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Go beyond mere mindfulness–and deepen your connection to yourself, the people in your life, and the world around you.


MINDFULNESS IS AN ANCIENT and powerful practice of awareness and nonjudgmental discernment that can help us ground ourselves in the present moment, with the world and our lives just as they are. But there’s a risk: by focusing our attention on something (or someone), we might always see it as something other, as separate from ourselves. To close this distance, mindfulness has traditionally been paired with a focus on intimacy, community, and interdependence. In this book, Ben Connelly shows us how to bring these two practices together — bringing warm hearts to our clear seeing.


Helpful meditations and exercises show how mindfulness and intimacy can together enrich our empathetic engagement with ourselves and the world around us–with our values, with the environment, and with the people in our lives, in all their distinct manifestations of race and religion, sexuality and gender, culture and class–and lead to a truly engaged, compassionate, and joy-filled life.
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“This book carries vital medicine for today’s world. Ben Connelly speaks from the heart of Zen and reminds us of our true and innate capacity for intimacy . . . I recommend it for everyone!”


— DEBORAH EDEN TULL, author of Relational Mindfulness


“Ben Connelly beautifully articulates that a worthwhile spiritual practice — a worthwhile journey through all our triumphs and travails; indeed, a worthwhile human life —  requires cultivating an intimacy with all things.”


— LARRY YANG, author of Awakening Together














As I write near the shores of Bde Maka Ska,
 I honor and thank the Dakota and Ojibwe people
 for their long and continued care
 for the lands that I call home.
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Introduction


Here we are, together through words, and also through infinite connections that are beyond our capacity to conceive. Aware of these words right now, we are intimate in our mindfulness of just this reading and just this writing. We all have some sense of how to be mindful, to be focused on what’s here in the present moment, and we all have some sense of how to be intimate, to be connected, to realize the depth of our relationship to someone or something. We may also have some sense of how this mindfulness and intimacy can promote a joyful life based on compassionate engagement with what is right here and now. This book is an opportunity to deepen this understanding and to deepen our capacity to experience this mindfulness and intimacy, for these can be cultivated through practice.


Mindfulness has deep roots in the Buddhist tradition. These days it is also very popular with people in many secular and non-Buddhist religious contexts. The majority of my training on the subject has been as a Zen teacher, and I will draw extensively on teachings from the Buddhist canon in this book. I will also draw on literature from science, other religions, and secular traditions. This practice, and what I will be encouraging, does not require any particular set of beliefs. If you practice Zen, Tibetan, or Vipassana Buddhism, this book is for you. If you are Muslim, Christian, Jewish, or of some other religious persuasion, these teachings can benefit your life and complement your religious practice. If you are nonreligious, you can do these practices just as well as any religious person.


Intimacy means “closeness” or “friendship.” It is a very deep and powerful aspect of our lives. Many of us have known the towering heights of an early romantic attachment. And all of us sadly will know the wrenching grief of the loss of those we love — and of our own lives. Though intimacy includes and calls up all our strongest emotions, we can learn to meet it with equanimity, with compassion; we can realize intimacy as a way to go directly toward what is deepest and most powerful about being human. We, all people, and all things are already interdependent, intimately connected, and as Martin Luther King Jr. wrote, “tied in a single garment of destiny.” We can cultivate our awareness of this intimacy with everything and everyone we experience: our bodies, our minds, our families, our lovers, the natural world, our communities, our environment, and more. Thus we can open a path toward a more conscious and intentional engagement with both the joys and sorrows of our daily lives, our families, our political world, and our planet.


As a person of European descent with a middle-class upbringing, I carry a perspective formed by many privileges. I have tried to hear the voices of living people from many cultures and backgrounds to inform this writing. I have also called on thousands of years of writings about the transformative power of mindfulness and intimacy. This power has been recounted in the stories of the lives of a dazzlingly diverse array of people of many different cultures and ethnicities: queens, servants, merchants, farmers, sex workers, healers, teachers, warriors, artists, the blind and the sighted, the old, the young, the sick and the hale, the rich and the poor, the cruel and foolish, and the very wise. These are stories of empowerment, but not of a power that is given from one to another — a liberative power we each already have.


