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Prelude to the Practice

The practice of samatha, sometimes translated as meditative quiescence or calm abiding, is not unique to Buddhism. It is common to non-Buddhist traditions as well.  In fact, it is an essential aspect of most spiritual meditative practices because meditative quiescence is an indispensible tool essential for attaining liberation, nirvana, or the full awakening of buddhahood.

These are lofty goals, and many obstacles lie in the path of anyone who seeks them.  (the two types of obstacles are known as afflictive obscurations and intellectual obscurations)  To go beyond them one must apply the proper antidote.  In the case of both the afflictive and intellectual obstacles, that antidote is the realization of emptiness.

In and of itself, the realization of emptiness is a lofty goal, and the attainment of the wisdom that realizes emptiness requires an extremely stable mind able to focus on the ultimate truth.

What does the term 'extremely stable mind' mean?  It means a mind sufficiently stable to be able to focus upon emptiness without wavering to any other object.  In order to cultivate such a stable mind capable of focusing upon emptiness without wavering to any other phenomena, samatha, or meditative quiescence, is indispensable.  (15, 16)


Of all the motivations for engaging in the practice of samatha, the altruistic aspiration for full awakening is the most meaningful.  

As we strive for full awakening for the benefit of all creatures from the outset, we should then think of samatha as the instrument for attaining that goal.

Insofar as we can cultivate the motivation to attain full awakening for the befefit of others, that very motivation and the practices ensuing from it are a means of service to others.  It will be worthwhile for us to cultivate that motivation, for this year, this month, this day, for this hour in order to bring this attitude of motivation to the conscious part of the mind.  We should try to cultivate such an attitude at the beginning of each meditation session.

Cultivate this motivation in the midst of the session as well.  When the mind is wandering off, let that cultivation bring it back to the meditation.  

Finally, it is said to be most beneficial to end each session with a prayer of dedication.  (23, 24, 25)



Guidelines for Practice

The attainment of samatha requires many favorable causes and conditions.  Effort, no matter how great that effort might be, isn't enough.  Many other things have to come together.

First one must eliminate the unfavorable circumstances of negative imprints from unwholesome acts.  Second, one must aquire the positive influence of favorable imprints born of wholesome acts, i.e., merit.  Third, one needs to engage in the practice of meditation.

Focusing the mind on the object of meditation is like planting the seed for the arisal of the realization.  Eliminating unfavorable circumstances of unwholesome mental imprints is like making sure the seed os healthy and able to perform the essential function of a seed, giving rise to the sprout.  The accumulation of merit might be likened to caring for the seed- giving it moisture, fertilizer and warmth.

When it meets with favorable circumstances, the healthy seed will give rise to a sprout.  In the same way, whe one focuses on the practice and encounters favorable circumstances- the accumulation of merit and the elimination of unwholesome imprints- the sprout of realization may arise.


One's spiritual Mentor as the Object of Devotion

There are many reasons for choosing one's spiritual mentor as the object of devotion.  The primary reason is the very close connection one has with a mentor and the swiftness with which one can receive his or her blessing.  The great Kargyupa lama Ku-tsam-pa said that among all the many objects of devotion there is none superior to one's own spiritual mentor.



It is said that one's spiritual mentor is the vehicle or instrument for the enlightened activities of all awakened beings.  With this in mind, it is very powerful to direct one's devotion, both for the accumulation of merit as well as for purification, upon one's primary lama.

When taking refuge and cultivating bodhicitta it is very potent to focus upon your spiritual mentor.  Let it be his or her form you actually bring to mind, the lama in whom you have the greatest faith.  You may have received teachings from many other teachers, other masters.  Imagine them all being of the same nature as your own primary lama.  Then imagine this lama as being of the same nature of the entire Triple Gem: Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.  (26, 27)


In the Prayer of Supplication, one asks to be liberated from all physical and mental conditions that might obstruct the cultivation of samatha.  In making this supplication to one's spiritual mentor, one should think, 'May the unmistaken realization of samatha swiftly arise on the stream (continuum) of my being.'  It is important to request 'unmistaken realization' to insure that you do not err in identifying your own experience.

In making this supplication it is also important to regard your spiritual mentor as being indivisible with, or of the same nature as, your meditation deity, the one with whom you have the strongest sense of connection.  If you don't have a meditation deity that stands out from all the rest, then it is very helpful to focus on Manjusri as the meditation deity, especially for the swift arising of insight.  Because of his special motivation and prayer, Manjushri is uniquely effective in this regard.  If you feel as though you are about to be crushed by some kind of obstacle or problem, then it is of benefit to focus on Vajrapani or Tara because of their special motivation and prayer. (30)

The basic conditions necessary for the cultivation of samatha entail both outer and inner causes.  As we learn about them, it is important to recognize whether or not we already have them.  If we do, the appropriate response is to try to strengthen and cultivate them.  If we find that we are lacking in some of the causes, then it is crucial to acquire them as swiftly as possible.  If, upon examination, we find that we are replete with all the necessary causes and conditions for cultivating samatha and engaging properly in the practice, then it is simply a question of time and patience.





If we return to the analogy of the seed and the sprout, 
we see that if even one essential component is missing or flawed, the plant is doomed.  If the water is poisoned or the earth is devoid of nutrients, no matter what the gardener does or how long he waits nothing will grow.  
But if all the necessary components are there in the right proportions and conditions- the seed, the earth, the water, the fertilizer, etc.- it just takes time for the plant to grow.  Excessive effort will not make the plant grow faster.  Now, the gardener has to sit back and let it happen- just let it happen.  The same is true in meditation.  If you have collected the appropriate conditions, the inevitable result will come in time.

Patience

Even in the beginning stages one might become impatient, thinking, 'I really want to get this done quickly.'  One might think that by exerting more effort, by adding more and more stuff, by changing things this way or that way, 
the process can be made to go faster.  The good gardener knows that too much water or fertilizer is harmful, not helpful.  The mature meditator must understand this as well.  

The Kadampa masters of old gave this counsel: First pay great heed to getting the proper causes and conditions together.  Next, engage in the practice without agitation and without anxiety.  Then, with the mind at ease, carry on to the end.  


Potential Problems

In our current situation we are bound to hear noises from our neighbors and from the outside world.  From the very outset of the practice, when this kind of sound occurs, do not identify with it.  Do not become conceptually involved with it.  This is a very important point.  If you do identify with noise it can get to be a habit and will really damage your practice.  So, when you hear noise, just let it pass.  Do not become engrossed in it.  Do not conceptually elaborate on it.  Do not identify with it.  Simply hear it, release it, and immediatley go back to your practice and the object of meditation.  If you follow this route, you will find that in the course of time you will not hear most noises at all.  Noise will cease to be an issue.  

Attitudes can be harmful too.  There are two that are especially dangerous and detrimental to the practice. One is getting excited and thinking, 'Oh, what a wonderful person I will be when I attain samatha.'  The other is,
'I bet I am better than other meditators.  I'm going faster than they are.  I'm going to get it and they aren't.'These are easy traps to fall into.  Be diligent in guarding against them.  (31, 32)

It is very important it maintain clarity of mind as a matter of course throughout the day.  Getting sleepy during a number of sessions a day, as well as entering the meditation session with a drowsy or sluggish mind, can be either a nuisance or a serious problem.  Sleepiness must be remedied without delay.

