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Advance Praise for Fathoming the Mind


“This book invites us to enjoy an illuminating journey through the terrain of a classic Tibetan text on the nature and practice of insight meditation.


“Like an experienced trekking guide who knows the territory well, Alan Wallace points out features of the landscape with easeful erudition and the deft use of analogy. Along the way, he comes up with all sorts of useful tools and materials just when the reader needs them — these being the words of Western scientists and philosophers, and Eastern sages and adepts, which he draws on with equal familiarity and adroitness.


“Although it can be a rocky and dusty path, and despite any unfamiliarity and difficulty with the ground that is covered, by the time the end is reached I suspect the reader will have less dust in their eyes than when they started out.”


—Ajahn Amaro, abbot of Amaravati Buddhist Monastery, UK


“Fathoming the Mind lucidly focuses Buddhism’s present-day encounter with modernity on one of the most potent possibilities: that cognitive science is poised on the threshold of major revolution and the Buddhist worldview offers a profound opportunity to expand into radically new and necessary territory. This book contains a map of what Buddhist teachings about mind and reality can offer contemporary science. And Alan Wallace, with his deep understanding of both physical science and Buddhist philosophy and practice, is an exceptional guide.”


—David E. Presti, University of California–Berkeley, author of Foundational Concepts in Neuroscience and Mind Beyond Brain


“This is a fascinating book. Continuing his impressive unpacking of the legacy of Düdjom Lingpa, Alan Wallace has produced a fine contribution to the long history of oral commentary on source texts. His grasp of the subject matter is impressive, as is the way he weaves in references to Western thought and scientific enquiry that places Düdjom Lingpa’s text in a more relevant context. I highly recommend this book to all who are serious about having a mind and working with it.”


—Richard Barron (Chökyi Nyima), translator of Longchenpa’s The Precious Treasury of the Way of Abiding and The Precious Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena with its autocommentary
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“I am happy to bask in the glory of Düdjom Lingpa’s extraordinary Vajra Essence and am deeply grateful to Alan Wallace for bringing that brilliant and remarkable dialogue to a wider English-speaking audience. May all who touch and read this treasure benefit, and may its truth and power liberate all beings.”


—from the foreword by
 DZONGSAR KHYENTSE RINPOCHÉ





Fathoming the Mind continues the commentary to Düdjom Lingpa’s Vajra Essence that appeared in Stilling the Mind, daringly contextualizing Buddhist teachings on the Great Perfection as a revolutionary challenge to many contemporary beliefs. This companion volume stems from an oral commentary that B. Alan Wallace gave to the next section of the Vajra Essence, on the cultivation of contemplative insight, or vipaśyanā, that fathoms the nature of existence as a whole. Düdjom Lingpa’s revelation consists of a fascinating dialogue that occurred during his pure vision of Samantabhadra, personification of primordial consciousness, manifesting as the youthful form of the Lake-Born Vajra emanation of Padmasambhava, in dialogue with an entourage of bodhisattvas symbolizing various aspects of Düdjom Lingpa’s mind.


In continuing to reflect on Düdjom Lingpa’s writings and their relevance to the modern world, Wallace was inspired to elaborate extensively on his original commentary. This book includes introductory essays and an afterword, which explore how the insights discussed here might contribute to yet a new “contemplative revolution,” one that would be as far-reaching in its implications as the scientific revolutions triggered by the discoveries of Galileo, Darwin, and Einstein.
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Foreword


by Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoché




It is said that to bump into or hear the term Mahāsaṇdhi or Dzokchen even accidentally will supposedly make our precious human bodies worthy and meaningful. So in that context, I rejoice that Alan Wallace’s translation of the Vipaśyanā chapter of Vajra Essence is now making some of these extraordinarily precious teachings available to a wider audience. I can only pray that at least a handful of those with the good fortune to seize this opportunity will not only hear but fully understand, practice, and realize the wisdom these teachings convey.


In this text, Düdjom Lingpa — one of the greatest masters and treasure revealers of the nineteenth century — explains the quintessential view of Buddhism with utmost clarity. But he does so in a unique way that requires no blind leap of faith on the part of the reader and practitioner.


On the contrary, in Düdjom Lingpa’s pure vision, the teacher, Samantabhadra, manifesting as Padmasambhava, engages with interlocuters who give eloquent voice to the coarse and subtle doubts and objections to the Buddhist view that arise in our very own mind and practice as projections of our reasoning intellect. In the ensuing dialogue, we recognize all our own qualms, worries, questions, and uncertainties to which Samantabhadra responds with precision, skill, and patience. Through the method of that remarkable interchange, this treasure teaching is perfectly suited to our present age of doubt and questioning.


But there is another dialogue that pervades virtually every chapter of this book. It’s a dialogue with science and its various branches and methods — from physics, behaviorism, and neuroscience to empiricism and quantum mechanics.


It’s a dialogue that I confess I have avoided like the plague, mainly because I despair that Buddhists, let alone Mahāsaṇdhi practitioners, and scientists can even speak the same language in order to communicate genuinely. And so I am intrigued to see Alan Wallace engage in that discourse with such personal passion. I also find myself both cheering on his trenchant critique of scientific materialism and being a bit skeptical of his hopes for genuine collaborative research between Buddhists and scientists.


In my observation, what scientists generally miss is so basic as to make real interchange extraordinarily challenging. For example:


[image: images]Scientists generally reject the possibility of transcendence — that there is anything beyond what is observable.


[image: images]The method of yogic direct cognition that is fundamental to Buddhist logic and practice, which I think goes further than what Wallace calls “introspection,” is generally unknown to scientists.


[image: images]In general, scientists do not seem to grasp the view of nonduality. As a result, they also don’t understand the meaning of selflessness and wisdom, and they are therefore uninterested in what we Buddhists call “liberation.”


[image: images]The distinction between ultimate and relative truth — so fundamental to Buddhism — seems alien to most scientists. Yet without that understanding, it seems impossible to engage scientists in discussion on rebirth and on past and future lives, which they say cannot be proved through analysis. In fact, the Buddhist distinction between teachings that require interpretation and those that do not is strange to most scientists.


[image: images]And therefore, though they claim to share the Buddhist approach of exploring the relation between causes and conditions and their effects, I have yet to meet scientists who really understand cause and effect at the most subtle level. And therefore they also cannot understand practices like offering, praise, torma, maṇḍala, and more, which they disparage as “religious” or “superstitious.”


Of course, none of this is reason to reject dialogue with scientists. In my view, we should engage in such discourse for very pragmatic, even saṃsāric, reasons. For example, I think Buddhist teachers can take advantage of the fact that Western intellectuals are attracted to Buddhism’s reliance on reason and logic rather than belief.


At the same time, I think the gaps in understanding between Buddhism and science are so wide that we should never portray Buddhism as science, as many people these days seem prone to do. It might sound chauvinist, but I am convinced that Buddhism has something unique to offer that science simply doesn’t have in its arsenal.


For all these reasons I am delighted to applaud Alan Wallace’s courage in exposing and dissecting the smug assumptions, dogmatic beliefs, and narrow measurement tools of scientific materialism that masquerade as empiricism and that he rightly says “are fundamentally incompatible with all schools of Buddhism throughout history.”


Commenting on his thirty years of experience participating in Buddhism–science conferences, Wallace remarks:


Time and again, experts from diverse fields, including psychology, neuroscience, and philosophy, have presented their cutting-edge research to Buddhists and then invited their response to these advances in modern science. In virtually all such meetings, it is the Western scientists who dominate, speaking for over 90 percent of the time . . . . Overall, I have found much greater openness on the part of Buddhists to learn about scientific discoveries in the mind sciences than I have found open-mindedness on the part of scientists eager to learn about Buddhist discoveries.


And yet Alan Wallace remains remarkably hopeful about the potential for genuine collaborative endeavors between scientists and Buddhist scholars, and he sees a particular openness toward Buddhist views in the field of quantum mechanics. And so, a good part of this book is geared to furthering, expanding, and deepening that Buddhism–science dialogue based on genuine empiricism.


