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‘Dharma Mind ‘Worldly Mind

Dharma Mind

‘Mind’ is used as the translation of the Pali and Sanskrit
word Citta. Citta means both the mind that is the thinking
faculty in the head, but more especially, mind that is the
intuitive, emotional ‘heart’ of our being, and located in our
body. It is here ‘beyond the thinking mind’ in the body that
the Dharma Mind is to be nurtured, for it is here that Truth
waits to be discovered. The thinking mind has its part to play
in the discovering of the Dharma, but is to be used only as
a skilful means to help sift and understand the verbal and
written Dharma that we all take in on our spiritual pilgrim-
age of discovery.

Worldly Mind

I use this term to denote our normal everyday mind and state
of being that is goal- oriented and saturated in ego and self-
interest. This ego and self-interest, in its conceit, turns away
from the Citta as a whole thus making it impossible for it
ever to know the Truth.
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Introdultion

One of the great joys I experienced shortly after the publica-
tion of my book <A ‘Record of cAwakening was engagement in
the question-and-answer sessions at various Buddhist centres
around the British Isles that followed the launch.

'This first book was an attempt to express the deep spir-
itual understanding that arose in me in Sri Lanka in 1981,
though I only wrote the first draft some eight years later, in
1989, while living in London. On completion, I put the draft
in my desk drawer and forgot about it for quite some years.
One day, however, just out of curiosity, I searched it out and
read it over again, and I was surprised how much I liked what
I had written. In the intervening years I had learned how to
use a computer and gained experience in word-processing so
I decided to clean up my rather poor first draft and improve
the general presentation. This took some time but eventually
I had a presentable copy, which I then had ambitions to get
published.

'The preface, written by the founder of the Friends of
the Western Buddhist Order, Urgyen Sangharakshita, picks
up the story of how it was finally published by Windhorse
Publications in November 1999. For me this was quite an
achievement; to write a manuscript that finally reached pub-
lication was something beyond my dreams. Publishing a book
didn’t somehow seem to fit the sort of upbringing I had —a
very ordinary working class background in Oxford, England.
I am the son of a car worker, and at the age of 25 I decided to
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travel the world just for the sake of it. It was while leading a
quite hedonistic existence in Sydney, Australia, that I found
Buddhism — through books. Reading the Dharma — the
teaching of the Buddha — transformed my whole life, and
the reason for living it.

I returned to my native England to seek out a Zen
teacher, as this was the form of Buddhism that interested
me most at the time. I trained with that teacher for nearly
six years before becoming a Theravada monk in Sri Lanka.
It is my experiences there in the subtropics that are the main
focus of the first book. After three years in Sri Lanka I dis-
robed and returned to the UK, where, despite retaining my
'Theravada links in this country, I have on the whole been
practising on my own ever since. The major change since the
launch of that book has been the opportunity to transmit
some of my understanding of the Dharma to fellow practi-
tioners through Dharma groups that I lead.

At the book launches I was struck very strongly by the
interest and enthusiasm shown by the audience in the book
itself, but also by their enthusiasm and desire for knowledge
about how to practise the Buddha’s Path. So whilst there
were a few predictable questions on metaphysics, and a few
even more predictable questions expressing curiosity about
my own practice, the great majority of queries were about
their own practice: how they should approach it and how
they should deal with the difficulties they encountered.

It has been this experience above all else that has moti-
vated me to put together this second book. I consider it to be
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really a continuation from the first publication, committing to
paper the answers to most of the questions I was asked at the
book launches. It also allows me to air several questions put
to me during the many personal meetings I've had, and from
the numerous letters and emails I have received following
the book’s publication. I have also included one or two extra
pointers and suggestions which the reader may find useful.

I hope you will discover whilst reading that this really
isn’t a book of lists and formulas but rather an expression of
a living experience. Because of this flavour you will often
come across words that try to convey that living experience

— which is an emotional one. We are sensitive, warm-blooded

mammals, and our feelings and emotions are the predomi-
nant experience of our life. Throughout the book you will
come across expressions such as negative and positive emo-
tions, and words such as feelings, outflows, passions, etc. All
these words point to the differing intensity of our emotional
experience. I hope all these words are self-explanatory, but
just a note on the word ‘passion’. It is used in this book to
express a more intense experience than the expression ‘nega-
tive emotion’ can convey. It describes those times when we
are really caught up in our emotions and carried away by an
experience of gripping intensity — falling into an old famil-
iar habit that we have little or no control over. The taming of
the passions is the most important part of practice.