At all times, both during and between meditation sessions, it is extremely important to maintain an appropriate balance between the tension of holding and the softness of relaxation.  Try not to be too lax or too tight.  Forcing, either to maintain too severe a discipline between sessions or holding the object of meditation too tightly, will obstruct any kind of realization or attainment.  At the same time, too much relaxation will be a waste of time.  (33)


Throughout the practice it is important to cultivate a sense of equanimity and acceptance.  If you find some meditation sessions going well and concentration is good, do not respond with great satisfaction.  As soon as the 'Oh boy!, This sure is a good session' attitude arises it will immediately halt whatever good is happening.  If on the other hand, meditations go badly, if your concentration was bouncing all over the place, do not be depressed.  
Accept what seem to be good and bad sessions as a natural and inevitable aspect of the practice, and maintain equanimity.


Question: Can you explain what you mean when you say that between sessions one should be neither too lax nor too tight?

Answer: Being too tight, too constrained, too withdrawn between sessions, is trying to maintain pretty close to the same quality of awareness between sessions as you had during the sessions, keeping the mind very focused, the eyes down, the mind really close, watching for the appearance of distracting thoughts.  This is too tough.  It will create problems in the body and mind.

Let the mind out a little between sessions.  You have already brought it in.  Now, let it gaze out.  Don't look into other people's eyes or get involved in what you might see others doing.  Look out at the horizon, at the mountains, at the sky.  Anything with a little distance will help.

One extreme is trying to keep a strict meditative awareness during your breaks.  That is too tight.  The other extreme is losing yourself in a variety of activities, scurrying about, doing this and that.  That is too loose- it will lead you into conceptualization and that will rob you of the calm you attained during the session.  Balance yourself between the two.  Let the mind come into a relaxed state, one in which you do not engross yourself in some kind of activity that captures the mind, agitates it, gets it strung out.

The appropriate thing to do between sessions is to seek out those activities that create greater clarity.  That is what is traditionally taught.  Most important, see how every action affects your mind.  If it causes agitation, stop.  If it creates clarity and calm, go ahead and do it. (34, 35)


The most important practice between sessions is to restrain the sense doors.  On one hand, regard the appearances of the senses as being symbols, manifestations, emanations of ultimate reality.  In terms of the actual qualities of the different sensory appearances, there will be those that are attractive, unnattractive and neutral.  A natural tendency is to respond to attractive ones with attachment.  If that happens, be on guard against attachment and apply antidotes.  A natural tendency towards the unattractive is aversion, anger and aggression.  If such aversion arises, apply antidotes to unhappiness and dissatisfaction.  


If you are so inclined, it would be good to peruse contemplative written material, books on samatha, in order to clarify your understanding.  If you find during the course of the meditation sessions that you have a strong tendency towards excitement and agitation, then between sessions it is appropriate to reflect on subjects that give rise to renunciation- subjects such as the sufferings of cyclic existance or impermanance.  In that case, it is also conducive to be reading such material.  The important thing is to give rise to renunciation.  That sobers the mind if you get excited.

On the other hand if you find that you are subject to drowsiness, sluggishness or laxity during the sessions, then between sessions it is appropriate to reflect in ways that arouse the mind: topics such as the preciousness and rarity of human life, bodhicitta, the advantages of developing samatha and attaining liberation.


Between sessions one must be very careful about the intensity of concentration.  It is a balancing act, because if you concentrate too much you will become exhausted, and then you undermine your own practice.  Choose a level of attention according to your ability, without exhausting yourself.  It is important that you make sure you are getting refreshed and relaxed between sessions.  (36, 37)

Generall speaking, in whatever activities you might be engaging in between sessions, mindfulness should be there in a discriminating sense, making sure that the activities are of a wholesome nature.  You always have the choice of more general or specific types of practice, and the balance must be an ongoing thing.  You should be checking frequently to see what is appropriate and to be sure the balance is there.

Both mindfulness and discriminative alertness are needed in responding to sensory input of the three types- attractive, unattractive and neutral.  Once again, in this tradition mindfulness does not mean simply to witness.  It is a more discriminative kind of thing.  You are asking yourself, 
'What is my response?' and then actively responding by applying the antidotes to attachment and hostility.  

The word mindfulness is a little bit different in different contexts.  Here mindfulness refers to the mental faculty of being able to maintain continuity of awareness of an object.  Vigilance is concerned with the quality of mind, watching to see, for example, if the mind is veering off to other objects.  (38)



The Collection of Causes for the Cultivation of Samatha

The Six Essential Causes are given as:

Dwelling in a favorable environment

Reducing desires

Developing contentment

Rejecting a multitude of activities (also called 'forsaking commotion)

Maintaining pure moral discipline, and, 

Rejecting thoughts of desire for sensual objects (39-45)


Question: My eyes keep wanting to close.  Is it absolutely necessary to keep them open during meditation?

Answer: Keeping the eyes just slightly open during meditation can be very helpful for clarity of the mind.  Closing your eyes seems easier in the begining because there is no visual distraction.  In the long run, however, it is a disadvantage.  It makes it harder to develop clarity, real vividness of mind.  Keeping the eyes open also helps counteract lethargy.

As difficult as it may seem right now, keep working on it and see if you can ease into it slowly.  (50, 51)


You sharpen the axe so you can cut down a tree.  If you don't cut it down, you've wasted your time.  In a similar fashion, you practice samatha in order to cultivate the subsequent stages of the path.  (57)


States of being beyond our present experience- such as the attainment of heightened awareness, psychic powers, liberation, full awakening- are described to us by authentic teachers who are much further developed along the spiritual path than we are.  We can take them at their word, or not.
The choice is ours.  If we don't believe, then we don't do the practice.  If we do have faith and begin, the more we persist and continue in the practice of samatha, more and more aspects of reality become apparent to the mind, and we experience deeper realities than we have ever known before.

The deeper we go, the more credence we will give to statements made by those who are yet further along the path and the firmer our faith will become.  As we go more profoundly into the practice we will find from our own experience that the mind becomes more serene, more relaxed, more at ease.  Joy, states of bliss and pliance actually do arise.  As they arise, faith arises and we are honestly able to tell ourselves, 'This kind of thing exists and it's bound to improve.'

We can even set aside the things that are quite beyond our current experience, things such as heightened awareness, psychic powers, etc.  Just the deepening relaxation of the mind is enough of a base upon which we can build a strong foundation of faith in the teachings of those many meditators who have experienced various types of increased awareness and serenity.  (58, 59)



The Excellent Qualities of Samatha

One of the excellent Qualities of meditative quiescence is that upon its arising there occur both physical and mental pliancy.  This brings about a tremendous state of physical and mental well-being which is called 'visible joy' because it is something that you can experience in this very life.  In dependance upon the joy of mental and physical pliancy experienced in this life, one's spiritual practice is greatly enhanced, and this is something of benefit in future lifetimes.

