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 foreword



THROUGH MEDITATION, we can train our minds in such a way that their negative qualities are abandoned and their positive qualities are generated and enhanced. In general, we talk about two types of meditation: analytical and single-pointed. First, the object of meditation is put through a process of analysis in which we repeatedly attempt to gain acquaintance with the subject matter. When we have gained confidence about the object of meditation, the mind is made to concentrate on that without further analysis. This combination of analytical and concentrative meditation is an effective technique for properly training our minds.


The importance of this practice arises from the fundamental fact that each and every one of us innately desires happiness and does not want misery. Whether we experience happiness or sorrow in life depends largely on the state of our minds. Furthermore, the way in which the experiences we encounter affect our lives also depends on the mind. When we misuse our mental potential, we make mistakes and suffer unpleasant consequences. On the other hand, when the mind’s potential is skillfully harnessed, we derive positive and pleasant results.


The authors of this book, Joseph P. Arpaia and Lobsang Rapgay, have drawn on the Tibetan Buddhist traditions of meditation and on an understanding of Western cognitive psychology to present meditative practice in a way that readers will find is actually effective. I congratulate them for their efforts, and offer my prayers that readers who employ these techniques will indeed be successful in increasing a sense of peace and happiness in their own lives, thereby contributing to greater peace and happiness in the world at large.
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His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama,


Tenzin Gyatso





meditation:
 what it is, and how this book will teach you to do it



meditate. verb. (1) Exercise the mental faculties in thought or contemplation. (2) a. Muse over, reflect; consider; study; ponder. Also, plan by turning over in the mind, conceive mentally. b. Fix one’s attention on; observe intently or with interest.


—Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Fifth Edition


MEDITATION is exercise for your mind. Just as exercise for your body improves your physical abilities, meditation will improve your mental abilities. Meditation enhances whatever you do with your mind: it helps you perceive more clearly, it improves your thinking and memory, and it enhances your creativity. You develop your mind into an ever more effective tool for living.


There are many myths about meditation, which can interfere with our ability to use it effectively; so let’s make clear what meditation is not.



MEDITATION: THE MYTHS



Myth 1: Meditation is Eastern.


Meditation has been practiced by Christians for almost two thousand years, and Jews, Muslims, and those of other traditions have meditative practices as well. Even if many meditation techniques come from Eastern traditions, there is nothing to prevent others from adopting those techniques to develop their minds.


Myth 2: Meditation is for religious people.


You do not have to be religious to benefit from meditation, just as you do not have to be an athlete in order to benefit from physical exercise. Meditation is exercise for the mind. You can use it for spiritual development. You can also use it to improve your health, your effectiveness at work, and your relationships with others.


Myth 3: Meditation takes hours per day.


If you have hours to spend, then you can certainly spend them meditating. But you don’t need hours to benefit from meditating. In fact, even fifteen or twenty minutes per day will help you significantly.


Myth 4: Meditation is relaxation.


Meditation can help you learn to relax. However, sometimes you need to feel more energized. There are meditations that can help you speed up when you need to speed up, and meditations that can help you slow down when you need to slow down.



Myth 5: Meditation is stopping thoughts.



Meditation teaches you how to change your usual thoughts so you can think differently, and more effectively. Meditation also develops mental activities such as perceiving or imagining, which are different from thinking.


Myth 6: Meditation is blanking out the mind.


Meditation is training the mind. You meditate in order to develop your mind, not blank it out.


Myth 7: Meditation is used by cults.


Cults use the myth that meditation involves blanking out the mind to disguise brainwashing techniques as meditation. Since meditation strengthens the mind, and the mind’s ability to inquire and analyze, meditation is, in fact, a good antidote to cult techniques.


Myth 8: I need a guru or teacher to learn meditation.


A good teacher can and certainly will help. However, one of the most important teachers is your own experience. As you continue to practice, you’ll learn to evaluate the effects of the techniques and find those that work best for you.


This book teaches a system of precise meditation instructions that enables you to achieve personal growth and transformation in our fast-paced world. You will be able to maintain all your responsibilities and even feel more on top of them. You will discover how to live amid chaos without becoming chaotic. You will learn to heal faster and work more efficiently. You will also learn to be more peaceful with others, and have a more fulfilling spiritual life.


