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A popular Buddhist teacher guides you through strategies to build and maintain a rock-solid daily meditation practice—from setting reminders to dealing with setbacks to introducing the philosophical concepts underpinning Buddhist meditation—and everything in between.


“Bodhipaksa’s calling as a brilliant meditation coach is a gift to us all. I am glad to see him going both wide and deep with Sit—a clear, comprehensive, compassionate program combining wise strategies and practical tactics, timeless insight and personal reflection.”


—GARY GACH


author of Pause . . . Breathe . . . Smile


“Sit offers more than tips for establishing a daily meditation practice. This book gently guides readers to understand and transform the subtle mental habits that may be limiting our potential and influencing the myriad choices we make every day of our lives.”


—SHAILA CATHERINE


author of Beyond Distraction: Five Practical Ways to Focus the Mind


“Bodhipaksa shows us that the real magic of meditation isn’t found in rare peak experiences, but in the steady rhythm of showing up daily. A little effort, repeated again and again, becomes a lifetime of practice.”


—MIGUEL CHEN


author of I Wanna Be Well: How a Punk Found Peace and You Can Too,


and musician, Teenage Bottlerocket


“If you want to cultivate a regular meditation practice (or habituate to any other healthy behaviors), then I highly recommend this book!”


—LORNE LADNER


PhD, psychologist, author of The Lost Art of Compassion


“Are you having trouble keeping up a meditation routine? Bodhipaksa has your back, providing dozens of tips and tricks to keep you on the cushion. Read it and sit!”


—DOUG SMITH


creator of Doug’s Dharma on YouTube



















Introduction


Don’t you admire those people who can meditate year after year without ever missing a day? I always have. But for a long time I was envious of them as well, because I was unable to sustain that kind of regularity. Sure, there had always been stretches when I’d sit daily without fail—sometimes for months at a time—but inevitably I’d start missing days, and sometimes a week would go by where I’d sat only once or twice. Yes, I knew meditation was important, but it seemed like a luxury I couldn’t afford in my time-poor life. After a retreat, my practice would become regular for a while, but the momentum would fizzle out and I’d be back to sitting erratically. Each New Year offered a fresh start, but it was always the same dynamic: a run of success that ultimately faltered. It was a mystery to me how some people managed to maintain what I now call a Rock-Solid Daily Meditation Practice.


I tried to convince myself that this irregularity didn’t matter. After all, even though my practice was erratic, it was helping me. It calmed me. It helped me be kinder. I’d even had some particularly deep meditations among all the busyness. But my meditation practice being irregular bothered me. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how many times I recommitted myself to daily practice, I just couldn’t stick to it. The worst part was that as a meditation teacher I felt hypocritical encouraging others to meditate regularly when I was struggling to do so myself. I couldn’t sugarcoat the fact that I was failing at something that ought to be basic.


A lot of irregular meditators experience this sense of failure. You’re just not the kind of person who can meditate daily. You lack the willpower that other meditators have, and you’ll never have it. This is the kind of story we tell ourselves. This narrative is meant to explain why we haven’t been able to establish a daily practice, but it ends up becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy, telling us that we never will be a Rock-Solid Daily Meditator. Our “failure” narrative gives us permission to give up trying.


Asking people how they sustain a daily practice long term is rarely enlightening. If someone’s naturally good at something and has never had to strive at it, they often can’t explain their secret. I remember when a woman I was dating took me ice skating for the first time. She could glide over the ice, making tight turns and spins with a natural grace and elegance. When I wasn’t clinging to the handrail I took hesitant, shaky steps, my feet slipping out from under me, my arms flailing to prevent me from crashing to the ice below. Her advice? “Don’t wobble!” The thing is, I didn’t know how not to wobble! When something comes easily to you, it can be hard to put yourself in the shoes of someone who struggles. It’s hard to guide someone through a process you haven’t been through yourself.


So I had to figure out from scratch how to become a Rock-Solid Daily Meditator. Not only did I learn to sit every day, but doing so was much easier than I thought it would be—or at least it was once I’d figured out strategies that supported my intention to sit daily. I even managed to achieve this at a particularly challenging time in my life, while I was busier and more stressed than I’d ever been. And this timing turned out to be perfect. Sitting daily helped me get through one of the most difficult times of my life.


