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e quan i mous / I'kwn m s/ [ih-kwan-uh-muhs]adjective having or
showingequanimity ; even-tempered.

e qua nim i ty / 'ikw 'nImIti/ [ee-kwuh-nim-i-tee]noun mental or
emotional stability or composure, especially undertension or
strain; calmness; equilibrium.

mind /ma Ind/ [mahynd] noun 1. (in a human or other conscious
being) the element,

part, substance, or process that reasons, thinks, feels,wills,
perceives, judges, etc.

2. Psychology the totality of conscious and unconsciousmental
processes and activities.

3. intellect or understanding, as distinguished from
thefaculties of feeling and willing; intelligence.

4. a particular instance of the intellect or intelligence, asin
a person.

5. a person considered with reference to intellectualpower.

6. intellectual power or ability.7. reason, sanity, or sound
mental condition.8. a way of thinking and feeling; disposition;
temper.9. a state of awareness or remembrance.10. opinion, view, or
sentiments.11. inclination or desire.12. purpose, intention, or
will.13. psychic or spiritual being, as opposed to matter.14. a
conscious or intelligent agency or being.15. remembrance or
recollection; memory; attention;

thoughts.

e e

e
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Disclaimer

This book is not about the instructional details of the
Vipassanatechnique, though references are made to explain my
experience with iSome nuances about the origins of Vipassana might
be slightly inaccurate

given that this book is based on my recollection of the stories
from thevening discourses and not based on literature research.
Vipassana is acomplex meditative technique that should be learned
only under formainstruction from trained instructors. Please do not
try it on your ownas it might lead to unintended consequences.

Metaphorically, I am sharing my experiences of undergoing
ahighly invasive multiple-organ life surgery, not as the surgeon
butas the patient undergoing this life-altering procedure. Just as
we hearabout medical miracles but sometimes nd it hard to relate to
them,we need to come into the hospital (meditation camp) to
experience thtransformative process for ourselves. This book is not
a self-help guide, simply a chronicle of the dayby day changes I
experienced during my rst Vipassana camp and the

pursuant existential impact the technique has had over my life
andwellbeing.

Each individuals experience with the technique is unique. No
twostudents of Vipassana have the exact same set of experiences and
theteachings of the technique discourage drawing direct
comparisons. Thisis in keeping with the tenet that the only truth
that our mind absolutelytrusts is what we individually observe, not
what we read about or hear

from others. As such, simply treat this account as one persons
initialexperience with Vipassana, which by de nition is different
from whatanyone else might experience.
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xi

What is Vipassana ?

Vipassana, which means to see things objectively asthey really
are, is one of Indias most ancient techniques ofmeditation. It was
rediscovered by Gautama Buddha morethan 2,500 years ago and was
taught by him as a universalremedy for universal ills. This
non-sectarian technique aims for the totaleradication of mental
impurities and the resultant highesthappiness of full liberation.
Its purpose is healing notmerely the curing of diseases, but the
essential healing ofhuman suffering. Vipassana is a way of
self-transformation through self-observation. It focuses on the
deep interconnection betweenmind and body, which can be experienced
directly bydisciplined attention to the physical sensations that
formthe life of the body, and that continuously interconnect
andcondition the life of the mind. It is this
observation-based,self-exploratory journey to the common root of
mind andbody that dissolves mental impurity, resulting in a
balancedmind full of love and compassion.

The scienti c laws that operate ones thoughts, feelings,
judgements and sensations become clear. Through directexperience,
the nature of how one grows or regresses,how one produces suffering
or frees oneself from sufferingis understood. Life becomes
characterised by increasedawareness, non-delusion, self-control and
peace.

Since the time of Buddha to the present day,Vipassana has been
handed down by an unbroken chain of teachers.
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Although of Indian descent, the current teacher in this chain,
Pujya Guruji Satya Narayan Goenka, was born and raised inBurma
(Myanmar).

While living there he had the good fortune to learnVipassana
from his teacher, Sayagyi U Ba Khin, who was atthe time a high
ranking government of cial. After receivingtraining from his
teacher for 14 years, Mr. Goenka settled

in India and began teachingVipassana in 1969.Since then he has
taught tens of thousands of people of

all races and religions in both the East and West. In 1982he
began to appoint assistant teachers (sahayak acharyas ) tohelp him
meet the growing demand forVipassana courses,which are currently
taught in nearly 200 locations around

the world.Complete details about Vipassana meditation,

camp locations and course schedules are available
atwww.dhamma.org
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Prologue

I couldnt have been happier and more fulfilledconsidering
various aspects of my life great career as apartner in an esteemed
consulting rm, excellent familysupport, wonderful loving wife,
ample worldly possessions,and an amazing circle of friends around
the world. Andwith a recent move to Asia from the US, further
professionalcareer growth opportunities and a sense of personal
renewalwas being ful lled. However, in recent years I had feltthat
something was off about my existence in a way thatI couldnt quite
understand clearly or explain to myself. Iam not sure whether to
call it existential contemplation ora clichd mid-life crisis of
sorts, but I began to feel morestrongly that deep down something
was not clicking. Despitethis line of inquiry brewing subliminally
in the recesses ofmy consciousness, I wasnt actively seeking to
uncover thedeeper and hidden meaning of life by wandering idly
orclimbing mountains and forsaking what I had worked sohard over
the years to create for myself.

Creating more impetus for a changed mental paradigmwithin the
current life construct was the fact that I felt latelythat I was a
bit too much on the edge, and was encouragedby my wife to attend a
meditation camp similar to oneshe had attended several years back
in the US. I was anunusual customer for such a seemingly touchy
feely new-age approach as my background in science and
engineeringwould have normally made me dismiss such pursuits out
ofhand. But thinking that this might be bene cial for relieving
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stress, which was a big enough goal in itself, given my
high-

intensity career, I thought it might be worthwhile to attend.I
was further tempted to go because this particular campseemed to be
offered especially for business executives, so I gured there would
be particular emphasis on how to dealwith stress in the corporate
world.

Id had to cancel once earlier in the year because of

some unexpected work and thus was determined to attendthe camp
this time round. A leadership coach I had beenworking with also
seemed convinced (and I agreed) that nowwas an even better time to
attend such a program to stepback and re ect as Id had more recent
challenges to workthrough, including how to operate and establish
myself in

a completely new and different geographic region.The year-end
timing was also a helpful enabler much

as some of us like to feel that things wouldnt work withoutus
being in the of ce, the last two weeks of the year are thetypically
the easiest to truly tune out because almost everyoneelse
(including my clients) takes time off at the same time.

To facilitate matters further, my wife only had a week
ofvacation around Christmas, so I had to nd a productiveuse of my
additional holiday time anyway, and the timingof the Vipassana camp
worked perfectly.

To start off my two weeks of probably the rst eversolitary
vacation since getting married, I rst went and saw

my parents in Chandigarh (in the northern part of India) andthen
came back via Delhi to attend the wedding of a closefriend and
colleague. This was a great culmination of eventsbefore heading to
the meditation camp as the indulgencein the festivities there puts
a ner point on the sort of life I
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had been living fancy meals, expensive alcohol, rich foods,

eclectic company of friends and socialites truly
celebratorydelights of the senses!

As can be estimated, this sort of lifestyle de nitely hadits
impact. Despite a fairly active workout regimen, I wastechnically
15 kg overweight by BMI (body mass index)guidelines, had borderline
high total cholesterol levels and

deteriorating (though within safe limits) liver functions.
Allthis compounded with facets of a hectic work schedule,partial
insomnia (or sleep deprivation, given the day of theweek) and an
overachieving mindset to overcome all theseobstacles through sheer
will power. I was still fortunateenough (relative to some others I
know or work with) to at

least have a very full life outside of work playing squash twoor
three times a week, extensive leisure travel and learninga new
language (Mandarin) to boot.

Despite doing well by any career or material standards,I started
feeling that my overall wellbeing was in a stateof unstable
equilibrium and not sustainable as my life and

work responsibilities continued to increase. Having beenthrough
multiple rounds of yo-yo dieting and over a year ofleadership
effectiveness coaching, I was ready to try a trulydifferent,
out-of-the-box mind-over-matter type approachto re-tune my lifes
operating system.

