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Introduction


[image: image]Let Go: A Buddhist Guide to Breaking Free of Habits is a book concerned with the transformation of compulsive habits and an exploration of how meditation can support this transformation. As a teacher of meditation for the past twenty years, I have met hundreds of people on courses and retreats, and most people, I have found, are drawn to the practice of Buddhist meditation because they feel blocked somehow or are suffering in some way, in some kind of pain. They hope that meditation will bring them stability and clarity, thus enabling them to deal better with their difficulties. In particular, I have been struck by how much people suffer from persistent habits of behavior that dominate their mental, physical, and emotional lives, and from which they feel powerless to escape. I have been greatly inspired by the changes people have made in understanding and transforming their habitual patterns through applying different kinds of Buddhist meditation.


The meditations described in the book are drawn from different Buddhist traditions. I introduce the practice of mindfulness as a means to focus the mind in order to see clearly what is happening in each moment. This is complemented by the Zen practice of meditative questioning, which helps one understand more deeply what lies at the root of repetitive behavior and what triggers that behavior. Each chapter concludes with an exercise or a guided meditation as a tool for the reader to work with negative habits in a new and creative way.


I start this book by looking at how patterns of behavior emerge through learning and repetition. For example, fear, an emotional pattern that affects us all, can have both positive and negative effects. It ranges from a healthy survival mechanism to a blind reaction that can distort the reality of the situation we face. This leads me to ask: Which are the patterns that we need to change and which are not? And, if they need to be changed, how might we accomplish that? I explain the crucial role meditation has played in transforming some of my own negative and painful habits.


I present meditation as a positive and constructive pattern that has the power to transform our painful habits. One key element of Buddhist meditation is concentration, which helps calm the mind, thereby lessening the power of blind reactivity. Another essential element is inquiry. This helps illuminate the changing nature of experience, thereby unlocking the rigidity that so often results from compulsive habits. When practiced together, concentration and inquiry merge into a nonjudgmental awareness, which enables us to start looking at ourselves and our world in a different way.


By bringing the power of such awareness to our experience, we may discover that grasping underlies all negative habits. I point out the dangers of “positive” grasping—as when we strongly desire something—and “negative” grasping—as when we are filled with hatred and rejection. In reducing us to what we desire or hate, both forms of grasping limit the possibility of our responding creatively and freely to the situation. Meditation enables us to experience how grasping happens when the senses are stimulated. By listening in a meditative manner, for example, we can learn to hear even unpleasant sounds in a calm and expansive way. Thus listening can be a point of entry either for negative grasping (“I cannot stand this noise”) or for freedom from grasping (“I can creatively engage with this noise”).


Mental habits have a tendency to be repetitive, making us feel flat and two-dimensional. In this book, I look at a few such habits, like daydreaming and judging, in detail. I also explore the types of inner language we use to describe our experience to ourselves and how it can influence our experience. Awareness helps us to recognize how our habitual patterns of thought have a profound influence on the way we feel. Such habits shape our personality and lock us into fixed forms of behavior. By using questioning meditation we can create a new relationship to our thoughts and thus begin to change the way we think and, subsequently, behave. I look at how Dr. Jeffrey Schwartz used meditation to create a new way to deal with Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD). I also point out that there seem to be three levels to our mental habits, which I call “intense,” “habitual,” and “light”—and I propose three separate meditative techniques to deal with these different levels of patterning.


The moment at which a feeling of pleasure or pain begins to turn into a disturbing emotion is the point at which meditative awareness can be most effective. For example, a simple feeling of sadness can easily spiral into a dark and painful emotional state in which we get lost in the “Poor Me” syndrome, convincing ourselves that we are unloved and alone in the world. I explore frequently experienced emotional habits associated with anger, depression, boredom, loneliness, and anxiety. I introduce a practice of meditation on feeling-tone (i.e., pleasure, pain, and indifference) as a powerful tool to help us experience our feelings more directly, accept them for what they are, and work with them in such a way that they do not develop into disturbing emotions. I also present the work of John Teasdale, Mark Williams, and Zindel Segal who developed a method called Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) for prevention of relapse in depression.


