first retreat, the spring retreat, the research team studied the trainees, while at the same time measurements were done on the members of the control group (not meditating more than their usual daily practice, during this period). These persons then became full-time participants in the second retreat, the fall retreat. Practically, this meant that participants of the fall retreat were flown in during the spring retreat, coming over for just a few days of acclimatization and measurements. This set up made it possible for the researchers to use the control group members, first, for comparing the results with those of the retreat participants, meditating full-time. Second, the control group members’ results when they were not on retreat could be compared with their own results when later they were on their own retreat. With some others, I participated in the fall retreat without having had the opportunity to do control measurements during the spring retreat.


For the interested person, it is possible to check out online the set-up of the project and all scientific articles’ texts that have been published so far, and that will be published in the future.3 A summary-overview of the research outcomes, described in the articles that came out so far, is presented in 1.5. This includes publications by groups of researchers with Katherine MacLean, Tonya Jacobs, Baljinder Sahdra and Manish Saggar as first authors.



1.2 Inspirations, preliminaries



One may say that the Shamatha Project, in its embryonic form, started more than twenty years ago, in Alan Wallace’s musings and aspirations while being a monk. As he told us, he was contemplating, then, how meaningful it could be to set up a Shamatha retreat of one year. Having himself thoroughly been trained in shamatha practices, and having experienced the great benefits, he would like to bring more Westerners in contact with this approach. In 1988 Wallace served as the assistant and translator for Gen Lamrimpa, one of his Buddhist teachers, who gave a shamatha retreat in Washington state, US. Twelve participants completed the one-year retreat. In those days, as Wallace reflected by hindsight, the time wasn’t ripe yet for combining such a retreat with scientific monitoring and research.


In 1992 a group of enthusiastic scientists, with the support of the Dalai Lama and the Mind and Life Institute (an organization devoted to establishing a working collaboration and research partnership between modern science and Buddhism), took measurements with highly trained contemplatives up on the Himalayan slopes around Dharamsala, India. This has been quite a step in the scientific sense: conversing and studying with the contemplatives in their own environments, with instruments from the mobile laboratories carried in the scientists’ rucksacks. Alan Wallace and Clifford Saron were the prime organizers, embarking on this expedition with Jose Cabezón, Francesco Varela (cofounder of the Mind and Life Institute), Richard Davidson, inspirer of much meditation research to come, and others. Since the late eighties, with the help of refined neurophysiological and neuro-imaging techniques, it has become clear that, contrary to earlier assumptions, the brain can adapt, heal and renew itself to a high degree. The range of neuroplasticity, the ability of the brain to reorganize itself by forming new neural connections, is astounding. Training in any field, such as music or sports, can significantly alter connections among neurons and modify the brain systems devoted to particular tasks. The baseline is that repetitive practice, whatever you are doing, including mind practice, changes the brain. The brain optimizes itself to the milieu it is in, to its “environment.” Recent studies are adding meditation to the list of training that can potentially change the brain in beneficial ways. The effects of meditation on coping with stress, on emotional stability, and of meditation for therapeutic applications are now legitimate topics for rigorous academic research.


Many studies have mainly addressed effects after a relatively short term of practice. Other projects, increasingly, are with people who have had many years of intense meditation experience, such as monks or nuns.4 The Shamatha Project adds to a growing number of studies on “ordinary” people who live active non-monastic lives in society. The Project is unique in that it uses an exceptionally broad range of measures regarding attention, cognitive performance, emotion regulation, health and well-being.