If I was counselling one of my clients with such an

overall trajectory, I would have said that this was a caseof
great life performance but poor health, or say a neincome statement
with a bankrupt and highly leveragedbalance sheet! To such a
client, I would have recommendeda turnaround initiative to bring
performance and health
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into balanced harmony. Perhaps it was time to have a taste

of my own medicine.Vipassana had helped my wife sort through
some of

her own existential issues at the time she attended her rstcamp.
Going into the camp, I hoped I would learn to bettermanage
work-related stress and bring more balance into mylife. Though not
the primary motivation, potential weight

loss was admittedly a selling point, as Id seen my wife, whois a
real lightweight to begin with, drop a size upon gettingback from
this program. Surely, I would do better given mystarting point!

Thankfully, my wife had prepared me a bit for whatto expect
going into the program:

- Dormitory style accommodation and facilities- Complete silence
for full ten days- No alcohol or meat eating during the program-
Wake up calls at 4 am- Two meals and light evening snack at 5 pm.
No

dinner!

There was still a lot more that she had omitted tomention, which
worked out well because I might not havebraved the registration
process had I known more aboutthe program. Ten days is a fairly
long time for anyone to commit awayfrom family, work and the
conveniences of modern living.

Yet given my quest for an improved sense of wellbeing,
Ipersisted and forged ahead. Little did I know at the time
thatthese would be the ten most signi cant days of my life.

Having read accounts of people who had gone throughlife-altering
events or turning point moments, I had always
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felt inspired but often wondered if I would ever have a

personal life experience which would energise me to wantto share
it with the entire world.

I can see now that it takes a bit of time in lifes
pressurecooker and a certain amount of luck to come upon
suchevents. Not only did I achieve the now relatively
modest-seeming goal of stress relief, the process awakened me to
the

most fundamental principles of life and existence and
hasunleashed my mind in ways completely unimaginable. The chapters
that follow describe the day by day, hourby hour, sometimes minute
by minute experience I had at theten-dayVipassana meditation camp
from December 22, 2010to January 2, 2011 at the Dhamma Pattana
Centre near the

Global Pagoda in Gorai, Mumbai. I initially started writingto
document for myself the positive changes I experiencedduring the
camp so I could remind and motivate myselfto continue meditating to
sustain the bene ts over the longterm.

I have been through enough attempted personal

change efforts in my adult life and was quite familiar withhow
the euphoria of the initial results zzles out in a matterof months
if not weeks or days! So I didnt want to lookback and think that
this was just another passing phase orfad. Sort of a way of
pinching myself to ensure I wasntdreaming or hallucinating for ten
days when I came back

to the real world.Subsequently, the typical self doubt that I
have

experienced kicking-in in similar situations, that this
changewouldnt really last long term, evaporated completely.
Thatswhen this personal journal turned into a drive to share
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this experience with anyone and everyone I can reach to

encourage others to draw similar or greater bene ts fromthis
secular meditative technique. Having experienced a small yet
lasting taste of thetruly universal laws that govern life,
happiness and misery,existence and meaning, I feel inspired with an
effortlessdrive and energy to write and share my account with

the rest of humanity with the hope that at least a smallfraction
of readers might bene t from a similar personaltransformation.

Even though improved health is considered only a small(but
important) side bene t compared to developing greaterexistential
understanding, dropping two notches on my belt

and seeing my jaw line for the rst time in ve years, I
amconvinced this process holds holistic merit.

Even if only one other person gains this knowledge of Dhamma
(the principles of absolute truth) by learningVipassana meditation
and an equanimous approach to living, I willfeel ful lled in this
endeavour.

I wish that many more people exit the cycle of miseryand find
the state of equanimity that an experientialunderstanding of Dhamma
can bring about through theproper use of theVipassana meditation
technique.

Manish ChopraSingapore
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*Based on recollection

Vipassana Course Curriculum*

Day Program 0 Pre-program introductory talk (Dusk) Noble silence
begins 1 Basic breathing observation instruction ( Aana Pana

meditation begins)

2 Practice Aana Pana and experience basic sensationsin and
around the nostrils 3 Continued practice of Aana Pana and
experiencing

sensations in a triangular area around the nose4 Focus
observation of sensations on a small area

between the nostrils and above the upper lip

Instruction on Vipassana technique 5 Observe bodily sensations
while maintainingequanimity, one body part at a time, from headto
toes

6 Practice head to toes observation of bodilysensations and in
reverse direction from toes to head

7 Observe symmetric body parts (e.g., arms)simultaneously during
head to toes and reversebodily scans

8 Observe the entire body in one full sweep free ow (back and
forth)

9 Practice full sweeps plus start penetrating bodyparts, one at
a time, then entire body

10 Metta Bhavana (compassionate loving) meditationand course
follow-up instructionsNoble silence broken

11 Final discourse and practice Metta Bhavana (Dawn) Principles
ofSeva (voluntary service)
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Daily Program

Meditation in Dhamma Hall or sleeping room

Group meditation in Dhamma Hall (mandatory)

Meditation in Dhamma Hall or sleeping room

Instructions and check-up on progress

Time Activity

0400 Wake up and shower 0430 0500

0530 0600 0630 0700 Breakfast and rest 0730 0800 0830 0900

0930 1000 1030 1100 1130 Lunch and rest 1200

1230 Optional Q&A with conducting teacher 1300 1330
Meditation in Dhamma Hall or sleeping room 1400
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xxi

Group meditation in Dhamma Hall (mandatory)

Time Activity

1430 1500 1530 1600 Instructions and check-up on progress

1630 1700 1730 1800 1830

1900 Instructions and short break 1930 2000 2030 Final
instructions and wrap-up meditation 2100 Optional Q&A with
conducting teacher 2130 Retire to room and lights out 2200

2300 0000

0100 Sleep 0200 0300 0400

Group meditation in Dhamma Hall (mandatory)

Tea, snacks, and rest

Evening discourse by Pujya GurujiS.N. Goenka
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DAY 0 UNEXPECTED BEGINNINGS

Day 0

Unexpected Beginnings

My day started at 5 am as I had to make a two-plushour drive to
New Delhi airport from the Neemrana HotelResort in Rajasthan where
I had attended a friends weddingthe previous night. Despite heavy
traf c even at that earlyhour due to overnight truck congestion, I
managed to reachthe airport at 7:30 am for my 10:30 am ight.
Thinkingthis would give me some time to have breakfast before my
ight to Mumbai where I was to join theVipassana camp at2 pm, I
proceeded to get my ight check-in out of the wayand nd a nice
restaurant in the swanky new T3 terminalin Delhi.

While in the check-in line, I heard a nal boarding callfor all
passengers for the 8:30 am ight to Mumbai by thesame airline. It
struck me that now that I had arrived threehours early, I might as
well try to get a stand-by seat on an
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earlier ight and head to my destination sooner, especially

because domestic ights can easily be signi cantly delayedin
India.

I cut ahead in the long queue and started walkingtowards the
check-in counter on the off chance that I couldstand-by. Another
passenger patiently waiting his turn in theline looked displeased
to see me walk ahead to the ticketing

counter. I tried to avert his glaze and went straight to themost
congenial and cheerful looking airline agent. She saidthat the ight
was overbooked, so I reconciled to the nicebreakfast scenario with
my original ight, guring it waswhat I really preferred anyway.

Suddenly, one of the other check-in agents screamed, I

am closing the 8:30 am Mumbai ight and there is only oneseat
left, to her fellow agents. It was now already 7:45 amand they were
approaching their 45-minute check-in cut-offtime for the ight. My
check-in agents face lit up and sodid mine. I pleadingly smiled at
her to grab that seat for meif it wasnt already taken by another
impatient passenger.

I simultaneously started whipping out platinum elite statuscards
from various partner airlines as a quali cation forbeing the most
deserving passenger for the precious lastseat. She smiled and
winked her eyes as if to say, I got it.Stop selling past the close!
I heaved a sigh of relief and convinced myself that early

arrival into Mumbai was probably worth missing breakfastfor. One
nal keystroke of the computer from the agent andI was in the
precious middle seat in the back of the planeto Mumbai.

Now the mad dash began. Having managed to get a
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for directions in case of dif culty. I arrived at the camp
at

1 pm.I remembered reading in the course registration

con rmation email that we could arrive 2 pm onwards andno later
than 5 pm. When I stepped in with my stroll-onand laptop bags, the
registration desk was a beehive of rapidactivity. People were going
in and out of the adjacent dining

hall. I got in line and was given an induction form with acode
of discipline written in Hindi, as they had run out ofthe English
ones.

