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“Part of what makes What Now? such a special read is Yael’s ability to take meditation out of the ephemeral and make it real-life relevant. Yael does this through her unflinching honesty in sharing her own anxieties, challenges, heartbreaks and triumphs. Never arrogant, deeply humble and always purposeful, What Now? makes a strong case for why meditation can help anyone better understand a moment or a life, one lived and one still unfolding. It’s clear that meditation has helped Yael become whom she always was meant to be––and helped her write an absolutely beautiful book.”



—Chelsea Clinton, Vice Chair of the Clinton Foundation, She Persisted and It’s Your World


“What Now? is a wonderful book, straightforward, personal, and engaging. Its grasp of basic Buddhist teachings and meditation techniques is impressive, and it extends them into areas of interest for young people, all the way up to activism, relationships, and even sex. I can’t think of a better guide for young people in search of honest spirituality than Yael Shy.”



—Norman Fischer, former Co-Abbot of the San Francisco Zen Center and Founder of The Everyday Zen Foundation, What Is Zen? and Training in Compassion


“The key question is how do you have an integrated life? In this book, Yael brings us through her own struggles and joys of living a life of attention, compassion and awareness. It is refreshing to read and a joyful offering to the world.”



—Sensei Koshin Paley Ellison, Co-Founder of the New York Zen Center for Contemplative Care, Editor of Awake at the Bedside
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FOREWORD

UNTIL WE DIE, we are constantly in a state of change and evolution. As Benjamin Franklin said: “When you’re finished changing, you’re finished.”

The question of “What now?” feels especially potent when you are at an age where everyone and their mom (literally) is asking you what you are going to do with your life. Yet this question continues to haunt us throughout our years—it doesn’t go away. A few years after college, you may begin to wonder what you really want to do for a career. Perhaps you begin to wonder about whether you should stop dating so casually and find someone to settle down with. When you think you’ve figured some things out, you might begin to question whether those things actually make you happy or get thrown a curveball where those things fall apart and you have to start fresh. “What now?” is a question you must return to over and over again.

In 2015, I was approached by a friend with a request to learn meditation, and that conversation gradually spiraled into a business idea. Her “What now?” questions around seeking a new spiritual path and deepening her meditation practice joined with my “What now?” questions of finding the next step in my livelihood, and spiraled into MNDFL, our network of drop-in studios where stressed-out seekers take thirty- and forty-five-minute meditation classes in a wide variety of traditions.

As MNDFL was getting off the ground, I shot an email to a friend, a Zen teacher in New York City, and asked if he was interested in joining our faculty. I told him that we were looking for teachers who embodied the wisdom of their traditions and were completely accessible and kind to people walking in off the streets, people who had never meditated before. He politely declined due to his own workload, but said that I had completely described someone he knew. He asked if I had heard of someone named Yael Shy. I had not and immediately agreed to sit down with her.

From the moment I met her, I knew, from her very presence, that she was a home run in terms of what we were looking for, and I brought her on to our teaching staff. Yael is a bit of a unicorn: she was raised in the Jewish faith, yet has practiced and studied Zen from a young age. She can speak to both (and has, beautifully, in this volume) in a way that makes these ancient traditions relevant for our modern world.

When I first met Yael, I saw that she embodied the very qualities we teachers strive to promote through meditation: equanimity, gentleness, and strength. In the years of our friendship since then I have seen her go through many “What now?” life moments: marriage, pregnancy, work transitions, and motherhood, and while she is open about none of it being easy, she does it all with grace and charm. She is the real deal.

In this volume, she speaks to the basic insecurities that plague all of us: whether we’re on the right track in life, whether we will find love, whether we are good enough for x, y, or z. She talks about times she has given in to strong emotions and the havoc that can wreak on one’s life. She provides a roadmap for us to follow so we feel less alone and have the support we need to answer life’s big questions.

Here’s an interesting thought experiment: name five women Buddhist teachers under the age of forty who have produced a book. I can’t. This is slowly changing, but prior to now we have not had a lot of young, well-trained meditation teachers sitting down and offering their thoughts, not as the guru-on-a-mountain, but as a peer in the world.

In my tradition we have a term: kalyanamitra. It can be translated as “spiritual friend.” It is not the sort of teacher who gives you some tools to work with your mind and sends you on your way—that’s known as an instructor. It’s also not the teacher who has mastered their mind so that to look upon them shows you your own enlightened nature—that’s the guru. It’s the person who is a bit farther down the path than you, who has been in your shoes, knows the mistakes and pitfalls you are going to encounter as you traverse your own journey, and will stick around to make sure you avoid them, or, at the very least, will pick you up and help you keep going. Yael is that friend who has done the work. And let’s be clear, this whole meditation thing isn’t about being blissed out on a mountain: it is hard work to get to know and ultimately befriend ourselves. But she’s done it. I am so glad that we have a sincere, young, frank, wise teacher like Yael to pour her years of meditative understanding into a book so that we can all access such a spiritual friend ourselves.

For anyone in transition—and let’s be clear, we are all always in transition—this is a book that will help. Witty, insightful, and kind, What Now? is not the book we read and put away; it’s the book we carry around with us and continue to reference in the many moments when life feels uncertain, wild, and chaotic. To read and revisit this book often is to have a delightful spiritual friend with you, so that you continue to navigate life’s choppy waters with ease and grace. Thank you, Yael, for this tremendous gift.

Lodro Rinzler
June 2017





INTRODUCTION

DURING MY JUNIOR year of college at New York University, I ducked into a clothing store on Broadway and Thirteenth to find some quiet as I dialed my friend Sasha. “I can’t breathe again,” I said in short gusts, as my chest constricted. I felt lightheaded and dizzy, and I was covered in a cold sweat. I was having a panic attack—my third that month.

Sasha told me to focus on what was in front of me. “Touch the clothing,” she said, “How does it feel?”

“Soft,” I responded, still struggling with my shallow breath.

“What do you notice in the store?” she asked.

After describing my surroundings to her for the next twenty minutes, my breathing finally calmed down. I broke down in tears of gratitude and exhaustion.

“Yael,” Sasha told me gently, “you have to get help.”

The next week, I nervously attended a workshop on anxiety run by the university health center. The facilitator mostly talked about the stress of classes, homework, and exams.

I thought to myself: Stress? About homework? The word “stress” seemed to fall short of capturing what I was feeling. Homework was the least of my worries.

I was stressed because I wasn’t sure if I would ever find love, or if love was even real. Earlier that year, my parents had announced that they were getting a divorce after thirty-five years of marriage. And earlier that month, my long-distance boyfriend had broken up with me because of what he called “other temptations.”

I was stressed because I had taken out tens of thousands of dollars in loans to attend college and had no idea how I would pay them back after graduation.

I was stressed because on September 11th of that year, 2001, more than two thousand people were killed less than fifteen minutes from my residence hall. The world felt like it had gone insane. Despite having friends, I felt lonely. Despite doing well in my classes, I felt exhausted and burnt out.

I was experiencing more than just “stress.” I was deeply, existentially anxious. I was hungry for instruction and guidance on how to be, not just how to take deep breaths. I wanted to live a good life. I wanted to love and be loved. I wanted to make a difference. And yet I felt like I didn’t have the right tools for any of those things.

My mother, noticing my state, gave me a flyer for a seven-day silent meditation retreat in upstate New York. I thought it sounded nice, like a relaxing spa vacation. Turns out it was nothing like a spa. It was seven days of complete silence. We could ask questions of the teachers, but otherwise even eye contact was discouraged. We practiced sitting and walking meditation all day long. In the evening, the teachers gave talks about mindfulness and something everyone kept referring to as “the practice.”

I cursed and cried my way through the first three days. The meditation was physically excruciating on my back and knees. I could not get comfortable. Unable to talk to anyone, I felt completely alone. Moreover, I continued to fail miserably at “the practice.” I could not pay attention to my breath for more than ten seconds at a time. I couldn’t pay attention to my food after the second bite. My mind was a self-recriminating, panicky, anxious mess, and my body hurt everywhere. At night, I devised elaborate escape plans wherein I would hotwire one of the cars and drive off into the woods, where I was sure life would be better than at the meditation center.

On the third or fourth day of the retreat, it was finally my turn to meet with one of the teachers. When I had pictured this moment during the days prior, I imagined that I would ask a deep philosophical question about the meaning of life and my place in it. Instead, as soon as I sat in front of him, I burst into tears. “I feel afraid all the time,” I heard myself say. That’s it. That’s all I seemed to want to say after days in silence.

The teacher paused for a minute, and then said, “You know, the interesting thing about fear is that it doesn’t like the light. The more you bring a flashlight to your deepest fears, the more they won’t be able to survive.”

I skipped the next period of meditation and walked down to the creek. Sitting at its edge, I concentrated on breathing slowly and imagined shining a small flashlight on my insides. What are you afraid of? I asked myself, and waited to see what the light beam would reveal. That I’m ugly, that I’m stupid, that nobody loves me, that nobody will ever love me, that I’m a disappointment. And also war, terrorism, environmental disaster, apocalypse…

I tried all of these fears on for size, but none felt like the whole truth. None quite resembled the kernel of fear in my gut that was causing so much grief.

I’m afraid of dying.

Now I was closer. I was afraid of dying, but I had never died. How could I be afraid of something that hadn’t happened to me yet? What did I imagine dying to be?

No longer existing. Being worthless and empty to the point of invisibility.

And there it was: the feeling of being invisible and worthless. That was the core fear I carried with me without knowing it, the foundation of pain on which an entire shaky structure of identity was built. I knew this was only the beginning. It would take years of meditation and exploration to unpack this core fear. But my teacher was right—meditation provided a steady light to shine on my anxieties and a container in which I could examine them. I felt lighter during the rest of the retreat. My mind settled and the tension in my body eased. I felt broken open, and, simultaneously, entirely whole.

Studying meditation and mindfulness have offered me a path to understanding how to be in the world, how to work with difficult and painful emotions, how to live life authentically and honestly, and how to find a way to work toward justice without burning out.

Today I teach meditation to thousands of college students each year as the senior director of MindfulNYU at New York University, the largest campus-wide mindfulness initiative in the country. I witness the struggles of young people and listen to them as they grapple with the same existential questions that I struggled with as a college student. The students who come to my office are often far more resourceful and knowledgeable than I was, but their essential questions remain the same: How do I balance all the pressures I am under? How do I forge my path in the world? How do I deal with heartbreak and loneliness? Who am I?

Young people today report higher levels of stress and lower levels of emotional health than ever before. A New York Times article from 2015 reported that suicide among fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds has been rising steadily since 2011, from 9.6 deaths per one hundred thousand students to 11.1 in 2013.1 The article suggests that this increase may be a result of the pressures young people are feeling to maintain perfection in school, relationships, and work with very few healthy opportunities for release and rest.

Fortunately, studies have shown the significant positive effects of mindfulness on the mental health of young people, including improved overall health, and decreased stress.2 We at NYU have seen these positive effects firsthand. Our Global Spiritual Life Center hosts four thousand people per week, with over five thousand students trying at least one yoga and meditation class per year. Our meditation events and programs regularly fill to capacity, reflecting a national trend of young people passionate about meditation and mindfulness.

Young people in their twenties and thirties are rapidly becoming the “meditation generation,” and yet there is a lack of books and resources geared specifically to their experiences. This book hopes to fill that gap, offering key practices and teachings from Buddhism and other mindfulness traditions that have transformed my life and the lives of my students over the years.

I use plenty of examples and stories throughout the book in an attempt to demystify mindfulness and to disabuse you of any notion that it is outside of your ability to practice. As you will read, I was never a “star” meditator. I have never been a naturally relaxed, present, or particularly spiritual person. For most of my life, I have been a jumpy, anxious, neurotic mess. I offer my story to you because I have come to believe that any happiness and freedom I have experienced has come from within the mess, not from overcoming it. Everything I ever hated about myself, everything I tried to get rid of, has turned out to be the rich soil of my liberation. My neediness, my anxiety, and my anger have all been manifestations of my capacity for intimacy and connection. My traumas have softened my heart and enabled me to understand other people’s pain. Freedom, for me, comes not from changing myself, but from growing ever more expansive and loving toward all of the darkness within.

“What now?” is a question to which we are forced to return many times in our life, but it takes on particular urgency in our twenties and thirties. No matter the circumstances that brought you here, there is no better moment and no better time to create and sustain a meditation practice for yourself than right now.

Your unique messes contain the seeds of everything you need. They hold within them real love for yourself and others. They contain the path to healing and to liberation. By returning to who you are in meditation, by deeply understanding your emotions, your suffering, and your interconnection with the larger world, you water these seeds. Eventually, they break open, revealing your strong and vulnerable heart, able to hold all of your pain and all of your joy.

1. Julie Scelfo, “Suicide on Campus and the Pressure of Perfection,” New York Times, July 27, 2015. Accessed April 25, 2017.

2. Cheryl Regehr et al., “Interventions to Reduce Stress in University Students: A Review and Meta-Analysis,” Journal of Affective Disorders, 148, no. 1, (2013): 1–11.





1: SUFFERING: YOU AREN’T CRAZY AND YOU AREN’T ALONE

THE FOLKSINGER Cosy Sheridan once sang, “It’s a hard life, but there are very soft days.”3 In my twenties, the hard days were much more common than the soft ones. There seemed to be so much that was uncertain and so much that was constantly changing. I was trying to figure out who I was and what I wanted with the vague sensation that there was more to happiness than succeeding in the “rat race” of life. There seemed to be a hollowness at my core, an incessant ache that I could not figure out how to fix. Was there something wrong with me? Why did I feel so alone all the time? And what was the point of being alive, if everything died in the end?

After my eye-opening experience on my first meditation retreat, I began taking Buddhism classes, reading books on Buddhism and meditation, and learning as much as I could. I sought answers to these questions about the purpose of life and the emptiness and sadness I felt at the core. When I learned about the three marks of existence (impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, no separate self) in a class at the end of my senior year of college, it felt like a piece of the puzzle in my mind clicked into place. It felt like the Buddha himself, alive over two thousand years ago, was sitting me down and seeing me and my predicament (and the predicament of all humans!) with clarity and kindness. “You are suffering,” he was saying, “let me explain why.”

According to early texts, the Buddha said that all of existence as we know it is “marked” by three qualities: impermanence, “unsatisfactoriness,” or the tendency to cling to pleasure and to avoid pain, and “no separate self.” Suffering happens, according to the Buddha, when we resist or deny any of these truths in our life. Let’s take these one by one.

IMPERMANENCE

In Buddhism, the first mark of existence is “impermanence,” or the fact that everything changes. Everything. Every plant in nature, every drop in the ocean, every cell in your body is constantly moving, transforming, changing, dying, and being born. Nothing is static, and nothing is permanent. This is not so much a belief as a fact of life, and one that has been borne out by modern science.

When life is filled with pain, we sometimes wonder if the pain will ever end and if anything will ever change. If we have accepted the truth of impermanence, we know that things will change. It is much harder to deal with impermanence when we resist its truth, grasping hard to the things of this world that we love and want to keep, only to have them slip through our fingers.

There is a famous Buddhist story of a woman whose only child died. The woman lost her mind, screaming and clutching her dead baby to her chest. She went from house to house in the village, demanding a cure from her neighbors that would bring her child back to life. Finally, she landed at the Buddha’s door, who said, “I can cure your baby, but first, you need to bring me a mustard seed from the house of someone in this village who has never experienced the death of a loved one.” The woman went door-to-door, but could not find anyone who had never had someone dear to them die. They all told her, in one way or another, that “The living are few, but the dead are many.” The woman came to realize the universality of death and the truth of impermanence. She buried her son in the forest and became a follower of Buddha.

The first few times I heard this story, I hated it. It seemed like the opposite of good grief counseling. If someone has suffered a catastrophic loss, such as the death of a child, probably the worst possible thing you could say to that person is, “Oh well! Death happens to everyone!” As I have gotten older, however, I’ve started to see the story of the woman and her dead child as a story about all of us. We humans struggle and pound our fists against a basic, fundamental truth of existence: all life in this world is impermanent. We learn that everything arises and falls in its own time, in its own season—and we really don’t want this to be true. So we resist. We cling with all our hearts to the things we love. We try with all our might to fight loss and change. We, like the mother in the story, want to find a “cure” for death and impermanence. We want to find a way to subvert the rules and gain control over our environment and our lives. And when that fails, when we are forced to confront our lack of ultimate control, we avoid it. We steer clear of relationships and experiences that might cause us to get attached.

In Open to Desire, Mark Epstein tells a story about Sigmund Freud and his fellow psychoanalysts out for a walk on a beautiful spring day.4 Freud keeps pointing out beautiful flowers to his friends, who seem annoyed and want to continue with their heady conversation. After he returns home, Freud hypothesizes that his friends couldn’t take in the beauty of the flowers because by doing so, they would have to acknowledge the fleeting nature of the flowers’ lives. They would have to accept the death right in the middle of the life, and say “Yes” to the whole process. Freud’s friends, like many of us, were missing out on so much life by trying to keep their hearts safely shielded from death.

This resistance is natural. Without it, how would we have survived as a species? Of course we are scared of change and death. The trouble is, impermanence will always win, and our resistance to this essential part of existence will always fail. And this resistance hurts. Resistance to suffering causes additional suffering, on top of the pain and disorientation of the change itself. Relationships end. People we love die. Friendships dissolve. We grow older. This is just true. When I acknowledge this and let it deeply penetrate my understanding of things, something within me relaxes. I stop fighting.

I had a mentor when I was in law school whom I admired deeply. He was a funny, brilliant, and compassionate leader in the field of restorative justice. He was also a health nut, biking to and from work every day, maintaining a strict diet, and even taking naps each afternoon instead of drinking coffee. A few years after I graduated, I found out that he was diagnosed with a rare form of stomach cancer. Although he fought the cancer with a mix of Eastern and Western remedies, he died a few years later, leaving behind three daughters in their twenties, a devastated wife, and a community that loved him.

When I heard the news, I felt a distant sort of sadness, but my brain seemed to be more preoccupied with the problems in my own life. Namely, my tumultuous relationship with my boyfriend. All day long, my mind chewed on horrible things my boyfriend had said to me and how I was going to respond. Our fights played on repeat in my mind, like a terrible movie I was forced to watch over and over again. It was not until the very end of the day, as I was sitting in meditation, that it hit me: thinking about my boyfriend all day was a strategic move by my mind. Thinking and worrying kept me away from feeling. Once I sat down and was able to let go of my looping boyfriend thoughts for even a moment, my sadness and grief about my mentor came rushing in with the force of a tidal wave. I broke down in tears. I was finally able to touch my sadness and feelings of loss for someone who was so special to me. Although I fought that sadness all day with a great deal of energy, afraid of what it would do to me, it was actually the resistance to the sadness that was the most painful feeling, not the sadness itself. The sadness felt like an opening and a relief.

On a retreat I attended, a woman raised her hand and said to the teacher, “I’m so tired of fighting myself all the time.” The teacher responded, “Let yourself win.” This is how I feel when I remember that everything is impermanent. Rather than fighting with life, I exhale and let life win.

What remains in the aftermath of this acceptance and letting go? In my experience with my mentor, I was left with grief and love. Grief as the heart mourned that to which it was attached, and love for the opportunity to have become attached in the first place.

There is another beautiful story about a Buddhist abbot of a monastery who loses his son suddenly one night. The abbot spends the night after the death shrieking, crying, and wailing in his grief. The other monks become disturbed by the abbot’s behavior. One of the monks finally approaches the abbot and says, “Teacher, why are you acting like this? Didn’t you teach us that all of life is impermanent and that a solid, unchanging idea of human life is an illusion?”

The teacher nodded and said, “Yes. And the loss of a child is the most painful illusion of them all.”

Just because we accept the truth of impermanence doesn’t mean we don’t feel the pain associated with it. In fact, the acceptance catapults us right into the center of our grief. This is a good thing. This is where healing and processing can happen. This is how we find our way back to love.

UNSATISFACTORINESS

According to the Buddha, the second mark of existence is “unsatisfactoriness,” or suffering itself. Suffering, or dukkha in Pali, describes an axle that doesn’t fit properly into the axle hole of the wheel, so it makes for a bumpy ride. Something isn’t fitting. Something feels off. This is how the Buddha describes the suffering of everyday life. It is a quiet but persistent hum underneath all of our interactions. It is a baseline unsatisfactoriness. Clearly, when things are going wrong, we are unhappy, but even when things are going well, there is a feeling that it could end at any time—that it might be taken away from us. Happiness is fleeting in this situation. There is nothing we can hold on to—everything is constantly shifting. What we humans do in the face of this ever-changing, impermanent world is to grasp after the things we want and to push away the things we do not want.

This constant grasping and pushing is not a character flaw; it is a part of existence itself. Like our denial of death, this human trait is a survival strategy. If the fire burns us, we don’t put our hand in the fire again (aversion). If the food tastes good, we want more food (clinging). The trouble is that because the world is uncontrollable and impermanent, this endless grasping and pushing causes us suffering.

When I started falling in love with Ben, the man who would later become my husband, I experienced a curious mix of happiness, excitement, and fear—a fear so deep it felt like a hundred-pound weight sitting on my chest. It took me a while to understand what that was about. Everything was going so well in the relationship, so why was I feeling such dread? Why the sleepless nights, nightmares, and sudden shortness of breath? It seemed like each time we inched closer in our intimacy, I got a little more scared. It was not like my prior relationships, where there was always an inner voice saying, “get out,” or “this is bad.” Instead, this time, this inner voice said, “loving someone this much is dangerous.” I could feel my heart grasping for solid ground. Was this for sure? Could I still get hurt? What if I let myself get completely involved in the relationship and it ended? What if I loved with all my heart, and then he died?

My fear began to cause problems in our relationship. I became hyper vigilant about everything—worrying that it was a sign of the doom to come. If he didn’t tell me I looked pretty one day, or neglected to notice a new haircut, I took it as a sign that I was more attached to him than he was to me. Any small argument made me question whether I should cut my losses and end the relationship before it went any further. I was in the best relationship of my life, and yet I was suffering and causing my boyfriend to suffer also.

When I identified this suffering as dukkha, or the suffering born of grasping, the whole situation began to soften and ease. I began to have compassion for myself and my vulnerable heart. When I would feel jealous, I tried to touch my face or my heart, saying, “Poor thing, you are very scared of losing him.” I started to see my clinging and grasping as a sign of how much I loved this person and how much I was opening up. Each time I noticed a new attack of fear and clinginess, I tried to take a breath and physically relax my body. Relaxing my body helped me to loosen the grip on my mind. I reminded myself of what I could control (my own behavior) and what I could not (my boyfriend’s behavior, his feelings, and the truth of impermanence). Gradually, the risk of loving became less terrifying over time. I am still not crazy about the fact that either he or I will die someday. I am equally not happy about the possibility that he or I could fall out of love at some point and leave. Acknowledging impermanence and the ever-changing nature of reality, however, helps me to appreciate what I have right now and release my fantasies and fears of what the future might hold.

In a June 2000 episode of This American Life, the author Nick Hornby told a story about his autistic, then-six-year-old son, Danny. Hornby describes Danny’s love of long car rides, and Danny’s anger when Hornby drives Danny only a short distance away from their home to go to the park.


The yells get louder when we stop, and reach a sweat-inducing pitch when I open his door. “Come on, Dan,” I say, in my best fun voice. “We’re going to the park, the swings, the seesaw!” He just turns the yellometer up to eleven. I try to lead him out by the hand, but he snatches it away and grabs hold of something, the seat belt, anything that will anchor him inside. So we’re fighting, the car and I, for custody of this small boy….I end up dragging my son out by his ankles. A couple look at us as they walk past. They don’t say anything, but one day I’m sure someone’s going to report me and I’ll be arrested.



Hornby then describes Danny’s readjustment and subsequent delight when he fully realizes he is in a park, there are empty swings, and it’s a lovely day:


And there’s no trace whatsoever in his face of the ankle-pulling trauma to which he was so recently and cruelly subjected. And I want to find the couple who may or may not have had a disapproving look on their faces when they saw me commit awful acts of violence, and show them just how joyful he is now. But of course they’re not around, which is maybe just as well, because in a while, I’m going to have to find a way to get him out of this swing.5



Danny’s response to impermanence is deeply relatable. Internally or externally, we do the same thing. We scream, cling, and resist change. We often have to be dragged to the next stage of our lives, only to discover that the next thing is exactly what we needed. It held treasures we did not even know how to think about or to conceptualize.

Reminding ourselves of this takes practice. There are Tibetan Buddhist monks who practice dying each morning for a significant period of time, entering into a meditation so deep that they slow their heart rates down to a level that approaches death. Once they emerge out of the meditation, their bodies remember the truth that all of their daily grasping and aversion will not protect them against death. They remember who they are and what’s important.

Even if we aren’t Tibetan monks, we can accomplish something similar through meditation. We can watch our grasping mind try desperately to hold onto the things and people we love and want. And we can practice letting go over and over again.

NO SEPARATE SELF

Every year during orientation at NYU, I tell the following story to the incoming first-year students: There were two waves traveling along the ocean together. One of the waves was small and one was quite tall. As the waves were getting closer to the shore, the tall wave could see, way off in the distance, that all the waves that had traveled before him were crashing as they came to the shore. With horror, he realized that there were no exceptions, and that neither he, nor his little friend, would be able to travel backward. That meant that both of them would eventually crash and disappear when they got to the shore.

Once he absorbed this information, the tall wave began to cry inconsolably. The little wave, unable to see the same view, was concerned for his friend. “Why are you crying? What’s wrong?” The tall wave shook his watery head. “I can’t tell you. I’m seeing a horrible sight right now. If I told you what it was, you would be as depressed as I am.” The little wave continued to press him, however, and eventually the tall wave relented and told the little wave about the crashes at the shore, and the fact that there seemed to be no escape for them or any of their wave compatriots. The little wave was quiet for a while as they traveled along. Suddenly, he turned to his friend and said, “Tall Wave, I can tell you in seven words why this situation that you observe is not a problem.” The tall wave was doubtful but told his small friend to go ahead with the seven words. The little wave said, “You’re not just a wave. You’re water.”6

We are not just waves either, although we walk around most days believing we are. We believe we are distinct, separate, self-operating creatures, encased in skin, who may interact with other distinct, separate, self-operating creatures, but who are fundamentally separate from them. On some level, this is true. Looking at the ocean, we do see separate waves. Each wave has its own existence. Each wave has its own life span, and its own unique characteristics that make it different from every wave that has come along before and after it.

