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FOREWORD


This is not another book you read passively—as if reading a novel curled up in a chair. This book invites you to put what you read into action. It is the kind of book that can change your life and point you to greater peace and happiness.


I have known Matthew Flickstein for more than twenty years. His way of teaching Dhamma and psychology is unique, because he knows how to bridge the two, blending them together so perfectly that his students can benefit from both. Through stories and illustrations Matthew drives his points home.


Meditation and psychology are often seen as mere theories. For this author, they are much more. He has made both subjects so lively that even an uninterested reader will want to take a second look.


Some people say Buddhism is a psychology; others say it is a philosophy. Some say it is a religion; others say it is a way of life. Matthew has integrated all of these approaches and does so with magnificent clarity.


When most people read books that are practical in nature, they rarely follow through on the instructions or advice. Generally, they don’t bother to read with a note pad at hand. When they do take the time to write down important points, they may forget about them or fail to put them into practice. Matthew has made all of this easy for his readers by providing exercise pages with room to write. Matthew is a practical man, and so is his book. Exercises and journal entries, in addition to using traditional teaching methods, help readers become more deeply involved in Dhamma practice. It is not easy to teach Dhamma so that people practice it as we teach it, but Matthew uses a most effective method. He inspires your imagination, emotions, and intellectual participation while making the “journey to the center.”


Bhante Gunaratana
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My wife, Carol, has been an unwavering source of support and has spent untold hours editing the manuscript. My children, Richard and Debra, have offered invaluable feedback. I am grateful for the suggestions offered by Walter Schwidetzky, Lynne Drabkin, and Bill Mueller. I appreciate the efforts of Laura Neidlinger, who typed the manuscript, of Peter Slavin who helped with the editing process, and of the entire staff of Wisdom Publications. Finally, this work could not have been completed without the loving support of friends such as Elizabeth Loo-Vinnedge, Tom Quinn, and Bruce Mitteldorf.


Every individual I have encountered has been either a guide or a traveling companion on my inner journey. This book is an expression of appreciation for their contributions to my life.







INTRODUCTION


What would it be like if you had always been the only person in the world?Would you know if you were a man or a woman, whether you were rich or poor, caring or insensitive? If there had never been anyone else but you, none of these categories would exist.


If we reflect deeply, we will discover that every way we have defined ourselves has always been in relation to something or someone else. If this is true, who are we beyond our selfdefinitions?


The “journey to the center” is the quest to answer this question for ourselves. The goal of this journey is to move beyond the externals in order to reach the very essence of our lives. It is to become authentic and to realize and express our true vision in the world. It is to come home to a place of unconditional love, inner peace, and clarity of mind.


Our work together will be intense, the views along the way will be extraordinary, and the overall experience will be transformative. I am delighted that you have chosen to join this expedition.


Before we take to the road, there are certain preparations to be made in order to insure that we will arrive safely at our destination. These include: understanding the goal of our journey, examining the map we will be following, and learning a technique that will enable us to effectively navigate the obstacles we are bound to encounter along the way.


THE GOAL OF THE JOURNEY


There are two characteristics of the human mind that are essential to recognize if we are to fully understand the goal of our journey. The first characteristic is that virtually everyone’s mind—to some degree—is confused.


If we describe mental health in terms of a continuum, at one extreme are individuals whom we refer to as “psychotic.” These are people who have lost touch with consensual reality and live in a world of their own. At the other end of the continuum are individuals whom we refer to as “enlightened” (figure 1).
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FIGURE 1


Fully enlightened beings have perfect mental health and experience a profound sense of well-being. They have resolved all the issues from their past, have no fears regarding the future, and are able to live fully in the present moment. Their minds are no longer riddled with doubts, troubled by obsessions, or motivated by hatred and greed. They are loving, compassionate, and exhibit an infinite amount of patience in the face of adversity.


You may have noticed the break in the continuum shown in figure 1. This break, prior to the point of enlightenment, illustrates that enlightenment requires a synaptic jump (rather than a gradual unfolding) to a transcendent level of awareness. The jump represents a shift from dealing with the content of the mind to being able to see the mind as a conditioned process. This phenomenon will be explained in greater detail later.


The distribution of mental health is similar to a bell-shaped curve, with the middle and greatest portion representing what society considers “normal” (figure 2). Although we may be quite normal, the degree to which we have not achieved full enlightenment is the degree to which confusion is still present in our minds.
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FIGURE 2


A second characteristic of the human mind is that we have an innate drive to keep moving toward the enlightenment end of the mental health continuum. Most of us, however, do not acknowledge or even realize that we are striving to become enlightened. This inward pull is usually described as the quest to achieve greater happiness, contentment, psychological freedom, or meaning in one’s life.