I now realised that they had asked us to arrive by 2 pm,not 2 pm
onwards, and that 5 pm was really the time afterwhich they would
not accept any entrants. I was glad that

I had managed to stand-by on the earlier ight as I wouldde
nitely have been a late arrival given that my original ight landed
at 2 pm and it was nearly another two hourdrive to the camp site in
the outskirts of town. I was doublyglad when I found out later that
some of the late-comershad to share rooms.

I was a bit bummed that I had to read the code ofdiscipline in
Hindi, a language that I had completely losttouch with reading,
even though I had aced it in my 10th grade board exams. Also, I
wondered why in the worldthey wanted me to sign this sort of thing
again after goingthrough the exacting online registration in which
I had

already committed to a no alcohol policy, a no speakingpolicy,
no this and that, once already.

My initial impression was that this welcome andregistration
process was a bit overdone. I waited my turnwith the completed
registration form in hand and with my
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signature on the code of discipline, for which I had to jog

my Hindi reading and vocabulary. I was slightly unsureof what I
was committing to, as this list of conditions wasconsiderably
longer than the one I had signed up for on thecourse registration
website! Having come such a long wayfor the course, what were a few
more conditions to complywith?

The course registrar motioned me to sit down andstarted to
review my paperwork. He noted that I had putmy wifes named down in
the How did you hear aboutVipassana section and remarked with
interest, Ah, your wifehas encouraged you to attend! Its nice that
you already havea meditator in the family. I didnt have the heart
to tell him

that my wife had meditated for a few days after returningfrom
her Vipassana camp in 2006 but hadnt continued withthe
technique.

Then came the next question, I see that you are amanagement
consultant, is that a stressful job? It was funny yet charming that
this guy had no idea that being a partner

in a management consulting rm was probably as stressfulas
business careers can get! I coolly told him that, yes, onecould say
there is stress in my line of work, which is why Ihad come to the
camp.

So, does your job require you to do a lot of mentalconcentration
work?, he then enquired. Still amused with

this person, I told him that concentration and focus were
thename of the game when it came to consulting. He responded,Very
well, because your ability to concentrate will improve,and youll
even learn some of it today. I nodded in hopefulanticipation and
wondered why he hadnt said much about
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stress relief.

He then went on to repeat some of the programformalities, which
I knew already, but it was getting tosound like a more and more
formidable process. He stated,There is no cost to students for
attending the course itselfand the only thing we charge for is the
laundry, if you chooseto use the service. I knew already that the
course ran on

donations from previous students who had bene tted from itand
wanted to give back by providing for future students.

I began to wonder about the logic of a course thatwas offered
completely free no charge for even room andboard?! I could
understand that they didnt want to chargefor the instruction itself
since it was noble work and you

cant really put a price tag on it, but out of pocket costs
aresurely estimable.

As I listened with increasing attention, the registrarsmilingly
assigned me a room and said, I am assigning youroom 17 on the
ground oor; you will be quite comfortablethere. I gured it was good
to be located on the ground oor

for easy access to the dining area and the walking
gardenoutside. I was then asked to speak with one of his
colleagueswho would explain some other logistical matters.

This other gentleman, who was equally calm andcomposed, told me
politely that if I wanted to use the laundryservice I would have to
put down a deposit of Rs 200. I

hastily agreed as that amounted to roughly ve US dollarsand was
a miniscule amount to pay for not having to washmy own clothes. The
camp where my wife had attendedthe course did not have a laundry
service.

He then proceeded to explain that the cost of the laundry
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counter and turned everything in and received another

token (this time number 12) for my valuables, electronicdevices,
notebooks, two paperback books and miscellaneousvaluables. I
decided to hold on to my wristwatch as clockswere noticeably absent
in most areas.

I went to my room to unpack and check out the facilities,but it
seemed like the room I was assigned was already

occupied. I went back to the registrar who reassigned meto room
19, which was right next door. I thought to myselfthat the lucky
number 17 was a coincidence after all, andsmiled. I re ected upon
how different my thinking was fromthe registrars. Having wrapped up
my time at the camp,I do truly feel I was really lucky to have been
there and to

undergo the life-altering experience that I did. It couldnthave
been a sheer coincidence that brought me there.

My sleeping room was a picture of minimalistic living.There was
a bed made out of a granite slab hoisted on athree-foot stump of
concrete with enough room for oneperson to sleep reasonably
comfortably, a large cushion on

the oor which looked like it was for meditating, a dryingline
for clothes, some shelves built into the wall, a broomand a dust
pan. No chairs, table or any other furniture.There was, however, an
electronic mosquito repellent, amosquito net folded up and placed
in one of the shelves, aceiling fan and an air conditioning unit.
The organisers had

their priorities right! Mumbai can be very hot and humidin the
summer, and mosquitoes are perennially around toadd more excitement
to the torrid mix.

Then I ventured into the bathroom which was equallybare-boned a
tiny sink, a mirror, a small hook to hang a
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towel, a shower and a toilet. I again noticed some cleaning

supplies in one of the shelves on the window casing. Thiswasnt
the Maurya Sheraton where I spent the night whenI ew into Delhi,
but I told myself that it would do for thenext ten days. After all,
I was there to meditate.

I unpacked a bit but then realised that there wasnt aclean shelf
to put my clothes on, so I put them back into my

suitcase. There wasnt much to house my things in generalapart
from the stoney head of the bed, which became mytemporary
night-stand for miscellaneous items.

With little to do in my room and without my electronicdevices, I
wandered out into the hallway towards the diningroom. It was close
to 5 pm now and I saw people lining up

for some food. I followed knowing that dinner would not
beserved, so I might as well see what was being offered at teatime.
I picked up a wide-rimmed metal plate like everyoneelse and wiped
it with a drying towel that was kept for thatpurpose. The food was
stored in interesting looking metalwarmers.

To my delight there were hot food items idli-sambar (rice cakes
with lentil curry) whereas my wife had preparedme to expect a piece
or two of fruit with tea. I gured thismust be the bene t of
attending the executive program.After all, you cant expect
important business people toskip dinner altogether and settle for a
few pieces of fruit as

their nal meal of the day. I made a mental note to tell mywife
that I certainly must be at one of the ve-starVipassana locations,
which seemed relatively true compared to theMassachusetts centre,
where my wife had to share a roomwith two other female
students.


	
8/9/2019 The Equanimous Mind.pdf

34/316

10

THE EQUANIMOUS MIND

It wasnt too long after I strolled outside for a short

walk after some tea and snacks that I heard an old stylegong
ring loudly at 6 pm. I didnt know what it was for asthe course of
cially began at 7 pm. I started following thethrong of all the
other students, which was headed towardsthe connecting door to the
dining hall for female students.Here two sets of chairs were neatly
arranged, one for men

on the side closer to the male dining hall and another setfor
women towards the other end.

As we all bustled into the longish hall, I remembered my rst day
of graduate school orientation and it felt good to be ata place of
learning after many years of corporate life. Shortlyafter we were
all seated, a person dressed in a simple kurta-

pajama appeared and started to speak into a microphonethat was
fitted with an amplifier and speaker system.

This was where the fun began. The speaker welcomedus to the
program and explained that this was the pre-talkbefore the of cial
start of the program, where questions couldbe answered before we
started observing the silence. He

started with going over some of the rules and guidelines.
Ithought to myself that this process was certainly overdone
inre-reminding us of our to-be regimented lifestyle; this was
thethird time we were going over the course regulations in oneform
or another. In retrospect, I now understand why this wasdone over
and over. In any case, here is what was outlined.

1) We were to maintainarya maun (noble silence) fromthe start of
the program till 10 am on the tenthday. Since noble silence means
silence of the body,speech, and mind, not only could we not speakto
another student, we were not to make any eye
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contact, physically touch, make hand gestures or

even communicate through hand written notes! Allthis was
strictly forbidden and would be monitoredquite seriously.The only
person we could speak with was theconducting teacher, if truly
necessary, or duringthe 30 minute Q&A sessions twice a day. We
could

also interact with a set ofdharma sevaks ( Dhamma servers), but
only for material needs related tofood or accommodation. This was
to be done bywriting our requests on small slips of paper thatwere
provided and placing them into a small boxin the dining hall marked
Requirements.