Learning to love and accept our own unique wave configuration is essential for our development as full human beings. So many of us, from a very young age, absorb messages from our parents and our society saying that there is something defective about us. For some of us, this may be because of the color of our skin, our sexual orientation, our gender, or some way in which we are subtly (or not so subtly) told we aren’t as special or precious as others. For some of us, this may be because of painful, destructive messages we absorb about our worth being tied to our productivity, our wealth, our likability, or other things that are essentially outside of our control.

For me, my placement as the middle child of a large and loud family created the conditions for me to feel invisible and abandoned during a lot of my childhood. Although I always knew my parents loved me and they took care of my daily needs, I had to create a framework to manage the fear and loneliness of not feeling fully seen. Like most children, I could not implicate my parents in the problem because my literal survival depended on them, so I believed the problem stemmed from me. The story I came up with went something like this: There is something essentially lacking and empty in me that makes it impossible to be truly seen and loved. If, however, I work really hard to trick/convince others to pay attention to me, I may be able to redeem myself and find relief from my own flawed position.

The premise of the story was that there was a core problem with me, a way in which I was not worthy of love without having to do something. With that core pain as the base, any positive attention I received over the years eventually felt hollow, or like a tiny drop of water in a parched desert. And yet the story I created told me I just needed to try harder, and keep going the way I was going, or else risk something much worse. I couldn’t tell what was on the other side of letting go of my story, but I was too terrified to find out. Who would I be without it?

The psychotherapist and author Adam Phillips wrote about an agoraphobic client he had who was terrified of crowds. “I think if I were to go into a crowded theatre,” the client exclaimed, “I would die.” Phillips finds himself thinking, “Why not agree to die and see what happens?”7 For me, learning to love myself has been a practice of agreeing to let my story of myself as unlovable die, and seeing what happens. Because this is scary and destabilizing, I have had to do it in teeny tiny pieces. In therapy and meditation, I have tried to see the role the story has played in my life and witness when it arises. When I catch it, I practice asking myself the question, “What if I am actually deeply loveable, just as I am? Without having to do or perform anything? What if I am worthy of being here, alive, as myself?” Hypothetically, I imagine: if this were unassailably true, how would I feel? How would I speak to others? How would I walk or spend my time?

Usually, this imagining helps me feel strong and full. I notice I stand up straighter, and I look people in the eye. Slowly, these exercises have given me a taste of what true self-acceptance feels like. They have helped me to reprogram my brain to challenge its default self-hatred and to build alternative narratives through which I am learning to love my wave configuration, exactly as it is. In returning back to myself, just as I am, over and over again in meditation, I practice self-acceptance, the same way a weight lifter at the gym builds her muscles.

The story doesn’t end there, however. We are waves, and it is important we love our particular wave shape, color and characteristics. But at the very same time, we are water. We are composed of materials—carbon, water, cells, oxygen, etc.—that we did not invent and that we do not own. As Vietnamese Zen teacher Thich Nhat Hanh says, we inter-are. We only exist in conjunction with billions of forces that are allowing for our continued existence, every second of every day. Our physical bodies are deeply interpenetrated with our environment, taking in oxygen, nutrients, and energy, and releasing waste.

Our minds and hearts are also porous to other people, taking in ideas, traumas, narratives, and information. This book is written in my voice and tells many of my stories, but both my voice and my stories have been molded and shaped by my family, friends, teachers, the books I have read, the media I have consumed. The folksinger Ani DiFranco sings:


We can’t afford to do anyone harm because we owe them our lives each breath is recycled from someone else’s lungs our enemies are the very air in disguise8



It isn’t just that I am “water,” interdependent and co-arising with all things; all people are water, interdependent and co-arising with all things. The worst people who have ever lived, and the best.

When I reflect on my interconnected nature, I feel a sense of relief, like the little wave in the story. The huge problem of death and suffering is lighter, somehow. This is not because I don’t want to stay alive, but because what I thought of as “my life” (separate, distinct, happening on a linear timeline) is only one part of the whole picture of life itself.

It is hard to wrap our heads around this way of thinking. When I teach this concept of no independent, separate self to my students, many of them resist. “But I feel separate!” they say. “There does seem to be someone here, making decisions, reliving memories, having a different life than the person next to me.”

When we sit down in meditation, however, I challenge these students to find exactly the place that is them. I ask them to watch their mind, to follow their thoughts, to search and to find the solid, unchanging core of their personhood. “Find the ‘I’ underneath,” I challenge them. Neither they, nor anyone I know, can do this, because it doesn’t exist. What we find instead are clusters of memories, imaginings, conditioned patterns of thoughts, and emotions that are constantly morphing and changing in a close, porous relationship to our world.

Even our bodies, which seem like ours (i.e., separate and distinct from the rest of the world), are continually undergoing change, shedding cells, aging, and are in constant communication with our environment. What I call “Yael” is a momentary grouping of cells and processes firing together in time, constantly in flux, to which I am affixing a label for a brief period of time. The cells of which I am composed will die and regenerate many times over in the course of my life. I gained allergies to pollen, cherries, and almonds when I was around twelve years old, and then miraculously lost them when I was around age twenty-five. My skin gains wrinkles each day and changes its form. The chronic anxiety and panic I experienced from a very young age has lessened to an almost indiscernible level in the past few years. “Yael” the wave is composed of water, was water before it was “Yael,” and will be water again after “Yael” has fallen apart.

When I first learned about the concept of no separate self, I, like my students, felt a strong sense of resistance to it. Focusing on my water-like nature felt too much like letting the “me” I was trying to understand and love slip through my fingers. I was already so used to feeling invisible and worthless, that accepting the “oneness” of interconnection felt painful—I was somehow on the outside of the oneness and couldn’t experience myself as a part of it. I remember laughing and crying in recognition when a woman on a retreat told the teacher, “I am just learning to love myself, and now you want me to let go of everything I thought was myself in the first place? I’m going to miss me!”

There is another great danger when we focus too heavily or exclusively on our water-like nature: what psychologist and Buddhist practitioner John Welwood calls “spiritual bypass.” Spiritual bypass is the tendency to use meditation and/or spirituality to “sidestep or avoid facing unresolved emotional issues, psychological wounds, and unfinished developmental tasks.”9 One young man in my meditation class, when asked why he wanted to learn to meditate, said that he found himself to be “rotten” and wanted to find a means to transcend himself. Most of us have experienced this at one point or another—the desire to escape our lives or jump out of our pain and conditioning through spiritual practice, rather than tackle it head-on.

Spiritual bypass of thorny issues such as racism, sexism, ableism, and other “isms” is another common danger for meditation practitioners and spiritual communities who become attached only to the “water” understanding of themselves. Many people of color report that white leadership and white practitioners in meditation communities wave away any accusations of bias or racism in their centers by claiming to have reached heights “beyond” such markers of identity. Zenju Earthlyn Manuel, a Zen teacher and writer, argues that not only is this a hurtful form of bypass, it ignores a fundamental truth about our interrelated reality.

According to Manuel, nobody can erase their identity in a relative sense. White people are white—they are not invisible, or race-less. She writes:


If we have created “race,” we are all involved in the lived experience of it, whether we individually view in terms of race or not. When we are treated by others or act ourselves with a consciousness of race, we can count on an impact of that consciousness on everyone we interact with. If oppression is a particular kind of suffering for some, then it is a general type of suffering for all.10



Since everyone is “raced” in the relative world, we are all being impacted in different ways as a result of our race. Rather than try to bypass this truth, or pretend we can meditate it away, we can look at it deeply in practice and in community, creating safe spaces and affinity groups where those who have been marginalized can find companionship and community, and those who are white can learn to unpack and understand their whiteness. This honest approach is our best path toward healing from the pain of oppression on an individual and a community-wide level.

In order to see the whole picture, we have to see the ways in which we are responsible for the work of understanding and developing our own little wave, even while we see and recognize our water-like nature. The two are both always true, at the same time.

In my experience, the three marks of existence are most helpful in daily life when we reframe them as questions: Am I suffering right now because I am resisting or forgetting one of these truths? Am I resisting impermanence and change? Am I clinging hard to an outcome I want, or pushing away something I don’t want? Am I believing that I am separate from life, and love, or clinging to a definition of myself that isn’t true? Most of the time, when I am suffering, the answer is “yes” to one or more of these. Recognizing this, I can relax my resistance a little. I can take a breath. I can practice being with what is.
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2: LEARNING
TO MEDITATE

WHAT IS MEDITATION?

LODRO RINZLER writes that the word “meditation” in Tibetan comes from the word “gom,” which means, “to become familiar with.”11 Meditation is a process of becoming familiar with life. We do this by training our mind to pay attention. Sometimes we pay attention to our breath. Sometimes we pay attention to what we are doing—walking, eating, or even using the bathroom. When we are completely focused on what is happening in real time, even for a few seconds at a time, we are not caught in the tangle of thoughts that constantly swing between the future and the past. We become intimate with the experience of life and are able to live it more deeply.

Meditation is also the practice of coming home to ourselves. When I have not meditated for a little while, I often tentatively approach the “door” of my heart and mind. What is on the other side? What has happened while I was away? Maybe I left the house in a mess and it will still be a mess when I return. Maybe it has been so long since I’ve been home that the territory will be unfamiliar and scary. As I sit to meditate, I try to courageously prepare myself for whatever is on the other side of that door. I commit to being with what is, as it is.

This time spent practicing being present with our breath trains our attention to be present more of the time in “regular” life, off the meditation cushion. We begin to taste the food we eat, rather than mindlessly shoveling it in. We listen when people talk to us rather than gathering the “gist” and then tuning out. We notice as things arise and fall—in nature, in our emotions, in our bodies. Even as the chatter of our minds comes and goes, we stay rooted in life as it is happening, rather than get lost in repetitive thinking. We put down our distractions, our busyness, our ideas about ourselves, and turn toward our lives.

If you have ever tried meditating for a few minutes, one of the first things you’ve probably noticed is that paying attention to the breath is harder than it sounds. A critical part of the process of meditation is watching our attention fly away from our anchor, despite our best attempts to stay focused. One minute we can be softly paying attention to our breath and then, before we know it, we are planning dinner, analyzing our relationship (or lack thereof), regretting having said something to a friend, or we find ourselves halfway through a wildly imaginative dream. This does not mean you have failed. Distraction is an essential part of the process, helping us to see and understand the contents of our minds.

In my early years meditating, each time I noticed I was distracted from my breath, I felt disappointment and anger at myself. Why couldn’t I just stay focused? Why was I such a bad meditator? My body tightened up. I shifted position. I looked at my watch and tried to locate the exit. I hated the ping-pong of my racing thoughts and the assault of outside distractions, and was exhausted by the fight to try and control them. The inner voice that berated me each time I got distracted was so unpleasant, and the attendant sense of failure and frustration was so deep, that I quickly began dreading sitting down to meditate.

During one particularly bad meditation on retreat, I could not get comfortable in my seat and kept shifting. You are disturbing everyone, my inner voice said. Feeling bad, I decided I would get up and quietly leave the meditation hall. On my way out, I accidentally let the door slam behind me. You just destroyed the peace of the meditation hall, I thought. Feeling even lower, I walked down to the river. I threw a rock in the lake. Nice work. You probably just ruined the ecosystem, my inner voice offered. After considering this for a moment, even I could tell that my mental critic was going a little too far and I laughed at myself out loud. For the first time that day I heard the way my inner voice was speaking to me, and it was mean. In fact, without my realizing it, it had been beating me up for most of my life. It told me I ruined every space I was in. It told me I was worthless and small. The inner voice made me miserable. It caused me to loathe myself. And the more I ran from it or tried to shove it down in meditation, the louder it got.

None of this was new. What was new was that this time, I was paying attention. I didn’t just assume the inner critic was the voice of truth. The practice of watching my thoughts arise and fall in meditation had given me a sliver of space between the moment the inner critic attacked, and the moment I believed it. In that tiny pause, I had options. I could hate my inner voices. I could yell at them, argue with them, give them the middle finger in my mind. This is known in the meditation world as “stacking aversions on aversions.” It usually made me feel worse.

Alternatively, I could try and be kind to the inner critic. I could welcome her in. I could allow her to be heard and seen, without becoming completely swallowed by her. I could try and understand her origins and logic. I could remind myself that, while this critical voice was a part of me, she wasn’t the whole of me.

The distance we gain from our inner critic is one of the most rarely discussed treasures of meditation. When our minds wander, we can wake up and realize they are wandering. We can give a soft label to the place we wandered to: “past memory,” “desire for food,” “imagination,” are some examples. As soon as we have gently labeled the thought, we return home to our breath. Through this practice of getting distracted and bringing our attention back, we become intimate with our minds and hearts—the good, the bad, and the ugly. We meet our inner critic and see the things our mind loves to think about. We witness the patterns and the questions that occupy our daily mental energy, as well as some of the buried pains that emerge from the depths of our consciousness. In this way, this practice teaches us how to love ourselves. As we return to what is truly happening in the present moment in our bodies and in the world, our hearts open. Love is presence, and the act of paying attention and returning is an act of love that we repeat over and over again.

WHAT IS THE POINT?

Inevitably, when we practice, especially if it is difficult, we ask, what is the point? Why keep returning to the breath? What is the connection between returning to the present and all of the struggles and questions that we face?

Ultimately, our goal in meditation is the reward—waking up in our lives. Whether it is our crazy wandering minds or the storm of emotions thundering within us, when we do not run away from what is happening in real time but return back to it again and again, we train ourselves to inhabit our life as it is. The practice of meditation helps us to break outside of the achievement-based paradigm most of us live in every day because it is not about getting anywhere or doing anything in particular. It is just about being with what is, as we are right now.

And yet, it can be very difficult to simply turn off our mind that wants to see results, achieve goals, and reap rewards. We have been trained this way our whole life! So with a nod to that very human part of ourselves, here are just a few of the many other benefits of meditation that often arise when we practice.

Relaxation

Perhaps meditation’s most famous claim is that it has the ability to help us relax. In many of the meditations I have led over the years, as well as in quite a few in which I have participated, people have sat down to meditate, promptly fallen asleep, and not woken up again until the sound of the bell at the end. Once, I even tried to use the sound of a man’s loud snoring as my present-moment anchor, as there was no hope of ignoring it. In the nonstop lives we lead, most of us are chronically exhausted, tightly wound, and sleep deprived.

If you are struggling with the pressures of coursework, being away from home, trying to maintain relationships, finding a job, or getting a good night’s sleep, you are not alone. A New York Times article from 2011 reported that the emotional health of first-year college students was the lowest it had been in twenty-five years, according to the self-assessment surveys of more than 200,000 students from across the United States.12 Women in the study reported significantly worse mental health than men, with the gap widening each year. Several other studies have pointed to the additional mental and physical stressors that students of color report experiencing as a result of daily overt and covert racism.13

Relaxing in this environment is more than just a luxury—it is a necessity. The everyday tension and stress that accompanies life in our twenties can be debilitating to our mental and physical health.

I first began meditating as a college student because I suffered from unrelenting anxiety that did not subside even when I went to sleep. Anxiety soon led to the panic attacks I described in the introduction, causing a serious disruption in my life and wreaking havoc on my body and mind.

Regular meditation helped retrain my brain and body to handle anxious thoughts when they arrived. It didn’t stop the anxious thoughts, but it helped short-circuit the trigger that connected the thoughts to the physical panic symptoms, such as shortness of breath, sweating, and fainting.

Meditation helps us ground ourselves more of the time in the here and the now, rather than in the “what-if.” Panic lives in the “what-if.” What if this stalled subway is a terrorist attack? What if I never find love? What if I fail my classes, can’t get a job, disgrace my family, and have to live on the street? Panic doesn’t take these as thought experiments. It actually makes the mind believe those things are happening now. The more we train our minds to stay present, the more we become able to meet these “what-ifs” with the distance of a witness, rather than as a victim.

Feel your chair or cushion supporting you, right now. Feel the stability of the ground beneath you. Feel the rise and fall of your breath. Yes, things in the future might not be okay. Yes, bad things might happen. But right now, and most of the time, you are okay. Even if you are sad, grieving, scared, or angry, there is an okay-ness that rests underneath, available for you to access when you take a breath and connect.

When my mind is wildly leaping between what was and what might be, or when I am overwhelmed with my to-do list and my body feels like a tightly coiled spring, something about sitting down, letting go, and returning to my breath feels like a release. It feels like drinking ice water on a hot day. The silence, stillness, and stability of the moment are so much vaster than even my most pressing problems and fears.

Wisdom

If you have ever been up late at night, tossing and turning with the difficulties of the day, lost in circular thoughts or obsessed with a difficult decision, you have witnessed the limited capacity of the mind to tolerate pain. In my experience, the thinking mind tries to pick apart, understand, and bring logic to painful or complicated feelings, without a great deal of success. The body, on the other hand, can work with a tremendous amount of pain. It can process and emote pain, leading to healing and release. When I have felt stuck, lost, or sad and opened up to feel these feelings in the body, allowing the emotions to move through me, I may cry, it may be profoundly uncomfortable, but I do not usually feel stuck for very long.

Psychologist Bessel Van der Kolk writes about the absolute necessity of incorporating body-based practices in the process of healing from trauma. Because the site of trauma is often the body itself, healing requires a loving return to “the scene of the crime.” “In order to change, people need to become aware of their sensations and the way that their bodies interact with the world around them,” he writes. “Physical self-awareness is the first step in releasing the tyranny of the past.”14

The body has deep wisdom, and our ability to process pain and confusion depends upon us being able to drop into the physical, energetic movements outside of the thinking mind. Meditation helps the body to access this wisdom by clearing away the top levels of chattering thoughts and allowing truth to emerge.

When our mind becomes quiet—when we hook into the depth of this moment and practice just being with our breath—a miraculous thing begins to happen. We start to notice the pattern of our thoughts without getting too attached to them. We start to hear with remarkable clarity the many voices in our head—voices of parents, of society, of the stories we have invented. We also make room for insights and truths to speak to us from unconscious realms within us. This inner listening and discernment is the definition of wisdom, or prajña in Sanskrit.

This is easier said than done. In my midtwenties, I went on a meditation retreat in the middle of a very tumultuous time in my working life. I had spent the previous six months creating a business with a friend of mine into which we had poured our hearts and our energy. Although the business was thriving, our friendship had been slowly coming apart, with most of our interactions ending either in screaming fights or icy silences. I felt angry, dejected, and sick to my stomach.

Worst of all, I simply could not figure out what to do. I did not want to leave the business after giving so much time, money, and energy to it. I didn’t want to live in tension with my friend. But try as we might, we could not reconcile our differences. I felt completely stuck.

When I sat down in meditation on the first few days of the retreat, I could feel the magnetic attraction of my work problems consuming my thoughts and not letting me go. I tried to follow the practice, returning my attention over and over again to my breath, pulling my thoughts out of the confused, addictive mess of what to do. I remember my mind telling me, If you just think about this a little longer, you will solve it! Just a little longer! Of course, each time I gave in, trying to decide what to do, trying to figure out who was to blame, nothing emerged except more agitation and suffering.

On one of the last days of the retreat, after a week of repeatedly getting caught up in thoughts and then repeatedly returning to my breath, suddenly my thinking mind surrendered. Exhausted, it let go. Out of nowhere, I heard an internal voice. It was a different voice than the endless, confused machinations of the mind I had been struggling with. It said quietly, with clarity: You have to go. As soon as those words had the chance to break through, I burst into tears. That was it. With four words, what I knew to be true, but didn’t want to face, came to the surface. My friendship was broken. I needed to leave the business. The decision was made and all that was left was the grieving.

Nearly all the major insights I have had in my life have come from that place deep inside. Rarely have they ever come from “thinking things through.” Perhaps you have noticed this in your life—times when your mind stopped fixating on a problem and an answer came to you from a different place. This is the nature of our mind’s inner wisdom, and meditation is the fertile ground that enables it to emerge.

Compassion

Buddhist teachings describe awakening as composed of wisdom (prajña) and compassion (karuna). These two mind states are cultivated by deep and regular meditation practice. They are likened to the two wings of a bird, which enable it to fly. Compassion is the heart-opening feeling that occurs when we witness the ways we are interconnected with every being and thing in the world. Different from pity, which assumes we are better than the other person, compassion (when coupled with wisdom) sees the ways our liberation is bound up with the liberation of others.

At the end of meditation sessions, I often notice a desire to smile at people on the street and avoid killing bugs. The more I meditate, the more I feel motivated to fight for justice and to treat people nicely. Meditation cracks my heart wide open and softens me towards others. It is not something I logically think through. It feels more like a chemical response—a rush of love—that bypasses my defenses and tenderizes me for a period of time.

Interestingly, recent research supports this claim. A 2013 study from Harvard and Northeastern measured the results of eight weeks of meditation on compassionate behavior.15 Researchers invited each member of the meditation group and the control group, one at a time, into a waiting room with two actors and an empty chair. They then hired a third actor to enter the room on crutches, appearing to be in great physical pain. The two seated actors had been told to ignore the person on crutches and to look at their phones or pretend to be reading a book. The researchers wanted to see if the study’s participants would intervene and help the person on crutches, even if the others in the room were not doing so. Among the non-meditators, 15 percent of participants offered to help, while among the meditators, 50 percent did. The study suggests what meditation practitioners have felt for a long time: meditation opens the heart, builds compassion, and has the potential to inspire loving action which fosters positive change.

HINDRANCES: WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH

Meditation never came easily to me. I tried the practice for the first time when I was fifteen years old. There was a school assembly program about stress, and all of the students were encouraged to lie down on the hard gymnasium floor while someone led us in a relaxing body scan. At least that is what I heard later. I fell asleep approximately two minutes after lying down and woke up to the sound of the bell that ended the meditation. I enjoyed the nap but left the assembly believing I was a failure at meditating. I didn’t try again for the next five years.

During and after my first meditation retreat, I continued to struggle with meditation. The teachers on the retreat told us to pay attention to our breath, and when our mind wandered, to gently bring it back. To me, “gently” consisted of hacking with a knife at each thought in my imagination every time I realized my attention had drifted away. I could not stay focused. It was painfully boring. I kept falling asleep. Between all the violent stabbing away at my thoughts and all of the effort it took to keep myself awake, I became discouraged. I constantly felt like a failure, which then made me want to give up. I liked the way I felt after meditating—calm, open, relaxed—but the process of “getting there” was so aggressive and forceful, I could not keep up the practice.

It was only much later that I came to understand that meditation is not about “getting” anywhere. It is about being with what is. If I am calm, I can be with the calmness. If I am angry or sad, I can be with the anger or sadness in my body and mind without getting lost in the story of what made me so. The practice of meditation certainly takes effort, but it shouldn’t be a brawl between me and my mind. The Buddha described it as the process of playing a string instrument. If the strings are too tight, they snap and break. If too loose, they cannot be played properly. The balance between discipline and gentleness is what makes the music.

When we first sit down to practice meditation, most of us are greeted by certain “friends.” The Buddha called these “hindrances.” The hindrances are barriers—patterns of thought and/or energy that can be very unsettling and disappointing if we don’t know what we are encountering. Once we name and understand them, however, they, like all thoughts and energy patterns, simply arise and fall away. Like weather patterns, we don’t have to resist or fight them, and we don’t have to think they are ruining our meditation. Noticing a hindrance and working with it is meditation.

There are five “classical,” common hindrances to meditation (and daily life): grasping, aversion, restlessness, sleepiness, and doubt. In addition to those, I have noticed a “bonus” hindrance in myself and my students: boredom.

Grasping/Clinging

We have already seen grasping in a larger sense in the three marks of existence. As a hindrance to meditation, grasping is the mind’s attempt to reach for things outside the present moment that will make what is happening right now more pleasurable. The grasping mind takes a look around and sees the potential for MORE! and BETTER! It is important to note that the desire at the root of grasping can be a beautiful and important thing (more on that later). The trouble with grasping is that it leads to suffering, narrowing our minds and hearts around an outcome that we cannot control and that we believe we need to control in order to be okay. At the root of grasping is the idea that the present moment is not enough.

Zen teacher Teah Strozer says that most people “major” in one hindrance over the others. It is the one they come back to most often when meditations get long or our mind itches for an escape. In my case, it is grasping. On one retreat, I changed the location of my cushion six times in two days when my grasping mind convinced me that the meditation would be so much more effective if I moved spots. During other meditations, I have spent hours and sometimes days avoiding paying attention to my breath and the present moment as my mind obsessed over a new crush or how I would decorate my apartment when I got home.

There are two ways of working with grasping when it arises. The first is to make the grasping itself the object of the meditation. What does grasping feel like? How do we know we are grasping? What are the sensations involved?

At one meditation retreat I attended, the teachers had a practice of, on the last day, allowing several people to share about their retreat experiences in front of the whole group. I had been attending this same retreat for several years and had never shared, so I decided that this year I would try. Of course, as soon as I decided I would do that, each meditation session was filled with my grasping mind planning every detail of what I would say, imagining people laughing at my jokes, being moved to tears by my poignant remarks, and generally falling in love with me. I kept trying to return to my breath, but the power of the fantasy was so intense, it was proving to be a very strong hindrance to me.

Finally, rather than fighting the grasping mind spinning these beautiful stories about how I was going to deliver the World’s Best Post-Meditation Sharing, I decided I would try and notice what it felt like when mind escaped into the fantasy. I noticed that I was lonely in the meditation, and that my fantasy included a loving audience with whom I could connect. I noticed how strongly I wanted to see people’s eyes on me—my lifelong wish for attention—which I felt mostly in my stomach and my heart area. Every time I noticed my mind slipping into the grasping, I tried to let go of the perfect final words and stay instead with that desire in my body. It was lucky that I did, because at the end of the week, the teachers were late in ending the retreat, and they decided to skip the sharing section. After all those hours crafting and perfecting my remarks, there was nowhere to share them! I was glad that I had begun to stay in the present with my experience rather than spending the entire week grasping at a fantasy.