I have tried to make my responses and reflections to
Dharma questions as short and to the point as possible, so
that the reader can take them in and reflect on them without
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having to wade through lots of background and incidental
information. However, at some points in the text I couldn’t
help drawing things out more than I would have wished, just
because I found that I needed to construct a framework so
that the point being made could be seen more clearly and
in context. I am presuming, however, that the reader has at
least some basic knowledge of the principles of Buddhism.
It is my hope that those who are practising the bodhisattva
path of the mahayana (the ‘great vehicle’ of Buddhism) will
use this book, especially at those times when we discover we
are lost and confused and when the inevitable difficulties
arise and we struggle to know what is happening to us and
what to do next?

Special Mind

'Those of us who practise the Dharma are often in the position
of reading books or listening to talks so that our knowledge
has a chance to grow and deepen. But do we really know how
to open to the Dharma during these times? It does take a
special type of mind, not the one we would normally employ
while accumulating more worldly knowledge. Our usual way
of absorbing knowledge and trying to understand something
is accompanied by a process of sifting thoughts and notions
that are based on established assumptions and knowledge
that we already have. The mind is therefore engaged in
thinking and absorbing at the same time. The mind that we
use to absorb the Dharma should be quite different.
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When listening to the Dharma it is best to try to keep
your mind empty of thoughts and judgements, not to engage
with them and get caught up in them. The correct way is to
be like an empty vessel. Just open and let the Dharma pour
in, let it pour into your being, into your heart. Don’t stop it
with thoughts, don’t scrutinize it and play it oft with what
you already know — for you cannot do this and be fully alive
and receptive to the subtleties that are always inherent in the
Dharma. The wholeness of the message may well be missed.
So empty the mind whilst reading this book. Indeed, see it
as an opportunity for meditation, where you are clearing the
mind of thoughts and obstructions, and stay concentrated on
the Dharma in this book.

'The Dharma has two quite contradictory characteristics:
it is immensely powerful yet, paradoxically, very fragile. It is
powerful because it is capable of sweeping the world away
with a stroke. Yet unless you create the conditions of openness
and stillness, and allow it to enter you at times of learning,
without the impediment of thoughts and views, it will not
manifest. Just a thought that comes when you are supposed
to be open, just a wrong view that may arise at this time, just
a moment’s inattention while you are supposed to be attentive,
is enough to prevent its entry, and it is deflected, gone, and
will remain so until you create the correct conditions again.

While contemplating these two apparently contradic-
tory characteristics, consider a third, and that is the very
subtle nature of the Dharma. This is why we have to ap-
proach Dharma input with this special mind. By allowing it

12



to enter without obstructions we are allowing it to penetrate
deeply into our heart and saturate our entire being.

Do not worry about suspending your thoughts and
opinions in this way; the Dharma you have taken in will
not be lost, so there is no need to chase after it. If you have
listened to a talk on Dharma, with your hands joined, bow
your head at the end in gratitude to both the speaker and to
the Dharma, then go to a quiet place and muse over what
you have heard. Try not to just think about it. If you can’t
remember all that has been said, you may indeed have for-
gotten most of it. Don’t worry — it is there, deep within, and
it will always be there, waiting to arise when the conditions
are ripe. But if you take yourself off, and are still and open, it
will likely arise by itself to the surface of your mind for you
to ponder and comprehend.

While the Dharma that you have opened up to may
still only be a concept, a word, a sound, it is still able to have
a profound effect on you if it is pondered quietly and deeply.
What was once just a concept can commune and connect
with that which is beyond concepts, and genuine insight can
arise, insight that can become a part of your reality, that has
strength for you to draw on in your life. All this is possible
because you have learned to listen with a special mind.

After reading this book you can ponder or return to
parts of it, or put it to one side, if you choose, but why not try
to bring into being that special mind while you take in the
words you are about to read? Who knows where they may

lead?
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Tue Basics or PrRacCTICE

Introdultion

In order to be as precise and as direct as possible in the body
of this book, I would like to take the opportunity here to
create a background to the practice. Most of you reading
this will already be practising in a similar way — engaging
in this practice that will hopefully one day, as a result of all
our efforts, take you beyond the endless cycle of dukkha that
we clearly experience in our life and want very much to put
an end to.

'Those of us who are attracted to Buddhism and its
practices have experienced the unsatisfactoriness or suffer-
ing of life (dukkha) at least to the extent that we responded
when we came in contact with the Dharma. So now, at the
very least, we begin to understand why life is this way. We
see, and may have seen before we even found Buddhism that
the basis of dukkha has very much to do with our self or
ego, with its perpetual preoccupation with self interest and
its desire to control so many experiences in our life. Seeing
those two facts within ourselves means we have already re-
flected on the first two of the four noble truths — the truth
of suffering and the cause of suffering, the third truth being
that there is a way out of suffering and the fourth being the
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way of practice. These four truths are the very heart of the
Buddha’s teaching and are found in all schools of Buddhism,
however they may be dressed up or disguised.