The book is divided into two parts. In the first part we explain some general principles and teach four basic meditation practices that develop five core mental qualities. In the second part you’ll learn how to apply these basic techniques to improve your health, performance, relationships, and spirituality.


WHO IS THIS FOR AND WHAT CAN YOU EXPECT?


We have taught these techniques successfully to young and old, to those with and without advanced degrees, and to people with and without a spiritual background. The only requirement is a willingness to practice the techniques and learn from your experiences.


People who meditate report the following kinds of benefits:


•   Reduced stress, even when under pressure


•   Improved sleep


•   More energy


•   Clearer thinking


•   Improved memory


•   Enhanced creativity


•   More peaceful relationships


•   A greater sense of meaning


•   A deeper experience of spirituality


You will learn about your core mental qualities and how those can be balanced and strengthened. The principles and techniques we will be teaching are common to many traditions.


You do not need to flee to a monastery or scale the Himalayas to learn to meditate. Nor do you need to fast or punish yourself in order to benefit from meditation. True, people in monasteries may fast for days at a time, or they might sit still for long periods while being bitten by mosquitoes. But they can afford to challenge themselves with those discomforts because they don’t have bills or children. It can be far easier to fast for a week than to go to work and care for your family day after day while you are exhausted or sick, much less trying to find time to sit still and meditate, too!


MEET “BRIAN” AND “MARIA”


Much of the activity in meditation is internal. It is interesting work, sometimes exciting, and even humorous. The inner activity of personal growth is not captured by lists of meditation instructions. It can only be observed by following the inner experiences of someone who is working on, sometimes struggling with, and eventually succeeding at the meditation practices.


In order to give you this perspective, we will introduce you to “Brian” and “Maria,” whose stories appear throughout the book. Brian and Maria are amalgams of the hundreds of people we have taught. You will watch them as they practice the basic techniques and the applications. You will observe the intimate details of their struggles and successes. Brian’s and Maria’s internal monologues offer an intimate look at the inner experience of someone engaged in personal growth through the practice of meditation.


As you read Brian’s and Maria’s experiences, you will find them remembering comments from their teacher, which appear in bold text. This teacher is meant to be either of us, the authors. The teacher’s comments contain tips that you will find helpful as you work with the techniques yourself.
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BRIAN’S STORY


Brian is middle-aged, married, and has three children, ages seven to fourteen. He works full-time in a middle-management position. He finds his job stressful, and his doctor thinks the stress is contributing to his neck tension and high blood pressure. Brian has difficulties with angry verbal outbursts that have a negative effect on his home life, especially with his teenage son. He feels an ongoing sense of conflict with the world, and sometimes carries himself with a tense, irritable attitude. He is not happy with himself, and feels stuck, like his life is becoming a dead end. Brian has found himself asking the question “Is this all there is?” He would like to be different but he has no idea what to do. Everything seems to be out of his control. At times he feels sad and even hopeless. In addition to raising concerns about Brian’s blood pressure, his doctor has suggested that Brian could be depressed.


Brian has at times expressed his frustration in conversations with his sister, Karen, a nurse. At one point she responded by looking at him very seriously and asking, “Are you willing to put some time and effort into changing, and do you have patience?”


Brian was surprised by her intensity, but replied, “I need to do something. There is no crisis now, but if things keep going this way, they will get worse.”


“Well, then,” she replied, “I suggest you start meditating.”


“What!?” Brian exclaimed. “How is sitting around staring at my navel going to help me? I’ve tried relaxation and stress reduction, and they don’t work for me.”


“Look, Brian,” she said, “you said you wanted a change. I’m telling you about something that will change you, more than you can imagine. Meditation is a lot more than relaxation or staring at your navel.”


“I don’t have time to meditate,” he complained.


“Athletes and executives have used meditative techniques to become more effective. If they can make the time, so can you. Or,” his sister bluntly stated, “if you don’t want to do that maybe you can try antidepressants.”


Brian drew a deep breath. “So what do I do? Where do I learn meditation?”


“There is an introductory session being held by a teacher I know,” his sister replied. “I suggest you attend it. When you go, make sure you ask any questions you have. If meditation is going to work for you, it will need to make sense. So if something doesn’t sound logical, ask about it.”


