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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


MEDITATION IN THE WILD


An exciting portrait of how the Buddha and meditators since his time have gone back into raw nature to try to understand themselves and humanity’s place in the world.


Jack Kornfield, guiding teacher of the Spirit Rock Meditation Center and author of many books on meditation.


An astonishing fusion of interpretation and inspiration distilled over a lifetime of study of both natural history and the Buddhist dharma.


Wade Davis, National Geographic Explorer in Residence, and author of Into the Silence, One River, and The Serpent and the Rainbow.


As Buddhist meditation becomes ever more widely practiced today, it is vital to recognize its intimate connection to the natural world. In returning us to the sources of the tradition, Charles Fisher’s timely book affirms how mindfulness is inseparable from a heightened awareness of the sublime and fragile environment of which we are inextricably tied through every breath we take.


Stephen Batchelor, author of Confession of a Buddhist Atheist.


“… nature is fundamentally unreliable, mostly uncomfortable. Nature is too cold, too hot, too windy. It opens us to what is. That is the Dharma. We work with that.” This is just one of many kernels of wisdom Charlie Fisher reveals for us in his astonishing distillation of Buddhism’s fundamental connection to the natural world. For those who care about the environment, this book is an important reminder of the need for frequent, contemplative reconnection with nature in order to best protect it.


Jon Miceler, Eastern Himalayas and Mainland Asia Programs World Wildlife Fund


Meditation in the Wild: Buddhism’s Origin in the Heart of Nature follows up on Fisher’s earlier Dismantling Discontent: Buddha’s Way Through Darwin’s World, which showed how Buddhism didn’t come out of nowhere but was a measured response to restore a natural animal being in a world that had been truncated—phenomenologically bulldozed—in the wake of encroaching civilization. Meditation in the Wild backs up and extends that most credible thesis, but here he zeros in on centuries of Buddhist adepts, forest monks and mountain meditators whose varied practices illuminate the historical roots and natural context of the practice that Alan Watts called the no-religion religion. Studded with poetry, historical details, and level-headed analysis, Fisher again proves a most credible guide to the modern relevance of an ancient tradition.


Dorion Sagan, science writer, author of Notes from the Holocene.


Intriguing and insightful, Meditation in the Wild hits a sweet spot between Buddhism and the environment. Charlie Fisher asserts that Buddhist practice must be understood in the context of closeness with wild nature—the context in which Buddha himself attained enlightenment. As a professor and a scholar, Charlie has clearly broken new ground. Through a detailed exploration of the writings and stories of past Buddhist masters, he reveals the details of how wild nature aided their quest for enlightenment. As a man (and longtime meditator) who has himself lived close to the wilderness much of his life, Charlie’s authentic connection to the wild shines through on every page, especially as he describes his close encounters with bears and wolves. The teaching tools of the wild are sometimes harsh: fear, cold, hunger, loneliness. Yet from them the sages learned to let go of ego, cease grasping, and find their place in the natural world. It’s a lesson all humanity must take to heart.


Tim Ward, author of What the Buddha Never Taught: a “behind the robes” account of life in a Thai forest monastery. 
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Foreword


I first met Charlie Fisher in the spring of 1976 in a plant taxonomy class at Harvard College. I was one of a dozen undergraduates. He was an older man, very warm and friendly, with a sparkle in his eye and a manner that was immediately engaging. He had a naturalist’s love of plants and was auditing the course just for fun. From his dress he might have been a carpenter or mechanic, a gardener, or indeed a forest monk. He described himself simply as a teacher.


Charlie loved the New England woods, and I especially enjoyed his company on our field trips, as he spotted and identified birds on the wing, turned over rocks and rotting logs with the delight of a child, or peered into the calyx of a blossom held to the light in his calloused hand.


Toward the end of the semester Charlie asked me about my summer plans. I was in fact on my way to work as a park ranger on Haida Gwaii, a remote archipelago off the northwest coast of British Columbia then known as the Queen Charlotte Islands. I mentioned only that I was heading home to Canada to a place he most likely had never heard about.


Not only did Charlie know the islands, he confessed that he had a prized and much coveted graduate student living there doing her dissertation research. It was only then, several months after we had met, that I learned that Charlie, having received a doctorate in mathematics from UC Berkeley, was a tenured professor of sociology at Brandeis, with academic interests that ranged across the widest possible sweep of intellectual curiosity and ambition. Such modesty was irresistible.


Over the years Charlie became many things to me—friend, brother, confessor, mentor, guide, confident, savior, counselor, and so much more. I have never known a wiser or more constant friend, or a more inspired teacher. And I watched with great compassion and interest as this son of a Chicago stockyard merchant who made his trade in the wholesale distribution of animal entrails turned his vision and heart to the pursuit of a spiritual path that took him from the remote reaches of India to dharma communities scattered from Boston to Santa Fe, Seattle to Carmel.


Charlie chose always to live a simple life of intention and care, trading his wizardly ability as an electrician and mechanic for time and teachings at retreat centers where such practical skills were rare and much in demand. He was the ultimate houseguest. Both literally and metaphorically, in every situation and encounter, he always gave far more than he took.


The great beneficiaries of Charlie’s spiritual travels and devotional practice were his students at Brandeis, where he taught meditation for 20 or more years. His was an unusual academic career, for he had little interest in conventional research, and no ability whatsoever to put his own needs as a scholar above those of his students. In his wisdom he always understood that the student is as important as the mentor in the lineage of knowledge.


My only concern over the years was a fear that this extraordinary repository of knowledge, this wonderful man who seemed to know everything about everything, would slip into the Bardo without having left a tangible record of his insights and intuitions, this astonishing fusion of interpretation and inspiration distilled over a lifetime of study of both natural history and the Buddhist dharma.


Happily, with his retirement from the university Charlie unexpectedly launched the download so many of us had been fervently anticipating. In his first book, Dismantling Discontent, he traced the manner by which the contemplative path of Buddhist practice arose as a treatment or antidote to the existential discontent, always part of the human condition, that became ever more acute and magnified with the rise of agriculture and ultimately industrial civilization. Viewing the Neolithic revolution of but 12,000 years ago, when the poetry of the shaman became the prose of the priesthood, and humanity succumbed to the cult of the seed, through the lens of Darwinian evolution, Charlie revealed how the practical techniques of Buddhism are more applicable than ever in our modern world. His new book, Meditation in the Wild, is in a certain sense a companion of Dismantling Discontent.


