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PRAISE FOR MEDITATION FOR THE LOVE OF IT
“This is classic wisdom of the East, cast in a very personal and accessible form. It is authoritative and inspiring and will make you want to meditate for the highest reasons and in the most effective ways.” 
ANDREW WEIL, MD, author of  Spontaneous Healing AND  Meditation for Optimum Health
“This is an inspired, beautiful, and thoroughly sage-like book! Sally Kempton writes about meditation as very few can—combining the perspectives of scientist, devoted seeker, authoritative spokesperson of the ancient tradition, and, I venture to say, one who dearly loves and seeks to know the highest truths.  Meditation for the Love of It offers both practical teachings on ‘how to’ meditate and an inspired survey of what meditation ultimately is meant to lead us to, the recognition and capacity to live knowing that life is indeed sacred. I encourage anyone seeking more happiness, clarity, and love in their life to drink of its curative wisdom—better yet apply any of the practices that Sally, so expertly, lays out. You and our world will, no doubt, be made better for it.” 
ROD STRYKER, founder of ParaYoga, author of  The Four Desires
“Love this book! Sally Kempton is a modern communicator of a traditional practice, and in this book she generously shares her forty-plus years as a committed explorer of the soul. With great compassion and depth of experience, she affirms the challenges of quieting the mind while opening you to those realms of consciousness where you are able to exist wondrously within the pulse and flow of your own being. Her poetic prose invites you into the vast landscape of the mind, where all are welcome, all are divine. I’m grateful to Sally for this how-to guide for the soul, and I am excited to deepen my own experience of meditation through her inspiration and guidance.” 
SEANE CORN, international yoga teacher and activist, co-founder of  Off the Mat, Into the World
“A thoughtful, intuitive, and uncommonly well-written book, which can only be welcomed by all who follow the way of meditation.” 
PETER MATTHIESSEN, author of  The Snow Leopard
“Sally Kempton is one of the great realized teachers on the meditation path, whose Integral understanding of life merges seamlessly with her mastery of meditation. She is a guide for our time.” 
KEN WILBER, author of  A Brief History of Everything
“One of the most practical, clear, and fascinating guides on meditation that has ever been written. This book can totally revolutionize your meditation practice and quite possibly your life!” 
JOHN FRIEND, founder of  Anusara Yoga
“Sally Kempton is a true gift to the yoga world, for she is able to communicate the living wisdom of meditation through her engaging, natural, and practical writing style, which vibrates with flowing consciousness. Sally awakens meditation from within, and her teachings in this book will resonate with people at all levels of experience on the spiritual path.” 
SHIVA REA, yogini, martial artist, and creator of  Yoga Shakti, Inner Flow Yoga, and Solar Flow Yoga DVDS 
“Deep thanks for  Meditation for the Love of It. It is a warm, gentle, immediately relevant book that will help many people and touch many hearts.” 
ROBERT A. JOHNSON, author of  We, Inner Work, and Balancing Heaven and Earth
“Sally Kempton is well equipped to guide on how to love our way to the divine life and the joyous oneness it epitomizes. I often recommend Sally Kempton to my own meditation students as a realized guide on the path of awakening. The chapter on her three-week meditation program alone is worth the price of this book, but I would say that the true delight here begins with getting to know this extraordinary yogi Sally Kempton. We are all blessed to have her and her genuine tantric lineage and teaching transmission in our lifetime.” 
LAMA SURYA DAS,  author of Natural Radiance and  Awakening the Buddha Within
 “Meditation for the Love of It is a gift to the world; a kiss to the inner life.” 
MARIANA CAPLAN, PHD, author of  Halfway up the Mountain and  Eyes Wide Open
“Sally Kempton can awaken your heart and still your mind in a way that will radically amaze and delight you. If you are going use just one guide to meditation, this book should be it.” 
MARC GAFNI, PHD, author of  Soul Prints, co-founder of iEvolve, Integral Spiritual Experience, Center for World Spirituality 
“Don’t meditate because you think it is good for you—that can be a waste of time—do it because your soul craves the love it was meant for. Let sitting down on your cushion be a rendezvous with your beloved. Meditation can be the most fulfilling love relationship you will ever have in your life—a love that lasts more than one night, a love that is true, eternal, boundless, delight. With this book to show you how, begin now to meditate for the love of it.” 
SHARON GANNON, author of  Jivamukti Yoga: Practices for Liberating Body and Soul



 To my students




 Set fire to the self within by the practice of meditation.

—SHVETASHVATARA UPANISHAD 
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Finally, now and forever, I offer salutations to the original guru of gurus, Shiva Mahadeva, the inner guide who lives as Awareness in all of us, and is present wherever the truth is known and expressed. And above all, to the ever-playful Shakti, the pulsing love at the heart of reality, who has become all that is, and by whose grace we are each, in the end, set free. 