MARIA’S STORY


Maria is a young and married with two small children. She also has a full-time job outside the home. She is being given more responsibilities at work and wants to move ahead there, but her family requires a lot of energy too. She is starting to feel the strain: having headaches, feeling tired a lot, and frequently feeling short-tempered.


Over the past couple of months, it’s felt as if she’s running on a treadmill, and that someone is continually increasing the speed. Her headaches have gotten worse and her doctor has prescribed medication for them. The medication decreases the pain, but it also sedates her. The sedation makes her feeling of being unable to keep up even worse.


One day she had lunch with an older friend and admitted, “Well, Susan, I just don’t know. There is so much to do: the kids, my job, the household, my husband. It keeps piling up. I feel more and more scattered and stressed-out. I wish I could keep up and stay organized like you do.”


Susan looked at her thoughtfully and said, “My secret to keeping up with everything is that I meditate. It’s something you might try.”


“But I don’t have the time to meditate every day,” Maria replied.


“I don’t meditate every day. I meditate three times per week.”


“But I don’t even have time for that,” Maria complained.


“If you meditate and become more efficient, you will gain more time than you spend,” Susan replied. “For example, if you were able to reduce the amount of headache medicine you needed, you wouldn’t experience the sedation that slows you down so much.”


“Meditation can help my headaches?”


“People who practice meditation often have improvements in their physical condition,” Susan stated.


“But I’m a Christian, and meditation is a Buddhist thing,” Maria argued.


“Christians have been meditating for two thousand years. Meditation is a mental thing,” Susan responded. “It’s about learning to use your mind. Meditation has helped me a lot and I think it will be very helpful for you. I suggest you go to an introductory session. You can ask all the questions you want there.”


Maria was skeptical, but since she saw Susan as a stable, practical person, she decided to attend the introductory session and see how she felt about it afterward.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


We’ve constructed this book to be your guide to this way of experiencing personal growth and inner peace. Even though we advise you to practice the techniques in the order we present them, we also encourage you to read ahead and find sections that interest you. You may wish to read the sections about Brian and Maria in each chapter, and share in their difficulties and successes. You may also wish to look at the comments and tips from their teacher that appear in bold text. Brian’s and Maria’s stories will give you a feeling for the process that occurs when ordinary people train their minds and achieve extraordinary results.








PART I



four practices for developing the five mental qualities








1   introduction



MEDITATION IS TRAINING FOR YOUR MIND


You can let your mind run automatically, or you can train your mind so it serves you more effectively. In this book, when we mention meditation, we are referring to mental exercises that improve the mind.


The four meditative exercises you will learn develop five primary mental qualities. These five mental qualities are steadiness, flexibility, warmth, clarity, and spaciousness. As you develop these mental qualities, you will find that your mind automatically performs tasks with greater ease. You become more adept at staying calm under pressure, adapting to new situations, working through conflicts, and finding creative insights. You become better at living, not just at meditating.


Learning meditation is like learning how to ride a bicycle. When you start learning to ride the bicycle, you feel awkward and fall frequently. So you practice, accepting the fact that you may fall. As you practice, your skill improves, you fall less often, and you can ride on busier streets. As you keep practicing, you are able to ride anywhere while feeling safe, and are able to handle emergencies as they arise. But in order to learn, you have to be willing to make some mistakes, and you have to try various techniques in order to find those that are effective.


In the same way, when you start practicing meditation, it is natural to feel awkward. You will have varying degrees of success. Sometimes you will have enjoyable experiences, and other times you will feel like you are practicing and getting nowhere. Continue to learn from your experience and you will improve.


WE TEACH BRIEF meditation techniques as well as extended techniques. The brief techniques require as little as ten seconds and no more than two minutes, and they are done throughout the day. Their purpose is to give you the experience of honing your mental skills in real-life situations.


These brief techniques are critically important. They allow you to make progress without spending large amounts of time sitting in meditation, to exercise your mind throughout the day. They also train you to apply meditation spontaneously and quickly in the real world.


