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Introduction

The sun hangs low in the western sky, leaves silhouetted against the golden expanse. Cars, finally freed from the stranglehold of snarled traffic, make their way to houses and apartments. Evening has come, and with it the promise of food and rest. The day’s labors draw to a close. Sleep may be hours away, but something has definitely changed. The rhythm of life slows and the edges of things soften as the moon rises. The moon—emblem of devotion, counterpart to the sun’s harsh truth—can be seen hanging low in the sky. With the moon comes the stars, the opening of the heavenly maps to other worlds, to other places on this blue orb. With night comes the chance to forget, to dream, to escape, and yet it is still evening. Evening, like dawn, is the in-between. Unlike dawn, the evening is the waning of the powers of day, the last vestige of the tracings of the hours, a diagram half erased. What transpired this day now lies in the past, already become memory—a wisp of smoke, a reverberation.

Welcome to A Mindful Evening, a treasury of wisdom and exploration, a chance to delve deep inside and explore at the close of day. This book helps you to put a period (or at least an ellipsis) on the events that have taken place in your life over the last twenty-four hours. It helps you to close the loop, close the cycle on the joyous or tumultuous occurrences that have occupied your time and attention in this, the latest sojourn through the changing world. This is the exhalation of the day, the last breath of the mini death that we experience each night. In the cycle of seasons, the evening is the autumn, the prelude to the winter of night. In the notes of a chord, it is the fifth, which makes for completion. On the fingers of the hand, it is the ring finger, the done deal, the already committed. Evening can be tinged with joy or regret, blessings counted or curses lamented. Evening is a milestone and a passage, however brief.

The evening is traditionally a time for prayer—the Islamic al-Maghrib, Jewish Maariv, Christian vespers, Hindu sandhyā—but it is also a time for feasting and drinking. The evening is the most spiritual and most worldly time of day, the second great transition that takes place each solar cycle. For the pious, it is a time for protection from the demonic forces; for the impious, it is the true dawn. Evening holds great tension and even contradiction: It is the balance of opposing forces, the fulcrum of life, the point between systole and diastole. Whether fast or festival, it speaks of closing. It whispers of drying leaves, of fragility and entropy. It wears the same colors as dawn, but more garishly, as though the day had grown conscious of its age and decided to flaunt it.





Winding Down

We have a pernicious tendency to judge ourselves at the close of day. Nagging questions linger, perhaps on the drive home, while sitting at dinner, or lying down to sleep at night. “Did I accomplish enough today? Did I pay the bills? Was I good enough as a partner or employee or parent?” This analysis has the potential to spiral out of control, to become fodder for insomnia, to lead to chronic stress. The little annoyances of daily life can be magnified out of proportion, making Mount Rushmores out of molehills. Notice that if we have been engaged in work, the activities likely to be labeled as “productive” by our society, we have a tendency to criticize ourselves in the opposite direction. So we might ask questions related to self-care, like, “Did I eat well enough today? Did I do my meditation? Did I start writing my novel?” So there is a Catch-22 of self-regulating thought. We can criticize ourselves for being too “worldly” or too “spiritual,” for being too obsessed with success or for not being successful enough. We need to develop techniques of self-inquiry that do not become a sort of torture session where we castigate ourselves for everything that we did not accomplish over the previous day.

One beneficial practice is to have boundary rituals where we mark the transition from one phase of the day to another. I remember the old Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood episodes, where that smiling 1960s gentleman would change out of his work blazer and into his play cardigan, out of his work shoes and into his sneakers. Mr. Rogers was getting ready for his imagination time. I don’t have the same extensive library of cardigan sweaters as Mr. Rogers, but I usually do take off my shoes and at least change shirts when I come home from work. Sleep experts usually recommend keeping electronic devices out of the bed and having a buffer between “screen time” and sleep time. I confess that I am not as good about that, and I tend to read a good bit before sleep. I do notice that sometimes the stimulation of the Internet or streamed programming makes for less sleep. In some cases, the screen time may be worthwhile, and at other times it may just be killing time that could be better spent asleep.

