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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  FALLING INTO EASY

  Meditation promotes mindfulness, presence and mental clarity – qualities sadly lacking in our stressed culture. For many of us, finding these qualities is also difficult because of the barriers our minds erect against this simple and powerful practice.

  Dee Willock’s Falling Into Easy removes the barriers gently and painlessly, leading us to hear that peaceful, small, still voice that arises from deep within to nourish us in all ways: body, mind and soul.

  Dr. Gabor Maté, author of In The Realm of Hungry Ghosts, Scattered Minds and When The Body Says No.

  What a concept – that meditation can be fun, natural, and something you want to do every day! Reading Falling into Easy is like having a conversation with a good friend who knows the path well, and walks with you awhile – to make sure you find your way. Dee Willock’s gentle and insightful manner makes her the ideal companion for that journey.

  Tim Ward, author of What the Buddha Never Taught, Savage Breast, and the forthcoming book about spiritual practice in modern life, Zombies on Kilimanjaro.

  Despite the many proven health benefits of meditation, many people find the idea of taking up a regular discipline somewhat daunting. In this practical and highly personal book, Dee Willock demystifies meditation practice and transforms it into something accessible to all. Weaving seamlessly between philosophy, practical instruction and personal experience, she gently guides the reader through the nuances of the meditative process, along the way identifying common mental difficulties that camouflage the true self. Falling into Easy makes a delightful and enlightning read. Though directed primarily toward the novice meditator, the book is replete with information that will appeal as well to the most seasoned practitioner.

  Dr. Michael Greenwood, author of The Unbroken Field, Braving the Void and Paradox and Healing.

  Falling Into Easy presents a wise, practical approach to developing and sustaining a meditation practice. Dee Willock’s book offers a fine balance of intellectual/historical references and understanding combined with creative, personal experience-based suggestions and techniques. The visualizations are excellent – poetic, calming, centering, effective for slowing and focusing the busy mind and allowing space for mindfulness and awareness to arise from within naturally. Altogether an impressive and highly useful guide to meditation, for the novice or the experienced meditator.

  Ellery Littleton, author of Old Rocks, New Streams - 64 Poems from the I Ching and Hummingbird Tattoo – an award-winning collection of erotic haiku.
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  For Serah


  Foreword

  Reading Falling into Easy is like having a conversation with a good friend who knows the path well and walks with you a while, just to make sure you find your way. Dee Willock’s gentle and insightful manner makes her the ideal companion for a journey many of us want to take. We long for a quiet, interior place where we can pause and catch our breath – a place to recollect ourselves, gain a fresh perspective, and then plunge back into life.

  Dee’s unique approach to meditation recognizes that in itself, meditating is a natural state for us humans. It’s not something we have to struggle to master. It’s a way of being that’s available to us right here and now.

  I used to take meditation very seriously, living first in a Tibetan Monastery in the Himalayas, later in a Theravada monastery in the jungles of northeastern Thailand. I also devoted considerable time to learning Tai Chi and Qigong in China. While I learned a lot from being part of these communities, there were two things I found challenging as a Westerner encountering the mystic East.

  First, to get to core teachings on meditation – the stuff I found life-changing – one had to immerse oneself in an exotic culture and a foreign language. I found this to be true for most meditation traditions that come from the East, such as Buddhism, Yoga, Qigong, Sufism and Tantra, to name but a few. It’s as if these amazing techniques are all wrapped up in shiny, colorful packaging. But it’s the hard plastic kind that is so difficult to remove.

  I’ve since discovered many secular Buddhist and Yoga communities in the West that approach meditation with a fresh perspective. For them, the goal is to extract from these ancient teachings the practical and transformational techniques that can be made accessible to anyone regardless of their cultural background and beliefs. “No robes, no ritual, no religion” is the motto on one such society. You can be Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Mormon, atheist, it doesn’t matter. Meditation is for everyone.

  The second challenge for me was the sense of elitism I found embedded in most Eastern spiritual traditions. The ‘teachings’ were regarded as esoteric secrets which the master would impart only to his or her chosen disciples. Or else adherents to a lineage would seclude themselves in a monastery or ashram and devote themselves to a lifetime of practice and study. The main role of the lay population was to support the monks and masters, gaining good karma for their efforts. I remember the abbot at my monastery in Thailand advising us to not speak too much with visiting villagers, because familiarity would breed a loss of reverence, and that could lead to a drop in offerings. The masters tended to treat their teachings like software companies treat their computer code. It was intellectual property that needed to be protected from outsiders.

