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ontemplation is an activity that requires we turn within,
Cto the source of the Refuge. This turning within is the
arising of the mind that seeks the Way. It forms a bridge, over
which much can flow, between formal seated meditation and
the training of daily life. Regular meditation gives us an anchor
of stability in the midst of life’s ever-changing conditions. This
enables us to see more clearly what is revealed by the awareness
that deepens as we train, in a steady grounded way, throughout
the day. Contemplation enables us to receive, digest, explore and
learn from those invaluable insights by providing a broader eye,
the eye of the ‘heart-mind.’

This ‘heart-mind’ could be called a union between the hara
(our internal sitting place situated in the lower abdomen), which
connects us with the Refuge (all that the universe has to offer),
and the thought processes of our conscious or cognitive mind.
It is based in, and facilitates, the natural harmony of body and
mind and responds generously to our longing to seek out and
know the truth and to find the deepest reality we can be aware
of. It helps us to understand all that has gone into making us the
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being we are, clarifies what we need to do in order to resolve
our karma, and is also a means by which we can both offer our-
selves to the source of all existence, and be called forth.
Ultimately we see that the heart (of meditation) and the
ordinary everyday mind (our conscious thought processes), are
different aspects of one whole and not separate entities, but it
is helpful to begin by clearly discerning the difference between
thinking about spiritual issues and reflecting upon them. From
my own experience, | would say that the unhelpful way in which
we may have been used to using our minds could be said to be
a thought process based in suffering because it has the illusion
of a fixed sense of ‘self’-consciousness or ‘me’ (rather than the
Refuge) at its centre and at its reference point. Fundamentally
we could say that thinking in this way takes place in the head
using our brain and intellect. We rely upon a store of knowl-
edge that comes from memories and experiences processed by
a mind that cannot see clearly (because it is disconnected from
the source of true insight) and thinks it has only its own limited
resources to rely upon. When we feel that we have to be our
own Refuge this places great stress upon the thinking mind, it
does its best for us but cannot resolve spiritual issues without its
deeper aspect, the heart. Most of all, the confused mind wants
to protect itself and continue its own existence, so it seeks out
pleasure and tries to run from pain (anything which touches on
its unresolved confusion). This activity deepens the confusion,
it limits our ability to see the whole picture and keeps discon-
necting us from the source of true insight and help. Thus we cre-
ate, and impose upon our own minds, the illusion of ‘self.” This
could be described as trapped confusion that thinks it is a fixed
entity and wants to stop hurting, but ends up holding onto and
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continuing its own phantom existence by clinging to misguided
mental habit patterns and the activity they produce.

In contemplation (which is based in and relies upon that
which is free of confusion and suffering) the thinking mind is
both able and encouraged to follow its natural inclination, which
is to turn towards the hara, or one could say the Master in the
Heart of the sitting place. Freed from the stress of being discon-
nected (by us) from the Refuge, the mind rests in the Heart and
becomes a relaxed receptacle, open to whatever insights may
come. As our mind, in its natural pure state, has no sense of per-
sonal identity, of ‘me’, so it has no corner to fight for, or against,
and is therefore able to see, hear, and understand more clearly.

My own journey with contemplation began many years ago
as a young novice at Shasta Abbey. The days were long and we
worked very hard. When the renewal days came [ was exhausted
and wanted to rest but could not do so. When I sat down I felt so
stressed I would get up and do something, anything other than
be still with myself. One day it struck me that there was some-
thing here that I needed to explore. Why couldn’t I relax, why
did I find it so hard to be with myself? I then began to spend
one hour each renewal day sitting down and ‘just being.” At first
it was very hard and brought me face to face with all the anxi-
ety and tension that was within me. I began to realize that the
part of me that could clearly see the distress was not distressed
or anxious or confused. This brought relief and a sense that in
seeing this [ was seeing the way forward. From the inward look-
ing gaze, step by step, would come the means by which all the
turmoil could be resolved. I was in safe hands.
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Looking within and acknowledging that there is a great
deal of work to be done on oneself may not be easy at first,
although it is always easier than turning the other way and not
looking. Training shows us that within us is a pure place of clar-
ity and insight upon which we can rely and the path of training
is the path of relying upon it. Contemplation confirms and deep-
ens our ability to do this.

If you are new to training and think you would like to
try contemplating then begin by establishing a steady grounded
daily practice. When we sit in formal meditation we entrust all
that we are to the heart of the sitting place. Trust in the suffi-
ciency of this and of the practice of calling the wandering mind
back to the activity of the moment.

There is also a need to pay great attention to the Precepts
which offer a guide in how to live in harmony with our true
nature and all that surround us. In Rules for Meditation it says
“The body must make no violent movement.” To go against the
Precepts is to make a violent movement that causes mental agi-
tation and physical distress. This clouds our mind, distorts per-
ception and makes it more difficult for us to reflect within, see
clearly, make wise choices and break old habit patterns. The
invaluable basics of our practice will help us to find a stable
base. They will also deepen our faith in our inherent complete-
ness and in our ability to connect with the Refuge and benefit
from all that contemplation has to offer.