GETTING STARTED: TIPS


Here are some tips that will help you learn meditation more easily. If you follow them, you will feel more comfortable practicing meditation and you will see results more quickly:


The Brief Techniques


Brief sessions last for about one minute. Unlike the extended sessions detailed below, they are to be done while you are engaged in your daily activities. The more often you practice the brief techniques, the faster you will make progress. You should practice the brief techniques during the “between times”: the periods of time when you are not doing anything that requires your full attention. The following is a list of some of the between-times we or our students have found useful for practicing the brief techniques:


•   Before and after meals


•   Just after waking up, unless you are going to do an extended session then


•   Just before falling asleep, unless you have just finished an extended session


•   While walking from one room to another


•   While walking out to the car


•   Before driving or after driving


•   While someone else is driving


•   While going to the bathroom (yes, really)


•   While washing up after going to the bathroom


•   In the shower


•   While waiting on “hold” during a phone call


•   Before picking up a newspaper or magazine


•   Instead of watching an advertisement on TV


•   Before or after reading a book on meditation


If you use your creativity, you will find numerous times in which to fit a brief technique. The more often you do that, the faster you will progress.


Extended Meditation Sessions


Extended meditation sessions are to last fifteen minutes or longer. You will need to spend a total of at least ninety minutes per week in extended sessions to make consistent progress. You could practice fifteen minutes per day, six days per week. Or you could practice thirty minutes per day every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Just try not to let more than two days pass between sessions.


If you spend more time in the extended meditation sessions, you will progress faster—but only up to a point. We do not recommend spending more than sixty minutes per day in extended meditation sessions.


As much as possible, try to practice the extended meditation sessions in the same place and at the same time of day. Doing so helps the extended sessions become a habit. On the other hand, it is better to practice at a different time or place than to skip a practice session. Pick a place that has a comfortable temperature and few disturbing noises. Good times to practice are early morning after waking, before lunch, just after work, or late evening before going to sleep. Sit in a posture that keeps your back fairly straight and allows you to feel comfortable without falling asleep. One popular posture is to sit in a chair with your feet flat on the floor. A second is to sit on a cushion on the floor with your legs crossed. A third is to kneel on a rug or carpet with your buttocks resting on your heels. Any posture is acceptable as long as it allows you to stay upright and comfortable for at least fifteen minutes.


IN EACH OF the brief and extended meditation techniques, there are three phases: intention, execution, and reflection. When most people think about meditation, they think only of the execution phase. But the intention and reflection phases are what improve your progress.


The first phase, intention, takes only an instant: you remind yourself of what you want to accomplish by practicing meditation. Your goals may be long-range, or more immediate. For example, in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition a common intention is “enlightenment for all beings.” That is a long-range goal. You may be meditating to feel more at peace. That is a more immediate goal. Both are OK. The point is that by remembering your intention at the beginning of each practice session you learn much faster.


Once you have remembered your intention, you begin to practice the technique for that session. This is the execution phase of the session. The execution phase takes the most time and is what people think of as “meditating.” It is the phase in which most of the work of meditation occurs.


The last phase is that of reflection. Its purpose is to give your mind time to integrate the experiences from the execution phase with your daily life. It is analogous to the “follow-through” described in athletic events. To do the reflection phase, remain quiet and remember any experiences from the session that stand out in your mind. Think about how those might relate to the goals that you focused on during the intention phase of the session. This will take a couple of seconds after a brief meditation technique, and may take up to a minute after an extended session. Reflecting on your experience reinforces the mental processes related to your goals, and makes the benefits of the meditation session easier to experience during the rest of the day.


TIME PRESSURE


Most people already feel too busy to meditate, and the thought of adding another activity to the day seems overwhelming.


One way to deal with the feeling of time pressure is to remind ourselves of the importance of meditating. One student described how she was lying in bed, feeling reluctant to get up and practice when the thought hit her, “You have a date with God and you’re blowing him off!” We meditate to develop our mind, and thus improve our physical, mental, and spiritual experience. The time we spend meditating is investment in ourselves. The return on this investment is priceless.


Even when we have generated motivation to practice, we can still find ourselves skipping sessions because we feel too busy. We think, “I have so much to do today, I’ll practice meditation tomorrow.” But that tomorrow sometimes never comes.


While not “urgent,” meditation—training your mind—is extremely important. If we train our mental abilities before we need them, then they are there to help us. If we wait until we are in crisis, then we may need to spend even more time dealing with the crisis than the time we would have spent in training. Our natural tendency to put off what is important but not urgent is illustrated by the following story.