Moreover with the attainment of samatha, mental distraction is pacified and because the compulsion for mental distraction is also pacified, one is far less prone to unwholesome behavior.  Not only is one less likely to engage in unwholesome activities, but one's engagement in virtue is tremendously enhanced.

If one engages in a practice before the attainment of samatha, in the cultivation of proper motivation there is a great deal of competition from all kinds of conceptual activity.  One is bombarded, confused and congested with other conceptual processes right at the outset of the practice.  During the course of the practice, because the mind is subject to distraction, to conceptual congestion, the virtuous practice will be diluted.  Then upon the conclusion of the practice, as one seeks to dedicate the merit, again the mind is congested with other conceptualizations and the dedication gets diluted as well.  So, for the whole course of the practice, from beginning to end, it is difficult for the practice to have the potency that it would if one had already attained samatha.

When we arrive at the point of death, the determining factor for the type of birth we will take in the next life depends on whether our store of imprints from previous actions is predominantly wholesome or unwholesome.  As a consequence of that predominance, one takes a more favorable or less favorable rebirth.  If one has enhanced one's spiritual practice with the cultivation of meditative quiescence, which tremendously empowers one's engagement in wholesome activities, this will lead to a much greater store of wholesome imprints, which in turn will naturally lead to future favorable rebirths as well.  The attainmant of samatha has long term effects.

Moreover, upon the attainment of samatha, it is possible to be completely focused upon ultimate truth while cultivating insight, and by means of attaining such insight it is possible to cut the root of the cycle of existance.  
By doing so, one is completely and irrevocably liberated from suffering.  Beyond that, it is also possible to attain the full awakening of a buddha by engaging in the appropriate practices with the single-pointed concentration of samatha.  (61, 62)

(Having heard of the qualities that can be developed, and having the sense that it is possible, one feels aspiration and enthusiasm, which leads to what is called pliancy, or the experience itself of the qualities described.  This brings a further sense of trust, willingness and energy to go further with the practice.)


Establishing the Faultless Approach

In order to establish the fautless approach, it is said that one needs to cultivate two properties of awareness.  First, one's mind should be endowed with non-discursive stability (attentional stability that is free from ideation).  Second, it should be endowed with a vigor, or strength, of clarity.

Non-Discursive Stability

The manner of achieving this first required property is through mindfulness.  To initiate that process, first of all there has to be an object of mindfulness with which one is already familiar.  Mindfulness, then, entails a lack of forgetfulness.  Its function is being free of mental distraction.  It is the antidote to forgetfulness and, like forgetfulness, is a mental factor.  

Concentration refers to a mental factor having the function of focusing continually upon a designated entity.  Here, the expression 'designated entity' refers to a mental image or object.  If the breath is the object of meditation, it would also refer to a physical object.  Elsewhere it will have a different meaning.  Moreover, concentration has the function of yielding insight.  This is a precise definition of the term samadhi, which acts as a basis for the arising of insight.  (samadhi: meditative concentration which acts as a basis for the arising of insight)

Keep in mind that what we are discussing here is the manner of directing the mind to the object.  Within that framework, what does directing the mind to the object mean?  It means to apprehend.  Remember the term.  It will come up again.


Strength of Clarity

The second of the two properties one needs to cultivate in establishing the faultless approach is vigor, or strength, of clarity.  The term strength of clarity means just what it says, that one just has great clarity.  This does not refer to the clarity or luminosity of the object.  It refers to the mode in which the mind apprenends the object.  If the mind is very vividly apprehending its object, strength of clarity is present.  

We can draw an analogy with television.  Sometimes the image on the screen will be hazy around the edges- it appears with a 'ghost' image.  In this case, the fuzzy image with the ghost would be lacking strength of clarity.  If the mind of the viewer watching the screen is apprehending its object but going in and out of focus, then it is the mind that is lacking clarity.  In this case, both the mind and the image lack clarity.  If you have a really terrific thousand-dollar TV set with a perfectly sharp picture, and it is still apprehended by the mind as unfocused, then it is the mind that is lacking clarity, not the object.  (68, 69, 70)


Laxity and Excitement

What acts to deteriorate the strength of clarity?  While the mind is focused on the object, it is laxity manifesting as lethargy that causes the mind to retract or withdraw within itself rather than being right out there focusing sharply on its object.


The attainment of full awakening is reached by means of cultivating the path, and in order to cultivate the path, the objects of one's meditations must be vivid.  Two elements are essential in order to produce that state of vividness: first, real vividness from the side of the object; and second, real strength of clarity from the side of the meditating mind.


Just as muddy water is not very good for showing reflections, the mind muddied by laxity and lethargy is not suitable for reflection of the clarity of the object of meditation.  Thus laxity and lethargy are obstacles for gaining higher realizations.


(and what acts to deteriorate non-discursive stability?)

Like laxity, excitement draws the mind away from the object of meditation.  At that point, however, their similarities end, because excitement distracts the mind, focusing it in an outward direction toward an object of attachment or aversion.  It leads the mind into a state of forgetfulness, more specifically, forgetfulness of the object of meditation.  In this forgetful condition, although the mind is excited and distracted, its clarity is intact and strong, albeit extremely unstable.

Indeed, two qualities of mind are necessary if one is to overcome the obstacles to the attainment of higher realization.  One is strenghth of clarity; the other is non-discursive stability.

Imagine being utterly enthralled and engrossed in something that is enormously attractive.  You are so captivated by it, so held in its sway that you forget everything else.  Imagine listening to a piece of enchanting music.  Imagine the mind becoming so completely drawn into it, so captivated by it, that you are hardly aware of what appears in your field of vision.  That is stability. 


To cultivate samatha, we need both strength of clarity as well as non-discursive stability.  If one is endowed with both, it is said that one is a very suitable vessel for the cultivation of the path.  Generally speaking, the concentration which leads one to the path and propels one along the path is a state of mind which is single-pointedly focused upon its object.  For the cultivation of proper concentration there are two essential ingredients: One of these is mindfulness- the ability to maintain continuity of awareness of the object.  The second is vigilance- the mental faculty of guarding or watching over the meditative process to recognize if distraction has occured.  These must be cultivated in the course of practice.  (70, 71, 72)


Maintaining Awareness of the Object

Let us examine the object of the breath in terms of cultivating samatha.  How does one maintain mindfulness of the breathing process?  By focusing the mind upon it with continuity.  It is said that there is no other cultivation of concentration apart from the very process of cultivating or maintaining mindfulness.  That is, if you are cultivating mindfulness of the breath, that itself is the very means of developing concentration.  You do not have to add anything else to the process.

Simply apprehend the object and maintain that awareness.  
Do not engage in any kind of analysis of the object,  
One simply remains with it and cultivates stability.  
This is exactly what is referred to as non-discursive stability.  (72, 73)


Antidotes to Laxity and Excitement

Mindfulness and vigilance are the antidotes, or remedial applications, to laxity and excitement.  As the practice proceeds, one's chief concern should be with mindfulness, focusing on the object of meditation.  However, one part of one's awareness should be devoted to vigilance.  