In an ideal world, we would all do some chanting and/or meditation each night, but it can be difficult to work into a hectic routine. Dinner has to be made and the dishes cleaned. Even ordering take-out requires a modicum of effort and cleanup. Animals, whether dogs, cats, parakeets, or boa constrictors, must be fed and watered. Families with children must make sure the homework is done and that the kids are fed and bathed. The laundry takes a good bit of daily effort. Oftentimes, adults have homework as well, maybe a report to be read or written, maybe a writing project. Finally, after all of that is done, it is quite understandable that most people just want to relax by watching a movie or television program.

The exercises in this book are designed to be short, requiring only a few minutes, so that you can work them into your routine, no matter how busy that routine might be. If you have five or ten minutes each evening, as distraction-free as possible, you can fully complete all of the exercises in this book. If you have more time, you can add more silent meditation, or perhaps read some scripture or philosophy.

You might be able to take a quick pause right when you walk in the door in the evening, or it might be right before closing your eyes to sleep. Try to get into a routine if you can, but don’t beat yourself up if you miss a day, or even a week. Don’t allow your mindfulness practice to become just one more form of self-criticism. Meditation should be one way that you can love yourself and take care of yourself. And when I say “love,” I don’t mean the selfish, shallow sort of self-love. I mean the deep lovingkindness that sees past faults and forgives past wrongs. I mean unconditional, divine love. We are all capable of extending this love to ourselves, and through this process we heal the deep wounds of the past. As we begin to heal ourselves of the disappointments and heartbreaks of the past, we become more able to move confidently into the future. We also become more ready and willing to love others, as our defenses become less necessary and we become more open-hearted. The paradox of self-love and self-care is that such daily disciplines make us more available to others, and we do not just engage in the practices for ourselves.

Transformation doesn’t happen overnight, in the sense that changing habits that have taken a lifetime to accrue will not automatically yield to a new way of being. But change does happen overnight in the sense that the thoughts that you put into your head before sleep carry over into the quality of rest and the thoughts that you have upon awaking the next day. The mind that is constantly going, constantly chewing on something, will eventually produce mental and physical health problems. The inability to cope with stress has real repercussions for your health and your society’s. By practicing mindfulness and meditation before sleep, you avoid carrying yesterday’s garbage into tomorrow. You leave the problems of this day behind and allow yourself to make a fresh start. You allow the day to come to a close, not just temporally but existentially as well. You make peace with the day, no matter how well or how badly it has gone, and let go of it. You put the day to bed as you put yourself to bed.

Beginning, Middle, and End

Aristotle, in the Poetics, said that a good tragedy must have a beginning, a middle, and an end. The plot has a setup, a climax, and a denouement, and much the same can be said of any plot arc in fiction. A good novel has many such arcs: a large one with many smaller ones nested underneath that in the various subplots. We all hope that our lives are not tragedies or tragicomedies, but we all do have a beginning, middle, and end to our lives. We just don’t know which phase applies at any given time. We don’t know exactly how or when life will end, but the end comes for all of us. Each day is a microcosm, a tiny subplot of this larger story that we tell while living our lives. Evening is a time for making peace with the day, for saying goodbye to all of the dramatis personae of the day’s events, the sadness and joy that has taken place.

The fact that this lifetime ends does not have to be viewed as a bad thing. Even if the end of life brings sorrow, we hope that it is a sweet sorrow. If we have done all that we came to earth to do, if we have done our best by our loved ones, if we have made each day count, there will be no reason for regret. The shortness and fragility of life makes it valuable. Whether you think that we go through many hundreds, if not thousands, of lifetimes or whether you believe we only get the one chance, this day is a unique experience. By greeting this evening mindfully, on this day, we prepare for the evening of life, when everything will be said and done. By making peace with this day, we make peace with life in general.