Taking risks


As Wallace remembers, all involved, including the scientists, took risks: what will come from this? One of Wallace’s concerns was: who wants to watch their breath for three months? Maybe just ten people will show up, and half of them may not have the appropriate background. Indeed, then what? It turned out to be no problem. For the one hundred and forty-two persons that applied in a self-selective way, selection criteria included that they had attended at least 3 prior retreats of 5 days or longer and that one be a shamatha retreat with Alan Wallace. A ten-page application form with information about meditation experience and current daily practice, psychological health, physical health, personal goals and motivation, had to meet the requirements. To name one concern in the selection procedure: can the potential participant stand to be mostly in silence and solitude, to be self-sufficient and disciplined, to tolerate minimal contact with the outside world? After selection on the basis of paperwork and cognitive tasks, a psychologist took all aspiring participants through psychological testing by telephone. If required, as in my case, intercontinental connection was made. In this way, out of the group of applicants, sixty were selected by the project staff, for two groups that had thirty participants. Ages ranged from 22 to 69. Our group of participants in the second retreat finally consisted of sixteen women and fourteen men.


The image that Andy Fraser sketches of the set-up of the Project, in an article about the Shamatha Project in 2011, brings up a smile. Fraser imagines as follows: “It could be a scene from a science fiction movie. A group of scientists converge on a remote homestead in America’s Rocky Mountains and, in a frenzy of activity, assemble two state-of-the-art laboratories in the basement of a quiet residential building. They install video cameras, instruments for measuring brain activity, heart rate and respiration, and a “blood lab” where samples can be taken for biochemical analysis.” Yes, I remember my own first impressions, and for a person less prepared it must really have looked quite extraordinary. Fraser wonders: “Perhaps they are there to investigate reports of alien activity? Has a radioactive meteorite unleashed a horde of zombies on this previously peaceful community? Or maybe it’s just the start of the Shamatha Project, the most extensive long-term study to date on the effects of meditation on the mind and body.”5



1.3 Meditation expedition: overview, daily life



Wallace speaks of an expedition rather than of a retreat: there’s nothing about re-treating, in this project, this is rather about an advance, it is about participating in an exploration into meditation and science that will bear fruit in daily life! It is not turning away from your life but really engaging in it. Shamatha training cultivates relaxation, attentional stability and vividness of perception: abilities that have their value under any and all circumstances.


During this Shamatha expedition, we practiced natural, optimal balance in four “spaces,” or domains of perception, experiencing and consciousness: body, mind, awareness and “heart.” Here is a very brief overview.


All practices done during the project retreat comprised training in directing the attention, in these domains:


1.   Mindfulness of breathing, with as a focus: the tactile sensations of the breath in the whole body, the abdomen, and at the nostrils,


2.   Observing what takes place in the mind, with focus: the space of the mind, and what arises in it. This is the practice “Settling the mind in its natural state,” and


3.   “Shamatha without a sign”: Awareness of awareness, where all information from the five physical senses and the mind are left aside. There is not a sign, in the sense of focus, there is just awareness.


These practices can be summarized, in Wallace’s phrasing, as: soothing the body, settling the mind, and illuminating awareness.


4.   The “Four Qualities of the Heart,” also called the “Four Immeasurables”: Loving-Kindness, Compassion, Empathetic Joy and Equanimity. These were complemented with Tonglen – the Mahayana practice of giving and receiving. Together they formed a heartful complement to the named attention practices.


Breath, whole body practice – guided meditation


Let’s start right away with a guided meditation. The focus in this meditation regards the tactile sensations of the breath in the body. It’s not important here whether you have ever practiced before, just engage in this practice to the best of your ability. What, for you, is the felt sense of breathing in, breathing out, and the turning-points between these, in your body? Here is a meditation of the “whole body breath” approach with guidance by Alan Wallace. Take a posture of ease and relaxation. More about posture and explanation of some terms that are used will follow in Chapter 2. This is a transcript of a guided meditation that Wallace gave us in the beginning of September 2007, one of the first that I heard on retreat. This guidance transcript and the transcripts to follow are all Wallace’s instructions, unless mentioned otherwise.6




In this practice the object of mindfulness is the space of the body and whatever arises within it. How lovely it is to simply set the body at ease, surrendering the muscles of your shoulders to gravity, releasing all the tension in the face, especially around the eyes; and the eyes themselves, let them be soft and relaxed. When you are at ease, your body is comfortable. It can be still, apart from the natural movement of the breath.