Meditation in the Wild is magical, luminous, accessible, and revelatory in a manner unlike anything he has previously written. A product of a dozen years of research, the book leaves little doubt that the potential of the Buddhist path is as relevant today as it was at the inception of the Dharma 2,500 years ago. Charlie reveals the very source of the Buddha’s inspiration and knowledge, the fountain from which Shakyamuni drank, the wild and untamed forests where all of life, every sentient creature, is and will always be engaged in the primal struggle of existence.


Why the Buddhist lens you may ask? What is it about this science of the mind, this baroque and wordless evocation of the divine that deserves and commands our attention?


The essence of the Buddhist path is distilled in the Four Noble Truths. All life is suffering. By this the Buddha did not mean that all life was negation, but only that terrible things happen. Evil was not exceptional but part of the existing order of things, a consequence of human actions or karma. The cause of suffering was ignorance. By ignorance the Buddha did not mean stupidity. He meant the tendency of human beings to cling to the cruel illusion of their own permanence and centrality, their isolation and separation from the stream of universal existence. The third of the Noble Truths was the revelation that ignorance could be overcome, and the fourth and most essential was the delineation of a contemplative practice that, if followed, promised an end to suffering and a true liberation and transformation of the human heart. The goal was not to escape the world but to escape being enslaved by it. The purpose of practice was not the elimination of self but the annihilation of ignorance and the unmasking of the true Buddha nature, which like a buried jewel shines bright within every human being waiting to be revealed. The Buddha’s transmission, in short, offered nothing less than a road map to a clear understanding of existence.


The Buddhists speak not of sin and judgment, of good and evil, but only of ignorance and suffering, with all emphasis being on compassion. To take refuge in the Buddha demands no act of blind faith and certainly implies no mandate to go out and persuade the rest of the world to think as you think. At its core, as Charlie always taught, Buddhism is simply a wisdom philosophy, a set of contemplative practices, a spiritual path informed by 2,500 years of empirical observation and deduction that, if followed, offers the possibility of a transformation of the human heart. It may be hard to understand what all of this means, but the struggles of wild meditators, as Charlie illustrates, are examples.


Wild meditators lived in a context where things we spend most of our lives pretending do not exist were ever-present. We dwell in a whirlwind of activity, racing against time, defining success by measures of the material world, wealth and achievements, credentials of one sort or another. For the Buddha this is the essence of ignorance. He reminds us that all life grows old and that all possessions decay. Every moment is precious and we all have a choice, to continue on the spinning carousel of delusion or to step off. The Buddha offered an alternative that is not dogma but a path requiring much effort. With each breath the pilgrim moves that much closer to his or her goal, which is not a place but a state of mind; not a destination but a way of living.


In the Diamond Sutra, the Buddha cautions that the world is fleeting, like a candle in the wind, a phantom, a dream, the light of stars fading with the dawn. It is upon this insight that Mahayanists measure their past and chart their future. This leaves us to ask how we possibly allow so much sorrow to sweep through the world, like the wrath of China in Tibet, the rain of death from drones, or killing in the name of religion.


This is something that Charlie Fisher understands in the very fiber of his being. Meditation taught by the Buddha is a physician’s tool kit addressing our discontent. Charlie is drawn to practice because of its fundamental honesty. Meditation does not need to proselytize. The fruit it bears will be found in its doing. What’s more, Buddhism does not claim any monopoly on the truth. Meditation aims to be a science of the mind that transforms individuals and gives a clearer view of the human condition. It states very directly that the goal is not to convert people but to contribute to their wellbeing. Meditation is but a guidebook describing a pathway to wisdom and non-harming. A meditator, Charlie often says, seeks simply to understand. All life is part of nature and faces nature’s challenges. Meditation is an effort to penetrate everything that hides this. It is a process of purification, not of original sin but of the multiple layers that conceal reality from us.


The goal is not to escape the world, but to avoid being enslaved by it. The world is not bad; the problem is the way we perceive it and the manner in which these perceptions trap us in the vicious cycle of the world of existences. Our sense of a form or object as being desirable or undesirable does not reside in the object but in the way we perceive it. As a Zen master famously wrote: “To her lover a beautiful woman is a delight; to an ascetic a distraction; to a wolf a good meal.”


Buddhism does not neglect the material needs of humanity. It simply suggests that satisfying external needs is not enough. To neglect internal development in favor of material development can have harmful consequences, because it is from the external world that come intolerance and aggression, war, the insatiable thirst to possess, the pursuit of power, and selfishness. To seek happiness through worldly pursuits is as hopeless as casting fishing nets into a dry riverbed.


Yet the Buddha offered a solution, a technique of understanding. And it was this that led Charlie to spend a good measure of his final years writing these astonishing books. Every science, Charlie once told me, has its own instruments. Without a telescope you can’t see the craters of the moon. Without contemplative practice, you can’t see the nature of mind. The meditative process allows a hermit to see how the mind operates, and find a calm relationship to it. Charlie likes the forest monk Ajaan Cha’s characterization of the mind as a still forest pool. When the mind is not focused, the water remains murky. Focus the mind and the pool and its visitors can be seen. The goal is inner simplicity and awareness, freedom not of thoughts but of the harm that mindless thinking can initiate. It is neither submission nor resignation.


Bending toward peace is the ultimate proof of the efficacy of the science of the mind that is meditation. Like a mountain the wind cannot shake, a meditator achieves an inner equanimity that is neither apathy nor indifference but rather clarity of action which may range from sitting quietly on a mountain top to raising a family to engaging in political struggle.


Meditators in the wild, whose lives Charlie traces, endeavored to find meaning and inner peace away from the distractions which society so abundantly offers. How their endeavors contrast to our existence can give us insight into the challenges we face.