2) Complete segregation of sexes had to be observedat the camp
throughout. Even couples who wereattending the program together
would stay inseparate quarters and could not talk or meet duringthe
entire course.

3) Any religious items such as talismans, rosaries,

sacred threads and the like were not to be broughtinto the camp.
If any of these sorts of items werebrought in inadvertently, they
must be depositedwith the management for safekeeping for the
entireduration of the course.

4) Clothing was to be modest and in keeping with

the local culture. Decorum must be maintainedin dressing due to
the serious nature of the work.Backs, chests and legs must be kept
covered even ifit was warm. Women were forbidden from wearingtight,
revealing or transparent dresses.
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5) We were reminded about the no external

communication, reading and writing rule.6) Students were to
maintain cleanliness standards

as we would meditate in common areas. Dailybathing and clean
clothes were a must, for whichlaundry service was provided at a
nominal cost.

7) We were not to make any contact with the outside

world and also remain within the designated fourwalls of the
separate male and female quarters forthe entire ten-day period.

8) Students were required to clean their own roomsand bathrooms,
supplies for which were providedin each suite. Aha, this explained
the broom and

other cleaning items!9) Students were not to wear any make up,
any heavy

jewellery, or use cosmetics and perfumes that mightemit an odour
that could distract other studentsfrom being able to concentrate
while meditating.

10) Finally came the tall order stuff, at least in my view.

No consumption of intoxicants or drugs of anysort alcohol,
cigarettes, etc. Use of prescriptiondrug had to be pre-approved by
the conductingteacher.

Complete abstinence from any sexual activity. No telling of lies
or stating untruths or

misrepresenting facts. Since we werent to interactwith other
students, this speci cally pertained toexaggeration or de ation of
information whendescribing responses to the meditation techniqueto
the conducting teacher.
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No killing of any living being, no matter how

small or insigni cant. No stealing.

Once through with the rules, the speaker moved on toexplain the
daily schedule, which was also posted on a hugeposter outside both
dining halls so there was no ambiguityabout it! He went on to
explain that we would be wokenup at 4 am and that a full day of
meditation would startpromptly at 4:30 am with a break for
breakfast from 6:30 to8:00 am, group meditation from 8:00 to 9:00
am, followedby instructions, check-in on individual progress and
moremeditation before breaking for lunch and relaxation from11:00
am to 1:00 pm.

Individual meditation would then begin from 1:00 to2:30 pm,
group meditation from 2:30 to 3:30 pm, briefinstructions, more
meditation till tea-time from 5:00 to6:00 pm and then group
meditation from 6:00 to 7:00 pmfollowed by evening discourse and
nal meditation untilapproximately 9:00 pm with a short break in
between.There were two 30-minute slots for formal Q&A with
theconducting teacher from 12:00 to 12:30 pm and 9:00 to9:30 pm.
Lights out at 9:30 pm. Sleep time from 9:30 pmto 4:00 am. Repeat
the same process for ten full days.

I think this was when it truly sunk in what we all hadsigned up
for. At this point, the speaker genuinely asked ifthere was anyone
who would like to opt out of the programand leave the camp, and
said that the organisers wouldcompletely understand and not be in
the least bit offended.However, once we had agreed to the ground
rules andcomplete adherence to the demanding schedule, there
was
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the Vipassanacentres around the world.

I was grateful that someone else asked the follow up,So whats
different about this executive program? I wassurprised by the
explanation that the executive aspects ofthe program were basically
the nicer accommodation (i.e.,single air-conditioned rooms for
students) and the laundryservice! The executive camp provisions
were such that people

from the business world who were used to a luxurious
andcomfortable lifestyle didnt feel discouraged from attendingthe
program because of material discomforts.

A breath of despair escaped me as I sat back in mychair,
thinking that my primary expectation about learningto relieve
work-related stress wasnt going to be addressed

through this program. Ah well, I wasnt about to become the rst
student to get up and walk out. Besides, where would Igo for the
next few days if I left the camp? Back to Singapore,or stay in
Mumbai as my wife still had another week of workand I was
technically supposed to be vacationing.

I had already activated my out-of-of ce email response

and had no desire to deactivate it, now that I had anopportunity
to switch off completely for ten full days at astretch. Reconciling
myself to the prospect of an email-freeexistence of over a week, I
forged ahead to the meditation

Dhamma Hall for the introductory session. The Dhamma Hall was a
fairly large rectangular room

with two sides for men and women clearly demarcatedseparately.
There was a dais in between with two largishsofa-like chairs in the
front. Square cushions, similar to theone in my room and large
enough for one person to sitcomfortably on, were neatly arranged in
a matrixed fashion
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a few minutes of the chants, the voice started providing

instructions for us two sets separately in both English andHindi
to start the learning process.

To commence the program, we were asked to take a holyoath of
complete surrender towards following the ten-dayprocess, i.e.,
completely setting aside any other viewpointsand doubts and
allowing a certain level of ingoing belief for

the program to bene t us. We were promised that we wouldget
answers to all our questions as the course progressed andassured
that the technique was a known and proven processand that we should
give it an honest chance.

We took the following oath, which is well known fromthe time of
the teachings of the Buddha, for the next ten

days: Buddham Saranam Gacchami

Dhammam Saranam Gacchami Sangham Saranam Gacchami

Which essentially means, I promise to walk the pathof Buddha
(Enlightened One), the path of Dhamma (theprinciples of absolute
truth), andsangha (the noble communityof the Enlightened Ones
disciples).Guruji clari ed thatbuddha is not synonymous with
Siddhartha Gautama as theword buddha can refer to anyone who has
achieved completeenlightenment and mastery over the mind. I
couldntdistinguish the subtle nuance then but it started to
makesense much later in the program.

The main charge for the evening and for the followingday was to
observe our own breathing. It wasnt a breathingexercise or an
attempt to gain control over breathing, butsimply to observe and
become familiar with our own breath
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as it enters and exists through the nose. There wasnt much

logic offered but the idea was to build greater awareness
ofoneself, so it seemed like a reasonable thing to start with.
Ididnt realise that its not easy to observe our own
breathingbecause we breathe involuntarily and continuously.

For the next hour or so, all we did was try to feel ouringoing
and outgoing breath. This is called Aana Pana in

the Pali language. I was becoming intrigued by the processand
soldiered on cautiously. There wasnt a compellingreason to quit
because we werent being introduced toany religious practices, which
I had said to myself upfront,would be a good enough reason to exit
the program at anypoint because I hadnt come in for any kind of
religious

indoctrination. Experiencing my breath go in and out
wascertainly something I could do, at least for the next
littlewhile. The session concluded with another brief round
ofchants fromGuruji , though no one else was chanting along.

The lights came on and the instructor reminded usabout the 4 am
start the following morning. I dashed out

to write in a request for an alarm clock as having turned inmy
Blackberry and mobile phone, I had no way of settinga 4 am alarm
for myself. The alarm clock didnt arrive thatnight and I hoped that
somehow I might wake up earlyanyway as I had woken up at 5 am that
morning to startmy drive to Delhi.

It had been a long and unexpectedly eventful day,leaving the
festivities of a destination wedding resort tostarting out at a
monastic meditation camp in unfamiliarsurroundings.
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Day 1

Sleepy Skepticism

I was woken up by the sound of the loud gong from thehallway
outside my room at 4 am. Two minutes later therewas a knock on my
door. It was one of thedharma sevaks checking to make sure I got up
on time since they hadntbeen able to provide me with the alarm
clock the nightbefore. I thanked him and told him I wouldnt be
needingthe alarm clock after all, thinking that it was impossible
tomiss the hard clanging and repeated sound of the gong. Itried to
shake off the sleep from my eyes and headed intothe bathroom to
take a shower.

We had been advised that there would be running hotwater
available, possibly to make it comfortable to take ashower in the
wee hours of the morning. Exploring thewater faucets, I realised
that the wall shower only ran ice-cold water and in order to get
warm water, I would have to
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use the hot and cold water taps at the bottom, mix them in

adequate ratios to ll up a bucket at lukewarm temperature,and
pour it onto myself in mugfuls in order to bathe.