In addition to mental and emotional habits, we also develop “physical” habits, often as a result of an unskillful or unhealthy relation to the body, such as ignoring or suppressing, due to our tendency to be lost in thoughts and overwhelmed by emotions, the important signals our body may give us. I introduced a practice of body-awareness as a means to give us better access to our sensations. I consider the work of Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn, whose innovative stress-reduction methods using mindfulness meditation have been found to be highly effective in dealing with physical pain and one’s relationship to it.


Next, I explore the question of what we can do when the mental, emotional, and physical habits become so fixed and powerful that they turn into addictive behaviors. Meditation has been found to be a valuable component in a multipronged approach to recover from addiction. It is able to provide the vital elements of stability and spirituality. I present how people have successfully combined meditation and the Twelve-Step program, and I suggest that the Buddhist concept of the ten perfections could be used as a template to support people who are recovering from addiction.


Our painful habits can also inhibit the potential we have for developing loving relationships with other people. These destructive habits are able to undermine even the feelings we have for our partner, children, family, or friends. By enabling us to see these patterns more clearly, meditation can provide us with the insight and courage needed to transform them. It can also show us how acceptance and trust lie at the root of love. Moreover, with practice we cultivate greater self-confidence. This makes us less dependent on others for our sense of identity and breaks down the fear that might prevent us from establishing a healthy, trusting relationship. Rather than making us aloof and detached, meditation has an important role to play in issues of intimacy and sexuality.


All life has a social dimension. We are alone but inescapably linked to others in this world. Thus, the question of how we actually treat other people is of utmost importance. Is our behavior driven by deep-seated habits of self-interest? How can we move from a predominantly self-centered relationship with the world to an increasingly other-centered one? By reflecting on the fundamental equality we share with others we can feel empathetic identification, which we can then transform into compassionate acts of body and speech, and even mind. In conjunction, meditation and compassionate ethics challenge us to respond to unique and unprecedented situations in a caring and creative way instead of reacting blindly according to our habits.


Finally I consider how we can practice meditation in the hustle and bustle of daily life. I believe that we can dissolve the negative power of our painful habits and transform them, thereby actualizing our potential for wisdom, compassion, and a creative life. In Zen Buddhism, the ten “Ox-herding Pictures” compare the stages on the meditative path with an ox-herder’s search for and taming of the unruly ox of the mind. I interpret these images from the perspective of understanding and taming our destructive patterns. Although originating in ancient China, these pictures continue to serve as signposts for a radically new way of living our lives in this world today.




1 Patterns


[image: image] Repetition and Adaptability


I once saw a four-million-year-old ant inside a piece of amber. It looked exactly like any ant I would find in my garden today. In spite of having had to adapt to changing environments for millions of years, modern ants have remained more or less identical in appearance to that ant in amber. Ants are both extremely resilient and adaptive, which explains why they have been able to survive for so long in almost exactly the same form.


Everything alive has evolved though replication. Repeated patterns in conjunction with occasional mutations are what make the emergence and transformation of life possible. If there were no stable patterns that repeated themselves, it would be impossible for any creature to continue in a consistent form. But were there only repetition and no possibility of variation, the living system would be unable to adapt to change. Thus repeated patterns ensure stability while random mutations allow the possibility of adaptation to new circumstances. Repetition and adaptability are equally essential for life to continue and evolve.


Robert Wright, in his book Nonzero: The Logic of Human Destiny, argues that cultures evolve due to the spreading of information and the development of commerce, enabled by self-interested co-operation. He points out that authoritarianism, which seeks to protect the interests of those in power, often tries to stop change. By suppressing variation, the result is either stagnation or regression, which in the end only breakdown and chaos will change. Likewise, when we too are stuck in a fixed pattern of behavior and resist change, it too can cause us to stagnate or regress. We have a choice. Do we want change to be the result of a chaotic breakdown, or do we want to be a responsible agent, creatively involved in the flux and transformation of our own lives?


Neuroscientists argue that novelty in solving problems is linked to the right hemisphere of the brain, while cognitive routines are linked to the left. Both novelty and familiarity are essential for learning. Learning begins in finding a response to changing situations, which then gives rise to habitual patterns of response once we have been repeatedly exposed to similar situations. As human beings we are constantly moving from novelty to rote behavior.