In the Hindu tradition, one of the five observances (niyamas) is called santosha, contentment. I like the idea of santosha as a practice, because we usually think of contentment as something attained by rearranging external circumstances. In other words, we usually say, “I’ll be content once I make x salary, once I get y promotion, once I have z level of education.” This, of course, leads to a never-ending hamster wheel effect, in which contentment never actually comes. The idea behind santosha is to do quite the opposite, to be purposely content with wherever my life might be right now, to just accept my lot, whatever my lot might be. That might sound like fatalism or resignation, but there is a subtle difference. Santosha is not grim stoicism: It is meeting life with joy and courage. It is very hard for naturally melancholic people, but it is the remedy for persistent feelings of lack and self-doubt.

So the evening can be a good time for practicing santosha. Everyone has different ways of winding down. Some people like to talk through the day’s events with a friend or partner; other people just want some peace and quiet. Regardless of whether you are more introverted or extroverted, there may be times when you don’t get to go through your desired regimen. Ideally, we would all have time for chanting and meditation at the close of day, but maybe your situation doesn’t allow for that. The exercises in this book will allow you to have a very simple ritual to close your day that doesn’t involve a lot of planning.

How to Use This Book

This book is designed to be read one entry per day. Each entry has a quote, a reflection, and an exercise. You can choose for yourself how formal you want to be with the practice. If you like, you can light a candle and burn some incense, or use this book as part of your existing meditation practice. You can also be less formal and just keep this book by the bed or on your e-reader. You could also read the entry at your evening meal, either individually or with your family or community. A wide range of philosophies and traditions are represented in the quotes: Anyone, regardless of background or degree of religiosity, can benefit from mindfulness practice.

You will naturally gravitate toward some of the exercises more than others. Perhaps one of these quotes catches you at exactly the right time. Perhaps one of the exercises matches exactly with your life circumstances. Just be aware that even if something rubs you the wrong way, that doesn’t mean it is wrong for you. Sometimes we need to be pushed into uncomfortable places, as that is really where the growth occurs. Stick with the practice even and especially if it becomes tedious or boring. In those moments of spiritual dryness, we push past our former boundaries and move into new frontiers of awareness.

Sometimes we abandon a practice just when it starts working. It’s kind of like when you get sick and go on a course of antibiotics. The temptation is to stop taking the drug as soon as you feel better. Of course, the right thing to do is to complete the course, as this prevents resistant strains from developing. So it goes with spiritual practice and with this book: Try to finish it even if you begin to feel better, even if you feel like it is old hat. Marathon runners talk about hitting the wall at around mile eighteen, and so it goes with any spiritual discipline. In the words of Sri Sai Baba of Shirdi, a certain amount of shraddha and saburi (patience) is necessary in order for the divine consciousness to bloom. Jacob had to wrestle the angel before he received a blessing (Genesis 32:22–31). In the Ramayana, Rama had to go into the wilderness and fight a great war before returning triumphant to Ayodhya.

I don’t mean to scare you here: Rama and Sita also had some of their most peaceful times while exiled in the forest. You will find blooms here and not just thorns, but you can’t have the blooms without the thorns. The paradox of spirituality is that by facing up to the difficulties and the ugliness of life, we come to find peace and joy. By avoiding difficulties, by avoiding the nasty parts of our nature, we create suffering and delusion. So we seek to see clearly, which is easier said than done. It can only be achieved by daily practice, by the work of a lifetime. And that happens one day at a time.

If mindfulness practice is to become an integral part of our lives, we have to find a place for it where we live and work. A Mindful Morning and this companion volume, A Mindful Evening, give you bookends to your day, to help you approach things positively and wind down gracefully. As I stress many times, meditation will not solve all of the problems in your life, but it will help you see your place in the human condition, to meet challenges with a little less angst and a little more patience. Sometimes that small difference in perspective makes a very great distance over time. Meditation allows you to recalibrate your moral and emotional compasses that you need to navigate through life confidently. The tiny course corrections that happen during mindfulness practice can give you a respite from the frantic pace of life and give you a modicum of calm in a turbulent world.

