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			For Sally Real Johnson (1966–2018)

			For kindnesses I can never repay.

			You handed down to me the gift of irreverent humor.

			You awoke in me an obsession with music.

			And without these two, I simply would not have survived.

			To my teachers

			Countless as the stars in the sky and yet irreplaceable and precious, each one.

			Though it’s impossible to do you justice, alas I have tried.

			May the work continue.

			May the teachings spread.

			May the clear dawn rise, illuminating all.

		

	
		
			Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us once beautiful and brave. Perhaps everything terrible is in its deepest being something helpless that wants help from us.

			—RAINER MARIA RILKE
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			Foreword

			IT IS WONDERFUL that meditation is receiving so much attention for its proven ability to enrich our lives. It has been shown to regulate blood pressure; reduce the stress hormone cortisol; help with chronic pain, insomnia, and depression; and even to thicken the good parts of the brain and shrink the bad. In short, it has been scientifically proven that meditation is awesome.

			Which is fantastic. However, there is a danger. To use meditation purely for its prescriptive capacity is to miss the point of the practice altogether. Though it is indeed a powerful medicine (my friend and fellow meditation teacher Jonathan Foust says that if meditation were a pill, everyone would take it), it is far more than that.

			Meditation is not a life-hack. It is a spiritual practice.

			In the pages of this book, Ralph De La Rosa points us over and over again to the practice of meditation as a doorway, not to self-improvement, but to liberation. Our life is the path, says Ralph, and we are already completely whole, worthy, and brilliant.

			As Western meditation teachers, we see three big misconceptions about the practice, all of which are clearly dispelled by The Monkey Is the Messenger.

			The first misconception is the most important to clear away. It is that in order to meditate, we have to stop thinking. “Monkey mind” is seen as the enemy, something to shut down. But where did we ever get the idea that meditation was about “clearing” the mind of thought? The mind exists to make thought, just as the eyes exist to see and the ears to hear. Trying to make yourself stop thinking is like trying to get your eyes and ears to stop seeing and hearing. Ludicrous! And even if you could do it, so what? That would not bring much benefit to you or your fellow humans. To try to stop thinking means to enter into a giant battle with yourself, one in which part of you is telling another part of you to shut up. In the vast canon of Buddhist wisdom on meditative practices, I’m pretty sure no one ever included the instruction to “zip it.” Instead of telling the monkey mind to freeze, the great adepts tell us, we make space for it to be exactly as it is. In so doing, we find that our endless thoughts are simply one part of what is happening in the inner world, and there is no need whatsoever to expel them. Instead we meet the monkey as a friend with wisdom to share, not an enemy to be vanquished.

			The second misconception about meditation is that it is a form of self-help. Okay, it is enormously helpful. It has fantastic applications in a variety of therapeutic settings. But to use meditation for self-improvement does not work. It is not like going on a diet or resolving to work out more often. It is far more radical than this—a proven method for jumping off the self-improvement treadmill to instead see our natural perfection and wholeness. Meditation is a journey, not a tactic. The journey unfolds when we divorce it from all agendas. This is quite radical and, at least for myself, hard to imagine. Stop trying to get somewhere? Relinquish all my strategies? No more beating myself up for not being more awesome? These have been my full-time occupations! However, when I enlist spiritual practice in service of conventional aims, all the mojo dissipates. When I can let go of my agendas and simply let the process develop, I find what practitioners have discovered over millennia: meditation is a gateway to the three qualities of the awakened mind—wisdom, compassion, and power. Such qualities far outweigh my conventional aspirations and concerns. When I allow myself to be exactly as I am, the monkey becomes a source of love.

			Countless images of blissed-out meditators in yoga pants notwithstanding, the third misconception about meditation is that the practice will make you more peaceful. (Sorry!) Actually, meditation is far more interesting than that. Rather than teaching you how to convert the vast spectrum of human emotion into an equal tone, meditation points you toward the wisdom contained in your present experience. All emotions are invited to the party. When you sit to meditate, you place attention on breath and then simply allow yourself to be as you are. Period. That is the entire practice. Whether you are easeful, cranky, vicious, delighted, bored, or frustrated, it is all included. You stop trying to mold yourself into this or that and instead let down your guard. You soften toward yourself. The power and consequence of this action cannot be overstated. A wall begins to come down, and you stop being afraid of your own life. It is quite extraordinary. You see who you really are, and because you are not viewing everything through hardened lenses of hope and fear, you also see more clearly into the hearts and minds of others. Your life touches you because you are actually living it. Everything, then, is heightened: joy, sorrow, love, the whole nine yards. This is not exactly a prescription for peace—but it is a path to something better: authenticity. In this way, the monkey becomes a source of courage.