FOREWORD
The thing about me and meditation is that I do it pretty much all the time. If meditation is devotional, focused, one-pointed concentration on a single thought or notion or feeling ... well, turns out I’m really fantastic at that. Would you like to know what I was meditating about this morning, as I walked my dog in the lovely summer woods? I’d recently had a quarrel with a friend of mine, and I was meditating on how unfairly he had treated me. With devotional, focused, one-pointed concentration, I got my meditation boiled down to a single word, echoing endlessly throughout my head:  unfair, unfair, unfair, unfair, unfair...
So that was a successful, enlightening way to spend a few focused hours. 
But that’s not my only accomplishment! Sometimes I also find myself lost in this deep old meditation:  tired, tired, tired, tired, tired...
On other days, it’s:  stressed, stressed, stressed, stressed, stressed...
Or:  hungry, hungry, hungry, hungry, hungry...
And although such meditations are, of course,  deeply uplifting, after a while you do start to wonder if perhaps you could be putting your mind to better use. You start to wonder if this is all you are—a constant singsongy litany of complaint, of want, of indignation, of frustration, of weariness. Is this really how you want to spend your one miracle of a human life? In a clanging mental cage of never-ending blah-blah-blah...? 
Yeah, me neither. 
This why, over the years, I’ve made efforts to replace my bouts of  accidental meditation with a practice of  deliberate meditation—which is to say, I have been striving to learn the art of replacing the mundane din with a mind full of quiet wonder. What I really want (what we all want, I believe, deep down inside) is the ability to choose my own thoughts, rather than living forever in the sometimes whiny, sometimes angry, sometimes lethargic, always chattering monkey-hut of my unfettered human brain. 
My journey began over ten years ago, when I started practicing hatha yoga because of a physical ailment, but found myself strangely transported by the short (but powerful) episodes of guided meditation that followed each practice. My curiosity about that feeling—the absolutely unaccustomed sense of peace and well-being that meditation fleetingly brought upon me—led me to seek out true teachers, who could help me learn how to master this practice. Luckily for me, my search led me to Sally Kempton, whose writings on meditation were beyond helpful to me; they were lifesaving. 
The wonderful gift of Sally is her utter lack of pretension. She is not only one of the best meditation teachers in the world; she is also  one of us. She manages to fearlessly explore the outer reaches of the universe without ever losing the warm voice of your dear friend from just around the block. Most generously of all, Sally is honest about her own shortcomings. She is unafraid to share her own disappointments, her own frustrating episodes where meditation lost all its joy for her and became inaccessible, dry, or a chore. And then she shows us how she got it all back again, how she stubbornly forged her way once more to the source of all enduring sweetness. And then she shows us how we can get there, too. 
Sally’s groundedness—her supreme approachability—is a gift beyond measure in a field of study that too often turns teachers into imperious, droning despots of obscure esoterica. Simply put, a patronizing perfectionist is not what you need when you’re learning the bone-rattlingly difficult practice of meditation. You don’t need somebody who will make you feel even  worse about your very natural human failings. Instead, you need real warmth and compassion, patience and empathy. Sally has all this. 
Not to mention, of course, that she is an encyclopedia of utter wisdom.  Meditation for the Love of It is like a precious road map, generously handed over from a seasoned and experienced pilgrim. Think of this book as the most important travel guide you’ll ever encounter, written by a true nomad of the mind—one who has faced down every demon, investigated every trick door, unburied every mystical hidden village that Consciousness has to offer—and who now offers to show you the way. 
Take her counsel. Take her comfort. Yes—even take her tips. (You will need every one of them along your journey.) Best of all, though, please take with you a measure of Sally Kempton’s spirit—the irresistibly fun part of her who recognizes that meditation should not merely be a lifeline, or a salvation, but should also be an adventure, nothing less than a stupendous exaltation, a thrilling revolution of the self. What else, after all, are we going to do with our short, wondrous lives that could possibly be more important than transforming ourselves, molecule by molecule, into an experience of pure love? 
Embrace that teaching, and watch your mind start to change. 
And then watch your life start to change. 
As Sally puts it so beautifully: “Let the inner dance unfold.”  Why not start now?
—Elizabeth Gilbert 
August, 2010 