This was the typical Indian bathing system, but havingbeen out
of India for over a decade, the bucket system just didnt work for
me anymore as I was addicted to thesoothing sensation of water
owing over my body from a

shower-head without me lifting a nger and enjoying thenice
cleansing feeling of the waters force. I had to choosebetween
having a cold shower or doing the water-mixingthing. I braved the
chilling sensation of the cold water andfelt more refreshed and
certainly wide awake.

At 4:20 am, I heard the sound of someone walking

through the hallway with a tinkling bell of sorts (the typethats
called a ghanti in India). This was the reminder wakeup, I gured,
for those who might still be snoozing. It wasclear that these guys
meant business when they said themeditation starts promptly at 4:30
am.

Students started trickling into the Dhamma Hall located

on the second oor. It was an eerie feeling to be doing agroup
activity with 100 other people before the crack ofdawn! The
conducting teachers werent there, nor the voiceofGuruji streaming
from the speakers, so we understood thatwe were supposed to follow
the instructions from last nightand practice meditating on our
own.

I sat down on my designated cushion in the cross-legged
position, put my hands on my knees and closed myeyes to start the
meditation process. We had essentiallybeen instructed to focus on
the sensations associated withthe process of inhaling and exhaling.
As I tried to put my
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mind to it, I realised it wasnt easy to feel my own
breathing

process at its natural pace. Obviously, we can all
experienceheavy breathing or when our breath has quickened.

Secondly, it was nearly impossible to try and
maintainconcentration on the breath itself. My mind would wanderoff
rapidly to all sorts of other things ranging from Thereare some
droplets of water in my earlobes as I didnt have

enough time to dry off after my shower in the haste to beon
time, to Hope this process actually delivers what itadvertises, to
Wonder when and whether they might startreligious discourse on us,
to The guy sitting diagonally tomy left sure shifts around a lot!.
Racing from one unrelatedthought to the next, I kept trying to
bring my mind to the

task at hand, even if I had to quicken my breath a little tobe
able to notice it perceptibly.

Sitting cross-legged in one spot for more than ten or fteen
minutes at a time is harder than it seems. I shiftedaround quite a
bit, as did everyone else. I kicked myself fornot wearing my watch
as there was no way to know how

I was tracking towards the 6:30 am end point as the onlywall
clock in the room was directly overhead. Probably anhour had passed
when I realised I had dozed off, for howlong, I didnt know. I
snapped back to attention with myhead bobbing forward.

I was lucky I wasnt one of the other students who was

woken up by one of thedharma sevaks, who came and gentlytugged
at the sleeping students cushion from one end! Theno sleeping
allowed in the meditation room policy seemedto be policed fairly
strictly and I was fortunate not to berebuked for my transgression.
I managed to pull through
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until 6:30 am, stealing glances at other students watches

during my posture adjustment breaks, and counting downthe
remaining hour, minutes and seconds. I got up somehow given the
numbing stiffness I wasfeeling in my back and lower body, walked
back to my roomand sat down on my bed. I looked at the roof and
askedmyself whether I could really do this day in and day out

for another ten days. Not having had any dinner the nightbefore,
my belly encouraged me to think things over somebreakfast for which
the gong was sounded again. I rst pulledtogether 15 pieces of
clothing that needed laundering, giventhe back-log from the last
several days of travel. I droppedoff the pile at a counter-top
outside the dining hall and

walked inside to line up for breakfast.I was getting used to the
wipe-your-own-plate ritual by

now. Todays main item was poha, a common breakfast snackin
western Indian made of attened rice wafers, somethingmy wife would
x somewhat infrequently given our staplebreakfast of cereal or
eggs. There was also ketchup available,

which I pretty much used with most breakfast items asidefrom
cereal. Further encouraged, I stepped forward andnoticed some dates
kept in a large box, followed by bananasand cut papaya. Having had
a chronic aversion to papayasince childhood (never understood nor
remembered why),I grabbed a couple of bananas and found a place to
put

down my fully-loaded platter.I went back looking for a hot drink
and found three

heated asks, with different labels for Indian Tea, BlackTea and
Milk. This was clearly the executiveVipassana centre as they had
the thoughtfulness to offer black tea,
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which is fairly uncommon in most of India. Being a black

tea drinker, I headed straight down the middle to ll upmy cup.
Taking a few sips walking back towards my spotin the dining hall, I
tasted a distinct tang of ginger, whichis my favourite complement
to tea. After lling myself on

poha, dates, bananas, and washing it all down with gingerblack
tea, I concluded that the breakfast at the camp was

certainly a wholesome meal. I went back to my room and collapsed
on my bed tillI woke up with a start when the gong chimed again at
7:50am. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I headed up to the

Dhamma Hall again for the rst group meditation session ofthe
day. Right at the hour, the conducting teachers came in,

and after the lights were dimmed, the cassette player cameinto
action again. After some brief chants fromGuruji camesome more
instructions.

The main instructional addition from the previous nightwas that
during meditation, its natural that concentrationoften wanders away
because the mind is intrinsically

mischievous and prone to distraction, but we shouldnt
feeldisappointed when we lose concentration from the goal oftrying
to observe our breathing. It made sense from lifeexperiences that
it wasnt easy to focus the mind on one thingfor more than a little
while (minutes, seconds, or sometimeseven microseconds and
nanoseconds are often all it takes for

the mind to be distracted!) but the idea of not associatingany
negative feelings when the mind gets distracted fromthe job at hand
was a new concept.

With the added instruction, we started practicingthe observation
process for the next hour. Fairly slowly
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and somewhat noticeably, through patient practice in the

moments when I could maintain my concentration, I startedto feel
the air going in and out of my nostrils without havingto hasten the
breathing process. I also realised that it wasmuch easier to
concentrate with my eyes closed than keepingthem open; it made
sense that external visual stimuli were asource of distraction and
stole focus away from the inwardly

oriented task of observing my breathing.I shifted my posture
fewer times in this hour-long session

than in the previous one and opened my eyes less frequentlyto
steal glances at others watches to follow the progressof time. I
still hadnt worn my own watch to the Dhamma Hall, this time
purposefully. Knowing my restless nature,

it would have been a huge source of distraction during
themeditation session.

With the hour over, we took a short break beforereturning for
some more instructions. Essentially, theseemphasised the need to
work on meditating with a calmand quiet, yet an alert and attentive
mind and to maintain

equanimity, as the mind wanders off during the process
ofmaintaining focused concentration around our breathing.After a
little more practice, we were encouraged to get somerest and
permitted to go back to our sleeping rooms.

I went outside for a brief stroll to clear my head andit was
soon time for lunch at 11 am. Lunch was fairly

extensive although it didnt come close to the
breakfastexperience. With less than a 24-hour data set of
observations,I presumptively concluded that breakfast was the best
mealof the day at the camp and made a mental note to go all outin
subsequent mornings. I came back to my room and fell
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fast asleep once again to be woken up by what had to be the

loudest and most fool-proof alarm system in the world!I noticed
some changing scenery as I slumbered back

to my spot in the Dhamma Hall a few minutes before 1 pm.Many
people were approaching the conducting teacher toask permission to
move their cushions to the rear wall asthey werent comfortable
sitting upright on their cushions

for the entire hour without any back support. Some otherpeople
were appealing to move off the cushions entirely andbe allowed to
be seated in chairs instead.

Despite the chronic back pain which had been botheringme during
the sessions, I told myself that there was no way Iwould draw
meaningful bene t from this process if I couldnt

even follow the most basic requirement of sitting uprightin the
cross-legged position to meditate. This turned outto be a very good
decision later down the road, although Icontinued to struggle with
the pain for quite some time.

It also didnt hurt that the two of the uncomfortablepeople
cleared out from in front of me and I felt a lot less

claustrophobic and able to concentrate on my
breathingobservation process much better. With the
furnitureadjustment in the Dhamma Hall complete, we proceededto
start the meditation session to focus on observing
ourbreathing.

Im not sure whether it was the food at lunch or

something else, but during the session I started rocking backand
forth and sometimes in a circular motion while tryingto meditate.
The rocking motion certainly induced moresomnolence and I caught
myself dozing off on multipleoccasions during the session.
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Blissfully ignorant, I thought that sleepiness was a sure

sign that the process must be working on me because I wasunder
the impression that meditation was a form of hypnosis,where the
person enters a trance-like state and starts tosee things more
clearly! I found it hard to stay awake inthis session and focused
my efforts to ghting the forces ofcradle-rocking slumber.

