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PRAISE FOR The Meditator’s Atlas


“Flickstein’s valuable instructions on the posture, place, and time dedicated to sitting meditation will motivate both the beginning and experienced meditator to a more dedicated practice.”

—Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism


“Flickstein’s commentary on The Path of Purification, one of the most penetrating yet practical teachings of the Buddha, brings an immediacy and insight that are valuable aids to its study.”

—The Beacon


“A brilliant resource.”

—Jim Lassen-Willems, Vipassana teacher

“Flickstein has managed to select what is essential and clarify this dense and complex material, but without watering it down. The heart of it is all there. I know how valuable this will be to serious practitioners of dhamma.”

—Barbara Brodsky, Deep Spring Center for Meditation and Spiritual Inquiry

“Remarkably clear and straightforward, The Meditator’s Atlas  provides an authentic and pragmatic framework for understanding this amazing journey of awakening.”

—Joseph Goldstein, author of One Dharma






ALSO BY MATTHEW FLICKSTEIN: Journey to the Center


“There are very few books that can change the lives of their readers. Journey to the Center is one of them.”

—Stanley Krippner, Professor of Psychology, Saybrook Institute

“Destined to become a classic in the Insight meditation tradition.”

—Shambhala Sun 


“The kind of book that can change a person’s life and point the way to greater peace and happiness.”

—Bhante Gunaratana, author of Mindfulness in Plain English


“A must for those who wish to understand the union between psychology and spirituality from inside their own lives.”

—Ginny Morgan, Director, Mid-America Dharma Group

“Matthew writes with intelligence, simplicity, and respect. Wherever you are on your journey, you will find yourself in these pages, supported, challenged to grow, and even entertained.”

—Sarah Sadler, Director, Evergreen Cove Holistic Learning Center

“Provides a significant and meaningful approach to living in and reaching beyond our day-to-day existence.”

—Rabbi Martin Siegel, Chaplain for Amtrak

“The workbook format makes the meditations easy to follow, simple to do, and very effective. Flickstein leads readers to uncover unconscious memories, discover new, positive ideas, and open the way to change. Journey to the Center is a guide to successful living.”

—New Age Retailer


“A book to do rather than simply to read, to be worked with slowly and intensely but also joyfully.”

—NAPRA ReView


“Matthew Flickstein gave me the catalyst I needed; his approach is fresh, gentle, and comforting.”

—Linda Loewenthal, One Spirit Book Club founding editor
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To Bhante Gunaratana—
A meditation master who illuminates the path of purification 
through his words, thoughts, deeds, and silence






FOREWORD

In this book, The Meditator’s Atlas, Matthew Flickstein takes you on a guided tour of the “Path of Purification” as laid out in the great classic of Buddhist literature called the Visuddhimagga.


The Buddha’s teachings rest on three pillars: morality, concentration, and wisdom. The seven stages of purification, as discussed in the Visuddhimagga (Path of Purification), reinforce and strengthen these three pillars from the beginning of our practice to the point of perfect enlightenment. Morality, concentration, and wisdom are inextricably linked together, and their interdependency is systematically presented throughout all of the Buddha’s discourses.

The teachings in the Visuddhimagga begin with purification of virtue since the completion of the path to liberation rests squarely on the foundation stone of morality. This point cannot be over-emphasized.

The importance of the purification of virtue is illustrated in the first two stanzas of the Dhammapada: 
All actions are led by the mind; 

mind is their master, mind is their maker. 

Act or speak with a defiled state of mind, 

And suffering will follow 

As the cart-wheel follows the foot of the ox.  

All actions are led by the mind; 

mind is their master, mind is their maker. 

Act or speak with a pure state of mind, 

And happiness will follow 

As your shadow follows you without departing.





In other words, if our actions and speech are rooted in greed, hatred, or delusion, our mind feels burdensome, like an ox struggling to pull a cart filled with merchandise. The ox feels no pleasure in his work but has no choice since he is yoked to the cart and forced to work by the driver. In the same way, a lack of virtue tends to makes our lives more complicated and keeps us in bondage to psychological and spiritual pain.

On the other hand, if our actions are rooted in generosity, loving-kindness, and wisdom, our mind feels light and free—unfettered, just like our shadow. If we cultivate virtue, then comfort, peace, and joy are our constant companions—just as our shadow never departs from us.

Purification does not come from outside of ourselves. No one can purify another. The Dhammapada says, “By oneself committing evil does one defile oneself; by oneself not committing evil does one become pure. Purity and impurity depend on oneself. No one can purify another.”