Throughout this book I will provide specific practices you can take up to cultivate mindfulness and intimacy within the many aspects of life. If you simply read this book and don’t do any of the practices, that’s just fine. However, if you find that the material in the book rings true to you, doing the practices is a great opportunity to bring it to life, to experience it in a deep and personal way. There are few things more empowering and joyful than choosing a life based on your own values and what is in front of you right now. I hope this book helps you, through intimacy with yourself, to deepen your connection to your heart and the whole great world, and through mindfulness, to deepen your connection to what’s right here.











1. Mindfulness


Mindfulness is being aware of things in the present moment in a way that promotes well-being. To practice mindfulness is to choose some aspect of our experience and focus attention there in a sustained way. There is discernment in mindfulness, but it is nonjudgmental; it is kind. It allows the mind to rest in the phenomena of the present moment and take a break from creating a relentless stream of imaginations about the future, reviews of the past, or judgments of the present. Our awareness is one of the most amazing and powerful things we have as human beings. Rather than taking it for granted and allowing it to focus wherever the mind’s habits choose, with mindfulness we can better focus awareness on things that are truly beneficial.


I recall finding myself up on a ladder last summer painting my garage. It was very hot; there were lots of buzzing flies. I was irritable, thinking about how unpleasant it all was. Looking through sweat-burned eyes at the amount of unpainted wall remaining, I calculated just how long it would take before I could be done. I made this calculation several times, impatient, and then I remembered the value of mindfulness, of focusing first on the sensations in my body and emotions, and then focusing completely on the task at hand. I noticed my feet, a bit sore from the narrow rungs of the ladder, the heat of the body in the sun, the cranky feeling. I just offered awareness to those feelings — I didn’t ask them to leave or try to avoid them — and I felt a little more calm. So I turned to really noticing what this painting was like: the smooth, slick wetness of the yellow paint as it covered the cracked white stain, the heft of the brush in the hand as it came up from the can. Every stroke of the brush produced a unique and glistening pattern on the wall, and all around I saw the wetness fading and the dry paint’s matte warmth taking hold. It was very pleasant. I can see the garage out the window now; it looks well taken care of. Understanding how to focus our awareness, how to practice mindfulness, can help us shed unpleasant emotional states and habits of thought — and can help us take care of things.


With mindfulness we can become aware of aspects of our experience that are normally unconscious. We can begin to notice tensions and relaxations, energy and lassitude in the body that are always with us, but which we usually ignore. We can be aware of the quality of our breath, which reflects our emotions and mind. We can become aware of how we feel. We can see the thoughts that drive us not as true stories but simply as something that is happening, like the sound of the birds outside my window. One of the first and most powerful steps in mindfulness practice is to bring the unconscious elements of what we think we are into the light of awareness.


Mindfulness is a translation of an ancient word from India, smrti. Smrti is sometimes translated as “remembering,” or “calling to mind.” When I was painting the garage I had to remember to pay attention. I had to call to mind the elements of experience that would help me be well. Otherwise I might have just remained in my mind’s trance about how life would be better once I got finished. These days most of us associate mindfulness with attention to the breath, a task, or perhaps the natural world. However, the foundational text on mindfulness practice, the Buddhist Four Foundations of Mindfulness Sutra (Satipatthana Sutta), also includes practices of focusing the mind on specific thoughts and images, particularly ones associated with death. The early Buddhist practice of mindfulness of death can help us to remember, or call to mind, the value of this fleeting opportunity we have in each moment to be well and to practice in order to promote wellness.


Here in the early part of the twenty-first century, mindfulness has become widely known in the Western world. In the last fifty years, people trained in Buddhism began adapting the practice to secular contexts, and mountains of science has emerged showing the health and wellness benefits of the practice. The meaning of the word mindfulness has broadened, and nowadays when I’m going through the checkout line at the grocery store I often see a few “mindful coloring books” on sale. I haven’t actually tried mindful coloring, but it sounds like it might be soothing, not so different than painting a garage. However, it’s quite a ways from the practices laid out in the Four Foundations of Mindfulness Sutra. Words and practices evolve, and this is natural and good. The teachings in this book, though, will be deeply rooted in techniques practiced for thousands of years. This book will help us to cultivate the four foundations (mindfulness of body, feeling, mind, and phenomena) in roughly the same sequence as the original teachings, first focusing our awareness on the body and those things we think of as “self,” and slowly expanding to a broader and more expansive awareness.