'The great attraction, when I first came across Buddhism
was not so much the affirmation of the first two truths. What
attracted me was that it then went on to offer me the third
truth — that proclaimed there was a way out of this dilemma,
which I had thought forever entrapped me. Discovering it
was possible to end my woes made me give up my fun life in
Australia all those years ago and return to my home country.
In England I knew there were Dharma teachers who could
teach me how to experience the fourth and last noble truth
— the wonderful wisdom and practice of the eightfold path.
'This was the practice that I intended to take hold of and nur-
ture with all my determination, in order to get me off this
wheel of eternal becoming.

'That brings us to the basics of the complete practice
of the Buddha-Dharma. In order for there to be the change
in ourselves that most of us very much desire, we need to
understand the central and most important teaching of the
Buddha — the eightfold path. Change will only really be
possible in a deep and meaningful way when we are prepared
to learn to cultivate the whole of this Path. In this section the
Path is outlined so as to introduce it in its completeness. And
whilst many may find the practice of the whole Path difficult,
we must nevertheless realize that one day we will have to
make that effort to round oft and complete our practice of

the Path.
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'This opening section also deals with going for refuge,
which is another crucial element in change. Going for refuge
is less tangible in many ways than the steps of the eightfold
path, and can therefore be more difhicult to cultivate, but it is
crucial in that it completes the wholeness of practice which is
our way forward into the great mystery of life — and there-
fore needs attention. Going for refuge possesses the indis-
pensable quality of faith, which is the essential ingredient on
our deepening spiritual journey. It could be said that going
for refuge cradles and supports the eightfold path.

'The third part of this section is an outline of the bodhi-
sattva and how the spirit of this being is also an integral part
of the complete practice. The bodhisattva, too, is cradled by
going for refuge, so the essence of the bodhisattva practice
cannot really be successfully formulated in the usual way
because in this interpretation it is much more to do with the
spirit of practice rather than any formula or concept. The
spirit is one of openness and inclusivity of the whole of life
without the discrimination of picking and choosing as to
what you want your practice to include.

In order to make it clear what the Path is, we have to
resort to this kind of breakdown — but it isn’t so easy to see
these different parts when there is commitment to a whole-
hearted practice. Commitment is the ingredient that unites
and bonds these apparent differences, so while it is essential
to understand the parts, unless they are brought together
through commitment, the Path of liberation will always
remain in the realms of theories and dreams.

16



The Eightfold “Path

'The eightfold path, consisting of right view, right resolve,
right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right
concentration, and right mindfulness, is the way forward
with practice. This path can be reduced to the more graspable
threefold way of sila, samadhi, and prajna. Sila translates as
ethics or conduct, samadhi as mindfulness and concentration,
and prajna as wisdom — wisdom that has myriad levels but
that eventually leads to ‘knowing the way things really are’.

'The practice of the eightfold path is often taught as
something that is to be cultivated in a linear fashion. This is
true to an extent — in that we have to learn to identify the
three limbs (as the threefold way is often described) and give
them individual attention. Ethics is considered to be prima-
ry; and so we have initially to cultivate our general behaviour
through words, action, and how we make our living. Secondly
we cultivate our ability to concentrate and be mindful pri-
marily through meditation. Thirdly, we go on to develop our
understanding of the Dharma, whether by reading, listening
to other, or slowly beginning to understand ourselves. But as
we are putting this convenient ‘theory’ into practice we soon
discover that it is much more of an actual living process and
can't always be approached in this convenient linear way.

It is hard to imagine that anyone with the self-aware-
ness and sensitivity to at least be alive to their unsatisfac-
tory human condition, and who seeks out Buddhism and its
practices, will not have met the basic requirements of the
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three limbs of the threefold path: the sensitivity would lead
them to an acceptable degree of behaviour which becomes
the foundation of their practice of ethics; the self awareness
indicates an ability, to some extent, to de-clutch from being
caught and blinded and totally carried away by the turmoil
of the coarse mind, which in turn indicates a degree of con-
centration thus fulfilling the basic requirement to practise
the second limb; and the fact that they want to change their
human condition indicates that they have reflected, probably
to quite a lot on themselves, thus fulfilling the basic require-
ment to practise the third limb of wisdom.