After the post-session instructions, the conductingteacher
called us up in small groups of three to ve sadhaks (student
meditators) to check up on our progress.Guruji hadreminded us in
one of the instruction periods to neitherexaggerate nor understate
our experiences with the techniqueas we had taken vows to speak no
untruths during the camp.

I waited a while for my turn as our conducting teacher wasvery
patient and took the time to hear from each studentand answer any
questions (about the technique but notthe theory of Vipassana, as
that was somethingGuruji hadcautioned could lead to mindless
debate).

An hour in, I was called up with a group of two othersadhaks.
When asked, I honestly expressed feeling sleepy androcking in a
circle and sideways when trying to meditate. Theinstructor said
these were common obstacles to meditativeefforts in the initial
stages. Obstacles?! I was just beginningto think that the process
was working on me because it wasall very trance-like and therefore
meditative.

With my bubble pricked, I went back to my roomand lay on the bed
staring at the ceiling wondering whatin the world I was doing
there. I calculated that if I quitthe program now, I could join my
wife in a couple of dayswhen she started her one-week vacation to
India. I started


	
8/9/2019 The Equanimous Mind.pdf

51/316

DAY 1 SLEEPY SKEPTICISM

27

calculating the practical constraints (how would I make

travel arrangements without a phone or access to email,what
would I say to the conducting teacher about the reasonfor wanting
to leave) and pondering over the philosophicalconsiderations I had
never quit when the chips were down.Who knows? Maybe things would
change and I might seethe light soon

The gong announced tea-time and I lumbered intothe dining hall
and was met with an unpleasant surprise the snack du jour was
bananas, cut watermelon, papayaand some chiwda (Indian style salted
wafers)! There wereno metal food warmers in sight so it was clear
what I sawwas all there was to eat, and I knew there wouldnt be
any

dinner.This was certainly a big step down from the previous

evenings hot snack. Now I knew that my wife wasnt kiddingwhen
she said that the evening snack with tea was just a fewpieces of
fruit. Somewhat in denial and thinking wishfully,I wandered around
the dining hall, checking to see if there

was some real food tucked away elsewhere.No other solid food,
but I discovered an additional

thermos ask labeled Ginger Water. Suf ciently intriguedand
reconciled with the minimalistic snack as the last mealfor the day
and trying not to focus on the fact that breakfastwas still a good
13 hours away, I poured myself a cup of

this hot drink.It was probably the most nourishing simple drink
I

had ever sipped, with almost a divinely soothing feel as it owed
down my parched throat. I stuffed myself on myshare of thechiwdaand
tried to shake off thoughts of quitting
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the program. It was time for the 6 pm mandatory group

meditation, which was to be followed by the rst
eveningdiscourse, which still held some curiosity for me. Unable to
even exchange glances with other studentsto get a sense of what
they were experiencing, I didntknow if I was alone in my doubts
about the effectivenessor relevance of the process for me. I had
noticed that there

were over 15 old students during the initial roll call whichat
least meant that some people found enough value fromthe technique
that they had came back for another time toendure the ten-day long
ordeal. I found out later that one ofthe students, an Australian,
had been coming to the campevery single year for 19 straight
years!

Cycling back and forth between doubt and hope, Imade myself as
comfortable as possible for the 6 pm session.I had real dif culty
concentrating and impatiently awaitedthe end of the session so as
to get on with the eveningdiscourse. After the session, the
instructor announced thatthe discourses would be offered separately
in English and

Hindi. I later discovered that allVipassanacentres offer
theinstructions and discourse in multiple languages,
typicallyEnglish and the primary local language where the courseis
offered, and (when possible) any other languages that
arerepresented in the student body attending the camp.

The Hindi discourse was in the main Dhamma Hall

and the English one would be set up in separate male andfemale
mini Dhamma Halls. This was a tough choice and Ionly had a few
minutes to make up my mind. For severalpeople, it was a
straightforward one. All the foreign studentsand several others
hastily moved to the mini Dhamma Halls
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for the English discourse.

Although uent in both English and Hindi, having livedoutside
India for a long time, I had somewhat lost touchwith my native
tongue. I had noticed from the dual languagecassette recordings we
had heard thus far thatGuruji s Hindiinstructions were well
articulated and frequently used somewords that either sounded
unfamiliar to me or I had forgotten

them over the years.I had to follow the meaning of these pure
Hindi words

either in reference to their context in the instructions orby
comparison with the English translation that wouldfollow. This
would be tougher now because the discoursewould only be in one
language in one room so there was

no opportunity to compare and interpret the meaning fromthe
simultaneous translation as was possible with the dual-language
meditation instructions.

I also couldnt recall whether my wife had preferredthe English
or Hindi discourse when she had attended herVipassana camp. Often
when I have considered what my

wife would do in the same situation, it has helped lead meto the
right answer, be it the same or the exact oppositechoice. I
surmised that she must have attended the Englishone because, though
Indian by birth, she grew up outsideof India and I also thought
that perhaps the Massachusettslocation might only offer the
discourses in English.

Despite logically deducing that my wife attended thediscourses
in English, something from within promptedme to stay put in the
main Dhamma Hall and listen to theHindi one. Even in the worst of
cases, if I couldnt followthe Hindi discourse, I could quietly walk
out and go to the
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mini Dhamma Hall. However, it would be much harder to

do the reverse and walk back into the main Dhamma Hallin the
dark without being disruptive, especially since mycushion was as
far away as possible from the entrance doorwithin the male
section.

The video discourse stated promptly at 7:15 pm and Isaw Guruji
Goenka for the rst time a full head of white

hair, calm face, looking like he was in his late sixties thoughI
had heard that he was well over eighty years old now.He started
with stating matter-of-factly that the rst day ofmeditation was
over, and there were nine more days left inthe camp to learn the
art ofVipassana. He then proceededto provide explanations for
everything we had experienced

during the day.The logic behind observing our breath was because
the

process of breathing serves as a medium for our consciousmind to
connect with the unconscious (inner) mind. Breathingbeing a
continuous and involuntary activity also serves asa good ongoing
process to focus the minds attention. He

rhetorically asked if we were finding the process to bedif
cult.

Jokingly, he reminded us not to overeat during lunchnow that we
knew there was no dinner served because stuf ngourselves with food
would interfere with the practice ofmeditation. I was a testament
to the fact that it was dif cult

to stay awake, let alone meditate well, during the post
lunchsession after an over- lling meal! He went on to clarify
thatVipassana is not a religiouspractice Buddhist or otherwise and
hence no chantingof the name of God or a superbeing was involved.
The
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technique, however, is the same that Siddhartha Gautama

used to attain enlightenment and become the Buddha.Apparently,
Buddhas disciples carried on this practice for500 years without it
being lost in translation, after which iteventually became extinct
in India.

When Vipassana had gained popularity over twocenturies ago given
its value, it had also spread to many of

Indias neighbouring countries, one of which was Burma(now
Myanmar). Here it was carefully nourished by asmall group of people
in the classic guru-disciple learningideology, and had now been
brought back to the countrywhere Buddha originally taught and
practiced it. This wasvery comforting to hear because I had been
concerned

that there might perhaps be some religious underpinningsinvolved
in learning the technique.

He explained that breathing observation is one wayto sharpen the
minds concentration but wasnt the endgoal of our meditation. He
pointed out that the mind isprone to two types of activities when
it is not fully under

our control; it is either re ecting on things from the past
oranticipating things in the future. Also, it is either
evaluatingthese experiences (or expecting these potential events)
aspositive or negative, favourable or unfavourable.