Call me conservative and old-fashioned, but I have to confess I remain much more enthralled with Samantabhadra’s dialogue with his bodhisattva disciples, which to me makes Düdjom Lingpa’s Vajra Essence one of the most powerful, relevant, and practical treasure teachings we could ever wish to have.


I cannot and will not dismiss the other dialogue that Alan Wallace is so determined to further. Indeed, if I were to do so, I would be as dogmatic and close-minded as the scientists he so roundly condemns. On the contrary, I truly aspire that Wallace’s plea for scientists to respect Buddhist insight be taken seriously.


On that front, it is past time to puncture the subtle implication in Buddhism–science dialogues to date that we Buddhists somehow have to prove our validity in scientific terms if anyone is to take us seriously. I am glad to see Wallace show that to be impossible so long as the instruments of measurement and verification are decided by scientists.


But if Wallace can persuade scientists to open their minds to the possibility of transcending the observable, to the method of yogic direct cognition, to the view of nonduality, to the notion of liberation, and more, then I’ll be delighted to see them explore our world and engage in whatever dialogue is needed.


In the meantime, I am happy to bask in the glory of Düdjom Lingpa’s extraordinary Vajra Essence and am deeply grateful to Alan Wallace for bringing that brilliant and remarkable dialogue to a wider English-speaking audience. May all who touch and read this treasure benefit, and may its truth and power liberate all beings.


Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse









Foreword


by Tsoknyi Rinpoché


When seeing this book’s title I didn’t know, as a non-native speaker, what the word fathom meant. A student of mine said that it could mean, in the context of Dharma, a kind of knowing that goes deeper and deeper while simultaneously opening and expanding, leading to an awareness that is vast and profound. And certainly this is what we need to fathom — the profound visions and teachings of the great tertön and meditation master Düdjom Lingpa. It is said he received his visions from many enlightened beings, including Avalokiteśvara and Longchenpa. The collected teachings of Düdjom Lingpa span over forty volumes.


This book comes at a critical time in our shared history, to a world that is in crisis and, as Alan so clearly and concisely puts it, “is in desperate need of rescue from the clutches of reductionism, with its triadic juggernaut of materialism, hedonism, and consumerism, which is rapidly despoiling human civilization and the ecosphere.” In this translation and in Alan’s commentary, the power and breadth of Düdjom Lingpa’s wisdom provide an urgently needed antidote to the dangerous extremes of materialism and nihilism. He gives us profound practices that transform the mind, allowing us over time to see that mind is primary and the root of our individual and collective experience.


I have known Alan for many years through Mind and Life Institute conferences with His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who has been Alan’s root teacher for close to fifty years, and I have bumped into him here and there at various teachings around the world. Alan is a respected scholar who has written on the philosophy of science and has a deep understanding of the philosophy of mind. He is a former monk of fourteen years and was a professor at the University of California; he is a long-term serious practitioner, seasoned translator, and experienced Dharma teacher with students around the world. He is also a student of the Nyingma Dzokchen master Gyatrul Rinpoché, from whom he has received teachings on the Great Perfection for almost thirty years.


I have also learned so much from Alan’s excellent introduction to this volume, where he presents the philosophical, scientific, and historical trends of our times and presents the setting in which Fathoming the Mind was born. This book is a commentary to the Vipaśyanā chapter of Düdjom Lingpa’s Vajra Essence and is the companion volume to Alan’s earlier book, Stilling the Mind, which provides an extensive commentary to the earlier śamatha section of the Vajra Essence.


Ngawang Tsoknyi Gyatso









Preface


The contemplative discoveries achieved by the Buddha on the night of his enlightenment, the many teachings he gave based on his direct knowledge, and the extraordinary abilities he revealed over the course of his life were revolutionary in the early history of Indian civilization. And he knew how deeply challenging, unsettling, and difficult to fathom his discoveries would be for his contemporaries. In particular, he recognized that his unprecedented insights into dependent origination, which he himself had acquired with great difficulty, were “profound, difficult to perceive, difficult to comprehend, tranquil, exalted, not within the sphere of logic, and subtle,” and that they could be perceived only by the wise, those who had “little dust on their eyes.” But his discoveries, which he declared went “against the stream” of all the philosophical and religious beliefs of his time, would remain incomprehensible and threatening to those whose minds were dominated by attachment and hatred, and who unquestioningly clung to their own beliefs, hedonistic values, and materialistic way of life.1


The impact of the Buddha’s discoveries constituted a kind of “contemplative revolution,” first in India, and over the next two millennia, throughout much of Asia. In the West, we have had similar revolutions triggered by the discoveries of Galileo, Darwin, and Einstein. In each case, these revolutions brought about an irreversible change in the outlook on reality of those who have fathomed their authenticity and implications. But every revolution meets with fierce resistance when it is first presented. People don’t like to have their beliefs, values, and way of life challenged from the core, and those who are attached to the status quo, including the power structures that are already in place — with all the wealth, prestige, and influence that they entail — resist such revolutions tooth and claw. In India, some who clung to their traditional Vedic beliefs simply rejected the Buddha’s claims about his own unparalleled enlightenment and his many teachings that challenged their beliefs and practices, while others sought to assimilate him into the Vedic pantheon by claiming that he was an avatar of Viṣṇu.


In the twentieth century, the Buddha’s life and teachings have made their way to the West, and if they are taken seriously, they are even more profoundly revolutionary to modern religious, philosophical, and scientific beliefs than they were to his contemporaries. Specifically, his firsthand reports regarding his “direct knowledge” of his own and others’ countless past lives, the natural laws of causality pertaining to actions committed in past lives and their results in future lives, the role of the mind in nature, and the path to freedom from suffering and its causes all challenge modern worldviews to their very core. Some who are resistant to questioning their beliefs, values, and accustomed way of life understandably reject his discoveries and extraordinary abilities, and chalk them off as myths, superstitions, and mere conjecture. Others who are drawn to some aspects of the Buddha’s teachings but refuse to take his deeper claims about his enlightenment seriously, seek to assimilate his teachings into the contemporary framework of materialist beliefs, hedonic values, and a consumer-driven way of life, viewing him as a kind of avatar of atheism and agnosticism. The Buddha counseled his contemporaries not to accept beliefs simply because they are widely held and often repeated or rumored, because they accord with one’s cultural heritage, or because they are found in some scripture. Likewise, one should not adopt beliefs based solely on conjecture or spurious reasoning unsupported by compelling evidence.2 Nevertheless, contemporary assimilationists, often calling themselves “secular Buddhists,” are prone to claiming that the Buddha’s teachings on rebirth and karma, for example, were ones he appeared to adopt simply because they were commonly held beliefs at the time. So his own reports of his enlightenment are often dismissed as later fabrications, and he is depicted as a hypocrite who failed to follow his own counsel of open-minded skepticism toward the prevailing beliefs of one’s time. In this way, self-styled secular Buddhists carve out from his life and teachings a “filet of Buddhism” by carefully removing all the bones of his revolutionary discoveries that stick in their throats. In many cases, his teachings have thus been tamed and downgraded into one more form of psychotherapy, and psychologists and neuroscientists are given the authority to determine the benefits and limitations of the meditative practices he taught, while rejecting anything that doesn’t conform to their own research methods and beliefs. Yet is this not simply an ideological and methodological extension of the colonialism that has long characterized the West’s exploitation and domination of the East? Buddhist meditation is thus reduced to a few psychological techniques that have been simplified, relabeled, commodified, and marketed to the world as new and improved, freed for the first time of all the mumbo-jumbo and claptrap of any claims that go against the stream of modernity.