We can see how, within normal everyday activity ex-
perienced even by the newly-born practitioner, the whole of
the eightfold path is actually being practised. Whilst en-
gaging in our daily life, we learn to hold on to and contain
those familiar habitual outflows of words or actions driven
by the emotions and passions, and that cause so many of our
problems. We try our best to act and function as humanly
as possible. By doing this we are practising sila. Because in
the process of this containment we will be always restraining
ourselves from being carried away by habits — and learning
to stay centred within — we will be practising samadhi. And
within that contained and concentrated state we will quite
naturally become more and more familiar with ourselves
and gain some understanding of why we are caught by these
seemingly uncontrollable habits — the limb of wisdom. In
this way, it is hard to imagine that anyone taking up Dharma
practice hasn’t actually already began to practise the Path.
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Indeed, a Zen master once said that self~awareness and the
desire for release and change was enlightenment already.

So perhaps at first we focus on one of the limbs, then
another, and then the third. Then we may bring one com-
bination together, then another, then maybe one more
combination. Then we cultivate all three limbs together.
Sometimes we lose that final threefold combination and fall
back into a two-way combination. Then sometimes we lose
even that, and go back to just cultivating one limb. It doesn’t
matter, this to and fro, two steps forward and one step back.
We keep mindfully endeavouring to bring all three limbs to-
gether. Slowly, slowly we become able to maintain a threefold
practice until those three limbs are steady and consistent and
harmonize with each other more and more.

In time this harmonizing becomes so balanced that we
can actually see one limb in another limb, then another, then
maybe yet another. Eventually we can see all three limbs in
each limb — all perfectly balanced and in harmony with
each other, until they merge and truly become just the one.
When this state is realized, perfection of practice has been
reached and the ultimate balance of the middle way (the true
definition of the fourth noble truth, which is detailed later)
attained. When that state of perfect balance — between the
pull of opposites that characterise our mind and emotions —
has reached perfection, there arises a seeing into the nature
of mind that makes your entire consciousness, and the whole
world, vanish, allowing awakening to be realized.

'This is the path that we practise, whether we see it in
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those traditional terms or whether we use other concepts
from less traditional schools, such as Zen, to pursue it. But
the pursuit of the eightfold path has a very important extra
feature to consider, for without it the realization of the
middle way will be impossible, and that is the understanding
and nurturing of going for refuge to the three jewels.

The Three Fewels

'The three jewels are the Buddha, the Dharma, and the

Sangha, and understanding the concept of going for refuge
to these three jewels is absolutely crucial to the nurturing of
true Dharma practice. It is the ongoing refinement of going
for refuge over the years of practice that will be the frame-
work, support, inspiration, and guide to the realization of
ultimate truth.

'This most basic of Buddhist principles — of going for
refuge to the three jewels — is valid throughout Buddhism
and accompanies almost every ritual that takes place. It is
said that it is going for refuge that makes one a Buddhist,
and signifies a commitment to the practice, so this ritual
should be of deep importance and significance. But precisely
because it is declared so regularly, the reflection on that im-
portance and significance runs the danger of being neglected
or even forgotten altogether, which is very unfortunate.

To take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha
is of the utmost importance — and should be seen to be so

— to serious Buddhists, those who consider themselves to be
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true and complete practitioners of the Way. When we take
our commitment to the three jewels not just into our head
but into our total being it becomes alive, it becomes the envi-
ronment that the eightfold path is nurtured and cultivated in.
We reaffirm this commitment continually by reflecting on
the three jewels, and it is through this commitment that we
gather the inner strength that is essential to walk the Way.
When we have this commitment we have all the ingredients
we need to change our life.

I followed Zen for nearly six years before leaving
England to become a Theravada novice monk in Sri Lanka.
One of the main characteristics of Zen is that it likes to
describe itself as outside the scriptural teachings, a char-
acteristic that makes many outside that school question its
authenticity. It does not concern itself with the usual con-
cepts of the more traditional approach. Going for refuge to
the three jewels is not expressed in the usual way, but has its
equivalent: the four great bodhisattva vows. These four vows
can be presented in various ways but this interpretation is the
one that I have always carried within myself.

Innumerable are sentient beings, I vow to save them all.
Inexhaustible are the passions, I vow to transform them all.
Immeasurable are the ‘Dharma teachings, I vow to learn them all.
Infinite is the Buddha-Truth, I vow to attain it.