As a child grows and develops, it is through establishing patterns of behavior that he or she learns how to eat, walk, go to the toilet, read, and write. We are surrounded by patterns; we are made of them and live by them. Some patterns, like eating, are necessary for our survival. Others, like driving a car, are learned activities that make our life easier. Both can simply remain as abilities that we possess or have learned. But they can also develop in positive and negative directions. You can eat wisely and appropriately or greedily and inappropriately. You can be a responsible driver or a dangerous one. What patterns of behavior do you want to cultivate? Are you conscious of how a pattern can start to have a negative effect? And do you want to do something about it?


Afraid of the Dark?


I used to be terrified of the dark. When I was a Buddhist nun in Korea, amenities were basic and the toilets were outside. I was so frightened of going to the toilet at night that I would have heart palpitations from imagining that a man with a knife was going to creep up from behind and attack me. One winter, my companion nuns and I decided to sit in meditation all night without sleeping for five days. I was very worried. How would I manage to go to the toilet throughout the night? So I went to my Zen master, Kusan Sunim, to ask his advice. He told me that whenever I felt afraid, I should return to my object of meditation, which, in the Korean Zen tradition, was the question “What is this?”


I thought the Zen master’s question would work as a kind of talisman and thus protect me from any danger. It worked well. My fear vanished when I went to the toilet and I survived the all-night meditation sessions. Some time later, though, it struck me that it was not a magical trick at all. My teacher had given me the gift of paying attention to the present moment. As soon as I came back to the question “What is this?” on my way to the toilet, instead of feeling anxious, I would find myself standing with my feet on the ground, deep in the mountains, in a large monastery in Korea. Who on earth would even know I was there, let alone plan to attack me in the middle of the night?


We often find ourselves in the grip of such emotional patterns, which we then reinforce with habitual patterns of thought. It is entirely natural to be afraid in the dark. It is a good survival mechanism, a valuable adaptive strategy. Because we cannot see well in the dark, our autonomic nervous system is activated and we are primed, ready to move fast at the slightest sign of danger. For a woman walking alone at night in an unknown part of a city, this mechanism is just as important today. But in rural Korea, I would have been far safer at night than during the day, when all sorts of people were coming in and out of the monastery grounds. Some patterns of behavior may be instinctive reactions that no longer make much sense, but once in their grip we still suffer the stress and fear that they provoke.


Who Is Going to Change?


My nephew and my grandmother did not get on at all well. So when the two of them were obliged to stay alone together for four weeks at my mother’s house, I was called in to serve as a peacemaker. By the time I arrived, war had been declared and the two of them were not even speaking to each other. Since my grandmother was eighty-five and my nephew twenty-four, I realized that there would be a better chance of getting my nephew to change his ways than my grandmother. I took him aside and asked him why he was so upset with grandma. He said he had trouble with the way she did things—even when they discussed something, he said, they could never see eye to eye.


I asked him if he thought it realistic to expect grandma at her age to change her ways of doing things just to please him. He thought about this for a while, then agreed that, yes, grandma was too old and set in her ways to change. He accepted that the only thing to do was for him to adapt to her and behave differently. A truce was declared and a peace was established that promised to remain in place for the duration of their time together. And I was able to leave with a light heart. A few months later I overheard my nephew explaining to my mother, who was also having troubles with grandma, that she could not really expect her mother to change at her age and she should learn to be more flexible!


If people’s patterns are compatible, then they tend to live harmoniously. If they are incompatible, there will tend to be tension and strife. This is one of the reasons that social and cultural patterns develop in the first place. In general, people do not like their patterns to be disrupted. They prefer things to keep happening in a way that is familiar to them. This makes them comfortable, but can also lead to the kind of stagnation and fixity against which a younger generation wants to rebel in order to forge its own identity. Nonetheless, even a rebellious teenager will retain some of her parents’ old patterns while at the same time developing new habits and ways of doing things. Over time, old and new come to co-exist and even enrich each other. Again, stability and change are equally necessary for a person and a society to evolve and grow. Likewise, when it comes to considering one’s own patterns of behavior, some will be found to be perfectly functional, while others might need to be radically transformed.


I often observe the painful effects caused by someone’s negative patterns and long for them to see what they are doing and then change. The pain they create for themselves and others seems so self-evident, that one wonders why they persist in saying or doing the same thing again and again. No matter how beneficial it would be for someone to behave differently, entrenched habits are not so easy to overcome. The first problem we face is that it can be very hard for us to see these habits clearly for ourselves. We may be aware of some but remain blind to others until they are pointed out to us.