PREFACE
I learned meditation from an Indian guru, a master who worshiped reality as divine energy, or shakti. He was a yogi of radical accomplishment and fearsome discipline, and he also used more abstract words like “Consciousness,” “Awareness,” and “God” to describe the mystery at the heart of life. Yet the great lesson he taught me was how to connect to the pulsing energy that makes life juicy and delicious, while at the same time being aware of an observing, detached Presence that stands aside from all activity. In the years I lived with him and the years since, his example prodded me to do whatever I could to unite the two sides of my nature—the devotional, emotional part that loves the melting sweetness of an opening heart, and the objective Knower that holds all experience in spacious awareness. That fusion of knowing and loving is what I call devotional contemplative  tantra. It is what inspires me to meditate. It is what I have tried to convey in this book. 
This way of meditating is tantric in that it recognizes the world and ourselves as a tapestry woven of one single intelligent energy. It is devotional because it cultivates a loving attentiveness to ourselves and the world. It is contemplative because it asks us to turn into and take rest in the interior spaciousness where we know the self as pure transcendent awareness. 
I should also let you know what I mean when I use the word  tantra. There are many schools of tantra, but the tantric tradition I follow is at its heart a methodology, a set of yogic practices that aim at yoking us ( yoga means “yoke”) with the numinous energy at the heart of things. One fundamental premise of tantra is that a skillful practitioner can use anything—any moment, any feeling, any type of experience—to unite with the divine. 
The core tantric strategy is to harness and channel all our energies, including the apparently distracting or obstructive ones, rather than trying to suppress or eliminate them. When we do that, the energy within thoughts, within emotions, in our moods, and even in intense feelings like anger or terror or desire, can expand and reveal the ground that underlies everything, the pure creative potential of consciousness itself. Tantrikas call that creative potential shakti. 
Shakti, the so-called feminine aspect of divine reality (often personified in Hindu tradition as a goddess), is the subtle pulsation of creative potency that permeates all experience. It is normally so subtle and hidden that tuning into shakti can feel as if the veils came off your senses, or like that moment in  The Wizard of Oz when the landscape goes from black-and-white to Technicolor. In our reflective moments, the felt sense of shakti can be accessed by sensing the life force that pulses in the breath, and that is often experienced as energy currents moving in the body. In the yoga traditions, this internal shakti is called  kundalini. It is quite literally the power that impels spiritual evolution. Though kundalini has hundreds of facets, one of the simplest ways we experience it is as a subtle energetic pull—sometimes called the “meditation current”—that draws the mind inward when we meditate. Many of the practices in this book help draw your attention to this energetic presence in the mind and body. 
You’ll also find some devotional practices and invocations in these pages. I offer them for the same reason that I practice them: because they help awaken the heart, and open us to the love that is the true essence of life. 