If you err in this technique, giving too much emphasis to vigilance, what should be an antidote will become an obstruction, and mindfulness will deteriorate.  In this case, your whole practice will deteriorate.  The reason for this is that the two objects apprehended by these two faculties are different.  Mindfulness is focused on the chief object, be it the breath or the Buddha image.

In contrast, vigilance is focused on the meditation itself, the quality of meditative awareness.  It is intermittantly checking up to see whether that meditative awareness is too tight or too loose.  If mindfulness is concentrated at the tip of the nose, properly directed and balanced vigilance attends to the awareness itself.  If too much energy goes into vigilance, awareness of the breath deteriorates.  This is one of the most fundamental points to be kept in mind throughout the meditation.


In terms of the strength of clarity, as well as the manner in which the mind apprehends its object, each person needs to find the appropriate degree of tension that is neither too tight nor too loose.  If the strength of clarity is too high, this agitates the mind.  If it is too low, then lethargy or laxity arises.  There is no set formula to the equation.  It is something one has to determine for oneself, finding the middle ground, walking the razor's edge between agitation and laxity.  It is indeed in the middle way that you must cultivate stability.

Vigilance is a mental factor that must be totally adaptable to the needs of the moment.  It has different functions on different occasions.


When the mind is stable, it is not subject to scattering and excitement.

(scattering: mental turbulance not originiating from attachment)  

(excitement: a state of mind that occurs when one focuses upon a desirable object with which one is previously acquainted, causing the mind to be drawn outwards).

It is, however, prone to the dangers of laxity.  Thus, when the mind is stable, the special task of vigilance is to guard against laxity, and it must weild a double edged sword.  On the one hand, it must be watchful to see if laxity is arising.  On the other, it is concerned with the strength of clarity, the direct antidote to laxity.

When strength of clarity is present, then it is the special task of vigilance to be on guard against the arising of scattering anc excitement.  It must be watchful to see that the desired strength of clarity is balanced by stability.  Working at its fullest efficiency, vigilance checks the level of tension in the mind.  When the mind is getting a bit tense, lighten up a little.  If it is getting too slack, tighten up a bit.  

Vigilance entails not being distracted from the wholesome. 

Dispelling a Faulty Approach

If you do not concern yourself with the strength of clarity, you will find that stability is more easily maintained.  There is a well known Buddhist aphorism that can be easily misinterpreted: 'The best relaxation is the best meditation'.  If you take that literally, you can ascend to the heights of laxity and confuse that state of laxity- which does have stability- for proper meditation.  This would be a faulty approach.  

Because an essential attribute of laxity is lack of clarity, it does not provide the basis for gaining higher and higher realizations.  The quality of mind upon full awakening is one of extraordinary lucidity and clarity- that is the end product.  If you are cultivating laxity, your clarity will be on a downward path, which clearly indicates that you are not going toward full awakening.  Simply and directly, the way to dispel a faulty approach is to be on guard for laxity and to apply antidotes the moment you see it arise.


Duration of Sessions

It is said that at the outset of practice, because one is still very prone to excitement and scattering, one should keep the sessions short and have many of them.  You might begin with just fifteen-minute sessions.  Within that period, check up closely to see how strongly excitement and scattering are affecting your mind.  If you are falling prey to either, diminish the length of the session.  

The point here is to cultivate a high quality of awareness, to try to extend the duration of that high quality, and to avoid sitting around with a muddled awareness for a very long time.  When you begin, of course, you will find that there is a tendency to fall prey frequently to both excitement and laxity.  If you sit in meditation and continuously succumb to these faults, you are not cultivating a faultless approach to concentration.


Understanding That Arises From Reflection

All of the teachings here are important.  There is nothing superfluous.  Yet, these particular points are especially important because they concern the very techniques you will be using day to day, sitting to sitting, moment to moment.  It is essential that you become very familiar with them, really absorb them, integrate them into your practice, make them your own.  It will take a little time, but gradually, by the very process of meditation, you will begin to realize the significance of each point.  That realization is the key to progress.  It is not sufficient to think that you have an intellectual understanding.  To think, 'I've got it!' is not enough, because as long as you are still thinking, you do not have it.

There are different levels of understanding.  The first is one that arises from hearing.  This is where you are right now, hearing sounds, hearing words, hearing concepts.  
But hearing is not the same as understanding, and it is only when you actually start implementing this advice in your practice that through your own experience you will start that process of realization.  Only then will you start recognizing, 'Oh, this is what that meant!'  At that point, there arises a deeper level of understanding known as 'understanding that arises from reflection'.  
(74, 75, 76, 77)


Question: How can one develop greater clarity without yielding to scattering, tensing up the mind, and giving rise to stress?

Answer: As one is cultivating stability, one should be especially on guard for the arising of laxity.  For the development of clarity, the mind needs to be elated, aroused.  This can be done by means of reflecting on uplifting subjects, the fully endowed human life, 
the benefits of samatha, and the like.  As you set forth in the meditation, you must alternate the emphases in the practice: (when stability is present) being on guard for the arising of laxity and watching carefully the state of your clarity; and, (when clarity is present) being on guard against excitement or scattering and checking on the strength of your stability.

So, at first you are emphasizing one, then the other, and no one but you can determine what the suitable level of awareness is.  When you are developing the strength of clarity, there is a tendency for excitement to arise.  
If you feel it arising, taper off a bit on the clarity side.  Likewise, when you are going for stability, you are prone to laxity arising.  When you see that happening, then you want to uplift the mind.  What you want is to balance right in the middle.  The middle is something that can only be sought out by means of your own experience.

Essentially, we find ourselves in the predicament of Candragomin, who wrote a verse that can be paraphrased: 'When I increase my enthusiasm, going for clarity, my mind gets excited; whereas when my mind gets more stable I tend more towards laxity.  I find it very hard to find that middle ground.  What am I to do?'

What you do is gradually seek out that middle path by means of your own experience.  The more you practice, the more experience you aquire, and the more clarity you gain as to how to develop your practice.

One thing to remember as you enter the first stages of practice is that at the outset there tends to be a strong urge to get better clarity fast.  Don't go for it.  
Be satisfied with a rather poor quality of clarity and really go for stability.  The appropriate process is to start by trying to establish stability in a very gradual and gentle way.  Upon that basis, clarity can then be developed.  In the early stages of your practice it may be that clarity is suprisingly good.  Because the mind is so prone to attachment and excitement you may feel the irresistable urge to go for even more clarity.  It's a trap.  If you follow that route the clarity will become an obstacle.  Therefore, first of all, emphasize stability.


Question:  If the object is very clearly appearing, doesn't this imply that there is already strength of clarity in terms of your apprehending the object?