			The Monkey Is the Messenger blends Ralph’s work as a therapist, Buddhist teacher, and perfectly imperfect human being to present a nuanced view of this powerful, transformative, magical, and exceedingly ordinary practice. It is a much-needed entry into the Western literature on this mysterious practice, one that honors its past and brings it into the present.

			—Susan Piver

		

	
		
			Prelude

			THINKING WITHIN THE MYTH

			
				EMPIRICAL DATA AND peer-reviewed, evidence-based findings are important and they form the foundation of what I have to say within these pages. I remember the day, in my second semester of a research methods class in graduate school, this type of knowledge became an inspiration to me. I felt empowered when, having prepared a meta-analysis of a dozen or so studies on mindfulness-based interventions, I noticed so many commonalities between studies. For example, different researchers studying different applications of mindfulness consistently found that participants continued practicing mindfulness meditation long after the study was over. In one journal article after another, I read comments about participants having found the practice to be so beneficial that they had integrated it into their daily lives indefinitely. This not only validated my own predilection toward practice, it fostered a desire in me to deepen it.

			Contrarily, my first neuroscience class began with our professor holding up the course textbook and announcing, “In twenty years this will be obsolete.” She was pointing to how rapidly we are making discoveries about the brain and how quickly various scientific theories about the brain were being proven wrong. After all, there was a time when scientists thought that all our brain’s wiring is set up in childhood, and after that we are stuck living out whatever has been programmed into us. This is why we used to lock alcoholics in asylums and throw away the key; addiction was considered irreparable. Today, we’re able to observe that the brain is plastic, constantly changing with every experience we have, and that this process continues throughout our entire lifespan.

			Here’s another interpretation of what my neuroscience professor meant: We tend to consider scientific findings as definite knowledge, and this can be dangerous. All knowledge is potentially a trap if we cling to it too tightly. What we “know,” regardless of its source, is constantly being upended and updated. Those who become inflexible in their current understandings of things tend to end up on the wrong side of history. Consider those who persecuted Galileo as a heretic when he proclaimed his heliocentric (Sun-centered) model of the solar system. Thus, mainstream science has grown to be careful about framing things as theory in all of its claims. It’s far wiser to hold what we “know” lightly and continue to question everything. Keep the conversation open.

			Thus, I ask that you consider what I have to say as a theoretical lens. A theoretical lens is a set of ideas, observations, and views that we can pick up and look at the world through. We can actually think of theoretical lenses as myths or childhood stories. Childhood stories and fairy tales, after all, were the first place we ever received meaningful information about the world beyond our own homes and families. They are where we first picked up meaningful insights and life lessons. What’s similar about stories, myths, and science are that they ask us to suspend both our belief and disbelief for the sake of discovery, so that we can earnestly question in pursuit of evolving our understandings and perceptions. That is what I’m asking you to do here. To suspend agreeing and disagreeing in the name of trying on a lens, seeing how it fits after some time, all while knowing that we can (and will) put the lens down later. After all, no lens will ever be a complete and final representation of reality. Lenses are templates of experience, but experience is the point.

			As the work of the great Joseph Campbell has shown us all myths are truth bearing in some way. That is, all myths, no matter how fantastical, have something meaningful to show us, and theoretical lenses are very much like ancient myths in this way. I had another professor who referenced this thought of Campbell’s often and urged us to develop a skill he called “thinking within the myth.” That is, if we can think according to the logic put forth by a myth, we can extract its insights without having to adopt it as a belief system.

			What matters most about all theory and knowledge boils down to the question of whether or not it functions. Does the lens function to bring about a useful result in some way? Does an insight advance the conversation, push us toward clearer understanding? The sole function of all empirical knowledge, theory, philosophy, reasoning, and mythos is to lead to experiences that are in some way liberating—to bring about ease, strength, and resilience in our lives. After all, it’s one thing to know about freedom and yet another to experience it.