I recited these regularly with the group that I practised
with, and took them very much to heart and always saw
them as central to my practice.
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My first encounter with the more traditional version
of the refuges took place in Sri Lanka at the time I was
learning my ordination ceremony. There is very little taught
about the importance of the refuges these days, so for me, at
first, it was just part of the ritual. Even though I was about
to partake of the more traditional version of commitment to
Buddhism and its practice, I retained a great afhnity with the
bodhisattva vows I had recited for all those years.

Whilst contemplating the refuges I discovered that
after my years of Zen practice I tended not to view the
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha in the way I would if I had
begun my practice in the Theravada tradition. For me, the
refuges had gone beyond the conventional, dualistic way of
looking at them, into something deeper. Now the Buddha,
Dharma, and Sangha were seen as something that was a part
of me rather than something external.

In addition, I did not always find it easy to pull apart
the Buddha and the Dharma — as they were now becom-
ing one. The Buddha was not seen as only our historical
founder, but as the wonder and mystery of life itself, while
the Dharma was not the teachings I had once read about,
but the truth that was hidden within all that is, and that
expressed the Buddha. The Sangha, which was my precious
support within the practice, was still an external support, but
the division between it and me was getting more and more
blurred -because it was getting clearer that it, like everyone
and everything else, was a creation of my mind. So I felt a
growing intimacy, a togetherness, beyond the conventional,

22



as the Sangha and I not only became more and more at one,
but expressed both the Dharma and the Buddha as well.

I therefore found that it was a question of nurturing
my relationship with the three jewels through a willingness
to surrender, rather than ‘going for refuge’ more and more,
on a deeper level. Going for refuge was, for me, something
to be cultivated, not something that paid much attention to
formal recitation. It was much more about carrying around
the warmth of feeling that my whole faith and trust could be
handed into something that was not so much three refuges
now, but one. And it was the trust that the refuges would
support and carry me through any difficulties caused by fear
of giving up the self and ego, that helped me to go, little by
little, beyond the habits of attachments. It would be my faith
in the three jewels that I trusted to ‘catch’ me as I practised
turning away from the created world and my attachments
over and over again. It was this developing intimacy with the
three jewels that was crucial to my ability to let go. Letting
go of all those things that make ‘me’ up: attachment to my
views and opinions — driven by the passions and negative
emotions — that were so vital to my sense of self and ego and
that continually affirmed it.

'Those who are new to the practice, but also perhaps
many who have been practising for some time, may not be
able to relate to this, or find anything of use for themselves,
in reading about my relationship with the three jewels. But
let it be an indication of the spirit of cultivating going for
refuge. Maybe going for refuge now is much more objective
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and conceptual for you, but the spirit of going for refuge is
to become more and more intimate with this ‘concept’ until
it becomes your own living reality.

The Bodhisattva

For me, one of the great advantages of the bodhisattva path
is that this type of practice can be applied in all the situations
that life in our culture can present us with. The bodhisattva
practice encourages us to take on board all of life’s experi-
ences, whatever they may be, and use them all as ‘grist for
the mill. Of course, quiet times and restraint need to be
nurtured, for without them there is little meaningful medita-
tion, but as most our life is spent off the cushion, this Path is
much more appropriate to the non-monastic — and therefore
the ideal practice for most of us.

However, a fundamental distortion can arise if there is
a belief that bodhisattvas are interested solely in liberating
beings from samsara whilst having little regard for their own
personal insight, understanding, and release from suffering.

A fact of the bodhisattva path is that it is not actu-
ally possible to be of real spiritual use to other beings until
you first know yourself deeply, and that requires you to give
priority to your practice. Don’t misunderstand me. I am not
saying ‘forget others, just focus on yourself’. The bodhisattva
path is the practice of the great vehicle, and that means we
take on not just ourselves, not just other beings, but also the
totality of life. We cultivate an openness to engage with life
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as wholeheartedly as possible, because true understanding,
and our true home, is in life in its totality.

Skilful practice involves getting our priorities right,
and that means putting the practice of knowing ourselves
foremost. This means living a life that allows us the time
and space to return to our inner ‘home’ over and over again
during our daily life. Do not feel that living your life exclu-
sively for others is what the bodhisattva life is about. ‘Charity
begins at home’: you have to be prepared to give yourself the
space, in a consistent way, to stay with yourself, even when it
may not be what you want to do or may even be frightening
for you. Otherwise you will never see into yourself deeply
enough to be of any real use to others — never mind being
able ultimately to realize the final act of the bodhisattva and
release all sentient beings from samsara. Reflect on the life
of the Buddha, or indeed many, of the well-known figures in
the history of Buddhism. They all spent many years working
on themselves alone before returning to the community to
help guide others in their practice. I'm not saying we should
all take to the forests or mountains. But we do need to un-
derstand that there is much more to the bodhisattva path
than a two-dimensional image of it may lead us to believe.