Now to balance the deep relaxation of the body we sit in a posture of vigilance, with the spine straight, the sternum raised, sitting in attention. Let your awareness permeate the whole field of the body as you settle your respiration in its natural rhythm. This practice is a wonderful, wonderful respite. If at any time for any reason, whether emotional, or maybe digestive problems, or you didn’t sleep very well, or just getting frustrated that you’re not making enough progress – In all of the above cases, doing whole body meditation is OK. Every out-breath, an opportunity for relaxing and releasing more and more deeply. Every outbreath, gently release any involuntary thoughts that have arisen, as if the out-breath is a gentle gust of breeze blowing away leaves. Just let them go. Continue letting go of the out-breath all the way through the end, releasing and releasing until you find the in-breath flowing in of its own accord, whether it’s deep or shallow, fast or slow. Just let it be. This breath, that we can so easily regulate and alter by merely preferring, release it. Let the body breathe without intervention, without influence by your will, desires or expectation. Let your awareness be diffuse, permeating the field of tactile sensations like a gas filling a room. Quietly, non-reactively be aware of whatever tactile sensations arise within this field.


Observe whatever sensations arise without distraction, letting your awareness rest in the present moment, here and now. With each out-breath releasing all thoughts of the past and the future, all cogitations about the present. And observe these events within this tactile field to the best of your ability without grasping, without superimposing upon them conceptual images, without superimposing any notions of “I” or “mine.” Simply observe them without preference, allowing them simply to arise in the space of the body, this field of tactile sensations.


In addition to the faculty of mindfulness we also refine and utilize the faculty of introspection, monitoring the meditative process, the quality of attention. If at any time you note with introspection that you’re falling into dullness or laxity, when the clarity of mind is fading out, then freshly arouse your attention and pay closer attention. And with introspection, at any time if you know that you’ve been caught up in thoughts, relax more deeply, especially with the out-breath, and release both the thought and grasping onto it. And let your awareness descend once again into this field of tactile sensations …


Let’s continue practicing in silence – Let’s bring the session to a close.





Take your time for being aware of the felt-sense of your body-mind, while rounding up the session.


Setting, people


Most participants in our fall-retreat group came from the US, a few were from Mexico, one from Canada, one from the UK, one from Thailand, and me from the Netherlands. People were invited to arrive at a specific date, trickling in, in order for the scientists to do their research. It was stimulated, during the first few weeks, that we got to know each other a bit during mealtimes. In that way we could be a supportive group when diving into silence.


We were living, meditating, and being studied, in the Shambhala Mountain Center at Red Feather Lakes, north of Boulder. It is an isolated retreat facility on 600 acres of grounds in the Colorado Rockies. No public transport available around here: when I arrived I was collected from the village by a friendly community member in a pick-up car, with the last part of the journey going over unpaved dirt road. The center is situated in a mountain valley of pine and aspen forests, with alpine meadows, at an elevation of eight thousand feet. The name Shambhala refers to the legend of Shambhala, teaching us that the basis of enlightened society is the understanding that human beings inherently possess wisdom, compassion and goodness. These qualities have been nurtured through contemplative disciplines in many cultures throughout history. So, this was a good place and atmosphere to be in, for us, doing practices that were meant to directly support our engagement in life in beneficial ways. The center has been founded by the late Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche. Now his son Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche is the main teacher. The climate here is generally dry in summer, with abundant sunlight at this high elevation. At the same time, temperature may drop below freezing at any time of the year. So it did. While at the beginning of September we were meditating in burning sun, throwing off our clothes to (almost) topless, we had to suddenly shift later that month to many thermal layers. End of September: snowstorms and bitter cold. November showed up even more intense.