Having worked out how to establish a daily practice for myself, I shared what I had learned with my meditation students. They found that it worked for them too. They discovered their own approaches, some of which helped me too. Their discoveries became part of my own practice and teaching, which went through further cycles of sharing, discussion, clarification, and refinement. What I bring to you in this book is an approach to meditating daily that was developed collectively. Together, my students and I evolved a collection of tools that has been helpful to many people. There are no guarantees, though. You, a meditator who wants to sit daily without fail, need to do some work in intelligently applying the principles outlined here. “You yourselves must strive. The Buddhas only point the way,” as the Buddha himself said.1 Not that I’m anywhere close to being a buddha, but you get the drift.


Since this book is about overcoming longstanding difficulties with establishing a daily meditation practice, I’m assuming that you’ve probably been meditating for a while. But if, for some reason, you’re just setting out on your meditation journey, you’re still welcome to proceed. I won’t be offering you a step-by-step guide to meditating—that’s outside the remit of this book—but the guided meditations that accompany this program will teach you the basics, and there are also some written pointers in Appendix 2. If you’re just starting off, I hope you’ll find that your meditation habit becomes firmly established from the get-go.


The Myth of Willpower


[image: ]


The main obstacle I had to overcome in establishing a regular daily practice was the belief that willpower is the key to establishing good habits. Who doesn’t want to have willpower? It’s been drummed into us that this is what we need if we want to achieve anything significant. But psychologists have shown that willpower plays no role whatsoever in developing and sustaining new habits. In one study, a six-week training course in self-control failed to help participants to change any habits at all in their lives. Even worse, participants found that trying to exercise self-control left them emotionally drained.2 Exercising willpower doesn’t work and makes you feel terrible. Some people will boast about their high levels of willpower—it’s a highly prestigious thing to brag about having—but they’re not necessarily describing what’s really happening. Another study on willpower showed that those who believed they were good at resisting temptation were those who were least exposed to temptation in the first place.3 They rated themselves highly on their willpower, yet they were not using willpower. What we think we’re doing isn’t necessarily what we are doing.


People who are good at overcoming bad habits, and so appear to have willpower, tend to avoid putting themselves into positions where they need to resist temptation. Rather than walk past the donut shop and end up battling with their cravings, they simply walk down a different street. They put the alarm clock on the other side of the room so that they aren’t tempted to stay in bed. Some might think that these are examples of willpower, but they aren’t: Willpower involves using the strength of your resolve so you can overcome temptation and attain a goal. Willpower is fighting yourself and winning. When you strategically keep temptations out of sight and out of mind, you may be making wise choices, but this isn’t willpower. It’s a different approach altogether: rather than fighting yourself and winning, you’re strategically avoiding getting into fights with yourself. We can call this self-control or motivational strategizing, but it’s misleading to call it willpower.


The famous “marshmallow study,” done in 1970 by the Stanford psychologist Walter Mischel, was meant to be a test of willpower, but a closer look calls into question whether that’s what was really going on. In this study, preschool children with an average age of four and a half were put in a room by themselves, sitting at a desk on which there was a marshmallow. They were told that if they could go fifteen minutes without eating the marshmallow, they would be given a second marshmallow. Getting two marshmallows instead of one is a huge deal when you’re that age. But fifteen minutes alone in a room is a long time, especially with temptation right in front of you. As you’d expect, some kids earned the second marshmallow, but others succumbed to temptation.




We might assume that this study showed which kids had willpower and which lacked it. That’s not really what happened. Willpower is about forcibly controlling your actions through the strength of your desire. But the kids who didn’t eat the first marshmallow were successful not because of the strength of their desire. They were successful because they had strategies to help them direct their attention away from the marshmallow.


The strategies the kids used included singing songs, wriggling in their seats, covering their eyes, doing little dances, pretending that the marshmallow was something that they hated, looking everywhere but directly in front of them, and in every possible way avoiding the delicious temptation that was sitting right there on the desk. One kid even put herself to sleep. The more strategies children had, the longer they were able to resist temptation. Imagine that you’re one of the kids who, for whatever reason, had never learned to do these kinds of things. What do you do? You stare at the marshmallow and say to yourself, “I must not eat the treat!” You try using willpower! But this means you’re keeping your focus on the treat, and this in turn makes you more likely to eat it. If two children have an equally strong desire to attain a goal, the one who has the most effective strategies to get there is most likely to succeed.4 The idea behind willpower is that if you make yourself want something strongly enough, it’ll happen. But without strategies, no amount of wanting will work.