I wonder how many people, after reading descriptions
of bodhisattvas, could imagine them as ordinary people,
maybe someone you may meet on the bus, or stand next to
in the supermarket checkout queue? Yet the being that has
returned to his or her original nature after many years of
practice, who then is reborn as a bodhisattva, is someone
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with more apparent contradictions than the average person
could ever possibly create for themselves, however much they
may try. Imagine someone who lives and functions in the
world, who still retains likes and dislikes, but with the dif-
ference of knowing the ‘reality’ of these likes and dislikes and
so less likely to grasp at them and turn the wheel of becom-
ing. Imagine both a knowledge that is deep and unknowable
to the ‘worldly man’ (and is unlikely to be seen unless asked
for) and someone who is very ordinary and down-to-earth,
someone who is working through and transforming habit
and energy in just the same way as the ‘ordinary’ practitioner
on the Path does.

In this aspect of training the bodhisattva is identical to
the aspirant who cultivates the qualities and understanding
that one day will allow him to alight upon the true bodhi-
sattva path that leads to full and complete enlightenment.
'The bodhisattva is very much connected to life and this world
— is more normal and grounded than you may imagine. We
should not therefore be put oft by the images that have been
created over time. Don’t think you are not worthy or capable
of such lofty idealism.

Another advantage of this path is its robustness. This
gives us the perfect opportunity to work with the powerful
negative self-view that obsess and weigh down most of us
Westerners. The all-inclusive nature of this Path encourages
us to bring our relationships with others, as well as with
ourselves, into the practice; it encourages us to develop the
spirit of making friends with all that we are. Often we buy
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into some familiar negative self-view that splits us down the
middle and creates still more conflict. This adds to the heavy
psychological weight that so many of us are familiar with. As
understanding deepens, we learn to love ourselves more and
more; accepting ourselves the way we are gives us a platform
of equanimity from which we can move ever more deeply
into the process of Dharmic change.

My own experience of treading the Path of the bodhi-
sattva journey is that it is not really the mystery often por-
trayed in the scriptures, but a very down-to-earth way of
practice — yet one that is forever revealing the secrets of life.
Its spirit is not to push away what we consider to be unwhole-
some but rather to contain it whilst it is transformed. When
the ‘dark’ has transformed, it will unite with the ‘light’- which
by then we shall understand more deeply — and go beyond
even that unity where we will discover the full wonder of
what we truly are.

The Framework of “Practice

I would now like to touch briefly on the framework of prac-
tice that makes up the path of the aspiring bodhisattva. This
framework, if it is correctly created and nurtured, will soon
support and carry practitioners to the actual bodhisattva
path, and, beyond the cycle of eternal becoming in which
we are all caught up.

There are two fundamentals at the heart of Dharma
practice: awareness of ourselves in all four postures of being
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(standing, walking, sitting, and lying down — as Buddhism
defines our physical experiences of being) and the ability to
use that awareness to look into ourselves and see the reality
that lies beyond the world the deluded mind has created. In
a way, that is all. There are no other factors involved. It is as
simple as that. The fact that we cannot perform this simple
act, and find that we have to employ all sorts of skilful means
in order to accomplish it, does not diminish the ultimate
simplicity of Dharma practice.

It is a fact that we cannot stay in a state of self-aware-
ness, which is necessary for insight to arise, for more than a
few seconds. That state of self-awareness means, for example,
that when drinking a cup of tea you know you are drinking
that tea, staying with that experience in its totality without
mentally wandering off. This wandering off is, of course,
what will happen, only for you to discover when you come
back that you have drunk the tea and have little recollection
of the experience. This same loss of awareness applies when
you walk down the road and realize you are now at the end,
and you have little recollection of taking the walk or any en-
gagement with the environment that must have taken place.
'The same is true of all the endless flow of engagements with
life: there is in truth very little consistent self-awareness.

Most of our life takes place on autopilot, while we are
engaged with our chattering mind. It is because of this that
we experience a lack of wholeness in our lives, and this is
the reason for the existential dilemma of unfulfilment and
incompleteness that we experience. The cultivation of being
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with our awareness, and thereby becoming whole and ful-
filled, is what the eightfold path is for.