Although morality is the foundation of the entire path, we cannot stop there. In order to experience true peace and happiness, we must also develop the subsequent stages of purification. This is expressed as the threefold excellence of the teaching of the Buddha: excellence at the beginning (morality); excellence in the middle (concentration); and excellence in the end (wisdom).

The path of purification is the basis of a happy life. Following the path of purification, however, is not a “quick fix.”  It takes much effort, but the result is worth it. As we purify ourselves, we experience greater and greater happiness as a result of our practice. One of the main teachings of the Buddha is that one gains faith in the practice by directly experiencing the results of one’s own efforts.

Quite often, we are asked to explain or describe the final goal of spiritual practice; this is not easy to do. When we follow any type of path, we gradually move closer to our final destination. Taking only the first step is not enough; nor can we skip or rearrange steps. Even when we are very close to the goal, we are still unable to truly describe it. We must walk all the way from the beginning to the end to truly understand what is at the end of our journey.

Similarly, we cannot become complacent when we experience one of the seven stages of purification. There is still more work to be done. By following the entire path, we can slowly eliminate the qualities of mind that hinder the attainment of freedom. Every step of the path is necessary to arrive at our destination—spiritual liberation.

Matthew Flickstein’s presentation of the path of purification is more concise and accessible than the more technical explanation found in the Visuddhimagga, the standard commentary on the Buddha’s teachings. The examples Matthew uses to illustrate his points are modern ones. This is a fresh, contemporary presentation of a venerable and ancient teaching. Matthew’s understanding of his topic is traditional, but vital and practical. The Visuddhimagga is the work of an ancient Buddhist scholar, written for scholarly monastic students of meditation. Matthew’s presentation here is for the current-day student, who may be unfamiliar with the Pali language and the technical subtleties of ancient scholars. As evident in his talks and  previous writings, Matthew is a very effective communicator. He is a man who can convey his deep knowledge of the Buddha’s Dhamma in a more comprehensive and concise way than many other contemporary writers.

Matthew’s training as a psychotherapist and a seasoned meditation teacher has beautifully equipped him to deal lucidly with a subject that is often written about in obscure, scholarly jargon. I am sure the readers of this book will find that it profoundly deepens their practice.

Bhante Henepola Gunaratana 
Bhavana Society Monastic Center






PREFACE

I have always enjoyed reading maps. They hold the promise of lands not yet explored and of adventures not yet experienced. Some maps represent the physical world and others represent the world of ideas. The Meditator’s Atlas: A Road Map of the Inner World clearly describes the Buddha’s path of purification, one of the most profound and practical maps of the spiritual dimension of life.

This path precisely reveals the beliefs, ideologies and thought processes that act as roadblocks along our journey to achieving spiritual liberation. But more importantly, it fully describes the specific insights which act as guideposts, affirming to each student that he or she is indeed on the direct path to the attainment of liberation.

In the spiritual domain, our thought processes can act as filters or perceptual distortions that preclude us from realizing the deepest spiritual realities. When we cease believing that our mental overlays reflect the ultimate reality of life, we begin to experience the freedom that lies at the end of our journey. This is not freedom “from” something, but the freedom that comes from living without the self-constructed boundaries that limit our experience of peace, joy, and love.


The Meditator’s Atlas will enable those who are dedicated to following the path to spiritual realization to apprehend that no  separation exists between themselves and the very truths they are seeking. The ultimate goal of this book is to enable you, the reader, to follow this road map of the inner world to the firsthand experience of spiritual freedom.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The depth of my gratitude toward my wife, Carol, knows no bounds. She patiently edited numerous versions of the manuscript and offered invaluable insights and suggestions concerning its content. Her consistent encouragement and support have been a blessing to me and have transformed my life.

Friendships and wise counsel are key to progressing on the spiritual path. Walter Schwidetzky and Ginny Morgan have offered both throughout the creation of this book. The writings and talks of Bhikkhu Bodhi have greatly influenced my thinking about the Path of Purification. I am deeply grateful for his contribution in this regard, and for his significant contribution to the spread of Dhamma throughout the world.






THE PATH OF PURIFICATION




THE UNFOLDING OF AWARENESS 

One of the most transformational insights that arises as a result of practicing the principles outlined in the Path of Purification is the realization of the inherent lawfulness of the purification process. When the causes and conditions that lead to spiritual purification are intentionally cultivated, spiritual liberation naturally follows. The teachings in the Path of Purification act as a map that describes with great precision the specific mental factors leading to spiritual purification. They also provide a comprehensive description of the purifications to which these mental factors lead.