Taking these two mental characteristics into account (that virtually everyone’s mind is confused to some degree and that we are naturally inclined to keep moving toward enlightenment), the specific goal of our journey is to reach the center of our being, the source of the enlightenment we seek.


STAGES OF THE JOURNEY


The journey you will follow and the sights you will see as you move closer to your destination are represented by the Ten Oxherding Pictures. The ox symbolizes your true nature, the reality that lies beyond your conditioned and transitory existence. “Herding the wild ox” is a metaphor for the progressive stages of realization that you will encounter during your quest for enlightenment.


A Chinese Zen master conceived of the stages illustrated in these pictures during the Sung dynasty in the twelfth century A.D. He based his model upon an earlier Taoist version which had eight pictures and ended with the empty circle entitled “Both Ox and Self Transcended.” The last two stages were added to describe the experience of living at the center of our being and to demonstrate the importance of applying this inner understanding to our daily life. The following is a brief description of what you can expect to encounter during each stage of the journey:
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	Searching for the Ox. You recognize that what you are truly seeking is contentment, not just happiness—inner peace rather than outward excitement.
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	Discovering the Footprints. You realize that the journey to the center takes place within your own mind.
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	Perceiving the Ox. You uncover the ways in which you have unconsciously defined yourself, and you realize how profoundly these self-images have affected the quality of your life.
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	Catching the Ox. You begin to resolve your issues from the past and start to confront your fears regarding the future.
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	Taming the Ox. You learn how to maintain a moment-to-moment awareness of the thoughts that incessantly arise within your mind.
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	Riding the Ox Home. You learn to live in the moment, in the “here and now” of your life.
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	The Ox Transcended. You unify your fragmented mind as you begin to live in harmony with the natural rhythm of your life.
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	Both Ox and Self Transcended. You realize who you are beyond your self-definitions.
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	Reaching the Source. You reach the center of your being, and your psychological and spiritual struggles finally come to an end.
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	In the World. You learn to integrate your new understanding with the rest of your life and to appreciate the joy of sharing with others what you have come to understand.








The “Ten Oxherding Pictures” is only a model that illustrates the path to enlightenment. The stages are not mutually exclusive, where one step must be completed before the next one can be taken. You may find yourself working on several stages simultaneously.


During each stage of your journey you will be challenged by three tasks. The first task is to gain a conceptual understanding of the insights associated with the stage at which you are currently working. The second is to acknowledge and examine the obstacles that have to be surmounted for those insights to be realized. The final task is to engage in a series of exercises designed to eliminate the obstacles that block these insights.


NAVIGATING OBSTACLES


When planning an expedition, we have to consider the possibility of meeting with problems that will require the use of special skills. On this journey there is one danger, difficulty, or obstacle that almost everyone encounters. This obstacle, which could prevent us from reaching our goal, is the tendency to become lost in the drama of our minds.


The nature of this obstacle is similar to snow blindness, where, due to constant exposure to ultraviolet rays, we lose the ability to see clearly what may be right in front of our eyes. Getting stuck in the drama of our minds is a kind of psychic blindness. It is caused, in part, by the constant exposure of our minds to the conditioned ways of thinking reflected by most people in the world. If we identify with these conditioned ways of thinking and believe that they are true, we unconsciously grasp at them whenever they enter our minds. When we suffer from psychic blindness, we lose the ability to see the bare truth, which lies just beyond our own points of view.


The best way of dealing with snow blindness is to prevent it. We can wear protective goggles to eliminate, or at least reduce, the amount of ultraviolet light to which we are exposed. Similarly, the most effective way of handling psychic blindness is to prevent it. We can use a technique that is designed to keep us centered in the awareness of each new moment, enabling us to eliminate, or at least reduce, the amount of psychic distortion to which we are exposed. The following analogy illustrates the nature of this technique.


If we want to tame four animals (an elephant, an eagle, an alligator, and an ape), and we attempt to do so by tying them all together with one piece of rope (figure 3), we will not be very successful! Each animal will try to pull the others into its own domain. The ape would try to drag the other animals into the trees, the eagle would try to lift them into the air, the elephant would try to force them into the jungle, and the alligator would attempt to pull them into the water.
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FIGURE 3


However, if we were to drive a post securely into the ground and tie each animal to that post individually (figure 4), should the animals try to escape, they would quickly discover that they were unable to do so. After struggling for a while, they would come to rest quietly by the side of the post.