Many contemporary Buddhists, both East and West, reject such ethnocentric reductionism and misrepresentation of the life and teachings of the Buddha, which rationally and experientially challenge modern beliefs even more than those of ancient India. This book is written in such a spirit of open-minded, but critical, evaluation of Buddhist theories and meditative practices, specifically with reference to the Indo-Tibetan tradition of Dzokchen, the “Great Perfection,” as revealed by the great nineteenth-century contemplative Düdjom Lingpa. My earlier work, Stilling the Mind: Shamatha Teachings from Düdjom Lingpa’s Vajra Essence, is based on an oral commentary I gave to the opening section of the Vajra Essence, which focuses on the development of attention and introspective skills in preparation for applying such refined mindfulness to the experiential exploration of the mind and its role in nature. This companion volume also stems from an oral commentary I gave to the next section of the Vajra Essence, in which Düdjom Lingpa shares the teachings revealed to him in a pure vision of Padmasambhava, elucidating the cultivation of contemplative insight, or vipaśyanā, into the nature of existence as a whole.


I am indebted to Dion Blundell for editing my original oral commentary presented in December 2012 at the Caminho do Meio Institute in Brazil. This present volume would not have been launched without his dedication to bringing Düdjom Lingpa’s teachings to the English-speaking world, which he so ably facilitated in his meticulous editing of my translations of the three volumes of Düdjom Lingpa’s Visions of the Great Perfection. But this turned out to be only the first step in the evolution of this volume. As I continued to reflect on Düdjom Lingpa’s writings and their relevance to the modern world, I was inspired to elaborate extensively on my original commentary and to add the introductory essays and afterword. These provide a historical and philosophical context to the root text and commentary, which the earlier volume Stilling the Mind does not. It was during this second phase of writing this work that Eva Natanya once again provided her extraordinary skills as a translator, thinker, and scholar to editing all these further additions to this volume. During our work together, we made a number of revisions to my earlier translation of the Vajra Essence, some of them simply stylistic in nature, while a few are more substantive. I’m deeply indebted to her for her inimitable contribution to this book. I wish to extend my thanks to Michel Bitbol and David Presti for their critical comments on my essay “The Current Dark Age of Materialism.” I am happily indebted, as well, to the general editor David Kittelstrom, the editor Mary Petrusewicz, and the entire staff of Wisdom Publications for their unflagging, enthusiastic support refining and publishing my writings. Above all, I am inexpressibly grateful to my root lama, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, for the personal guidance and inspiration he has given me since I first met him in 1971, and to the Venerable Gyatrul Rinpoché, who has been my principal guide in understanding and practicing the Great Perfection since 1990. This work is my offering to them, to all my other lamas and teachers, and to all those who seek liberation and enlightenment by following in the footsteps of the Buddha and his awakened disciples. For all those with little dust on their eyes, may our efforts be of benefit.









Introduction


The Vajra Essence belongs to the class of teachings called pure visions. Unlike scholarly treatises and commentaries, such teachings come from the visionary experiences of a treasure revealer, or tertön,3 in this case, one of nineteenth-century Tibet’s foremost masters of the Great Perfection, Düdjom Lingpa. His writings transmit profound teachings by the “Lake-Born Vajra,” who was the speech emanation of the Indian master Padmasambhava, who in turn is known in Tibet as Guru Rinpoché. The revelation appears in the form of a fascinating dialogue occurring within Düdjom Lingpa’s mind. Various aspects of his mind pose questions to his own primordial consciousness, and the pithy and provocative replies elucidate what could today be called depth psychology that taps into the very ground of being!


Düdjom Lingpa’s inspiring autobiography has been translated into English as A Clear Mirror.4 From a very young age, his visions of Padmasambhava, Mandarava, Yeshé Tsogyal, and other enlightened beings guided his spiritual progress. Nonhuman deities, ḍākinīs, and accomplished adepts became his primary teachers. He remembered his past lives, including being one of the youngest of Padmasambhava’s twenty-five principal disciples, Khyeuchung Lotsawa, or the “boy translator.”


The Vajra Essence was revealed in a state of vividly clear meditation when Düdjom Lingpa was twenty-seven. In his pure vision, the primordial buddha, Samantabhadra, manifests as the Lake-Born Vajra — an eight-year-old youthful form of Padmasambhava — surrounded by a circle of bodhisattva disciples. One by one, the bodhisattvas rise from their seats, pay homage, and pose questions to the Teacher, who responds with brief and extensive explanations, including pointed questions of his own. The ensuing dialogue explores every stage of the path to buddhahood in this lifetime, from the very beginning to the unexcelled result of the rainbow body, signifying enlightenment. Everything you need to know to attain buddhahood is complete in this text.


To give a panoramic overview of the Vajra Essence: A brief introduction leads immediately into the practice of śamatha, or the cultivation of meditative quiescence, which was the subject of my earlier commentary,5 and then the text moves directly into vipaśyanā, or the cultivation of contemplative insight, the subject of this current volume. Next come the stages of generation and completion, followed by the two main Great Perfection practices — cutting through6 to pristine awareness and direct crossing over7 to spontaneous actualization. Finally, through following these practices, one would be able to realize the rainbow body.


On the basis of śamatha and vipaśyanā, the Teacher explains that there are two possible ways to identify the nature of the ground, Samantabhadra: “directly identifying it in your own being, and identifying it in dependence upon the expedient path of the stage of generation.”8 The latter, more gradual path, revealed in its entirety in the Vajra Essence, includes elaborate descriptions of various practices within the stages of generation and completion. However, in pure visions that Düdjom Lingpa revealed subsequent to this one, the Sharp Vajra of Conscious Awareness Tantra and the Enlightened View of Samantabhadra, Padmasambhava indicates that for practitioners who are drawn to simple, direct practices, only four are indispensable: śamatha, vipaśyanā, cutting through, and direct crossing over.9


Here we will be discussing the Vajra Essence section concerning vipaśyanā, for which I received the oral transmission, teachings, and empowerment from the Venerable Gyatrul Rinpoché. He authorized me to teach this section of the text to serious students, even though they may not have received the Great Perfection empowerments or completed the traditional preliminary practices.


A Serviceable Mind


In this text, the practice of vipaśyanā is referred to as “taking ultimate reality (Skt. dharmatā) as the path.” One nice metaphor for this is cutting down the tree of ignorance with the axe of wisdom. To chop down this huge tree, you must first be able to plant your feet in a firm stance — this means having a solid foundation in ethics (Skt. śila). Then you must be able to swing your axe and repeatedly strike the right spot — this means meditative concentration (Skt. samādhi). Finally, you must have a very sharp axe that can cut through ignorance — this means wisdom (Skt. prajñā).


In order to derive the full benefits of vipaśyanā, the essential preparation is the practice of śamatha, with the goal of rendering the body and mind serviceable: relaxed, stable, and clear. On this basis, one is well prepared to venture into the profound discoveries and insights of vipaśyanā, which, unlike śamatha, invariably entails an element of inquiry. Such inquiry may be primarily experiential, as in the four close applications of mindfulness,10 or it may be deeply analytical, as in the Madhyamaka, or Middle Way, approaches to vipaśyanā.11 Śamatha is exemplified by three practices that have been thoroughly described elsewhere.12 These are mindfulness of breathing, taking the impure mind as the path, and awareness of awareness. The Buddha taught that it is our close identification with, or grasping to, the five aggregates, and implicitly the body, speech, and mind, that fundamentally makes us vulnerable to suffering. In his pith instructions on śamatha presented in The Foolish Dharma of an Idiot Clothed in Mud and Feathers, Düdjom Lingpa writes that in following the śamatha practice of taking the impure mind as the path, meditators “observe their thoughts ‘over there’ like an old herdsman on a wide-open plain watching his calves and sheep from afar.”13 The theme of observing the tactile sensations of the body, the “inner speech of the mind” expressing itself in discursive thoughts, and of observing all mental processes and mental consciousness itself as if “from afar” occurs throughout each of these three śamatha practices.