			Experiences that are liberating in nature are always rooted in compassion. We will see ideas and processes in this book that have the power to help us resolve our repetitive thoughts and compulsions, become more skillful with difficult emotions, and achieve more fluency in identifying and navigating our patterns in relationships. But it is only when such processes begin to be coupled with the quality of emotional warmth that results come about—a point I will be discussing at length. To borrow an analogy from a Tibetan Buddhist teacher, Lama Thubten Yeshe, we need flour to make a cake, but it’s the butter and sugar that make the cake enjoyable and desirable. Here, knowledge as well as psychological and somatic processes (including meditation) are that flour. They’re essential, but on their own they’re pretty bland. Compassion, then, is the butter and sugar—the richness that makes the flour delicious, and the endeavor of consciously evolving our life worthwhile. If evidence, theory, myth, insight, and meditation advance the experience of compassion, growth, and resolve in our life, then they have served a great purpose. I invite you to “think within the myths” offered in this book in the hope that you will taste the sweetness of life more richly and more frequently.

			THE TECHNICAL STUFF

			Beyond offering new ideas regarding some of the most confusing aspects of our existence, the intention of this book is to be utterly practical in helping you address such matters. For this reason, all ideas in this book dovetail with meditation practices that are interspersed throughout. I recognize that this book will attract readers with varying degrees of meditation experience. To be as inclusive as possible, I provide information addressing the very basics all the way up to more nuanced aspects. After some twenty years of exploration within various traditions, both Eastern and Western, what I am offering to you here is what has worked best for me—in many cases, techniques and ideas I wish I had been exposed to from the beginning. As with anything, please take what works for you and leave the rest behind.

			Because having access to guided meditations on audio is extremely helpful for internalizing both the technique and the spirit behind meditation instructions, an audio companion to this book has been created for you. It can be found at www.shambhala.com/​themonke​yistheme​ssenger.

			The information and practices presented herein are systematically interlocking in nature and intended to be approached in sequential order. If you are new to meditation or to these practices in particular, I strongly suggest that you move methodically through the text and meditations, stopping to spend a good number of days or even weeks doing each new meditation—every day or as often as your schedule allows—before moving on to the next. The Tibetan word for meditation is gōm, meaning “habituation,” or “to make familiar.” Stay with each of the guided practices until they begin to feel familiar. The timing will be different for each person reading this book.

			For the seasoned meditator, if you wish to skip ahead in the book, I can condone that approach as well. You might find the material in chapter 8 and onward to be of most use to you. This book can either offer you a thorough system for practicing or serve as a supplement to a practice that’s already relatively working for you. Choose your own adventure. May it inspire you to continue in your practice and deepen your daily engagement.

			The more experienced practitioner may feel that this book offers a contrasting approach to what they are accustomed to. Especially for meditators who have been taught to ignore or try to shut off their thinking minds, practices designed to skillfully engage parts of the monkey mind may seem odd or uncomfortable. I encourage you to be adventurous and to assimilate new ways of harnessing the body and mind’s vital energies to see what benefits may be there for you. If in the end what I’ve offered does not stick or prove beneficial, please abandon it and return to what works best for you.

			We live in the age of “I read five books at once and finish none of them.” It’s a phrase I’ve come to hear often. In all honesty, this tends to be my habit with books, too. My hope is that The Monkey Is the Messenger will break through the glass ceiling here. This book is meant to take you on a journey, starting at the surface of what is observably true for all of us and going down the rabbit hole to truths and realities present at the depths of your very being. My wish is for you to extract every bit of clarity and well-being made available here.

			In the words of my first teacher, Amma, “There are as many spiritual paths as there are spiritual seekers.” Whether you relate to the practice of meditation as being spiritual or not, the essence of this statement remains vitally relevant: each of us has a unique life in every regard, and thus no two meditators’ practices could or should be identical. It is your energy you are investing, and it is you who will live with the result of that investment. The path of meditation, however one defines it, is one of personal empowerment, a celebration of our unshakable uniqueness.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			Write one true sentence. Write the truest sentence you know.
—ERNEST HEMINGWAY

			
				THE TRUEST SENTENCE I know: There’s always more to the story. That is, despite our tendency to act as if our perceptions are objective, as if our senses are telling us how things really are, this is almost never the case. And so our trouble begins.

			Human experiences are layered and complex. They have a rich subtext that, when uncovered, is often surprising. Our perceptions of people and things and situations merely scratch the surface, only tell us a fraction of the story. If this book is about anything, it is about how things are often about more than they appear to be about. Thus, our conversation with experience in this examined life is an ongoing one. It’s a dialogue rife with commas, colons, semicolons, and endless parentheses—but never a period.