Now it might seem like I’m making a distinction so subtle that it amounts to pedantry, but it’s actually important. If you want to meditate daily, success will not come from increasing the desire to meditate daily. If you’ve struggled with this for years, you already have all the desire you need. What you lack are strategies for reminding yourself to sit, for handling thoughts and feelings of resistance, for making it feel good to meditate, and for fitting the habit of sitting into an already busy schedule. When we focus on willpower instead of strategies, we’re doing something that doesn’t make a difference—and so we fail. We blame this failure on a “lack of willpower,” telling ourselves that what we need is a stronger desire. And so we fail again. That’s why we can go decades with an erratic meditation habit.


People for whom daily meditation practice comes naturally are those who have adopted, often unconsciously, strategies that support their intention. This is great news for anyone who has difficulty committing to sit, because if we are willing to learn those strategies then we too can become Rock-Solid Daily Meditators. Certainly, that’s been my experience, and it’s been the experience of hundreds of my meditation students. It’s been exciting to watch people recording their progress: 28 days in a row, 100 days, 365 days, 1,000 days. I recently heard from two people who were on one of my early Get Your Sit Together courses, who had just recorded their 4,000th consecutive day of practice. That’s 11 years of unbroken daily practice—not missing even one single day—which really is astonishing.5


So what we’re going to do is to learn strategies that support daily practice. I’ll suggest many of these. Generally we’re like those preschoolers in the classroom—we need lots of tools at our disposal, because one strategy on its own might not be enough. So we need another, and maybe another, and another. These strategies work together to help us find success.


Before we get started on Day 1 I’d like to introduce you to one particularly important strategy that we’ll employ throughout this program.


The Miracle of Micro-Habits
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The Buddha said, “Drop by drop, the water jug fills. Likewise, the wise one, gathering it little by little, fills themselves with good.”6 He didn’t know it, but he was talking about what are now called micro-habits. A micro-habit is a small but meaningful step toward a big goal. Right now I’m employing micro-habits to help me learn Danish. Becoming fluent in that language is my big goal. My micro-habit—the drops I’m accumulating—is short sessions of just five or so minutes a day using a popular language-learning app. You might think that you wouldn’t learn much in five minutes a day, but by the time I’d been practicing for about eighteen months I could often understand a fair bit of what the Danes I followed on social media were saying, and was able to decipher some of the headlines and summaries of news stories. After two years I was starting to join in with their conversations. So this is an example of a micro-habit—a small but meaningful step toward a larger goal. Drop by drop, my jar is filling.


Adopting micro-habits is a helpful strategy because one of our worst enemies when we’re developing a new habit is naive optimism. Had I decided to learn Danish by studying for thirty minutes a day, I would have quickly given up. There are just too many days when I don’t have that amount of time. Aiming for a lot of learning, I’d learn less. Aiming for a small amount of learning, I learn more.


In the meditation classes or sitting groups we attend, the sits are often twenty to forty minutes, or maybe even longer. When we try to establish a daily practice at home, we assume that’s what we should do. And because we believe in willpower, we assume that if we really want to sit every day, it’ll happen. But it’s incredibly difficult to fit a new thirty- or forty-minute habit into an already full schedule. If you try, you’re almost certainly setting yourself up for failure. Merely wanting something to happen isn’t enough. Setting a goal isn’t enough. Yes, you might manage to follow your lofty plans for a few days, but usually you’ll find you can’t sustain the effort. And then you’ll feel bad and consider yourself a failure. And then you’ll stop even trying, because you believe you don’t have what it takes.


So I suggest the strategy of committing to meditate for just five minutes a day as a baseline for your practice. This is your micro-habit. These are your water drops. Five minutes of meditation a day is attainable; I think even the busiest of us can find five minutes each day for meditation. When you have the time and inclination you can of course meditate for longer, and maybe you’ll do that most days. But it’s almost inevitable that sometimes you’re going to have a crazy schedule where five minutes is all you can manage, and you’ll be glad you set the bar low. That day, you’ll feel good about having succeeded at sticking to your commitment, while with a bigger aim you’d have failed and felt bad about it.