One evening I, Joe, was traveling to teach a meditation class in a city about a two-hour drive from my office. I got delayed at my office, so I felt a lot of time pressure. I estimated that if I didn’t have any delays from traffic, then I would arrive at the class with about five minutes to spare.


As I drove out of the parking lot, I noticed that my car was very low on fuel. However, my mind was saying, “You don’t have time to get gas.” I looked at the gas gauge closely and decided I had enough fuel to get to my destination. Taking the time to put gas in the car was important, but (not yet) urgent.


About halfway to my destination, it was getting more urgent, only there wasn’t a gas station in sight. I took the next exit and had to drive for a couple of miles before finding one. As I drove back to the freeway, I realized I had wasted at least fifteen minutes by not refueling before I started the trip.


Often we run our lives the way I took that trip. We push ourselves and don’t stop to recharge because we feel rushed, but that costs us much more time in the long run. Or, we may have plenty of energy, but we don’t quite know how to direct it, and end up using it inefficiently.


Taking the time to meditate will keep you from falling into those traps. It also clarifies your awareness of what is important, giving you an internal compass that helps you direct your energy effectively and efficiently.


FIVE MENTAL QUALITIES


The basic meditative practices we introduce in part 1 will help you develop five mental qualities: steadiness, flexibility, warmth, clarity, and spaciousness. These help you perceive, remember, think, and imagine. They also help you respond creatively and constructively to events that occur in daily life.


The first four mental qualities complement one another in pairs; steadiness and flexibility complement each other, as do warmth and clarity. Steadiness helps your mind stay focused, whereas its complement, flexibility, helps your mind shift focus quickly and smoothly. Warmth helps you become more open and accepting, and warmth’s complement, clarity, helps you notice details and sharpens your analytical skills. The fifth mental quality, spaciousness, enhances your creativity and imagination. Spaciousness is complemented by all the other four mental qualities. Your mind functions most effectively when each quality is balanced by its complementary quality.


You can’t have too much of a mental quality. You can only have an imbalance, and you correct the imbalance by developing what you lack. For example, if you have a lot of steadiness and little flexibility, then you will be able to focus your mind on tasks easily. However, you will have difficulty changing your focus if the situation changes. The solution is not to decrease your steadiness and thus reduce your ability to focus, but to increase your flexibility so you can both focus well and shift focus as needed.


Your mind uses these mental qualities constantly. We will describe their activity in everyday situations so you can get a feel for how they work. You will also get a sense of which mental qualities you have in abundance, and which you need to strengthen.


STEADINESS AND FLEXIBILITY


Steadiness keeps your mind from wandering even in the presence of distractions. When your mind is steady, you can maintain the focus of your awareness and thinking, as well as remain in emotional states that you wish to prolong. Mental steadiness is also important because it helps you move toward goals in a consistent manner. People who can apply themselves to any protracted course of training, either physical or intellectual, have an abundance of mental steadiness.


Flexibility is the mental quality that helps your mind stretch and flow. While steadiness helps you maintain your mental focus, flexibility helps you to change that focus easily. It’s not unlike flexibility in the body. When your body is flexible, you can change position easily and smoothly. When your mind is flexible, you can shift attention quickly and smoothly from one topic to another. You can also expand your awareness to encompass whatever you want to pay attention to. When your mind is flexible, your mental activity is smooth, relaxed, and unhurried.


The following examples demonstrate how steadiness and flexibility complement each other. If you are playing tennis, you not only have to keep your eye on the ball, you also have to stay aware of both your position on the court and your opponent’s position. While doing all this, you must ignore all other distractions—for example, worries about performance or about people watching you. Steadiness helps you ignore distractions and keep track of the ball. Flexibility helps you to shift your awareness quickly and smoothly enough to keep track of your position and your opponent’s position as well.


If you are driving and trying to shift lanes at a busy freeway interchange, you have to keep track of the car in front of you and look to the sides and in your mirrors to locate other cars. Flexibility helps you shift your attention rapidly from the front to the rear and to both sides. While you are shifting attention, steadiness helps you to keep track of the car in front of you so that you can avoid hitting it if it stops suddenly.


If you are giving a complex speech to an audience, it is normal to be anxious. But you also have to focus on your talk. Steadiness helps your mind to stay focused despite the anxiety. If members of the audience ask questions, you may have to shift topics to respond effectively to the questions. Flexibility helps you shift smoothly from one topic to another without getting confused.