The first of these, mindfulness of breathing, is itself taught in three phases, focusing on the sensations of the respiration throughout the entire body, on the sensations of the rise and fall of the abdomen with each in-breath and out-breath, and on the sensations of the breath at the nostrils. By closely applying mindfulness to the sensations of the respiration, one observes these bodily sensations in a detached manner, thereby counteracting the deeply ingrained tendency to identify with these sensations. In this way, one achieves some degree of separation from the body, which can open the way for the radical shift in perspective that takes place in a much more advanced Vajrayāna practice known as “isolation from the body.”14


The second śamatha practice, known as taking the impure mind as the path, or settling the mind in its natural state, is the principal method taught in the preceding section of Düdjom Lingpa’s Vajra Essence. This entails observing the movements of thoughts rather than identifying with them, and in its much higher evolution could be seen as analogous to the Vajrayāna practice of “isolation from the speech.”15


The third practice is awareness of awareness, for which Padmasambhava provides a detailed explanation in Natural Liberation: Padmasambhava’s Teachings on the Six Bardos, where he calls it śamatha without signs.16 In this practice one releases grasping to all the subjective impulses of the mind and observes the flow of mental consciousness itself, thereby counteracting the habit of identifying with any aspect of the ordinary mind. Though certainly not identical with the Vajrayāna practice of “isolation from the mind,”17 the practice of awareness of awareness can, in its ultimate evolution, lead to the direct realization of pristine awareness. Once breaking through to this level of primordial consciousness, awareness of awareness could become analogous to the Vajrayāna completion-stage realization of the indwelling mind of clear light.


There is a smooth progression among these three śamatha practices. Engaging in mindfulness of breathing, we withdraw our attention from the environment and turn it inward, to the space of the body. While the primary object of mindfulness consists of the sensations correlated with the respiration throughout the body, we also use introspection to monitor the flow of the mind to see if it has fallen into laxity or excitation. Progressing to settling the mind in its natural state, we further withdraw our attention from all five sensory domains, including tactile sensations, and limit it to the mental domain alone. The primary object of mindfulness is the space of the mind and whatever thoughts, images, and other mental events arise within this space. In awareness of awareness, we withdraw our awareness even further; instead of the objects in the mental domain, we invert awareness exclusively upon itself.


You might imagine this to be like drinking a double shot of espresso, so that you are wide awake, and then entering a sensory deprivation tank, in which you are completely isolated from your environment and even your own body. Then, imagine that your mind becomes completely quiet — while at the same time wide awake. With absolutely nothing appearing to your awareness, what do you know? You still know that you are aware.


These three methods are like nested Russian dolls. In mindfulness of breathing, attention is focused primarily on the breath, while introspectively noting and releasing involuntary thoughts and images when they arise. Meanwhile, you’re also aware of being aware; you are confident that you are not unconscious. So awareness of awareness is inherent in mindfulness of breathing, as it is while being aware of anything else. When you move to settling the mind in its natural state, the outer Russian doll of awareness of the body falls away, and you focus on the mind alone. But this also entails awareness of awareness. Finally, the Russian doll of the space of the mind and its contents falls away, and you are left with the nucleus that was always present: awareness of awareness. This knowing has been reached by a process of subtraction. By releasing all the other kinds of knowing, you are left with only the knowing of your own awareness.


Śamatha can be described as cultivating a balance among three key characteristics. First is relaxation, which cannot be overemphasized in the modern world, so unlike ancient India or Tibet. Scientists studying the attention find that when people become very aroused and focused, using effort to sustain a high degree of attention, they soon become exhausted. Modern life is a cycle of alternating arousal and exhaustion. To break this cycle, you must learn how to cultivate a deepening sense of release, relaxation, and comfort in body and mind without losing the degree of clarity with which you began. Particularly in the supine position, it’s as if you’re inviting your body to fall asleep, and your respiration gradually settles in a rhythm as if you were asleep. Never losing the clarity of awareness, this is like falling asleep lucidly. Your body falls asleep, your senses eventually implode, and your mind falls asleep — but you keep the light of awareness on.


On the basis of such deep relaxation, the second balance is to cultivate stability. This means developing a continuity of attention that is free of excitation and lethargy, while never sacrificing the sense of ease and relaxation — the opposite of our habitually tight, focused effort. Attention is maintained continuously, with a deepening sense of ease that reinforces increasing stability.


With this stable foundation, the third balance is to refine and enhance the vividness and acuity of attention without undermining the stability of attention.


The key practices of mindfulness of breathing and settling the mind in its natural state can be very synergistic in balancing these three aspects. Mindfulness of breathing, especially in the supine position, develops relaxation and stability; and settling the mind in its natural state sharpens and refines the vividness of attention.


Düdjom Lingpa’s practice of śamatha called taking the impure mind as the path means taking our own minds, with their mental afflictions, dualistic grasping, neuroses, and so forth, as the path. This simple method of śamatha entails withdrawing your attention from all five sensory fields and focusing single-pointedly on the domain of the mind: thoughts, memories, dreams, and so on, which are undetectable by the five physical senses and by all instruments of technology. Single-pointedly direct your attention to the domain of mental experience; and whatever arises, let it be. Whether mental afflictions (such as craving, hatred, and confusion), virtues, or nonvirtues arise, simply observe their nature and allow them to release themselves, without following after thoughts of the past or being drawn into thoughts about the future.


Here is a brief synopsis of the stages of this practice as given in the Sharp Vajra of Conscious Awareness Tantra. Entry into taking the impure mind as the path is defined by the experience of distinguishing between the stillness of awareness and the movements of the mind. Ordinarily when a thought arises, we have the sense of thinking it, and our attention is diverted to the referent of the thought. Similarly, when a desire arises, there is a cognitive fusion of awareness and the desire, so awareness is drawn to the object of desire. In such cases, our very sense of identity merges with these mental processes, with our attention riveted on the object of the thought, desire, or emotion. In this practice, we do our best to sustain the stillness of our awareness, and from this perspective of stillness and clarity we illuminate the thoughts, memories, desires, and so forth that arise in the mind. Distinguishing between the stillness of awareness and the comings and goings of the mind is the entry into the practice of taking the impure mind as the path.


Continuing in the practice, four types of mindfulness are experienced in sequence. First is single-pointed mindfulness, which occurs when you simultaneously experience the stillness of awareness and the movement of the mind. This is like watching images coming and going in a movie and hearing the soundtrack, while never reifying these appearances — that is, taking them to be inherently real things — or getting caught up in the drama.


As you grow more accustomed to letting your awareness rest in its own place — accompanied by a deepening sense of loose release and nongrasping, together with the clarity of awareness illuminating the space of the mind — you enter into an effortless flow of the simultaneous awareness of stillness and motion: this second stage is manifest mindfulness. Eruptions of memories, desires, and mental afflictions surge up periodically rather than continuously, and over time, your mind gradually settles in its natural state, like a blizzard in a snow globe that gradually dissipates and settles into transparency.


In the third stage of mindfulness, awareness of the body and the five senses withdraws into single-pointed awareness of the space of the mind, and you become oblivious to your body and environment. Prior to this stage, thoughts and other mental appearances become fewer and subtler, until finally they all dissolve and your ordinary mind and all its concomitant mental processes go dormant: this corresponds to the absence of mindfulness. Bear in mind that the terms translated as “mindfulness” in Pāli (sati), Sanskrit (smṛti), and Tibetan (dran pa) primarily connote recollection, or bearing in mind. Now you’re not recalling or holding anything in mind; your coarse mind has gone dormant, as if you’d fallen into deep, dreamless sleep. But at the same time, your awareness is luminously clear. The coarse mental factor of mindfulness that allowed you to reach this state has also gone dormant; hence it is called the absence of mindfulness. When you are in this transitional state, you are aware only of the sheer vacuity of the space of the mind: this is the substrate (Skt. ālaya). The consciousness of this vacuity is the substrate consciousness (Skt. ālayavijñāna). Here is a twenty-first-century analogy: When your computer downloads and installs a software upgrade, it becomes nonoperational for a short time before the new software is activated. Similarly, when your coarse mind dissolves into the substrate consciousness, the coarse mindfulness that brought you to this point has gone dormant, as if you had fainted — but you’re wide awake. This is a brief, transitional phase, and it’s important not to get stuck here, for if you do so for a prolonged period, your intelligence may atrophy like an unused muscle. This is like being lucid in a state of dreamless sleep, with your awareness absorbed in the sheer vacuity of the empty space of your mind. That space is full of potential, but for the time being, that potential remains dormant.


