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To Asclepiades
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BREATHING THROUGH THE WHOLE BODY

“I love every word! Thank you so much for bringing forth such a succinct and glowingly accurate account of the central role that body wisdom, somatic experiencing, plays in the process of awakening. It is a ‘how to do it’ book for all of us on this road to realizing our true nature.”

ROBERT HALL, BUDDHIST TEACHER AND 
COFOUNDER OF THE LOMI SCHOOL



. . . FROM THE SATIPATTHANA SUTTA

go to a quiet place in the wilderness, the forest,

or even a room in an empty building

sitting down in a posture of meditation,

keeping the spine upright and erect,

begin by observing the breath in the front of the body

remain aware as you breathe in

remain aware as you breathe out

notice if the breath is long or short

as you breathe in, breathe in through the whole body

as you breathe out, breathe out through the whole body

feel how the breath calms and heals the body

like a skilled potter watching clay turn on a wheel

notice how each inhalation turns into an exhalation

only to turn back again into an inhalation

over and over and over again



INTRODUCTION

From our very first inhalation that signals entrance into the world to our very last exhalation through which we bid the world a final farewell, breath is with us our entire life. It is our constant and most reliable companion (our heart may skip a beat from time to time, but we never miss a breath), never abandoning us or leaving our side. It provides us—moment by moment, breath by breath—with the most vital nourishment we need to keep our body alive. Take food away from us, and we can live for several months. Take water away from us, and we can survive for several days. Cut off the life-sustaining oxygen in the air we breathe for even a few minutes, and our body dies. Breathing in . . . breathing out . . .

So vital to our survival is the action of breathing that, much like the systolic and diastolic beating of our heart, its rhythmic repetitions of inhalation and exhalation keep occurring whether or not we’re aware of them. While we have no choice but to breathe, we have the ability to affect how we breathe. We can slow the breath down. We can speed it up. We can cause it to become fuller or slighter, stronger or weaker. We can consciously yield to its primal impulse and rhythms, or we can unconsciously constrain it and hold back its force.

Breath can flow freely, like a stream in spring, or it can become stagnant, its current jammed. Chronic tensions in the body and contractions in the mind interfere with the free flow of breath. Like logjams in a river, they can slow breath down to a trickle. Surrendering to breath’s current brings more vibrancy to the body and peace to the mind. Bracing against its current keeps the body sluggish and the mind overactive. Either pattern can keep the body alive, but only one keeps the body happy.

Because restrictions to breath can be eased and altered, and because this alteration can so dramatically affect not only the vibrancy of the body but the condition of the mind itself, spiritual teachers—from times too ancient to have been recorded right up to the present day—have relied on different techniques and practices of breathing to help students gain insight. Many of the techniques are energizing, others deeply relaxing. Some mold the breath, forming it into specific shapes and patterns; others just watch it, accepting it exactly as it is. All of them connect us with our body. The common denominator of the many different traditions and schools of Buddhism, each with their own unique approach to practice, is their shared interest in the breath. Starting 2,500 years ago with the seminal teachings of the historical Buddha, the Indian prince Siddhartha Gotama, and moving through every intervening century since, Buddhist teachers from all traditions have been telling us, in one form or another, to breathe and be aware.

The three historical suttas (or texts) that speak of the breath most prominently, and whose statements have been directly attributed to the Buddha himself, are the Satipatthana Sutta, the Anapanasati Sutta, and the Kayagatasati Sutta. Here can be found the Buddha’s actual instructions on meditation, and these instructions are as germane today as when they were first uttered 2,500 years ago. All three of these texts include specific instructions about breath, and the breath practices in many of our contemporary Buddhist schools are still based on interpretations of the words in these texts.

The principal instructions on meditating on the breath in all three of these suttas are fundamentally identical. The meditator is encouraged to go to a quiet place where he or she won’t be too disturbed or distracted, sit down in such a way that the spine remains erect, and begin to observe the passage of breath at the front of the body. The two most common contemporary interpretations of the opening instructions in these suttas tell the meditator to keep his or her mind completely focused and concentrated on the action of the breath as it can be observed and felt in one of two very specific, isolated spots, both at the front of the body: the area of the nostrils (where one can observe and feel the breath as it enters and leaves the body) or the abdomen (where one can pay attention to how the action of breath causes the belly to rise and fall, expand and contract, on every inhalation and exhalation).