INTRODUCTION
Awakening to Meditation
One summer afternoon during a meditation retreat, I discovered that I contain the entire universe. It happened quite unexpectedly, all in a rush. I was sitting with my eyes closed in a room with several hundred other people, very much aware of the sensations in my body and of the faint rustles, coughs, and other sounds around me. The next thing I knew, there was a kind of implosion. Instead of being around me, the room with all its sensations and sounds was inside me. My awareness started to swell until I could feel the earth, the sky, and even the galaxy inside me. In that moment, I understood, with a surety that was both exhilarating and terrifying, that there is only one thing in the universe—that it is Awareness, and that Awareness is me. 
The experience faded after an hour or so, but the understanding it gave me has never gone away. 
At the time, I’d been traveling a winding spiritual path for a couple of years. Like so many people, I started meditating not because I longed for enlightenment, but because I was in a moderate life-crisis, and hoped meditation would make me feel better. I was living in New York, writing for  Esquire, New York Magazine, and the  Village Voice, leading the life that my left-wing humanist upbringing had laid out for me, priding myself on my hipster creds. On the outside, it was fine. I had an advance from a major publisher, a new boyfriend whom I was sure was the love of my life, a rent-controlled apartment—and a chronic case of restlessness and slight despair that never really went away. I’d already investigated marriage, politics, romance, psychotherapy, and the fruits of money without discovering an antidote to my low-grade emotional pain. Meditation drew me because it seemed like a way of getting to the roots of myself. Even in those days, when meditation was still considered an activity for saints, hippies, and other eccentrics, it was supposed to be a great way to settle the mind. 
My new boyfriend happened to be a seasoned tourist on the spiritual circuit. He encouraged me to take a three-month spiritual training being conducted by a Bolivian teacher named Oscar Ichazo. The training promised enlightenment—which didn’t happen, at least not for me. It did, however, confront me with some inner demons I’d been doing my best to ignore. It also made me fall in love both with yogic wisdom and with the refining power of spiritual community. Along with getting to know some of the tricks of my own ego, I began to crave interior experience. 
So when I arrived at that summer meditation retreat, I was ready to let meditation transform me. It was why I had come: the retreat was being conducted by a celebrated spiritual master from India, famous for being able to unlock meditative depth in others. 
After that awareness-expanding meditation, I was in a new relationship to myself and to my own inner world. 
I opened my eyes to a world scintillating with love and meaning, and felt sure that I had found the answer to everything I wanted in life. Like my expansion of awareness, ecstasy didn’t last; but like the expansion itself, it changed everything. The meditation master in whose presence the experience had arisen became my guru—the teacher whose transmissions and guidance would guide my practice for years to come. And meditation became my path. 
KUNDALINI AND MEDITATION
What had happened that afternoon was an awakening of the  kundalini shakti, the inner energy that nearly every esoteric tradition recognizes as the force behind spiritual transformation. Kundalini (literally, “coiled energy”—so-called because when the energy is inactive it is said to be “coiled”) can be awakened in several ways: through yoga postures, through deep meditation, or, as happened that afternoon, through the transmission of energy from a teacher whose own kundalini is active. The awakening of kundalini can be subtle or dramatic, but however it occurs, it brings the energy of Spirit into the foreground of our lives, shifting our priorities and stirring our hidden resources of love, understanding, and insight. 
Kundalini’s power unfolds as we meditate. The awakened energy draws us into meditative states and begins showing us the tracks of our inner country even as it tunes the body and mind to a new level of subtlety and awareness. Over time, kundalini transforms our vision until we see the world as it really is: not hard and bumpy and irrevocably “other,” but filled with a single loving energy that connects us with one another and the world. 
The effects of this awakening on my life have been widespread and various. Mainly it has shifted my sense of being. Once I had seen that vastness, no matter how caught up I might get in my thoughts or emotions or agendas, a part of me would always know that I contain a reality beyond all that: that in truth, “I” am expansive Consciousness. Over the years, I have come to measure my spiritual progress by how much I am in alignment with that initial insight—by how firmly I am able to identify myself with Consciousness rather than with the person I sometimes think I am. 
It has been a road with many sidetracks and hairpin turns. Yet, little by little, the alignment comes. I’ve been meditating daily for nearly forty years, and though it didn’t happen all at once, I’ve come to count on entering the space of expanded Awareness for at least a while every day. Over time, meditation has chipped away at my feeling of being only this physical person, defined by my history, my looks, my intelligence, my opinions and emotions. Meditation taught me to identify—precariously at first, then more and more firmly—with that subtler part of myself, with that field of spaciousness behind thoughts, with the tender energy in my heart. With the pulsation of pure spaciousness that arises when thoughts die down. With love. 
From the beginning, sitting meditation has been the most reliable way I know to touch the tenderness of pure being. I have treasured it. Of course, my love affair with meditation has been like any other unfolding relationship. It has had its ups and downs, its fertile seasons, and its apparently barren ones. Meditative states, after all, arrive spontaneously and naturally. They come in their own time and their own way, gifts of the unfolding kundalini. I have fallen spontaneously into meditation while walking, writing, or sitting in a meeting. I have also had weeks when I couldn’t touch the meditation bandwidth at all. Meditation is often surprising, and certainly cannot be forced. 
But neither can it be approached passively—which is the point of this book. The effort required of a meditator is quite subtle, a matter of attunement and awareness. We learn this attunement gradually, and we learn it by meditating. Fortunately, much of what we learn can be shared, and over the years as I’ve worked with students and taught classes and retreats in meditation, I’ve found that some of the attitudes and practices that have helped me have also been useful to other people. This book evolved as an offering to other committed meditators. It is a way to share certain principles and attitudes that meditation has taught me, and that seem to work not just for me but for others as well. 
The most important principle to understand about meditation is this: we meditate to know ourselves. We usually think of meditation as a practice or a process, yet meditation is also a relationship. If it is a process, then it is the process of coming into loving relationship with our own Consciousness. In the  Bhagavad Gita, Krishna defines meditation for his disciple Arjuna by saying,  “dhyanen atmani pashyanti”: “In meditation, the Self [the pure Awareness that is our essential nature] is seen.”[1] This sounds like a simple enough statement, but as we meditate, we come to realize that knowing the Self is far from simple. Which “self” do we encounter when we meditate? The greater Self, for sure—the  atman, as the Indian sages call it, the luminous Consciousness beyond the discursive mind. Yet, we also encounter a lot of other aspects of our selves, including the parts of us that seem to hinder the experience of our essence. One of the boons of meditation, if we allow ourselves to engage in it fully, is that we not only come to see all this; we also learn how to move through it with love. In this daily act of plunging into our inner world, the separated parts of ourselves do come together. The loose ends of our personalities meld with our Awareness, and we become whole. 
 The spirit is so near that you can’t see it! But reach for it ... Don’t be the rider who gallops all night And never sees the horse that is beneath him.
—RUMI[2] 

Of course, this level of transformation doesn’t happen overnight. That is where we sometimes get confused. Most of us enter into meditation rather naively. We bring along expectations, ideas, assumptions. For instance, we sometimes imagine that successful meditation is a kind of prolonged honeymoon in which we rove through fields of bliss and float along deep lagoons of peace. If our relationship with the inner world becomes troublesome, boring, or more intimate than we bargained for, we feel frustrated, disappointed, or even ashamed. We might decide that we really aren’t so good at meditation, and it is often at this point that we give it up. 
We would feel a lot better if we realized that meditation is like any other intimate relationship: it requires patience, commitment, and deep tolerance. Just as our encounters with others can be wondrous but also baffling, scary, and even irritating, our encounters with the self have their own moods and flavors. Like any other relationship, this one changes over time. And it is best undertaken with love. 