As a child, I lived near a penny arcade. I spent much of my time, and pennies, playing a “safe driver” game. The objective was to keep a small car in the middle of a winding road by maneuvering the steering wheel, which was attached to the car by means of a long metal rod. The road was painted on a rotating drum, and the longer the car remained on the road, the faster the drum moved. If the car swerved off the road, the drum stopped turning and you had to begin again.

The unfolding of awareness proceeds in a similar manner. As long as we remain on the path of purification, the momentum of  our practice increases and our understanding deepens. If, however, we deviate from the path, we produce results that arrest our momentum and become impediments to the goal we are trying to achieve.

In the Buddhist tradition, the ultimate spiritual goal is the realization of nibbana—a transcendent reality that exists beyond the laws of cause and effect. Although nibbana cannot be realized without having completed the purification process, nibbana does not arise as a result of the process. Nibbana is a self-subsistent reality that is not the result of anything. By following the path of purification, we merely eradicate the delusions and perceptual distortions that prevent us from discerning this ultimate truth.




THE SEVEN STAGES OF PURIFICATION 

In the Majjhima Nikaya, the middle-length discourses of the Buddha, there is a narrative entitled the “The Relay Chariots.” In this discourse, Sariputta, one of the Buddha’s chief disciples, and the venerable Punna Mantaniputta are discussing the path that leads to the realization of nibbana. During their conversation, the following stages of purification are mentioned: purification of virtue; purification of mind; purification of view; purification by overcoming doubt; purification by knowledge and vision of what is the path and what is not the path; purification by knowledge and vision of the way; and purification by knowledge and vision.

These stages of purification, however, are not elaborated upon anywhere in the Buddha’s discourses. The main source for uncovering their precise meaning is the Visuddhimagga (literally, the “Path of Purification”). The Visuddhimagga is a detailed commentary on the teachings of the Buddha. It was written by  Buddhaghosa, a fifth-century monk who lived in Sri Lanka.

The stages of purification are briefly described in the Abhidhammatta Sangaha, the main primer for understanding the Abhidhamma  —the systematic analysis of ultimate realities. This analysis thoroughly describes the relative and conditional realities of mind and matter, as well as nibbana, the absolute and unconditioned actuality. However, the discussion of the stages of purification in the Abhidhammatta Sangaha is merely a review of what is described in the Visuddhimagga and contains no further explanation.

The purity to be attained at each stage of purification is manifested when we eradicate the unwholesome mental factors that oppose its arising. Purification of virtue is obtained by abstaining from unskillful speech and conduct, adhering to the principles of right livelihood, using our material goods wisely, and guarding our sense doors. Purification of mind is secured by ridding our mind of the hindrances to concentration. Purification of view is gained by eliminating wrong views, especially the view that there is a permanent self at the core of our being. Purification by overcoming doubt is obtained by realizing the conditioned nature of the entire phenomenal world, including our “subjective” experience of it. Purification by knowledge and vision of what is the path and what is not the path is generated by overcoming our attachment to the alluring experiences that arise in the course of practicing insight meditation. Purification by knowledge and vision of the way is achieved by aligning the mind with the factors of enlightenment that lead to our realization of nibbana. Purification by knowledge and vision is obtained when the mental defilements are eradicated as the supramundane paths are attained.

The Buddha taught specific practices that support the arising of each of the stages of purification. Many of these practices are described in one of the most important discourses  given by the Buddha, the Mahasatipatthana Sutta, or the “Great Discourse on the Foundations of Mindfulness.” In this discourse, the Buddha describes precise techniques for a thorough examination of our psychophysical organism from four distinct perspectives: from the perspective of the body, from feelings, from states of consciousness, and from dhammas (generally translated as “mental objects”).


Table 1 lists the seven stages of purification and some of the essential practices that when cultivated enable us to realize each of the purifications. The correlation of the stages of purification with the practices discussed in the Mahasatipatthana Sutta  is not described in the Visuddhimagga or in the Mahasatipatthana Sutta itself. This precise application of individual practices to the stages of purification developed out of my experience in working with meditation students over the years.

The realization of each stage of purification naturally leads to the unfolding of the next. During the purification process we experience a sequence of sixteen insights, which counter sixteen erroneous views. These insights start to arise at the stage of purification of view, when we begin the practice of insight meditation. With the attainment of nibbana, our minds are in direct relation to the seventh and last purification, purification by knowledge and vision. The key insight associated with this final stage of purification is referred to as the knowledge of the supramundane paths.

The experience associated with each stage of purification is self-validating. One does not need a teacher to know which insights have been achieved; however, a teacher can provide a frame of reference for the student’s experience. Further, because of the unusual and sometimes frightening nature of insights experienced, a teacher can offer guidance, support, and encouragement when necessary.