Through this kind of focused attention, mind stays more tethered to the present moment. Breathing in . . . breathing out . . . Indeed, one of the primary purposes of the practice is to calm the tendency of the mind to jump around from thought to thought so it can remain more present and aware. Thoughts in the mind are almost entirely either reminiscences about the past or projections into the future, and—as Buddhist teachers are fond of pointing out—the past and the future have no existential reality other than as thoughts in the present moment. Only the experience of this moment has a claim to being real (it is certainly the only moment that is directly experienceable), and the Buddha discovered that grounding our awareness in the ever-changing reality of the present moment keeps us from getting tangled up in thought realms that all too easily lead to distortions of perception.

Curiously, however, there is another statement about the breath in all three of these suttas that is often overlooked in most contemporary Buddhist schools. Instead of just observing the breath as it acts on one small, isolated part of the body, the Buddha also quite clearly encouraged his students to do the following:

as you breathe in, breathe in through the whole body

as you breathe out, breathe out through the whole body

While this passage hasn’t found its way into practice anywhere nearly so prevalently as the more isolating instruction to observe the activity of breath in one specific part of the body to the exclusion of all others, it has been the subject of much debate among Buddhist scholars and teachers. While some scholars insist that the passage refers to the whole body of the breath—the taking in of the breath, the filling up of the lungs, and the expelling out of the breath—others suggest that, no, it really is referring to the physical body itself and to some kind of merging of body with breath.

It is my view that the latter interpretation is much closer to what the Buddha originally intended, and it is this view on which the explanation of this passage in this book is based. In this, I’m supported by the contemporary Buddhist scholar-practitioner Thanissaro Bhikkhu who, in commenting on this passage from the suttas, says: “the step of breathing in and out sensitive to the entire body relates to the many similes in the suttas depicting jhana [a deep absorption in the essence of the mind] as a state of whole-body awareness.”*1

I would also hasten to add that, in actual practice, there’s little difference between either of these interpretations for, as we will see, it is not possible to breathe through the entire length of the breath without also feeling how that breath stimulates the whole of the body. Nor is it possible to experience the entire tactile field of the body (the state of whole-body awareness about which Thanissaro Bhikkhu speaks) without also surrendering to a full and complete breath.

Keeping our entire attention focused on one small part of the body can significantly help develop our powers of concentration (what the Buddha referred to as samadhi), and there are very real benefits that come from developing strong concentration. Concentration alone, however, has never been presented as the final goal of Buddhist practice. It is a very important stepping-stone on the path, a necessary skill that allows the practitioner to move more easily and gracefully into the unusual terrain of panna (or wisdom) where the mind doesn’t just remain concentrated but is actually able to confront its essence nakedly, directly, and boldly. To enter the field of panna, the practitioner will want to open himself or herself to everything that can be experienced, not just one isolated aspect of it: the whole of the visual field that appears before the eyes (not just an isolated object in it), the whole of the field of sounds (not just a single sound in the overall symphony), the whole of the mind (not just its most superficial dimension that is expressed through thought), and the whole of the body (not just one small part of it). And this is the terrain that we are ushered into by the practice of breathing through the whole body.

But what does “breathing through the whole body” actually mean? And how can we possibly breathe not just with the organs of respiration proper—the nose and mouth, the trachea, the bronchi, the lungs, the diaphragm, and the intercostal muscles—but also with the conscious participation of the entire body? And how and why does breathing in a way that involves the entire body have such a potent, transforming effect on consciousness itself?

These are the questions that this little book will attempt to answer.