Diary, November 2007


We live here with bears and with deer and chipmunks on stroking nearness, in a place where fox, mountain lion and coyote reside. In November we measure a temperature of minus 20 C, which is minus 4 degrees F. Curtains of icicles dangle down from the roof, shining in bright winter-sun. The light is so intensely clear, I need sunglasses, sometimes also inside the building. When walking, watch out for slippery ice-tracks …


Regarding our living quarters: our building had a roped exterior zone of silence, with signs saying “Shamatha Project, Silent Practice Area, No Public Access.” It had been assigned specifically to the Shamatha Project, and was situated relatively separate from the rest of the Shambhala Mountain Center compound. We participants were requested not to socialize with other resident meditators, and to keep to our grounds. We needed to have permission for some sparing external telephone contacts and email. As little distraction as possible – It reminded me of the play Huis Clos, closed doors, no exit, to say it with the French existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. No escape from the task posed!


The two-storied building where we resided had an overhanging roof and verandas alongside. Our common meetings were in the shrine room, a lovely place with windows on three sides, bathed in light. It had a wooden floor, with an open corridor in the middle and on both sides a block of blue meditation mats and cushions, four or five, with four rows; some people sitting on chairs. In the course of the weeks, all of us increasingly made ourselves at home on our square meter, bringing in our own cushion, bench, scarf, cardigan, and water bottle within reach. In the front was the altar, a table in the characteristic Tibetan red color, with the seven bowls for water offerings, a bronze Buddha statue, flowers, candles and incense. The large gold-embroidered thanka with intricate texture showed the Buddha, with hands in the Bhumisparsha mudra: this is the hand gesture calling upon the earth to witness Shakyamuni Buddha’s enlightenment. The seated figure’s right hand is reaching toward the ground, with palm inward, and the left hand lies on the lap, with palm upward. For three months this has been my precious view. On just a few meters’ distance on the same side of the room was Alan Wallace’s sitting spot. Through the large windows I saw rough rocks and hard grasses nearby, far off mountains, with a bunch of aspen trees in the middle. An inspiring sight: viewing the colors changing, from full summer green, to bright yellow, sparkling gold, with soft pink, bleeding red …


In the basement of the building we had two state-of-the-art psychophysiology field labs, a gym, and a room used for daily yoga sessions, led by one of the participants. Another participant in the project, who was officially appointed as our psychotherapist, could be consulted by those in need thereof. Most of us had a private room, in which we spent many hours a day in meditation. No other people were allowed in the building. There was, as much as possible, silence all over.


The large room where we had our meals was on the ground floor, bordering the shrine room. While for breakfast we had our foods stored in two refrigerators, warm meals were brought by pick-up car from the general kitchen. A memory: on the day I arrived it struck me that one of the refrigerators looked quite scarred, with striking unevennesses in its white metal walls on both sides. Wondering about that, I heard that the scars are witness to recent bear claws. Two days before I arrived, a mother bear and child had entered the building at early morning time (the door not being well locked), looking for food, smelling their way, and just throwing down the refrigerator. This happens, in autumn. One of our participants described how he woke up from hearing strange noises, was shocked when realizing what was going on. Later, seeing this fridge torn down, with all the food spilled over the floor …


Indeed, there were bears around, I’ve seen a small one slowly walking over our veranda, in the evening. On various places on the grounds, information was given about “Living with wildlife: in bear country.” For some this may not be so special, but for a girl from the Dutch flatland it sounds very impressive. So, I learned, for instance: never ever intentionally feed a bear – store garbage outside in bear-proof containers (which might also be advisable inside). Also, the instructions taught me: “If you encounter a bear: 1. Back away slowly while facing a bear, 2. Speak softly to the bear and try not to show fear, 3. Fight back if a bear attacks you. Use rocks, sticks, binoculars or any object that may be available.” Followed, with some empathy, by: “Remember, if a bear stands upright or moves closer to you, it may be trying to detect smells in the air. This isn’t a sign of aggression. Once it identifies you, it may leave the area or try to intimidate you by charging to within a few feet before it withdraws.” I was prepared.