			If we accept this as true—that there’s almost always more to things than what we’re privy to—then we must accept some other possibilities. We must also accept the possibility that everything and everyone deserves much more compassionate consideration than they’re usually given, including ourselves. We must accept the possibility that there is more to the story when it comes to all that we struggle with in this life: that meaning might be found in what we take to be random; that something worthwhile, some human goodness just may belie what we are certain is difficult and cruel. Might it be possible that there is brilliance hiding in the shadows of life waiting to be discovered? Perhaps it is the case that the frustrations and fears we strive to vanquish are actually the doorways to the rich and satisfying life we sense we are meant for. Perhaps we were born with brains that compel us to shut down our conversation with life too soon. Perhaps our brains tend to construe perceptions so loud that we can’t hear what is being whispered in our ear. Perhaps we can learn to listen in a new way.

			Matters of the brain, belief, and behavior always come down to matters of perception. And perception, highly limited in nature, is always worthy of further examination.

			THIS LAYERED LIFE

			
				In the summer of 2000, I got rid of most of what I owned and followed the world-famous Indian guru, Amma, from city to city across the United States. I traveled by Greyhound bus and rental car to experience blessings and teachings delivered to swaths of spiritual seekers gathering in convention centers. At the time, I believed I was motivated by feelings of rapturous devotion to this being who lived like an embodiment of love. On one level, that much was true: it was a beautiful summer. But deeper down I was on a sophisticated mission to escape myself. It was an exotic alternative to actually dealing with a mind wrecked with relentless, wounded narratives. It was my Eat, Pray, Love moment long before that book was conceived of, and with a far less born-for-the-movie-screen ending. Which is to say, when Amma delivered the final blessing of the tour and I had to peel myself away from her, I found myself on the opposite end of the country without a home to return to. I had failed to plan for what would happen next.

			I ran into an old friend, also following the tour, who offered me a room in Colorado. A few days later, I found myself living in the Rocky Mountains with horses in the yard and miles between myself and the nearest neighbors. The land was so removed that I felt I could finally replace the damaged version of me with a freshly spiritualized adaptation. Clearly this was the setting in which my new devotional life would take root.

			I had with me only what would fit into my thrift store Samsonite suitcase; there was no room to pack any music or a radio. This was a huge deal. I grew up punk-rock and had played in hardcore and metal bands since my preteen years. Rebellious music had always been my refuge, but that refuge was now closed for remodeling.

			Imagine the irritation I felt when I could not get Madonna’s “Like a Virgin” out of my head. Every morning I would rise with the sun, do my hatha yoga, chant the various mantras and prayers in my repertoire, and sit quietly with the intention of falling into a deep stillness, when…“Touched for the very first time! Like a vir-ir-ir-ir-gin…when your heart beats…next to mine…”

			I encountered this experience every single day for two months, and I hadn’t a clue what to do about it back then. Nor did I think for a second that this experience might be connected to the nature of human evolution and the dynamics of personal development, some of the key topics we’ll be exploring in this book. At the time, I was quite certain that my experience was really about what it seemed to be about: my brain was torturing me, skewering me on a bed of hot nails otherwise known as the Top 40 music of my childhood. I took my troublemaking mind to be evidence of life’s unfairness.

			I’m certain you can relate in your own way. It’s been estimated that the average person thinks 12,000 to 70,000 thoughts per day (of course, the validity of measuring something so ephemeral and subjective is contested).1 There’s even more going on if we consider the thought fragments that rumble beneath the surface of our conscious mind but don’t quite cohere enough to emerge as fully formed thoughts—what the Tibetan meditation master Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche referred to as “subconscious gossip.” I’ve heard other Tibetan Buddhist teachers estimate that we have sixty such fragments per snap of a finger.2 Each one of those rumblings correlates with any number of our 100 billion neurons firing, many of which are firing at speeds nearing 200 miles per hour. It’s so much activity that our brains are responsible for about 20 percent of our daily calorie burn even though they only weigh about three pounds, less than 2 percent of the average person’s body weight.3 Add to that how terribly stuck we get: 70 to 90 percent of our thoughts are ones that we’ve thought before, and we’re especially likely to land on the higher end of that scale if the majority of our thoughts are unpleasant.4

			Imagine a nuclear reactor being used to power an army of hamsters running on treadmills—and then every so often those hamsters, much to your surprise, turn to you and say something meaningful. It can seem like that’s what we’ve got going on upstairs. Or perhaps this is a better analogy: that nuclear reactor is powering the most magnificent record player in the cosmos—one that was built to play the most exquisite, transcendent, and celebratory music ever heard—and yet the needle is stuck on a scratch. We keep hearing the first two and a half seconds of the intro but never quite get to the song.