PART ONE
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THE FOUNDATION OF THE BODY




1

A QUIET PLACE
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go to a quiet place in the wilderness, the forest,

or even a room in an empty building
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The opening instructions in each of the suttas tell us to go to a quiet place where we won’t be disturbed: a wilderness location, a shady and protected spot in the forest perhaps, or even a quiet room in a building in which there’s no other activity. If this was important in the time of the Buddha, you can imagine how much more important, and how much more difficult, it is for us today. There were no machines when the Buddha lived. No phones. No televisions. Music was a sublime rarity that could only be heard on special ceremonial occasions. Our modern soundscape is deafening in comparison.

When you hike into a mountain wilderness, you enter in to a world of silence, an emptiness of sound punctuated only by the play of nature—wind rushing over rocks, water searching for a way down, the rhythmic thrum of bird’s wings above your head. Silence is a sound that you feel with your body more than hear with your ear. You can feel its presence, but you don’t really hear its absence. In many ways, the purpose of meditation practice is to help us find this place of silent presence within ourselves. When you sit down in a quiet place away from the commotion of the marketplace with its din of commerce and conversation, it becomes easier to drop down into the quiet place in the center of your body and mind.

The world and landscape of the Buddha don’t exist anymore. Very few of us live an agrarian life in the country, and even so, contemporary country life is not immune to chain saws and tractors, lawn mowers and weed eaters, TV shows and iTunes, the whirring hum of a refrigerator, airplanes that pass miles above our heads. Even in the country, silence is a relative term at best. Living, as most of us do, in the middle of a city, presents even more challenges, but this doesn’t mean that we can’t meditate unless we travel to the mountains or live in the forest. In the context of modern life and the suttas both, it simply means that it is helpful to designate a place in our home as a sanctuary of silence, a corner where we won’t be disturbed while we sit, a place where the phone can’t reach us, a place where our children know not to bother us, preferably in a room whose door we can close behind us after we enter, a place for ourselves. It’s quieter in there.

If things are not so noisy and distracting outside, it becomes easier to hear and feel what is going on inside. In a quiet place, we start hearing things we hadn’t been hearing before and feeling things we hadn’t been feeling before. One of the first things we may be surprised to notice when we sit down in meditation is how very noisy our mind is. Thoughts are constantly arising out of nowhere, one after the other, in a seemingly unbroken chain, like a radio host’s monologue or a politician’s filibuster, and they speak to us in a voice that, although muffled, sounds suspiciously like our own. In a quiet place, with our attention turned inward, away from any external tugs and pulls, we start hearing the unspoken chatter going on in our mind, which the noise of the world of commerce—and our participation in it—so effectively conceals.

Thoughts run on and on, and they are compelling (if monotonous and repetitive) storytellers, reminding us of things that have happened in the past, imagining things that might happen in the future. Thoughts let us reminisce about our past triumphs and failures and prepare us for whatever lies ahead, but they never let us experience the present moment. The present moment can only be felt into, never thought about. Our thoughts conceal the present moment from us.

When we begin to meditate, we often hope to discover that still, quiet place inside ourselves about which spiritual literature speaks so glowingly. But what we mostly discover instead, at least at first, is just how very unquiet we are. This realization is as important as it may be humbling or dismaying, because there’s no way that we can quiet the mind unless we first become aware of how very noisy it is.

Sitting in a quiet place introduces us not only to the noise of a mind that can be too loud but also to the muted and muffled silence of a body that begs to be listened to. If the mind is like the guest who’s too loud, self-absorbed, and occasionally out of control, the body is like a child who has taken the imperative to be seen but not heard to the extreme—overly silent, strangely absent, underactive, even vacant. Sitting in a quiet place, we start realizing that we don’t feel the body very much at all, that we suppress the tactile world of sensation. The activity in every cell of the body generates sensations that we’re capable of feeling, trillions upon trillions of sensations, little tactile blips that vibrate and oscillate at extraordinarily rapid rates of frequency. Massed together, these sensations form a shimmering field that can be felt to occupy the space of the entire body and even a bit beyond, pulsating, vibrating, tingling. But mostly we don’t let ourselves feel much of the immense richness and variety of this great, loamy web of tactile life. We shut down its presence and turn off its feeling.
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