Answer: No.  In this case, it is said that when subtle laxity occurs, there is clarity of the object, not as clear as you would see it with your eyes, but still quite clear.  It is because there isn't the strength of clarity in the mode of apprehension that subtle laxity is present.  
Don't be complacent too soon.  Even though it seems quite clear, you must make sure that subjective rather than objective clarity is the cause of its vividness. (78, 79)


(about the length of sessions)

Don't be too rigid about the duration of your sessions.  If the quality of the mind has diminished before fifteen minutes have gone by, then bring the session to a close after just seven or eight minutes.  On the other hand, if the power of the mind is good and strong at the end of a fifteen-minute session, and you are not really very subject to distraction or laxity, there is no problem letting it go on a little longer.
The time to begin thinking about extending the general length of the session to twenty minutes, or whatever limit you have in mind, is when you find that stability is really good session after session.  Be in tune with the quality of the mind from session to session, whether you had to end this one at seven minutes, or let the last one go to twenty minutes.  Be flexible.  Session by session, let the length be governed by the quality of your awareness.  (81)


Question: Sometimes I am clear about whether or not I'm losing the object.  If I go daydreaming, I know I've lost the object.  But there are other times, for instance, when I hear a bell or thoughts come to my mind, and it seems like I am still on the object.  I'm aware that a lot of things are going on and I don't know if I am holding two objects at one time or not.

Answer:  This is a very important point that we will be discussing fully a little later, so right now I'll just give a brief answer.  First of all, if you are focusing on the object and you hear a sound or a thought arises, and you feel that you are doing two things at once, you can be sure that you are.

This is where you muct learn to distinguish between gross excitement  and subtle excitement.  When you are daydreaming, that is gross excitement, the mind has left its object completely and gone elsewhere.  In the case of subtle excitement, the mind can be wandering around and at the same time still be focused on the object.  It is doing both.

Both excitement and laxity are considered to be forms of distraction.  With laxity the mind is distracvted inwards, whereas with excitement the mind distracted outwards.  
Other important terms: scattering and lethargy.

At a certain point you won't lose your object again.  
That is because you have abandoned gross excitement, which means that in your meditation you are no longer subject to losing your object.  But subtle excitement (when you are focusing on the object and yet the mind is a bit distracted) is not abandoned until further on in the practice.  (82)


Question:  If we have thoughts and feelings that act as interruptions, what is the correct attitude towards them during the session?
Answer:  Such things are included in two categories with which we are alrealy familiar: scattering and excitement.  This being the case, having recognized that certain thoughts or emotions have arisen, simply release them and come back to the object.  If you find that the straightforward process does not work, then go on to one of the reflections to sober the mind, e.g., meditation on the suffering of samsara, impermanance, and other subjects.

As an antidote for both excitement and scattering, the mind needs to be de-pressed a little bit, it needs to be pressed down.  When the mind is too far down, or drawn inward, in terms of laxity, it needs to be uplifted.

At times when feelings become a distraction, meditate on impermanance.  Be they happy and pleasurable feelings, or unhappy and painful feelings, recognize that they come in dependance upon a collection of causes and conditions, and pass in dependance upon a collection of causes and conditions.  When that is deeply understood, there is no reason to become involved in them. (84)


On Impermanance

It is stated in the sutras that whatever arises must inevitably be destroyed, that each phenomena has the quality of passing away.  Everything around us, our parents, our children, our friends, all material things to which we are attached- each of these is in a continual state of change and moving towards its own dissolution.

If we really become familiar with the inevitability of constant change and impermanance- when we at times are compelled to part from friends, parents, loved ones, 
from all the things to which we are attached- in each of these cases we can respond correctly, simply recognizing that all phenomena are of the nature of things from which one must be seperated.  With this insight, attachment does not arise, we are not disturbed, and we are not subject to the anxiety that would otherwise arise in the face of parting with such things.

This relates directly to Santideva's statement which can be paraphrased as: When one being is an utterly changing phenomena, not remaining for a moment but in a constant state of change, and another being is also in a constant state of change, how can there be attachment by one for the other?  When suffering arises from attachment we can consider: When I am totally impermanant and the other is totally impermanant, how can there be attachment by one for the other?

This is not an antidote for attachment alone.  It works equally well with anger: When I am impermanant and the other is impermanant, how can there be anger of one for the other?

It works in the same way for competitiveness, jealousy, arrogance or pride.  In each of these situations the same verse can be a very powerful aid for changing and relaxing the mind.  The situation that frustrates you, that dissapoints you, is the result of causes and conditions. The causes and conditions will change, and the situation will pass.  This is how the mind finds calm and equanimity.

During meditation, in the face of excitement arising from attachment, or when you feel excited about something, bring out the thought: This situation that excites me is something arising in dependance upon causes and conditions.  It has the nature to pass away and I shall be seperated from it.

When the nature of suffering is investigated in detail, the truth of impermanance inevitably appears.  This, in turn, can lead to a realization of selflessness.

In a sense, the recognition of impermanance can be applied as an antidote to both excitement and laxity. (86, 87, 88)


The Definition of Laxity

Laxity is defined as a mental factor which is distracted inwardly, while cultivating virtue, due to a diminishing of the strength of clarity.  It's direct function is to obstruct clarity.  Its indirect function is to obstruct the attainment of meditative quiescence.

The aspect of laxity is either some mental darkness, a little bit of gloominess- gloominess in the cognitive rather than the emotional sense- or simply one of being too relaxed.  Having lost its grip, it reacts inwardly.  
Gross laxity is a form of laxity, so it fits the preceeding definition.  However, gross laxity entails a lack of lucidity and lack of strength of clarity, both of these from the subject's side.  In other words, the subject, the mind itself lacks the strength of clarity and lucidity, so that the forceful apprehension of the object has been lost or has largely slacked off.

Subtle laxity is a form of laxity in whicj you have some lucidity and some strength of clarity- not that there is a big difference between the two- but the force of apprehension of the object is slightly slacked off.

Gross and subtle laxity are spoken of as if there were only two degrees, but one finds in practice that there are many gradations that range from extremely gross- the first type experienced- to extremely subtle laxity.  With right practice, at a certain point you reach a state in which you are subject only to the most subtle form of laxity.  Complete freedom from laxity is reached with further correct practice.

Lethargy is similar to laxity, but it is not the same.  Lethargy and laxity are companions.  Laxity leads, lethargy follows, and they both run in the same direction.  After a heavy meal we often experience a sense of heaviness of body and mind.  We want to lie back and get into a horizontal position.  Even the face can feel heavy.  The mind feel sluggish.  All of these are aspects of lethargy.  

In meditation, the sequence of arising of these various mental factors has a definite pattern: Imagine starting with a good clarity of mind, which degenerates to the point where laxity arises; laxity follows its course, giving rise to lethargy; lethargy follows its course, leading to sleep.
It is a natural progression.


The Definition of Excitement

Excitement is a state of mind that occurs when focusing upon a sensual object with which one is previously acquainted, and it causes the mind to move outwards.  The mental factor of excitement apprehends the object in the mode of craving.  Its function is to obstruct samatha.

Gross excitement arises when the mind does not remain on the object despite the fact that one has applied the antidotes to excitement.

In the case of subtle excitement the mind is not drawn away from the object, although the awareness does not remain entirely on the object.  The awareness is divided.

Just as in the case of laxity, you cannot speak of excitement as having only two degrees.  Experientially one finds that there are many gradations between very gross and very subtle excitement.  This is true right up to the point where there remains only the most subtle excitement, which is abandoned with continued correct practice.