			I’ve come to call the universal experience of repetitious thought “broken-record consciousness.” The Buddha called it “monkey mind,” as our thoughts tend to behave just like little mischievous monkeys: jumping about from place to place, nearly impossible to catch hold of, caring little about the mess they leave behind. It is the part of our mind that is restless, random, sometimes speedy, sometimes cloudy, unwieldy, and untamable. It is the mind-current that can feel like a raging river, or like six rivers trying to carry us in six different directions. To “monkey around,” according to Merriam-Webster, is “to do things that are not useful or serious; to waste time.”5 Also, the words monkey and ape are slang for mimicry. This connotes that what we encounter at the surface level of perception and cognition is a mere facsimile of life—or an absurd carbon copy of realities extant on a much deeper plane of consciousness. Or both.

			My friend Ambyr tells the story of being in a restaurant in India that actual monkeys would routinely invade. It was such an issue that the restaurant had a man whose sole job was to stand near the doorway and slam a big stick on the ground every time a monkey tried to walk in. There Ambyr sat, trying to enjoy lunch amidst the periodic cartoonish “THWACK!” of yet another unwanted patron being run off, when a monkey finally broke past the defense. Every hand in the restaurant, cooks and all, emerged to corner the monkey and chase it off, following the creature right out the door. Without any staff to keep watch, another monkey casually drifted into the establishment, took the seat opposite Ambyr, and proceeded to beg for a bite of her chapatis.

			Whether sneaking in through the front door or the side door, a crafty and indefatigable force—sometimes a bully, sometimes a class clown—seems to have taken up residence within the complex tissues and neural pathways of our brains. Is it any wonder that the monkey mind is the scourge of meditators across the globe? For those attempting to find respite in contemplative practice, thoughts are often regarded as an irritating nuisance, a primitive agitator sneaking in through the side door. Interestingly enough, the experience of the monkey mind drives people toward meditation practice and away from it. In my decade of teaching I’ve heard two competing stories about the discursive mind more than any others:

			
				
						
						“My mind is so busy, I really need to meditate.”

					

						
						“My mind is so busy, there’s no way I can meditate.”

					

				

			

			For some of us, this broken-record consciousness fosters graver matters. The inability to regulate repetitive thoughts and ruminations is associated with the clinical diagnoses of anxiety, depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), acute stress disorder, and post-traumatic stress disorder. Each of these are risk factors for suicide.6 I have a client who, prior to seeing me, had recovered from the most pronounced dimensions of her OCD. In every situation she’d find herself in, her brain would generate a fantasy of the worst thing that could possibly happen and put those thoughts on an infinite feedback loop. This debilitating tendency followed her like a shadow.

			Consider Ken Baldwin, whose depressed ruminations led him to believe everything in his life was “unfixable.” Such thoughts led him to walk halfway across the Golden Gate Bridge, climb over the railing, and jump 220 feet to the water below. In his own telling, the very second he let go of the railing he realized that all of his problems “were totally fixable—except for having just jumped.” Somehow, midair, he had the presence of mind to flip around (he was falling head first), point his toes, and make his body as streamlined as possible to minimize the impact. Ken Baldwin shattered almost every bone in his body, but he lived to tell his story. He lived to become an advocate for suicide awareness and prevention.7 The central role his thoughts played in his suicide attempt is clear. He got stuck in an inaccurate mental narrative of hopelessness, and it nearly took his life.

			Of course, it’s not always so bad. We do pass through moments when the claustrophobia of the monkey mind abates and allows us states of being that feel much more open, warm, connected, even transcendent. We touch another capacity within ourselves, often without noticing, when taking in a brilliant sunset, when we are transported by a performance, in moments of playing sports, when making art, or in engaging in any project wherein it all seems to connect and flow. We touch this more natural state in sexual climax, in moments of accomplishment, in moments of earnest compassionate action—in any moment when our usual sense of self falls away and we are left with pure, present-time experience. We could go so far as to say that we glimpse a true (or at least truer) self in such instances. A self that is quietly yet enthusiastically present to the true vibrancy of things. These moments reveal a capacity beyond managerial or defensive modes of being, beyond living in autopilot mode.

			It might seem like we have to generate the sense of openness, freshness, joy, revelry, or stillness we touch in such moments. From the Buddhist perspective, however, such a state of being is already there within us and has been so since the beginning. It’s tantalizing to think that perhaps expansiveness lies waiting to be uncovered within us while we go searching for it everywhere else. It’s not something we go toward so much as it is what we are left with when all our running around ceases. Our deeper nature is simply what’s left when we put down the endless task of trying to be somebody.