Finally, there arises the fourth type of mindfulness: self-illuminating mindfulness. This occurs when you invert your awareness upon itself and the substrate consciousness illuminates and knows itself. In the Pāli canon, the Buddha characterized this mind as brightly shining (Pāli pabhassara) and naturally pure (Pāli pakati-parisuddha). This subtle dimension of mental consciousness is experientially realized with the achievement of śamatha, corresponding to the threshold of the first dhyāna, or meditative stabilization. Resting in this state of consciousness you experience three distinctive qualities of awareness: it is blissful, luminous, and nonconceptual. Most important, this awareness is called serviceable; both your body and mind are infused with an unprecedented degree of pliancy,18 so they are fit for use as you wish.


The Buddha explains the profound shift that takes place upon achieving this first dhyāna:


Being thus detached from hedonic craving, detached from unwholesome states, one enters and remains in the first dhyāna, which is imbued with coarse investigation and subtle analysis, born of detachment, filled with delight and joy. And with this delight and joy born of detachment, one so suffuses, drenches, fills, and irradiates one’s body that there is no spot in one’s entire body that is untouched by this delight and joy born of detachment.19


A similar point is made in the Mahāyāna discourse known as the Saṃdhinirmocanasūtra:


Lord, when a Bodhisattva directs his attention inwards, with the mind focused upon the mind, as long as physical pliancy and mental pliancy are not achieved, what is that mental activity called? Maitreya, this is not śamatha. It is said to be associated with an aspiration that is a facsimile of śamatha.20


Even when you emerge from meditation, this body-mind upgrade is yours to employ in your dealings with the world. It’s a radical psychophysiological shift; although not irreversible, it can likely be sustained for the rest of your life. The five obscurations of hedonic craving, malice, laxity and dullness, excitation and anxiety, and afflictive uncertainty are largely dormant. There is an unprecedented pliancy and suppleness of both body and mind during formal meditation sessions and between them.


Such refinement of the body’s energy system can be cultivated to some degree with controlled breathing and physical exercises such as prāṇāyāma, chi gung, and tai chi. The Buddha knew well the many ascetic disciplines of body and breath practiced in his time, but they are not taught in the Pāli canon; instead, he strongly emphasized the simple practice of mindfulness of breathing. This is a profound practice for settling the subtle body, the energetic body, in its natural state, and it is closely related to settling the mind in its natural state. The Buddha described the benefits of mindfulness of breathing with an analogy:


Just as in the last month of the hot season, when a mass of dust and dirt has swirled up, a great rain cloud out of season disperses it and quells it on the spot, so too concentration by mindfulness of breathing, when developed and cultivated, is peaceful, sublime, an ambrosial dwelling, and it disperses and quells on the spot unwholesome states whenever they arise.21


In the practice of settling the mind, through the process of bringing full, clear awareness single-pointedly to the space of the mind and releasing all control over what appears there, you allow your mind to heal itself. This occurs simply by being gently aware of whatever arises, without the grasping of aversion or desire, and without identifying with thoughts.


Keep in mind that this will not always be a smooth ride! All your angels and demons will rise up to greet you or assault you, depending on how you conceptually designate them. But all the buddhas that appear cannot help you, and all the demons cannot hurt you. You are becoming lucid in the waking state. Like someone who is adept in lucid dreaming, you know that nothing can harm your mind, because nothing you are witnessing is truly existent: everything consists of empty appearances to your mind.


In parallel fashion, the practice of mindfulness of breathing, as the Buddha taught it, is a natural kind of prāṇāyāma. Instead of regulating the breath — as one would in many classical practices of prāṇāyāma — here we’re allowing the entire system of the subtle body-and-mind to balance and heal itself. This practice is especially relevant in modern times, when so many of us hold chronic tensions and blockages in the body; if we don’t know how to release them, they will block our meditative practice as well as our vital energy (Skt. prāṇa).


In mindfulness of breathing, even as we allow the respiration to settle in its natural rhythm, we bring this same quality of awareness (that we bring to the space of the mind, when settling the mind) to the space of the body. We observe the sensations associated with the fluctuations of vital energy, or prāṇa, which correspond to the rhythm of the respiration as they arise throughout the body, and simply let them be. At times the breath may be strong, erratic, or halting; it may be shallow or deep, fast or slow, regular or irregular. Just let it be. Allow the flow of respiration to gradually settle in its natural rhythm, while keeping your awareness still, resting in its own place. After some time, the fluctuations in the energy field of the body corresponding to the respiration will become gentle, subtle, and rhythmic; but don’t force this — allow it to occur naturally. Your entire body-mind system settles into equilibrium, and for this to occur, your mind must also become quieter and subtler. Learn how to release control and influence at increasingly subtle levels. Avoid any sort of influence or modification of the breath. The corpse pose (Skt. śavāsana) is extremely valuable in this practice because it promotes total relaxation in both body and mind. The challenge is to avoid dullness and lethargy, maintaining the clarity of awareness.


Ordinarily when we know something, it’s our conceptual mind that knows, and it knows within a conceptual framework. Nevertheless, all of us experience a state of nonconceptual awareness on a daily basis: deep, dreamless sleep. In nonlucid, dreamless sleep, the mind is nonconceptual and we have no explicit knowledge of anything at all. Even the most obvious fact of our experience — that we are asleep — is unknown to us.


In the practice of śamatha, we seek to cultivate an ongoing flow of explicit knowing that is simultaneously nonconceptual. Even if this knowing is not absolutely nonconceptual, it is not caught up in explicit thoughts. This capability for perceptual knowledge precedes any conceptual labeling or description. It accords precisely with the Buddha’s teaching on mindfulness of breathing:


Breathing in long, one knows, “I breathe in long.” Breathing out long, one knows, “I breathe out long.” Breathing in short, one knows, “I breathe in short.” Breathing out short, one knows, “I breathe out short.” One trains thus: “I shall breathe in, experiencing the whole body. I shall breathe out, experiencing the whole body. I shall breathe in, calming the composite of the body. I shall breathe out, calming the composite of the body.” Thus, one trains.22


There’s no need to apply words to this perception. In the early phases of such practice, the duration of the breath may vary considerably during a single session, but as the mind and body settle into a deeper state of equilibrium, the respiration becomes shallow. In my own experience, I have found that it settles into a frequency of fifteen breaths per minute, and over time, the amplitude, or volume, of the breath decreases. Some studies indicate that in deep sleep the respiration occurs at about fifteen breaths per minute, and Vajrayāna Buddhist sources claim that humans experience 21,600 breaths in a twenty-four-hour period, which turns out to be fifteen breaths per minute. It would be interesting to study these parallels more carefully with a combination of contemplative and scientific inquiry.


Scientific studies of lucid dreamers have revealed that the flow of the respiration of the dreamer within the dream corresponds to the flow of the respiration of the dreamer’s physical body lying in bed. If, for example, the lucid dreamer holds her breath within the dream, the respiration of her physical body is also suspended for as long as she holds her breath within the dream. This means that by deliberately breathing long and short breaths within the dream, the dreamer can send messages by Morse code to researchers observing the duration of breaths of the dreamer’s physical body. It also demonstrates that a lucid dreamer can be aware of the rhythm of her physical body’s breathing even without being aware of any tactile sensations within that physical body. At an even deeper level of consciousness, meditators who are adept at becoming lucid while in dreamless sleep report that they are still able to mentally detect the rhythm of their respiration even though they are unaware of any tactile sensations within their body. This would imply that people who have achieved śamatha and are resting in the substrate consciousness may still be aware of the rhythm of their respiration, and such mindfulness of the respiration could continue even as one fully achieves the first dhyāna and beyond, with one’s awareness immersed in the form realm. Such awareness of the respiration could continue until one achieves the fourth dhyāna, when the respiration ceases altogether for as long as one remains in that meditative state.