Wade Davis


Explorer in Residence


National Geographic Society


www.daviswade.com





Preface


In the summer of 2010 I headed 2,500 miles northward toward Telegraph Creek in the coastal mountains of northwestern British Columbia. I usually spend a month or two there at my brother’s homestead. I travel in my old Dodge van with a bed in the back. I had been on the road for eight days when I arrived at my friend Wade Davis’ summer place, an old fishing lodge on Ealue Lake (pronounced Eya-luweh by the local First Nations, meaning sky fish) in the Skeena Mountains about five hours southeast of my brother’s place. I got there a few days in advance of Wade and his family. I wanted to spend that time sitting quietly. As my van came to a stop near the lake, I noticed a bird pecking away in the fire pit. Surprised, it flew up into the nearby spruce, then settled again among the ashes. I knew right away it was a bird I had never seen. Grabbing my binoculars I saw for the first time a white-winged crossbill, an interruptive species whose flocks grace a lucky northerner who chances to see them. It flew off, and I proceeded to set up camp. During the day I sat meditating on Wade’s dock, looking out at the lake. Over the years my meditation has gotten simpler and simpler. I just sit and listen and feel the changes in wind and weather. While sitting I realized that there was fluttering behind me, so I turned to watch a family of crossbills doing their odd behavior of jumping down to a cave-like opening at the base of a tree and rummaging in the litter there. There was mom, dad, and several fledglings. Since crossbills, as their name indicates, have crossed bills, which allow them to specialize in extracting seeds from evergreen cones, I found their behavior intriguing. I assumed they were hunting for insects, which is often the food they feed their young. It was peaceful sitting on the dock, silently watching the sun cross the sky, listening to the sounds of nature, and simply being with exotic creatures like a crossbill. After a few days so spent I thought I would take a walk over to a nearby abandoned campground. I headed out to the road, down it a short way, and then onto the rutted entrance of the old campground. My mind was at rest, so I was very alert. The brush along the entrance was quite thick. A couple of hundred feet in I stopped short, noticing a large bear at the edge of the roadway. It saw me at exactly the same time I saw it but grunted in surprise. It was a beautiful gold color with dark head and extended muzzle. I thought at once, “grizzly,” but wasn’t sure. I am very familiar with black bear behavior, but my encounters with grizzlies have been few. It clearly didn’t care for my presence and backed away into the dense brush, peeking out at me. My curiosity got the better of my discretion. I looked at it through my binoculars, wanting to see if it had a hump, which would have confirmed it was a grizzly. So I scraped my foot on the ground. Its curiosity also overcame its fear. It returned to the edge of the road but then defied my understanding of correct behavior and kept advancing toward me. Instantly my calm vanished, and I could feel my heart beating. I slowly walked backward toward the road then retreated back to Wade’s place. A beeline between the campground and the lodge was a mere hundred feet of tall grass, and when I returned to sitting on the dock I faced inland in the direction the bear would have come. My sitting had changed.


This sort of experience was central to the practice of many forest monks in the millennia after the Buddha. They left the civilized world to face life and death in the wilds. Their sojourns became the stuff of myth, canonized by their monastery brethren. The reality of their experiences was somewhat different. This reality can be excavated from the stories told about them but also from journals, poetry, and art they left behind. It is a scanty history, much of which can be inferred by comparing it to live experiences. In the past 20 to 30 years nature has become popular. It is a diverse kind of popularity. There is armchair enjoyment of movies about birds and penguins, with truly breathtaking shots (but these are also a construct of technology). Bird watching has become the most popular hobby in the United States. Although often done without much physical effort, it has gotten people out of doors and encouraged them to pay attention to nature. There is also a newfound enjoyment of physical effort, which can range from mountain biking to skiing glaciers to hikes in the mountains with the latest camping equipment or what is now called extreme sport, such as rocketing down a class five river in a tiny, rolling, one-person kayak. Each of these is a kind of reconnection to nature. Preceding these activities were the spiritual nature poets of our day. They not only create paeans of nature but offer nature as a solace for our worldly troubles. Their sentiments are offered both as therapy and as inspiration for understanding our place in a larger world. All of these modern activities intersect with what forest monks were trying to achieve, but removing themselves from society with little to protect them was crucial to the monks’ lives. This made them different. While they could not escape the neurochemicals, like endorphins and cortisol, that life in the wild elicited, they sought to conquer them or die trying. Without discounting our lives and sentiments it is interesting to examine this difference. It will give us new insights into the world where we live and the struggles we have.


After my encounter with the bear my meditation changed. While sitting on the dock looking landward my alertness increased. It took a while for my heart to stop beating so distinctly. That night my sleep was filled with inchoate fear, so I got up and sat for some time and watched as the fear melted away. Emotions are such curious things. The bear had violated my understanding of distance. Later, when I heard stories of others’ encounters with this bear, my sense that its behavior was odd was confirmed. It also occurred to me that it found me strange too. I made the mistake of staring at it with binoculars. It couldn’t see my eyes, crucial to identifying me as a human. It must have thought me like C-3PO and wanted to investigate.


In 1977 I was on sabbatical from the University and going through a personal crisis. I sat crossed-legged for a month-long meditation retreat at the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts. I had never meditated before. After that retreat I balanced my teaching with a month or two of retreats a year and time spent in the garden growing vegetables. A few years after my initial retreat I had the opportunity to sit with Ajaan Cha, a revered forest monk, during his one visit to the United States. Ajaan Cha strongly influenced me, although at the time I had no understanding of forest practice or its principles.


In the years that followed, during the course of my sojourns in various rural and wilderness places, I found myself meditating more and more out of doors. My life seemed to be drawing closer to nature. Meditating in the woods or on mountains deepened my sense of belonging in the wilds. As my experiences grew, I began to bring what I learned into my classrooms. Ironically, I had to teach mostly by metaphor, since the reality of life out of doors was alien to my urban and suburban students.


The effort to convey a clear understanding of this kind of meditation sent me into the library to find what I could about the forest tradition that Ajaan Cha represented. While doing this research and talking with those few people who had contact with actual forest practice I began to realize I had been meditating in the spirit of Ajaan Cha, who spent days wandering in the jungles of Southeast Asia. I came to see that I had much rapport with Chinese recluses and Zen Hermits, about whom I had known little. If I had to claim a lineage of teachers, I would undoubtedly claim them. This book and its companion on natural history and meditation, Dismantling Discontent: Buddha’s Way Through Darwin’s World, represent explorations of the unexpected extent to which nature informs Buddhist practice. Buddhism, I argue, is indissociable from the realization that nature is the mind’s greatest teacher. Just as Renaissance scientists found they had to study nature directly, and not depend too much on ancient texts, so the Buddhist contemplator can return to nature. Ironically, they will need to clear the mind of both society’s delusions and of confusing and sometimes misleading texts preserved by monastic traditions far removed from Buddhism’s wild sources.