We need to tame the chattering mind for sure, but we
need also to tame what drives it — our ‘life-energy’, that
which keeps us alive and is what we really are. If left alone
the chattering mind will rise and pass away second by second.
But this doesn’t happen because when thoughts arise there
arises an identification with those thoughts, an identifica-
tion that is created by the sense of self and ego that arises
in the life-energy and so distorts it. If that sense of self and
ego doesn'’t get its way, it will employ the life-energy itself
in its efforts to make its will predominate. 'The life-energy,
that in its essence is our original nature, now gets lost in this
delusion of a self and ego which in turn becomes ever more
harmful. The warm emotions of the heart become negative
and transform into the destructive passions of greed, hatred,
and delusion, the three passions that characterize the life of
the self and ego. It is from this that the wheel of suffering is
created, and it is this that we need to contain and transform
by complete practice of the bodhisattva path.

We have to work on that destructive wilfulness of self
and ego in order to attain a still mind that will give rise
to the awareness we need in order to see into and beyond
this sense of self and ego. We therefore cultivate the limb
of ethics and conduct, a long training of restraining these
negative outflows through containment. This containment is
not oppressive, nor does it mean we have to turn away from
our experiences of life in order not to be carried away, far
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from it. We learn to contain these destructive outflows by
making use of the negative precepts of not taking life, not
engaging in wrong speech, etc. We also bring into our life
positive precepts such as helping others, engaging in skilful
speech, etc., actions that nurture the natural warmth of the
human heart. These precepts represent a turning away from
the old habits of destructive self-interest and nurture new
habits. These newly acquired Dharmic skills harmonize with
our own heart’s natural state, which compassionately uses
them to help others.

As well as the support and guidance of the precepts,
the skilful cultivation of an appropriate meditation practice
can also be used. 'The four doctrinal concentration practices,
also known as the sublime states, are traditionally used for
this purpose. They are equanimity (upekkha), sympathetic
joy (mudita), compassion (karuna), and loving kindness
(metta) — and together they make up what are known as the
Brahma Viharas. The loving kindness or metta meditation
is the most commonly used. The great value of a meditation
like metta is threefold. Firstly, it promotes the opening of the
heart to other living beings. Secondly, it has the immense
benefit of nurturing the meditator’s positive feelings towards
themselves, thus developing self-esteem (for we Westerners
do have this propensity to dislike our self-image, and carry
around such a negative, heavy burden of self, the like of
which, I'd hazard, has never been known in the history of
Buddhism). This nurturing of metta through meditation can
also harmonize with the loving kindness nurtured towards
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ourselves whilst practising in daily life through our contain-
ment practice. Thus we naturally make friends with ourselves
because of this developing non-judgemental relationship.

What we gain from this most important aspect of prac-
tice is making friends with ourselves, indeed learning to love
ourselves, through a willingness to stay with and embrace
an experience of ourselves that we have hitherto reacted
against. By staying with those outflows of body, speech, and
mind, we are ‘repairing’ our broken heart by bringing back
into a whole the countless, fragmented pieces that create the
conflict and negativity we feel. It will be true metta because
it will be born of seeing and understanding ourselves — thus
making it wisdom. When we love ourselves we will naturally
love others, it will be impossible not to.

The third value of metta meditation is that, because the
mind is more at peace with itself, it also helps train it in the
stillness necessary for the Dharma to arise. So this is very
much a training of a positive wholehearted engagement with
life, so that we come to harmonize more and more as every
day passes with our true nature, which is one of love for all
that is.

'This turning away from the blinding passions, and
taming those negative outflows, slowly clear the mind of the
inevitable turbulence and allow it to discover its natural qui-
etness more and more. We help this cultivation along with
meditation that promotes stillness and awareness. Stillness
and awareness become more and more one, as the fruit
of both is the same. With stillness, the awareness that is
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now stronger than ever can begin to look through all those
thoughts and activities with skilful insight tools and see the
truth of the world that grasps us all. Little by little, as it sees
deeper and deeper, as it journeys through the world, little
bits of ‘me and mine’ drop off because they no longer deceive.
Finally the world stills and its power, which we so invest in,
fades. It is then that awakening will take place — which is an
absolute, concrete guarantee. When you ‘recover’ and return
to life, you can embark on the inconceivable journey through
the ten stages of bodhisattvahood, until the end of the Path
is finally reached, and your initial awakening becomes final
and complete — and so attain Buddhahood.

The Eightfold ‘Praltice

Whatever Buddhist tradition you follow, and indeed what-
ever system of practice you follow within that tradition, you
will find that all traditions, without exception, are grounded
in the noble eightfold path, the fourth of the Buddha’s four
noble truths. It is this path of the practice of the Buddha-
Dharma that is the heart of Buddhism. And it is this that
those who wish to put an end to the cycle of suffering and
rebirth need to practise, and need to practise in its totality, if
the noble desire to put to an end this eternal cycle of becom-
ing is to be fulfilled.