			

			—

			Thoughts of suicide began for me at age eight. They continued almost daily until I finally found competent treatment at age twenty-eight in 2004. By then, my father had disappeared on my family—twice, I had been bullied and publicly humiliated, physically assaulted to the point of developing PTSD, and I had experienced all kinds of death (including the death of my father, deaths of close friends, and a woman who died while sleeping right next to me). I came close to fitting the diagnostic criteria for borderline personality disorder by the time I landed in treatment. There was nothing “crazy” about that, either, it was simply the manner in which my monkey mind had been conditioned by things that weren’t my fault. I tried everything to shake off the depression and rage: LSD, MDMA, Special K, drum circles, Hare Krishna, Amma, Reiki, Christianity, Wicca, wanderlust, whiskey, punk, politics, dancing in nightclubs. I also tried the more conventional method of taking it out on everyone around me and leaving a trail of grievances behind me. With each attempt at getting relief, the incessant and painful thoughts I lived with would only temporarily abate, if at all. I came to hate everything and everyone. I came to hate myself most of all. I spiraled downward until I reached a point where putting $150 worth of heroin and cocaine in my veins every single day seemed like the only way I could pacify the war going on inside me.

			Like Ken Baldwin, I got lucky. In addition to having people in my life who didn’t give up on me, I found a residential substance abuse treatment facility, Walden House, where I could check in for six months, free of charge. Simultaneous to this, I discovered mindfulness-based meditation. I started practicing within a community called Urban Dharma (now known as Against the Stream), under the tutelage of Vinny Ferraro of Mindful Schools. Meditation, in tandem with the work I was able to do with my therapist at Walden House, helped me to disentangle the roots of my inner chaos. Here I was, in this state-funded rehab—a place in which I slept next to ex-cons straight out of the penitentiary—experiencing authentic, lasting transformation for the very first time. Despite my experiences with enigmatic gurus and ashrams and the like, genuine spiritual life began in the lowest place I had ever found myself. I woke up while at the depths, not on a mountaintop.

			It’s a story for another book entirely, but everything I took in during those six months at Walden House provided the inspiration for who and what I am today. After rehab, I moved to New York with two suitcases, a few hundred dollars, the generosity of a few friends, zero college credits, and a clear desire to give back to the world exactly what had saved me: psychotherapy, meditation, and yoga.*

			Given the nature of the predicaments the thinking mind puts us in, it makes perfect sense that we tend to demonize it. And, there’s more to the story. After all, our brains and bodies are the most sophisticated things in the known universe. They’re more complex and enigmatic than nebulas and supernovas; with the capacity for things we used to call miracles before the advent of science. Picture your brain for a moment like Marlon Brando in the opening scene of The Godfather: raspy, pleading, “What have I ever done to make you treat me so disrespectfully?” After all, despite the fact that the monkey mind, the untamed and undomesticated aspect of our mental experience, may seem like the star of the show, it’s only one character—and a character that deserves much more compassionate consideration than it’s usually given.

			Welcome to the guiding principle of this book: radical nonpathology; the notion that there is ultimately nothing wrong with any of us. That is, when we apply compassionate attention to our lives, even the most troublesome parts of ourselves begin to reveal hidden layers of satisfying wisdom, spontaneity, purpose, and transformative potency. Radical nonpathology acknowledges that those hidden layers were there from the beginning. They are never lost, though we certainly lose our experience of them. In part one, we will see that the monkey mind actually has a perfectly good reason for existing. The monkey mind is not random, it’s not the product of life’s cruelty, it’s not evidence that we are failures in some way, and it does not exist in a vacuum. Rather, our patterns of cyclical thought are but one of many repetitive patterns in our lives that interlock with one another, definitely have an origin, and are trying to get our attention. Our monkey mindedness is a matter that goes much deeper than our experience of cognition; it’s bound up with our evolution as a species and our very survival—from the personal all the way up to the global. Straightaway I will offer you time-tested, evidence-based practices that go beyond mindfulness as it is commonly taught, methods that eloquently address a fundamental mismatch between our biology and the lives we lead.