My research was both exciting and frustrating. I found tantalizing anecdotes about the forest traditions, but knew from my own experience that there was much more to these wild ones than had been preserved in books. Because most civilized monks and scholars who preserved or translated the tales of forest monks had little experience with either forest practice or nature, I had to read between the lines. To do so I drew on my own practice and familiarity with nature. Even as I was originally writing this I was aware of the quarter-inch-long wolf spider crawling up the power cord of my computer. She leapt back and forth between cord and computer in a fruitless search for an insect on which to pounce. Would a forest monk leave this spider alone, knowing that it might starve in my house so lacking in its prey? Or should I carry the wolf spider outside and let it take its chances there? In the past I have meditated out of doors, sitting silently next to a spider web for days and days until its creator died. Although it may seem ludicrous, I would argue such experiences are profoundly valuable, providing lessons I have yet to fully assimilate. Then there was the time when I was pre-walking a field trip for First Nation youngsters in a dark, woody swamp. As I and my guide approached the edge of the swamp we were greeted by three wolf pups expecting their mother, who was off hunting. As my guide fumbled in his rain gear for his bear spray, the pups retreated into the bush. His instinct was self-preservation. The little gray wolf wagged its tail like a happy puppy, but a black one had eyes that burned with a wildness that riveted my attention as it backed away. I simply wanted to sit with these beasts of the woods as a forest monk might have, harmlessly sharing both the familiar and the wild, forsaking self-defense in order to learn the meaning of life and death.


One of the purposes in writing this book and its companion on natural history and meditation, Dismantling Discontent: Buddha’s Way Through Darwin’s World, is to speak to meditators about the traditions that some only vaguely understand. Like my students, most meditators are only dimly aware of how nature operates and how much some of what they practice was developed in environments much closer to nature than we now have available to us. How did the recluses and forest monks pioneer the practice of meditation in the wilds? This question seems more than pertinent for people now so interested in Buddhism, nature, and how the two interrelate. I emphasize that because of how we live and what we believe: We have many illusions about nature, and meditation is often presented without the context in which it developed. The forest monks are perhaps the best example of seekers who know how to see and express the silence that is inherent in the flow of a nature completely indifferent to human aspirations. By stepping out of the illusions created by civilization, they were able to observe how nature teaches Buddha’s lessons.


My goal is for readers to gain an appreciation of the forest tradition. You may try sitting quietly out of doors wherever you can find a bit of silence to experience firsthand, your mind embedded in the ever-changing natural context. I firmly believe that tasting a bit of forest practice can change how one understands our world. This, in turn, may help in enabling us to live in it with more love and less harming. Meditating on nature may permit us to achieve something like oneness with nature, both nature within and the nature around us, with which we have tended to lose contact over the course of civilization.


A Note on Citations: Although this is a book with scholarly elements, in the interest of narrative flow, I have collectively footnoted chains of quotes; interested readers will find complete references in the Bibliography and Further Reading. Also, I have continued to use earlier conventions of transliteration of Asian words and names.
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Chapter 1


Wilderness as Teacher




And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;


And wears man’s smudge; and shares man’s smell: the soil


Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.


Gerard Manley Hopkins





It is difficult for us to imagine what life was like for the Buddha 2,500 years ago in the forests of India, but we can try. Equipped with a begging bowl, a rough-woven insect net, and cotton robes made from rags, the Buddha sat quietly or walked peacefully in a landscape where poisonous snakes abounded, dangerous animals roamed, and insects were unavoidable. As the Buddha wandered he sought an end to the suffering that so often plagues humans. For the Buddha, the forests helped reveal the character of human discontent. The wilds challenged his humanity and gave him insight into how human suffering can be overcome.


Every week or so I drive a few miles to a meditation retreat on several thousand acres of land, a few miles from the Pacific Ocean in northern California. When it is not too rainy or cold I sit for hours out of doors. Sometimes, as my mind quiets down and I become aware of my surroundings, I hear different birds singing. A song sparrow defines its territory in the masses of periwinkle spreading next to the lawn, or I watch a black phoebe fledgling noisily begging its parent for food. High up in the trees, acorn woodpeckers may chatter at each other. An anise swallowtail butterfly with a piece missing from its wing sweeps by. When the other sounds of nature subside, I sometimes hear exotic fallow deer (from Europe) and axis deer (from India), who graze among the cows, talking to each other with little whimpering sounds. And during rutting season, alpha bucks gather harems and patrol them trumpeting warnings to potential interlopers. Their calls suggest the sounds of the barking deer forest monks mention. Even in this setting, which bears the stamp of human domestication, I am impressed by how much nature proceeds without any concern for my individual desires or the industry that provides for my needs. I could sit quietly season after season, and unless they were kept at bay by mowing and brush cutting, the trees would fill the pasture in, the buildings would crumble, different birds would come and feed butterflies to their young, and the number of deer would decline as the forests regrew and coyotes and mountain lions became emboldened.


In contrast to sounds of nature are the penetrating sounds of society. Behind the bird songs is the ever-present hum of cars and airplanes. The ringing bell of a large machine penetrates the silence. The retreat center’s tractor can be heard; so can a vacuum cleaner in the building. I am, after all, meditating in a religious institution, which, although it offers a bit of quiet, is part of our sprawling human civilization. In my earlier work, Dismantling Discontent: Buddha’s Way Through Darwin’s World, I argued that the essence of Buddhist meditation practice can be traced to the radical changes from a foraging to an agricultural society. This move to a sedentary life from one of day-to-day survival in nature was, I argued, crucial in exacerbating the conditions that lead to discontent. In addition, during the centuries since Buddha the material progress of civilization has brought along with it an increase in the sources of our discontent, specifically, chronic medical conditions, extended old age, a drawn out “conversation with death,” and ever more seductive ways of living in our heads. In Dismantling Discontent I advanced the thesis that Buddha’s practices were designed to address precisely the sort of discontent magnified first by agricultural and then industrial civilization, and I tried to show that Buddhist meditation, insofar as it is effective, is as pertinent and potent now as it was in Buddha’s times, or more so. These ideas are further illustrated in the experiences of forest monks who turned their backs on civilization’s amplification of discontent to investigate it in the wilds, where discontent originally evolved as a part of our animal nature.


While the Buddha did go forth into the forests, he came from a civilization already in the process of taming the wild. Upon achieving a new understanding of human nature, he returned to his civilized world and taught. Most of his followers, and the religions which they supported, were creatures of society. And yet the Buddha of the wilds stands in contrast to much of the Buddhist religion and institutions that claim him as their founder.