Blinded by Habits


As a young nun in Korea, one of my responsibilities was to take care of the occasional Western visitors who came to the monastery and answer their questions about Buddhism. Unfortunately, I have always found it difficult to remember all the many lists of terms and doctrines of which Buddhists are often so fond. One afternoon I found myself trying to explain (and remember!) the four noble truths, the most fundamental of all Buddhist lists. I was relieved that I could at least remember the first two: the truth of suffering; that of craving, its origin. But I could not recall the third one—then, just as it was on the tip of my tongue, I noticed from the corner of my eye a monk taking a bucket of persimmons which I had spent most of the afternoon picking. I leapt up, ran over to the monk, wrenched the bucket from his hand and told him in no uncertain terms to whom the persimmons belonged. By the time I returned to our guests, I had remembered the last two truths: that there can be a cessation of craving; and the cultivation of the noble eightfold path.


After the visitors had left, a nun who had been sitting nearby and observed the whole scene asked me if I had noticed anything strange. “Strange?” I said.


“Yes, in your behavior,” she replied.


“My behavior?”


“Well, you became very angry with that monk who picked up your bucket of persimmons while you were in the middle of explaining the four noble truths. It was very strange.”


Only when she mentioned it did I become aware of what I had done. I had reacted unthinkingly and blindly to the “theft” of “my” persimmons.


A pattern of behavior can become so habitual that one barely notices any more what it prompts one to do. One feels automatically, thinks automatically, and acts automatically. Feelings, thoughts, and bodily sensations are so entangled that it is hard to see clearly which one triggers the automatic behavior. At such times, it may be that all we can know for certain is that we were in the grip of a habitual pattern, which created painful results for oneself and others. We tend to reinforce these patterns by repeatedly thinking and feeling a certain way, and in so doing we come to believe that we have no choice in being the way we are. How often do we think or say in justification of something we have done: “This is just the way I am. I can’t help it.” But are we really as stuck in our habits as we sometimes assume?


When something unexpected happens, what do we do? Often we are caught in familiar scripts and have a tendency to identify with what they tell us, but this need not be so. Small changes can make an interesting and crucial difference. I recently spent a number of hours correcting a manuscript and then went and deleted all the corrections through misunderstanding an operation of the word processing program. The word “stupid” came to mind. But although it was a stupid thing to have done, that did not mean that I had to agree with the little voice in my head that was telling me what a stupid person I was. Things like this happen because of numerous causes and conditions that come into play at a given time. But it would be a mistake to identify oneself with any one of these circumstances. It is easy and even tempting to say to oneself: “I really am stupid.” But as soon as we grasp at something like stupidity and identify ourselves with it, we become fixated on a narrow and incomplete perception of ourselves.


Gripped by Fear


“There is fear in my mind” describes an experience. “I am afraid” starts the process of identification with this experience. “I am a fearful person” goes on to create a solidification of the experience. At different times we may use these phrases as ways of describing much the same experience. But each one registers a discrete perception we have of ourselves and makes us feel differently. The more we repeat them, the more we entrench that perception and feeling.


“What am I afraid of?” “Where does the fear come from?” “Who is afraid?” As long as we can ask these questions, we keep open the possibility of looking at the origin and conditions of the fear, perceiving things otherwise and diminishing the identification and the solidification. We can live more lightly with ourselves and thus be less stuck in a fixed view of who we are. As soon as we have convinced ourselves that we are a fearful person by nature, we are stuck. Then even the most trifling thing can make us afraid. It seems that fear is our natural state.


Every few years I go to South Africa to teach meditation. Through pictures and stories in the media, one could easily have the impression that this is a very dangerous place. And indeed, for some people living in certain places it is. But on all of my trips, which have taken me extensively throughout the land, I have never once been hurt or in any danger at all. Nonetheless, I have felt deeply afraid in South Africa. Why?


After a while I realized that what made me afraid was not the presence of any real danger, but other people’s fears. Whenever I found myself with South Africans who were nervous and afraid, then I would start being nervous and afraid too. It was a contagious pattern of feeling. But if I was with strong, optimistic people who had fought hard to overthrow the apartheid system, I would experience no fear at all. Since then I have aspired to such fearlessness that can be transmitted to others. What greater gift can there be than to give peace of mind to oneself and others?