CHAPTER ONE
The Lure of Meditation

Meditation is not something for which you need a special talent, the way you need a talent for mathematics or art. The real key to going deep in meditation is  wanting to go deep. The more you crave the taste of the inner world, the easier it is to meditate. In Sanskrit that desire is called  mumukshutva, the wish for the freedom that comes with Self-knowledge. Your desire doesn’t have to be huge at first. Even a slight spark of interest is enough, because the inner world is actually yearning to open up to you. Once your meditation energy has been awakened, it keeps pulsing inside, just under the skin. It is constantly sending you signals, whispering, “Here I am! Meet me! I’m your guide! I have so many things to show you about yourself!” That is why the moment you become truly interested in knowing your Self, in entering the field of your own Awareness, the 
inner world begins to reveal itself. It can’t help it. That’s what it exists to do. 




The problem is that we aren’t always interested in our meditation. Many of us, when we meditate at all, do it because we know it is good for us. Perhaps it is part of our ongoing self-improvement project or a strategy we use to keep stress at bay. Shortly after this book began taking shape, a friend complained to me about her meditation practice. It had become flat, she said. It didn’t deeply engage her. In fact, she didn’t much enjoy meditating. I could tell from her tone that as a serious spiritual practitioner, she felt slightly ashamed about this. So I asked her, “What’s the best thing about meditating for you?” 

She thought for a minute, and then said, “It’s my therapy. When I sit down, I’m usually burning with inner upheaval, worried about something, or just stuffed with negativity. I repeat my mantra for fifteen or twenty minutes, and when I get up, my mind is calm. I feel quiet. I can go on with my day.” Then she said, “I know I have to do it every day, or else my mind makes me crazy.” 

My friend is getting something important from her practice. In fact, she’s experiencing one of meditation’s major gifts: its power to clear the mind. Yet because that’s all she wants, she gets up from meditation just at the moment when the real sweetness inside her could start to reveal itself. It’s when the mind calms that we begin to discern the wideness of our own being, the love inside. If, along with appreciating meditation’s therapeutic benefits, my friend could meditate for the sake of entering into herself, she might stay in meditation a little longer and go deeper than she is going now. 





The people who seem to get the most out of their practice are the ones who simply  enjoy the act of meditating. This doesn’t necessarily mean that they have exotic experiences. Far from it. Many swear that they have never so much as glimpsed a light or seen a vision or felt their thoughts dissolve into spaciousness. Yet if you listen to them talk about their practice, you realize that they are tasting the richness of their entire meditation experience in all its seasons. 

When you approach your meditation with interest, that simple time of sitting becomes enjoyable in itself. You listen to the whisper of the breath, you savor the pulsation of a mantra—a meditative word—as it sinks through the layers of your consciousness. You enjoy the rising stillness, the vagrant images flitting through the inner space, and the gradual shift into a quieter mind. Each moment, whether dramatic or seemingly boring, can be full of fascination. You are with yourself. You are with God. Your meditation is an entry into the cave of the heart, the cave of the spirit. 

On the other hand, if you look at meditation as a duty, or if you approach it with impatience and rigid expectation, waiting for an  experience and feeling bored or angry with yourself when your mind doesn’t immediately get quiet, you fall out of relationship with your meditation. That is because meditation is anything but a mechanical act. Seeing your inner experience as boring, feeling discouraged when it doesn’t unfold as you think it should, telling yourself “I’m not a good meditator anyway”—all this is actually a rejection of your inner energy, your shakti. Just as a friend cools toward you when you hold back from her, 
the shakti that makes your meditation dynamic becomes elusive when you ignore it. But it will leap up to meet you once you begin attending to it with love. 




So one of the secrets of deepening our meditation is to discover how to awaken our love for meditation and to keep it alive—even when our experience is subtle or apparently dull. 

Take a few moments to look at your own relationship with meditation. How do you feel about meditation? Do you enjoy it? Do you approach it dutifully or methodically? Does it ever surprise you? If you’re new to meditation, are you unsure where to start? Do you wonder whether you’re doing it “right”? What does meditation mean to you? You can also ask yourself how you feel about the Self you experience in meditation. What is your relationship with that Self? 

MEDITATION AS PLAY

Most of us would like to love our meditation. We want it to be a delight to us, a source of joy. For this to happen, it helps to stop worrying about whether you have “good” meditation. The truth is that there is no such thing as “good” or “bad” meditation. There is only your unfolding inner awareness and your relationship to the Self. You don’t need to worry, “Suppose I blow this session? Suppose I do something wrong? Suppose I waste my time?” Instead you can look at meditation as an experiment or, better yet, as a game you are playing with yourself, as an exploration. You can give yourself permission to be creative. For example, when you sit to meditate, you might ask, “What will happen if I breathe with the feeling that I’m being breathed by the universe?” Then you could 
try this and note the results. You might wonder, “How would it be if I spent this meditation period just witnessing my thoughts?” and try that. You might have an impulse to work with some classical form of self-inquiry, like “Who am I?”—and then spend an hour noticing what happens to your feeling of identity. You might think, “I’d like to have a more devotional feeling in meditation,” and then spend a few minutes praying or invoking grace with some imaginative form of inner worship, like offering flowers on the altar of the heart. Or you might decide, “Today I’m just going to ask for grace and see where the meditation current takes me,” and then surrender yourself to whatever experience comes. You can allow yourself to be playful in how you approach your meditation sessions. 