Now, some of you are going to say that a goal of five minutes a day is too little. That it’s hardly worth it. That real meditation involves much longer sits. But remember that our goal is to establish a Rock-Solid Daily Meditation Habit. Five minutes a day gets your foot in the door; it allows you to have a daily practice. So we establish the daily habit first, then we’re free to make the sits longer. In fact, I really hope you do end up meditating for thirty or forty minutes or more every single day—but if you want it to happen every day, start small and build up. If, after this exhortation, you’re still skeptical about the wisdom of starting with five minutes of meditation a day, I have three words for you: beware naive optimism.


They say that the perfect is the enemy of the good. In my early days, long before I’d learned how to become a Rock-Solid Daily Meditator, I’d often not meditate at all if I couldn’t sit for forty minutes. It would have been far better if I had settled for a shorter sit; if I’d said to myself, “I only have ten minutes to meditate, so I’ll do ten minutes,” rather than “I only have ten minutes to meditate, so I won’t bother.” Sitting for a shorter length of time would have kept the momentum of my practice going, and in the long run I’d have done far more meditation and felt much better about myself.


And I’m not alone with that. Countless people have fallen into the trap of this forty-minutes-or-nothing mindset, where spiritual perfectionism has prevented them from establishing a daily practice. Setting the bar low by committing to sit for at least five minutes a day is one of our most important strategies. Starting with a low bar gives you a feeling of success that you can build on. Starting with a high bar gives you a feeling of failure that stops you in your tracks.


This book is presented as a twenty-eight-day course, with one chapter for each day. Some days will introduce just one strategy, while some days will include several. The more strategies you have at your disposal, the more successful you’re likely to be—so the further you get into the book, the more likely it is that you’ll find yourself sitting daily. As you work your way through the book, you can intelligently adapt and fine-tune the strategies so that they fit your personal needs. Since accumulating a toolbox of strategies takes time, your meditation habit may not be rock solid from the very beginning. Early on you might miss a day now and then, but if that happens, don’t lose heart. Just keep on going. Remember that this initial wobbliness is just part of the learning process. If you miss a day, just start sitting again as soon as possible. Reflect on what tripped you up and how you might do things differently next time. And above all, come back to the book and keep learning more strategies. Eventually you’ll get to a tipping point where you just don’t miss days.


By the time you get to Day 5 or 6 and have a decent number of strategies under your belt, I’m reasonably sure that most of you will already be more confident in your ability to do this. But it may take longer—maybe more than twenty-eight days. We’re all different.


The Benefits of Daily Practice
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There’s no doubt that sitting daily improves the quality of your meditation practice. A couple of days off the cushion often leaves us with a backlog of emotional stuff to process. When you come back to your practice after a break you have to deal with this backlog, and your sits are distracted. If you continue sitting daily, however, then your practice settles down. Your mind becomes calmer. You’re more at peace with yourself. And although your practice still has its ups and downs, as it always will, overall you’ll feel that you’re gathering momentum.


Meditating regularly also affects your experience in daily life. You know this. When you meditate, it makes you kinder and calmer. If you meditate consistently, you experience the benefits more consistently too. But there are other benefits as well. Charles Duhigg, a Pulitzer Prize–winning reporter who wrote a book called The Power of Habit, talks about the phenomenon of “keystone habits.” These are good habits that help you to cultivate other good habits. The keystone is the highest stone in an arched bridge, and it holds all the other stones in place. No keystone, no bridge. With keystone habits in place, many other good habits can be supported. Meditation is a keystone habit. It supports the development of other good habits.


Every time I’ve run a Get Your Sit Together course, participants have reported that as they’ve learned to sit daily, they’ve developed other good habits as well. They start practicing a musical instrument they’ve neglected, or start running, or their houses become tidier. They are more attracted to healthy foods. This happens because one good habit—not just meditation, but regular, daily meditation—enables others to happen. Meditation tones down reactive emotions, making us less prone to the anxiety, depression, and anger that push us into making bad decisions. Meditation helps us be more focused and less distracted. It makes us more aware of what’s truly important so that we can be more intentional in how we act in the world. It even promotes the growth of brain cells and improves your ability to think about complex things, making you smarter. All those things will help with any other good habit you may want to cultivate.