    
TABLE 1

STAGES OF PURIFICATION AND RELATED PRACTICES





	
Stage of Purification 
	
Related Practices 



	1. Purification of virtue
	Ethical principles of living



	2. Purification of mind
	Development of concentration



	3. Purification of view
	Initial insight training



	4. Purification by overcoming doubt
	Mindfulness of the body and feelings



	5. Purification by knowledge and vision of what is the path and what is not the path
	Mindfulness of consciousness and dhammas



	6. Purification by knowledge and vision of the way
	Choiceless awareness



	7. Purification by knowledge and vision
	Focus on impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, or selflessness as a doorway to the unconditioned








THE FRAMEWORK PROVIDED BY THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS 

The Four Noble Truths present a coherent description of reality from both the relative and absolute perspectives. These truths act as a blueprint that reveals states of mind that perpetuate a life fraught with dissatisfaction, as well as states of mind that lead to psychological and spiritual freedom. In addition to containing all the teachings of the Buddha, the Four Noble Truths provide the framework for the path of purification.

How many times have you tried to change self-destructive or self-defeating behavior patterns, only to find that you were unable to make those changes, or to sustain the changes once  they were made? Perhaps you wanted to modify your eating habits, to maintain an exercise plan, to stop smoking, or to become less emotionally reactive to petty irritations. Although cognitively aware of the need to abandon old habits, the forces that prevented you from making those changes may have been stronger than your will to implement them.

The ability to manifest immediate and permanent behavior modifications, however, often comes about after we encounter significant trauma in our lives. For example, individuals who survive heart attacks may immediately stop smoking, change their diet, begin to exercise, and learn stress management techniques to deal with their emotional difficulties. The capacity to make meaningful changes when a trauma is experienced reflects a psychological principle: It is only when the pain of perpetuating old behavior patterns is perceived to be greater than the pain brought about by trying to change those patterns that we are able to effect and sustain significant psychological and behavioral modifications.

The Buddha understood this principle. Consequently, the First Noble Truth provides the motivation for change by setting forth a detailed exposition of the myriad ways in which life, as most people live it, is fraught with unhappiness and dissatisfaction. With the true realization of the range and depth of suffering experienced in our day-to-day lives, our will to implement change becomes strong enough for us to begin our journey toward spiritual liberation.

In the First Truth the Buddha illustrates how birth, aging, death, sorrow, lamentation, despair, physical pain, mental pain, meeting with unwanted people and circumstances, having to separate from people and circumstances that are desirable, and not getting what we want, are forms of suffering that we all experience from time to time. The Buddha also points to the  striking fact that the psychophysical organism, which we identify with as being our “self,” is actually the ultimate source of dissatisfaction in our lives. We cannot gain a sense of stability or security in an uncertain world by clinging to a self that does not actually exist.

When we begin to understand and acknowledge the scope of suffering that we experience, we naturally question how we can allay our psychic pain. The Second Noble Truth offers the answer. It is not the circumstances of our lives in and of themselves that create our suffering, but the craving to have our lives meet the demands of our self-serving egos. This craving manifests itself as the desire for sensual pleasures, the desire for continued existence, and the desire for non-existence of unpleasant experiences or of life itself when the travails of life become overwhelming. Craving, along with every other aspect of our lives, arises from certain causes and conditions. The Second Noble Truth describes in great detail the circumstances that contribute to the arising of the three types of craving.

The Third Noble Truth flows naturally from the Second. It reveals that by eliminating the craving from the deepest strata of our minds, we will experience liberation from all forms of suffering and dissatisfaction. Liberation, or the psychological and spiritual freedom referred to as nibbana, is not a negative state in which there is merely the absence of suffering. It is a profound experience of peace and well-being that transcends the boundaries of any and all mental constructs used to describe it.

In the presentation of the Third Noble Truth, the Buddha is once again using a psychological principle to motivate the listener to action. By presenting a glimpse of what it would be like to have a mind free from the worry and stress that arise from the vicissitudes of life, one is inspired to expend the effort to attain equanimity and peace.

Nibbana itself is not the result of anything, since it is an unconditioned reality. The Fourth Noble Truth sets out specific behavioral and mental exercises, which when diligently followed lead to the elimination of the defilements that prevent us from experiencing this ultimate form of freedom.

The practices defined by the Fourth Noble Truth, referred to as the Noble Eightfold Path, are generally presented in three categories or groupings: morality, concentration, and wisdom. Although all three categories must be cultivated simultaneously, morality provides a strong base for the arising of concentration, and concentration is a necessary condition for the arising of wisdom. The morality category consists of right speech, right action, and right livelihood; the concentration grouping includes right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration; and the wisdom section consists of right view and right intention.