 The true practice of [meditation] is to sit as if you were drinking water when you are thirsty.



—SHUNRYU SUZUKI[1] 




Permission to Play


I had been meditating for many years before I fully realized that meditation yielded its greatest riches to me when I gave myself permission to play. It happened at a time when I had let myself fall seriously out of relationship with my meditation practice. Ironically, by then I was a swami, a renunciant monk, and a teacher in an order of Indian monks. But, like many people who live in spiritual communities, I had made work and service— karma yoga, as it’s traditionally called—my core practices. Though in earlier years I had meditated intensely—and experimentally, trying out different approaches and different techniques—at some point my meditation had become fixed in a certain routine. I had my accustomed ways 
of sitting, of focusing, and I rarely thought to go beyond them. It didn’t occur to me to contemplate my meditation experience or to work with my practice. Instead I took it as it came, enjoying the moments of contact with my deeper Self. When these moments didn’t come, I sat my daily hour anyway, hoping that kundalini was somehow moving me along. In truth, meditation had become an almost unconscious act—something I did every day and took for granted, like eating and sleeping. 








Then one day I found myself assessing my practice. What I found surprised me. I had been meditating for twenty years. I had experienced many positive changes in my character, and my mind had become calmer, sharper, and smarter. My emotions were less unruly. I felt an equanimity I had never had before. I was happier. 

Yet it had been some time since I had moved deep into meditation. Usually my thoughts remained, like a substratum of static underneath everything. Usually my consciousness stayed on the surface of itself. In fact, I spent a lot of time drifting through realms of thought and reverie. 

It was clearly time for a reevaluation. So I began asking myself some basic questions: Why do I meditate? 



What is my real goal in meditation? 





What do I like about my meditation practice? 





What do I feel needs improvement or change? 





Would I be willing to live with my current level of inner experience for the next ten years? 










The answers I came up with were a little disconcerting. The first thing I realized was that the shallowness of my meditation was a symptom of lost clarity about my goal. If you had asked me what I wanted from meditation, I would have glibly answered, “To realize my true Self,” but in reality I was not living as though Self-realization were a real goal. Instead I was using my spiritual practices as Band-Aids or perhaps as tonics—nourishing techniques that I employed to keep myself in good working order. 

WHAT DO YOU REALLY WANT FROM MEDITATION?

As I was in the process of discovering, to ask yourself what you really want from meditation is a key first step in building or rebuilding your practice. For me, the answers came with a surprising power. I wanted freedom, I realized. I wanted an end to the anxiety and craving and fear that have created so much unnecessary suffering in my life. I wanted meditation to take me beyond the neuroses, attachments, beliefs, and fears that still plagued my inner world. And I wanted meditation to be what it was when I first discovered it—dynamic and engaging, a rendezvous I approached with love and excitement no matter what happened. 




 Set fire to the Self within by the practice of meditation. Be drunk with the wine of divine love. Thus shall you reach perfection.



—SHVETASHVATARA UPANISHAD[2] 



At that point, I stopped and reminded myself that meditation can’t always be fun. Meditation is also a process of purification, I told myself, so there are bound to be days when sitting is somewhat 
boring and even painful—aching knees, long stretches of time when I just field my thoughts. If I insisted that meditation be fun all the time, I wouldn’t last long as a meditator. I wouldn’t be able to sustain the simple daily effort it took to sit every morning and keep my mind from wandering. 









But wait a minute! I said to myself. Don’t be so puritanical! Even if it’s not always fun, surely meditation should engage me, interest me, and create anticipation for the next meditation. Otherwise why would I do it? It’s all very well to say that we meditate to become better people, or to give ourselves the inner wherewithal to live compassionately, or to be better parents or writers or bankers. Those are fine reasons to meditate, of course. Yet, I thought, the sages who first drew me to the spiritual path—Ramakrishna, Ramana Maharshi, Kabir, Muktananda—lured me with their joy in the quest, with their wonder at the experience of the inner world. There was a promise, in fact, that meditation would be dynamic, would open up something unseen and unheard, would surprise me, extending my senses to a new level of awareness. That it would be, in fact, joyful. I did truly want joy in my meditation. 




 The Infinite Goodness has such wide arms that it takes in whatever turns to it.



—DANTE ALIGHIERI[3] 



With this in mind, I decided to reenter my meditation practice as a beginner. So I began approaching my daily practice as an experiment. I decided that I would let myself work with my meditation in an open way, not looking for specific results. I wouldn’t expect anything when I sat. I would simply regard the time I spent in meditation 
as a time of learning, as a time to be with my own consciousness and with the basic teachings of my tradition. I would see what was there. I also decided to meditate with a sense of fun. In other words, I would give myself permission to bring an element of lightness and spontaneity into my meditation. I would let myself play. In fact, each time I sat to meditate, I would consciously remind myself, “It’s okay to be playful.” 