When you feel ready, begin by setting a time of ten or
fifteen minutes (this can be extended later on). We can con-
template sitting, walking, or lying down but I would suggest
beginning in a comfortable chair that offers good support to the
spine. Keep both feet flat on the floor, never contemplate with

summer 09.indb 22 09/06/2009 17:23:32



Contemplation and the Mind that Seeks the Way 23

crossed legs. Relax into the chair, yield to it, feel how it holds
you. Have hands and arms in any relaxed and supported posi-
tion that suits you and gently restrain any urge to fidget, day-
dream or chatter.

Lower the eyes, keeping them open, exactly as you would
when meditating, then take a moment to see if you are holding
on to tension in any part of your body. If you are, then relax that
part of yourself and let the tension fall aways; if it cannot then
don’t see this as a problem or a fault, just be glad to sit with it.
Take a moment for body and mind to come together and settle
down so that you feel at ease, breathe naturally, then let your-
self ‘just be.” You are not trying to do anything at this point
other than just getting used to being still, relaxed, and quiet with
yourself in a contemplative way, aware of what this reveals.

It is said that reflecting within is like looking into a jew-
elled mirror because it reflects the truth of what lies within us.
At first we may feel bored or stressed, or perhaps we are com-
fortable and at ease with ourselves, either way you can just take
note of what you see, there is no need to judge it, there is no
right or wrong here, just an awareness of what the ‘heart-mind’
reveals and getting used to abiding in that place of just being. If
you find this distressing, accept that and resist the temptation to
either escape from the discomfort or to try and create stillness
or peace of mind. We cannot self-manufacture these things, nor
do we need to do so, for they are already within us waiting to
come forth as we resolve the issues that block them. It is enough
to be still with what is there and to entrust it to the ‘heart-mind’
of contemplation. When the time limit that was set is up, quietly
move on to the next activity of your day.
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When you have got used to just being with yourself and
feel ready, then move on to the next step, which can be done
sitting in your chair, as previously described, walking, or lying
on a bed.

To contemplate lying down, rest flat on your back with
head, arms and hands comfortably supported. A pillow behind
your knees can help the back and spine to be relaxed. Keep
the eyes open and lowered, as previously mentioned and do not
worry if you occasionally fall asleep; this can sometimes hap-
pen when you are lying down and deeply relaxed, there is still
great value to doing this and much can happen beneath the sur-
face. If you are regularly falling asleep this could be because
the mind is trying to protect itself from something that is hard
to look at, in which case use the will to wake up and refocus.
Without frustration or despair, gently reassure the mind that all
is well and continue to reflect within.

I would like to look at walking and contemplating out of
doors in detail in part two of this article, and for now will just
say that we should walk at a natural steady pace which does not
make the heart beat faster as it does when we walk to exercise.
The heart and lungs, like our body and mind, will naturally
come together in relaxed harmony. Although it is best to do this
away from cars and roads, that may not always be possible and
we should maintain an awareness of what is going on around us
so we can be safe when crossing a road.

You can begin by calling, or inviting into your mind, what-
ever you wish to contemplate and understand more clearly, for
example “Why do I keep getting impatient, how can I help this
part of myself?” This should be done with genuine care and
respect for ourselves. We can then lower the eyes, as in medi-
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tation and let the inward gaze (our awareness) be drawn to the
hara. You could say we are making a well within us into which
anything that wants to can flow. I then let my eyes move where
they want to (this is only a problem if you find it distracting).
Our body may occasionally readjust its position and we should
give it the freedom to do so. The spirit of contemplation is to
look within, let go, open up and relax and there is no need to
keep ourselves on a tight leash. When contemplating we are
genuinely seeking for the truth and every part of us knows this.
We can feel our senses turning within, establishing their own
connection with the Refuge, and we can trust that our entire
being is working for our good.

We can also trust that our question has been heard and
nothing will be lost by our not consciously holding onto it. We
need to relinquish the urge to control, resolve or ‘sort out’ the
issue by thinking about it in a way that excludes the Refuge,
because these are all activities which create mental agitation
and physical distress that hinders the inward looking gaze and
can block the flow of clarifying insight. They create tension
because the (understandable) inclination to grab at a quick fix
answer is based in fear and doubt and serves only to continue
our sense of lostness. When contemplating we are not trying
to get rid of something as quickly as possible because we don’t
like it. We are seeking, within tender stillness, to understand
it, to see its root, so that we can resolve the issue in a real way.
Knowing this may not be a quick process, we willingly train
with it and give ourselves all the time we need so that no corner
is cut, no stone left unturned. Contemplation is an act of love, it
draws everything into its heart and doesn’t push anything away
because to do so would be to exclude it from the only place
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