Scattering is a mental factor that is similar to excitement, yet there are distinctions between the two.  Excitement, by its very definition, is something that draws attention away from the object of meditation by the force of attachment, craving and lust.  Scattering also draws the attention away from the object, but it is not necessarily propelled by attachment.  It may be propelled by some virtuous topic or may be cojoined with some other mental distortion apart from attachment.  

There are various forms of scattering: scattering cojoined with pride, with anger, jealousy, laziness, and many others.  In addition, if thoughts of bodhicitta, meditation on emptiness, thoughts of developing renunciation, or an emergent mind arise during the cultivation of samatha, all of those, too, would be forms of scattering. (89, 90, 91)


Cultivating Vigilance That Recognizes Laxity and Excitement

It is essential to have an understanding of the definitions of laxity and excitement, and yet mere intellecual understanding is not enough.  In addition one needs to ascertain each mental factor as it arises during meditation.
Even beyond that, it is important to acquire the more subtle capacity to recognize laxity and excitement when they are on the verge of arising.

It is through the gradual cultivation of vigilance that one is able to recognize laxity and excitement, first as they arise, and second when they are on the verge of arising.  

As the practice progresses, vigilance increases in its effectiveness until one's powers are strong enough to recognize both mental factors on the verge of arising.  At a certain point, one knows they are on their way well before they arise.  It's a little like waiting for a train and knowing it is about to pull into the station before you can see it on the track.  Not only can you hear it, you can see the conductors, the porters, and the engineers move into action.

The power of mindfulness is developed in the course of practice, and with continued right practice, mindfulness is fully developed.  Vigilance also is developed in practice, and at a certain point is perfected.

In terms of the practice, it is essential to maintain mindfulness- firmly holding onto the object- at all times.  The logical question is, Is vigilance something that you also maintain constantly?  The answer is an emphatic no!

It is said that vigilance is something that is to be applied only intermittently.  Especially at the beginning stages, you need to be very aware of how frequently and when to intrude in the meditation, watching and checking up with vigilance.  You must quickly become sensitive to the general condition of the mind.  When it is pretty well free of laxity and excitement, leave it alone.  When it is more prone to the laxity and excitement, that is the time to bring in your guardian, vigilance.

Vigilance can arise casually or intuitively as well.  If the force of one's mindfulness is quite strong, vigilance easily arises on its own.  Similarly, if vigilance is strong, it is easy for mindfulness to be maintained.  In the Guide to the Bodhisattva's Way of Life, Santideva says that if mindfulness is strong, even when it is not manifesting, vigilance will be nearby and will easily manifest.

If one places a high value on the Buddha's teachings and on the instructions of one's own spiritual mentor, and it one has a fear of rebirth in lower realms and also an appreciation of the excellent qualities of bodhicitta,  the path of awakening and full buddhahood, then mindfulness is easily generated.  Laxity and excitement are listed together as obstructions to samatha.  The antidote for the fault of not recognizing laxity or excitement is vigilance.
(92, 93)


(other terms: restlessness: movement for its own sake; 
and, inertia: resistance to movement, or resistance to the stopping of movement, 'the tendency of something to remain in motion if in motion, or to remain at rest if at rest'.)

When one has recognized the arising of either laxity or excitement the practice is to move the awareness right back to the object, where it can pick up the continuity of mindfulness.  The intention to redirect the awareness is the immediate, first-stage remedy.  Essentially, it says 'Come back!'  If the mind obeys, it is back on track. If the mind does not come back to the object, then addional antidotes have to be applied.

Intention is a mental factor having the function of directing the mind and the mental factors with which it is cojoined towards a given object.  It is the 'mover of the mind'.

When with vigilance one suspects the presence of laxity, one must clearly distinguish between the objective and subjective strength of clarity.  Remember that clarity of the object is not something that is likely to occur at the beginning of the practice.  It will come about very gradually.  However, (acertain amount of ) the subjective strength of clarity is something that must be present right from the beginning.  If one fails to make that distinction, it will be hard, if not impossible to develop stability.

This point cannot be emphasized to strongly.  First concentrate on stability.  When stability is fairly good- not very good, just pretty good- then slowly shift the emphasis to the strength of clarity of the apprehending mind.  If you have no stability and try to make the shift with nothing but sheer determination- because that's what it boils down to- you will destroy the possibility of getting any stability at all.  Please hold this very, very firmly n your mind.  Don't lose it.  And when you sit down to meditate, apply it! (93, 94)


Additional Remedies for Laxity

When the mind has wandered off due to laxity, and intention does not bring it back to the object of meditation, you must temporarily set the object aside and do something else.  
You might begin by visualizing your body filled with light.

Another way to counteract laxity is to broaden your mind, cheer it up, give it more space, uplift the spirit.  It is important to apply this technique by focusing upon wholesome objects, not something that merely stimulates your mental distortions.  Wholesome objects could be the excellent qualities of fully awakened beings, demonstrations of kindness of the fully awakened beings, the benefits of bodhicitta, the value and rarity of a fully endowed human life, or the qualities of one's spiritual mentor.

It is better not to interrupt the meditation for an extensive analytical meditation.  In order to avoid that necessity, it is helpful to have a little nugget of something to think about, not very elaborate, but something that takes the essence of the subject.  Use this to uplift your mind.  If you have difficulty finding the right nugget, consult your spiritual mentor and ask him to help you come up with something concise.

It is my impression that Westerners are not too interested in meditating on suffering.  On first impression it is a practice that seems depressing.  The trouble is that when one does not meditate on suffering but looks only for happy things to think about, later, when it comes time to contemplate the kindness of the Buddha or the benefits of bodhicitta, these topics do not have much power.  As one meditates on the excellent qualities of the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha, one finds joy in them because they are so effective in eradicating suffering.  If suffering is not an issue, they are just a waste of time.

In using this meditative remedy, don't expect immediate results.  They may appear, but don't expect them.  Nevertheless, when you are confronted by the repeated arising of laxity, continue to meditate on uplifting subjects.  You may not feel the effect in the next meditation, but very likely the next day you will feel it.


Other remedies to laxity relate more to physical conditions.  Stay cool.  If you find heat is making you sluggish, you might want to wear lighter clothes or increase the ventilation in your room.  Another remedy is diet.  
Some people find that the mind goes lax when they are eating rich foods, but it can also happen when your food is not nutricious enough.  Extremes either way can cause laxity.  You must check it out for yourselves.  Be mindful of what you eat and watch how it effects your meditations.

It is also said that it can be of benefit to gaze out over a distance horizon, something far away.  Look at the sky.  Look at light, anything that is bright.  Make sure that your room is bright, that you do not sit in gloom.  Be certain to shower often enough.  If you do not bathe frequently enough it can give rise to laxity, not to mention complaints from your fellow meditators.  There are limits, of course.  

If you find yourself getting drowsy, you shouldn't spend all your time in the shower.  (94, 95, 96)



Additional Remedies for Excitement

Just as is the case with laxity, when intention does not subdue excitement, additional remedial measures require you to leave the major object of meditation.  Here too, meditative or reflectice remedies can be effetive.  As it has been stated in The Essence of the Middle Way by Bhavaviveka, the mind can be pacified or calmed in the face of excitement by directing the attention to topics such as the suffering nature of the cycle of existance, the suffering nature of the lower realms of existance, impermanance, or compassion.  The purpose of these reflective meditations is to sober the mind, to bring it down.