These two strategies—seeing meditation as an experiment and giving myself permission to play—turned out to be crucial to the process that followed. First of all, they helped me slip past the voice of my inner critic, the judgmental inner observer who often hovered over my shoulder, pointing out the flaws in my practice. Second, the experimental attitude freed me from a tendency to make meditation into a routine. Fear of meditating in the “wrong” way or of simply wasting my time had sometimes made me turn techniques that were supposed to be helpful guidelines into unbreakable rules, which became hedges around my imagination and intuition. The realization that it was fine to play with meditation uncoiled springs of tension, so that I could begin to see what was actually there when I closed my eyes and turned my attention inward. 

The first instruction I began to play with came from Ramana Maharshi, one of my early heroes. His words: “Taking the Self as the target of your attention, you should keenly know it in the heart.” The focus on the Self—the underlying Awareness behind all experience—was the crucial part of the equation. But the second part of Ramana’s instruction, I’d always found, was just as essential. Of course, I thought I “knew” the inner Self. I 
even had standard ways to turn toward the heart. But on this particular morning, I decided just to turn my focus inside. Not to work with any particular technique, just to sit with my attention trained inward, on the field of my own inner heart. 












Exercise: Exploring the Inner Heart 

Perhaps you would like to try this. Close your eyes, and let your attention move gradually down toward the inner center behind the breastbone, a few inches to the right of the physical heart. You can start by focusing on the front of your breastbone, about eight finger-widths below the U-shaped bone at the base of your throat. Then, imagine a plumb line dropping from just behind your nostrils into the middle of the chest, behind this spot on the breastbone. Let the breath flow in and out to that spot. Feel and sense the energy there, in the inner body, behind the breastbone. Without judgment, notice how the energy feels there in the heart-center. It might feel soft or prickly, melting or hard. For now, let the inhalation flow from the nostrils down into the heart center, and flow back up from the heart before it passes out through the nostrils. 



THE FIELD OF YOUR CONSCIOUSNESS

When we turn into the energy of the heart center, we may experience it in many different ways. Sometimes, especially at the beginning, emotions come up—love, sadness, even anger. If 
we focus on the energy in the emotions, rather than the content, the emotions we encounter begin to melt, and their energy takes us deeper. At other times, we may see colors, or simply feel energetic sensations. That day, I focused on the felt sensations of energy in my heart-field. I let my attention move backward, moving “into” the energy-field. I let myself be with it, just as it was. As I sat with this inner field, I noticed that I was observing it as something outside of me. I began to wonder what would happen if instead of keeping myself outside the field of my heart-energy, I were to actively enter into it. Would this bring me more deeply into the inner world? 










At that point, I did something that is rather hard to describe: I entered the field. I did it by imagining an opening in the heart-space, and projecting my attention through it, as if I were entering into the energy in the heart. As I did, the heart seemed to expand. I became aware that there was a seemingly endless spaciousness behind the heart. I began to “move” through it—not of course, moving my body, but my attention. 

After a few minutes of traveling through this inner field, I found myself in a deep heart-space. I call it a “heart-space” because when I was in it, I felt rooted in myself: still, soothed, and full of loving tenderness—all feelings I associate with the heart. My mind was quite awake, and from time to time would send up a thought or a query. But “I” was sunk deep into this heart-space. 

I began to explore it, to feel out its qualities and its subtle attributes. I could feel a pulsation, a subtle ripple of movement, a resonance, and as I focused on that pulsation, it opened further. Each time it did, it moved me deeper into 
the sensation of love. There was a luminous quality to it as well. It was like being inside a soft crystal—utterly transparent and shining. 







From then on, my meditations became explorations of the inner heart-field, that world of subtle sensation, love, and clarity. It grew subtler the more I entered it, and the trick to deepening the experience (for me, at least) was to keep moving further into that field of energy. 

Sometimes the field of luminosity would take on colors or turn into a landscape. More often it would remain a kinetic experience, a subtle sensation of being touched from within by a loving energy, a presence that moved and flowed, sometimes very light and subtle, sometimes thrillingly intense. 

THE INNER BELOVED

After a few months of this kind of practice, I became aware of an elusive, loving Presence within the field of myself. There was something intensely personal about the Presence, as if I were being introduced to an inner lover, the Beloved that the Sufi saints speak of so enticingly. He (at the time, I related to it as “he,” though obviously it has no gender) would seem to call to me from inside at certain times of the day—around noon and in the late afternoon. The call took the form of an intense feeling of pressure in the heart. My attention would be pulled inside, so powerfully that it was painful to resist. If I found 
myself in a meeting or on a walk when the pull came, I would feel irritable because resisting the inner pull to meditate was as uncomfortable as trying to resist hunger pangs or the need to sleep—it was that intense and that physical. If I was sitting at my desk, I would be almost forced to abandon what I was doing, close my eyes, and hurry down the corridors of consciousness toward the presence. 