In classical Buddhist teachings, the antidote to grasping is either visiting or visualizing a charnel ground where dead bodies are left to decompose. Why? Because remembering the truth that we all die—and remembering how unglamorous and icky it is when it happens—might help us cling less tightly to the fleeting wants that hinder our meditations. Can’t get a crush out of your mind? Picturing their rotting flesh and decomposing bones might help. Feeling distracted by desires for tasty food or a perfectly decorated apartment? Remembering the grisly reality of the death we will all face might put things in perspective. The practice is meant to help us release the powerful hold our mind has over us when it has to have something.

A few years ago, a meditation center in New York City called the Interdependence Project sold T-shirts that said in big letters across the front: “This Body Will Be a Corpse.” I remember feeling jarred when seeing it for the first time. Dark! Intense! Such a downer! It stayed with me, floating around in my head like a refrain: This Body Will Be a Corpse. This Body Will Be a Corpse. You couldn’t really argue with it. You couldn’t fight it. My body and your body and every body that ever lives will be a corpse at some point. When I really remember this and let it soak in, I see the wisdom in the Buddha’s suggestion to go to a charnel ground when we get caught up in lust and grasping. Whatever it is that we want cannot be taken with us, including our body and the bodies of others. All we have is what we have, right now.

One final suggestion for working with grasping in meditation is to balance the object of grasping against the larger truth. If the grasping is for something that is harmful to you (cigarettes, alcohol, sugar, an ex-partner), it sometimes helps to see the fantasy all the way through. Imagine eating the sweet and then feeling sick afterward. Imagine drinking to the point of being sick. Imagine calling your ex, having a rush of happiness when you connect, and then feeling lonely, sad, and angry afterward. Try to play the whole scenario out, all the way to the end, and then see if the grasping has the same force in your body as it did before. It can be scary to allow ourselves to feel the full force of our desires, but pledging to look honestly at the results of that desire can sometimes ease us out of a period of obsession or clinging.

Aversion

Aversion is the flip side of grasping. Aversion is the desire to push away an experience in favor of an easier, more pleasant or comfortable one. Aversion says “no” to life. It causes us to tighten up and constrict as we reject the pain or difficulty of what is happening to us in meditation, as well as in daily life. It can make us feel like the circumstances for the meditation are wrong, or that someone or something is “ruining” the moment for us.

Working with aversion is similar to working with desire. The more we become aware of it and we drop into its sensations in the body, the less of a hold it has over us. Where does aversion live? What happens in the face, in the chest, or in the belly when we are locked in aversion and resistance? We can bring our attention and breath to these constrictions, rather than to the object of our mind or the environment that’s triggering the aversive response. We open to the fullness of our aversion so that we may truly understand it, instead of trying to get rid of it or believing the stories it tells us.

Another way of working with aversion is to send love and well wishes to ourselves and others. On one long meditation retreat, I was seated next to someone who sniffled. Sniffling doesn’t sound like a terrible crime, but in the silent hall, when I was struggling to concentrate, her sniffling soon became a thorn in my side that kept me from relaxing. Every time I brought my body to ease, every time I settled into a pattern of following my breath, without fail, I would hear (what sounded to me) like an ear-piercing, mucus-filled sniffle. Unlike the soothing rhythm of the heater turning on and off at regular intervals in the meditation hall, it was impossible to predict when the next sniffle would arrive to assault me. I had no way to protect or prepare myself. I began to gently nudge a box of tissues in her direction, hoping she would take the hint. Alas, nothing. I started sighing loudly after each sniffle, shifting my position or staring icily at my new antagonist, “Sniffles.” At one point it took all my energy of restraint not to jump up and yell in Sniffles’ face, “BLOW YOUR NOSE!” I was very deep in aversion.

When I realized this, I tried to send compassion to Sniffles, to wish her well, but I felt too agitated, too wound up in my own suffering. I had saved up my earnings for several months and taken several of my vacation days to attend this meditation retreat and Sniffles was ruining it! I was angry at her, and angry at myself for being so petty and judgmental. Once again, I began “stacking aversions on aversions.”

In order to break the cycle, during one meditation period, I held my hands on my chest, where I could feel the anger boiling inside me, and said to myself, Poor baby, poor sweetheart. This is really difficult. You are feeling really judgmental, upset, and irritated. This is really hard. May you feel at ease. May you feel peace. May you feel joy. I repeated these lines over and over again throughout the session. I could feel some of the tightness in my body relax. I could feel myself breathe a little easier. Interestingly, toward the end of the retreat, when I had already stopped doing this practice, when I had somehow managed to absorb the reality of Sniffles into my meditation sessions, I looked over at Sniffles on our way to lunch and a feeling of compassion swept over me. Why was she sniffling so much? A cold? Allergies? A lot of crying? “I hope Sniffles is okay,” I thought to myself. And to my shock, I really meant it.

Did I stop finding people annoying after this day? No. I still find people annoying all the time. In that moment, however, through the practice, I was able to find room to empathize and soften toward someone who had previously been the bane of my existence.

In the Buddha’s day, he would send his monks to secluded locations in the forest in order to meditate. The monks would complain16 about the dangers in the forest, the damp and uncomfortable conditions, the cold and the hunger. They were in deep aversion as they faced the prospect of their forest retreat. The Buddha instructed the monks to send out metta, or loving-kindness, to the world. I assume that the monks included themselves in those well wishes. Something about bringing love and compassion to our experience, even when we are in a fog of judgment and aversion, even when we don’t think we deserve it, releases the aversion and softens our hearts. From this soft place, we can be compassionate and loving to others—even those who are driving us crazy.

Try this out for yourself the next time you find yourself facing aversive thoughts, either about yourself or others. If you feel like a failure, if you feel like the person next to you is breathing too loudly, if you find yourself filled with fear, anger, or hate, just take a breath, and see if you can wish love and ease to yourself. Poor baby, you can say to yourself, poor sweetheart. You are feeling really judgmental and upset and irritated. This is really hard. May you feel at ease. May you feel peace. May you feel joy. Even if it is forced at first, try to keep going, repeating wishes of love and ease, over and over again. See if the nature of your experience changes.

Restlessness

Restlessness is the feeling of excess energy in the body and mind, making formal sitting meditation extremely difficult. Restlessness often has less of a storyline than grasping or aversion. It simply says: Go! Run! Move! Leave! Our minds can feel like a very small room with the bouncy balls of our thoughts ricocheting off each wall at crazy speeds. A friend of mine, meditation teacher James Jacobson Maisels, recounts how when he first started meditating, he felt so much restlessness he actually worried he might die if he didn’t get up. I too have had sessions when the jumpy energy I felt was so extreme that I started sweating and shaking. My body wanted me to avoid the meditation at all costs.

Both James and I noticed that when we stuck through the meditation, taking deep breaths to expand our awareness around and through the restlessness, insight and the underlying emotion had the chance to break through.

Indeed, the antidote to restlessness is allowing the bouncy balls of our thoughts much more room to move around in our body. Rather than a laser-like focus on your breath as an anchor, allow your attention to expand, using the whole body as an anchor, or using the sounds in the room as an anchor instead. Breathe deeply and expansively to settle the mind and body. Invite and allow each muscle to relax. Do not try to stop the thoughts—just keep imagining them bouncing around in a larger, more spacious environment. You will not die of restlessness, and it will pass in time. Just keep breathing!

Sleepiness

College students have a serious problem with sleep. According to one study, approximately 50 percent report daytime sleepiness and 70 percent are not getting enough sleep. This has been shown to negatively impact learning, memory, and performance, and to increase depression and mood disorders.17 The picture does not necessarily improve when we graduate. Approximately fifty to seventy million adults in the US suffer from a sleep disorder, causing the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to call sleep deprivation “a public health problem.”18 If you are repeatedly feeling sleepy during meditation, it is very possible you might be sleep deprived, and might actually need to take a nap. Your meditation practice will benefit over the long run, as will the other parts of your life, if you try to get between seven and eight hours of sleep per night.

If you have slept plenty of hours, however, and you are still facing sleepiness when you meditate, you are probably encountering the hindrance of sleepiness (also called sloth or torpor). Sometimes this manifests as “conking out” during meditation and sometimes it can just feel like a dense fog or a dreamlike state that settles over the mind, even if you are not actually sleeping.

Sleepiness is a stagnation or slowdown of energy that doesn’t allow our mind to be clear or perceptive during meditation. Like the other hindrances, we can make sleepiness the object of meditation when it arises, becoming extremely curious about the texture of sleepiness feeling its sensations in the eyes, the breath, and the body. Sharpening our attention can help to focus our mind and not allow it to drift into dreamland. Opening the eyes (with a soft gaze) can be helpful if we are sleepy, and standing up can help prevent us from nodding off. You may notice meditating at certain times of the day makes you less prone to dream-like sessions. For me, any meditations after lunch are guaranteed to be very drowsy. If I am headed into a meditation at this time, I try to do several jumping jacks, move my arms around, and stretch my body beforehand in order to bring some fresh energy to the meditation.

Sometimes sleepiness is persistent when meditating because our mind is trying to protect us from something painful in our life that is living right underneath the surface of the conscious mind. This was the case with one of my students on a retreat who, try as she might, simply could not stay awake through a meditation session. She tried paying attention to the sleepiness, she tried moving around beforehand, she even tried standing up. Almost as soon as she started each session, her mind would go “fuzzy” and she would begin to come in and out of a dream-like state. By the third day of this persistent sleepiness, I encouraged her in the next session to gently ask herself what might be underneath the sleepiness? What might her body be trying to protect her from? I suggested she listen for the answer, without rushing to try and fill it in.

She reported to me that when she tried this, gently asking herself this question several times, the sleepiness cracked open and she faced an ocean of sadness and grief. Breaking down in tears, she realized that she had never processed her parents’ divorce that had happened several years earlier, instead “sucking up” her feelings to appear supportive to her parents and siblings. Touching the pain and the sadness allowed her to begin a healing process which, while difficult, was much less painful and destructive than repressing those feelings into ever-increasing hours of sleep and numbness.

Sleepiness can feel like a sweet escape from our lives. There is a reason, however, that enlightenment is often referred to as “waking up.” We must wake up in our lives if we are going to be fully whole. We have to courageously and gently peer beneath the desire to fade away into dreams and unconsciousness—and wake up, over and over again, to life.

Doubt

Doubt weakens our resolve to keep practicing. Often masquerading as “truth,” it can derail our original intention to meditate by causing us to get lost in a spiral of blame and questioning. Doubt, like some of the other hindrances, is composed of thoughts, but doubts are particularly sticky and pervasive ones. We may feel confused and lost when doubt visits us in meditation.

Of course, having doubt is not necessarily a bad thing. Doubt can help us to discern scams, phonies, and charlatans. In college, we learn to sharpen our critical minds and to question everything. We should not suspend this questioning and blindly follow anyone who wants to teach us meditation. In fact, the Buddha famously said not to believe him on word alone, but instead to practice and see for ourselves what happens. A Zen saying goes even further, warning that if we meet the Buddha in the road, we should kill him. Any time we begin to deify or revere someone (or something) without personally experiencing it to be true, there is a problem.

Yet if we are lost in doubt, it can be hard to continue our practice at all. Doubt sometimes has a way of crowding the field, taking up all the space and stopping us from trying something new, difficult, and scary, in an attempt to protect us. The antidote to doubt in these situations is faith. Sharon Salzberg defines faith as “the willing suspension of disbelief.”19 If we are normally skeptical or critical, this definition does not ask us to cross the long bridge to believing. It just asks us to suspend disbelief long enough to keep practicing. Faith is the ability to open up the mind and heart and step out into the unknown in order to see what happens. It is remembering what brought us to meditation in the first place, and trusting the voice inside that urged us to explore this practice.

Perhaps the most beautiful story of doubt and faith is that of the Buddha himself. The Buddha, a historical prince named Siddhartha Gautama, left his home and palace at the age of twenty-nine, seeking a path to the permanent alleviation of suffering. After much wandering and many failed attempts to relieve the suffering within, the Buddha decided that he would simply sit down under a tree and not move until he woke up from all suffering. He had many insights and saw many truths while sitting. In the middle of the night, on his last day of sitting, Mara, a demon-like being, visited him and tried to disturb the Buddha’s awakening.

Mara launched all kinds of attacks at the Buddha, trying to tempt him with sex or scare him by shooting hundreds of arrows at him. Nothing worked. Finally, Mara assailed Buddha with words of self-doubt that are stunningly familiar to anyone who has ever taken a risk or done something out of their comfort zone. “Who do you think you are to wake up?” Mara asked. “Many have tried to do this before you who have worked much harder than you. Who are you to succeed?”

The Buddha raised one finger and touched the earth in front of him. He called upon the earth and all its creatures to serve as his witness that he deserved to live a life free from suffering. With this gesture, it is as if he said, “I deserve this because I’m here, because I’m alive.” If we feel consumed with self-doubt as we meditate, we can remember the Buddha’s example. We deserve to be happy. We deserve to live a good life simply because we are here.

A Bonus: Boredom

Many of my students ask me about boredom as a hindrance. Although not a classical hindrance, boredom is extremely common when starting to meditate. After all, nothing is happening! In our hyper-wired, hyper-connected, nonstop world, boredom tells us to change the channel, check the phone, and reach for the next distraction. Consciously choosing to sit inside the boredom can be extremely uncomfortable at first.

If you investigate boredom like you do the more classical hindrances, however, some interesting things come to light. First of all, what actually is the sensation of being bored? The dictionary describes it as “feeling weary and impatient because one is unoccupied or lacks interest in one’s current activity.”20 When I am bored in meditation, however, the feeling is not exactly weariness. It feels more jumpy and active—perhaps a blend of aversion, doubt, and restlessness. The thoughts that accompany boredom are hot and itchy (there is so much else you need to do right now, this is a waste of time) as are the feelings in the body.

Psychologist Adam Phillips described boredom in children as essential for their development. He defines it as “a state of suspended anticipation in which things are started and nothing begins, the mood of diffuse restlessness which contains that most absurd and paradoxical wish, the wish for a desire.”21 Out of that “diffuse restlessness,” new, previously unimagined discoveries and insights emerge. Phillips goes on to say that “boredom is the impossible experience of waiting for something without knowing what it could be.”22

If we understand boredom less as something to be feared and more as this essential pause in the action before a transformation, perhaps we can find the space to relax into it. When our mind shouts at us, “nothing is happening!” we can breathe, recognize that we are bored, and settle into the discomfort of waiting for our own life to emerge out of the mystery.
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3: MINDFULNESS
IN-BETWEEN

THERE IS a Zen story about a young girl who is running from a tiger and comes to the edge of a cliff. The tiger is in hot pursuit, but the girl looks down at the sheer drop-off and isn’t sure what to do. Luckily, she notices that there is a vine hanging off the cliff that she can climb down to avoid the tiger. She scurries down the vine just as the tiger makes it to the edge of the cliff, roaring ferociously.

Suddenly, she sees several mice at the top of the cliff, gnawing away at the vine. She looks beneath her, at the immense distance she will fall. She looks above her at the tiger, perched at the edge of the cliff. She looks left and sees nothing but more cliff. She looks right, and sees a strawberry plant extending off the rock face, with one big, ripe strawberry. She picks the strawberry. She tastes the strawberry. She says, “So sweet.”

The story ends there.

Whenever I tell this story to my students, they laugh at the abrupt, unatisfactory ending. How does the girl save herself? What becomes of her? The story is not meant to wrap up with a neat ending, however. It’s meant to capture something about our own daily experience. How often do we feel like the girl in the story, as we race around from one stressful encounter to another? I have had many days where busyness, to-do lists, and planning have consumed so much of the day that I have lost touch with the actual experience of being alive. All of the tigers and cliffs and mice often cause me to miss the strawberry.

The strawberry, of course, is everything. Although in the story, in logical terms, the strawberry can’t save the girl’s life, the pause she takes from her stress and fear to taste it drops her into the richness and aliveness of her life. In this way, the vibrancy of her life is saved.

We can do the same thing. We can bring color and life back into our lives when they grow grey and alienated by bringing mindfulness, awareness, and attention to everything we do, as we do it.

I have notes stuck around my computer at work. They say things like, “Just This,” “Breathe,” and, “Right Here, Right Now.” They are the visual cues I use to bring present-moment awareness into the craziness of everyday life. Some days it works wonderfully and I am able to take mindful minutes to breathe, center myself, and be present. Other days, when the phone is ringing, I am hundreds of emails behind, and I have a long list of meetings and deadlines looming, being present can get lost in the chaos. That is why I find that sitting meditation and daily mindfulness must go together. Without a regular practice of sitting meditation, it is too easy to get swept up in the current of our nonstop, crazy lives. We need a regular meditation practice to help our body and mind remember to climb out of the rushing river of our thoughts and return to what is happening in the now.

On the other hand, if we only care about our time spent “on the cushion,” we may find the rest of our life just as confusing, alienating, unsatisfactory, and stressful as we did before we started meditating. We may end up using meditation as an escape from everyday life, rather than a heart-opening practice that helps us infuse our everyday life with clarity and meaning.

Ultimately, living a mindful life means paying attention all day, every day. When I first understood that, I felt baffled. How? When would I do my thinking? How would I work out the problems that occupied my mind all day long? I started by trying it out on a retreat. Between sessions, when my mind was on its usual treadmill of thoughts, I tried bringing my attention to the present moment—to my feet on the ground as they walked, my body in the shower as the water hit it, or the taste of food in my mouth during a meal.

I learned that I didn’t need all of the “thinking time” I thought I did. My thoughts still operated well enough to get me to meals and meditations on time. I was able to figure out what I wanted from the dinner buffet. I was able to decide whether and when I would shower.

I also found that I didn’t need my thinking mind to solve my larger problems for me or to help me understand my emotions. In fact, it became clear that my thinking mind is actually pretty terrible at those things, often sending me into looped, repetitive black holes. As I discussed earlier, most of the major problems and decisions in my life have been solved not by applying my mind to them, but by listening to a deeper truth within myself that emerges when it’s ready.

Buddhist teacher Sharon Salzberg recommends practicing mindfulness by paying attention to: “Many moments, many times.”23 She recommends setting an alarm on our phone or computer, and taking a breath every time it rings as a way to focus your attention.

What does this book (or tablet) feel like in your hands right now? What are the physical sensations, textures, and temperatures of the book against your hand? What shape are your hands in as you hold the book? How is your body positioned as you read? What are your feet doing? What does the air feel like? What sounds are in the room around you? It is nearly impossible to be lost in anxious thoughts and to-do lists when dropping into our sensations, even if for a short time. Doing so helps us to experience our life more directly, rather than living all of our time in thoughts about our lives.

In this way of practicing, there is no break at all from paying attention. In his outstanding book, This Is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared, Rabbi Alan Lew writes about the difference between looking through a window at the outside world, and turning the gaze to look at the window itself—the glass, the schmutz on the glass, the screen, etc.24 For most of our lives we are looking through the window of our minds at the world. Living a mindful life means examining the mechanisms of the mind and the heart themselves. How does this machine work? How are emotions processed? What does it feel like to be alive right now? And what about now?

There is so much to notice when we try to be mindful in between sitting meditations. Walking, laughing with friends, texting, drinking, dancing, sitting in traffic, getting dressed, falling in love—our whole life happens in the in-between. The next few sections examine mindfulness in three “in-between” activities where most of us spend a lot of time: walking, eating, and using technology.

MINDFUL WALKING

I have lived in New York City for a long time. In New York City, walking is intense. People rarely stroll. Everyone has places to go, urgent appointments for which they are late, people they have to meet, and things that had to get done yesterday. New Yorkers pride themselves on walking extremely fast and knowing the absolute quickest way to get from point A to point B.

Walking meditation is pretty much the exact opposite of that. In walking meditation, it does not matter where you go and it does not matter how fast you get there. In fact, many people intentionally slow down their walking during this practice so that they can feel the muscles of their legs and body move as they walk, so they can be aware of their breathing or their surroundings. The point of walking meditation is to bring all of your attention to the walking itself. This can mean paying focused attention to every feeling your foot encounters as it contacts the floor, or it can mean opening up your awareness to the feeling of your entire body moving through space as you walk. It is being right here, right now, in motion.

In the Soto Zen tradition, in which I practiced meditation for many years, formal walking meditation is done in a circle inside the meditation hall. For ten-minute sessions between sitting meditation, each person tries to be completely present with each of their steps while slowly making their way around the hall. New Yorker that I am, walking meditation was often an infuriating practice for me. I always seemed to get caught behind a person moving at the speed of molasses. My mind would fill with judgments about this person. What is wrong with them? I would wonder at my walking enemy of the day. Why can’t they see that there is a huge gap of space in front of them and hurry up? My frustration was comical, given that there was literally no place to go and no hurry to get there. We were walking in a circle!

It makes sense that aimless, destination-less walking has been hard for me. From my first year in school to every single year after, I was told that I must work hard and prepare for the following year, which would be much harder. Once I left elementary school, I had to work toward middle school, middle school to high school, high school to college. We were taught to always be forward thinking, always going somewhere, always on the move. I once heard Dan Siegel, neuroscientist and meditator, give a talk in which he commented on this phenomenon, saying: “We are all trying to get into the best colleges, to go to the best graduate schools, to get the greatest jobs, to make the most money, to buy the biggest houses, to get the best plots of the cemetery!” All of this striving is not about fulfillment or joy or meaning. It is about endless ambition, acquisition, and activity.

Walking meditation takes a monkey wrench to these values. It doesn’t matter where we are going, or what the next step is. Our job is to be with this step. And then this one. Walking is no longer a boring, cumbersome way to transport our body to where “life” happens. Paying attention to walking—to our bodies and to the moment—is life.

Mindful walking takes formal walking meditation and moves it out to the “real world.” What would it feel like to pay attention to the walk from our front door to our car/train/bus? How does it feel to be aware of my body and my feet when standing in line? How might life open up for me if I was actually present and aware during the multiple daily journeys from here to there? We feel the body shifting and stepping. We feel the wind against our face. We hear people talking, birds chirping. We smell flowers or barbeque or the nearest bakery. Yes, there is often a destination in this practice, but we do not zone out until we get there. Each step matters. Each step offers the chance to wake up and pay attention.

The best teachers of this practice are small children and pets. Walks for them are filled with so much wonder and joy that it is really hard not to absorb some of it. Taking what should have been a five-minute walk around the block with my former six-year-old babysitting charge would sometimes take twenty to thirty minutes as he stopped, stared, and wondered about so much that seemed mundane to my eyes. A fire truck! A squirrel! A man in a hat! Mindfulness is about recapturing and reseeing the magic in everyday life as a child or a pet does.

For most of us, it is rare to experience the world in this way when we’re in our twenties and thirties. We have so much going on, it is hard to pay attention to the beauty and awe of everyday life. Of course there are always times, perhaps in nature or on a particularly beautiful night, when beauty hits us out of nowhere, and we are stunned and ecstatic. But those instances can be few and far between in adult life.

There is a saying that enlightenment is an accident, but meditation makes us more accident-prone. Mindful walking helps exercise our muscle of being present in the world during one of the most banal, overlooked times of our lives: moving from one place to the next.

MINDFUL EATING

Mindful eating is the practice of bringing all of our attention and awareness to the experience of consuming food and drink. This can begin before we take the first bite, noticing the smell, the feeling of hunger and anticipation in our belly, the awareness of how the food came to us, the feeling in our hand as we lift a mouthful from the plate, the way the food looks, etc. It continues through the first bite and sip until we finish, satiated.

Mark Epstein tells a story in his book The Trauma of Everyday Life of being on a long meditation retreat and craving fresh bread. One day, he wakes up and there is freshly baked bread in the dining hall! He is delighted. He quickly grabs a few pieces, butters them and brings them to his seat. He very mindfully takes a bite, relishing it, savoring it. He then writes:


I have only a vague recollection of what happened next. I believe my mind wandered to the laundry I had to do the next morning….The next thing I remember was that my toast was gone. “Who ate my toast?” my mind cried as I stared at my empty plate. And for a brief second, before the humor of the situation could take hold, the whole thing became a metaphor for my entire life. I was staring into a big, empty, devouring hole, where my toast, and my life, used to be.25



Mindful eating is a particularly rich practice, allowing us to literally and figuratively experience the flavor and nourishment of our lives by bringing as much awareness as possible into each bite and swallow. Eating while distracted, like doing anything while distracted, forecloses the opportunity to sink our teeth into the juiciness of this world.

The very act of paying attention to what we eat as we eat it, often cracks open for us the myriad meanings we assign to food. Sometimes this can be intensely pleasurable. After partaking in an eating meditation with a tangerine, one of my students was so enraptured with her tangerine, so intoxicated with its textures, smells, and tastes, she ate the entire peel—and loved it! For some, however, practicing eating meditation can be very uncomfortable. So many of us have complicated relationships with food, whether in connection to our body image, our sense of security, or as a buffer against feelings we do not want to feel.

When I first started practicing eating meditation, I immediately noticed the anxiety that accompanied the early part of every meal. Previously, I would try to read or chat with someone through the meal to lessen my feeling of anxiety. Without these distractions, I noticed that the anxiety would often be about getting enough food. “Are you sure this will satiate you?” a voice would say. “Hurry up and eat…it may not last.” Although I never went hungry as a child, I now realize that my parents’ fears about food (and other types of) scarcity from their childhood were transmitted to me. I think that I forfeited the joy of tasting and enjoying many meals to avoid the lurking anxiety of a generations-old fear.

Eating meditation has also unearthed other feelings that I tend to eat, rather than feel. I have eaten loneliness, grief, fear, and longing. Going to the refrigerator or the cabinet in a daze, I have scarfed down food without tasting it, stuffing my belly so that no emotion had the space to fit.

Slowing down while eating makes it much harder to outrun feelings. I am there, in the moment, with my food and my heart. Somehow, the moments of biting, chewing, and swallowing bring me face to face with my emotional state even more intensely than sitting meditation. On one meditation retreat, I noted in my journal: “I cried for an hour this morning into my kale. I don’t think it was about the kale.”