Holistic (or right) mindfulness is the seventh element of the Buddhist eightfold path: holistic view, intention, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and meditative absorption. It is a key element to the path to nonsuffering, which is the heart of all Buddhist teachings. This eightfold path can be summed up thus: making a commitment to alleviating suffering through compassionate living and meditation. You don’t have to be of any particular religious persuasion to see the beauty in that, or to do it. Mindfulness is sometimes understood to be a meditation practice, but we can learn to carry mindfulness throughout our lives and allow it to infuse all our actions, at work or at play, with compassion, with kind awareness of things right now. You will find that throughout this book I offer mindfulness practices that are intended to help us cultivate a life of kind engagement with the world. This is the kind of life where we find the deepest meaning and sense of personal well-being.


Mindfulness is cooling and calming. The early Buddhist teachings where mindfulness is most central emphasize dispassion, letting go of intense emotions, letting go of attachments. Over the last forty years psychologists and neuroscientists who were also trained in Buddhist meditation have been demonstrating how effective it is at alleviating suffering and promoting wellness. A wide array of psychological systems and acronyms — such as MBSR, MBCT, ACT, DBT, MDT, and Morita therapy — have been developed to access its efficacy. Early Buddhist teachings integrate mindfulness, ethical living, and deep meditation to help people attain nirvana, a state of being cooled, with the fires of suffering and intense emotion blown out. Mindfulness can help us settle down into a calm, nonreactive relationship with how things are. It can help us find peace in every step, in every word, in every drop of rain we hear against our windowpane. But mindfulness without some cultivation of compassionate living and awareness of interdependence — without intimacy — is too dry. Early Buddhist teachings always paired mindfulness with these other elements of practice. And the later Mahayana school of Buddhism actively deemphasized mindfulness and focused on interdependence, on intimacy, because it felt that rather than focusing on the sound of the rain on the window it was more important to step outside into the rain, jump in a few puddles, help some elderly folks get their umbrellas open, and invite some folks without umbrellas to join us under ours. If we don’t realize our intimacy, our mindfulness may help us to be cool, calm observers, but it will not really open us up to the deep, wide, wild river of life, to just how vast and amazing each moment can be.











2. Intimacy


Intimacy in its simplest definition means close familiarity and friendship. Words, however, have power and meaning beyond their definitions. No matter what the dictionary says, some words evoke very different meanings or feelings to different people. To some folks the word religion evokes inspiration, warmth, and wonder, to others constriction and closed-mindedness. Intimacy is a word a bit like this. It can evoke feelings of connection and safety, but for some people it’s pretty scary, or stickily sentimental. And then there are the folks who think it just means sex. Here I will be pointing toward a way of understanding and experiencing the word intimacy that fosters compassion, calm, and joyful action. I use intimacy here as we often use it in Zen discourse; it’s about harmony between autonomy and interdependence. In intimacy we are individuals who are connected, and we are also one undivided whole; we can develop both healthy boundaries and healthy boundarylessness.




I invite you to take a moment to reflect on the most healthy, rewarding, intimate relationship you’ve known. Notice how thinking about it makes you feel. For some of us, intimate relationships have been so fraught throughout our lives that this kind of recollection is quite painful. For others of us the list of wonderful relationships is so long we can’t decide which one to focus on. No matter where you fall on this spectrum, you can use what you know and feel about intimacy to deepen your ability to connect on a profound level to yourself, to other people, and to the entire world. Your feeling about intimacy is a reflection of what intimacy is about: it’s your feeling right now, personal and immediate, and it is the result of infinite conditions and is connected to everything that will ever happen.


Human consciousness has evolved so that we experience life from a position of alienation. We generally feel like we exist as beings separate from the rest of the universe. We walk down the street and it seems as if we are an awareness bobbing around on top of a body, perceiving a bunch of things outside ourselves: trees, bikes, cars, dog barks, graffiti. We listen to others talking and sometimes we understand them and sometimes we don’t, but they always seem separate from us on some level.


Buddhist teachings, and mystic teachings from many other religions, have long focused on helping us let go of the habit of feeling like we are separate from everything. They provide practices to help us realize, to experientially know, that we are in fact a part — or not even separate enough to be a part — of a vast, ever-unfolding whole. The reason is simple: people who let go of this habit of alienation report a sense of oceanic peace and well-being and tend to devote themselves to lots of compassionate actions for those around them. Many neuroscientists say that our sense of being a separate, persistent self is just a construct of the processes in our brain.


Regardless of what all these experts say, it still seems like I’m typing, and I suspect that you sense that it is a real, separate you that is reading right now.