The Current Dark Age of Materialism


At the very beginning of his pith instructions in the Vajra Essence, prior to explaining how to take the impure mind as the path, Samantabhadra asks the visionary Bodhisattva Boundless Great Emptiness, “Among your body, speech, and mind, which is most important? Which is the main agent?” The bodhisattva explains in detail how the mind is primary, while the speech and body are derivative, concluding with the assertion, “It follows that these three are none other than the mind: they are ascertained to be the mind alone, and this is the best and highest understanding.”23 This statement echoes the opening verse of the Dhammapada, in which the Buddha declares: “All phenomena are preceded by the mind, issue forth from the mind, and consist of the mind.”24 A similar assertion is found in the Mahāyāna Ratnamegha Sūtra, also attributed to the Buddha: “All phenomena are preceded by the mind. When the mind is comprehended, all phenomena are comprehended. By bringing the mind under control, all things are brought under control.”25 Since Buddhist teachings pertain to the world of experience, “all phenomena” refers to appearances to consciousness rather than to a presumed independent, objective reality, as is usually thought to be observed by scientists.


The Buddhist view is in direct opposition to typical materialist beliefs that among the body, speech, and mind, the body is primary; and that all experiences are preceded by the brain, issue forth from the brain, and consist of the brain; and that when the brain is comprehended, all experiences are comprehended; and that by bringing the brain under control, all mental, verbal, and physical activities are brought under control. Judging by the many references to the mind in contemporary scientific and philosophical writings as well as the general media, we might easily assume that science has already solved the mind-body problem and that the nature and origins of consciousness are no longer mysteries. This is exactly the position taken by the influential philosopher John R. Searle, who declares that there is a simple solution to the mind-body problem, and “this solution has been available to any educated person since serious work began on the brain nearly a century ago, and, in a sense, we all know it to be true. Here it is: Mental phenomena are caused by neurophysiological processes in the brain and are themselves features of the brain.”26 Such scientific knowledge would have to be based on decisive discoveries revealing the necessary and sufficient causes of consciousness, and Searle maintains that this is indeed the case: “Causally we know that brain processes are sufficient for any mental state” and that “consciousness is entirely caused by the behavior of lower-level biological phenomena.”27 He further clarifies, “Consciousness is a system-level, biological feature in much the same way that digestion, or growth, or the secretion of bile are system level, biological features.”28


This belief, so clearly articulated by Searle, currently dominates modern academia, the scientific community, the medical establishment, government policy, and the general media worldwide. If scientists have indeed established empirical evidence that demonstrates beyond all reasonable doubt that all mental processes and states of consciousness are produced solely by the brain, they must be able to point to the specific discoveries — eminently worthy of a Nobel Prize — that reveal the necessary and sufficient causes for the emergence of consciousness in humans and in other life forms. But Searle himself acknowledges, “We would . . . need a much richer neurobiological theory of consciousness than anything we can now imagine to suppose that we could isolate necessary conditions of consciousness,”29 and “If we had an adequate science of the brain, an account of the brain that would give causal explanations of consciousness in all its forms and varieties, and if we overcame our conceptual mistakes, no mind/body problem would remain.”30


In other words, the hypothesis that the mind is nothing more than a function, or emergent property, of the brain and that consciousness is produced solely by the brain is an expression of faith, unsupported by conclusive empirical evidence. How could this conjecture be accepted so widely with virtually no challenges by scientists or science journalists, who seem to have abandoned the very notion of open-minded inquiry and investigative reporting when it comes to the materialistic reduction of the mind to the brain?


The roots of this anomaly can be traced back 150 years to the seminal writings of the eminent biologist Thomas H. Huxley (1825–95), who was extraordinarily effective in promoting that all scientific research, writing, and teaching should take place within the ideological and methodological constraints of materialism. For him, it was a matter of deep-rooted faith that science alone held the keys to unveiling all the mysteries of the universe. Regarding the relation between the body and mind, he declared, “I hold with the Materialist that the human body, like all living bodies, is a machine, all the operations of which will sooner or later be explained on physical principles. I believe that we shall sooner or later arrive at a mechanical equivalent of consciousness, just as we have arrived at a mechanical equivalent of heat.”31 In other words, his belief, like that of John Searle and many of his scientific and philosophical contemporaries, is based not on any available scientific evidence but rather on his confidence that future scientific research will confirm his metaphysical belief in materialism. Huxley affirms this point when he declares that “there can be little doubt that the further science advances, the more extensively and consistently will all the phenomena of nature be represented by materialistic formulae and symbols.”32 To him, the one true path to knowing the whole of reality was science alone, for “never has the attempt to set bounds to scientific inquiry and to the extension of scientific method, into every subject concerning which a proposition can be framed, proclaimed itself at once so fatuous and so impotent as now.”33


Although theologians and philosophers have argued over their doctrines and speculations about the nature of the human soul, or consciousness, and the mind-body problem since the dawn of recorded history — without coming to any consensus — it was only in the late nineteenth century that an experimental science of the mind began to emerge. One of the most prominent pioneers of this new movement was the American psychologist William James (1842–1910), who defined this new branch of scientific inquiry: “Psychology is the Science of Mental Life, both of its phenomena and their conditions. The phenomena are such things as we call feelings, desires, cognitions, reasonings, decisions, and the like.”34


This first generation of psychologists was faced with a dilemma: They could either follow the path of open-minded empiricism, as adopted by Galileo and Darwin, who thus triggered revolutions in the physical sciences and life sciences, or they could confine themselves to the ideological and methodological constraints of materialism, which had already come to dominate all other branches of science. Empiricism demands that one directly observe the phenomena of interest with unbiased, rigorous, sophisticated, precise methods that can be replicated by other suitably trained, open-minded researchers. On the other hand, scientific materialism entails the ideological assumption that all natural phenomena can be understood within the materialistic categories of space, time, matter, and energy; and it assumes that all such phenomena can be adequately explored using instruments of technology to make objective, physical, quantifiable measurements.


It must have been obvious to intelligent, educated people in late nineteenth-century Europe and America that subjectively experienced mental phenomena and states of consciousness could not be measured using the physical instruments of science, and that when observed introspectively, they displayed no physical characteristics. To any sensible person, this is compelling evidence that the mind is not physical. So the only way to explore the nature and origins of the nonphysical events of the mind would be by observing one’s own mind — introspectively. While William James acknowledged the value of indirectly inferring facts about the mind by objectively examining its behavioral expressions and neural correlates, as a staunch advocate of radical empiricism, he insisted that when it comes to the scientific exploration of the mind, “Introspective Observation is what we have to rely on first and foremost and always. The word introspection need hardly be defined — it means, of course, the looking into our own minds and reporting what we there discover. Everyone agrees that we there discover states of consciousness.”35


If one wishes to understand the relationship between any two phenomena, common sense dictates that one should carefully observe each of those phenomena individually, thus gaining a clear understanding of their individual natures and origins. Then one would simultaneously examine both phenomena together to see how they mutually interact. Mental phenomena — as distinct from their behavioral expressions and neural correlates — can be observed only by means of mental perception, or introspection. The body can also be observed introspectively — from the inside out, so to speak — and using this same faculty of introspection to carefully observe one’s own psychological and somatic experiences, one can explore how the body and mind influence each other.


For those psychologists who embraced materialism, all scientific references to subjective mental states and to introspection posed a dire threat to their dogmatically held metaphysical doctrine. The materialist backlash to James’s empiricism was vociferously promoted by the American behaviorist John B. Watson (1878–1958), who equated psychology with the study of objective, physical, quantitatively measurable human behavior. Arguing that psychology must “bury subjective subject matter [and] introspective method,”36 he insisted that psychology must “never use the terms consciousness, mental states, mind, content, introspectively verifiable, imagery, and the like.”37 Thus the open-minded empiricism that had been embraced by all the great natural scientists of the preceding three centuries was abandoned in favor of allegiance to a metaphysical doctrine that valued unquestioning belief above experiential observation.