Steadiness and flexibility are also important in relationships. For example, if you have children and feel tired when you return home from work, you need to be able to shift into a playful mood so you can interact well with your children. Flexibility helps you change from being tired to being playful, and steadiness helps you to ignore thoughts of work that try to intrude. You may be angry with someone and still need to listen to his or her position. Flexibility helps you disengage from your anger and shift into a neutral state. Steadiness helps you maintain that neutral state while you listen to the person’s explanation.


Steadiness and flexibility work together so you can direct sustained attention and simultaneously keep track of other events. As you increase your steadiness and flexibility in a balanced manner, you will increase your ability to keep track of many tasks at once. You will be able to respond more easily to life’s constant change. Steadiness is developed by centering and concentrating techniques taught in chapters 2 and 4. Flexibility is developed by attending techniques taught in chapter 3.


WARMTH AND CLARITY


Warmth and clarity are the next pair of mental qualities. Warmth is the quality that helps you accept things without prejudging them. It is directly related to tolerance and empathy. It is the quality that allows your mind to accept things it would otherwise reject automatically.


Clarity is the mental quality that helps your mind make distinctions and categorize. It helps you pick out details and distinguish one thing from another. It also increases your ability to analyze. A musician uses clarity to tune one instrument to another. A baseball umpire uses clarity to tell the difference between a ball and a strike. Clarity is especially valuable when you use it to notice the details of your own internal states: it helps you to know precisely what is on your mind.


Warmth and clarity complement each other. If you disagree with your spouse about something, you must be able to listen to her in an accepting manner even though you disagree. After all, until you have truly understood her, how can you discuss the issue intelligently? Warmth helps you listen to the ideas and emotions that your spouse is communicating. Clarity helps you to understand the details of your spouse’s statements and how they relate to the current situation.


Warmth and clarity are very important because they allow you to be aware of your thoughts, emotions, or impulses, especially those with which you may be uncomfortable. If your teenage son comes home very late, you are likely to feel anger as he walks in the door. Warmth allows you to notice other emotions—for example, fear, disappointment, guilt, worry, or relief—that the anger might be masking. Clarity helps you understand how these emotions relate to the current situation. You might feel afraid that your son could have been hurt. You might feel disappointed that he didn’t have the courtesy to call. You might feel guilty about being an inadequate parent. You might feel worried that your son was becoming irresponsible. And you would probably feel relieved that he was safe. Warmth helps you accept all the emotions that you feel. Clarity helps you identify them precisely and know how to deal with them.


Sometimes, you feel an emotion that does not seem to have been caused by a specific event. When this happens, warmth helps you be aware of the sensations and thoughts that you usually ignore. Clarity helps you to separate these sensations and thoughts and then evaluate their influence on your current mood. For example, if you are at work and the day is going reasonably well, you might find yourself feeling irritable, for “no reason.” However, your irritation can come from a number of factors. You may not be getting things done as quickly as you’d like, or you may wish you were on vacation, or you may have had an argument with your child that morning, or you may simply be hungry. Warmth helps you to be open to unexpected factors that are related to your irritability. Clarity helps you to see precisely how each factor relates to your irritability. As a result, you can decide whether you should settle for doing a little less at work that day, start planning a vacation that evening, talk with your child when you get home, or get something to eat.


As you strengthen your warmth and clarity in a balanced manner, you will increase your ability to analyze several perspectives at once. You will be more accepting of others’ ideas and at the same time understand how to explain your own. Warmth is developed by attending techniques taught in chapter 3, and clarity is developed by concentrating techniques taught in chapter 4.



SPACIOUSNESS



Spaciousness complements the other four mental qualities. It is experienced as a sense of freedom, of mental vastness. It enhances humor and creativity. When you have developed the quality of mental spaciousness, you experience a spontaneity at the newness of each moment. You also feel confident that you can handle difficult situations, not necessarily because you already know the answers, but because you know you can create solutions as you need them.