 There is a Secret One inside us; The planets in all the galaxies pass through his hands like beads.



—KABIR[4] 



My afternoon and evening meditations became like successive rendezvous with that inner presence. It was elusive, always slightly out of reach, yet each time it surrounded me with a blanket of love that, on different days, throbbed softly or strongly. On the days when I gave in completely to the call and sat until I came out of meditation spontaneously, the encounter with the Beloved was so entrancing, so ecstatic, and so subtly delicious that its afterglow would pervade my entire day. I’d find myself seeing hidden beauty and sweetness in people whom I’d ignored or found irritating, as though I were seeing through the eyes of my inner lover. There were days when I felt literally intoxicated with tenderness. 

For several months, my schedule allowed me to make time to sit in meditation for more than an hour each morning and evening. I found, however, that I had to make meditation a major priority; otherwise a resistance—almost a resistance to the intimacy of the encounter—would tempt me to read or walk or in some way fill those hours with activities. But I discovered that if I kept my practice steady, the deepening process remained steady as well, and that when I didn’t honor the inner call, it created a kind of distance from myself, an energy barrier that made it more difficult to step into the heart-space the next time. 







The encounter with the inner Beloved is one of the most alluring fruits of meditation. But there are many different ways in which your consciousness can open when you sit. I came to realize through these journeys—as I believe you will also find as you take your own journeys into the subtle field of your own Awareness—that the inner world is filled with loving Presence. One secret of encountering that loving Presence in yourself is to pay persistent, tender attention to the energy that presents itself as you meditate. This kind of attention is soft. It’s a relaxed, yet intentional willingness to be fully present with yourself, to attend to the energetic substance of your own mind, rather than its contents. You perceive with tenderness whatever arises—a thought, an image, an emotion (even a hard or painful one)—as you feel your way into meditation. Yet you don’t get fixed on its contents, on its “story.” Instead, you stay with the felt sense of the energy. Presence is a feeling-state, and it emerges when we approach our inner world with intention to feel and sense our way into its mysteries. 

THE FRUITS OF DEEP PRACTICE

The processes I’ve described—questioning my attitudes toward practice, experimenting playfully with meditation, approaching my practice not as a task but as a way of being present with myself—changed my experience of meditation, as it will change yours. Most mysteriously, it changes your relationship to yourself. After just a few months of this exploration, I had more confidence in myself. I sensed an inner solidity and decisiveness that were quite new. Instead of feeling unclear about my truth 
and needing validation from others in order to accept my own insights as important and valid, I had begun to trust that my inner experiences, my intuitive feelings and reactions, were reliable guides to action. Friends told me that I had become more spontaneous and more “real” in my relationships. More than that, deep layers of shame and unworthiness fell away. All this was—and continues to be—the result of entering into direct relationship with my own shakti, with the subtle energy inside me. One primary teaching of the Indian yogic traditions is that our fears, doubts, and suffering arise from ignorance of our real nature and are burned away through the knowledge of the Self. Over the years, I’ve often had the feeling that I was experiencing this directly—experiencing how an hour’s immersion in my own wider mind, or a few moments of recognizing the play of my own deeper energy in the movement of thoughts, could shift my behavior and relationships. 







Meditation is the basis for all inner work. We might struggle conscientiously to change our limiting qualities; we might saturate ourselves with instructions and help, both concrete and subtle. Yet in the end, it is the direct, naked encounter with our own Awareness that shifts our understanding of who we are and gives us the power to stand firmly in the center of our being. No one else can make this happen for us. Meditation does. 

To make use of the principles and practices that follow, you needn’t commit yourself to meditating for hours at a time. What 
you do need is continuity of practice, even if at first it’s only fifteen or twenty minutes a day. The act of sitting every day with a clear intention to explore your inner being will begin the process. Then, as you learn to pay attention to the signals from within, you’ll know when it is time to begin meditating for longer periods. It is your intention, your sense of the goal, that makes even a brief meditation powerful and allows you to enter your own core. 





I suggest that as you read, you try the exercises in the chapters. You can do this in several ways. First, you might like to read through a chapter and then go back and practice the exercises. Alternatively, you could stop reading when you come to an exercise and try it for a moment or two. Many of these exercises, especially in the early chapters, are designed to help you assimilate one of the basic principles of meditation. Practicing the exercise can actually bring the concept alive. You might also want to keep a journal or notebook beside you as you read, so you can record any insights or inner shifts that arise when you practice an exercise. In that way, reading this book can become an experiment in meditation and contemplation, and an exploration of your own inner world. It is my hope that this exploration brings you revelation and delight, and that it helps you open more deeply to yourself and to the greatness inside you. 










 The world of qualities becomes green and is dried up, but Kabir meditates on the One who is the essence of the world.



—KABIR[6] 
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