Eating meditation also brings us face-to-face with the sometimes-uncomfortable reality of where our food comes from and how it is produced. Sadly, so much of our food in the US is made on massive corporate farms, poisoning the earth with pesticides. Most of the produce is picked, collected, and packaged by laborers who are often exploited. Our fisheries are depleted, our wild fish is filled with mercury, and animals are treated inhumanely on factory farms all across the country. Additionally, according to the Worldwatch Institute, 51 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions are caused by animal agriculture.26

Slowing down with food forces us to come to terms with these realities. It asks us to realize our interconnection with all beings that we eat, all beings that plant, harvest, prepare, and package our food, and the state of the soil and climate. Opening our mouths, we also open our hearts to all parts of the process; it is all in each bite.

I have had many students for whom the experience of eating is triggering. Many of them are away from home for the first time without a kitchen, cooking know-how, or time to resist the unhealthy options at the local dining hall. Others find themselves gaining or losing weight at unhealthy levels in an attempt to control or bury their feelings about this tumultuous time in their lives. According to one large study in 2013, 32.6 percent of college females and 25 percent of college males develop an eating disorder while at school.27 Developing a healthy relationship with food is often a life-long journey. For many of us, that journey is best undertaken with the help of therapists and nutritionists. Eating meditation can be a wonderful practice, however, allowing us to come back home to ourselves during this daily activity. Eating in this way can remind us of the preciousness of food as fuel for our bodies and minds, and allow us to take some time each day to truly “taste” our life.

MINDFULNESS AND TECHNOLOGY

If you are a millennial between the ages of eighteen and thirty six, you probably spend an average of eighteen hours a day consuming media, with approximately five hours of that time engaged in social media and peer-created content.28 Those hours are consumed across a variety of platforms and may include simultaneous consumption of media. For example, if you spend two hours per day on Facebook, three hours texting, and an hour watching television, that adds up to six total hours, even though it may only translate to three or four “real” hours in your day, if you are doing some of those things at the same time. Media consumption includes texts, surfing the Internet, binge-watching Netflix and playing games on your phone. I reach for my phone at nearly every pause in my day, from the moment I wake up to the moment I fall asleep. Our phones are extensions of ourselves, connectors to others, portals to the world, and addictive tools. If we are going to take our goal of living a mindful life seriously, we have to consider our very intimate, ubiquitous relationship with our devices.

The key to mindful living “off the cushion” is building in a pause to check in with our intention, our body, and our heart before we reach for our favorite distractions. Nowhere is this more palpable and powerful than in our relationships to our devices. When do you reach for your phone? When do you click on social media sites? How do you feel right before heading to your page on the site? What happens in your mind while scrolling or posting? How do you feel afterward?

For me, that initial reach toward my phone usually comes when there is any type of pause in the action. Aside from just being addicted to stimulation, some part of me suspects there might be loneliness, disconnection, and sadness waiting for me in the silence of phonelessness, and I am scared to face it.

The comedian Louis C.K. spoke profoundly about this on the Conan O’Brien show in 2014. When asked why he didn’t let his young daughters have cell phones, Louis launched into a monologue about how cell phones are problematic buffers against feeling emotions. He explained:


So I was in my car the other day…and I started to get that sad feeling and I started reaching for my phone and I said, “You know, just don’t. Just be sad. Just stand in the way of it and let it hit you like a truck.” And…I started to feel it and I was like, “Oh my god,” and I pulled over and I just cried. Like a bitch. I cried so much. And it was beautiful!…And I had happy feelings because of it. Because if you let yourself be sad, your body has antibodies; it has happiness that comes rushing in to meet the sadness….And the thing is, because we don’t want that first little bit of sad, we push it away for some little bit of phone jerk off or food and you never feel completely sad or completely happy. You just feel kinda satisfied with your products. And then you die.29



It is very hard to do what Louis did—to allow the emotions to “hit us like a truck” rather than distracting ourselves. For a long period of my life, I kept the Jewish Sabbath, which meant I didn’t go on my phone or check email from sundown on Friday night until sundown on Saturday night. Even though it was hard to do, I loved the peace and relaxation that came from being apart from the craziness of my virtual life for those twenty-four hours. And yet, as time went on, when the Sabbath would roll around and I would feel the familiar hints of loneliness or emptiness descend upon me, I would start my Sabbath a little later and break it a little earlier. Soon I began sneaking peeks at my phone during the day, to see if I had any texts. Before long, like the addict I was, I was back on full phone usage on the Sabbath. Did the phone usage make me happy? Yes, but only as a quick fix. Like eating candy when I was hungry for a meal, it never fully satisfied the deeper need. Yet I lost my ability to keep from checking it for one whole day.

A few years ago, there was an excellent segment on NPR called “Bored and Brilliant.”30 It was an attempt to help people take control over their relationship with their phone. The show issued a challenge to listeners: delete the app on your phone that you feel is your biggest time waster—whether it’s a social media platform or a game—and see how it felt. I immediately knew what my addictive app was: Facebook. I scrolled through Facebook constantly—sometimes even in a lull in conversation with my friends or partner. It was so automatic, I often didn’t realize I was doing it until I had been scrolling for at least ten minutes.

I decided to take the NPR challenge. I took a deep breath and deleted the Facebook application off of my phone.

At first, I felt free and happy, like I was standing up to a bully that had come to dominate my mind and my time. Pretty quickly afterward, however, when standing in line or lying in bed on a Sunday morning, I felt the nervous, addictive energy of wanting to check Facebook. What are my friends doing? What is the newest meme that everyone is laughing at? What is happening in the world? And lurking just underneath that, there was a feeling of discomfort, loneliness, and antsy energy that led me to want to escape. I asked myself the question, “Will checking Facebook really make me feel better right now? Will it satisfy my desire to connect to others? Or will it actually make me feel worse?” Sometimes I still checked it. Sometimes I shook myself out of my addictive trance and just breathed instead. Sometimes I called a friend or went for a walk. The extra time it took me to sign in to the site forced an important pause between impulse and action, which helped me to feel less like an alienated automaton and more like a human being using an electronic device.

I never reinstalled my Facebook app, but I have had periods of time when I forget the lessons I learned from “Bored and Brilliant” and sign in to the Facebook site mindlessly on my phone, looking for a fix. I do notice that the more I practice mindfulness of technology (pausing, breathing, finding my intention before clicking) the better I get at noticing when I am attempting to escape. Like sitting meditation, the muscle of staying present slowly builds, requiring less time running away, clicking on links, flying away into the Internet.

The Endless Scroll

Once I open my time-wasting app of choice—perhaps with some mindfulness, perhaps on autopilot—I immediately begin to tumble down the rabbit hole of posts, tweets, photos, videos, and memes. After twenty minutes (or more) of scrolling along, I begin to realize that I am lost in a scroll-and-click universe where I have the capacity to ingest endless thoughts, photos, and virtual lives of friends and acquaintances, post my own, and wait for the “likes” to roll in.

I deeply understand the pull of social media. I find pleasure reading about the goings-on of friends and family who live far away, appreciate the notifications about events and interesting articles, and I like getting affirmation for my posts and photos. I am pretty certain, however, that I could obtain all of those pleasures in about one hour on the site per day, or less. What I do instead is spend hours of my life scrolling, getting lost in articles, comment conversations, and other people’s photo albums. Like staring blankly at a television screen, the endless scroll allows my brain to zone out from my life and float away.

There is nothing inherently wrong with this zone out, but after a certain period of time, I notice that—like a junk food binge—I feel pretty sick. I feel alienated and lonely, exactly the opposite of the reason I signed on in the first place.

There is a Zen chant that includes the words:


“Life and death are of supreme importance.

Time swiftly passes by and opportunity is lost…

Wake up! Wake up!

This night your days are diminished by one.

Do not squander your life.”



Every time I chant this, I think of the hours and days I have spent on social media. I think of the precious time I have squandered after I have checked in on my friends and loved ones, after I have checked my messages and invites, and after reading any interesting articles. The time spent endlessly scrolling. It makes me sad. It makes me want to be more aware, and to wake up from the social media trance and interact in real time again.

Comparing Mind

One of the other dangers of too much social media is engaging in what Buddhists call “comparing mind.” This is exactly what it sounds like—comparing our lives, our looks, our achievements, and even our meditation abilities to others to see how we stack up. Everyone engages in comparing mind sometimes, but in the world of social media, where people only publicize the rosy moments, the filtered photos, and the happy news, it is particularly easy to think we are the only ones having a hard time.

I remember one particular day of college when I made the mistake of Googling a young woman with whom I was planning a conference. Even though this woman was only a few years older than me, I found hundreds of articles she had written, awards she had won, and other accomplishments staring back at me on the screen. Tears streamed down my face as I compared it to what happened when I typed in my own name: Nothing. Nada. No results whatsoever. I am a nobody, I remember thinking, my comparing mind in full force. I will never be as accomplished as this woman. I will never amount to anything. I carried around this dreary view of my own worth all day, long after I had shut down the computer.

Comparing mind starts from a place of insecurity. It rests on an assumption of deficit or lack (I’m not lovable, I’m not worthy) that then looks to the outside world to prove or disprove that flawed assumption. “If I am better looking than Lilly, I am good looking,” the logic goes. “If I have achieved more than Jim, I am successful.” The trouble with comparing mind is that, resting on that shaky foundation of insecurity, it is never satisfied. It never successfully answers the question of whether we are lovable or successful. Even if we come out “on top” in one particular comparison, there is always someone who seems to have more or be more than us.

Additionally, even if we were to be deemed the best looking, the most lovable, the most successful by others, when the affirmation comes exclusively from the outside world and is tied to our sense of self, we will suffer.

The “self” is always changing, and is completely interpenetrated with everything else in the universe. Its very nature is instability. When I recognize this, how can I take credit for the good things “I” do, since “I” am constantly being influenced by the people and landscapes around me? How can I compare myself to anyone else in the world when every force in their universe and every force in my universe came together in very different, yet interpenetrating ways?

“Self-ing,” the project of continuing to try and reify a separate, permanent, unchanging self, is a delusional project that I find myself trapped in over and over again, and it is what lies at the heart of comparing mind. In many ways, it also lies at the heart of social media, where we are all continually branding ourselves, polishing our images, curating our lives and then comparing ourselves to the “brands” of others.

Sometimes, to break out of comparing mind while scrolling through social media, or just looking around the room at a party, I ask myself, “What if I am okay and enough right now? What if the only standard I have to live up to is my deepest, most authentic self?”

One of my favorite Jewish Hasidic stories is of a Rabbi named Zusha (not coincidentally the name of my son) on his deathbed. He was crying and distraught, and his students asked him why, reminding their teacher of all the wonderful deeds he had done over the course of his life. Rabbi Zusha replied, “I’m afraid that when I get to heaven, God will not ask me ‘Why weren’t you more like Abraham? Or why weren’t you more like King David?’ God will ask, ‘Why weren’t you more like Zusha?’”

Why wasn’t I more like Yael? When I get lost in a sea of measurements and comparisons, I try and return back to that central question.

Wise Consumption

Lodro Rinzler talks about checking email and using devices the same way he describes drinking alcohol. Alcohol, like phones, email, or social media, is not inherently bad or good, he says.31 It just is. And realistically, it is a part of many people’s lives—especially those in their twenties and thirties. How we relate to both alcohol and technology is what matters. Do we consume these things in unhealthy amounts? Do we ingest them first thing in the morning or last thing at night, just before we close our eyes? Can we use these platforms without losing our awareness, giving ourselves time to process our emotions and feel our loneliness or our boredom? Can we limit our time wasted online? Can we resist the constant comparing of ourselves to others?

The first step in mindful technology consumption is to pause and recognize the power these devices have over us, to check in with ourselves before we reach for them, and to build in pauses, breaks, and (emotional) rehab when it all becomes too automatic, too addictive, and too much.

The magic of mindfulness in the “in-between” moments of our life is that we don’t need any special gear, quiet space or complex instructions to practice it. We can bring meditation to meet us wherever we are, whatever we are doing, right in the middle of our crazy lives. It takes some practice to see the strawberry hanging from the vine, let alone to taste it in these moments. And yet, that is exactly when the strawberry—the juice of our lives—is most needed. Real life is lived in the in-between. Now is our chance to meet it.
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4: FEELING EMOTIONS, 
NOT BEING EMOTIONS

WHEN I FIRST learned to meditate, I was taught—like most new meditators are—to focus on the breath as an anchor in sitting meditation, the feet in walking meditation, and to return to that anchor over and over again, no matter what is going on in the chattering mind. This practice made sense to develop a baseline level of concentration and to climb my way out of my thoughts and into my embodied experience.

At some point fairly early on, however, as I tried to hone that concentration on the breath, my emotions would make a racket within me, like a toddler who was being ignored. I knew I was not supposed to pay attention to my thoughts, but what was I supposed to do with this tidal wave of sadness? This bubbling pot of anger? This burning fire of longing? If I pushed them all away to focus on my breath, it felt like repression. But if I turned toward them, I quickly became utterly lost in the storylines connected to the emotions. What to do?

It was a question I was facing in my daily life as well. Emotional cocktails of highs and lows, pains and pleasures, dominated life in my twenties. I waffled between drowning in emotions and trying to “rise above” them, which never really worked.

I was excited to learn the RAIN (Recognize, Accept, Inquire, Nourish) meditation from Tara Brach,32 to help me navigate these waters in both formal practice and in my daily life. Used in tandem with my basic, pay-attention-to-the-breath practice, RAIN practice has helped me learn to feel feelings without being consumed by them. I have learned to be kind and accepting toward the emotions that arrive at my door, without giving them an undue amount of power.

RAIN begins with “R” for “Recognize.” “Recognize” means to identify what is happening in the mind and body. In my case, that meant that before I traveled down the black hole of feeling worthless in the aftermath of a rejection, I would stop and recognize that thoughts of my worthlessness were arising in response to feelings of disappointment or sadness. Recognizing seems simple, but as a novice practitioner, sometimes hours would go by in a haze of telling myself I would never meet anyone, I was going to be alone forever, there was something wrong with me, etc., before I recognized: “Oh, I feel a weight on my chest. I feel a heaviness of heart. I must be lonely. I must be sad.”

One of my teachers, Jeff Roth, used to say that until he was far along in his thirties, he would classify every sensation between his chin and his knees as “hungry.” If he felt the emotions of sadness, anger, or fear, it all registered as hunger, and he ate to try and make it go away. Recognizing that we are experiencing an emotion is the first big moment of pause. It is the moment we step out of our looped thinking and conditioned responses and into what is happening in the present moment.

The next letter in the acronym is “A,” for “Allow” or “Accept.” Once we recognize that something unpleasant or intense is happening and we feel it, our natural tendency is to tense up and resist it. When I started getting migraines, for example, my face would contort and my muscles would tense in response to the pounding I felt in my head. It happened so quickly and automatically that I didn’t even realize I was doing it. One day, I started getting a migraine in the middle of meditation. I noticed that each time I felt a throbbing in my head, and I met that throbbing with release rather than clench, my pain eased a little bit. It was then that I realized that the stress I was adding to the original pain of the migraine was making it much worse.

The same is true with emotional pain. The Buddha called this the “second arrow.” The first arrow, pain, is shot at us by the world. Someone we love dies. We get dumped. We don’t get the job we wanted. Pain, the Buddha said, is inevitable. It is a consequence of being human. Suffering, he qualified, is optional. Suffering is when we take out a second arrow and shoot it at ourselves, after being pierced by the first. Suffering is fighting the pain through resistance and struggle. It is the abuse we inflict on ourselves after we are dumped or abandoned. It is the stories we tell ourselves about how it was all our fault or it was someone else’s fault. Like my clenching during a migraine, this resistance always makes the original pain worse.

The alternative is allowing the feeling or emotion its time in our system. We can ease our resistance to it—not because we like it or want it to be there, but because it is there nonetheless. The poet Rumi described the heart as being like a guesthouse. Our job is to greet and welcome whatever emotional and mental “guests” visit that day. “Even if they are a crowd of sorrows,” he writes, “who violently sweep your house empty of its furniture, still treat each guest honorably. He may be clearing you out for some new delight!”33

On a practical level, this might mean actually talking to ourselves in the midst of a strong emotion (silently or out loud), soothing ourselves with gentle and loving words when we are in pain or feel shaky. Meditation teacher Sylvia Boorstein is fond of using the term “sweetheart” when soothing herself in a moment of pain. Thich Nhat Hanh suggests saying to yourself, “Darling, I see you are suffering. I am here for you.” Tara Brach recommends putting a hand on your own face or heart, offering yourself physical comfort through touch while trying to calm down and accept the emotion. I tend to imagine holding my pain like a newborn baby, cradling it with breath and with love, softening my heart toward myself and trying to relax all my muscles around wherever I am holding the pain.

The next letter is “I,” for Inquire (with Kindness). This type of inquiry is not an interrogation. On the contrary, inquiry is the gentlest of approaches into the pain we are experiencing. It is a tender touch on a fragile wound that asks: What is underneath this? What might have caused this? It is a soft flashlight beam into the darkness. What might be the reasons this situation is so painful? Why is this triggering me? When did this first begin? What are my clues? Like good therapists, we listen more than we speak when we inquire into our emotions. Sometimes the answers don’t come right away, and that is fine. When we inquire with kindness, we provide a safe container for answers to find their way to our conscious mind in their own time.

Finally, there is “N” for “Nourish.” Nourish asks, while we are feeling this way, what can we do for ourselves? How can we take care of ourselves? Perhaps the best thing we can do is to take a walk. Perhaps it is to call a friend or to have a cup of tea. Nourishing ourselves respects the power and the force of strong emotions and helps us to be gentle with ourselves through the process.

When I was in the thick of post-traumatic stress disorder after September 11, I saw a therapist for the first time. I remember voicing over and over again that I wasn’t sure why I was having panic-filled reactions to the slightest stimuli. A plane flying overhead or a police siren would make my heart beat so fast I thought I was having a heart attack. I remember asking the therapist how to feel better and what to do. “We will get there,” she responded, “but in the meantime, rather than asking yourself, ‘Why do I feel this way?’ Ask yourself, ‘What can I do for myself when I feel this way?’”

In her reframing of the question, she introduced me to the transformative act of nourishing myself while going through a difficult time. I gave it a try the next day. When I heard my mind start to go down the rabbit hole of “Why am I feeling like this? What’s wrong with me? When will I get better?” I stopped and asked, “What can I do for myself right now?” Out of nowhere, I heard a voice that suggested I listen to a classical music piece I had always liked, and take a walk. So I did it. Each note of the music felt like a kindness and helped ease the pain. “I guess there is a time for working things out,” I remember thinking, “and a time for just taking care.” That afternoon, I took care, and it helped.

We can use RAIN to help us unpack emotions such as fear, desire, and anger in greater depth. Those are the “big three” that dominated my life in my twenties, and that my students tell me overwhelm them as well.

THE ANATOMY OF FEAR

My mother tells me that when I was a baby, I was very clingy and fussy. I needed to be held and comforted constantly. At the age of seven or eight, each time my mother left the house, I would pace up and down the driveway of our home, repeating softly to myself, “Mom, mom, come home now. Mom, mom, or I’ll have a cow.”34 As a child, I walked around with an anxious ball of worry and anxiety in my belly and heart, sometimes making it difficult to breathe. The world was a scary place and danger was possible around every corner—particularly when I was alone.

As I got older, the knot of fear remained. I was so scared the night before school started each year that I found myself hyperventilating, sometimes even vomiting. I was so scared and overwhelmed by dating that I avoided it throughout all of middle school and most of high school. I was so anxious about getting into a good college that I spent many sleepless nights crying into my pillow in fits of exhaustion and worry.

In order to deal with my fear and anxiety in college, I began drinking. Before going to a party or a bar, I drank several shots of vodka or tequila to numb my fear and allow me to engage in social life. And it worked, except for the side effects. Although I fortunately never became an alcoholic, I did spend thousands of dollars I didn’t have. I put myself in extremely dangerous situations, sometimes sleeping at strangers’ apartments or dorm rooms, sometimes relying on people who were also severely drunk to get me home. I woke up nearly every weekend for the next few years with debilitating hangovers from the poison I was putting in my body. Even a few trips to the emergency room for dehydration and near alcohol poisoning didn’t stop me from continuing to drink excessively each weekend. Although drinking allowed me to numb my social anxiety for parties, it was powerless against the hum of anxiety I felt during my nondrinking hours, and I couldn’t bring myself to drink during the school week. By the time I reached my junior year of college, my anxiety had graduated to full-fledged panic attacks several times a week, leading me to seek out therapy and meditation in a desperate attempt to feel better.

Because fear and anxiety were such a constant, unpleasant part of my childhood and early adulthood, I became obsessed with understanding what fear actually is and how it operates, both within myself and in general.

What is fear? Of what is it composed? There is a Zen parable of a man who draws a picture of a tiger. He renders the details with such accuracy that, as he applies the finishing touches, he takes a look at it, screams, and runs away. In my experience, this is how fear works. The mind takes unpleasant (sometimes traumatic) past experiences, adds some facts from the world around it, and constructs an imaginary future filled with pain and suffering. Fear then convinces us that this image is real—a dispatch from the future rather than an invention of our own mind. The ferocious tiger seems to leap off the page, headed straight for us.

The truth, of course, is that we cannot see the future. This seems obvious but I remember the moment it first really sank in. I was sitting on a train from Manhattan to my parents’ home in Long Island a week after someone mailed anthrax-laced letters to several news agencies and politicians in New York and Washington, D.C. At one point on the journey, I looked over to the left and saw a dusty white substance on the windowsill. In a few seconds, I realized that, sitting in such close proximity to the ledge, I undoubtedly inhaled anthrax. I was sure that in a few moments I would struggle to breathe. The other passengers would begin hacking and coughing. As people realized what was going on, there would be a stampede to exit the train. Parents would grab the hands of their coughing and crying children. Someone would pull the emergency brake. The train would come to a screeching halt. Too weak to walk, too wracked by coughing, I would know that my life was over. I would say a heart-wrenching goodbye to my family and friends in my mind. It was so sad. I was so young! I had so much I wanted to do before I died. Tears stung my eyes as I imagined the end.

I looked again at the anthrax only to realize that the “dust” I saw was actually some dried speckles of paint. I looked around at the other passengers. They were calmly reading or listening to their headphones. I looked down at myself. I was fine. I had made the whole scene up. None of it was real. I was shocked. If my mind could see and hear something happen so clearly, without it actually happening, I thought, it could fabricate the other terrible things that I’m convinced will happen to me. I realized that my mind was an unreliable narrator. My fear was really my imagination run amok.

Why does fear work like this? What is fear’s reason for being? Evolutionarily, fear helps us to survive. Our memory stores experiences that are painful to help us recognize danger, generalize about the danger, and prevent being hurt again. In 1999, Gavin De Becker wrote a book called The Gift of Fear, arguing that fear is an evolutionary gift.35 Fear helps us stay out of oncoming traffic, go to the doctor when something doesn’t feel right, and avoid snarling animals (and people).

Anxiety, on the other hand, does not usually help us prevent danger. It tells us it is helping us, of course, and that is why it dominates our mind and turns us into a nervous wreck. “If I don’t worry about the fact that I haven’t met my soul mate,” one of my students, Alex, asked me one day, “how will I find him?” Alex, like most of us, believed that worrying keeps us vigilant, safe, and wards off unwanted outcomes. When we have very little control over a situation, anxiety and worry can give us a false sense of power and cause magical thinking—imagining we can cause coincidences to occur and make something wished for come about.

The truth is, worrying about whether we will meet our soul mate will not help the person to materialize. Worry will not keep us or our family members safe from harm. It won’t even help us do better on an exam, as the time and energy it takes to worry usually demands more of us than the actual studying would. When we acknowledge the truth of this, we weaken the grip that fear and anxiety have on us, and we can begin to work with these emotions in a very different way.

My meditation students over the years have come to me with worry and anxiety more frequently than any other emotion or problem. Although our world is safer now than at any other point in history, news media that focus on gun violence, terrorism, war, and global climate change have us anxious and afraid a lot of the time.36 One of my students, a recent graduate named Amelia, told me about coming home one day to find a terrifying headline on the front page of her newspaper. It read, in big red letters, “EBOLA, ISIS, AND OTHER THINGS YOU SHOULD BE AFRAID OF RIGHT NOW.” Even though she recognized that the headline was over the top, Amelia noticed that her stomach dropped involuntarily when she read it. Her heartbeat sped up, and she had trouble breathing. “My logical mind knew that being afraid wouldn’t help anything,” she explained, “but my body was already afraid before I could process that thought.”

Other students describe the daily pressures of trying to succeed in school or work, balancing a social life, and earning enough money to live as panic inducing, even without the added stressors of the wider world. Like I did, they carry their fear and anxiety around with them, self-medicating when they can, but the fear takes its toll on their physical, mental, and emotional well-being.

When we find that we are caught in fear, anxiety, or worry, we can use the RAIN framework to understand and process what is happening.

We begin with recognizing what is going on in our bodies. How do we know we are anxious or afraid? What are its manifestations in the body? Amelia described it as a combination of her stomach dropping and her heart speeding up. I often find my breathing becomes shallower and I may begin to sweat. Others describe a feeling of unraveling or free falling, or a feeling of being crushed.

In English, we say “I am afraid,” or “I am anxious,” but this language sometimes reinforces our feeling of being totally overwhelmed when we are in these states. We think we are our fear and our anxiety. Instead, I recommend we start saying, “Fear is here,” or, “Anxiety is here,” as a way of simply recognizing and acknowledging our visitor in that moment. Sometimes, just recognizing the fear and breathing can help soothe anxiety, as it did for me in the incident in the clothing store that I wrote about in the introduction. Even when it cannot, however, I have found it to be a critically helpful first step to help me to get my bearings in the midst of an anxiety attack.

After we recognize the anxiety, we allow ourselves to feel it. The one thing that always makes anxiety worse, in my experience, is trying to stop feeling it. Doing so is like fighting a rip tide by trying to swim against it, exerting a ton of energy as the wave’s current sucks you under the surface. Instead, as with a rip tide, the key is to soften all resistance and swim into the current, rather than against it. We release and dive in, trusting that our bodies will not succumb, and that we will find our secure footing again on the other side.

