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More Praise for


108 Metaphors for Mindfulness


“Live in accord with the advice inside and your life will change.”


— Rev. Taihaku Gretchen Priest, founder of Shao Shan Spiritual Temple


“This book belongs in the curriculum of every clinical training program and should be recommended to anyone who wants to learn to live in the mindful moment.”


— William J. McCann, PsyD, director of Behavioral Science Education, Wake Forest Baptist Medical Center


“If you contemplate these brief stories, your emotional intelligence and mindfulness will develop effortlessly from the insights they provide.”


— Polly Young-Eisendrath, PhD, author of The Resilient Spirit


“A wonderful collection and a wild ride!”


— Thomas Bien, PhD, author of Mindful Therapy
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“108 sparkling insights into mindfulness, the energy of seeing — so vital for all of us engaged in meditative living.”


— LARRY ROSENBERG, author of Three Steps to Awakening


“This book will raise your spiritual IQ.”


— SHINZEN YOUNG, author of The Science of Enlightenment


This book offers 108 thought-provoking metaphors that show us how to cultivate mindfulness and bring it into our everyday lives. This is an indispensable tool for all who want to live more mindfully.


Discover metaphors for the mind, the self, and practice:


SQUEEZE THE SPONGE


THE PAUSE BUTTON


MENTAL AIKIDO


AAA FOR THE MIND


and more.


“Highly recommended for both students and teachers of mindfulness.”


— ZINDEL SEGAL, PhD, coauthor of The Mindful Way Through Depression


ARNIE KOZAK, PhD, is a psychotherapist, clinical assistant professor of psychiatry at the University of Vermont College of Medicine, and workshop facilitator. He is the author of several books, including Mindfulness A to Z: 108 Insights for Awakening Now.
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Preface


Since the initial publication of 108 Metaphors for Mindfulness in 2009, I’ve come to appreciate further the Buddha’s mastery with metaphors. Indeed, Buddhist scholar Damien Keown said, “The Buddha’s skill in teaching the Dharma, demonstrated in his ability to adapt his message to the context in which it was delivered. Parables, metaphors, and similes formed an important part of his teaching repertoire, skillfully tailored to suit the level of his audience.” The Pali Canon, which is the written record of the Buddha’s teachings, contains over 1000 metaphorical references addressing over 500 different concepts. He used metaphors of elements (especially water and fire), animals, and the technologies of his time (for example, arrows) to match his teachings to his audience.


The aim of this book is to follow in the footsteps Buddha’s metaphorical pedagogy in my own small way. The power of metaphor is a breathing presence for me, and I offer these 108 metaphors to help mindfulness come alive for you. I hope this metaphorical approach — which I continue in Mindfulness A to Z: 108 Insights for Awakening Now— helps to bring mindfulness even further into the mainstream.


Mindful America: The Mutual Transformation of Buddhist Meditation and American Culture, by Jeff Wilson, is the first historical critique of the mindfulness movement. Wild Chickens and Petty Tyrants was featured in his chapter on “Mainstreaming Mindfulness.” Professor Wilson said, “[Kozak’s] metaphors typically draw on elements of everyday life or mainstream American culture, often with the benefits that can be drawn from mindfulness practice.” While some Buddhist scholars see the popularizing of mindfulness as problematic, I was pleased to see my book featured in this way because it is precisely my intention to bring mindfulness to a wider audience.


As in the Buddha’s time, metaphors help to make the teachings accessible to anyone and everyone — and I hope they do this for you.









Introduction


In 1988, my doctoral advisor in clinical psychology introduced me to a slim volume Metaphors We Live By, by the linguist George Lakoff and the philosopher Mark Johnson. This incisive work shaped the course of my graduate education and changed the way I think about and practice psychotherapy.


Metaphors help us to understand the world: they are the workhorse of language and meaning, letting us understand one thing in terms of another and helping us to communicate our understanding to others. We understand the world by metaphor and by doing so create a sense of the familiar. Yet metaphors are far more than colorful devices of language. In fact, they cannot be separated from the way we see and even experience the world. What’s more, much of our everyday language is based metaphorically on our physical bodies — our embodiment — and many metaphors reflect, after a fashion, the way the human brain is organized. In this way, concepts are not arbitrary references but reflect how we are built, the very structure of our being.