The practice and cultivation of intimacy is not ultimately about eliminating or getting rid of this sense that we are apart from the world. Since intimacy is about harmonizing autonomy and interdependence, what we really need to do is get our sense of separateness in balance with our sense of connection. Many spiritual teachings see us as so out of balance in this regard that they use very powerful rhetoric to get us to let go of the alienated position of separation and open up to the infinite. The Koran, for instance, says that Allah is “closer than your jugular vein,” and the great Christian mystic Meister Eckhart wrote, “My eye and God’s eye are one eye, one knowing, one love.” Cracking through the habit of believing we’re the bump on the universe generally takes a lot of practice and a lot of support. Meditation is one of the most powerful practices for breaking this habit, but many other things can help, particularly practices that diminish our focus on getting things for ourselves. Self-serving actions tend to harden our sense of separateness; actions based in our sense of intimacy soften it.


In these pages we’ll have time to investigate many ways to engage in the world based on our sense of connection: doing simple tasks with altruistic intentions, cultivating kindness with our loved ones and toward ourselves, exploring our capacity to help in the face of huge social problems like racism, sexism, and classism, and harmonizing our lives with the natural world, with ecology and our warming planet. We’ll investigate these not with commandments and obligations but by attuning our hearts to our intimacy with things and letting the power of our personal aspirations move us forward.


Mindfulness is an object-based practice: we focus our awareness on a particular thing. In order for there to be an object we must be a subject, separate from it, and observing it. For this reason, it is very common in Mahayana Buddhist literature to critique or downplay the value of mindfulness. Mahayana teachings focus on interdependence, on seeing through the illusion of separateness made by our conceptual mind. They say that if we let the mind settle down enough we will realize that there are no separate things, just a vast, interconnected whole. So they say that an object-based meditation (such as mindfulness) hardens our tendency to see things as objects. They encourage objectless meditation instead: just realizing intimacy with everything right now. This book is about finding a middle way between a total focus on mindfulness practice and a total focus on objectless practice.


In objectless meditation, there is no specific thing on which we try to focus, and there is no goal (or object) of meditation. We just be. We could say that objectless meditation is a nonjudgmental, panoramic awareness of what is happening now — sounds, sights, thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations. If you try objectless meditation without some previous training, it is likely that your mind will just carry you away on a river of ideas about the future or the past. Without some guidance the mind tends to just do what it habitually does. I have a friend, however, who told me an interesting story about objectless meditation. When he was a young boy he studied karate, and at every practice the teacher would proclaim “zazen!” All the students would drop to the mat cross-legged and remain dead still for ten minutes or so. My friend had no idea what this was about, except that he was supposed to sit still. He told me that he didn’t learn until he was much older that zazen means “sitting meditation” or “sitting Zen” in Japanese. He also told me that after doing it at the karate dojo for years, even though he had no idea why, he found a deep peace and stillness in the practice of just sitting with no sense of purpose or object of concentration.


I suspect that if people came to an “introduction to meditation” class with me and I just said “zazen!” with no other instruction, it wouldn’t go all that well. People want a little more guidance in focusing their minds. I usually recommend starting meditation with mindfulness of breathing, and then as the mind settles, perhaps we let it settle into objectless meditation.


Although it is difficult to grasp, there is a deep wisdom in objectless meditation. It is harder to understand and to package than mindfulness, and this may be why we have such a large mindfulness movement these days and there is a lot less talk about the objectless side of meditation.


Although mindfulness practices ask us to focus on an object, they do sometimes invite us to enter into a total, not-separate intimacy with our object of concentration. Object-based meditation is intimately connected to objectless meditation. We will explore their difference and their sameness through practices laid out in the following pages.


These days, mindfulness is big. You can find articles on mindfulness on the covers of all kinds of magazines and write-ups in newspapers. It’s in schools and churches, law firms and clinics. When I teach meditation at halfway houses for folks in recovery, I generally ask how many people have had mindfulness training before. Five years ago I’d see a few hands; these days, every hand is in the air. It’s wonderful that so many people are finding the benefits of this ancient practice, but without the traditional complements of intimacy-based practices like objectless meditation and working within community, with teachers, and in nature, its power is profoundly limited. Mindfulness paired with intimacy opens up a much deeper and richer possibility for how we can live. Not only can we find all the well-documented health and wellness benefits of mindfulness practice, but we can open up to one of the deepest human joys: love and service, a life of intimate engagement.
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