This contradiction is one that I will address and, ultimately, dissolve. While Buddhism as we know it today has been thoroughly (and sometimes surreptitiously) civilized, it is less well-known that the Buddha inspired a tradition of forest meditators. These meditators sought an understanding of their humanity by returning to the wilds. Of course, what we know of them comes down through historical reports, adulterated, as it were, by civilization. Thus, we must make a leap of faith in attempting to retrieve from Buddhist texts the experience of early Buddhists meditating in the wild. The effort is well worth making, as it can instruct us on ways to re-place ourselves in nature, both in mind and body.


The wilderness-oriented followers of Buddha included renunciants in ancient India, the Buddhist recluses of China who struggled with their strident civilization, eccentric Zen hermits living in the Japanese mountains, and early twentieth-century forest monks in Southeast Asia, who returned to the jungles just as their societies began to emerge into the modern world. Although the story of the Buddha’s sojourn in the forests, like the story of Jesus’ in the desert, is an important Buddhist tale, and a few other forest monks achieved notoriety, the tradition of forest practice has not received its public due. Playing a shadowy role, it was praised but seldom undertaken. We will look at what the forest tradition has to offer and why it has remained a mere icon. To understand its marginality we must appreciate the historical marginalization of nature itself. Because technology so permeates our existence and promises to cure our physical and emotional ailments, we have lost sight of nature and its potential to teach to us the meaning of our existence. In contrast to most modern city dwellers, suburbanites, and even farmers, the Buddha and his forest followers attended deeply to the nonhuman, and more-than-human, lessons of nature.


I live in Marin County, north across Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco. Marin is one of the wealthiest counties in the United States. Its wealth has allowed it to preserve much of its beautiful landscape. Still, its multilane highways are congested with oversized cars driven by cell phone-toting drivers whose spacious homes are well endowed with computers, large televisions, kitchen machinery, and stereos.


In the post-modern world, of which Marin is an extreme example, daily life is filled with conveniences. The human body seems only accidental to survival. When people exercise, they often use machines, and nature is experienced through enhanced media or out of a car window. Our contact with the earth is mediated by ergonomically designed running shoes and Spandex clothes. When we experience the out of doors, it is from groomed trails, a mountain bike, or with high-tech camping equipment. An increasing amount of the work people do uses few of the capabilities designed into our bodies. The life humans led for 100,000 years of hunting and gathering, several thousand years of agricultural civilization, and even a few hundred years of early industry has little meaning. No longer do we know what it is like to forage in a world of hot and cold, a world where physical survival was often in question.


Modern civilization confers conveniences upon its citizens that would have been inconceivable several hundred years ago. We live, on average, almost three times as long as past humans. Infections, once the scourge of the very young and the reason most people never reached old age, are now held at bay. The amount of raw physical power which is available to an average person today matches only what royalty of past civilizations could command. We speak of horsepower with little understanding what it means. A 160-horsepower car is equivalent to a team of horses much larger than was ever assembled to harvest grain on the Great Plains in the days just before the gasoline engine became available. A picture of 50 horses pulling a giant harvester in 1900 is impressive, but step on the gas, and those horses are put to shame. Watch a high-rise office building go up in a couple of months and imagine the years and lives that it took to build a pyramid. From electric can openers to leaf blowers and riding mowers, from jet planes to email to surround sound, from vaccination to antibiotics to knee replacements, we live in a world where pristine nature has been greatly supplemented and the limitations of our ancestral environments have been radically exceeded.


But are we human beings in general better off now in how we feel about ourselves or how we behave toward others? Material progress does not translate directly into greater self-content or kindliness. One still wonders how a people as prosperous, intelligent, and civilized as the Germans could do what they did under the Nazis. And the questions linger as to how Americans could have dropped so many millions of tons of bombs on the peasants of Southeast Asia, or the Yugoslavs, after years of living and working together, could turn on each other with barbaric ferocity. Although poverty may contribute to violence, its opposite, material prosperity, does not ensure humane treatment of others. Ajaan Cha, a well-known forest monk, observed that when a society obtains electric lights, the inner lights of its inhabitants become dim.


Nor is individual happiness a necessary byproduct of material abundance. Many studies indicate that wealth does not confer happiness. A myriad of social statistics identify the post-World War II period with the breakdown of families and increases in psychiatric problems, social isolation, depression, and problems of self-esteem. In many ways, consumption has replaced traditional relationships. Children come home to watch television or play on computers for many hours of their waking day. Paid childcare has replaced kin, and Smartphones are preferred to the live interaction of traditional human play. Because of physical inactivity and convenience foods, obesity has become epidemic, leading to diabetes and other diseases. Behavior modification drugs are given to millions of children and adults with attention deficit disorder and depression. Rising rates of hearing disability among young adults is directly linked to the use of personal stereos that assault the ears and remove the listener into a private world. Cell phone users seem unconscious of how they disrupt public spaces or endanger others.


Although the enumeration of such facts can be interpreted as a criticism of modernity, they are simply current versions of problems that may be no worse than those of past societies. There is research which shows that the traditional family never matched our romantic ideas of it. In agricultural societies, for example, there was incest and child labor, and though extended families may have been tighter units, there was psychological abuse. Anthropology has presented evidence that hunter-gatherer societies were rife with personal violence and not immune to psychological problems. It is an open question whether post-industrial society has progressed socially.


Nonetheless, one thing is clear: We are much more cut off from nature than our predecessors. Indeed, it is difficult for us to see the extent to which we have become so isolated. Lucy, our Australopithecus ancestor, walking the savanna of Africa with her mate (as is so humanly displayed in a diorama in the Museum of Natural History in New York) is a complete stranger to our contemporary sentiments.1 We feel the common link when looking at her reconstructed body and environment, but we have little idea what it might have been like to rest silently in nature, acting out the demands of survival and procreation. Lucy possessed all the responses of fear, anger, aggression, desire, love, nurturance, and sharing that we possess. But she likely experienced them without the worry, anxiety, fantasy, and obsessive anger that so occupy us. She lived without thought as we know it. She also lived her life immersed in nature. It was where she had to find her food, connect to her mate, bear young, and defend herself against predators and the elements. And though her social connection to other members of her group would have given her some power of abstraction, it is likely that she experienced minimal mental and material separation. Life may well have been presented to her with an immediacy of which we can barely imagine. But was Lucy happy or not? This is impossible to say. It is clear that she did not experience road rage or issues of self-esteem. Those are problems ushered in with language and reinforced by the lifestyle civilization affords. They are also problems which spiritual seekers have sought to address. From shamans in hunter-gatherer societies to the holy persons of great religions, people have been offered remedies for unhappiness and an end to human violence. These have included promises of paradise or reincarnation to be achieved through ritual, prayer, sacrifice, or meditation. Such solutions were very much a product of the societies in which they arose.


