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tion instructor can give you tips on aspects of practice
that you find difficult. Talking about your experiences
with someone else and being part of a community of
fellow meditators can be a tremendous support. In the
back of this book is a list of resources that might help

you in locating a meditation instructor.
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Five

Mindfulness and

Awareness

The more consistency with which we practice bringing
our mind back to the breath, the more we know that
basic stability will be there when we sit down to medi-
tate. How are we going to hold the mind to the breath?
Just by taking our seat, we've got the wild horse
saddled. Our tools in training it are mindfulness, trenpa,
and awareness, sbeshin, “presently knowing.” The
power of mindfulness is that we can just bring our
mind back to the breath; the power of awareness is that
we know when to do it. Awareness knows when the
horse has bolted, and tells mindfulness to bring it back.

Bringing our minds back to the breath sounds
simple, but when we start to practice it, we discover
that it’s quite the opposite. We're so thoroughly trained

in following our thoughts that our mindfulness is weak.
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Our awareness isn't too strong, either. At the begin-
ning, it'’s hard for us to see where we are and what
we're doing.

The good news is that mindfulness and awareness
are intrinsic aspects of the mind —not something for-
eign that we're trying to bring in. Mindfulness is what
we use to hold our minds to any object —the breath, a
rock, or a banana—and awareness is the intelligence
that tells us what we're doing. Awareness is what tells
us that the phone is ringing. When we answer the tele-
phone, it’s mindfulness that holds us to the voice at the
other end long enough to know that our mother is call-
ing. So in meditating properly, we're strengthening
aspects of our mind that are already there. It’s like
working out. In developing mindfulness and aware-
ness, the mind begins to feel its strength and its ability
to simply be present. We begin to get a glimpse of the
mind's natural stability. ,

When 1 first started weight training, I could lift
only a little bit. But with every repetition, I was building
my strength. I didn’t become strong from lifting one
massive weight at once, but from doing repetitions con-
sistently and regularly and building strength over time.
This is exactly how we strengthen mindfulness and
awareness —through consistent and regular practice.

As we begin to meditate, what we experience most is
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the breath and —whoa! — the horse has gone off the trail
and we're lost in the bushes, about to go over a cliff. That
ability to notice where we are is awareness. Like a spy
on the lookout for trouble, it alerts mindfulness to come
and do its job. Sitting tall in the saddle with the reins
firmly in hand, we bring the horse back to the trail. In
sync with the horse for a moment, we feel tremendous
energy and clarity. This is a powertul experience. For a
moment our mind can relax and expand out.

Then whoa! —the stallion’s caught the scent of a
mare. He’s been galloping up a hill for some distance
before awareness kicks in and tells us that we're no
longer on the trail. Our mind has drifted from the
breath. We're thinking about the best way to make a
salad, or carefully reviewing the last movie we saw. If
we let ourselves sit there and think, we are ingraining
discursiveness. How do we bring ourselves back to
the breath? Time to apply mindfulness. Meditation is
proactive.

Mindfulness has three qualities: familiarity, remem-
bering, and nondistraction. Developing these three
qualities is how we learn to ride our wild-horse mind.
The breath is a mechanism we use to practice centering
our mind in the present moment. We begin by using it
to become familiar with the mind’s natural stability.

At first we're not sure what the breath is, and some-
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either. Distractions keep pulling us away. After some
practice we're able to recognize a thought, let it go,
come back, and be present. Sometimes we feel that
there is nothing to come back to, so we don't stay
around for long. We say, “Nothing interesting here,
might as well go back to Tasmania” —or wherever we
thought we were before. If we don’t become familiar
with the inherent stability of the mind, there won’t ever
be anything interesting about coming back to the pres-
ent moment. We'll just be holding on by our fingernails
because we think we have to. We know that acknowl-
edging, recognizing, and releasing thoughts reduces
discursiveness, but we also need positive reasons for
coming back to the breath.