  We are fortunate indeed to live in a time in which this barrier is breaking down. The intellectual property of spiritual masters has become more like ‘open-source code’ – available for anyone to acquire, adapt and innovate. In the last several decades, many Eastern teachers have come to the West with an open hand, and Westerners in turn have immersed themselves in Eastern esoteric practices in order to share them as freely and widely as possible. The premium today is on accessibility – creating simple, dogma-free practices anyone can incorporate into their daily lives.

  This breakthrough in accessibility in the wisdom of the East has been accompanied in the West by startling breakthroughs in brain science. Neurobiologists have discovered that the brain is much more malleable than we once believed. We not only grow new brain cells, we actually can strengthen certain neural pathways in our heads and weaken others. Our habitual thought patterns actually modify the wiring of our brain. In other words, the mind uses the brain to create itself. So when we meditate, our minds are consciously creating brain states of openness, relaxation, kindness and peace. When we spend time in these states, we strengthen these neural pathways so that in daily life they become more easily accessible to us.

  I perceive this as the true and inherent value of daily meditation. For me, it’s no longer an exotic, demanding practice to attain an esoteric spiritual state. Instead, it’s a natural way of gently exercising the mind, so that we can easily access our deepest and most joyful sense of being.

  With Falling Into Easy, I have indeed found it easier to effortlessly fall into these moments. Dee brings meditation into clear view so that anyone can acquire, adapt and innovate. Her book’s beguiling simplicity, clarity and gentleness make it a rare gem – and something of genuine value to its readers. After reading Falling Into Easy, I wanted everyone else to read it and I wanted to read it again! I trust this will be your experience as well, when you walk with Dee along this path.

  Tim Ward is the author of What the Buddha Never Taught, Savage Breast, and Zombies on Kilimanjaro.


  Introduction

  Meditation can be tricky and a little sticky. Just when we seem to be getting the hang of it, we somehow lose it. The very approach that worked yesterday appears to be gone today. Then when we do find our way back, and our meditation method is working, we might get a little attached to our method.

  The elusive nature of meditation and the clinging nature of our minds provide us with plenty of interesting challenges. If we find that meditation seems to be slipping away from us, we can easily give up on the idea all together. Or once we find our way into the world of meditation, we might become a little stuck or attached to our approach. So what to do?

  Unhinge and experiment. We can undo the claps of stickiness as though we are sliding out of a suit of armor that is binding us. We can imagine the undoing as a kind of unlearning. Instead of learning to meditate, we will unlearn to meditate. Instead of wanting to control, suppress or eliminate our racing thoughts, we will unhinge, and release from racing thoughts. We won’t change what is racing, but we will strengthen what isn’t racing.

  Accompanying the unhinging is the experimenting. We set out to discovering something unknown, and to determine the efficacy of something previously untried. We can experiment and take our mind to new and untested places. Hey, it’s our mind. Let’s have our way with it. And if we bump up against some resistance, we can try to find a way in, or through, or behind the resistance. If none of this seems to be working, we can move on, and come back to that particular experiment later.

  Each time we unhinge and experiment, we get closer to a meditation practice that can work for us. In the end, we may discover that meditation is not so tricky or sticky after all. Just when meditation seems impossible, we step into possible.


  Chapter One

  How It Started

  I woke up one morning from a dream that had two prevailing messages. The first was that my car was out of oil and the second was that I should teach meditation. As I rolled over in bed pondering these messages, I felt a stabbing pain in my right wrist and remembered that I had somehow sprained it lifting boxes in the basement the night before. I got up, wrapped my wrist for the day and wondered if my car really was out of oil. When I got to my car, I realized that I couldn’t lift the hood because that would require two fully- functioning hands. So I carefully and awkwardly drove to the closest gas station. When I pulled up to the pump, a service man arrived at the window with a big smile on his face, proudly displaying his nametag which read, Bud. I let Bud know about the possible oil situation. As Bud struggled to open the hood (tricky lever) I got out of the car to offer support. There we both were, leaning over the engine looking for the dipstick. As I pointed to the obscure location of the stick, Bud turned his head and looked straight at me and said, “I’m in a lot of pain. I have had three heart surgeries and haven’t found a way to handle the pain. I was thinking of trying meditation but I don’t know how to do that.” Then he wiped the dipstick and said, “You need oil all right, there is none in your engine!” I stood still for a moment watching his face. Did he just say that? Then I thought, What I should do first? Go inside and purchase a few quarts of oil, or teach him how to meditate? I chose the latter.