Finding ourselves at home


These are some more diary lines capturing the beginning period of when I arrived and began to participate in the Project, September 2007:




Many of us have given our home, the room that we sleep, sit, live in, a bit of a familiar flavor.


Making myself at home … The timeless text on my door is by


Nyoshul Khenpo Rinpoche:


“Rest in Natural Great Peace,


This exhausted mind,


Beaten helplessly by karma and neurotic thought


Like the relentless fury of pounding waves


In the infinite ocean of samsara.”





It is about Karma, cause and effect, balance, and about the samsaric cycle of existence. Nyoshul Khenpo Rinpoche was an accomplished Dzogchen master, one of many Tibetan teachers who had to escape Chinese oppression in 1959.7 “Rest in natural Great Peace” feels like a meditative invitation. After the long trip from Europe and all the excitement of starting the retreat I was eager to begin letting my exhausted mind rest in “Natural Great Peace” and to start practicing Settling the mind in its natural state. That was why I had flown 5000 miles.


Program


Meditation was the main course in each daily menu. We had two daily sessions with Alan Wallace and the complete group in the meditation hall. This meant: half an hour at 9 am for one of the Four Qualities of the Heart and Tonglen; and at 5 pm half an hour for one of the shamatha attention meditations. This was followed by one hour of questions and answers, sharing, and Dharma talk. I loved the contrast to silence that these lively and inspiring exchanges provided. In the first few weeks Wallace gave guided meditations, like in a “cineac system”: every one or two days another one of the meditations was practiced. After a complete round, a new round followed, with more refinement, and different aspects. Later the practice was more in silence. All of us participants had a weekly fifteen minute interview with Wallace. He could also be approached in discussion sessions, and by way of a note on the clipboard.


Most of us meditated in our room, some shared a few sessions a day in the meditation hall. The average number of hours spent in sitting meditation turned out to vary from six to ten hours a day. As participants we took care of all the washing up and cleaning of the building, in rotating work assignments. Washing up was a general rota job. We got accustomed to silently putting on our aprons and rubber gloves, knowing our place in the oiled machinery. Next to that, I did a lot of vacuum cleaning along the endless corridors, on three floors. Also there was the rug-cleaning outside of the hallways where every day a huge mass of sand, stones, snow, and mud came in with our walking boots.


Going for a walk on the Shambhala grounds, through valley and mountains, was a stimulating activity and many of us did so, every day. It was permitted to share a walk with a shamatha buddy, and exchange about one’s experiences. Some of us went for meditation to the Great Stupa, a sacred landmark on the grounds, said to be the largest representation of sacred Buddhist architecture in North America. It has three accessible floors, and is filled with original artwork. A few times we also meditated there with the complete group. Another every-day occupation was completing the seven-page Daily Experience Questionnaire for the research. In this questionnaire, specifically designed for this retreat, every evening we logged forms and duration of meditation, health, moods and feelings, important experiences and insights, and (next morning) dreams. This was quite a task, a daily awareness practice in itself.


Silence


While we were in silence, if a situation necessitated it, there could be some skillful speech, functional talking, in a way that this didn’t reach others who were not involved. We had some community Guidelines and we could make suggestions for additional ones. Guidelines were regularly updated, by way of exchanging written messages. The aim: a way of living smoothly together, in our silent Sangha.


Even in a radically simplified life (or rather because of it!), some issues may arouse quite strong emotions. Here is an example of a concluding message by the guideline-overviewer. It may read like a dry, factual outcome; however, it evolved only after heated exchanges, on paper and even in a special meeting: “After considerable discussion amongst those who use the shrine room regularly, it was decided that there would not be a fixed schedule for the optional sits. People will instead try to be as quiet as possible as they come and go.” This also brought up a guideline for steps in possibly needed conflict resolution. Relating to this I find some remarks in my diary:


Diary, September 2007


Impressive, the group phenomena that show up, in our group of people that hardly know each other while starting to live very closely and intimately together in silence … It feels like our personal and “at home group” habits and attachments do shine through! As some of us here have a background in Zen, vipassana, Tibetan, Vedanta and other meditation tastes, this question about entering or not entering the shrine room has been quite an issue. I remember from the Zen groups where I have practiced: meditation session is sort of “holy time space.” When not arriving in time, then to enter the Zendo a few minutes later is utterly not done! So indeed, I’ve been standing before a closed door. In vipassana groups, this could be done (with varying amounts of noise, and inner emotional response, as “grist for the mill” for noting and naming). The discord here: exemplary of our attachments! Good opportunities for practice of the Four Qualities of the Heart. It feels like the emotions may also be seen as connected with, for all of us, the uncertainties and loss of a familiar hold, in the beginning phase of this expedition.


The last remark was certainly true for me, as I didn’t know any other participant when I arrived. Next to this example of initial disagreement, right from the start there was also a striking movement of appreciation integration: many of us felt moved to offer our talents in some way to the community. A microcosm of different abilities was put in, as much as possible in silence. To give some examples: two persons offered yoga classes, one gave special back-problem mindfulness training. A dentist offered his services for people in need, as did hair-cutters. One participant taught meditative weight-lift classes in the gym room. An aspiring astronomer gave some practical celestial teachings, and an amateur photographer created a 600-picture photo-report of the expedition.


A warm feeling comes up in my heart when I write these lines. And looking back, I’ve felt so touched with the special experience of getting to know people in such a remarkable non-ordinary, non-socializing way, in silence. With the body language and the felt sense of a field of presence: what a miracle how in this field, a group culture and some deep personal bonds can develop and flourish!



1.4 Science: a brief overview of biomarkers, assessments and tests



Attention, in the sense of directed, sustained and domain specific attention has been researched in academic centers; but for a long time not so much has been known about the degree to which attention can be developed and trained.8 The researchers in the Shamatha Project posed questions about the effects of meditation including these: what measurable changes in attentional ability occur as a function of intensive meditation training? What are the neural correlates of these changes and the range of their consequences? They wondered, about attention in relation to emotion regulation: is it true, as Buddhist contemplatives claim, that improvements in the voluntary control of attention and associated improvements in attention systems in the brain make it easier to recognize and overcome negative emotions, maintain resilience in the face of stress, and improve relationships with other people? And: do the changes persist after the meditation trainees return from the retreat experience to the cacophony of everyday life in a modern society? Next to what happens while one is meditating, there was a great interest in what happens because one has dedicated time to meditating. This refers to what one does in a different way, later, in daily life back-home, because one has meditated.


The scientists hypothesized that these three months of shamatha training, combined with cultivation of the Four Qualities of the Heart, will result in improved attentional performance (vigilance, selectivity in focused attention, and meta-cognitive control), as well as greater compassion and security, greater ability to down-regulate negative emotions, and apply prosocial values and motives.


The most comprehensive study to date


During both three-month periods, all participants were “measured” during two days each, at the beginning, then two days each halfway through the project, and then two days each at the end of the retreat. This regarded both meditators and controls. I remember that our science team of six members worked very, very long days during these periods.


Scientific measures, as summarized in professional language, have included established paradigms in cognitive and affective neuroscience, stress and affiliation-related biomarkers, Electro Encephalogram (EEG), physiological markers of autonomic nervous system activity, facial expressions of emotion, daily journaling, self-report and structured interviews.


It sounds like a big range indeed, the way it is stated in a News Release from the Association for Psychological Science in the US: “It’s the most comprehensive study of intensive meditation to date, using methods drawn from fields as diverse as molecular biology, neuroscience and anthropology.”9 On the one hand, part of the measures used have been from well-known mainstream tests, to make comparison possible. On the other hand, no tests exist that address the attention in its refinement as might be measured in this project. So, as we participants were told, new, innovative tests had also been devised.
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