Over the past century, since the rise of behavioral reductionism, countless studies have been conducted on the influence of the body — particularly the brain — on the mind. But far less research has been conducted on the mind’s influence on the body, for introspection has been largely excluded from the arsenal of methods scientists use to study mind-body interactions. Objective research has been confined to the study of brain activity and human behavior, while the direct observation of the mind and body from a first-person perspective has been marginalized. The implication of such lopsided research is that the immaterial mental processes are influenced by physical processes in the body, but those immaterial subjective experiences exert no causal influences on the body. As the Nobel prize-winning physicist Richard Feynman declared, “There is nothing that living things do that cannot be understood from the point of view that they are made of atoms acting according to the laws of physics.”38 The Caltech physicist Sean Carroll concurs with this widespread view when he writes, “We are collections of atoms, operating independently of any immaterial spirits or influences, and we are thinking and feeling people who bring meaning into existence by the way we live our lives.”39


Throughout The Big Picture: On the Origins of Life, Meaning, and the Universe Itself, Carroll repeatedly insists that the fundamental description of the world includes only atoms, forces, and the laws of physics. All references to “emergent properties” of these physical processes, including thinking and feeling people, mind, ethics, and the meaning of life, are simply “ways of talking” about the one true world of atoms and forces. This bifurcation of the universe into the “ultimate reality” of physical entities and the “conventional realities” of everything else is an expression of the evolutionary biologist Stephen J. Gould’s theory of “nonoverlapping magisteria.” This is the view that the domains of science and religion do not overlap: science deals with the world of objective facts, while the humanities in general, and religion in particular, are concerned with the world of subjective values.40 In 1999 the National Academy of Sciences adopted a similar perspective, asserting that “scientists, like many others, are touched with awe at the order and complexity of nature. Indeed, many scientists are deeply religious. But science and religion occupy two separate realms of human experience. Demanding that they be combined detracts from the glory of each.”41


The specific context of this statement is the relation between Creationism and science, and the authors of this position are quite right in affirming that this particular fundamentalist view can in no way be combined with scientific views. But conflating religious fundamentalism with religion is as misguided as conflating scientific materialism with science. There is nothing glorious in either the closed-minded dogmatism of religious fundamentalism or the equally closed-minded dogmatism of scientific materialism. The former is the bane of religion, while the latter is the bane of science. Scientific materialists can be just as adept at ignoring empirical facts that challenge their beliefs as religious fundamentalists can be at ignoring scientific discoveries that challenge their faith. And the more stridently one faction insists on its own exclusive grasp of reality, the more it triggers fanatical responses from the other side of this chasm between science and religion. Such dogmatic intransigence equally obscures the truths of spiritual and scientific inquiry — dumbing down religion and science in the process — to the point that growing numbers of people blindly embrace materialist values and ideological bias, thus unifying the dark sides of science and religion.


The glaring problem with this dualistic view of the nonoverlapping magisteria is that facts and values have never existed independently of each other, and the domains of science and religion have always overlapped, especially concerning the nature of the mind and human identity. No religious person in his right mind would accept the proposition that he should abandon all his religious beliefs regarding the natural world, and no advocate of science can reasonably claim that his views are untouched by nonscientific values. The worldview of scientific materialism tends to be intertwined with hedonic values and a consumer-driven way of life, with each of these three elements supporting the other two. There is no way that one’s worldview and values can be disentangled, so the notion that combining genuine scientific inquiry and the nonmaterialist values of religion “detracts from the glory of each” is simply absurd.


Regarding the influence of our subjectively experienced intentions and decisions upon our behavior, Carroll comments, “To the extent that neuroscience becomes better and better at predicting what we will do without reference to our personal volition, it will be less and less appropriate to treat people as freely acting agents. Predestination will become part of our real world.”42 According to this worldview, subjectively experienced mental processes, being inert epiphenomena of the brain, should have no causal influence on the body. But this belief is undermined by the so-called placebo effect, which in fact should be called the “subject-expectancy effect,” for its causal efficacy stems from subjective mental processes, including faith, trust, desire, and expectation. The one thing certain about placebo effects is that they are not effects of the placebo!


There is now compelling scientific evidence that the expectancy effect influences not only one’s subjective experience, such as decreasing depression and pain, but also exerts measurable influences on the body that accord precisely with one’s expectations. For example, studies have shown that when patients were given a placebo, this triggered the release of endogenous opioids, which lessened their pain.43 In another study, patients with Parkinson’s disease were given a placebo injection, and their expectation that this would relieve their symptoms triggered a “substantial release of endogenous dopamine,” which brought out the anticipated effect, “comparable to that of therapeutic doses of levodopa . . . or apomorphine.”44 Simply believing and expecting that the injected substance would relieve their symptoms triggered exactly the mechanisms in the brain that would bring this about, for a decrease in the production of endogenous dopamine contributes to the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease.


The Harvard historian Anne Harrington poignantly wonders how “a person’s belief in a sham treatment could send a message to his or her pituitary gland to release its own endogenous pharmaceuticals.”45 And Irving Kirsch, a leading researcher in this field, raises the all-important question that is so unsettling to materialists: Even if we assume that expectation is the fundamental factor, “a remaining question is how these expectancies then generate the corresponding responses.”46 Most scientists today treat subjective mental phenomena as products of nervous system activity, and in their view this obviates the mind-body mechanism problem of how subjective mind could act on the objective and physical body. But as we are cautioned by Patrick David Wall, a British neuroscientist described as the world’s leading expert on pain, the explanations offered so far seem to be no more than “labelling an unknown process.”47


The mind’s influence on the body is ever-present and is certainly not confined to expectation-driven effects, whether those occur positively, in the placebo effect, or negatively, in what is known as the nocebo effect. One area that has attracted scientific attention is neuroplasticity, in which it has been found that brain functions are influenced not only by biological factors influenced by the environment and physical behavior but also by attitudes, emotions, and mental training, including meditation. A provocative overview of this topic is presented in Sharon Begley’s book Train Your Mind, Change Your Brain: How a New Science Reveals Our Extraordinary Potential to Transform Ourselves. This book was inspired by a meeting between a group of cognitive scientists and His Holiness the Dalai Lama, for which I had the honor of serving as co-interpreter. The Dalai Lama wrote in his foreword:


We have reached a watershed, an intersection where Buddhism and modern science become mutually enriching, with huge practical potential for human well-being.


A great Tibetan teacher once remarked that one of the mind’s most marvelous qualities is that it can be transformed. The research presented here confirms that such deliberate mental training can bring about observable changes in the human brain. The repercussions of this will not be confined merely to our knowledge of the mind: They have the potential to be of practical importance in our understanding of education, mental health, and the significance of ethics in our lives.48


Together with Galileo and Descartes, Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was highly influential in setting the course of the Scientific Revolution. He declared that the rise of experimental science was sanctioned by God Himself and presented biblical evidence in support of this view.49 The gist of his argument was that science would help restore the dominion of man over nature that was lost through Adam’s sin. He was also the chief promoter of the ideal of scientific and technological progress, based on the premise that knowledge is power, and when embodied in the form of new technological inventions and mechanical discoveries, it is the force that drives history.


Bacon identified four “idols” that stood in the way of such progress, using this word from the Greek eidolon (“image” or “phantom”) to refer to a potential deception or source of misunderstanding, especially one that clouds or confuses our knowledge of the physical world.50 The first of these consists of Idols of the Tribe, which are deceptive beliefs and perceptions inherent in the human mind. These include our senses, which are inherently dull and easily deceivable, which is why Bacon prescribes instruments and strict investigative methods to correct them. In Buddhist epistemology, these would be classified as expressions of “connate ignorance” and include the illusory nature of all appearances to the six senses, the errors of mistaking the impermanent to be permanent, the unsatisfying to be satisfying, that which is not the self to be the self, as well as the connate tendency to reify all phenomena, believing they exist in the way they appear.


Idols of the Cave are those that arise within the mind of the individual, which is symbolically depicted as a dark cave, which is variously modified by temperament, education, habit, environment, and accident. Thus an individual who dedicates his mind to some particular branch of learning becomes possessed by his own peculiar interest and interprets all other learning according to the colors of his own devotion. The beliefs of scientific materialism provide an example of the overreaching influence of the physical sciences into all aspects of how one views reality.