These animals signify the content of our minds. The elephant stands for our memories, the alligator symbolizes our feelings, the ape represents our recurring concerns, and the eagle stands for our goals and aspirations. It is as though our thoughts and feelings are all tied together with one piece of rope. When a thought or feeling that we consider to be significant enters our mind, it tends to pull the rest of our mind in its direction. Memories of the past may drag along feelings of guilt, money considerations may bring with them feelings of fear, and so forth.
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FIGURE 4


We are controlled only by those mental processes of which we are unaware. If we create a “post of awareness” in the mind and tie our thoughts and feelings to that post as they enter our minds, when those thoughts and feelings try to take control they will quickly discover that they are unable to do so. After struggling for a while, they will come to rest quietly by the side of this post.


This post of awareness, which eventually eliminates the conditioned reactivity of the mind, can be cultivated through the practice of insight meditation. Since we need to avoid becoming lost in the drama of our minds from the very beginning of our journey, we will start by reviewing the instructions on how to practice this form of meditation.


You can meditate one or more times per day, but attempt to be consistent in your practice. Most experienced meditators “sit” for either forty-five or sixty minutes. You can start with twenty minutes and gradually increase the amount of time you spend in each session.


To practice insight meditation, sit on either a hard cushion placed on top of a mat or on a straight-back chair. If you choose to sit on the floor, you can assume any one of four postures (the full lotus, the half lotus, the quarter lotus, or the uncrossed position).


In the full lotus (figure 5), the right foot is placed over the left thigh, and the left foot is placed over the right thigh, with both knees touching the mat for support. For all of the floor positions, it is helpful to sit on the first third of the cushion (figure 6). This makes it easier for your knees to touch the mat, which creates a more stable posture. The spine is erect and the knees are in line with one another. The full lotus is typically a very difficult posture for new meditators to assume.


In the half lotus (figure 7), either the right foot is placed over the left thigh, or the left foot is placed over the right thigh, with both knees touching the mat. In the quarter lotus (figure 8), either the right foot is resting on the left calf, or the left foot is resting on the right calf. In either position it may be necessary to place a small cushion under the knee furthest from the floor for support until your body adjusts.
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FIGURE 5
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FIGURE 6
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FIGURE 7


In the uncrossed position (figure 9), either the left or the right foot is in front, with both legs and knees touching the mat. If you choose to sit on a straight-back chair (figure 10), you can insert a flat cushion between your back and the rear of the chair. Your feet should be placed firmly on the ground.


In all cases, your posture is straight but relaxed. Your left hand is palm up and placed in your lap with your right hand, also palm up, on top of the left. (The reverse of this hand position is also acceptable.)


Make a commitment to remain still during the entire meditation period. The reason for this commitment is illustrated by the analogy of the magnifying glass. If you want to use a magnifying glass to focus the sun’s rays so that they burn through a piece of paper, you need to hold the magnifying glass steady, avoiding any unnecessary movements of the hand. If you keep moving the glass around, you will not focus the sun’s rays, and, as a result, you will not generate the heat needed to burn through the paper.
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FIGURE 8
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FIGURE 9
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FIGURE 10


Similarly, if you want to focus your attention in order to penetrate the reality of your moment-to-moment experience, you need to keep your mind steady and free from unnecessary distractions. Your mind becomes disturbed every time you move your body. When your mind is disturbed, you are unable to generate the amount of concentration required to see through your mental conditioning.


The instructions on how to practice insight meditation have been divided into four parts. The first part teaches you how to calm your mind (page 12), the second how to work with sensory distractions that may arise (chapter four), the third how to develop an awareness of your mental and emotional habits (chapter five), and the fourth how to reach deeper levels of awareness (chapter nine).


It may be helpful to record the following instructions and play them back during your first few meditation sessions. Leave enough time after each statement so that you can practice what you are being instructed to do. You can record the sound of a bell at the end of forty-five or sixty minutes to signal the end of the session.




INSIGHT MEDITATION INSTRUCTIONS


CALMING THE MIND


[image: image]  Your eyes are closed.


[image: image]  Your mouth is closed and you are breathing through your nose.


[image: image]  Feel the sensation of your breath as it flows in and out of your nostrils at the tip of your nose. Some people feel the sensation more strongly within the nostrils, while others feel it more on the upper lip.
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