The psychologist Julian Jaynes argued that metaphor is the very ground of language. Take for example the verb to be. This basic verb is used in sentences such as “I am” and “she is.” It is derived from the Sanskrit bhu, which means “to grow” or “to make grow.” Thus, to be has the same etymological root as another Sanskrit verb asmi, which means “to breathe.” And here, encapsulated in the language of an ancient metaphor, we see that living and breathing are one. And, in poignant connection to themes in the rest of this book, we can also reflect on the fact that the process of breathing is the foundation of mindfulness meditation, and by extension mindfulness is itself a practice of being.


This book presents 108 metaphors for mindfulness, meditation practice, self, change, deep acceptance, and other related concepts. I have compiled the metaphors presented here over decades of meditating, practicing yoga, studying Buddhism, and being a mental health professional.


Mindfulness is a process of self-inquiry directed at what is happening in the moment, often focused on how the body feels, on how we embody this moment. Mindfulness is an intentional directing of attention to experience as it unfolds in the present moment, one moment following the next — the very happening of experience as it is happening without inner commentary, judgment, or storytelling.


And metaphors are indispensable to understand mindfulness, and to help make it a part of everyday life. Metaphors for mindfulness can motivate us to practice, show us how to bring mindfulness into daily life, and help us to employ mindfulness to transform our life.


I often find myself thinking and speaking in metaphor, and many of these metaphors were created in the midst of my clinical work. Imagery in metaphors anchors understanding, and is often a guide to the change necessary for self-improvement. These metaphors give the people I treat and teach a bridge from the conceptual to the experiential.


Many of the metaphors in this book are original to me; others are selected from the literature on mindfulness and Buddhism. The metaphors on the following pages form the practical core of my mindfulness teaching. Each metaphor is a node in a network of interweaving concepts that attempt to enliven the experience of mindfulness. And what’s more, you’ll also find that even the process of “unfolding” and elaborating one metaphor requires the use of several more!









Reading This Book


Each of the 108 entries can stand alone, so feel free to skip around. They are organized into five sections: Metaphors for Mind; Metaphors for Self; Metaphors for Emotion, Change, and “Ordinary Craziness”; Metaphors for Acceptance, Resistance, and Space; and Metaphors for Practice. As with any categorization system, there is much overlap between the metaphors — especially, it’s interesting to note, those for self and mind. Nevertheless, these categories provide a general organization that might be helpful to the reader.


We can think of these metaphors as seeds. Reading them will plant them in the soil of your experience with the aspiration that they will take root and bear fruit in your life.









Metaphors for Mind


How can the mind be described? How can the mind be known? Try to describe the mind without referring to something else. It’s hard to do this. The mind can certainly move around; for example: “my mind was racing” or “my mind just wandered.” The mind can talk and tell stories; for example: “Oh my god, what have I done?” or “He always does this, when will he learn?” The mind can vex us in so many ways: convincing us that we are defective in some way or making the case that someone else is insufferable and must change. The mind’s tendency to be automatic — in the way it talks to itself in habitual ways, and the ways it chases thoughts, feelings, and perceptions without reflection — is also a recurrent theme.


When it comes to the experience of mindfulness and mindfulness meditation, there is almost no other way to describe them other than by using metaphor. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in their theoretical tome Philosophy in the Flesh put it this way:




It is virtually impossible to think or talk about the mind in any serious way without conceptualizing it metaphorically. Whenever we conceptualize aspects of mind in terms of grasping ideas, reaching conclusions, being unclear, or swallowing a claim, we are using metaphor to make sense of what we do with our minds.





One essential message here is that what you take to be the mind cannot be separated from what you take to be the body. The mind-body duality instigated by the philosopher Descartes more than three hundred years ago has been a lasting but difficult legacy. Indeed, both mind and self are concepts critical to mindfulness that are impossible to describe and understand without the metaphors that come out of our embodied experience. And mindfulness meditation can bring you closer to your embodiment because during meditation, you notice how your body feels in the moment. Mindfulness can help you to become intimate with the vast wisdom of feelings. Mindfulness can, therefore, bring you closer to reality and can help you to overcome the false duality of mind and body.