Perhaps the single most important benefit of establishing a regular daily practice, though, is confidence. Not being able to stick to our desire to meditate daily is undermining. But as the habit of meditating daily takes root, you start to feel a positive sense of accomplishment. You realize that you’ve overcome a pattern of resistance that’s long defeated you. You feel more competent. You believe in yourself more and start to overcome self-doubts that have held you back in other areas of your life. Becoming a Rock-Solid Daily Meditator can be a profound turning point in our lives. It was for me, and I hope it will be for you too.


Two Ways to Use This Book
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When I originally created the Get Your Sit Together program, it took the form of twenty-eight daily emails, each one of which contained a link to one or more guided meditations. There was also an online forum for discussion and support. The content of those emails, substantially rewritten, forms the basis of the twenty-eight chapters that await you. My first attempt to turn the program into a book consisted mainly of just those emails, with an added introduction and some supplementary material at the end. I wanted the book to be short and sweet, with brief chapters that you could read easily in a day. But that book, had it been published, would have been so slim that it would have vanished between the spines of the all the normal-sized books lining the shelves of your local bookshop. My publisher suggested expanding the book considerably. That was excellent advice, but it introduces the danger that if there’s too much for you to read comfortably every day you might not be able to keep up. And then you might become demoralized and give up, which is the last thing I want.


This book is a support to help you meditate every day, and I don’t want a lack of reading time to get in the way of your practice. So what I’ve done is to structure each chapter in six parts. If reading an entire chapter every day is too much, then don’t read an entire chapter. Instead, you can focus each day on the material that’s most central.






	1. In each chapter there’s a Practice Reminder section, which is just a few words reminding you of the importance of practicing meditation rather than merely reading about it. Reading about meditation can give us a virtuous feeling, even when we haven’t actually done any practice. We want to avoid falling into that trap. If you find it helpful, listen to the guided meditations that you can find online here: https://wisdomexperience.org/sit-meditation-guides-from-bodhipaksa. Or just scan this QR code:
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These recordings can be a support for your practice.




	2. Then there’s a Today section. This offers a brief summary of what we’re going to read on that day. So that’s easy. If you don’t have much time, just read these first two sections—Practice Reminder and Today—and do your meditation practice, with or without the support of the guided meditations.



	3. Then there’s the Strategies section, which offers suggestions to help you build the habit of meditating daily. These are the sections I recommend you make time to read if you can. I’ve kept them brief, so it should be easy enough to read one of these a day—but if that’s not always possible, just do what you can. The main thing is to meditate.



	4. Then there’s a Going Deeper section, which explores the Buddhist teachings underpinning our practice. These are optional extras. If you don’t have time to read them, then come back to them later. You might in effect end up reading the book twice—once for the stuff that gets you meditating daily, and a second time to add more depth to your understanding of what we’re doing and why we’re doing it.



	
5. There’s a Reflection section, which encourages you to make the content of the Going Deeper section more experiential. The text is quite short, but journaling and reflecting can’t always be hurried, so here again I suggest leaving this for days when you have plenty of time. Alternatively, you can come back to these exercises later.




	6. Finally, each chapter ends with a Last Words section. This is usually just one or two sentences summarizing the Going Deeper section. If you don’t have time to read the Going Deeper sections every day, at least you’ll know what you’re missing.






So, the two ways to read this book are to read it all in one go if you have the time, or to skip the Going Deeper bit and come back to it later if you don’t.


One More Question (Actually It’s Two)
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Before we begin, I have an important question: Is this a good time for you to start developing a daily meditation habit? Sometimes it won’t be. If you or your partner is giving birth tomorrow, for example, or if you have a huge project to do for work, or you’re renovating your home, then this might not be a suitable time to get started. Sure, you will get to the point where you will keep practicing daily no matter what, but that’s something we need to work toward. If it’s not a good time, wait until life gets back to its usual levels of crazy, rather than off-the-charts crazy.


If nothing big is on the horizon, though, then perhaps this is as good a time as any to start becoming a Rock-Solid Daily Meditator. So I’ll ask you another question: Are you willing to commit to sit for five minutes every day? Because that’s the deal.


If the answer to both questions is yes, why not turn the page, and we’ll get started.


