Many events and circumstances of worldly life attract our attention.  Just by watching television we can see accounts of the slaughter of animals and fish, the savagery and killing that goes on in the animal kingdom, animals fighting and eating each other, and the human mistreatment of animals.  The TV is a window to the extent of human suffering as well.  Without even going into the street to see homeless and hungry people begging in doorways, the evening news forces us to witness the tremendous hardships and travails of famine, of war, revolts, revolutions, demonstrations, imprisonment, torture, brutality.  The contemplation of these aspects of suffering combined with the cultivation of compassion for the beings experiencing that suffering will sober the mind and allow awareness to be drawn in once again.

There are many different ways of meditating on impermanance that will also draw the mind inward.  One of the foremost is the meditation on death- of close friends and family, and your own death- as one manifestation of impermanance.


There is the verse:

The end of gathering things together is loss
The end of building up is falling apart
The end of meeting is seperation
The end of birth is death

Clear insight into this will act as an antidote for the  attachment-delight arising from gathering, as well as the aversion-unhappiness that comes in the face of parting.  The antidote to attachment and aversion is to see the whole picture with clarity and wisdom.

Another antidote to attachment is simply to focus on change- not impermanance, just gross change.  See the various events of this world and recognize that they have arisen from causes that are at this very moment in the process of change, and moreover that the process of change must and will continue.  As it is for the things around us, so it is for the planet as a whole.  It, too, arose and is in a continual process of change.  Focusing on that change dissolves attachment which derives from viewing phenomena as static or unchanging.

If you find that the reflective meditations are swiftly helpful in subduing scattering and excitement, immediately return to the object of meditation.  However, just as in the case of meditations designed to counteract laxity, 
you should not expect them to be immediately effective.  Be patient with them.  Give them some time.  Spend some time in these reflective meditations at your leisure, or just before you go to bed at night.  Become more accustomed to them and you will very likely find that the excitement and scattering will diminish the following day.  The more you become familiar with reflective meditations, the more benefit they will bring to your practice.

There are physical antidotes as well.  You might try wearing warmer clothes, or make your room darker by diminishing the light.  Increase the oil and fat content of your diet.  
This will help counteract excitement, but don't overdo it or you might find yourself getting very sleepy.

Counting breaths can immediately help to counteract strong excitement and scattering.  However, while focusing elsewhere is, like a good band-aid, of short-term benefit, for overcoming excitement in the long run, the reflective meditations are the most effective.  (96, 97, 98, 99)


Recognizing the Causes of Laxity and Excitement

It can be said that failing to restrain the sense doors acts as a cause for both laxity and excitement.  If, for example, you become attached to visual form, you can exhaust yourself.  Then when it comes time to meditate, you are tired, and tiredness gives rise to laxity.  If it doesn't cause exhaustion, becoming attached to a lovely visual form can give rise to attachment, and when you sit down to meditate, the mind will go out to the things to which you are attached.  The same is true for all the other senses- sound, taste, smell, touch.  Lust and sexual fantasy will also exhaust your faculties and lead to laxity.

Diet is something you have to experiment with.  Too much food generally leads to laxity, but in some cases it can lead to excitement as well.  Too little food generally leads to excitement, but the opposite possibility also exists.
Your own experience will let you know what you must do.

A Tibetan proverb says that one should fill one-third of the stomach with food, one-third with water, and one-third should be left empty for the movement of energy.

One of the antidotes to excitement is meditation on a subject that depresses the mind.  Reflecting on mind-depressing subjects when excitement is not prevalant can be a cause of laxity, just as a generally gloomy 
(or pessimistic) attitude can.

In the West we have so many wonderful buttons to push.  We push a button and a message pops out of the fax machine, or we push a button and in three minutes a fully cooked dinner pops out of the microwave oven.  We are accustomed to the push-button approach, we are used to getting fast results.  But there is no button to push for samatha.  If you try to find one you are wasting your time.  

The attainment of samatha requires a very relaxed, patient attitude from the outset.  Thinking in terms of continuity and a protracted practice will, in and of itself, act as an aid to realization.  The experiences themselves will arise in accordance with your own ability, but that attitude will aid any ability you have for the fruition of your practice.

In general, it is said that the absence of serenity and the absence of a disciplined or subdued quality of mental, verbal and physical actions can act as a cause for excitement.

On the physical level, the more slowly you move your body, the greater the aid to the cultivation of stability.  However, if you have been accustomed to engage in a daily routine of physical excercise and feel that cutting it off would be harmful, discontinuing the excercise itself could lead to laxity.  This is something you have to check out for yourselves by means of your own experience.


In terms of mental attitude, reflecting on family and relatives or thinking about all the fun and activities you might be missing out on while you are in retreat acts as a strong cause for excitement.


Intention is that faculty of awareness which moves the mind.  Whether it moves the mind to obstructions or to the application of antidotes, it is intention.  Vigilance is that faculty of awareness which is on guard for the arising of obstacles, both excitement and laxity.  Both of these faculties must be applied with moderation and balance.  

An excess of intention can cause flaming enthusiasm, whereas devoting oneself exclusively to vigilance- constantly checking, analyzing, investigating and probing- will lead to excitement.  Both will deter the mind from the cultivation of mental quiescence.  (99, 100, 101, 102)


Whan neither laxity or excitement arises and out of little more than habit you unnecessarily apply antidotes, the very application is, in and of itself, a fault.

The antidote to such unnecessary application is equanimity.  In the context of samatha, equanimity is simply not applying antidotes when antidotes need not be applied. (102)


Question: Tradionally speaking, is a student usually required to complete the ordinary and extraordinary preliminaries before engaging in intensive samatha practice, and if so, why?

Answer: If you have done them all, that's perfect! It's wonderful.  But there was no tradition in Tibet that you had to finish a hundred thousand of each of the five preliminaries before beginning samatha.

It would be excellent to have gained a good deal of experience meditating on renunciation and bodhicitta.  The critical point is for one to develop a true sense of them both.  If renunciation is the motivation for one's practice of samatha, that is a cause for the attainment of liberation.  If one has developed a true sense of bodhicitta, then the practice acts as a cause for full enlightenment.  Even if one has not gained some actual experience of authentic renunciation or bodhicitta prior to samatha, if one attains samatha, one can apply one's samatha to the cultivation of those two and thereby make samatha  a cause for liberation or full awakening.  In any case, 
at the beginning of every session it is important to cultivate bodhicitta according to one's ability.

Question:  When following the breath, there are periods of tranquility and happiness.  This seems to happen when there is more stability and especially clarity.  Are these periods the fruits of meditation, or are they are subtle form of scattering?

Answer:  The happiness and tranquility that arise in the course of meditation are indeed fruits of the meditation.  They are not scattering in and of themselves.  However, when they arise you should respond to them with equanimity.  If you identify with them, get hung up on them, then they become a great disadvantage which will obstruct and disintegrate the stability that has arisen, and this will lead to other obstacles.