South Africa is an excellent place to work with fear. As long as I cover myself well and do not wear or carry anything ostentatious or expensive, I can be assured I have done my duty to my survival instincts. Then I can start enjoying life as it comes. I learn a great deal from visiting social projects in townships or meeting people in their smoky village huts. I can encounter them as individuals leading their own lives, suffering and rejoicing just as I do. A threatening, one-dimensional image of them is banished from my mind. They are simply human beings like myself, trying to live a full and true human life within difficult circumstances.


I sometimes go into a men’s prison near Cape Town to lead a meditation class for inmates, most of whom have murdered someone or committed a violent crime. But they have learned how to meditate and practice diligently. Meditation helps them to see their destructive patterns clearly and to understand what led them to being where they are now. Many of them see their time in prison as an opportunity to transform themselves. They might appear to be stuck in a jail, but they do not need to feel stuck in their minds.






EXERCISE


Becoming Aware of Habits


Sitting on a chair at a desk or a table with a piece of paper and a pen, try to become aware of some of your habits in a nonjudgmental way. Before we transform our habits we have to see them clearly, in a nonreactive way. We are not bad people because we have certain habits—just human. Certain habits are beautiful and useful, other are painful and destructive. And most of us have some inkling of them. People we know or who are close to us might have pointed some of them out to us already!


This exercise is an invitation just to be open and present to a few patterns. It does not have to be exhaustive. We just want to be aware of some of them gently, kindly, and with a little humor, if at all possible.


Write down the name of two of your positive patterns, like kindness and attentiveness. It is as important to be able to see our positive habits as our negative ones.


Describe one negative habit, maybe some tendency toward irritation or fearfulness. Try to be an impartial and kind witness. Try to see the fact that you do not always act from that habit, and like all habits, this one arises out of certain circumstances.


As you sit still in silence, are you aware of a habitual thought—a common and recurring thought or storyline? Just be conscious of thoughts that are relatively repetitive. Try to be like an inquisitive explorer with a fresh and open mind.


Feeling in the region of the solar plexus, are you aware of a certain habitual feeling? Do you habitually feel joyful, peaceful, sad, irritable, or relatively okay? Even habitual feeling will be changing, coming and going.


What do you feel in the body?


Are there any habitual sensations? Do you experience certain regular discomfort in the middle of or after certain situations? What is it that alleviates it? Try not to identify with or solidify the sensation. Try to breathe through it.


Complete the exercise by standing up and going about your daily activities. As you go through your day, try to notice gently and kindly the habitual thoughts, feelings, and sensations that you experience. It is important to see this exercise as an objective but friendly observation. You are not looking for a culprit, you are just trying to understand and know the conditions in which you find yourself.







2 Meditation


[image: image] The Four Great Efforts


Many of the teachings in this book draw on the teachings and traditions of Buddhism. The Buddha encouraged his followers to make four great efforts:


to prevent from arising negative states that have not arisen


to let go of negative states once they have arisen


to give rise to positive states that have not yet arisen


to sustain positive states once they have arisen


These efforts encourage the cultivation of positive patterns as a means to help overcome negative patterns. But although they are simple, they are by no means easy.


It is not just a question of banishing what is negative and affirming what is positive. The Buddha suggests that over time we consciously create the conditions that prevent negative thoughts and emotions from occurring in the first place as well as the conditions that naturally enable positive thoughts and emotions to occur. The teachings of Buddhism emphasize how everything in life is the consequence of causes and conditions, and these four great efforts are meant to help us develop the causes and conditions for more peace, stability, joy, and openness.


Beneath the surface of our consciousness lie numerous mental and emotional patterns that, when certain conditions arise, prompt us to behave in a destructive, self-defeating manner. These patterns are easily triggered and once triggered take us to those same familiar but painful places. Yet, if we spend time cultivating constructive and positive responses in their place, we will discover that they have the capacity not only to weaken the power of our negative patterns but even to disable the trigger mechanisms that spark them. Much of Buddhist meditation consists of a systematic cultivation of positive patterns that enable us to engage creatively with those negative patterns that cause us pain.
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