What Can Mindfulness Do for You?

All sorts of claims are made for mindfulness practice and meditation. Even though psychologists and neurologists with scientific training have been studying meditation for several decades, patiently identifying the physiology of meditative states, there is still very little standing in the way of unscrupulous teachers making fantastic claims. Perhaps you’ve heard that meditation can help you levitate, talk to alien civilizations, or commune with the denizens of Atlantis. Perhaps you can learn to walk through walls or cure cancer, all with the power of the mind. I am a sucker for a good story, and I have an inordinate affection for the paranormal and metaphysical. But I would say, though, that it makes sense to stick to the more moderate claims for meditation and mindfulness.

Even the moderate claims are still pretty exciting. Meditation can help you reduce chronic pain, deal with the harmful effects of stress, get better sleep, and fight depression and anxiety—all without taking a pill. It makes sense to take the best of both worlds, to glean from Eastern spirituality and yogic practices what you can while still going to see doctors trained in Western medicine. Meditation is an important part of any overall wellness program, and there is now enough empirical evidence to recommend it to almost anyone. The techniques are simple, and the benefits are substantial. The only remaining factor is finding the practice that fits into your lifestyle in the time available. Too much spiritual practice will interfere with other priorities, while too little will not produce the intended benefits.

The practices in this book will get you started, but eventually you will want to receive personalized instruction from a qualified teacher who knows you and your circumstances. You will want to embark on a program, perhaps one lasting several years, that will see you through the ups and downs of the spiritual life. Meditators run into the same problems that affect endurance athletes: Eventually the practice comes to seem extremely dry and lifeless, something akin to “hitting the wall” in marathon running. This is known as spiritual dryness, anhedonia, or the “dark night of the soul.” Philosophical descriptions of this state exist in many of the world’s religious traditions, and it can be very difficult to move through. The initial reaction is usually to just quit the practice, but this may eliminate the breakthrough that is just around the corner.

A guru or teacher is the “coach” who sees you through all kinds of difficulties along the way. Unlike a “life coach,” a label that suggests an overarching concern with career success and material prosperity, a spiritual director or guru is concerned, first and foremost, with illumination. A true guru will not seek to rob the disciple of wealth, will not use techniques of psychological manipulation, and will not promise more than he or she can offer. The true guru-disciple relationship is not a bond that lasts only for a season or even just for a lifetime. The true bond between the disciple and guru lasts until the disciple has achieved liberation from rebirth, no matter how long that might take. It is fully appropriate for the disciple to perform acts of service and make small material offerings for the benefit of the lineage (parampara), but it is the exception rather than the norm that the disciple would renounce the material world entirely.

Think of this book as an on-ramp to the great highway of the spiritual life. There are many such on-ramps, too numerous to count, but they are not all equal. To shift the image a bit, one often hears the metaphor that there are many paths leading to the summit of the same mountain. This might be superficially true, but keep in mind that some paths are a lot longer than the others! One still needs a sense of direction as well as a certain stamina and enthusiasm for reaching the summit. The superior spiritual athlete will overcome any obstacle in the way and will find the summit no matter how rough a goat track he or she has to tread. The halfhearted aspirant will not find the summit even with a ski lift leading straight to the top! Of course, this is just a tired metaphor, but you get the point.

The good qualities must ultimately come from the heart of the devotee and not from an external authority figure. Those good qualities—of patience, perseverance, love, and kindness—are what we revere and want to cultivate. We can do that with the most esoteric mystical practices, or we can do that by smiling at a stranger. Either way, we should keep firmly in mind the goal of becoming better people: opening our hearts to other people, learning to endure hardships, and seeing the beauty in the world.
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