In my previous book, looking through a lens of Darwinian evolution, I showed how Buddha’s techniques are more applicable than ever in our modern world. In this book, I want to focus more directly on the untamed forests as the source of the knowledge Buddha acquired, and how his practice there was enhanced by those who followed and imitated him.


Buddhism was the first world religion. It arose in India as agricultural civilization was beginning to consolidate and spread. With armies and merchants, Buddhism was carried into Central Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Far East. During its first half century it was embraced by millions of people in many different forms. Like Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism, and Islam, the Buddhist religion came to terms with the rulers, priests, military, and peasantry of different cultures. Buddhism became very much a part of the societies into which it diffused. But there were also parts of Buddhism which could not so easily be assimilated. One reason for this, I propose, is the birth of Buddhism in the wilds from which civilizations were becoming progressively alienated.


Buddhism was born in the forests of India when those forests still covered much of the landscape. The Buddha found his original revelation while practicing as a forest monk. He brought something from his time in the forests back into the society he had left. He developed an understanding of nature which would become part of the remedy he proposed for the problem of human discontent. In his own search he turned his back on the conveniences of his society in order to look anew at what it means to be human. Without necessarily knowing it he chose wild nature—the evolutionary context in which humans arose—as the place to do this. He turned to the setting in which Lucy lived in order to understand how to cure problems his humanity and his civilization had created. He explored the character of human discontent in wild nature where life and death were ever present. He went to a place in the human mind where there is understanding without words.


Some of the other world religions have enjoined strategies similar to that developed in Buddha’s return to the forests. Five hundred years into Chinese civilization the Taoists looked backward to nature as a remedy for the stress they experienced while running the growing Chinese state. The Jews began as a wandering pastoral people and spawned sects who withdrew into the hills and caves, away from the Jewish theocracy that eventually developed. Jesus went off into the desert as part of his own search. His example inspired a lineage of desert fathers, and Hinduism grew out of an ancient tradition of forest Brahmans, of which Buddha might qualify as an example. Heirs of these forest Brahmans, joining with devotional sects, existed in Buddhist India until invading Muslims destroyed Buddhism and composite Hinduism emerged as the predominant religion. An original picture of peoples tied to the earth can be found in many of the world religions. Whether they grew from reclusive ancients, forest wanderers, sheep herders, nomadic desert dwellers, or peasant farmers, religions drew morals from these simpler beginnings and applied them to the more civilized social settings where they ruled.


In our modern world, we search around for models of how to live. We know that there is something “out of balance.” Life is too complex, stress almost omnipresent. There is just too much to do in order to make a living and run a family. People carry tiny computers to communicate and keep track of their complicated lives. They are reminded of family events and check on the weather; family and weather used to be the organizing principles of daily life but now are obscured by technology. There are an overwhelming number of choices for food, transportation, housing, and entertainment. Consuming is sometimes all-consuming. A video store contains 5,000 to 10,000 choices, and Walmart may stock 100,000 items. Then there is the problem of health, both physical and mental, and the survival of the disabled and elderly. In the midst of all this simpler times seem to offer an escape from the problems of the modern world. Such yearning creates the interest in writing and movies about nature, and this yearning is a bona fide emotion with connections to the heart of Buddhism.


In my earlier book on the origins of human discontent, I offered a way of understanding how our discontent came into existence and what part of our biological makeup it is.2 In that book both natural history and meditation are presented as tools for understanding our civilized predicament. By seeing humans as part of wild nature out of which we arose and by examining how nature continues to penetrate our technically sophisticated world, we can begin to understand why we stubbornly embrace the trends of technological society that sustain us, even as they increase our discontent.


Although the Buddha could not have imagined automobiles, the Internet, virtual reality, or jet planes, he had great insight into the sources of human discontent which his own society engendered. His childhood as the royal prince, Siddhartha, was endowed with all the luxury his civilization could afford. Born in the sixth century BCE, Siddhartha’s agricultural clan provided him with food in abundance, a primitive palace, and all the pleasures and crafts that military security, artisans, servants, slaves, and concubines could offer. Knowing nothing of movies, frozen gourmet dinners, or microwaves, Siddhartha was regaled by storytellers, enchanted by dancers, and offered any delicacy his kingdom could obtain. Wandering from this pleasure palace, he chanced upon disease, old age, death, and a mendicant who he was told had taken the path of renunciation in order to overcome human suffering. The inevitability of disease, old age, and death so disturbed Siddhartha that he forsook his home and went forth into the forests to find relief through self-abnegation. He realized that his palace protected no one from the inexorable processes of nature. For all his bounty was worth (and the more it gave pleasure, the more one might suffer its absence), everything that Prince Siddhartha held dear would not last.


In the forests Siddhartha observed that the human mind created the illusion of permanence. People lived as if pleasure would continue and pain was avoidable. Because of this attitude people could not handle the disappointment that came when nature caught up with them. For Siddhartha, grasping pleasure and denying pain was at the heart of human discontent. Society, with its creature comforts and entertainment, helped sustain the illusion.


Siddhartha chose to withdraw from society’s illusions and immerse himself in the wilds. Only there, he felt, could he see through his suffering. In the forest Siddhartha encountered life and death in the raw, unmediated by social connections and the distractions of civilization. After following a number of teachers to no avail, Siddhartha settled under a Bodhi tree, vowing not to move until he either died or found surcease. While he was rooted to that tree undiluted nature presented itself to him and he saw through his own illusions. He observed how the human mind grasps hold of desire and pushes away objects which are unpleasant. In seeing this clearly and letting go of it, Siddhartha gained freedom. He became “awakened” or enlightened. He was henceforth a Buddha, an “awakened one”: one who sees clearly.


The method which emerged from his struggles was meditation, and for the next 50 years of his life he taught many ways of doing meditation. He offered techniques to observe how body and mind worked. Meditation became a method for exploring discontent, and the Buddha, sitting cross-legged in nature, was iconic to Buddhists over the next 2,500 years.