When you are practicing properly, joy arises naturally, spontaneously.  Do nothing at all and it will remain.  When you take special notice of the joy, it retreats.  When you think 'Oh boy! Let's have more of that! you might as well kiss it good-bye.  It's a little like playing with a cat.  When you are just walking around, the cat follows you.  When you stop, turn around and say, 'Here, kitty, kitty, kitty', that's exactly when the cat goes away.  So, do not identify with happiness.  Simply continue your meditation and stability will follow you.

Question:  Could you give some guidelines for how to set the mind immediately upon awakening, while still in bed, for making the transition into the first moments of consciousness?  Would it be a good idea to immediately seek to establish your object, count breaths, take refuge, etc., as soon as possible?

Answer:  The very first thing to do is to cultivate a proper motivation.

Question:  My sense of hearing has become extremely sensitive.  Silverware clattering and paper being crumpled seem extremely loud and harsh.  Is this normal or am I weird?

Answer:  This is probably fairly prevalant.  It is likely that the conceptual commotion in your head is decreasing a bit, so you just have more space to hear what is coming in from the outside, and the talk is louder.  It is not a result of improper practice.  What is important is your response.  As I mentioned before, do not identify with it or conceptually elaborate on the sound you hear.

As you go deeper into the practice and th mind becomes more drawn towards the object, then the tendency will be for the audio-perceptions to be retracted.  So, rather than hearing things more vividly, you won't be hearing things that much at all.  (109, 110, 111, 112)


The fundamental purpose of meditation is to utterly eradicate the instinctual predeliction for the arising of ignorance and thereby to eradicate ignorance itself.  Through further practice and more profound purifacation, meditation leads to the attainment of the full awakening of a buddha.

Samatha is a cornerstone in the foundation of the process.  Its purpose is to make the mind perfectly serviceable and totally efficient in terms of the cultivation of virtue.
(114)


One should recognize and pacify all types of distraction, all forms of agitation that may be motivated either by unwholesome mental factors like anger, jealousy and pride, or by wholesome mental factors such as compassion.

To recognize their occurance does not mean so much their actual occurance in the conscious mind, but rather to recognize their readiness to arise.  The grosser levels may be eradicated at this point, but you also have to be sensitive to their tendency to arise.  Now you will have the capacity to pacify these various obstacles even before they arise because your awareness is so clear.  You will be able to avert them as they are on the verge of appearing in the consciousness.  (118)


Patience and Fortitude

We have already talked about laxity, excitement, and their antidotes.  We have talked about the importance of devoting ourselves to having few desires, about cultivating contentment, about rejecting fantasies and conceptualization entailing desire for sensual objects.  These are the bricks from which we can build the foundation of our practice.

If we are to bring the practice to its culmination, then it is also indispensible to cultivate patience, fortitude and the forebearance of being willing to accept the occurance of struggle and suffering.

There are two major causes for the disturbance of the life-sustaining subtle energy, the most crucial energy associated with the mind.  One source of an upset of this type of energy is impatience: the lack of fortitude, forbearance and patience in terms of accepting the suffering that comes on the path. The second is having very great desire for, and clinging to, the eight worldly dharmas: pleasure and pain, praise and blame, gain and loss, fame and obscurity.

If we go back to the fundamental motivation for this practice, to attain the highest awakening for the benefit of all, if we keep this vast and majestic motivation in mind, we can more easily cultivate a sense of patience.  We can gladly accept the unhappiness, the pain, the struggle that occurs on the path, when we see it as an unavoidable part of attainment.

In addition, you should not get excited when you find yourself praised, because someone else is bound to hold you in low regard.  On the other hand, when someone reviles you, someone else is bound to be thinking you are just great, so there is no reason to get excited about what anyone says.
Better to remain all the while in total equanimity.

It is only by refining and sharpening the power of vigilance that the two faults of laxity and excitement can be defeated.

With a developed and sensitive power of vigilance, you are able to ascertain when either laxity or excitement are on the verge of arising, and with the exertion of effort you are able to apply the antidote instantly, snuffing out the faults before they ever have a chance to manifest.  It is through this process that you go on to develop the mind of calm abiding meditation.


Pliancy (also called 'flexability, or 'servicability')

(that quality of mind that renders the body and mind
'fit for action' and serviceable)

Pliancy is a quality you already have, something that is present as we start the practice.  In the early stages of the practice, however, it exists in such a subtle form that it does not manifest in a recognizable way.

By the process of familiarization over a long period of time, pliancy is fully manifested in a very recognizable way.  In this well developed state, it acts as an antidote to the mental and physical dysfunction that is an obstacle to the practice of meditation.

As we progress, this dysfunction gradually decreases until it reaches the point at which it is on the verge of disappearing.  As those forms of dysfunction have been decreasing in power, pliancy has been increasing in power, and just as the dysfunction is about to disappear, pliancy is about to fully manifest itself.


Question:  At a certain point in practice, when we succumb to subtle laixity and excitement, is that because it is so subtle that we aren't able to recognize it immediately, or is it because we fail to apply the appropriate antidote?

Answer:  Both can still arise, and at that stage subtle excitement is easier to recognize than subtle laxity.  The greatest danger is that you are so involved in concentrtion that you may simply not care about the arising of subtle laxity.  It doesn't appear to be harmful at all.  Your concentration is stable, it appears to be great, so you can say, 'So what.  Who cares?'

When you fail to apply the antidote, what happens is that you think you are practicing concentration, but in fact you are practicing concentration mixed with subtle laxity.   You can continue in that state for a long time and feel perfectly wonderful, but it will totally disintegrate your practice.  It is said that you can stay in this state for seven days and seven nights in a single session.  Your senses are shut down, you don't see anything, you don't hear anything, so it is easy to congratulate yourself and think: 'I have arrived!'

You may have arrived, but unfortunately you went somewhere you didn't want to go.  Subtle laxity is still there, and it will continue to be there unless you are on guard for it.
(135, 136)


Dedication

We have arrived at this place and in this time and enter into this practice with a good deal of inspiration, determination, and courage.  I feel fortunate to be here, as I know you do, and it is important that we respond to this good fortune with rejoicing.  If we engage in this practice of samatha with a motivation of cultivated bodhicitta, let alone actual spontaneous bodhicitta, 
then- whether we fall ill, or even die, or whatever happens over the duration of our practice- it will be something of meaning and benefit.

Now I ask you to join me in dedicating the merits of the giving as well as receiving the teachings to our attainment of full awakening in order to dispel the suffering of innumerable sentient beings who are in a state of grief and unhappiness.  With that as our fundamental dedication, let us also dedicate the merits of this event for our reaching the culmination of samatha practice and for being free of obstacles, that this world may be covered with great meditators, that there may be prosperity and happiness for all sentient beings, and that the Dharma may flourish.

Moreover, in that it is extremely profound, meaningful and pure to dedicate one's merit towards exactly the things to which the Buddhas of the three times have dedicated their merit, let us do that now; and let us pray that all of this will be accomplished by the truth of the Triple Gem, the truth of ultimate reality, and the power of altruism.

(141, 142)