In college, I babysat to make some extra spending money. I worked for one family with a two-year-old girl who had intense separation anxiety from her mother. When her mother would leave, the little girl would begin screaming, crying and pounding on the door, and would cry inconsolably for twenty minutes or more. She looked panic stricken, abandoned, and afraid. I tried everything I could think of to soothe her. I would try and reason with her, telling her that her mother would be back later that evening. I would try to distract her with another toy or even a cookie or sweet treat. I even tried to physically remove her from the door and put her in another room to help her “forget” her mother and become interested in playing with a toy instead.

Nothing worked. Exasperated, I confessed the problem to my sister one day, and my sister, with several years more babysitting experience than I, suggested I take a different tack. “Get on her level,” she suggested, “so that you are eye to eye with her. When she begins to cry, look her in the eye and say, ‘I know. It’s really scary. You really miss your mommy.’ My sister told me to mirror the little girl’s affect, frowning and nodding and repeating how hard and sad it was when mommy left. This approach seemed counterintuitive and risky to me. Wouldn’t reinforcing her feelings only cause her to get lost in them even further? I had tried everything else, however, so I decided to give it a shot.

The next time I was babysitting, I employed my sister’s method. I stared right at the little girl, getting to her level and looking into her eyes. “I know!” I said, “It’s so sad. It’s so scary when mommy leaves. It is really painful. You miss her so much.” I didn’t tell her not to be afraid and I didn’t try to distract her. I just repeated what I thought she was feeling over and over again. The little girl stopped her screaming almost as soon as I started talking to her. Her eyes filled with tears, but she hung onto my every word. She stopped pounding on the door. She nodded her head and came over to me, continuing to stare at me. I repeated my refrain. “You miss your mommy. You don’t like when she leaves. You feel afraid.” Pretty soon, she climbed into my lap, picked up a toy and started playing with it. She was so soothed by seeing her feelings reflected in my voice and my affect that she didn’t need to scream anymore.

In an old Buddhist story, the monk Milarepa returns to his cave one day and sees that it is filled to the brim with terrifying demons. Scared out of his mind, he tries to chase them out. He yells at them, throws things, and threatens them, but nothing works. They seem to multiply in number and in ferocity. Milarepa realizes that his approach isn’t working, and so he calms down and decides that teaching the demons the Dharma (Buddhist teachings) might cause them to disappear. Instead they just sit there, staring at him.

Milarepa gives up. He realizes that he is not going to get the demons to leave through any force of will or reason. Although he is still scared, he summons his courage and looks at them one by one in their snarling, bloodthirsty faces. “Okay, you win,” he says to them. “It looks like we are sharing this space together. I’ll stop trying to get you to leave. I open myself to whatever you have to teach me.” Suddenly, the demons start disappearing, until only one remains. The last one is the biggest and scariest of them all, with sharp fangs and evil eyes. Milarepa begins to shake and tremble. The demon will eat him alive! Just then it dawns on him what he has to do. He comes as close as possible to the demon, and, as the demon opens his mouth to shriek, Milarepa lays his head down into the mouth of the demon, surrendering fully. The demon bows low to Milarepa in respect, and disappears. Milarepa had to let go completely into the thing he was the most afraid of in order to learn and grow from the experience and move on.

When I first started dating my husband, I was consumed with jealousy and fear on a regular basis. I was filled with the conviction that he would leave me, that I wouldn’t be enough for him. I instigated fight after fight when I saw him even talking to other women, convinced he liked them more than me, or that he thought them prettier than me. No matter how many times he reassured me that he liked me and wanted to be with me, it wouldn’t stick. I struggled with insomnia. I would let my anxiety about losing him torture me through many tearful, fretful nights. The demons were taking up so much room in my heart and mind, I could barely breathe.

During this period, I met with my meditation teacher, Teah. I told her how afraid and jealous I was all the time, but that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was how ashamed I felt about that fear and jealousy. “I know they are ugly and unattractive qualities,” I said, “but I can’t seem to get rid of them, no matter how hard I try.”

“You have to love them to death,” she responded, employing Milarepa’s wisdom. “You have to welcome them in like your sweet, dear friends. Stop fighting. Love them, love them, and then love them some more.”

I wasn’t exactly sure how to love my fear and my jealousy, but I knew that beating myself up every time I felt them was not helping. The next time I felt a wave of jealousy and panic arise in relation to my boyfriend, I caught myself before starting a fight with him. Instead, I went inside myself. I took a deep breath. I said to my jealousy, “I love you. I’m here for you.” I said the same to my fear. All of a sudden, the scary demons of my fear and jealousy looked very, very young. In fact, they looked exactly like myself when I was around five years old. I saw all the fear, abandonment, and terror of that age in my own eyes. I felt it in my chest and my stomach. I put my hand on my heart and my stomach. I felt filled with compassion and sadness for the young me. “I love you, I’m sorry, I’m here for you,” I said to myself, over and over again. This practice did not immediately eliminate my jealousy or my fear, but as I continued to recognize and allow the feelings over and over again during the following months, the emotions no longer had the power to derail me or my relationship.

Accepting our fear provides a safe environment to open up a gentle inquiry into its origins. What is at the root of this fear? When did it first begin to terrify me? What are its triggers? What might the fear be illuminating about my deepest desires?

One of my students, Will, once came to me and said that his anxiety was causing him to experience a crushing feeling in his chest. It didn’t seem to matter what his anxiety was attached to—a grade in a class, a promotion at work, a first date—he felt all of it pressing on his chest, making it hard for him to breathe. Sitting with him in meditation, I helped him through the first few steps of RAIN, having him recognize the sensations (pressing, tightness) and the emotion (fear, anticipation), as well as to relax and try to accept them and welcome them in. He put his hand on his chest and we practiced breathing together for a little while. I then began the inquiry, asking if he happened to hear any stories or see any images associated with the feeling in his chest. He took a few breaths, and then began speaking slowly, “When I used to walk home as a kid, there was a bully, Ted, who would beat me up on my way home. One of his signature moves was to knock me to the ground and then sit on my chest, and I couldn’t breathe.” Will’s eyes were closed but I could tell the memory was very painful. His brow was furrowed, and he put his hand on his chest, reflexively.

“Can you see your face when you were that age, during this period, when this was happening?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I look really scared. I was trying not to be afraid, but I thought I was going to die.”

I suggested he send love to the scared little boy that he was. He held his hand on his chest and breathed deeply for a few minutes. “Do you still feel the crushing pressure on your chest?” I asked.

“Yes,” Will answered. I thought for a moment.

“Will, can you see Ted’s face as he is sitting on your chest?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to look,” Will answered quickly.

“Can you stay with the little boy you were, holding his hand, giving him love, and look at Ted’s face? How does he look? What do you see?”

“Ted looks…scared. Ted looks really scared.” With this, Will broke down in tears.

Will told me that the pressure on his chest eased when he realized he had been walking around with Ted sitting on him for over ten years. He had absorbed Ted, believing that Ted had been right about him, that he was worthless and deserved to be bullied. The Ted within was his cruelest demon. He couldn’t look directly at Ted, for fear of what he would find. When he finally did look, when he finally saw Ted’s face, Ted’s vulnerability and fear, the bloodthirsty demon just looked small and sad.

Many of our fears for the future are actually past traumas that still need attention and healing. This was the case with my fear-based jealousy and Will’s anxiety. Sometimes, however, fear exists to help us illuminate our deepest wishes. Mark Epstein writes that the opposite of fear is not calm; it is desire.37 Looking closely at almost any deep fear we carry around, we can find a tender, earnest desire underneath that is afraid to see the light of day. For instance, if I feel afraid and anxious that I will do poorly on an exam, I can instead tap into how much I want to do well and let that desire grow bright. If I am worried I will never meet the love of my life, I can instead acknowledge how much I want intimacy and feel that desire. Connecting with the flame of desire and hope at the root of so many of my fears, big and small, feels so much better and more brave that trying to protect myself by living in the fear. Every time my mind starts to elbow in with, “But what if it never happens?! What if everything goes wrong?!” I try to respond compassionately to that fear, saying to myself, “You really want it. You are afraid because you have so much desire in you.” I try to sit and breathe right into the heart of that desire and hold it close to me.

Nourishing ourselves when we feel fear might mean any number of things in the moment that fear comes to visit. Whether it is deep breathing to calm our nervous system, speaking to a therapist or a good friend about a past trauma, taking a walk in nature, or connecting to the desire within the fear, nourishing means welcoming the fear and bringing patience and love to ourselves while we experience it.

Most of the time, healing and transformation happen so slowly that we don’t always notice something has changed until a lot of time has passed. We are often the last to be aware of our own progress. I remember a moment several years ago when I was rushing to a graduate student meet-and-greet at NYU, where I was going to schmooze a little and talk up our meditation program to recruit students. As I was about to push the door open, I paused for a second and smiled to myself. In the past, a meet-and-greet of any kind would have sent me into a tailspin of hives, hyperventilation, and anxiety. Now here I was, with just a touch of nervousness in my stomach. I felt so grateful for meditation and for the power of healing and change. When my students ask me, “Do you think it’s possible that I won’t be anxious all the time?” I answer unequivocally, “Yes.” I’ve seen it and experienced it firsthand.

THE ANATOMY OF DESIRE

When I was growing up, my parents were often exasperated with my seemingly endless demands. “Yael, stop whining!” was a refrain I heard repeatedly. I was told that if I didn’t learn to be happy with what I had, I might become like my great aunt Liza, who, according to my parents, was an unhappy child and grew up to be a miserable and unhappy adult.

I didn’t like being so needy. I felt ashamed and disappointed in myself. At the same time, I couldn’t figure out how to stop. What my parents called “whining” was my attempt to get what I wanted. In my young mind, the thing my parents hated, the thing that kept people from liking me, was desire. If I could teach myself to stop wanting things, I could get more love and acceptance.

Additionally, as I grew up, wanting things over which I had no control felt terrible. I wanted attention in class, but wasn’t always able to get it. I wanted boys to like me, which felt both shameful and futile. I wanted real friendship, where I would be seen and loved, and yet I did not have many friends.

I was attracted to Buddhism because I thought it would teach me how to stop having desire. After all, didn’t the Buddha say that desire was the cause of suffering? Given how much suffering desire had caused in my life, Buddhism sounded perfect.

The more I practiced and studied, however, the more I started to encounter a very different understanding of desire in Buddhism and other wisdom traditions. I heard the following story, originally recounted by thirteenth century Jewish mystic Reb Isaac of Akko, on one of my first retreats.

There was once a princess riding through a town in her carriage. The town’s fool caught a glimpse of the princess and instantly was overwhelmed with desire for her. He ran up to the window of the carriage. “Please, Princess, I’m in love with you and I must see you again! Please tell me where I can meet you again in private?” he said.

The princess contemptuously turned toward the fool and sneered. “I’ll meet you in the graveyard,” she said. With that, the carriage galloped away toward the castle.

The fool, being the fool, ran off to the graveyard, believing the princess would be on her way to meet him shortly. When nightfall came and the princess still didn’t show up, the fool decided he would wait in the graveyard for her as long as it took for her to arrive. He slept in the graveyard. He ate what he could forage off the trees and plants in the vicinity. He waited for her each day and night for weeks, months, and years. As he waited, he concentrated on the princess and on his desire for her. He let the desire move through his body until there was no other feeling in his body but desire for her. He continued this practice day after day. Over time, this man became known as the wise man of the village who lived in the graveyard, and people would come from far and near for advice and counsel. Reb Isaac ends the story with the words: “Woe be to he who never desires a princess like that.”

The princess never shows up, and this is somehow a happy ending? The fool becomes a wise man through, not in spite of, his longing and his unrequited love? This story turned my thoughts about desire on their head. It implies a power and energy in yearning, no matter whether the object of the yearning is obtained.

What is your princess? What are you still waiting for? Have you ever allowed yourself to want that princess with every cell and every pore of your body, as the fool did? Is it love or acceptance from a parent? Meeting a partner? Achieving some level of success? Recognizing that desire and allowing it to exist within us is the first step to allowing desire to be our teacher.

One day, on summer break from college, I was at the beach with a group of friends, including the guy I had a huge crush on at the time. Unfortunately, we were also on the beach with his girlfriend. Every time I talked with my crush, I felt simultaneously excited and depressed. I liked him so much, but he only had eyes for his girlfriend. My longing and loneliness felt unbearable in their presence. I could hear my inner monologue comparing my body, looks, and charm with his girlfriend’s. I could hear a voice telling me to stop liking him, and quit wanting what I couldn’t have. Once again, I was trying to escape my desire and it was not working.

Suddenly, I thought about the story of the princess and the fool. I thought about how much desire I felt—not only for this guy, but for all of my unrequited crushes over the years. Rather than trying to forcefully stop the feeling, I tried to breathe in the desire, feeling it flood my body, and breathe out, trying to relax around it. Since I was at the beach, I made my way into the waves. I allowed each new wave to be a cue for opening up to another wave of desire, relaxing as each one receded back into the ocean. “I want to have a boyfriend I really like,” I said into the first wave. “I want to be loved and get attention,” I said into the second. “I want to be considered pretty and smart,” I said into the third, and continued, allowing each “wave” of desire the chance to fully wash over me and through me.

Something unusual and wonderful happened as I continued this impromptu meditation. After I spoke my desire into the wave and let it crash into me, I had a strange feeling of fullness—as though I already had the thing I wanted. Of course, nothing changed in real life. I was still single. My crush was still happily snuggling with his girlfriend down the beach. And yet, rather than the painful, empty, tugging feeling of longing I’d associated with desire in the past, this time I felt full. Recognizing and acknowledging my wants, regardless of whether I ever achieved them, felt so kind and nourishing to myself.

I want to be clear that I am not advocating wallowing in obsession for people who do not see our beauty or our value, or who are involved with others. That kind of grasping hurts, and usually reinforces an inner story about ourselves that we are not okay as we are and that we need someone or something else to complete us. But in my experience, the way out of such obsessions and heartache is not through self-bullying, “tough love,” or trying to clamp down on desire. It is by releasing the mind’s tight grip on the object of the desire, and opening up to the feeling of the wanting itself.

In fact, one of the most curious myths about desire is that we think recognizing and allowing it will lead to complete lack of control. If I desire cookies, the logic goes, and I recognize and allow the desire to overtake me, I will eat the entire box and feel sick afterward. A closer examination of desire, however, shows that staying with the raw sensations of desire (the quickening of the heart, the pulling in the stomach, the visualization of happiness) rather than fixating on the object of the desire (cookies!) separates the two things from each other—the wanting of the cookies and the cookies themselves. Opening up to the want is expansive and rich. Clinging to the object is constricting and painful.

If you spend some time looking deeply into your desires, you may find that there is shame wrapped around desire. Many of us received messages in childhood or in adolescence that “neediness” was frowned upon, that wanting things put an undue burden on those around us. We were taught that showing our desire was unattractive and overwhelming to others. We were supposed to “play it cool,” to avoid being desperate (or at least not to show it), and to act as if we were completely self-sufficient beings who didn’t need love, connection, and intimacy with others.

In my twenties, I always tried to portray a breezy, no-need attitude with the men that I was dating (or wanted to date), despite, of course, wanting and needing them a great deal. You don’t want to be weighed down with the terms “boyfriend/girlfriend”? No problem—who needs labels? You don’t want to be monogamous in case someone “more amazing” comes along? I get it. Who wouldn’t want to leave all their options open? The problem, of course, was that I didn’t want to leave all my options open. I wanted real intimacy and connection, and yes, monogamy. I wanted someone to desire me above all others and to commit to me. I was terribly ashamed of these desires, however, and felt that if I ever let anyone know these things about myself, the rejection and shame would be instantaneous and overwhelming.

When I told my therapist this in a session once, he asked me to look critically at that shame and to see if there was any legitimacy to it. What was so gross about wanting someone more than they wanted me, or wanting something I could not have? What was so embarrassing about it? He used the analogy of going to the store to buy something, and, upon arriving at the store, realizing it was closed. Would I feel disappointed that the store was closed? Of course. Would I feel deeply ashamed of myself? Unlikely. What was the difference with romantic desire?

Years later, I saw a scene in the Charlie Kaufman movie Adaptation that echoed this idea. The protagonists of the film are twins: Charlie and Donald. Charlie turns to Donald and says:

Charlie: You know I admire you, Donald. I’ve spent my whole life worried about people not liking me, and you’re oblivious.

Donald: I’m not oblivious.

Charlie: No, I meant that as a compliment. There was this time in high school I watched you flirting with Sarah Madison—

Donald: Oh god, I was so in love with her.

Charlie: She was being really sweet to you. And when you walked away, she started to make fun of you with her friends. You didn’t even realize it.

Donald: I knew. I heard them.

Charlie: But you were so happy!

Donald: I loved Sarah Madison. That was mine.

Charlie: But she thought you were pathetic!

Donald: That’s her problem, not mine. You are what you love, not who loves you.38

After watching the movie, I thought to myself, what if I was that unafraid to shine my desire out into the world? What if I believed that owning my desire made me more loveable, more attractive, not less? My friend Rachel once told me that she wished she could walk around with the word “desperate” on a T-shirt, letting people see it, emerging from out of the taboo that word carries for so many of us, and reclaiming it. I knew exactly what she meant. Trying not to show needs and wants is exhausting. Shame is exhausting.

One evening, years after I had the revelation on the beach with the waves, I was leaving what I thought was a date with a colleague, only to find out that he was actually engaged to be married. On my way home, I felt the familiar darkness of shame and loneliness settle on me like a fog. “Everyone is taken. You will be alone forever. You are so pathetic and always will be,” my mind spoke to me, taking me deeper down my spiral of misery.

Suddenly, remembering my intention to nourish my desire rather than my shame, I sat down on a stoop in the East Village where I’d been walking. I took a few deep breaths. I practiced allowing the warm flame of desire to burn brightly in my heart and my stomach. I said aloud to myself the things that I wanted deeply: love, a partner, to be seen, to be held. I imagined blowing softly into the flames of each of these desires, as if I was stoking a campfire to life. I was situated in my own body, giving myself full permission for desire to move in. I felt a vague disappointment about the colleague, but a much stronger sense of love and compassion for myself. After a period of time, I got up and walked the rest of the way home. I felt much more calm and at ease.

Nourishing desire takes practice. Like the fool in the graveyard, becoming completely and totally open to the sensations of yearning have helped me to begin to make friends with desire, and to see it as a source of energy rather than shame.

THE ANATOMY OF ANGER

Creating a positive relationship with your anger can be difficult if you are taught, as many young women are, that anger is unattractive, unfeminine, or flat out not permitted. People of color in this country are often taught that anger is dangerous, or will cause people to avoid or dismiss them. In these cases, anger is often buried in the body and becomes self-directed or shows up in explosive rage.

Like fear and desire, however, anger can be a valuable and important “friend” in the clubhouse of our emotions. Anger is like the whistle on a teakettle. It lets us know, as it grows louder and louder, that something is wrong and needs to be addressed. Anger brings the energy, when properly understood and harnessed, to address the wrong. Rage, which can be destructive, is the explosion that occurs when we do not know how to address and manage our anger, or feel powerless to do so.

For many of my early years in therapy, my therapist tried very hard to help me admit to the anger I was afraid to recognize in myself.

“I felt very frustrated at my father…” I would begin.

“Maybe you felt angry?” she would suggest.

“I was really disappointed at my boyfriend…” I would offer.

“Anyone would be angered by that,” she would counter.

I resisted her nudges for a long time, terrified that naming my anger would take the lid off a carefully sealed vault that, once opened, would explode.

There was some truth to these fears. When I did start expressing my anger in therapy, it started emerging everywhere in my life, and I wasn’t very graceful in working with it. I screamed at my brother for not giving me a ride to a friend’s house. I lashed out at a customer service representative from the phone company. Anger had been released in my body like a fire, searching for someone or something to burn. It took some time and practice to figure out how to put distance between the rage and the response.

Thich Nhat Hanh writes that recognizing our anger is crucial for our well-being. He suggests seeing our anger as a newborn baby that is screaming out for our attention. As soon as we begin feeling the anger, we should put down whatever else we are doing and rush to the cries of our anger, gently rocking it, soothing it, staying calm as it moves through our bodies. If a person is making us angry, he suggests that we speak kindly to the person, telling them we are suffering and angry, and that we need to step away and tend to our anger for a little while before we return. Indeed, one of the best maxims I have learned is to “strike when the iron is cool.” In my experience, this period of “cooling off” usually takes three times longer than I think it will, but it is always beneficial to wait for the flames to cool down before rushing into action. One of meditation’s greatest gifts is elongating the time between stimulus of any kind—including the trigger of anger—and a response.

When we accept our anger, we’re able to walk that careful middle path between knee-jerk reaction (usually causing more damage) and repressing our rage. What are the practices of this middle path? How do we accept and diffuse our anger without becoming completely lost in it? Thich Nhat Hanh does not advocate punching a pillow or “primal screaming.” He argues that this behavior nurtures and stokes the violence of anger in our bodies. Instead, he suggests putting a hand on our heart, taking deep and steadying breaths, and pledging to relate to our anger with love. For me, that usually means pausing while trying to solve the problem and taking significant time to breathe, sending myself wishes of love and care. “Poor thing,” I say to myself, “I’m not going to leave you. I know you are very angry. I know you are suffering. I’m here for you.”

A New Yorker cartoon several years ago featured a family of tourists in the middle of the jungle. The father, scratching his chin, says, “O.K., I admit it, we’re lost, but the important thing is to remain focused on whose fault it is.” When I am lost in anger, all that seems to matter initially is who should be blamed. My mind is on hyper-speed, replaying the incident over and over, constantly flipping between blaming myself and blaming the other person.

Beneath anger almost always lies fear, hurt, and a sense of powerlessness. Anger arises as a response to the ego’s attempt to regain power. To look deeply into anger, we have to escape the ping-pong of blame and fault and explore the underlying hurt.

As I mentioned earlier, my early fights with my husband involved a lot of anger and jealousy. He would mention something about another woman in a way that lit up my jealousy, even if it was fairly innocuous. Feeling hurt, jealous, and scared, and yet at the same time ashamed of those feelings, I would fire a passive aggressive statement back. He would become upset, feeling like I was taking his comment out of context and shaming him for simply noticing other women exist. I would become angry, insecure and upset that he was noticing other women. Logically I knew that everyone, including myself, noticed good-looking people, but that didn’t help. The fights would escalate, with screaming and crying, door slams, and eventually, makeups. It was predictable and exhausting, and yet I couldn’t seem to stop the train of the fight once it left the station of the trigger.

One evening, after yet another fight of this kind, Ben went to sleep and I stayed awake, brewing with anger. I replayed the fight over and over, tossing and turning and becoming increasingly furious and righteous. How dare he talk about running into his ex-girlfriend in the park? I fumed. He clearly wishes he was still with her. He clearly takes me for granted. At some point in the night, I said to myself, “What’s the worst thing you are believing about yourself in these fights, that you are ascribing to Ben? What’s the fear underneath?”

I listened for the answer. It came in a torrent of tears. That you are garbage. That you are worthless. That no man will ever choose you over others. That you are not pretty or special enough to be someone’s only love. These were my darkest fears and beliefs about myself—they were not actually Ben’s beliefs about me. Continuing to ascribe them to him was causing him to feel unseen and angry in his own right. Each time I was triggered, I needed to take it as an opportunity to nurture and love the young girl in me that felt unlovable and scared. That was the only way to break the cycle.

The next time I was triggered in this way, I had a little more awareness and was slower to react with a passive aggressive comment. It took some time, but gradually these fights I once thought intractable have become few and far between.

The most frequent and commonplace way anger arises in my life is when I have let a boundary be trampled and feel disempowered as a result. Perhaps someone treats me disrespectfully and I don’t stand up for myself. Perhaps someone asks me to do something I do not want to do and I say yes out of guilt or obligation. In these circumstances, I find myself fuming with bottled up anger or bad-mouthing a person to everyone that will listen, in a poor attempt to gain some power back after having given too much of it away.

The best advice I have ever heard for working with this type of anger is contained in the following six words: “Don’t get angry; draw a boundary.” It seems so simple; and yet, as a people pleaser, I have often noticed myself knee-deep in fury before realizing that I have allowed a boundary to blur.

I once coplanned an event with someone who was a frustrating combination of anxious and disorganized. He called and emailed multiple times per day, expressing his stress and overwhelm and asking me each day to take on additional duties. I tried to set his mind at ease in each call and kept agreeing to do more—my own anxiety and resentment slowly ratcheting up in the process. One morning, a week before the event, he wrote me an email with a hint of recrimination about the way I handled the pricing of the tickets. I lost my mind with anger. All of the prior weeks of taking on too much without standing up for myself or drawing appropriate boundaries exploded into raw rage. Before I could stop my fingers, I typed a furious, defensive response, copied all of his supervisors, my supervisors, and several of our colleagues, in a poorly thought-out attempt to gain sympathy from outsiders. Immediately after I pressed “send,” I regretted it. I felt deeply ashamed for losing my cool and failing to handle the situation professionally. I was sick to my stomach. He replied a few hours later, taking everyone else off the email chain and asking if we could speak by phone. We talked it through and the event ended up going well, but I learned from that experience to listen to the alarm of my anger before it blows up, seeing where I can draw a boundary, talk through my feelings, or find my power in a situation.

Sometimes anger is short lived and the situation is easily handled after some cooling off. Sometimes, however, the anger is deep, searing, and not immediately “solvable.” This is usually the case when working with situations of personal or collective trauma and/or systemic injustices. Accepting anger in these cases means validating that anger is our body’s healthy reaction to a situation that was/is wrong and that should not have happened. People we love and upon whom we depend should not hurt us. Our government and its police officers should protect us and not kill its citizens. We should not be discriminated against because of our race, our religion, our gender, or our sexual orientation. Anger in these cases reflects a heart that is open and tender and that refuses complacency with systems—personal or societal—which do harm.