As Jesus suffering on the cross became the key symbol of Christianity, so the Buddha wandering the forests and sitting under the Bodhi tree has been central to Buddhism. Yet while the idea of returning to the wilds became a basic part of Buddhist tradition, the actual practice was rarely done. Buddhism, like the other world religions, held its charismatic leader up as a model but domesticated religious practice to fit within the bosom of the societies which sponsored it. In the millennia-long history of Buddhism there were as few forest monks as there were desert fathers in Christianity. World religions have been religions of civil societies—of royalty, soldiers, merchants, and peasants. The practices civil societies encouraged included prayer, ritual, and meditation, practices that fit nicely into the dominant civil order. So, while honor was paid to charismatic founders and their antisocial behavior, for followers religious practice was largely confined to homes, churches, and monasteries, or within the context of governments and armies. It was all well and good for saints to wrestle with gods, demons, or ultimate meaning on mountain tops, in darks woods, and barren deserts. But ordinary believers, as well as the priests and monks ministering to them, were expected to have their religious experiences in more domesticated settings. Obscured as it may be by keepers of religious tradition, the friction between wild roots and domestication stands out in Buddhism, because Siddhartha’s formative experiences away from civilization were canonized and later monks tried to imitate his efforts.


Looking back over the 2,500-year history of Buddhism we can find a narrow thread of practitioners who took seriously the Buddha’s recommendation to forsake society. The individuals and movements that embraced life in the wilderness were few and far between. For those of us wishing to learn from Buddha’s forays and those he inspired, it is not always easy to separate truth from legend. So many myths have been spun around charismatic forest practitioners that it is difficult to know what they really did and experienced. Nonetheless, some records have been left by individuals and lineages who did meditate in wild places. It is to these crucial sources that I turn.


The traditions for which I have been able to find sufficient evidence fall into four main groups: the Buddha and some immediate followers, Chinese recluses, Japanese Zen hermits, and the forest monks of Southeast Asia. Influenced by the example which the Buddha set, some monks wandered through the forests of ancient India and South Asia. They attempted to carry on forest practice with the authenticity of Buddha. Their practice was abetted by the fact that agricultural land had not yet swallowed up most of the wilderness. Monks and nuns who lived as neighbors to wildlands could easily access nature and use it as a setting for their practice.


The second group we explore consisted of the recluses of China. When Buddhism reached China about the time of Jesus, it found the most developed civilization in the world. The Chinese had dynastic chronicles going back 1,000 years or more. Chinese agriculture and crafts supported a widespread, prosperous civilization, in contrast to which Rome appeared backward and the rest of the world, well, primitive. In China the Mahayana Buddhist concept of Buddha-nature encountered the Taoist ideal of living “naturally” (as opposed to conforming to the social mores of the orderly Confucian state). Combining Mahayana and Taoism, some Chinese Buddhists founded a tradition of recluses who withdrew from society to meditate and contemplate life. These recluses left poems and paintings.


A third group of wild meditators was made up of the Zen hermits of Japan. Haiku poets, Japanese landscape painters, and contemporary Americans who studied Zen, tea ceremony, gardening, and poetry in Japan give us a sense of an underlying rapport between Zen and nature. There is much in this picture that is accurate, but there are also complexities which are less apparent. When Buddhism arrived in Japan in the sixth century the Japanese were arguably much closer to nature than the Chinese (whose civilization was much older). Living at the transition between hunting-gathering and agriculture the Japanese retained a connection to nature through the realities of their daily lives, the harshness of their landscape, and Shintoism, which had roots in nature deities. As the Japanese became more civilized, both by imitating their dominant Chinese neighbors and reacting against them, some Buddhist meditators emulated the Chinese recluses. As they were both materially and sentimentally closer to nature than the Chinese, I will argue that it was easier for the Japanese recluses to be in tune with the raw, wild sources of Buddhism, but that they also fell prey to some of the same romantic posturing that was more pronounced in Chinese practice. The final group we will investigate is made up of the forest monks of Southeast Asia. Beginning with two monks in the late nineteenth century, a tradition of forest renunciation developed. Surrounded by the jungles of Northeast Thailand, monks, reared in a world of slash-and-burn farmers, read recently translated commentaries that inspired them to emulate the Buddha. Living in a landscape similar to the Buddha’s time and dedicating themselves to meditation, the monks went forth into the forests. It seemed as if the texts had been scribed with their very situation in mind, which in a sense they had. One monk, Ajaan Mun, was such a charismatic practitioner that he inspired many others, until he became the informal head of a movement of several hundred monks wandering the forests from Laos and Cambodia across Thailand to Burma. Thus, from the last part of the nineteenth century until overwhelmed by the modern world in 1969, a living forest tradition flourished in Southeast Asia—one which bore similarities to that of Buddha’s day.


To understand forest practitioners I will call upon natural history, geography, and anthropology. India, China, Japan, and Southeast Asia possess specific sets of flora, fauna, geomorphology, climate, agriculture, material economy, and natural resources that contribute to the histories of the humans living there. In each country the relationship between people and their environments changed. The peoples of these regions, now named for their nation-states, went from being hunter-gatherers to early agriculturists and herders and finally builders of civilizations. Their specific relationship to nature influenced their Buddhism and the forest practice they undertook. My claim that geography and natural history influenced Buddhism and practice in these Asian countries continues the ideas I developed in Dismantling Discontent: Buddha’s Way Through Darwin’s World of the crucial role of nature in understanding Buddha’s message about civilization’s discontents.


In the scholarly disciplines of environmental history and anthropology, human culture is seen to be influenced by the settings in which it occurs. The contrast between the historical cultures we are considering and the outlook of North Americans is an important ingredient in our understanding of meditation in the wilds. Our relationship to nature is a crucial part of how we act on a daily basis, our popular culture, our beliefs about life, and the way we think about nature. Although our culture will influence any picture we draw of the past, by understanding how earlier cultures related to nature we can gain insight into how our own views are limited.