Idols of the Marketplace are errors arising from the false significance bestowed upon the commonly accepted usage of language. A contemporary example of this idol is the current substitution of “brain” for “mind” in scientific and popular accounts. Finally, Idols of the Theater manifest as false beliefs in the fields of religion, philosophy, and science, and because they are defended by people regarded as authorities, they are accepted without question by the general public. A contemporary example of this is the common belief that science alone holds equal authority over all aspects of nature, including the mind and consciousness. These latter three kinds of idols would be examples of what Buddhists call “acquired, or speculative, ignorance.”


Inspired by Bacon’s notion of Idols of the Tribe, the theoretical physicist David Finkelstein defines an idol as an unaffected partner in a coupling of two phenomena.51 The idol is thus reified as an absolute. In accord with this definition, materialists regard the mind as taking a passive role relative to the brain. In this view, the objective, material reality of the brain is solely responsible for the generation of consciousness and all mental processes, and it is uninfluenced by these subjective phenomena. The brain thus becomes the idol in this coupling of mind and brain. Carroll accordingly claims, “There isn’t that much difference between a human being and a robot. We are all just complicated collections of matter moving in patterns, obeying impersonal laws of physics.”52 More broadly speaking, in the natural world at large, objective, physical phenomena are presented as idols insofar as they influence subjective, nonphysical phenomena but are thought to be uninfluenced by them. As Finkelstein cogently argues, the entire history of physics shows how one presumed idol after another has been toppled by empirical research. The idols that have been made of the material world in general and the brain in particular are destined to follow the way of these many idols of the past.


It is a well-known psychological fact that we regard as real only those things that we attend to, while tending to dismiss as fantasy everything that we deliberately or unconsciously ignore. This point was clearly articulated by William James when he wrote:


The subjects adhered to become real subjects, the attributes adhered to real attributes, the existence adhered to real existence; whilst the subjects disregarded become imaginary subjects, the attributes disregarded erroneous attributes, and the existence disregarded an existence in no man’s land, in the limbo “where footless fancies dwell.” . . . Habitually and practically we do not count these disregarded things as existents at all . . . They are not even treated as appearances; they are treated as if they were mere waste, equivalent to nothing at all.53


In short, “Our belief and attention are the same fact. For the moment, what we attend to is reality.”54 In exact accordance with this principle, the most influential proponent of behaviorism, B. F. Skinner (1904–90), continued to argue forty years after the initial rise of behaviorism that since mental phenomena lack physical qualities, they have no existence whatsoever.55


The ideological and methodological agenda of the behaviorists sometimes looks more like a strategy for gaining power and influence rather than an open-minded scientific means of discovering the actual nature of the mind and consciousness, as evidenced by their dedication to cherished beliefs. Skinner makes this abundantly clear when he sets forth his proposal for the materialists’ conquest of the mind: “To agree that what one feels or introspectively observes are conditions of one’s own body is a step in the right direction. It is a step toward an analysis both of seeing and of seeing that one sees in purely physical terms. After substituting brain for mind, we can then move on to substituting person for brain and recast the analysis in line with the observed facts.”56 In reality, a historical analysis of the reasons for the rejection of introspection as a means to observing the mind shows that this was largely driven by the ideological and methodological dictates of materialism.57 When observing one’s thoughts, mental images, feelings, dreams, and all other subjectively experienced mental states and processes, it becomes obvious that none of them bear any physical attributes whatsoever. This can be disconcerting to those who dogmatically insist that everything in the natural world must be physical. They are forced to conclude either that there is more to the universe than material entities or that mental phenomena are not natural!


If what one feels or introspectively observes regarding one’s mental states and processes are in fact physical conditions of the body, they should be physically observable. But they are not. To repeat, if mental phenomena are in fact physical, when one introspectively observes them, they should reveal physical qualities. But they do not. So Skinner takes the first step in his strategy by contradicting all third-person and first-person evidence pointing to the nonphysical nature of the mind. While Skinner uncritically substitutes the brain for the mind — without any compelling argument or empirical evidence — the neuroscientist Donald Hoffman refutes this simple-minded belief: “Now, Huxley knew that brain activity and conscious experiences are correlated, but he didn’t know why. To the science of his day, it was a mystery. In the years since Huxley, science has learned a lot about brain activity, but the relationship between brain activity and conscious experiences is still a mystery.”58


Skinner’s justification for ignoring or discounting our first-person experience of mental phenomena seems to be that such observations violate the creed of materialism. If we systematically ignore a method of inquiry, according to the above principle articulated by William James, it should be only a matter of time before that method of inquiry is deemed nonexistent, or fundamentally misleading at best. This is precisely what has occurred for many contemporary researchers in psychology, neuroscience, and philosophy. For example, Alex Rosenberg, codirector of the Center for Social and Philosophical Implications of Neuroscience in the Duke Initiative for Science and Society, writes, “Empirical science has continued to build up an impressive body of evidence showing that introspection and consciousness are not reliable bases for self-knowledge. As sources of knowledge even about themselves, let alone anything else human, both are frequently and profoundly mistaken . . . We never have direct access to our thoughts . . . Self-consciousness has nothing else to work with but the same sensory data we use to figure out what other people are doing and are going to do . . . There is no first-person point of view . . . Our access to our own thoughts is just as indirect and fallible as our access to the thoughts of other people. We have no privileged access to our own minds. If our thoughts give the real meaning of our actions, our words, our lives, then we can’t ever be sure what we say or do, or for that matter, what we think or why we think it.”59


Since its origins roughly fifty years ago, modern neuroscience has not questioned the unverified hypothesis that all mental processes are purely biological in nature, and it sets itself the primary task of providing a comprehensive account of the mind based on this metaphysical assumption. Only evidence that supports this belief is deemed credible, while any evidence to the contrary is dismissed out of hand. This flagrant abandonment of unbiased scientific inquiry — the hallmark of all great scientific advances over the past four centuries — has been accepted without challenge by virtually all researchers in the field.60 As the eminent neuropsychiatrist Eric R. Kandel unabashedly declares, “The task of modern neuroscience is as simple as it is formidable. Stripped of detail, its main aim is to provide an intellectually satisfying set of explanations in cellular and molecular terms of normal mentation: of perception, motor coordination, feeling, thought, and memory. In addition, neuroscientists would ultimately also like to account for the disorders of functions produced by neurological and psychiatric disease.”61


Kandel elaborates on his final point of reducing all mental disorders to brain malfunctions as follows: “Our understanding of the biology of mental disorders has been slow in coming, but recent advances like these have shown us that mental disorders are biological in nature, that people are not responsible for having schizophrenia or depression, and that individual biology and genetics make significant contributions . . . The brain is a complex biological organ possessing immense computational capability: it constructs our sensory experience, regulates our thoughts and emotions, and controls our actions. It is responsible not only for relatively simple motor behaviors like running and eating, but also for complex acts that we consider quintessentially human, like thinking, speaking and creating works of art. Looked at from this perspective, our mind is a set of operations carried out by our brain. The same principle of unity applies to mental disorders.”62


This approach dutifully follows the strategy set forth by Skinner of substituting “brain” for “mind” with regard to all human activities, and this sleight of hand has now become ubiquitous in the popular media. The mystery of the actual relationship between the mind and brain has been obscured by the relentless repetition of the unverified belief that the two are identical. In this way, available empirical evidence pertaining to the nature of mind, the mystery of consciousness, and the unknown relationship between the mind and brain are overshadowed by the falsehoods and groundless speculations of materialists, who undermine the integrity of open-minded scientific inquiry. The public has grown accustomed to seeing “brain” substitute even for personal pronouns such as “I” and “me.” All too commonly, scientific writings and the popular press no longer report “I feel, I believe, my pain,” but “the brain feels, the brain believes, the brain is subject to signals interpreted as painful.” This substitution is even more momentous than the substitution of brain for mind, for speech about mind is still third-personal in its grammar, and therefore it seems innocuous to substitute one third-person discourse for another. But in fact, this substitution is a covert form of another substitution that is clearly incorrect: the substitution of a third-person discourse for a first-person discourse.
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