As the mind wanders, it cycles back and forth betweensuch
thoughts in a completely haphazard random walk sort

of way and exhausts itself. Its unproductive to dwell on thepast
or imagine the future because neither time frame is inour control.
I have known this intellectually for as long as Ican remember and
the whole world knows this in principle,but Guruji had drawn the
link at the psychological level and
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explained how through further self observations, the link

would become even clearer.He went on to explain that the
processes of Aana Pana

and Vipassana meditation were based on the tenet that welike to
characterise in simple terms as seeing is believing.Only when we
experience certain realities transpiring on ourown physical body
does the unconscious mind get trained

to believe them, much like the breath coming in and goingout
through our nostrils is the only reality that the mindobserves when
focusing on it in the moment. The previousbreath that is gone is in
the past and no longer relevant toruminate over, nor is it
worthwhile to guess what the nextincoming breath would be like. As
such, we must calmly

maintain focus on the present sensations. Guruji then outlined
that through the breathing process,in due course of time and with
continuous effort, we canreach the deeper portals of the inner
(unconscious) mindand cleanse it of its inherent tendency to cycle
back andforth between the past and the future and focus it
solely

on the present. While I had some intellectual grasp overthis
concept, the experiential aha-moment only camewhen I connected the
dots between my thus far theoreticalappreciation with the activity
we had undertaken all dayand its practice.

Suddenly, the clouds of doubt and skepticism were

beginning to evaporate, at least partially. So far, there wasno
aw in the logic and my own experiments all day hadborne out the
theory being postulated. For someone whomakes a living in nding
opportunities to critique businesspractices and recommend changes,
I had found it hard to
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nd a loophole thus far.

Listening now with increased interest, I heardGuruji clarify why
we were made to agree to following certaincodes of conduct upfront.
The idea was that we cant workon learning the technique with a
polluted mind that wasntfree of all kinds of sinful activities.
These were prohibitednot because they are considered unethical or
sacrilegious,

but because doing them can cause the unconscious mind tocreate
negative sensations within the body. These sensations,whether
pleasant or unpleasant, lead to either cravings(raagas ) or
aversions (dweshas ), which make it harder for themind to
concentrate.

The logic of the case still completely air-tight,Guruji

next drew the analogy between theVipassana learning processat
the camp with us going through a major surgery on theunconscious
mind and how it was extremely important tonot let any outside
infections enter the body when it wason the operating table. This
could happen in the form ofbreaking the noble silence, making
contact with the outside

world, or not following the code of discipline in any
otherway.

Finally, he reminded us that we had left our vocations,our
families and our entire lives for a full ten-day period,which was a
signi cant commitment and sacri ce, so wemay as well draw maximum
value from the experience. He

encouraged us to stay strong and work very diligently andfollow
the instructions carefully to reap the most bene tfrom the program.
We were also asked to resolve to closelyfollow the course
timetable. Although strict, it was designedwith careful
consideration to ensure that the learning was
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deeply ingrained into our minds.

The one thing I found particularly clever about theinstruction
process was that contrary to typical learningtechniques, where the
theory is offered before students areasked to validate it through
experiment, we were made todo the exact opposite at the camp. Case
in point, the taskfor the day was only outlined as a mechanised
step-by-step

process instruction the previous night, without offering
anyrationale for why we were observing our breath.

The logical explanation only came later, so we coulddraw the
connection based on whatwe had actuallyexperienced without a theory
bias versus what our mind wastelling us to experience because we
were expected to do so,

as predicted by the theory which we would have
learnedpreviously!

I smiled in admiration of a smarter way to education,which was
not just learn by doing, but learn only thatand only as much as
what we experience versus what weare supposed to experience. In
other words, two different

students can experience two different things. But that iswhat
the reality is for them, and not what the other studentmight have
experienced, and possibly altogether differentfrom what the
textbook predicates.

It did feel more logical to witness reality on an asexperienced
by oneself only basis as opposed to imagining

a certain reality because either thats what we want tobelieve or
what others want us to believe. The gears in themachinery of my
mind started turning as I translated thisvery simple physiological
experiential learning to my ownlifes orientation.
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There was an overabundance of should voices in my

head what I needed to do to be a good consultant, a
lovinghusband, a worthy son, a caring brother, a supportive
friend,and the list went onversus experiencing life as it came
andmaking sense of it on my own. The mind-awakening processwas
slowly but clearly beginning without formally beingasked to
consider these possibilities, which were appearing

unprompted and naturally to me through self-experience,and not
imposed by any theoretical underpinnings.

Feeling inspired to continue on for one more day, orat least the
rst half of the next day, I tuned in to listen tothe tape-recorded
instructions for the following day.Guruji instructed that in
addition to noticing the breath going in

and out, we now also need to pay attention to a few morethings:
which nostril was the breath coming in and outfrom, what sort of
sensations were being experienced inand around the nostrils and
above the area on the upper lipand below the nose. We practiced
these new observationalinquiries for 15 minutes before being
dismissed for the day

at 9 pm.The process was getting interestingly fascinating
and

increasingly difficult. It wasnt easy to notice my ownbreathing
to begin with, and now to note which nostril wasin use was quite a
challenge. I also sat back and wonderedwhy I had never myself
considered to test rst hand how

the essential-to-life breathing process really worked. Withthis
intrigue in mind, I went to bed feeling less skeptical andwith more
anticipation for the rest of the program.
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Day 2

Neurobiological Detox

I was beginning to get used to being woken up by theloud sound
of the gong. It was a sprint to shower and getready to reach the
Dhamma Hall by 4:30 am everythinghappens in slow motion at 4 am!
Thankfully, the conductingteacher had suggested that it was optimal
for new students,to meditate for only one hour at a time to see
best results.That translated into deciding whether I wanted to
meditatefrom 4:30 to 5:30 am or 5:30 to 6:30 am during the
earlymorning session.

Knowing myself, any other choice of an hour longslot, such as an
in-between one like 5:15 to 6:15 am, inthe two-hour time window
would have simply resulted inlack of discipline on my part. I was
more likely to adhereto either starting at 4:30 am or ending at
6:30 am becauseboth were book-ended with some hard routine event
outside
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my control. The earlier one with the impossible-to-sleep-

through communal alarm at 4:00 am at the front end andthe later
one with the start of breakfast at 6:30 am at theback end.

I had asked the conducting teacher which hour he wouldrecommend
between the two. He had said that in generaleither was ne but when
I had persisted with my query,

he suggested thatbrahma mahurat (pre-dawn) is
particularlyauspicious and bene cial. I surmised that the logic was
thatthere is nearly no external activity at that hour which makesit
much easier to concentrate.

Besides, with the universal alarm going off at 4:00 amanyway,
and then the tinkling bells continuing all the way

until 4:30 am, I thought I may as well bite the bullet and gofor
the rst slot and also draw upon the auspicious morninghour! I also
reasoned that it would be better to meditate foran hour, then come
back and nap for an hour before thebreakfast gong sounds at 6:30
am.

I located my cushion in the Dhamma Hall at 4:32 am,

made myself as comfortable as possible, and started theprocess
of observing my breath and also trying to followwhich nostril was
in use and what sensations I was feelingin the nasal area and above
the upper lip. Observing thebreath was one thing but to determine
whether the left, orthe right, or both nostrils simultaneously were
in use was a

totally different matter. For a while, I told myself to focuson
which nostril was in use and not worry about the othersensations
but later found it easier to feel the breath goingover the upper
lip (moustache area) than to determine whichnostril was in use.
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I started wondering why I had never considered the

idea of observing my own breath in what would soon be 35full
years of my life! All those years of biology courseworkin junior
school, we were too busy cramming in technicalnomenclature for
anatomical details of the human bodyand never paused to experience
how the most vital processof our existence actually works. It was
another example of

my mindset and orientation that took simple yet essentialthings
as a given, like maintaining harmonious relationshipswith those
with whom I spend most of my work or familyhours.

Once I was done kicking myself for not being moreaware of
myself, I tried to focus my mind on the act of

observation. This in itself was another reminder of the sortof
life I had been living for too long one in which I amnever sitting
still and experiencing the world around me asit exists and happens,
but always doing something or actingon something.

Therefore, the only world I had been experiencing was

one in which I also witnessed the reactions of my actions,not a
world which was free from the interference of myrestless energy and
sometimes jarring activity. Suddenly,the world in which I wasnt
taking any action and simplyobserving my breath go in and out of my
body, seemed likea more meaningful and serene setting. I wished
there would

be more time for me to experience such tranquility.After this
hour-long process, I walked out with a very

heavy-headed feeling, as though the toxicity deep inside mymind
was working its way outwards to the surface. I hadto postpone my
plans of napping as I felt an urge to take a
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walk outside and clear my head. I wandered out into the

walking garden.There was no one else out as it was still well
before dawn.