In the spirit of environmental history and anthropology, I will begin each chapter with a sketch of the geographical and material setting of renunciants, as well as a depiction of the kind of society from which they withdrew. Then I will present the particular history of the forest meditators, along with how they related to the established Buddhism of their time. Of particular interest are the forest meditators’ relationships to the wilds in which they immersed themselves. The recluses, hermits, and forest monks wanted to examine their humanity as it unfolded in unmediated nature. What elements of nature they were aware of and what sense they made of what they experienced helps us understand what nature really meant to them. The forest monks were neither natural historians nor hunter-gatherers. This influenced what they saw and how they understood it. Unlike our anthropoid ancestor Lucy, many of them opted out of certain survival tasks. Some forswore gathering. Others took solemn pledges not to harm any sentient being. Some lived almost like farmers. In one way or another all put themselves at the mercy of nature. We will look at the renunciants’ view of wilderness and how their means of living there affected their understanding of nature and the meaning of life.


From these traditions of meditation in nature we get a sense of how limited the world we live in is and how utterly transformed our relationship to nature has become. A technological containment of nature supplies our comfort and pleasure, but it also blinds us. These wild meditators exemplify a way of seeing through the illusions of technological society. Our alienation may find ease by looking at this ancient tradition of living intimately with nature—a tradition that Siddhartha initiated while wrestling with civilization’s inroads into pre-agricultural India. Forest meditators inspire us today. Stepping out of our world for a time will make us less sanguine about living in it as we have. If nature is healing, as many claim, then looking closely at forest practitioners’ contact with it may help in our struggles.





Chapter 2


A Hand on the Earth: The Elders and Nature


Buddhism is a complex religion. Contemporary Western understanding of it derives largely from popularized meditation techniques, as well as the public image of charismatic Buddhist leaders, such as the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen master who became famous for his opposition to the Vietnam War and his books of poetry. For many years Tibetan monks, driven from their homeland by the Chinese, drew the attention of only a few Westerners who made their way to India or Nepal. Since then, for Westerners, Tibetan Buddhism has come to represent the Buddhist outlook on life. In the early 1990s the Dalai Lama launched a media campaign against the Chinese occupation of Tibet. He promoted Tibetan Buddhism and culture to the world, using it as a lever to force China to compromise politically and grant Tibet a degree of autonomy. Tibetan Buddhism has been the subject of movies, drawn celebrities and film stars such as Richard Gere under its spell, and become the premier global symbol of Buddhist practice, happiness, and non-violence. In fact, Tibetan Buddhists represent only a tiny minority of this 2,500-year-old religion with adherents in 10 other Buddhist countries besides Tibet.


Similarly, popular Buddhist meditation techniques represent a small fraction of the kinds of ways Buddhism has been practiced throughout its history. In the West more than a half a dozen forms of Zen are taught. They range from devotional Chinese and Japanese chanting through Thich Nhat Hanh’s Vietnamese Zen, focused on forgiveness and non-harming, to rigorous Korean and Japanese Zen, with their respective earthy and highly stylized sitting practices. Of the meditation traditions of South and Southeast Asia, Theravada Buddhism or the “Doctrine of the Elders” was brought to the West in the form of Vipassana or Insight Meditation. As a technique Vipassana is often presented with few of its original Buddhist trappings, which included village monasticism penetrating many aspects of peasant life, devotional practices, magic, and the veneration of relics. Separated from its Asian settings, Vipassana has been accessible to those Westerners not drawn to the Buddhist cultures with which other meditation techniques have been packaged.


A rough-order approximation of our distance from Buddhism can be gained by being mindful of those Buddhist images most current in the West. These include images such as the Dalai Lama sitting on a throne surrounded by pictures of wrathful deities and monks with long trumpets. He is laughing and may be speaking about complex Tibetan ideas but connecting them with great charm to the ordinary acts of life or the Chinese who are suffocating Tibetan Buddhism. There are also pictures of Caucasian monks and nuns with shaved heads in black robes synchronously chanting, ritually eating from bowls, or sitting totally still in cross-legged meditation facing the wall of an austere Japanese style Zen temple; or people in ordinary dress sitting quietly on cushions or chairs in a large meditation hall being addressed by someone who seems not too different from a friendly psychotherapist or minister.


Each of these forms of Buddhist practice has Asian roots of which most contemporary Western adherents have only the vaguest understanding. And each of the Asian traditions is itself part of a complex of competing sects that arch back to the time of the Buddha in ancient India. Theravada asserts a lineal purity derived directly from the Buddha; this is acknowledged by some Buddhist sects but contested by others. In what follows, we will touch on some of these disputes, but we will not enter them in any great detail. We wish to concentrate upon what is held in common by all the Buddhist traditions: the belief that the Buddha achieved enlightenment and that by using methods either presented by the Buddha or developed by later Buddhist saints, ordinary people can replicate the Buddha’s accomplishment.


Although there are some variations, the main elements of the story of the Buddha’s life are believed by all of the Buddhist traditions. We mentioned in Chapter 1 that Siddhartha became distraught when he encountered the reality that humans were subject to the laws of nature. The realization that birth inevitably leads to disease or old age and death was upsetting. His abandonment of the comforts of society and his search for ways to still his troubled heart became models for the Buddhism that was built upon his endeavors. In this book we will examine two sometimes conflicting roads taken by his followers: dwelling in monasteries or temples versus actual retreat into the wilds. Most became monastics residing in monasteries built for them by the Buddhist societies in which they lived. A few tried to literally follow the Buddha’s example. They withdrew to the forests to replicate his struggles and successes. Before we look at the differences between social monasticism and returning to the wilds, we need to present something about meditation, so that a reader unfamiliar with it can get some sense of what it is that the Buddha discovered, practiced, and recommended others do to address their discontent.


The sutra, or Buddhist sacred text containing the sayings of the Buddha, entitled The Foundations of Mindfulness has been called the heart of Buddhist meditation.1 In this sutra the Buddha instructs meditators to pay attention to their bodies and their minds. The classical way to do so is to sit quietly under a tree and pay attention to the feel of one’s breath as it enters and leaves one’s body. After you are able to do that with some regularity, the Buddha suggests that you begin to observe bodily sensation. When a meditator gains this sense of bodily processes, the Buddha then suggests he or she attend to the tendency one has to draw toward things which are pleasant and push away those that are not, then the comings and goings of thought and emotions, and, finally, our being as a whole. Observation is to be done dispassionately, looking at how changeable our existence is. Sometimes our bodies have pain and our mind twists one way or another to wish it away. Sometimes thoughts are overwhelming. Sometimes there is sloth. Sometimes life is wonderful, and we think it will always be that way. And sometimes everything is very still. In whatever state existence is presented, the Buddha recommends that the meditator rests in a clear seeing of what is there and observes how each state of being comes and goes.
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