Metaphors for mind and mindfulness can help to bring you closer to the ground of experience — the physical body that is also mind. From this perspective, mindfulness practice is a form of rational behavior that helps to reveal the embodied basis of mental life.


Even the term mindfulness is itself metaphorical. What does it mean to be “full of mind” — or empty of it? In fact the term mindfulness itself stems from a metaphor that sees the mind as a container: things can be put “into” the mind; advice can go “in one ear and out the other”; and you can “draw a blank” in trying to remember someone’s name.


This section on Metaphors for Mind explores many different ways you might understand the elusive mind in terms of other things.









1. Storytelling Mind


Do you tend to think in words, often lengthy and unnecessary, and talk to yourself and others in the privacy of your mind? Of course, you do; we all do. These conversations often form larger stories, patterns, and models of the world. It is as if there is an ongoing narrative to consciousness. The automatic thinking mind can get you into all sorts of trouble. This is what I call the storytelling mind.


It is useful to make a distinction between the deliberate intentional mind and the storytelling mind. The deliberate intentional mind is practical and reality-based. Storytelling mind is impractical and often distorted or circular, often repeating itself ad nauseum. One of the favorite pastimes of the storytelling mind is “jumping” to conclusions.


Here is an example of the storytelling mind in action that occurred during a meditation retreat that I led in the middle of an eight-week training sequence for a small group of physicians. The retreat was scheduled for both Saturday and Sunday. As far as I could tell, Saturday had gone well, with silent sitting and walking meditation throughout the day and a discussion period at the end. I arrived at my office early Sunday morning in anticipation of the group’s arrival. A little while after the appointed starting time, no one had showed up. I was beginning to grow concerned and my storytelling mind took wing. “Oh no, they really must have hated yesterday because they didn’t even call to say there weren’t coming.” “I must have pushed everyone too hard and they’ve had enough of meditating… ” And so my thoughts went, on and on and on. Then reality burst in and my helpful mind spoke up and reminded me that I had yet to unlock the front door! I rushed out to find everyone happily conversing on the sidewalk in front of my office.


Mindfulness practice will get you on intimate terms with your storytelling mind (or what neuroscientists term the default-mode network). Your storytelling mind will take you out of the present 99 times out of 100, and you’ll frequently notice your storytelling mind during meditation. You’ll be watching and feeling your breathing, and then all of sudden you’ll realize that you’ve been lost in thinking. When you recognize this, you come back to the breath. Dealing with the storytelling mind during meditation practice helps you to deal with everyday stresses and strains. By paying attention to how the mind goes into this particular form of distraction, you train yourself to notice it and then you’ll have an opportunity to come back.


As a result, you’ll be more engaged in the present and less lost in a mind full of stories.









2. The Four-Story Building


To explain the mind in a simplified and straightforward manner to my patients, I devised a four-level explanation. I use this model to explain how mindfulness can be helpful in changing the “center of gravity” of where you spend most of your time — from the “fourth floor” to the “ground floor.”


The first floor, the floor resting firmly on the “ground” of being, is what is occurring now. This is the level of sensation, of your sensory organs and the brain receiving information from the world, including from within the body. The second floor is perception, the information the mind “distills” from sensation. At this level, the brain identifies what has been sensed and begins to put it into categories. This is highly adaptive, and certainly not unique to human brains; even amoebae are capable of rudimentary categorization. Categorization is a convenient, efficient, and adaptive way of dealing with what would otherwise be overwhelming amounts of information.


When describing this level in a classroom setting, I point out that when the people present entered the classroom for the first time they instantly recognized, for example, that the chairs are indeed chairs — and, accordingly, sat in them. Instead of seeing blobs of colors and shapes (what is happening on the first floor), they saw objects that fit the categories in their minds for chairs.


Not a microsecond after this efficient and adaptive categorization, the “feeling-tone” and “value” of the perception is registered as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. This is the “third floor” — evaluation. The third floor tells us what is useful to approach and what may be life-preserving to avoid and is also, of course, highly adaptive.