			In part two of this book, we will take those methods deeper and start to unravel why there are too many frustrated meditators out there. We’ll dig into how we can move beyond the noise of our mind in practice without resorting to hostility toward parts of ourselves. We’ll also move into trauma theory as it relates to every single one of us. How we tend to internalize adverse experiences accounts for how our monkey mindedness manifests, and insight regarding this deepens our understanding of what meditation is really for. Part three offers an exploration of the layer directly beneath our thoughts, the not-so-coded message staring us right in the face but that we don’t tend to see. I will give you science-backed ways to respond that have been shown to increase well-being at the physical, emotional, cognitive, interpersonal, and societal levels.

			In part three, we will unpack and clarify one of the most confusing aspects of the human experience: our strong emotions and the dynamic web of how they function. Here, I will introduce a unique blending of Western psychotherapeutic modalities and Eastern approaches to meditation designed to give you a direct experience of everything our discussion is pointing to. Through the lenses of evolutionary psychology, neuroscience, trauma theory, Tibetan Buddhism, radically nonpathologizing Western psychology, and reason, we will move toward a new understanding of ourselves.

			It is my aspiration that the intelligence hidden within each and every one of our neurotic patterns might be laid bare for you in some way. The jury may still be out regarding this possibility while you gather further evidence within these pages and within yourself, but I will tell you what my two-decade journey has made plain as day for me: it is as if our deeper nature has sent the monkey mind as its emissary—a wonderful beast of a being who has resorted to haranguing us in hopes that we might finally hear its true message.

			
				* The rehab I went to was free and paid for by the State of California through disability benefits granted to addicts. No question: I would be dead or flailing on the streets this very day save for this good fortune of living in a state with a robust social safety net. Because I was offered a chance when on the brink of despair, I now have a life centered on giving back tenfold. If you receive any insight or benefit from this book at all, kindly consider that the next time you vote.
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			THE MONKEY IS A MEDITATOR
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			Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness

			 

			Your present circumstances don’t determine where you can go; they merely determine where you start.
—NIDO QUBEIN

			THE EMOTIONAL EXPENSE OF DISTRACTION

			
				GOD BLESS THE American educational system. And by that, I mean our overworked and underpaid teachers. It seems they have become the sole fuel source of the “Little Engine That Could” of U.S. society, fighting its way uphill like none other. Believe that teachers have my respect as I point out the absurd fact that most of us attended school for at least a decade and a half only to walk away without having learned about the most fundamental aspects of our lives. We trained our minds to remember multiplication tables and history lessons, but were we ever taught to train our attention, the very thing that makes learning and memorization possible? We spent heaps of hours in biology labs, but were we ever taught about the importance of body-mind awareness? We studied the wonders of the respiratory system, but were we ever taught how to use the breath to positively impact the state of our nervous system? We were corralled into our seats for an unnatural number of hours each day, but were we ever taught how to corral a wandering mind?

			“A wandering mind is an unhappy mind.” So says the title of a study by Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert.1 These Harvard psychologists found that, when our minds are out of tune with the present moment, it’s corrosive to our emotional state. If we are doing one thing and yet thinking about another, our spirits drop—even if what we’re thinking about is something pleasant. It’s not that what we think about doesn’t matter, though. Gilbert and Killingsworth found that the emotions of their participants correlated more strongly with the content of their distractions than with what they were actually experiencing in the observable world. Put succinctly: being distracted makes you feel worse, and if what you’re distracted by is negative, you’ll feel even worse still. Furthermore, this “emotional expense” of mind wandering comes about regardless of whether we’re thinking about the past, the future, or pure fantasy. In other words, our busy brains eat away at our enjoyment of life over things that we can’t do anything about, that haven’t happened, or that will never come into being at all.

			The busy beehive of the brain exhausts us. It buzzes endlessly, sapping our resources. We might manage to find an “off” switch, but it always turns out to be a snooze button leaving us to wake up to the same buzzing ten minutes later. That is, if we even sleep. The same broken record that exhausts us during the day also has the power to keep us up at night. The American Academy of Sleep Medicine estimates that 30 to 35 percent of us experience insomnia, and it lasts three months or longer for an unlucky 15 to 20 percent of us.2 The main cause of insomnia is a mind activated by stress—an overabundance of concerns and thoughts about work, family, school, finances, and so on.3 And then we medicate our untamable mind just to get some sleep. Nine million Americans are now taking prescription sleep medications.4 Most of these medications are habit forming and don’t resolve the underlying source of the problem, leaving insomnia to reemerge once the meds are stopped.