  I told Bud that when he got home, he should find a comfortable place to sit or lie, and just watch how he was breathing, and how his body moved as he breathed. Then he could take note of any thoughts that distracted him from his focus on the breath. If he found that some thoughts were so strong they stopped him from noticing his breath, he could write them down on a piece of paper, and then go back to noticing what his breath was doing. I told him that this watching of the breath was the first of a few steps to help him gain a little distance from the pain. Bud said with excitement that he would go right home, get his pen and paper, and really work at it. I said, “No, don’t think of this as work. See if you can find a way to make it easy, so you can look forward to it.” He nodded and said, “Right,” and headed off to the next car at the pump.

  I thought about Bud all the way home. Bud had heard of meditation but didn’t really know what it meant or how to do it. What he did know was that he wanted a way to handle his pain and find some ease in his life. And if you are like Bud, you may be holding out hope that there is some help, some way of easing out of your struggle. You may be hearing a little voice in your head telling you that there has to be another way. Well, there is help and it is close at hand. It sits just below the surface of our awareness as a kind of stillness that will reveal itself as the relief we want. It is lying in wait, only a few degrees from where we are right now. But first, let’s begin by taking a closer look at the idea of meditation itself.

  A New Look

  The notion of meditation can be loaded with images of discipline, structure, commitment, restriction and a whole lot of shoulds. And the idea of having one more should is enough to stop us from developing a practice we can love. The thought of more hard work ahead is just too sad. And, realistically, if we were left in a quiet room with traditional meditation instructions, we would probably end up at the beach, or in front of our computers, or suddenly having to do some very important laundry. Instead, we want to somehow find a way to look forward to meditation. We hope to be saying, I want to meditate not I should meditate. We want to find a way to unhinge, to fall away and to land… and then discover the amazing richness that we suspect has been here, in us, all along. And guess what? Where we land actually ends up being just here, in this present moment.

  What is the present moment exactly? Initially we see it as a concept that lies right smack in the middle of past and future: a little pocket of time that we don’t often notice except when it grabs our attention. For a few seconds we are in the present moment when we step off the plane into a foreign country, or when a child is born, or when we receive a call from the doctor asking us to come in for test results. Suddenly, we take everything in, right then. We are so awake that we can almost feel the moment on the tips of our fingers as we rub them together – the moment, just as it is. Our journey now is to obtain this acute aliveness without having to travel, constantly produce children, or regularly receive shocking news.

  Our journey is also about being in our world in a new way – a way that will help us sit in a place that is big enough to allow us to breathe freely and see clearly. The little voice in your head is right. There is an easier way. In this new place, we are less reactive, have less fear and anxiety, and can handle physical pain in a new way. We begin to allow layers of compassion, tolerance and quiet reflection to rise to the surface. We release the habits that keep us circling and circling the same old wagon; habits that have been with us forever. Avoidance, repression or reaction have become the norm, and have isolated us from some sort of truth we suspect is at hand. And, in this isolation, we have a tendency to dissociate from the present moment.

  Escape

  Many of us dissociate and disconnect. Any trauma we have experienced – big or small, childhood or recent – can make us want to escape from feelings or sensations we are experiencing. We have the tendency to leave the present moment by eating, drinking, consuming, repressing or ignoring. Or we cope with our discomfort by shielding and deflecting, as though we are holding our arms over our brows as we walk through the streets.

  Shantideva, a spiritual teacher from 8th century India, describes this tendency in one of his many teachings.1 Shantideva taught that when our life around us is uncomfortable, we feel as though we are walking around all day over hot pavement and sharp stones without any shoes on. We feel every disturbance. We are irritated by noises, smells and sights as well as conversations and opinions. We want to avoid the hot pavement and sharp stones. We want to cover over those things that disturb us. Our attempt to protect ourselves is like trying to cover everything around us with big pieces of leather – our yards, our neighborhoods, our work places, and our lives – all covered with leather so we can’t feel the hot tar, the sharp stones, the critical words or the disturbing thoughts. However, Shantideva suggested instead that we cover our feet with leather by putting on some shoes. Simpler, I think. Working with our minds, through meditation, is like putting on a pair of shoes. We can go anywhere and experience anything and our feet (and feelings) won’t get hurt. We can learn to stabilize our mind and become more solid in ourselves so people and situations do not throw us off. And as varied as our shoes are, so are our ways to work with the mind.