And finally, we arrive at the “fourth floor” — the thinking and talking part of the mind. This fourth floor has two “departments” — which we might name the deliberate and the non-deliberate, automatic part. The deliberate department is the crowning glory of human capacity. It includes the ability to solve problems, synthesize, plan, and create. The automatic department of the thinking and talking mind on the fourth floor tends to be repetitive, narrowly focused, and anxiety-ridden.


In this metaphor, it is most stable and “grounding” for us to “live” as close to the first floor of our four-story building as we can. This ground floor is closest to reality and closest to our lived experience. Mindfulness is the elevator or staircase that allows you to “return” to the grounded floor of experience from the fourth story of, if you’ll pardon the pun, “stories.” Yet none of this is to suggest we raze the other stories. These all have their functions.


Consider this basic method for using mindfulness to navigate the floors. Start by looking at an unpleasant reaction to an event that you have had. On the first floor, there is the event: perhaps the event is falling on the ice. Then the brain has to recognize what has happened (perception, categorization). On the second floor is pain as a pure experience. The brain is well equipped to recognize pain and to do so is functional. There is key information in this experience, and the “ouch” that comes on the third floor brings this message home. The first three floors are traversed in a microsecond. Then, most of the time is spent in the loft of the fourth floor.


Beyond any practical measures such as brushing yourself off, checking for cuts, and so forth, there is not much to do. Yet the mind is just getting started. There may be thoughts that start with the invective “Oh my god… ” or “I can’t believe I just did that; what a stupid idiot.” There may be an entire dramatic narrative created in response to the original event that has you paralyzed and homeless before you know it (this is known as catastrophic thinking). Ask yourself, “Is this thinking valuable? Is it necessary?” If the answer to these questions is no, it might be time to start walking the stairs back down.


To get downstairs, ask “How does my body actually feel, right now?” By this I mean, how does the actual body feel beyond your idea of the body? Making this distinction — noticing the difference between physical sensations and thoughts about the body — may take some practice. Much of mindfulness practice involves wresting the mind out of thoughts and bringing it into the felt experience of the here and now as the physical sensations in the body. And this is how we start to experience the fruits of mindfulness.


Almost one hundred years ago, William James noted, “The intellectual life of man consists almost wholly in his substitution of a conceptual order for the perceptual order in which his experience originally lives.” Mindfulness offers the possibility of living closer to this perceptual order.









3. Commentarial Mind


A cartoon in The New Yorker features two couples at a movie theater. The man sitting in front turns to the couple behind him who are talking through the movie and says, “If we wanted running commentary, we’d have waited for the DVD.”


As you probably know (and at the always grave risk of over-explaining a joke), DVDs of recent movies often come with a “director’s commentary,” where the director, one of the actors, or others involved in the making of the film comment upon the action of the film. The movie plays in the background at a muted volume as the director’s voice-over provides a personal take on the whats, whys, and wherefores of the film.


In similar fashion, the mind provides the same sort of running, scene-by-scene commentary. As a result, our life itself becomes merely background, at muted volume, and the mind chatters on — making comments, passing judgment, and rendering opinions.


Mindfulness offers you an alternative to the director’s commentary and to a life muted by ceaseless commentary — an alternative to the commentarial mind. Your life exists in full, vivid color and symphonic volume in every moment, and you can make contact with it whenever the running commentary ceases. This kind of commentary is almost always present, and rarely questioned. Yet so often it is engaged as an essentially pointless, valueless endeavor, reviewing the same details and scenarios over and over again. And other times the tenor and flavor of the commentarial mind runs to danger with thoughts of anxiety, or visions of a future warped by dire predictions of catastrophe and demise. In these cases, the commentarial mind can wreak havoc on our lives, detracting and distracting us from the rich, vivid present. On these occasions, it is imperative to place a moratorium on commentary — lest we compound our misery. Mindfulness is the tool we use to do this. It lets us take a break from the scene-by-scene of judging good and bad, telling ourselves what we like and dislike, and beating ourselves up for every imperfection and imagined slight.
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