DAY 1:


[image: ]


Track Your Practice


Practice Reminder
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One of the problems people have in establishing a daily meditation practice is finding the time. Do you have five minutes right now? I assume you do, since you picked up this book with the intention to read it. Go sit! Practicing is far more important than reading about practicing. If you want, you can support your sit with one of the guided meditations available here: https://wisdomexperience.org/sit-meditation-guides-from-bodhipaksa. Or scan this QR code:
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Today
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Today we have something of a strategy dump, with several helpful things I encourage you to do: tapping into the power of celebration, recording your practice, changing your understanding of when a day begins and ends, and setting reminders.




Strategies
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Celebrate


Assuming you just meditated, I’m going to ask you to do the following: Right now, say to yourself, out loud or in your head, “Yay, me!” Punch a fist in the air or raise both arms over your head, like a runner crossing the finish line. Celebration is important, because it creates pleasant feelings. Those feeling help you to feel good about practicing, making it more likely that you’ll do it regularly. This is an important strategy that we’ll explore further on Day 8, “Celebrate the Small Stuff.”


Record Your Practice


Having a visual record of your practice is another powerful strategy for cultivating a Rock-Solid Daily Meditation Practice. Here’s a link to a twenty-eight-day calendar that you can download and print out to track your progress: https://wisdomexperience.org/sit-meditation-guides-from-bodhipaksa. Or just scan this QR code:
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If you already have a paper calendar (and if you’ve already meditated) you can put a big check mark on it for today. It helps if you have the calendar page in a place where you’ll see it during the day.


Now you could in theory use a calendar on your computer or phone, but I do not recommend this. A phone calendar is not as immediately visible or accessible as a paper one that’s taped to your refrigerator, and a more concrete reminder of your practice tends to be more effective. You have to remember to look at your phone’s calendar before you can see it. If you forget, then it has failed as a reminder. Plus, phones themselves are a source of distraction.


What Is a “Day”?


We’re aiming for a minimum of five minutes of meditation every day. I’d suggest that for the purpose of tracking your progress you define a day biologically, starting when you wake up and ending when you go back to sleep, rather than a calendar day, starting and ending at midnight.


The reason for defining days in this way is that some of us decide we’re going to meditate before we go to sleep at night, but for whatever reason we stay up until after midnight. If it’s 12:05 a.m. and you realize you haven’t meditated since you got up, then from the point of view of the calendar, you’ve blown it. You missed a day. But from the point of view of human daily rhythms, it’s still “today” and you can still meet your goal of meditating daily. Understanding a “day” in this way is an effective strategy.7


Set a Reminder


Allied with keeping a visual record of our meditation is the use of reminders. We like to think that we’ll remember things, but our brains aren’t very efficient, especially when they’re juggling complex schedules. The human brain is essentially an electrochemical computer made of fat, protein, and water. It’s a miracle that it can function at all, and it’s not surprising that it is fallible. So set yourself some kind of reminder right now. It can be low-tech, like a sticky note by your bedside or on your bathroom mirror, or it can be more high-tech, like a repeating daily reminder on your phone. This is yet another strategy. Go do it. (Yes, I mean now.)




Assuming you’ve meditated today, your reminder should be to meditate for a minimum of five minutes tomorrow, preferably at a specified time. (We’ll talk more about scheduling in tomorrow’s chapter.)


We’ve already learned a lot of strategies, and it’s only Day 1! There are a lot more of these tricks to come. That’s all for now, except to say that if you haven’t meditated yet today, make a detailed plan of when and where you’re going to do it. Perhaps the time is now.


I recommend reading the following section only if you have the time. If not, skip it, move onto Day 2 tomorrow, and come back to read today’s “Going Deeper” section at another time.


Going Deeper
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The principle of conditionality, also known as dependent origination (paṭiccasamuppāda in Pali), is the essence of the Buddha’s teaching, or Dharma. “Whoever sees conditionality sees the Dharma. Whoever sees the Dharma sees conditionality,” he said.8


Conditionality means that things happen when—and only when—the conditions are right. To give an everyday example, a healthy plant arises in dependence upon water, as well as nutrients, air, appropriate temperatures, and so on. The healthy plant ceases to exist when any of those conditions is no longer present—as you’ve no doubt found if your ability to care for houseplants is anything like mine.