The trouble with anger, however, is that it hurts, whether the anger is justified or not. It feels constricting and tight in the body. The damage of living in anger for too long without adequate processing can take its toll on our physical and emotional health. People who have prolonged, unaddressed anger are twice as likely to have a heart attack. Conditions related to anxiety and depression are exacerbated by anger, and one study suggests that members of a couple who hold on to anger have shorter life spans than those who process it together or individually.39

Despite functioning as an alarm system and alerting us to problems that require healing, anger is a very poor instructional manual. It doesn’t provide strategy, apart from rudimentary fight, flight, or freeze responses. To find an appropriate response to problems that anger brings to light, we have to give ourselves time and space. We have to have patience. As Reb Anderson writes in Being Upright:


Through patience, your vision clears and you see the dependent co-arising of pain, frustration, and anger. Practicing patience does not mean gritting your teeth and ignoring the pain, but developing and expanding your capacity for experiencing pain, opening wide enough to feel the pain without either running away or wallowing in it.40



Practicing patience has always been very difficult for me. Perhaps because I have spent most of my adult life in New York City, when someone tells me to “be patient,” my anger and irritation usually grows. I don’t want to be patient, my mind protests, I want what I want now. Patience is equated in my mind with repression and delay. Patience in the face of anger is the only effective response, however. It is the only way that the powerful (and important!) energy of anger can be held and cradled to reveal the grief, hurt, and fear underneath. It is the only practice that enables us to create enough space around a problem, not so we can repress it, but so we can find a wise response.

One of my students, Christina, told me that she hates to be late and she hates the feeling of powerlessness when the subway stalls, causing her to be late to class or a meeting with friends. She gets angry and agitated—a New Yorker’s version of road rage. “Being patient in these cases feels like saying it’s okay that this is happening,” she told me, “And it isn’t okay! It messes up my day and embarrasses me!”

I asked Christina if her impatience hurts the Metropolitan Transit Authority. I asked her if it causes the subway to stop stalling and move faster. I asked her if it makes her feel better about being late, or feel better in general. She smiled, and said, “No.” Impatience in circumstances like these give us the illusion of control, but in reality, contracting in anger causes us suffering on top of the pain of being late. If, out of our anger and frustration, we then snap at other subway riders or even our friends and family members later on, the original harm of being late has now multiplied, causing more damage.

Patience, on the other hand, does not sanction the harm that is done, it simply acknowledges the limits of our ability to affect change in that moment. It causes us to come face-to-face with our pain and our confusion, as well as the unknowable future of how things will evolve and take shape. Patience is our capacity to be in a world that is outside of our understanding and control. When we realize that we are stuck in something, unable to change it, we can rest back into patience, remembering impermanence and breathing into the truth that everything eventually changes.

As we work through our anger and our rage, cultivating patience is the kindest thing we can do to nourish ourselves. As Rainer Maria Rilke writes in Letters to a Young Poet:


I would like to beg you, dear Sir, as well as I can, to have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a very foreign language. Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.41



How do we have patience in the face of anger and confusion? How do we “live our way into the answer?” By breathing deeply. By separating ourselves from the source of our anger when we can, even for a temporary period of time. By welcoming and trusting our anger as a friend, here to deliver an important message about finding our power, righting a wrong, and/or loving ourselves. By being extremely gentle with ourselves through this process, like a parent with a newborn baby, allowing our anger to expose the other feelings that might be contained within it. Finally, by remembering that all things arise and fall in their own time, including the discomforts of anger and rage, which can, with patience, be transformed into a force for powerful and profound change.

FORGIVENESS

The path from anger to forgiveness is complicated. We all know that forgiveness is positive and we want to be forgiven for our missteps. But for the times we have been really hurt, when the other person isn’t even remotely sorry or is a repeat offender, someone uttering the word “forgiveness” within a four block radius may cause us to feel a murderous rage. Or at least it does for me.

For small infractions and petty disagreements among friends and loved ones, most of us don’t have too much trouble forgiving others. We bump up against each other, we hurt each other, we apologize, we ask for and grant forgiveness. In those cases, forgiveness feels good because it heals a relationship.

With major wounds, however, forgiveness is much more difficult. Very often, the person who hurts us doesn’t issue an apology or doesn’t admit that what they did was wrong. My good friend Lisa’s father physically and emotionally abused her and her sisters for most of their childhood. Through significant therapy and meditation, my friend found the courage to confront her father and to let him know how much pain and damage he caused in her life. During the confrontation, Lisa’s father kept interrupting her to defend himself, blame others for his behavior, or minimize her pain. When Lisa, exasperated, finally just asked her father if he could apologize and recognize what he did to her and the family, he paused for a few long seconds. “I did the best I could,” he replied. Lisa’s father is typical of so many people who hurt others, with egos so fragile that they cannot and will not apologize for the harm they cause.

Sometimes the person who hurt us cannot issue an apology because they have passed away. Sometimes the person at whom we are angry is ourselves, or God, or nature, making an apology impossible. Sometimes the person is still alive but is so different today than they were when they caused the harm, it can feel like fighting with a ghost.

Even when we do receive an apology, sometimes forgiveness is still difficult. It can feel as though forgiving the person who harmed us means erasing the act, even while it continues to cause us pain. It can feel like letting the other person off the hook, or saying that what happened was permissible, when our body tells us it was not. Resisting forgiveness feels like a natural response in these situations.

Mark Nepo lays this out beautifully in his essay, “About Forgiveness!” He writes:


The pain was necessary to know the truth but we don’t have to keep the pain alive to keep the truth alive. This is what has kept me from forgiveness: the feeling that all I’ve been through will evaporate if I don’t relive it; that if those who hurt me don’t see what they’ve done, my suffering will have been for nothing.



We are afraid to forgive because we think it will erase or minimize the pain that occurred. This has been the case for me many times. Each time someone has really hurt me, and I consider forgiving them, a voice seems to scream at me from within: They aren’t sorry! They are living their lives, as happy as can be, while you suffer! If you forgive, you erase what happened! Nobody will affirm how much pain you are in! It often feels like if I don’t hold my ground in anger, I will be doing damage to myself again, on top of the original wounding, by not standing up for my pain.

But the validation I seek most likely will never come from the people who hurt me. It must come from myself. And in the meantime, the pain and the burden of holding on to my anger are damaging me, not those who hurt me. I am living with the weight and the constriction and the suffering of the anger, in addition to the original harm.

In the Dhammapada, one of the Buddha’s most well known scriptures, the Buddha describes the importance of forgiveness for our own well-being—no matter how horrible the original wound. “If someone has abused you, beat you, robbed you,” the text goes, “abandon your thoughts of anger. Soon you will die. Life is too short to live with hatred.”42

Contrary to our fears, true forgiveness is actually the opposite of forgetting. It is turning towards the pain, the torn place within us, and really grieving its loss. It is the process of being brave enough to look at it and loving ourselves enough to not continue to live with bitterness and resentment.

Eva Kor, a Holocaust survivor featured in the documentary film Forgiving Dr. Mengele (2006), has written and spoken about the liberation that comes with the forgiveness of unforgiveable crimes. Kor, along with her twin sister, endured brutal and inhumane medical experiments at the hands of Nazi doctors in Auschwitz. In 1995, she gave a speech at the fiftieth anniversary ceremony of the liberation of Auschwitz, forgiving the Nazis for what they did to her. She said of the experience:


As I did that, I felt a burden of pain was lifted from me. I was no longer in the grip of pain and hate; I was finally free….For most people there is a big obstacle to forgiveness because society expects revenge. It seems we need it to honor our victims. But I always wonder if my dead loved ones would want me to live with pain and anger until the end of my life.43



She goes on to explain that beneath that first level of forgiveness, a cascade of additional forgiveness followed:


The day I forgave the Nazis, privately I forgave my parents whom I hated all my life for not having saved me from Auschwitz. Children expect their parents to protect them, mine couldn’t. And then I forgave myself for hating my parents.



Desmond Tutu, in writing about his journey to forgive his alcoholic and abusive father, also writes about the multiple layers of forgiveness at play in any deep process of healing:


When I reflect back across the years to my father’s drunken tirades, I realize now that it was not just with him that I was angry. I was angry with myself. That small boy, trembling in fear, had not been able to stand up to my father or protect my mother. So many years later, I realize that I not only have to forgive my father. I have to forgive myself. 44



My experience with anger and forgiveness has followed this trajectory. When I decided to leave a business that I’d poured my heart into building because of the difficulties I was having with my business partner, I spent days, weeks, and hours seething with anger in the shower, walking down the street, and in meditation. I could not forgive quickly or easily. It took a while to process the fury, the pain, and the grief of the lost business and the end of the friendship. It didn’t help when I judged myself for feeling angry. It didn’t help to try and reason my way out of the anger. I had to walk all the way through the fury of anger, and live there for several months, to see the light of forgiveness on the other side.

When that crack of light came, I was sitting in meditation. I was getting tired and kept falling asleep, only to wake up again and replay my angry fights with my former business partner. Finally, toward the end of the period of meditation, I heard an inner voice say to me, “You have to forgive yourself.” I was shocked. In all my months of going back and forth between trying to decide whether or not I wanted to forgive my former friend, I never considered needing to forgive myself. Examining the situation, I could now see that I was very angry at myself for allowing myself to get hurt so badly, for missing the warning signs, for failing to be able to make the business, and the friendship, work. I was deeply ashamed.

You have to forgive yourself. How can I do that? I remember asking myself. What are the steps? I had to start with trying to understand. What were my legitimate desires and fears that caused me to find myself in that difficult situation?

I was scared to start the business alone, scared of holding exclusive authority. It was the first major public enterprise I had started—of course I would be scared! Once we were in the partnership and I started disagreeing with the choices we were making, I wanted my partner to like me, I wanted to be “easy” and to keep the peace.

As my understanding and compassion for myself grew, I could see, understand, and forgive myself for the whole situation. Forgiving my partner came somewhat more easily after that. If all of my behavior was a result of the causes and conditions of my whole life before the moment we founded the business, then it followed that hers was as well. All that was left, after accepting this truth, was grief for what was lost, and a decision to handle future situations with more awareness.

Forgiveness does not automatically equal reconciliation. When people hurt us—especially those who hurt us continually—the wisest course of action can sometimes be to separate from them if we possibly can. As Dr. Maya Angelou says, “I forgive people so they don’t continue to have power over me. That does not mean that when a fire burns me, I put my hand back in the fire.”45 Setting boundaries and separating from those who repeatedly hurt us can be an important part of showing love and respect for ourselves and facilitating the forgiveness process as a whole.

Indeed, once we process and accept the past, forgiveness allows us to make clear decisions about how we want to move forward and what we wish to do with the pain we have been carrying. Perhaps this means we just let go and move on with our lives. Perhaps we take our hurt and anger and put it toward a new endeavor. Out of the ashes of my failed business, I took everything I learned and created MindfulNYU, which is currently the largest campus-wide mindfulness initiative in the country, serving and supporting thousands of students each year. I was still sad about the loss of the business, but I was so glad I was able to repurpose my grief and anger for a larger good.

Forgiveness cannot be rushed. It happens on its own time, after taking great care to validate the pain we have experienced and to accept the fact that it happened. If you keep introducing the intention to move forward into forgiveness, however, you may notice one beautiful day, as you walk down the street thinking of other things, that the bruise on your heart you are so used to touching is all of a sudden not there. In its place is new tissue with a new shape, stronger and more expansive than before.
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5: MINDFUL
RELATIONSHIPS

OFTEN, in the beginning stages of a new relationship, there is a “honeymoon” period when both parties are projecting onto the other and seeing everything through the rosy lens of lust and excitement. It can be fun and exhilarating, anxiety provoking and intense. Could this person be the one? Could they really like me? Could they be the answer to all of my problems? Once the rose-colored dust settles, you return to being you, and they return to being them. Do you like the person you have in front of you? Can you accept them as they are? Do you feel seen and accepted by them?

Perhaps the deeper question that real relationships pose is do we like ourselves? Do we believe we are worthy of love and belonging? Can we accept ourselves? Relationships are like a mirror. In real intimacy, the other person reflects back to you the parts of yourself you like, as well as the parts of which you are deeply ashamed.

When I was in my late twenties, I was in a tumultuous relationship with someone who I was not sure actually liked me very much. I was not sure if I liked him very much either, but I also didn’t want to break up. It was one of those relationships. I was so nervous and uncomfortable when I was with him, that I often couldn’t eat or sleep. His ambivalence about me reflected back to me the burning question at the center of my heart: Did I deserve love? Since he was not sure, I thought if I convinced him that I was loveable, perhaps I could settle the question once and for all.

One night, as the relationship was deteriorating, I was up tossing and turning in my bed until three or four in the morning with a sick feeling in my stomach and frantic circular thoughts about the relationship in my head. Finally, exasperated, I got up, drew a bath and climbed in. In the bath, I meditated.

I felt the sadness and the exhaustion. I felt my breath and my heartbeat. I tried to relax into the warmth of the water and the stillness of the very early morning. Each time my mind wanted to dwell on the impending breakup, I gently returned to the sensations of the bath and the feelings in my body. Suddenly, from within the meditation, a powerful voice said to me: Yael, are you going to love yourself or not? Are you going to walk through this world with full acceptance of yourself, or not?

I knew this was a watershed moment. All the years of returning to my breath and my body in meditation had brought me here, to this choice. The voice that asked me these questions was not stern or angry. It was the voice of someone who loved me and couldn’t bear to see me suffer. Life is so short, I remember thinking. How many more years will I spend with partners who don’t treat me well? How many more boyfriends will I have who don’t reflect my inner worth? The commitment I had fostered in myself to myself through meditation was demanding more of me. Each time I returned to myself in meditation, I sent a message to myself that I was worth returning to. Each time I treated my inner critic with kindness, I slowly stopped believing its stories about me. Now here I was. I took a deep breath, feeling as if someone was asking me to marry them. Yes, I’m in. I said to myself. I decided to commit to myself for the long haul. I decided to go with love. That boyfriend broke up with me the next day. Although I didn’t immediately meet my soul mate afterward, I never again dated someone who wasn’t kind to me.

So many of my relationship struggles have been about learning to love and accept myself rather than outsourcing that struggle to a partner. To really see and connect with my partners, I needed to confront my own wounded and aching places.

We have a powerful need to project our inner struggles on to our partners. If we wish we were more successful, we may think our partners wish that about us too. If we wish we were smarter, we may idealize our partner to be the smartest person in the room, who, if we are worthy, might decide that we are smart as well. I don’t think this is wrong or immature. I think it is human. Untangling what is mine from what is my partner’s is a central practice of mindful relationships. We can be grateful for the mirror they provide without believing that the projections are originating from them.

The philosopher Martin Buber had a way of describing this situation with his concept of I-thou relationships, as distinct from I-it relationships.46 I-thou, according to Buber, is when we relate to the other with respect and dignity. We see their fullness and their humanity. We notice where we end and the other begins. I-it, on the other hand, is when we relate to others as objects in our storylines. The other person is really just an extension of ourselves and is not fully seen or respected in their own right. We are so busy using them to affirm or deny some part of ourselves that we never get to know who they really are.

Susan Piver, the Buddhist author and teacher, writes about this beautifully in her book, How Not to Be Afraid of Your Own Life. She says:


I wish I had known that when you live with someone for a long time, you will experience continuous mind-blowing irritation…when you try and replace your actual partner with a projection of a partner. He always figures out a way to tell you how unlike your ideal he really is, which once you pick yourself up, gives you yet another opportunity to choose between who this person is and who you sort of hoped he was…We have to throw away the script and begin to improvise. You’re playing you and I’m playing me. Go.47



Both the person who is projecting and the person who feels unseen suffer. Our practice is to do our best to wake up when we notice this going on, attend to our pain, and try to remember the “thou-ness” of the other.

Our partners are different people than we are. I know this sounds obvious. Of course they are different than us! Otherwise it wouldn’t be a relationship! But my experience is that the closer you get to someone in any relationship—whether romantic, platonic, or familial—the harder it is to see the boundary of difference between you. Identities begin to smash together, and pretty soon it becomes hard to see the separations.

I had a platonic friendship through most of my twenties with someone named Holly. Although we looked nothing alike, people used to think we were sisters. We spent so much time together, lived together as roommates, and shared so much of ourselves with each other that we subconsciously took on each other’s vocal mannerisms. It was a beautiful and close relationship, and I felt like she understood the deepest parts of me, and I of her.

Over the years, however, the extreme intimacy of the friendship made it hard to see where she ended and I began, and both of us, without knowing or articulating it, began to chafe at the feeling of disappearing into the other. Although on the surface everything was the same, I began to grow silently jealous of the many other friends she had and the way she met and befriended guys effortlessly, when it was still such a struggle for me. Living together and being so close I also wanted space within our friendship, which I did not know how to ask for. The relationship blew up one night when I, out of pent-up competitiveness and jealousy, went on a secret date with a guy she had a crush on. When she found out about it a few days later and confronted me, I felt empty of words for how to account for myself. Why did I do that? What was wrong with me? I felt guilty and ashamed. She was furious and hurt.

The fight caused us to take a break from each other for several months, and it was only in that break that we both realized we needed to individuate from each other. The boy fights were just a convenient wedge to stick between each other so that we could find our own paths and our own identities.

This can happen frequently in close friendships and relationships. If healthy boundaries aren’t there, someone will create them. Someone will drive a wedge in the relationship to find the space to breathe and individuate.

In Khalil Gibran’s classic book The Prophet, he writes of this need for boundaries within intimacy. He says:


Love one another, but make not a bond of love:

Let it rather be a moving sea between the shores of your souls.

Fill each other’s cup but drink not from one cup.

Give one another of your bread but eat not from the same loaf.

Sing and dance together and be joyous, but let each one of you be alone,

Even as the strings of a lute are alone though they quiver with the same music.48



Boundaries in relationships and friendships allow each partner to be themselves and love to flow between them.

Real relationships are like our meditation practice. We return back to the present moment, over and over again, to see what, or who, is really there. We drift away into our own scripts and narratives, only to have moments of awakening when we realize we have been missing the being who is in front of us. We have put ourselves or our partner into a box of who they or we are, and, inevitably, our partner breaks the boxes by acting differently than we projected. When this happens, we have to rub our eyes, look again, and decide if we want to come back into relationship with them. If we do, love as complete acceptance has a chance to blossom.

MINDFUL SEX

On the fourth day of a seven-day silent meditation retreat I was attending, one of the teachers, Eliezer Sobel, asked the crowd what types of things they had been thinking about over the course of the week. People volunteered things like “regrets,” “my family,” and “my job.” After all the answers came in, Eliezer looked around the room with a smile on his face and said, “Oh, and I’m sure nobody has been thinking about sex?”

The room burst into laughter. Of course we had all thought about sex. In fact, I noticed that in one week of silence on retreat, I had more sexual thoughts and fantasies than I’d had in several months at home. I was just way too shy and ashamed to admit it in front of a room full of strangers. What is the connection between sex, sexual thoughts, and this practice, I wondered? I never found the courage to ask a teacher, but the question persisted.

When I was in college, it was popular for feminist and queer student organizations to host an event where a “sexpert” was brought in to give frank sex advice and answer questions. I attended at least three of these, together with hundreds of others who eagerly packed the room to learn more about the act that most of us were exploring in a major way for the first time in our lives. It felt liberating to hear and talk about everything from positions to protection with no shame or shyness.

Many years later, MindfulNYU, the meditation program that I run at NYU, held two workshops on mindful sex for the student community. Both were filled to capacity, with students spilling out into the hallway and crowding every corner of the room, hungry to hear about sex without shame the same way that my classmates and I had been. In fact, it was not only the most popular meditation session we put on that year, it was the most popular session we had ever had.

So what is mindful sex? Mindful sex education goes beyond pregnancy or STDs (although that is important!). Mindful sex is sex with awareness. It’s a journey of exploration, of our own bodies and the bodies of others. Mindfulness can can help us understand desire, intimacy, connection, and energy. Sex as an act isn’t terribly complicated, but mindful sex, sex with awareness, often takes tremendous courage, patience, and a willingness to hang out in our vulnerability. Mindful sex is about showing up as our whole selves, allowing ourselves to be seen, and being willing to truly see the other person.

SEX AND OURSELVES

Reb Anderson, a Zen Buddhist teacher, writes about sexual energy as a great ball of fire that we must get to know intimately, like other energies in our body. He says:


If we turn away from our sexual passion, then we freeze and beings are harmed. If we grab it, then we are burned and beings are harmed. But if we just stay close to it, walk around it, always in touch with the fact that we are sexual beings, neither identifying with nor distancing ourselves from our sexuality, then we gradually become intimate with it. From this intimacy, appropriate sexual conduct spontaneously emerges.49



In Anderson’s view, if we repress the ball of fire that is our sexual energy, we freeze a part of ourselves. Not everyone experiences sexuality in this way—asexual individuals may not identify with this type of “fireball” within. For many, however, when we dim the light of sexuality within us, we dim all of our light and energy, and feel alienated from ourselves and others.

Fully “identifying” with our lust, and trying to satisfy our every sexual whim, is also dangerous. It is a form of greed that turns others into objects that we try to possess, in order to escape the discomfort of the fire of lust within us. Trungpa Rimpoche, the Tibetan Buddhist teacher, describes this as a possessive sexual desire rooted in ego. “You see the other person as a kind of juicy steak,” he writes, “and you would like to gobble the person up and be done with it—nothing more than that.”50 The Buddha’s way has us walk a middle path between these two extremes, making a wide open space to learn about, love, and be the sexual energy within us, rather than repress or react to it.

Being with this sexual energy may take different forms. We may choose—as many monks and nuns do—to abstain from sex. I highly recommend you try this, whether or not you are dating someone, at some point in your life. Not releasing sexual energy through orgasm, and yet not repressing it either, can lead some people to feel very focused. Others describe feeling buoyant and energetic. For me, periods of celibacy have often led me to bursts of creativity in writing or art. It can be difficult to do, but sexual energy “repurposed” can be experienced as a powerful and beautiful force.

We can, however, still “be” with the fireball of sexual energy and explore it carefully and mindfully through sex with ourselves or with partners. This practice runs counter to so much of our society today, however. Through a constant barrage of images in movies, television, and advertising, young men in our culture are taught that to be a man is to objectify women and to avoid any sign of weakness. According to Brené Brown’s research, men absorb the message that emotional vulnerability—particularly in intimate encounters—is coded as weakness, and so they hide their vulnerability through enactments of power, status, domination, and violence.51 Men and women, Brown says, are responsible for perpetuating this dynamic, as we all fail to provide space for men to be whole, authentic, and vulnerable in intimate encounters.

Young women, on the other hand, learn early and often that they are sexual objects, not subjects of their own sexuality. Sex is something that happens to them if their bodies are deemed desirable, and far too often, some form of sexual assault or abuse happens to them without their consent. They are not encouraged to explore and own their sexual wants and needs, especially if they fall outside of a socially permissible norm.

This sexual picture is further complicated if we are a race or size that is sexualized or de-sexualized, and/or if we are lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual, queer, intersex, asexual, or gender nonconforming. We all come to sex with our unique psychology, personal history, and social messaging.

Navigating the waters of mindful sex and intimacy requires something of us, right off the bat. We must be willing to be real, present, and vulnerable with ourselves, exactly as we are. This means taking a deep breath and accepting our bodies, our wants and desires, and our attractions. It means committing ourselves to healing sexual trauma from our past or from our society in order to come to love ourselves more fully. Sometimes this takes a lot of therapy. Sometimes it is something we practice in loving sexual encounters with ourselves or others. Sometimes, through formal meditation practice, we touch the wounded places within us, and can practice holding those traumas and pains with immense love and light, and gradually begin to heal.

I had a meditation teacher once who shared with us that when she first started meditating, she sat with a very rigid posture on the cushion, her hands in tensed fists underneath her. When she realized she was sitting this way, she would move her hands and try to relax, only to find herself back again in this tense posture, fists underneath her, at the end of each session. This went on for years, until one day, in a long meditation sit, she started to have images of the sexual and physical abuse that she had been through. She had been sitting many years, and had been through a lot of therapy, but she realized that until that moment, her fists were still trying to protect her, and her body didn’t feel safe enough to relax. Gradually, through therapy and meditation, she was able to transform and heal her trauma, release her fists from underneath her, and take a stronger, more comfortable seat.

For me, sex between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two was a messy blur of trying to please the other person, trying to hide the parts of my body I was ashamed of, and trying to appear sexy and “liberated”—more like the desirable girls I saw in the movies. I was often drunk and sometimes high. There was some pleasure involved, of course, but I was so insecure, so worried about my partner “getting off” and so removed from my own body that the ratio of getting pleasure to giving pleasure was severely out of whack. Rather than ask for what I wanted, I faked nearly every orgasm I had during those years—much like the faking I was doing in much of my intimate life in an attempt to be liked and accepted. As my therapist said many years later, “As goes in life, goes in the bedroom.”

What I loved about the “sexperts” that came to campus is that they urged us to be sexual agents and to take responsibility for our own pleasure, with or without a partner. I remember Betty Dodson, author of Sex for One, telling us, “If you love yourself, if you show love to yourself and bring yourself pleasure, then you are never without a sex partner. You are with the best lover you will ever have.”

As we sit in meditation and return to our bodies with love, my experience is that we become increasingly unwilling to let others treat us with disrespect in the bedroom. In my mid-twenties, I was sleeping with someone regularly who did not want a relationship with me. He made it very clear that if someone more desirable came along, we would have to end our arrangement. I pretended that this was fine with me, when in fact it hurt me very deeply. I hoped, during each encounter, that I would be so appealing to him that eventually he would capitulate, like in the many romantic comedies I had seen, and would realize true love was right beneath his nose the whole time.

He was clearly using me for companionship and sex, but the truth was, I was also using him to answer a very deep and scary question about myself: was I loveable? Could I make someone who was ambivalent about me less ambivalent through my charms and sexuality? Those questions kept me ensnared in painful push-and-pull sexual relationships for years.

One day, when explaining my predicament to a friend who is a Tibetan Buddhist practitioner, she told me that there was a saying in Tibet: “Do not use your prize jewels as a begging bowl.” Our hearts and bodies are precious, she said, and to use them as a begging bowl is to debase and contort them into objects that only others can fill with value.

