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There is a useful teaching from Tibetan Buddhism that describes the various degrees of distraction or concentration that we have at any given time.  They speak of three kinds of excitation: 

First, gross excitation is where the mind disengages from its object, losing track of it completely, and takes up another object.  Basically, the mind jumps from one thing to another, entirely forgetting the what we were doing just a moment before.

Second, medium excitation is where, we are still aware of what we were attending to, but the central focus has shifted to another object.  For example, someone driving could hear a news report and shift that content to the center, with the driving still on the periphery.  There is still some continuity with the first object, but we are switching what is central.

{In our modern, restless, ADD world, I think that we are almost continually ‘cultivating’ these two – gross and medium excitation.)

and the third, subtle excitation, is where we are mainly aware of what we are attending to, but there is still some conceptual activity or other things that we are aware of at the same time

With single-pointed concentration, we are absorbed in what we are engaged with, so much so that externals, or whatever was there on the periphery doesn’t engage our interest or attention at all.  These other things can disappear from our awareness for a time.  We’ve all had the experience many times of being completely focused on something in this way, but usually we have no control.  That’s what meditative cultivation is for.  We can consciously, intentionally cultivate more of the experiences of single pointed concentration.

The description of this continuum, from distraction to full awareness, I’ve found, is quite useful to know.  Then, so we don’t just get caught up on a conceptual level when observing ourself, in practice, it’s best if we can just apply ourselves to cultivating a steady awareness of our chosen object.

Then can this teaching have a positive effect for us.  Stated simply, as Ajaan Chah taught, ‘Just be aware of whether the mind is concentrated a little or a lot.  That way it will develop on its own.’