This is the virtue of familiarity. Once we relax and
get into the movement and rhythm of the breath, the
present moment and the breath become very familiar.
Our distractions and discursiveness are no longer quite
so seductive. By training our horse consistently, we
become intimate with how it feels to be peacefully rid-
ing the trail. We'd rather return to the present moment
than chase a thought, because we're becoming familiar
with the stability of our mind and we enjoy it. It’s relax-
ing and comfortable to rest there, like going to our
room to be alone when the house is full of people.

The second aspect of mindfulness is remembering.

Remembering has an unstudied quality, like not forget-
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ting our own face. It means we're so steady in our
mindfulness that we always know what we're doing
in the present moment; we're always remembering to
hold our mind to the breath. If we're caught up in
thought, we're forgetting that we're meditating. When
we're replaying last night's hockey game in our head,
we've lost our mindfulness. Remembering is like being
in love. Wherever you go, your lover is always in the
continuum of your mind. You're always conscious of
who your lover is, where your lover is, and what your
lover might be doing.

In beginning meditation we experience the move-
ment of the wild mind. As we develop mindfulness,
becoming familiar with the breath and remembering
to return, we finally settle into this continuous state of
not forgetting. It takes regular practice. Before, the
mind was scattered. As it stabilizes, its natural aspects
arise. It has more energy to be where it is—which is
mindfulness —and to know what it’s doing —which is
awareness. The stability provides a continuum that
becomes a foundation for building strength.

We see this strength in the third aspect of mindful-
ness, which is nondistraction. As we develop nondis-
traction, we place the mind on the breath and it stays.
Though it's hard to imagine when we first begin to
meditate, if we stick with our practice, our mind’s ten-

dency to fly like a horse out of the gate will disappear.
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The mind’s natural stability and strength will shine
through any potential distraction or discursiveness. It
sees, it hears, it smells, it thinks, it feels—but it no
longer chases wildly after these perceptions. It no longer
jumps around. With the mental frequency no longer
vibrating with movement, we experience the naturally
even and immovable quality of the mind.

When you're training a horse, at first you have to
kick it to make it go left. Later all you have to do is
make one little finger gesture and the horse immedi-
ately does what you want. You're in tune with each
other, and there’s a sense of complete harmony. Riding
doesn’t exhaust you —just as meditating won'’t exhaust
you. Once you develop this rapport with the horse, you
can let the reins go. The horse will naturally veer away
from branches; it will slow down if it’s dangerous. With
meditation we're developing the same kind of rapport
and understanding with our mind. Once we've tamed
our mind, it stays in the present moment.

When we have developed the elements of familiar-
ity, remembering, and nondistraction, we can say we
are truly mindful. Our mindfulness is mature. We have
windhorse —an uplifted feeling of discipline and
delight. We're no longer so distracted that when we
bring ourselves back to the breath, we have to hold on
for dear life. We can see clearly what is. This clarity

is able to perceive phenomena very directly. What
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usually hides it is the discursive activity of thoughts
and emotions. As the chatter begins to dissipate, clarity
has an opportunity to arise.

This quality of the mind is straightforward and
vibrant. There's not a lot of thinking going on, and we
perceive very clearly what is happening in our body
and in the environment. The mind feels light —and at
the same time it is not disturbed, because it is stable.
We can experience this same clarity of mind in mun-
dane situations —when the sun comes out after a storm,
when we roll in the snow after taking a sauna. In Tibet
people say that it's like taking a bath in milk. I went
snorkeling recently, and it was a very vivid experience.
My body felt light and buoyant, and there was a pene-
trating clarity to the sunlight shining through the
turquoise water on the fish and the coral.

Mindfulness and awareness bring us into such a
space, and as we stay there longer, that space gets big-
ger and bigger. We have the ability to be intimate with
the whole environment—our state of mind and the
quality of our meditation. Our awareness is so keen
that, like a sheriff in the Wild West, it can see trouble
brewing before it even hits the horizon. Not only are
we able to maintain our seat and keep the horse on the
trail, we're also able to extend ourselves panoramically.
Before it even arises, we can prevent a thought from

destabilizing our mindfulness. This is how we prolong
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