The moon was slowly waning the night of the weddingI had
attended was the auspicious full moon ( poornima ) andthe celestial
body was now a few days shy of the completesphere. The lone North
Star was up in the sky near the

moon and the whole sky seemed to come alive around
thiscombination of heavenly objects.

At sharp 6:00 am, Guruji s voice started streamingthrough the
public address system recitingshlokas in a moremelodious tone than
the occasional chanting in the Dhamma Hall. It was a great feeling,
words of wisdom owing out in

pure Hindi, Sanskrit or Pali, with the peaceful morning andthe
outdoor surroundings a perfect environment for me totake all this
in.

The activity level soon picked up as other famishedmeditators
were also desperately awaiting the 6:30 am gongto break their 13
hour long overnight fast. I feasted on a

hearty round of dhoklas (rice and lentil cakes) and the
othertypical breakfast fare, still steering clear of the cut
papayas.I walked for nearly the full hour after breakfast from
7:00to 8:00 am, as my mind was still mulling over the thoughtsfrom
the early morning session.

The 8:00 am mandatory group sitting was announced

and I had just enough time to collect my laundry (whichwas
ironed but still somewhat moist; after all, what can youexpect for
Rs 5 per item), got rid of the light eece whichI had been wearing
to avoid catching the morning chill,and headed upstairs to the
Dhamma Hall. Finally, I felt like


	
8/9/2019 The Equanimous Mind.pdf

65/316


	
8/9/2019 The Equanimous Mind.pdf

66/316

THE EQUANIMOUS MIND

42

2. I try too hard to please or impress others

around me, either with my professional skills, orconversational
abilities.

3. I sound a bit vain and proud and might evenappear
disingenuous to some around me. Frankly,I would have trouble
believing half the stuff I saidif I was being an objective
observer!

It seemed as if I was listening to myself andcharacterising it
as such.

4. I often look for external validation, compliments,or sympathy
from others on my lifes achievementsor distressing situations.

5. Though half-jokingly, I often put other people

down at social gatherings. I now understand thatpoking fun at
others, however lightly, was actuallya way for me to feel better
about myself!

These thoughts were ooding into my consciousness ina
tsunami-like fashion and I had to open my eyes to stopthe self-in
iction of this spontaneous criticism. I noticedthat my face was
ushed red, my breath had quickenedsigni cantly, and there were
beads of sweat on my forehead.A dull but intensifying back pain in
my lower vertebrae wasnow accompanying my heavy-headedness.

I was petri ed by the idea of closing my eyes againand
concentrating on my breath. Before leaving for theprogram I had
told my leadership coach, with whom Ihad been working for over a
year, that the one thing Imost feared about going into the program
(more so thanthe ascetic lifestyle and complete silence) was what I
mightdiscover about myself during ten days of being alone with
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my thoughts. My fears were coming true I was nding

out uncomfortable things about myself and it was only thesecond
day!

I pretended to meditate for the rest of the session as thiswas
the mandatory hour and tried not to think about mydispleasing
introspective revelations. I tried to direct my mindtowards an
analysis of the technique and the physiological

and psychological foundations of how a simple
breathingobservation process can reveal such facts in a
self-evidentand accurate manner.

There was no check-up on our progress after groupmeditation so I
slipped away after the instructions, whichessentially encouraged us
to stay the course despite the initial

dif culties in concentrating the minds focus and learningthe
breathing observation science.Guruji promised that wewould
experience bene ts if we followed instructions andworked sincerely
with patience, and that the inner side ofour consciousness would
awaken. I had no doubt now that Iwas responding to the technique
because of the spontaneous

self-revelations from the prior session.I rushed back to my room
and held my head in my

hands with the fearful foresight that things were going toget
much more ugly and painful if I persisted with thetechnique and
discovered facets of my personality which myconscious mind had
trained me to accept as idiosyncrasies

that made me the person that I was. After more than anhour of
contemplation to consider whether I wanted toknow more about my
deeper characterological traits, I waswilling to take the painful
road to potential salvation.

At this point, I realised why noble silence was such


	
8/9/2019 The Equanimous Mind.pdf

68/316

THE EQUANIMOUS MIND

44

an essential part of the process. With such thoughts going

through my mind, I de nitely didnt want to be talkingto anyone
else about anything consequential. The initialreservation against
the complete silence policy turned intogratitude for the privacy of
thoughts it ensured.

It didnt register what was served for lunch as my mindwas
somewhere else. I went to the Dhamma Hall instead of

practicing meditation in my room for the 1 pm session andtried
hard to concentrate on my breathing. Finally, once,twice, I could
make out which nostril was getting activated tobreathe. I noticed
that there was no clear pattern sometimesone nostril remained the
dominant one, and would switchspontaneously to the other, and very
rarely would both kick

into gear together.A few moments at a time, as my mind would

wander away from the nostricular experimentation,
moreintrospective revelations came to the foreground.

1. My current path (physical, mental stress andanxiety) is
manageable at the moment but notsustainable as I move forward in my
personal lifeand career.

2. I should give change a chance, trust my instinctsabout the
process and view this meditation campas a potential turning point
opportunity in myexistence.

3. I am too attached to lifes outcomes and thatleads to
anxiety-infused behaviour.

4. I have too much self-orientation, which gets inthe way of my
ability to lead others around mewith more inspiration.
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2. I often used guilt to in uence others into complying

with my needs or desires from the trivial to themore signi cant
ones and I was less than pleasantwhen I didnt get my way.

3. Whether through logic or friendly persuasion, Itried to
corner, or convince as I would preferto believe, people into
accepting my views or

approach as superior.4. When offended in a small or significant
way,

I would quickly interpret the affront as a signof disrespect, or
disloyalty if the insolence wasextreme, and was unable to shake off
the feelingof being hurt for a long time.

5. In jest, I would infrequently say things aboutother people,
that werent only critical of theirprofessional performance, but at
times theirpersonality or character as well.

Suf ciently disgusted with myself with these intense yet
accurate revelations, I felt grateful in a weird sort ofway that
this technique of self-observation had acquaintedme with my
unconscious orientation on several importantdimensions of my
existence. The session ended and I headedto my room to splash my
face with cold water. Staring at the mirror, I suddenly realised
that myheadache was gone. Continuing to look at myself moreclosely,
I noticed many nearly dislodged whiteheads on mynose and
surrounding cheek areas. Upon closer inspection,I realised that
this biochemical matter was coming outeffortlessly and I scraped
off well in excess of what wouldever come out in a professional
facial cleansing. I washed
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threw in the towel either on the second or the sixth day.

Most of the remainder of the discourse was focused onimparting
some essential knowledge that was discovered bythe Buddha:

Desire is the root cause of all misery. I rememberedreading this
in my junior-high school history bookwhen learning rst century
Indian history, but at thetime had simply committed it to rote
memory forexam preparation. It was nally beginning to makesome
sense.

When alone with our thoughts, our mind is eitherre ecting on
events (good or bad) from the past, orimagining possibilities
(again good or bad) in thefuture. It spends all its time planning
and schemingabout avoiding unfavourable events and craving themore
favourable ones.The mind hardly stays focused on the present
momentby its own choice and when it does, rarely so in
anon-evaluative (neutral) manner. It associates allthoughts as
being either positive or negative, relativeto the base of our
previous experiences or mentalconditioning.

Our body is a factory of wants and needs. The mindis always busy
tending to the commands of our bodilyneeds. Contrary to the desired
state of having themind being the one in charge, it is often the
otherway round, especially when we experience anythingon our own
physical being.I knew it to be true that even something as insigni
cantas an itch, distracts the mind and it doesnt sit still
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Day 3

Hard Reboot

Having rested well in a deep sleep with a clean bodyand mind, I
woke up recharged and ready for the long dayof meditation ahead. I
was beginning to like the feeling ofa refreshing cold shower early
in the morning. My wakeup routine was down to a science by now
every minutewas counted out for each activity so I would be ready
in30 minutes at and I would be seated on my meditationcushion in
the Dhamma Hall by 4:30 am. The fact that Iwasnt shaving helped
knock off a good 10-15 minutes fromthe morning rituals.

Todays exercise was to persist with observing thebreathing
process and learn to recognise the sensations inand around the
nasal area. As I tried to focus my mindtowards acknowledging
sensations like itching, warmth andmoisture, more self observations
began to surface.
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1. I cant keep reliving my childhoods painful

experiences in my current life. Those m
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