  What We Are Looking For

  Let’s start by redefining the word meditation. Instead of associating meditation with lists of shoulds, we can now look at it as a kind of treasure hunt for the curious. We are hunting for some lost air space that lives in and around us and is often imperceptible. This air space sits in the gap between our thoughts. It has the ability to expand to great proportions, and send messages back to the mind about an unencumbered existence. Our mind can’t figure out exactly where it is or how it exists because the air space doesn’t fit any rational explanation. But we can let our minds know that it is something like white space on a page, or extra room in our closet we didn’t know we had, or a secret area behind the bookshelf.

  The air space can become so spacious and sublime that it defies definition. It is unburdened with the clutter of thoughts, plans, emotions and beliefs. The air inside is fresh and spacious, yet primitive and deep. This air space can propel us into glorious feelings we have rarely sensed or known.

  But, we don’t actually go looking for this air space, because again the mind doesn’t think we have it. Instead we turn to a kind of meditation that uses the imagination to find the lost air space: a meditation that suspends the mind. Through imagery we learn to fall away from the mind’s holdings and settle back into a spaciousness that already exists within us. Through imagery and metaphor, we will imagine our way through rivers, caves, teeter-totters and even a party. It’ll be fun.

  So now when we hear the word meditation we will know we are on a different journey – one in which we can find our kinship with Bud and let his excitement be contagious. We will give way to new ideas, and fortify our belief in this air space that has up until now escaped our radar.

  How We Sit, or Not

  Any meditation book, and most meditation teachers, will ask you to begin your practice with good posture. You will hear about sitting on the floor on a mat with your legs crossed and your back straight, making yourself as comfortable as possible. Or, you will learn about sitting in a chair with your feet flat on the floor and your hands resting on your thighs, palms up. Just as the Buddha sat under the Bodhi tree – the tree of enlightenment – you are encouraged to adopt this dignified and traditional position. If you are someone who has no trouble sitting like this for hours at a time, then you are off to a running start.

  But for many of us, this position means discomfort and frustration, and can cause us to avoid meditation all together. Sitting perfectly straight might just be the one thing that keeps you from even trying meditation. If physical pain or discomfort distracts you, then you won’t be able to stay in meditation for the long haul, and therefore won’t eventually learn (ironically through meditation) not to be ruled by the pain. If you have a history of physical issues, keeping your legs in one position can cause such incredible tension that you will want to run screaming from the room. Not so conducive to a quiet meditation practice.

  So, in the interest of bringing meditation to everyone, I am going to break the rules and incur the wrath of thousands of years of tradition. If you have difficulty sitting the traditional way, I suggest that you find the most comfortable position possible to begin your exploration of meditation. And I mean any position. I started out in my bed, slightly bent over a very large mound of pillows. Every few minutes I would adjust the placement of the pillows – a type of pillow art. After a while I would move to the mat on my floor and take a position that is a little like child’s pose, then I would finish off with a complete flat on my back look. All the while playing a kind of homemade meditation tape that I had put together from a mix of lectures I had heard. Sounds wacky and unorthodox but it worked. I was physically comfortable enough to bypass the physical discomfort and fall easily into this new world of meditation.

  The rewards have been immense, and if at all it took was a little break from tradition, then so be it. I would rather see someone, who is struggling with meditation, create a new way to meditate, instead of avoiding the whole thing all together. Customizing and then customizing again is the key to staying with meditation for the long haul. Please find positions and methods that work for you. If you do choose to lie down, falling asleep can be an issue, so be creative. Find a position that encourages you to stay with the exercise but doesn’t lend itself to sleep. Also, don’t be afraid to switch positions. You can keep your eyes slightly open to stay more alert, with your gaze slightly down. If sitting up works better for you, then do so with comfort. No matter what position you choose, try not to have your arms tightly folded into your chest. It is best to keep your arms somewhat open, so your heart is in it.
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