When your mind is spacious, you are able to let go of your usual ways of organizing information. This letting go allows you to find solutions to problems that appear impossible. Many brain teasers are designed to evoke this experience. Try to make six straight rows of dots with exactly four dots in each row. This sounds simple until you try it using only twelve dots. Or, try to connect nine dots arranged in a three-by-three grid, using four straight lines, without lifting your pencil from the paper. As you discover the solutions to these, you will have small but real experiences of mental spaciousness. Such experiences come from breaking the mental limitations that keep you from discovering a solution. That is why being told the answer does not have the same effect as finding the answer for yourself.


Spaciousness also helps you create constructive outcomes from negative situations. If a coworker makes a mistake, expressing frustration is a natural response; however, it is rarely constructive. Spaciousness helps you to step back mentally from the immediate effects of the mistake. Then you can find ways to turn the mistake into a constructive learning experience for you and your coworker.


Spaciousness can also help you at home. If your child tries to help you clear the dishes and drops them on the floor, an automatic response can be irritation, even though your child is only trying to help. Spaciousness helps you to step back and distance yourself from the mess at your feet. Your automatic response changes from irritation to a calmer “Oh well.” Instead of being upset with your child, you both end up laughing together.


Spaciousness helps you let go of automatic ways of behaving and thinking so that you can discover new and creative options. As you increase your spaciousness and balance it with the first four mental qualities, you will find that you are more imaginative. You will become more humorous and more creative. Spaciousness is developed by opening techniques, taught in chapter 5.


The meditative practices we describe in part 1 are designed to develop these five mental qualities so you can use them effectively in daily life and use them to reduce stress. As you develop these qualities during your meditation practice, your reactions to life events will become more constructive and creative. These creative, spontaneous reactions will occur during routine events in your daily life, as well as during the unusual and more difficult situations that you encounter from time to time.


[image: image]


BRIAN’S REFLECTIONS ON THE INTRODUCTORY SESSION


Brian and Maria both attended an introductory meditation session. While they had different experiences of the class and different goals for meditation, by the end of the class each was enthusiastic about learning meditation.


On his way home from the introductory session, Brian reflects on his experience. One of the nice surprises was that the other people in the room all looked normal. Some were in sweats, some were in work clothes. There were even a few in business suits. “Hmm, this can’t be all that weird,” he had thought.


Brian found the idea of the five mental qualities interesting. As he thinks about them now, he can see examples of how they work in his life. He finds it quite easy to focus on things, and correctly decides he has a good deal of steadiness. He is also good at analyzing and picking out details. This comes from his mental clarity. However, he remembers numerous times when he was unable to change his focus or the way he was doing things. He has a reputation for being “stubborn” or “pigheaded.” He also realizes that while he analyzes well, he has difficulty understanding others’ perspectives. This has led to accusations that he is “closed-minded.” He now realizes that those difficulties come from a lack of flexibility and warmth. He is pleased with his ability to focus and analyze, and realizes that he does not need to lose those. He simply needs to develop the complementary qualities, flexibility and warmth.


Spaciousness intrigues Brian and he recalls instances when he’s had flashes of inspiration. He feels he could use a lot more spaciousness. He had asked the teacher if he should practice only the techniques that developed the qualities he thought he needed: flexibility, warmth, and spaciousness. “That is a good question,” the teacher had responded, “People need all the mental qualities, and they need to be balanced. Start by practicing all the meditation techniques in the proper sequence so you will develop all the qualities in a balanced manner. Later, you may find you want to practice some techniques more than others, depending on the mental qualities you want to develop most.”


Brian particularly liked the emphasis on practical results. During one part of the session, the attendees were asked to think about what they would like meditation to help them achieve—that is, their goals or intended results from meditating. They were asked to write down one or two goals in each of four life areas: health, performance, relationships, and spirituality. The teacher said if they had questions about possible goals, they could speak to him during the break.


Brian’s health goals were easy for him to pick. He knew about his health issues that were stress-related and it seemed that meditation could help with those. He decided that his health goals would be to reduce his neck tension and maybe even lower his blood pressure.


On the other hand, the performance goals that first came to Brian’s mind seemed too big for him to have any hope of accomplishing. After a little reflection he decided to work on improving his golf game. He asked the teacher about this because it seemed a little odd to use meditation for that goal. His teacher smiled and said, “Meditation doesn’t have to be completely serious. It is OK to use it for lighter things. Applying meditation to your golf game will help you improve, and make it more relaxing for you. From that experience you will learn how to apply the techniques to other goals.”
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