			It doesn’t help at all that the contemporary situation for many people, especially in the West, places unprecedented demands on us. We are expected to wear more hats, be adept in more roles, be increasingly flexible in our careers, keep up with an ever-growing number of people and events via an infinite array of social media platforms (the very same platforms that are shrinking our attention spans, no less), ad infinitum. Did the generations preceding us have laundry lists like ours to keep up with? At the very least, they weren’t reachable when they were away from home or not at their desk. They couldn’t be “pinged” on any one of twelve apps on their phone by someone who is expecting a response within hours, if not minutes. (Fun fact: Every time our phones go off, our blood pressure spikes. The buzzing and bleeping of our phones put our bodies on a small but significant emotional roller coaster all day every day.5) Yet, the issue of overstimulation and continual distraction is as old as they come. The Buddha could have told you about Killingsworth and Gilbert’s findings 2,500 years ago: “Nothing can hurt you more than an untrained mind, and nothing can help you more than a well-trained mind.”

			Psychologists and clinicians know that our cognition impacts our well-being, which is why we have so many modalities of therapy that attempt to intervene at the level of thought. I myself was trained in one of the most recognized evidence-based trauma treatments for children and adolescents, Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavior Therapy (TF-CBT). This modality riffs off traditional Cognitive Behavior Therapy, which identifies thoughts as the primary source of our suffering and thus engages clients in a process to change their thinking. The goal of TF-CBT is to diminish the most overwhelming symptoms of traumatic stress, in particular by teaching kids and teens how to reframe and rewrite their thoughts and perceptions, whatever adverse and overwhelming experience they’ve had. I think it’s an excellent methodology for helping young people find their way out of self-blaming, avoidant, hyperemotional, and hypervigilant thinking (which, for kids, is all expressed through behavior). TF-CBT gives them a means to construct a coherent, positive narrative out of an otherwise fragmented traumatic experience.

			However, there is a difference between coping and healing. While it is entirely possible to bend our thoughts toward happiness, this strategy merely manages the content of our thoughts and does little to address the deeper root of the issue. In the freight train of the mind, our thoughts are only the caboose. If we are to truly address that which drains our days and usurps our nights, we want to find our way to the locomotive, where we can deal with the steam engine.

			Where psychologists might help someone reframe and rewrite their thinking—to train the monkey, so to speak—meditators often have an equally one-dimensional approach: they try to kill the monkey. In meditation circles, some unintended connotations of the Buddha’s monkey metaphor prevail: that the thinking mind is a dirty, primitive, lower life form of no real value to us; it’s just a bunch of garbage on repeat. (Take out the trash, already.) Yet this viewpoint contradicts a key tenet of neuroscience: The brain can’t not be doing something. Its very nature is to be in perpetual motion. Imagine standing in front of a fire and judging, shaming, and resenting it for being hot. Sounds both ridiculous and futile, right? Yet this is exactly how many of us meditators try to deal with our monkey minds.

			THE ANSWER LIES IN THE SPACE BETWEEN THINGS

			
				“The space in between things” is a theme that comes up in many arenas related to working on oneself. It’s something we’d do well to get curious about. In the context of this discussion, the space between things offers a key that can unlock the mystery of how we experience the mind and how we might even bring it under our own auspices. It’s sometimes even called the “third thing.” We know that an experience always entails a subject and an object (e.g., me and Led Zepelin’s III). The third thing is what lives in the space between subject and object: their relationship (in this case, my undying adoration of that record). It can be much subtler though, so subtle that we hardly even notice it (e.g., such is often the case with us and our emotions). But we have a relationship to everything we experience, and the quality of that relationship determines the nature of everything we think, feel, say, do, and take in from the world around us.

			Say you go to a workshop with a friend.

OEBPS/9780834841833_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Epigraph


						Contents


						List of Practices


						Foreword by Susan Piver


						Prelude


						Introduction


						Part One: Body—The Monkey Is a Meditator
					
								1. Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness


						
						
						
					




				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Table of Contents


						Start


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						x


						xi


						xii


						xiv


						xv


						xvi


						xvii


						xviii


						xix


						xx


						xxi


						xxii


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9780834841833_L02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780834841833_cover.jpg
M@NKEY

tMESSENGER

MEDITATION & WHAT YOUR BUSY MIND IS TRYING TO TELL YOU

RALPH DE LA ROSA FOREWORD BY SUSAN PIVER





OEBPS/images/9780834841833_title_page.jpg
THE

MONKEY

+MESSENGER

MEDITATION AND WHAT YOUR Busy
MIND Is TRYING TO TELL YouU

Ralph De La Rosa

FOREWORD BY SUSAN PIVER

Shambhala

Boulder
2018