Gradually, over several years, I started treating my body and my heart a bit more like jewels. Meditating allowed me to inhabit my body with more gentleness, love, and acceptance. I began to use sex less as a barometer of my own lovability and appeal and more as an opportunity to be fully present with another person. I sharpened my radar for partners who made me feel bad about myself or left me questioning my worth, and began to steer clear of them. I noticed that the more I insisted on my own body being treated with care by my partners, the more my love and acceptance of myself grew.

SEX AND OTHER PEOPLE

My friend is a therapist who specializes in pornography addiction. Most of her clients are young men in their twenties struggling in sexual relationships with real people, due to their exposure to the unrealistic and damaging images of idealized sexual partners/encounters in porn and media. They approach sex with so many assumptions, pressures, and expectations of their partners and themselves that no honest connection is possible. In fact, the way porn addiction most frequently manifests in these patients is through erectile dysfunction—a literal and metaphoric inability to fully show up for the act itself.

Even if we don’t find ourselves in this exact predicament, we may relate to the fear of being naked (literally and figuratively) with a partner and completely open to the fullness and authenticity of who they are. It can be terrifying to remove all projections, objectifications, and expectations and to engage with the rawness of this other person. What if you don’t like what you see there? What if the person doesn’t like what they see? What if it is all too intense or overwhelming?

While it can be scary, that is the real promise and excitement of sex. It offers us the opportunity to go up to the edge of where we are willing to see others and be seen by them, to empty out our expectations, and to dive into the unknown. In this way, sex is not just better when we meditate—sex can be a meditation all on its own.

There is a famous story of a fancy, learned man who comes to a meditation teacher to study. The man sits down in front of the teacher, full of self-importance and entitlement, and says he would like to be enlightened. The man begins to recite facts and history, techniques and stories as the teacher calmly pours the tea…and keeps pouring it…and keeps pouring it until the tea spills over the side of the cup and all over the table. The man stops his recitations and says, “What are you doing? The tea is spilling everywhere!”

“You are like this overflowing cup of tea,” the teacher says. “There is no room for new knowledge, new experiences, or a new way of seeing. If you want to learn from me, you have to empty some of the ‘knowing’ out of your cup.”

When we approach our partners, whether new or old, we have to make room in our cup to be with them as they are. In today’s society, that may mean retraining our brain away from unrealistic ideas of “perfect” partners or situations. It may mean committing ourselves again and again to keeping our senses open, just like we do when meditating. We practice taking in what is in front of us, and being present with the unknown in and alongside the other.

HEARTBREAK

Breakups are an inevitable part of relationships. The bad ones are heart-wrenching, crushing, world-destroying periods of time when it feels like life is over. Regardless of who broke up with whom, breakups can bring out our craziest thoughts and behaviors and touch on our most sensitive places.

In one of my most painful breakups, I remember going miles out of my way each time I left the house to walk by the apartment where my ex-boyfriend lived, in the hope that I would run into him. I had no idea what I would say if I did see him. I think I hoped he would suddenly “remember” how beautiful and cool I was and want to be with me. I never found out—despite walking by his apartment over fifty times, we never actually collided. I finally realized that the only thing this behavior would get me was a restraining order. I was living in a haze of denial and delusion, unwilling to face the truth that the relationship was over.

Devastating breakups bring us right up to the edge of loss, grief, and death. Even though the person is still out there, walking around, what you had together has died. It is over, and now has to be mourned like any other kind of death. Moving out of the kind of denial I was experiencing into real grief was an important stage of that break up, as well as all the ones that followed. I resisted letting go because I knew it would be agonizingly sad to admit the death of the relationship. Once I finally opened to it, however, I was able to let the raw grief wash over me, and carry me slowly toward healing.

The unfortunate part of this process is that it often takes a lot of time. Healing and moving on is rarely fast. In my experience, recovering from heartbreak takes about the same time it takes a huge block of ice to melt on a cold day, drop by tiny little drop. When and if this happens to you, when you find yourself in the middle of this dark night of grief, anger, loss, and fear, try not to run away from it. Try to open up to the rush of emotions, even as they threaten to drown you. It will hurt, but it will hurt more and longer if you push these feelings away. Try to let the cracks and brokenness of your heart soften you and deepen your compassion for the whole world, including yourself. Be very gentle and kind to yourself.

When the heart has been broken, it is our natural tendency to try to protect it the next time around. We build scaffolding and structures so that we aren’t vulnerable again. We put up walls and enact strict screening procedures at the borders.

At some point, however, those walls are no longer protecting us—they are imprisoning us. They are preventing new love and connections to form. With gentleness, we can use our meditation practice to soften around our inner scaffolding and walls. We can forgive life for hurting us, and forgive ourselves for getting hurt. We can look at that earlier heartbreak not as a failure to protect, but as a sincere and brave attempt to love and be loved. Yes, it didn’t work with that person, but you demonstrated that you have the capacity to love. That is your strength and your power.

The writer Kim Stafford writes about the beauty of resilience when he recounts watching his daughter play on the edge of a fountain on a hot summer day. As she wobbles along the edge, Stafford observes her making it across the thinnest part, turning around to face him with a smile, and then slipping into the fountain. A mother sitting nearby lifts her out:


She came panting to me across the hot pavement. Her dress left a trail of wet, her hair streamed down, and her face was bright. She stood stubby tall before me. “When I was falling, Dad, I heard my little voice. But it didn’t say, “Be afraid”—it said, “Have fun falling.” Her eyebrows went up, and her mouth clamped into a line of conviction.



Stafford continues:


When I live my life now, when I write, when I enter a hard time, in an uncertain way, I want my little voice saying, “Have fun falling.” Have fun tumbling into the changes that reign and root and every pair of wings has to carry out—a secret the wind and lightning and sorrow, and love keep making plain. By falling you find the bottom, and without that, no joy.52



Have fun falling. Love is born from the willingness to risk our hearts again and again. After we have grieved our losses, can we go back to having a vulnerable heart, and be willing to try again? It may be frightening. It may seem impossible. But surviving a devastating heartbreak can show us our power to return to the surface after hitting the bottom. Without that, no joy.

LONELINESS

I have felt terribly lonely for most of my life. In college, my loneliness hit its peak. Despite having friends, a roommate, and family nearby, I felt alienated, isolated, and deeply alone. The loneliness went deeper than any of my relationships could touch. At times, it felt physically painful to carry around.

When I was drowning in loneliness during this time, I would flail around trying to find a life buoy I could grab. If I was single, that might be a hasty new crush. If I was in a relationship, I might decide I needed a better partner, or more friends, or better friends, or new clothes, or something else to make me complete. It was agonizing. It felt like I was in a dark cave, all alone, unloved and empty inside. All I wanted to do was escape, and yet I couldn’t find the path out.

I never spoke to anyone about my feelings of loneliness and I never heard anyone else talk about it either. People would talk about wanting to be in a relationship, but nobody admitted they were lonely. It seemed pathetic and shameful. I wasn’t sure what loneliness actually was, but because it hurt so much, I believed that it was a type of punishment. It meant that something fundamental about myself wasn’t okay.

The first time I realized that my feelings might not be unique to me was one afternoon as I was sitting in a conference about something else entirely. The speaker mentioned that she began her activism in college, where she had been lonely most of the time. I had a hard time listening to the rest of her talk as my heart sped up and I felt tears in the corners of my eyes. She just came out and admitted her loneliness? How could she be so brave? Something shook free within me as I realized how much shame I was holding about my loneliness—how much extra suffering I was adding to the original pain of feeling alone. If I could peel back the shame and just focus on understanding the loneliness, what would I discover? How could I relate to this feeling in a different way?

Through meditation I started examining my loneliness like a scientist. Of what was this feeling composed? How did I know I was lonely? What were the physical sensations in the body? What were the triggers? What made it worse; what made it better?

It was not an easy task. There was something about loneliness that was hot, itchy, uncomfortable—like a wool sweater in the middle of summer. At first, I would get lost in the story of my being lonely, rather than the feelings themselves. Loneliness would say to me: “What is wrong with you? Why are you alone? This can’t be good. You are doing something wrong. You are going to be alone forever. Get used to it!” It felt like getting pummeled over and over again. And yet, I realized that the chattering inner voice was trying to stop me from digging deeper into the feeling. With all of its cruelty, it was more afraid of me actually feeling the pain of the loneliness more acutely. It tried to block the way. It would keep me busy with its provocations and while I was there, I was still far away from the darkness at the heart of loneliness itself.

Somehow, I managed to plunge forward. I sat long meditation retreats where there was nowhere to run but into the pain. I breathed. I cried. Finally, from within the thick of the feeling, in a few particularly deep meditation sessions, I started looking around.

It came to me in a series of visions from within the meditation. First I saw a picture of my loneliness as a brick wall around my heart. It cast a long shadow over the most vulnerable part of my heart. It was cold and empty behind the wall. Looking closer, it felt like there were tiny beings holding up the wall, pushing with all their might so that the wall would not collapse. What are you afraid of? I asked the beings. They were frantic, filled with panic, incoherent, pushing with all their might. I was afraid, but as I looked deeper, I caught a glimpse, behind the wall, at my own vulnerable heart. It looked tender and soft and was filled with a powerful longing for love. At this point in the meditation, I burst into tears. I put a hand on my chest. “Poor baby,” I said to myself. “All you want is love. All you want is love.” It was such a simple, pure wish, and yet so fiercely defended. The pain of loneliness was in the defense, in the separation of the wall and the alienation of myself from others. The wall, trying to keep me safe, was keeping me imprisoned. I wanted out.

And yet, I couldn’t knock down the wall all at once. Slowly, I needed to accept and love my loneliness, my defenses, and my fears until my heart grew stronger and less afraid. Through meditation, I came back again and again to the feelings, bringing acceptance and care. Through therapy, I needed to look at the times I was alone and frightened as a child, and how that colored my experience of being alone as an adult. Slowly, somewhere along the way, being alone stopped registering as being lonely. Slowly, I was able to take more risks, let more people in, and find more space within myself for others. Love began appearing in new friendships, relationships, and community. The walls between myself and the world softened, opened, and, at times, disappeared.

When I am able to offer myself love and care in this way, it is almost impossible to feel lonely. The two feelings just don’t go together. I can feel desire, I can feel longing, but I don’t feel that narrow mindset of “lonely” that depends on me believing I am essentially separate from the world. The Persian poet Hafiz writes, “Don’t surrender your loneliness so quickly! Let it ferment and season you as few human or even divine ingredients can.”53 These days I try to see loneliness as this type of gift, “seasoning” me with longing and tenderness, telling me I need to bring love and compassion to my experience. Perhaps that means I reach out to a loved one, or exercise, or meditate. Perhaps it means I just sit in the middle of the loneliness and stare out the window. Loneliness is no longer the enemy. It is simply a call from the heart to return home.
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6: CHANGING THE WORLD WITHOUT BURNING OUT

OUR TWENTIES can be a prime time for activism and social justice work. Many of us have left home and seen more of the world. We have experienced, seen, and/or learned about structural inequity and deeply feel our responsibility to address it. We have the energy and passion to try to build a better world. The only question that remains is how to make change. What should be our approach? How do we remain inspired? How do we keep from burning out? And what does meditation have to do with any of this?

There is a critique of mindfulness from activist communities, arguing that the world is severely broken and does not have time for meditators to stare at their navels, sit on cushions, and retreat from the world. In other words, they believe that a dedication to meditation and mindful living is too selfish for a world that demands that we work for social justice and equity.

Simultaneously, there is a belief of some in meditation and Buddhist circles (most of which are dominated by white and upper-middle-class people) that social justice and politics do not have a place in spiritual communities. Many in these communities do not see that inward transformation is inextricably connected to social transformation. They are busy, stressed out, and are in a privileged place in society that does not require them to think about social problems or inequities, and so they don’t.

Fortunately, thanks to the work of several pioneers and leaders at the forefront of social justice causes, Buddhism, and meditation, there seems to be a decreased appetite for both sides of this argument these days. Among growing numbers of young people interested in social justice and meditation, it is becoming increasingly clear that the struggle for self-love, inner freedom, and understanding and the struggle for outer liberation for all beings are bound up in one another.

Buddhism doesn’t just make a powerful case for the importance of inner and outer freedom (and the deep connections between the two), it also offers a path for how such liberation can be attained.

YOUR LIBERATION IS BOUND UP IN MINE

Why should we concern ourselves with equity and justice? Our twenties and thirties are busy times. We have our personal lives to attend to. We have our school and work life. We have to figure out our careers and our families. Why must we bother with larger issues like racism, sexism, homophobia, inequality, or environmental destruction?

The truth is, our society is, and always has been, very sick. The diseases of ideologies like racism, extreme capitalism, and homophobia are felt by all of us, whether or not we are in the targeted groups.

Reverend Zenju Earthlyn Manuel writes:


We must, all of us, openly acknowledge the real norms, desires, biological myths, and practices that fuel racial, sexual, and gender-based hatred….[Society] must say, “Ah, we have willingly hurt ourselves and other people. We have covered up our mess for so long.” Society must learn to see. A society that does not examine itself is an unenlightened one.



The more we practice, the more we can identify and understand the ways we perpetuate suffering for ourselves and others, and the more we feel motivated to transform it. Not because it is the “right” or “nice” thing to do, but because our health, our wholeness, and our very life is on the line. We come to see how as a society, we cannot wall ourselves off from one another. We sink or swim together.

There is a quote by an Aboriginal activist group that says, “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.”54 Sometimes it is easy to see how our liberation is bound up in the liberation of others. If there is a neo-Nazi group that spews hatred against Jews and Muslims, for instance, and they commit a crime against someone or damage a temple, community center, or mosque, it strategically makes sense for Jews and Muslims to band together as a stronger force against the hate group. It was a mosque this time, next time it could be a synagogue.

But sometimes the connections are not so clear. For those of us who sit in seats of power and privilege, which have been constructed specifically to define us as against and superior to an “other,” it can be hard to see why we should adjust the status quo. Sure, there is a vague sense of “doing the right thing,” or “being a good person,” but these impulses do not carry the same vitality or longevity as an at-the-core, gut-level, visceral understanding of interconnection and interdependence to which the Aboriginal activists above refer.

On an intellectual level, we can understand our connectivity in terms of science, seeing the multitude of ways our air, water, and food supply depend on the soil, the climate, the farmers, the food packers and transporters, the markets and the other countless forces that bind us to one another and the Earth. We can also understand our interdependence historically, witnessing how hypernationalism, hypercapitalism, and divisive ideologies have resulted in widespread trauma and suffering for different groups of people over time. We can fight for justice by understanding that it was once our group whose lives were deemed disposable, or by knowing that it one day might be us. All of these are important entry points into the work of changemaking.

Meditation practice, however, teaches us how to also understand interdependence experientially. It forces us to take a front-row seat for our own suffering, and see the ways we perpetuate that suffering on others (consciously and unconsciously). It urges us to open our eyes even further and see the ways our entire society deems some people to be inferior and some to be superior. When we live in a world that divides us in this way, we suffer. These divisions take time, energy, money, and the spinning of delusion to maintain. It is unhealthy for everyone. Our hearts are built naturally to love, to connect, to flourish. The moment we cast anyone or anything out of our hearts—either as individuals or as a society—it causes pain. Over time, it can make us spiritually, emotionally, and physically sick.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. recognized this:


I’ve seen too much hate on the faces of sheriffs in the South. I’ve seen hate on the faces of too many Klansmen and too many White Citizens Councilors in the South to want to hate, myself, because every time I see it, I know that it does something to their faces and their personalities, and I say to myself that hate is too great a burden to bear. I have decided to love.55



Deciding to love means we take responsibility for all the social injustice, even if we are not guilty of having created the problem in the first place. We can make change because we see and recognize the pain of others as a part of ourselves. Love drives us to seek freedom from this pain.

In college, although I was committed to social justice and activism, I became confused about my role. I often felt not just responsible for the injustices of the world, but guilty of them. Rather than feeling personally invested in the liberation of others as being tied to my own liberation, I felt invested in the well-being of others in the hope that it would prove me to be “good” and that it would ease my sense of guilt and shame. I was worried at every turn of saying the wrong thing, of being “called out” for being racist, homophobic, or biased in some way.

Several years ago, I organized an interfaith event led by myself and a friend of mine—a white, Jewish, cisgender man. A woman in the community sent a furious email to myself and several other people, saying that an interfaith event led by two white cisgender Jews was an example of racism and a perpetuation of white supremacy, and needed to be cancelled immediately. I remember my face feeling hot and my palms growing sweaty while reading the email. I wanted to go home and hide. I could not evaluate whether I had anything to learn from what she wrote because I was so deeply ashamed. I felt that she (and, by extension, everyone) could see the dirty secret I was working so hard to hide: that somewhere in the recesses of my mind and heart, I was a racist, ignorant, bad person that did not deserve love. I felt sick to my stomach.

Pretty quickly, that feeling turned into defensiveness. Who does she think she is? I vented to my co-organizer. She doesn’t know us! She doesn’t know anything about how the meditation will go. How could she jump to such conclusions? We determined that she must be an angry, sad person. We decided to pity her, rather than hate her. It was a thin defense. I could tell the accusations were still rattling us both.

It took weeks of processing this email with many friends and teachers for me to actually examine the shame I felt about the possibility of my own unconscious bias coming into play in the planning of the event. Thanks to my meditation practice, I knew that I didn’t have to cling to these parts of me, and yet the only way I could move past them was through recognizing and accepting that they were there. Once I began to own that truth—that racism and all other systems of power, oppression, and domination were a part of me, like they are a part of everyone else in society—I didn’t have to work so hard to deflect, hide, and defend against that accusation. Instead I could listen, examine, and take responsibility for the ways those systems manifested through me, and keep trying harder to learn and live from an awake, heart-centered place.

One of the most beautiful and famous Buddhist texts is the Metta Sutta, or lovingkindness sutra. In it, there is the line, “Just as a mother would protect her only child over her own life, even so, let them cultivate a boundless heart toward all beings.” I used to chant this line each week at my Zen temple, not really understanding the magnitude of it. Yes, it is nice to care for all beings, I would think, and then move on.

Since I have recently become a mother, this line packs a much bigger punch. I would die protecting my son without any question. In a heartbeat. I know this so deeply. I know it with all the force of my whole being. My love for him is so unequivocally large and powerful and beyond my own skin. The Buddha is therefore asking me in this line to cultivate my heart so that I am able to have this level of love for all beings. Every last one—the lovely and the annoying, the powerful and the weak. Any child’s pain should be like my child’s pain. Any adult’s—or group’s—pain should be like my group’s pain. Not theoretically, or intellectually—but in the heart and the gut.

It is a huge charge, and I am certainly not there yet, but I do believe that a love-centered social justice practice comes from this interdependent, interconnected place. I also believe that this type of justice—based on love, understanding and an awareness of our interconnectedness—is the only kind that is sustainable over the long haul.

GO TO THE FRONTLINES OF YOUR STRUGGLE

Perhaps it was not a huge surprise that I could not sustain my activism in my early twenties. The activism I engaged in was partly rooted in the fear of being exposed as a bigot, and feelings of being overwhelmed by the injustice I saw all around me. As a result, I slowly retreated from social justice work, telling myself I needed to “go within” and recharge. I was tired of feeling guilty, angry, and powerless to affect change. I barricaded myself away from the suffering and injustice of the world as much as I could.

I remember this coming to a particularly high point during Hurricane Katrina, when I watched the news coverage of the death, destruction, and oppression at the root of such a huge humanitarian disaster. After getting an initial picture of what was happening in New Orleans, my feelings of defensiveness and self-protection kicked in and I immediately tried to turn off the radio or the TV if I saw a glimpse of the story. This went on for weeks, until one day, after sprinting across the room to turn off a story about the hurricane on the news, I realized how much mental and emotional energy it was taking to try and shut out what was happening. Barricading myself within my own ignorance was not making me feel better. It caused me to feel lonely, walled off, and farther away from life. It hurt.

Rabbi Alan Lew, a meditation teacher and advocate for social change, calls this screening out of suffering a “psychic squint” that we do to try and avoid the suffering we see all around us. As we look at the world through this “squinted” lens, we get emotional “headaches” because we can’t just screen out suffering. When we squint to avoid it, we also screen out joy, love, and our full connection with all beings. We screen out a great deal of life.

The alternative, opening my heart to suffering, meant feeling pain, and it meant I would have to make moves towards trying to help transform the situation. It also meant I would have to look at my own suffering and the ways that I cause suffering in myself and others, consciously and unconsciously. It did not mean I needed to beat myself up or take on the guilt (and fragility) that comes with assigning “bad” or “good” to myself in relationship to justice. I had seen how that way of thinking was counterproductive and produced more harm in the world. Instead, I would need to release the question of whether I was bad or good, and dedicate myself to making changes in my spheres of influence. I would need to take steps, even if they were small, to fight for a better world and rectify inequality and injustice. I couldn’t “sit this one out”—my life, and the life of those I cared about, was on the line. Breathing into that truth felt like a huge relief. I could handle the pain and the responsibility. It felt like what my heart had wanted to do from the beginning.

In their beautiful book, Radical Dharma, Lama Rod Owens, Rev. Angel Kyodo Williams, and Dr. Jasmine Syedullah explore the responsibility and the necessity of understanding one’s own suffering through meditation in order to dismantle systems of power that cause suffering in the world—regardless of where one is located socially, racially, economically, or otherwise.

Reverend Angel writes that black people in particular have carried an undue burden in this work, fighting systems of oppression, and yet are in deep need of the healing and repair that Buddhist meditation offers. “We are propelled by the essential human compulsion for freedom, but we can also be driven by centuries of pain and carry a burden greater than people should have ever known. Our healing cannot wait until the structures acquiesce, are dismantled, or come undone. We must take a seat.”56

Elsewhere in the book, there is a transcription of a Q&A with the authors at a Zen center in Brooklyn. A white audience member explains that in her community organizing work on behalf of Latino immigrants, she often “makes herself disappear” by standing in the back and remaining silent, in order to make room for the Latinos in the room to speak. She felt uneasy about this, and asked for advice. Lama Rod responded with this suggestion: “Not necessarily to think about being an ally but about getting to the frontlines of your struggle and not just stepping back and saying, ‘I can’t get in the way of marginalized people.’ Go to the frontlines and be there. That’s what’s going to make me happy. Don’t get behind me.”57

We all have places of power and influence, no matter where we are socially located. For some it might be in our families. For some it might be in a classroom discussion or in a club where we’re a member. Lama Rod is asking us to find the frontlines of our struggle, the places where we face or see injustice and the places where we find our power. Wherever we are—within places of unearned privilege or within places of unearned discrimination (or both), where can we fully show up? Where can we find a place for the healing we might need, or to offer our unique gifts, our particular voice, joining a larger chorus dedicated to justice?

At Soto Zen Buddhist temples, there is a chant that says, “Beings are numberless. I vow to save them.” Within that sentence, there is the acknowledgement of a task so large that it is impossible to accomplish: saving every one of an infinite number of beings. And yet, we vow to do it anyway.

There is another Zen proverb along these lines: “In Zen, there are two things: sitting, and sweeping the garden. It doesn’t matter how large the garden is.” We cannot solve everything. Often our steps are small and humble. Nevertheless, it doesn’t matter that beings are numberless. It doesn’t matter how big the garden is. All we know is that we have to do something to alleviate the suffering. We do not need to be perfect. We just need to show up.

HOW WE DO ANYTHING IS HOW WE DO EVERYTHING

When we approach social change work with an unshakable foundation of interconnection, certain ways of fighting for justice no longer become an option. We cannot vilify others or rely on the rhetoric of “good” guys and “bad” guys, so popular in politics, when our well-being and their well-being are tied up together.

This is not to say that some people, groups, and governments are not dangerous and do not need to be restrained. It does not mean that we don’t fight against oppression or injustice. It does require that we do not reproduce the same division (based on a delusion of separateness) that caused the harm and oppression in the first place, whether in our hearts, our rhetoric, or our goals. We do not fight out of hatred. We do not make certain people into bad guys and good guys. When we are all completely interdependent, nobody can be left out.

This is not easy to do. It requires that we constantly work simultaneously on two fronts at once: the “outside” world and our own hearts. If we are fighting for a world in which certain classes or groups of people are not treated as “other,” we have to look inside to see the ways we “other” parts of ourselves. We have to see the seeds of ignorance, hate, and greed (called the “three poisons” in Buddhism) in ourselves so we can recognize and help others transform these seeds in themselves.

I am writing this shortly after Donald Trump was elected president of the US. My intellectual, self-righteous mind tells me that I should hate and fear him. He was elected on a platform of racism, islamophobia, xenophobia, and misogyny. As a Jew and a woman, I was a target of his hateful speech, and most of my closest friends and family were as well, for various reasons. I am scared for our future under his presidency and I am committed to resisting and fighting his policies that harm my communities and my friends’ communities.

And yet I know deeply that Trump and his supporters are people, not monsters. I know that my well-being is tied up with theirs, and that carrying around hate and fear for these people takes up precious space in my heart and uses up too much of my energy. Maintaining a softer heart doesn’t make me want to embrace the Trump administration or policies that harm people. It doesn’t make me want to stop fighting. It just transforms the energy of the fight from one of hate and fear of them (Trump and his supporters), to one of love of and commitment to us all, which is a much more powerful force.

I once heard that the Dalai Lama was asked if there is anyone he struggles to have compassion for. The interviewer undoubtedly expected the Tibetan leader, known for living a life of advocacy on behalf of the Tibetan people, to say that he struggles having compassion for the Chinese occupiers of Tibet, or at least for the Chinese soldiers who drove him to exile. The Dalai Lama thought about it for a little while and then replied, “I still struggle having compassion for mosquitos. I am working on it, though.”

The Dalai Lama, who has seen the decimation of his culture and homeland, who has witnessed so much death and disappearance, who has spent nearly every day of his life trying to fight for the Tibetan people, still does not carry vengeance or hatred in his heart for the perpetrators of the harm inflicted on Tibet. Although a tireless advocate for justice, the root of his activism is not vengeance, but love.