Conditionality means not just that things only happen when the conditions are right, but that they will happen when the conditions are right. Any given thing will inevitably come into being if the necessary supporting conditions are present. With the appropriate conditions, a seed will develop into a healthy plant. If it doesn’t, then some condition was missing.


Now, if we want to create a regular daily meditation practice, we often assume that the most important supportive condition is willpower, because that’s what we’ve been told all our lives. But willpower—forcing yourself to do something you’re resistant to—is not the answer. The importance of willpower is something that the Buddha seems to have had fun debunking. One time he conjured up a scenario that I imagine gave his monks a good chuckle:




Suppose a man were to throw a large boulder into a deep lake of water, and a great crowd of people, gathering and congregating, would pray, praise, and circumambulate with their hands palm-to-palm over the heart [saying], “Rise up, O boulder! Come floating up, O boulder! Come float to the shore, O boulder!” What do you think: would that boulder—because of the prayers, praise, and circumambulation of that great crowd of people—rise up, come floating up, or come float to the shore?9





The monks reportedly said “No, Lord.” (Although some of them might have been thinking, “Is this a trick question?”)


The Buddha repeatedly pointed out that wishing for something to happen is a fruitless exercise unless we take the appropriate practical steps to produce the desired outcome. He emphasized that spiritual practice will be successful even when we don’t have an overt wish for success, as long as we’re doing the right things. “If they follow the holy life even when having made no wish, they are capable of obtaining results . . . Why is that? Because it is an appropriate way of obtaining results.”10


This book is based on the principle of conditionality. To become Rock-Solid Daily Meditators we need to adopt strategies that help create and sustain a daily meditation practice. These are habits that bring your practice to mind, make you keen to practice, and make it easier to meditate than not to meditate. Of course we need to want to meditate daily. The desire to meditate daily is a necessary condition for success. But that desire is not sufficient in itself. The idea behind willpower is that all you need is the desire, and that success comes from making the desire stronger. (Honestly, it’s exhausting just writing about it!) So, having the desire is a necessary starting point, but no amount of desire is going to bring about significant change in the absence of strategic action.


So, in this twenty-eight-day program, we’re engaged in a practical exploration of conditionality. What conditions—actions or outlooks—support the arising of a Rock-Solid Daily Meditation Practice? What conditions hinder us, and how can we learn to avoid them? Exploring these topics, and putting the lessons we learn into practice, is the purpose of this book.


Today we’ve learned the importance of several of those conditions: prioritizing practice over reading about practice, keeping a visual reminder of our progress, creating reminders, and thinking of days as being organic rather than dictated by the calendar. That’s already a lot, and we’ll learn many more supportive conditions over the rest of this twenty-eight-day program.


Conditionality, as well as being the general principle that things exist only if we create the appropriate conditions, is often formulated in the early Buddhist teachings as lists of experiences leading from suffering to enlightenment. Meditation and the states arising from it are frequently a part of these formulas. Without going into too much detail, a common pattern in these spiritual flow charts is that living ethically (that is, with kindness and mindfulness) leads to freedom from remorse, making it easier for us to meditate. Meditation in turn leads to joy, ease, and calm, bringing about a deep stillness that makes it easier for us to observe our experience closely. And this close observation of our experience—especially its impermanent and insubstantial nature—leads to awakening, or enlightenment, which is freedom from suffering.11




It’s good to remember, then, that in creating the habit of daily meditation, we are also creating a life that’s more joyful and satisfying, and that leads toward enlightenment. Right now, right here, you’re on a path that leads to Buddhahood. And you’re not alone. We’ll be together every step of the way.


Reflection


[image: ]


Spend some time thinking about a good habit that you already do regularly. It might be something like going to the gym or learning a language on an app. Write down all the conditions you can think of that support that practice. If I were to write about brushing my teeth, I might list things like “It’s part of my morning bathroom routine. The toothbrush and toothpaste are right there in front of me. I enjoy running my tongue over my smooth, clean teeth.” And so on. Write down everything, no matter how trivial it may seem. If you do something regularly, there are probably lots of supportive conditions.


Last Words


[image: ]


One by one we put into place the conditions that support the creation of a Rock-Solid Daily Meditation Practice. We need to want to establish that habit, but wanting is not enough. What’s important is that we intelligently work to make sure that every internal and external factor we can work with is designed to support rather than hinder our desire to meditate daily.


See you tomorrow!
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