'The path, for convenience and ease of understanding,
is divided into the three limbs or sections of sila, translated
as ethics or conduct, samadhi, which means a one-pointed
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mind born of concentration and mindfulness, and prajna,
which mean wisdom or ‘knowing how things really are’.

Sila is universal to all forms of Buddhism — indeed
there is little difference between religious or spiritual
movements as regards this aspect of the path. It consists of
humanizing ourselves by containing and restraining self-
interest and the destructive outflows — our habitual way of
being. Indeed, the laws of the land demand that we maintain
a certain degree of sila.

Samadhi is the cultivation of the ability to stay in a
state of one-pointed self-awareness, to know ourselves from
moment to moment in whatever situation we find ourselves.
'The foundation of this development is laid in our meditation,
where we learn to disengage from our continual mental chat-
ter and contain the negative emotional outflows and passions,
thus enabling us to bring ourselves back, again and again, to
the centre of our self-awareness. The ways to develop this
ability may vary from tradition to tradition and from school
to school, but they all lead to the same stillness.

Prajna is the ability to look into our being and see the
reality of it, going beyond our deluded misinterpretation of
that truth. The way to the discovery of the truth is to take a
particular form of insight meditation — the one that is the
way of the tradition and school we have chosen. All insight
practices will at least seriously undermine the delusion that
envelops us.

But what is this great delusion common to us all, that
blinds us to the truth of the way things really are? It is the de-
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lusion of a self or ego, and the world of attachments that this
sense of ‘me and mine’ creates. The practice of the eightfold
path will take us to the root of this delusion, and destroy it.

'The Buddha spent nearly fifty years travelling around
India teaching the eightfold path as the way out of dukkha.
He didn’t say that to be ethical alone would be enough, and
he didn’t say that to perfect samadhi and enter even the high-
est dhyanas (concentrations) would be enough either. And he
didn’t say that just studying and understanding all that goes
in the name of wisdom would be good enough. He taught
that to be able to get to the root of dukkha, and to stop for-
ever the experience of dukkha, it was absolutely necessary to
embrace and practise the whole of the path. Ultimately, each
of the eight steps of the path come into perfect balance and
merge to become one.

1. Sila. right speech, right action, right livelihood

Many practitioners focus much of their time and energy ob-
serving the precepts of ethical behaviour, usually the nega-
tive precepts — inasmuch as they see to it that they don’t fall
into the crude actions that characterize many people. Those
with more rounded practices observe these restraints but also
cultivate aspects of what are termed the positive precepts.
These include cultivating wholesome activities that engage
them with the world, activities that stem from kindness and
generosity, harmonious speech and a display of contentment
with their life as reflected in a peaceful occupation.
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For many, it has to be said quite frankly, this is really as
much as they are capable of cultivating (or at least as much
as they are prepared to commit themselves to). For some, it
is not yet possible to sit quietly in meditation and cultivate
the practices within that. If so, that is fine, and it is good
that they surrender themselves as much as possible to the
development of the ethical side of the practice. What is very
helpful with this form of practice is also to cultivate the
more ceremonial side of Dharma with puja and ofterings to
the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas — thereby cultivating both
spirituality and faith as a further way of opening the heart.
'This helps nurture faith in the Buddha and his teachings,
weakening a habitual idea that their practice is a thing to be
grasped at.

For those who desire to put an end to dukkha, this is
not enough. It is not enough to become a ‘good’ person. The
Dharma will only really respond and show itself to those
with a complete form of practice.

2. Samadhi. right effort, right concentration, right
mindfulness

Deep concentration (samadhi) is possible when one has the
ability to stay focused on a single object during meditation.
There are many methods that can help us develop that abil-
ity. Each tradition usually has several ways, and each school
within a tradition has its own focus on some of those ways.
'These can vary widely. There are the formless methods of
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anapanasati (the most widely-used method and common
to all schools, and doctrinally the method used by all the
Buddhas), translated as mindfulness of breathing, whereby
we focus in different ways on our natural breathing without
resorting to themes or concepts. Then there are the many
conceptual methods of traditional Buddhism, and beyond
them the visualization practices of Tibetan Buddhism and
the koan and hua-do practice of Far Eastern schools that can
act as both concentration and insight practices.

Whichever way we choose to go they all lead to the
same goal; a mind that is awake through effort and concen-
trated. The practitioner is then centred and mindful within
him or herself and totally alive to the present moment. This
part of the path takes dedication and few people find it easy
to still their chattering minds and