Thich Nhat Hanh has been advocating for peace, nonviolence, and social transformation for decades. He has risked his life repeatedly in his efforts to end the Vietnam War and to rescue boatpeople and other refugees fleeing Vietnam. His poem, Please Call Me by My True Names, includes the lines:


I am the twelve-year-old girl,

refugee on a small boat,

who throws herself into the ocean

after being raped by a sea pirate.

And I am the pirate, my heart

not yet capable of seeing and loving….

Please call me by my true names,

so I can wake up

and the door of my heart

could be left open,

the door of compassion.58



Nhat Hanh’s poem, his life, and his mission are to keep the door of his heart open in compassion, even for the most vile, evil people among us. His message is not to accept this evil behavior. He has fought against it his entire life. His message is to see the roots of such evil, violence, and hatred in his own heart.

How we do anything is how we do everything. We can’t be peacemakers in our homes and personal lives while speaking a language of hate in our conversations and on our social media. We have to embody the love we hope to see reflected in our politicians, governments, and streets. That means that we have to make peace with our inner enemies and the hatred we have for ourselves in order to properly heal the outside world. We have to find the spark of love and human kindness for all parts of ourselves, including the parts that are power hungry, vain, weak, broken, needy, or whatever our particular inner enemy happens to be.

RADICAL SELF-CARE

For many people who have been marginalized in our society, practices that nourish and sustain us are not a luxury—they are a necessity. Audre Lorde once wrote, “caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation and that is an act of political warfare.”59 When your identity or your body is deemed inferior by the dominant society, then surviving, caring for the body and mind, and thriving is a major act of resistance. Additionally, the work of building a socially just society can be taxing and difficult. It takes a lot of energy and creates the need for spaces to recharge, refuel, and strengthen oneself—alone and in community.

Sangha, or meditation community, is a precious place for this to take place. When the world is painful and we feel lost or alone, we all need a place to call home. Likewise, when we have joy in our lives and want to celebrate with others who will understand us, we need community. Sangha, whether formal, at a meditation center, or informal, with a group of trusted friends, is radical self-care built right into the heart of the practice.

In Buddhism, Sangha is considered one of the “three jewels,” alongside the Buddha (teacher, wise one) and the Dharma (teachings and practice). When committing ourselves to the path of the bodhisattva, or the one who has awakening and who works for the good of all beings, we say that we “take refuge” in these three jewels. The Buddha knew that doing the work of social transformation will occasionally make us refugees in the wider world. We need real strategies to sustain our hearts, focus our minds, rest and heal our bodies, and remember who we really are. This type of self-care is not about bubble baths, shopping sprees, or other quick-fix strategies frequently suggested by lifestyle blogs. To find the strength to continue, we need to come back to our heart, our practice, and our communities.

Meditation peels back the protective layers around the heart and helps us to be our most authentic self. This creates what feels like an inevitable responsibility and opportunity to push against systems of oppression and bring a new, sustainable, love-focused vision to the table. Our teachers and our communities hold us in this work as we commit for the long haul. The world needs this so badly. The world needs you.
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7: YOUR HAIR IS ON FIRE AND EVERYTHING IS OKAY

THE BUDDHA told his students to practice as if their hair were on fire.60 If your hair were on fire, how would you be meditating? How seriously would you be taking your life and your choices? My guess is that you would take up the question of “What now?” with urgency and devotion. Now is now. Now is the only moment. There is so much work we need to do to heal from our wounds, to accept our broken hearts, and to create a more just society. Now is the time to live a life of intention, awakening, and love. Not when we are older, or when we finish college, or when we fall in love or finish this book…now.

And yet, simultaneously, the teachings repeatedly say that the ultimate truth of everything is that all things are exactly as they should be in the present moment.61 You, in this moment, no matter how distracted you have been or how messed up you feel, are completely perfect. Everything, at the heart of it, is okay. There is nothing we need to do and nowhere we need to go.

How can both of these things be true at the same time? We practice meditation to grow and transform and we practice to remember what is already true: at the heart of it, we have everything we need and we are exactly who we should be.

There is a beautiful story in the Platform Sutra that describes this paradox.62 It takes place in a Chan (Zen) monastery in seventh-century China. The abbot, Hongren, is old enough that he is thinking of appointing his successor. According to tradition, each monk of the monastery writes a poem in which they attempt to describe the ultimate purpose of Buddhist teaching and practice. The inside favorite in this contest is the senior student Shenxiu, who writes:


The body is the Bodhi tree.

The mind is like a clear mirror.

At all times we must strive to polish it

And must not let the dust collect.



In Shenxiu’s vision, our body is our instrument of enlightenment (the Buddha was enlightened under the Bodhi tree). Our mind holds up a mirror to all that is. When we sit in meditation and live in mindfulness, we are clearing the “dust” of our thoughts and projections in order to reflect life more clearly.

Huineng’s poem responds to Shenxiu’s:


Bodhi originally has no tree.

The bright mirror is always clean and pure.

Fundamentally there is not a single thing.

On what can the dust alight?



Huineng is making an equally important point. Even as we clear the mirror and strive to wake up, ultimately, at the heart of things, enlightenment is already here. It never left. It never changes. There is no dust and nothing on which the dust can settle. Every single thing is just now, just this, just perfect.

Both Shenxiu and Huineng are correct. We are all broken and in need of healing, and at the same time we are perfectly whole. This is the push and pull of our lives. This is the paradox we all have to live.

This time in your life may feel like an upheaval, when all the old rules go out the window and you have to figure out everything from scratch. Or perhaps you feel pregnant with possibility, scared but exhilarated as you ask big questions and begin to shape your adult life with intention. Or maybe you feel like you’ve taken a huge hit and been dragged through the mud; or you feel lonely and broken and in need of help. I know that I experienced all of these states fairly regularly in my twenties. I want you to know that in my experience, establishing and following a meditation practice will not only help you manage the stress of this time, but will open up your life and allow you to see and understand the contents of your heart and mind. It will return you to yourself and enable you to know your own preciousness—to remember that no matter who you are, you belong here, and your only job here on Earth is to be yourself and let your unique light shine. This is what it has done for me.

The journey is never over. In order to keep growing, we must all keep practicing. Although practicing mindfulness in all areas of our lives is important, I want to strongly recommend developing a daily sitting meditation practice. Choose a special space in your home or apartment and a comfortable sitting arrangement. It can be as simple as a living room couch, or as fancy as a kneeling stool or cushion you can buy online. Pick a time you can practice every day. It can be easiest to practice either first thing in the morning or last thing at night so you don’t lose your intended time in the midst of a busy day. Then choose an amount of time. It can be as short as five minutes, but I recommend fifteen for beginners. It gives you just enough time to settle the mind and body but doesn’t make too much of a dent in your busy schedule. Try to practice every single day. If you miss a day, don’t despair! If you missed a day brushing your teeth, would you ditch brushing your teeth from then on? You can always come back to your practice, your breath, and the present moment.

Additionally, to develop and deepen your practice, it helps to find a community with which to practice, a teacher or two you really trust, and some like-minded spiritual friends. Fortunately, there are Buddhist centers and meditation studios popping up all over the country that you can join, and many that have been around for a long time. A quick Internet search will yield these by the thousands. They vary in their affiliations to Buddhism, their racial and age demographics, and their community values. I encourage you to try out a few and see which feels the most like it could be a home for you. I also recommend attending at least one long retreat (three to five days at least) per year, either with your community or with a different retreat group, to sink deeper into silence and to really learn to understand your mind. Many of these retreats offer scholarships for those who cannot afford the full fee or for young people.

To supplement your community practice, there are also many online, mobile, and print resources to support you in deepening your meditation. The more you practice, the more the rewards mentioned in this book will become alive for you, but nobody can do it alone.

Finally, these practices can unearth some very intense, sometimes traumatizing events and emotions for many people. If these arise for you, please seek the support of a licensed therapist to help you process your feelings. Talk therapy is an incredibly valuable “friend” of meditation, and the two can work beautifully together to help you heal, grow, and thrive.

David Whyte wrote a poem called “The House of Belonging,” in which he writes:


This is the bright home

in which I live,

this is where

I ask

my friends

to come,

this is where I want

to love all the things

it has taken me so long

to learn to love.

This is the temple

of my adult aloneness

and I belong

to that aloneness

as I belong to my life.

There is no house

like the house of belonging.63



Mindfulness in our twenties and thirties is about turning this “temple of adult aloneness” into our “house of belonging.” This is our quest. Through practice, we try to live as honestly as we can, being with what is, as it is. We try to understand our emotions and our mind and to use that understanding to be more awake in the world. For me, this awakeness always leads back to love and the importance of giving it, receiving it, and realizing that we are all made of it. When you are at the next “what now?” moment in your life, I hope you can remember this. The journey always begins right now.
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APPENDIX: A BASIC MEDITATION GUIDE

APPENDIX A: SITTING MEDITATION

BEGIN WITH your posture. Find a comfortable, upright position. This can be on a chair, a couch, or a cushion. There is nothing wrong with meditating while lying down (or walking, or running, or rock climbing…), but sitting in an upright position is usually the best for beginners as it helps to keep us awake but comfortable. If you are sitting on a chair or sofa, sit so that your back is straight and your feet are planted on the floor (taking into account the needs of your body). If you are sitting on a cushion, it’s helpful to have your bottom elevated to be higher above your legs and not to have your legs crossed on top of each other. You can sit in the lotus position if you are very flexible (each foot on the opposite thigh), or the half-lotus if you are less flexible (one foot on the opposite thigh and the other just in front of the opposite leg), or you can sit cross-legged with one shin and foot in front of the other. Both knees should touch the floor or be supported by cushions underneath; this makes for a stable position with three points of the body supported by the earth. You can also be in a kneeling posture, with your knees together and a cushion underneath your bottom, or you can sit on a meditation bench with your knees bent, your shins on the floor, and your feet behind you. No one position is more “spiritual” or more advanced than another. It is purely a personal preference, unique to each person’s body.

Once you’ve chosen a position, allow your body to settle and sink into your seat while also consciously elevating the top of your spine and the crown of your head toward the sky. Open your shoulders and the area around your heart. Let your chin be parallel to the floor or slightly downward, and soften the muscles of the jaw and the face. You can close your eyes or keep them very softly opened at a forty-five-degree angle in front of you. Relax your hands and place them on your thighs, folded in your lap, or wherever they are most comfortable.

Now move your awareness through your body and consciously soften around the areas that are holding tension. Allow the breath to wash through you, softening and opening the body. Notice how your body is feeling. Is there hunger? Is there stress? A pain in the knee? Excitement? Don’t spend too much time on why you are feeling this way, just notice what is there, like a teacher taking attendance in a classroom. With each breath, gently note what is present (Anger is here. Calm is here. Distraction is here….).

Once you have done a general inventory of your body and the physical sensations and emotions that are swirling around, choose a present-moment “anchor” to which you can return over and over again as a concentration object for your meditation. The breath is a fantastic anchor, as it is always there while we are alive. Paying attention to the breath also has ancillary benefits—it calms the nervous system and relaxes the heart, body, and mind. If, for any reason, the breath does not work for you, you can also use the weight of your body in the chair as your anchor, or the rise and fall of your chest or your abdomen (you can put a hand there to feel it, if you like). Some people also use sounds in the room—it doesn’t matter, as long as you choose one anchor and remain committed to it during the duration of the meditation.

Paying attention to the breath does not mean thinking about the breath. There is nothing wrong with thinking about the breath, but in meditation, we are asked to sink into the sensations involved in the act of breathing. What does the breathing actually feel like? Like a doctor listening closely to our own chest with a stethoscope, we become very curious and focused on the texture, the movement of air, the temperature, and the subtle muscle movements involved in each breath. How long is each breath? What is the dynamic between our desire to control the breath and the breath happening of its own accord? Where do we feel the breath most prominently? How does each breath differ from the one before it? In the beginning, to pay attention to the breath is to keep dropping into the wave of our chest and belly as it rises and falls, riding that wave as softly as we can with all of our awareness. As we keep practicing, we may find that we need to exert less effort to stay with the wave. Instead of breathing, we feel life breathing us.

A critical part of the process of meditation is watching our attention fly away from our anchor, despite our best attempts to stay focused. One minute we can be softly paying attention to our breath and then, before we know it, we are planning dinner, analyzing our relationship (or lack thereof), regretting having said something to a friend, or halfway through a wildly imaginative dream. There is nothing wrong with this. Simply give a soft label to the general type of thought (worrying, memory, imagination, etc.) and return back to your anchor. This labeling does not have to be precise. It is simply a gentle way to recognize the contents of our mind without getting too involved in the individual stories or ideas the mind produces.

The acronym “DROPS” can help us to be kind and gentle with our thoughts during a period of meditation. Each time we notice we have gotten lost in thought, we can use DROPS: Don’t Resist or Push, Soften. When we notice we are drifting off to sleep or are midway through an intense conversation in our mind, don’t resist or push. Instead, soften, relax your body and mind, and return to your anchor. I also use DROPS when there are outside distractions in the room or coming from the street. (I live in New York City, so this happens a lot!) No need to tense up or find someone to blame. You only need to soften, let go, and start again.

APPENDIX B: MINDFUL WALKING

One simple and profound way we can bring the awareness from sitting meditation into our daily lives is through mindful walking. In fact, the Buddha said that there are four postures for meditation: sitting, standing, walking, and lying down. They are all equal and important! Walking meditation begins by bringing all of your awareness to your steps. First, as you’re standing, bring your awareness to the bottom of your feet and their contact with the earth. Try it now. Can you feel them? Feel the snugness of your shoes and/or socks (if you are wearing them). Feel the temperature inside your shoe, or of your foot against the floor, if bare. Feel the pressure and solidity of the ground beneath you. Now, from standing, shift your weight and feel your body as it (slowly) moves to take a step. Feel your body tip forward, the movement of one leg, the lifting and the placing of the foot. As each foot meets the ground, feel the connection. Feel the support of the earth and gravity. Feel the intimacy and connection of walking. Every time your mind wanders, bring your attention back to the connection of your foot with the ground, the movement of your body in space, or some other physical sensation happening at that moment.

If it helps to fine-tune your concentration, try matching your breath to your step. Inhaling, shift your weight to one side. Exhaling, lift up your opposite foot. Inhaling, place this foot forward. Exhaling, place this foot down. If timing these two things together is distracting to you, let go of the focus on the breath and simply return the focus to the sensations in the next step.

Walking meditation is not about where or how far you go. In meditation centers and on retreats, walking meditation is often done in a circle around the meditation hall, or on a small stretch of ground on the property. If you actually do have to go from one place to another, however, it is a powerful way to center and ground yourself as you walk between your various destinations. I love to practice walking meditation on my way to and from work. If it is warm outside, I feel the sunlight on my face. If it is cold or raining, I pay close attention to the feeling of the air against my skin. I say “hello” to the world with each meeting of my foot with the ground. I pay attention to my breath and tell my thoughts that I’m not going to indulge them during that walk. I try to leave my phone in my pocket or purse, and just walk, and breathe, becoming present in my life. Sometimes, to help my mind stay focused, I use the phrase, “just this step,” allowing all my attention to flood the next step with awareness and presence. I recommend trying this practice on your way to and from class, or from your room to the bathroom, or on your way to lunch. It is the most portable of all meditation practices! Those who don’t walk because of disability can do this same exercise in a wheelchair or scooter, focusing on your hands and arms moving the chair/scooter forward, paying attention to the feelings in your palms, to the movement of your body forward, to the support of the chair as you move.

APPENDIX C: MINDFUL EATING

To practice eating meditation, begin by taking a breath and a moment to contemplate your bowl or plate of food. Take a piece of something on your plate and, before gobbling it up, look closely at the food. What is it made of? What forces of nature and human labor brought it to your fork? Does it have a scent? Notice its colors and textures. How does your mouth or your stomach feel as you look at the food? You can say a blessing or a chant before eating if that feels right for you. You can find one of my favorites, written by Zen teacher Norman Fischer, at the end of this meditation.

Once you have examined it, you can gently place the food on your tongue. Are you starting to salivate? Can you feel the temptation to bite and chew? What flavors can you already taste?

Slowly begin chewing, truly experiencing each bite. Notice the feeling of your jaw and teeth working through the food. As you swallow, try to see when the food no longer becomes food and becomes a part of your body. Pause before taking the next bite. Are you eager to eat more? Do you find you enjoy the food more when you eat with this awareness instead of being lost in our thinking, as we often tend to be? At what point do the signals that say “hungry” change to say “full”? Is there a temptation to eat beyond this point? Where does that feeling originate?

Take a moment to feel the sensations after eating. Notice if gratitude rises up. Notice the pause between finishing eating and returning to the rest of the world.

ONE HEART GRACE

By Norman Fischer

As we make ready to eat this food we remember with gratitude the many people, tools, animals and plants, air and water, sky and earth, turned in the wheel of living and dying, whose joyful exertion provide our sustenance this day.

May we with the blessing of this food join our hearts to the one heart of the world in awareness and love, and may we together with everyone realize the path of awakening, and never stop making effort for the benefit of others.64

APPENDIX D: TECHNOLOGY MEDITATION

Begin by choosing one medium of technology with which you usually engage and make it the focus of your meditation for one day, week, or month. Whichever you choose, put a post-it or a big sticker on your computer, TV, or phone to remind yourself to be mindful. If you skip this step, believe me, you will not naturally remember. Our favorite technology has a tendency to suck us under into virtual reality very quickly and quietly. The reminder to approach the medium mindfully needs to cut through the habit and addiction in order to have a chance.

I am going to use social media as the example, but any technological medium can be substituted in this meditation.

When you’re about to click on the app or open the window of the site on your computer, close your eyes and take a deep breath. Take a few seconds to feel your body in your chair, your feet on the ground, your hands on your device. Feel the air move into and out of your lungs for a few breaths. Notice the feeling and the energy that is causing you to want to check the site. Is it boredom? Loneliness? A desire for escape? Take a few breaths just to notice how you feel with no judgment or rejection of these feelings.

Set an intention for your time on the site. You can say to yourself, I am going on this site because I need a break from real life right now. My intention is to stay on only for ten minutes and then sign off. Or you can say, I am going on this site because I am lonely and want to connect. My intention is to post something that helps me to connect with others, and like others’ posts as a means to show appreciation. One other idea is to say to yourself, My intention is to give everyone on social media the benefit of the doubt today, and to be kind to myself and others. Whatever your intention is, spend a few minutes with it before diving into the site.

Once on the site, try to remember to return to your intention every few minutes. Take a minute every now and then to pause and check in with your feelings. Is this engagement fun? Enlightening? Helping you to feel connected? Or is it bringing on comparing mind? Depression? More loneliness? Be honest with yourself, even if you continue to scroll through the site.

Sign off and take a few breaths to reconnect with your physical and emotional body. How are you doing? How is your posture? How are you feeling? Were you able to stay with your intention? If not, or if you forgot to remain mindful at all, forgive yourself. Soften and take the next moment in all its freshness as an opportunity to start again. As long as we have new moments, we can try the next time to bring mindfulness into our technology use.

APPENDIX E: RAIN MEDITATION FOR WORKING WITH EMOTIONS

Begin by settling into your seat. Take a few breaths, relaxing your body and finding your breath. Do your best to bring your attention into your body and your breath and away from the busy mind.

Beginning with the “R” of RAIN, try to “recognize” what you are feeling in your body right now. Begin by being aware of how you physically feel, noticing any prominent sensations in your body. Notice how you are feeling emotionally. Is there a strong emotion that is calling your attention? Or perhaps an emotion with which you want to work? Recognize where in your body you feel this emotion (i.e., chest, stomach, temples), and how you know it is this emotion (i.e., a fluttering in the chest, sweaty palms, heat in the head). Breathe and stay with the physical manifestations of this emotion in the body.

Move on to the “A” of RAIN: Acceptance. Whatever you are feeling, can you relax your resistance to it? Try to soften around the emotion. Welcome it in. Say to the emotion: “You are welcome here. I see you. You don’t have to leave. You don’t have to go away. You can stay here, within me, as long as you need to.” Breathe, feel the emotion, and keep releasing resistance.

Once you have sat with the emotion for a while, feeling its contours, allowing it into your body, you can move to the “I” in RAIN: Inquiry. What is behind this emotion? What does this emotion want to say to me? Don’t rush to answer. Allow the questions simply to rest in your consciousness. See if an answer arises. Gently probe the emotion with love and kindness. What is the root of this feeling? What does this emotion look like? If the questions begin to move you too far into thinking or mental machinations, gently release the inquiry and return back to your body and your breath.

Finally, arrive at the “N” in RAIN: Nourish. Ask yourself, “What can I do for myself right now? How can I take care of this emotion? How can I take care of myself feeling this emotion?” With gentleness and love, take care of yourself as you stay with your unpleasant and/or powerful emotion(s).

APPENDIX F: LOVE MEDITATION

Settle into your seat. Take a few deep breaths, releasing all the busyness of your mind and relaxing into your body. Locate the rise and fall of your breath, and ride that wave for a few moments. Relax and settle.

Focus on the area around your chest and heart. Place a hand there if it is hard to feel it. Notice the sensations under your hand—the temperature of your body, the feeling of your clothing, the firmness/softness of your chest. Notice if you feel the rise of the breath, or the beating of your heart.

One by one, begin to bring to mind people in your life who have cared for you, starting with the people that cared for you in the earliest part of your life. You may have no memory of these people, or you may have spoken to them yesterday, but imagine these people feeding you, putting on your diaper, ensuring in one way or another that you survived. They may not have loved you or cared for you as well as you would have liked, they may have also hurt you, but for now, just focus on the acts of love and care that were part of your infancy and early childhood.

Now bring to mind the people that loved or cared for you later in your life. Perhaps family members, friends, teachers, doctors, or babysitters. Notice the things they did for you, the ways they taught or played with you or helped you. Can you see their faces? Their hands? The moments when they intervened to help you with something? Check in with your own body when bringing these people to mind. Feel the love. Feel the care. Feel the gratitude, and notice where you feel it in your body.

Now think about the people who love and care for you now. Take a few moments to picture the faces of family, friends, teachers, lovers, classmates, coworkers, doctors, pets, etc. In no particular order, look at the next person’s face in your mind, and feel your heart swell in response. Allow the care they give to you, even if it is imperfect, to wash over you.

Take the next few minutes to bring to mind the people you care for—either happily, or not as happily. Bring to mind their faces, and watch in your mind, what you do for them. Try to tap into the love in your devotion and care for these people/pets. Feel the full range of feelings that come from loving and caring for others.

Finally, pan the camera out to feel the love that the entire world has for you. The care that the clothing gives you in warming and covering your body. The care of gravity, of your cushion, of the air, of trees and nature, of the sun and the moon, of your own body and breath sustaining you, so that you survive another moment. How many of these trillions of forces of life and love can you notice? How do they feel in your body?

Let go of who or what is giving and who or what is receiving love. Just breathe into this moment. Let go and be love. If you would like, keep repeating “love” out loud or in your head. Open up to the feelings that arise and fall in response.

APPENDIX G: METTA (HEARTFULNESS) MEDITATION

Begin by settling into your seat in a comfortable, upright posture. Take a few deep breaths, releasing extra thoughts or busyness in the mind and allowing the nervous system to release and relax as much as you can.

After you have settled into your seat and felt the inhale and exhale of your breath for a little while, call to mind someone in your life whom it is very easy to love. This could be a “benefactor,” or someone who has helped you throughout your life, or it could be a pet or a child—someone whose face immediately floods you with feelings of love. Do not spend too much time choosing this person, and only pick one person.

Once you have the person in mind, hold them in your mind’s eye. With each inhale, focus on the person’s face, and with each exhale, imagine these qualities of safety, ease, and love washing over them.


May [insert person’s name] feel safe.

May [insert person’s name] feel at ease.

May [insert person’s name] feel loved.



Repeat these three wishes (or add/adjust some of your own) for this person over and over again. Try to really open up to the feeling of each word (safe, at ease, loved) as you say it. If you get distracted in the meditation and begin to think about other things, do not beat yourself up. Simply soften, let go of the distracting thought, and return back to the meditation.

After you have spent some time wishing these things on your benefactor/loved one, turn the focus around and wish it for yourself. This can be very hard for some people. Notice if you tense up or have a hard time focusing the wish on yourself. Notice what arises. Do you have a voice that says you are not worth it? Do you feel selfish or self-centered? Soften around the tension or the difficulty without pushing it away. If it helps, put a hand on your heart as you wish these things for yourself.


May I feel safe.

May I feel at ease.

May I feel loved.



Now, bring to mind someone who you don’t know very well. Perhaps you like this person, perhaps you have no particular feelings about them whatsoever. Perhaps you know their name, maybe not. Perhaps they are the security guard you pass on the way out of your dorm room or the person who works at your gym. Choose one of these people, and concentrate on sending them the same three wishes, over and over again:


May [insert person’s name, or say “this person”] feel safe.

May [insert person’s name] feel at ease.

May [insert person’s name] feel loved.



After several minutes of this, bring into your mind’s eye someone in your life with whom you have difficulty. Notice what happens in your body when you bring this person to mind. Do you clench up? Does your heart feel closed? Do you feel afraid or resistant? Even if it is hard, try to breathe and return back to the meditation. You don’t need to break down your resistance. Just notice it is there and breathe into it.


May [insert person’s name] feel safe.

May [insert person’s name] feel at ease.

May [insert person’s name] feel loved.



Try to really imagine this difficult person feeling each of these things. Try to bring these qualities of safety, ease, and love into your body as you wish them on this person. Notice how it feels in the pause between wishes.

Finally, expand your mental lens to include all beings, everywhere in the world, including yourself. However you can conceptualize this enormous body of beings, try to picture them all experiencing these qualities.


May all beings feel safe.

May all beings feel at ease.

May all beings feel loved.



Repeat this many times over. Rest in the feelings that this meditation elicited, and breathe.

64. Norman Fischer, “One Heart Grace,” Institute for Jewish Spirituality, accessed June 21, 2017, http://www.jewishspirituality.org/​wp-content/​uploads/​2015/​07/​7-One-heart-grace_YIBA-June-2015.pdf.
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