If we overlay the stages of the path of purification onto the three divisions of the Fourth Noble Truth, we discover how the Four Noble Truths provide a framework for the path of purification. We see that purification of virtue corresponds to the cultivation of morality, purification of mind parallels the development of concentration, and the last five purifications coincide with the unfolding of wisdom.





PURIFICATION OF VIRTUE

To reach the pinnacle of spiritual realization, we must align every aspect of our lives with that goal. To do so, our spiritual practice must go beyond the time we devote to formal meditation. When the true scope of practice is not recognized, we risk engaging in behaviors that produce results inconsistent with our spiritual goals and sabotage the possibility of realizing the deeper stages of spiritual purification.

Many meditators, however, hold a limited view of practice, simply equating it with “time spent on the cushion.” For example, several retreat centers have experienced problems with visitors stealing meditation cushions. Ironically, the cushions were taken to be used in the pursuit of enlightenment. Such behavior reflects confusion regarding the domain and range of spiritual practice.

When there is no separation between our practice and our day-to-day lives, our spiritual progress is accelerated. We can more readily penetrate the delusions that obstruct our capacity to recognize the true nature of experience. These delusions are perceptual distortions that reside in the mind and express themselves through our words, thoughts, and deeds.

Purification of virtue refers to the examination and, where appropriate, modification of our physical actions and interpersonal communication, in order to prevent the manifestation of mental defilements through their grosser forms of expression. This process entails rigorously observing the moral precepts prescribed by the Buddha, engaging in right forms of livelihood, cultivating a wise attitude toward the use of our material goods, and keeping vigilant guard at the sense doors.

If we went no further in our spiritual development than to purify our virtue, we would still experience many benefits. In the Mahaparinibbana Sutta (“The Discourse on the Great Passing”), the Buddha addresses householders and describes some of the advantages of leading a virtuous life: attainment of wealth due to careful attention to one’s affairs; development of a good reputation; confidence to approach people; clarity of mind at the time of one’s death; and the experience of a favorable rebirth. The ultimate benefit is the cultivation of a mind that is unstained by thoughts of remorse or regret and, therefore, supports the development of concentration and wisdom.




OBSERVING THE PRECEPTS 

There are five basic precepts, or principles of living, that the Buddha prescribed for everyone. These precepts are a guide to behaviors that are either to be avoided, because they lead to unfortunate consequences, or to be cultivated, because they support spiritual development. By following these precepts, our actions and speech are aligned with those of enlightened beings. This alignment helps to foster states of mind that lead to the realization of ultimate truth. As you will discover, the precepts reflect a depth of spiritual practice that may not be initially apparent.


The first precept:

Avoid killing and act with reverence toward all forms of life.



This precept applies to the taking of our own life as well as to taking the lives of others. It means honoring and embracing all life forms, including those of insects and other creatures we may consider threatening, bothersome, or insignificant.

On a more subtle level, we need to recognize that we express a lack of reverence toward others when we communicate using harsh words, or by displaying offensive gestures and facial expressions. Whenever we make judgments about people—labeling them selfish, ignorant, arrogant, and so forth—we relate to those people as if they were fixed objects and “kill off” our connection to their individuality and inherently divine nature.


The second precept:

Avoid stealing and cultivate generosity.



The precept not to steal requires close examination of all our behaviors, so that we can adhere to this principle even in what appear to be trivial circumstances. Consider, for example, how you would respond to the following situations: If change were mistakenly returned after making a call at a pay phone, would you redeposit it? If you needed a paper clip or another common office supply, would you take it from a coworker’s desk without first asking for permission? If you found money lying in the street and were unsure whether the owner would return searching for it, would you leave the money where you found it? The decisions we make when confronted with these types of circumstances have a significant bearing on the development of our character and the purification of our virtue.

The counterpoint to stealing is generosity. Most people, if asked, would say that they consider themselves generous. In reality, however, most of us have a difficult time “letting go.” The generosity we do express may often be limited to the members of our immediate family.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/matt_9780861719679_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE
MEDITATOR’S
ATLAS

A ROADMAP OF
THE INNER WORLD

MATTHEW FLICKSTEIN

FOREWORD BY BHANTE G.
AUTHOR OF MINDFULNESS IN PLAIN ENGLISH





OEBPS/matt_9780861719679_oeb_001_r1.jpg
THE MEDITATOR’S ATLAS
A Roadmap of the Inner World

Matthew Flickstein

Foreword by Bhante G.

Previously published as Swallowing the River Ganges

Wisdom Publications ® Boston





