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GETTING STUCK

The Body Reacts

The minute that even the most gentle attempt is made to quiet the
mind, to go within, to loosen the hold of one’s overlearned way of
thinking and being, new experiences occur. Many people, after their
first hours of meditation, feel unusual patterns or rushes of energy.
There is no cause to fear. Merely watch and open to these changing
energy patterns. Don’t resist them. Where there is fear, there are
blocks in the body, and energy cannot flow.

Each person has his or her own special weak spot where tension
first manifests. For some it is stomach upset, for others pain in the
neck or in the small of the back, for others headaches. Just sitting
quietly for twenty minutes often creates tensions in a body that is
used to being constantly on the move.
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Sleep habits may also change. You may need more sleep or less
sleep. Even the tiniest quieting of the mind releases energy. If it is
able to flow through you freely, you will probably feel energized
and sleep less. On the other hand, if your old habits hold on strongly
and you struggle against the energy, you get fatigued.

Don’t get lost in overreacting to the pains or tiredness. Just make
yourself as comfortable as possible and proceed with the meditation.
For the most part they are only distractions, not symptoms of a real
illness. In each case, gently adapt in whatever way is required. Don’t
be afraid or exaggerate these things into a melodrama. Don’t obsess.
These physical symptoms come and go during meditation.

If you treat each such manifestation as real, you’ll spend
thousands on doctor bills. Once when I was meditating intensely for
several months, I began to feel very ill. I went to a doctor who kept
making me come back for more tests. He charged me outrageous
fees, until I had run up a six-hundred-dollar bill on tests alone, none
of which showed anything. I got so frustrated that I just decided to
get better. I stopped worrying about my symptoms, and they went
away.

This is not to say that you should not treat illness. Remember,
your body is your temple—you must take care of it properly. Just
give up your melodrama about being sick. If you’re ill, get whatever
treatment you need. But do so matter-of-factly, and don’t use illness
as a cop-out to stop meditating.

The body constantly tries to draw attention to itself by its shiverings, its breathlessness, its
palpitations, its shudders and sweats and cramps; but it reacts quickly to any scorn and
indifference in its master. Once it senses that he is not taken in by its jeremiads, once it
understands that it will inspire no pity that way, then it comes into line and obediently

accomplishes its task.

—René Daumal

Mount Analogue

Do not try to drive pain away by pretending that it is not real;



Pain, if you seek serenity in Oneness, will vanish of its own accord.

—Sengstan

Buddhist Texts

The way that will relieve your woes on the physical plane will also take you to the highest

spiritual realizations. And the way is simple. No resistance.

—Thaddeus Golas

The Lazy Man’s Guide to Enlightenment

The Mind Reacts

Over the years we develop strong habits of perceiving the universe,
and we come to be very secure within these habits. We selectively
perceive our environment in ways that reinforce them. This
collection of habits is what we call ego. But meditation breaks the
ego down. As we begin to see through it we can become confused as
to what reality is. What once seemed absolute now begins to seem
relative. When this happens, some people get confused; others fear
they may be going insane.
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You must expect that growth requires change. A child’s structure
of reality alters as his or her endocrine system starts to change in
puberty, leading sometimes to confusion and emotional upset. So it
is with meditation that as you grow into a more conscious being,
your old realities crumble and there will be moments of
disorientation. The best strategy for dealing with this disorientation
is to note it and let it be. Don’t try to push it away and retreat into
familiar habits. Most people need not fear this disruption. Although
you may feel some anxiety, the ego’s defense mechanisms usually
give way no faster than you can handle it. But if you find these
reactions too disturbing you can cut back on the amount of
meditation you do, or even stop altogether for a while. When you
feel more calm and relaxed, ease back into meditation.

The path to freedom is through detachment from your old habits
of ego. Slowly you will arrive at a new and more profound
integration of your experiences in a more evolved structure of the
universe. That is, you will flow beyond the boundaries of your ego
until ultimately you merge into the universe. At that point you have
gone beyond ego. Until then you must break through old structures,
develop broader structures, break through those, and develop still
broader structures.

In fact, a person always finds when he begins to practice meditation that all sorts of

problems are brought out. Any hidden aspects of your personality are brought out into the



open, for the simple reason that for the first time you are allowing yourself to see your

state of mind as it is.

—Chogyam Trungpa

The Myth of Freedom

Recently a woman came to see me who considered herself very
close to having a nervous breakdown. One of her symptoms was
unpredictable amounts of energy, so great at times that though she
would ride her bicycle for three or four hours, afterward she would
have more energy than when she began. She also -cried
unpredictably, for no apparent reason. She would sometimes look at
some of her clients—she was a therapist—and feel such love for
them that she wanted to kiss their feet or worship them. She would
wake up at night with visions of beings talking to her, and feel
presences in the room. Her vision would keep shifting so that what
seemed a reality at one moment would be a dream a moment later.
Sometimes she wasn’t sure whether something that happened the
night before was real or a dream. A constriction in her throat kept
rising upward, and she felt energy racing through her spine.

Most of these symptoms, if presented to a traditional
psychotherapist, would be treated as pathology. When I heard her
description I recognized at once that what was happening to her
was the awakening of the kundalini, the energy that resides in the
psychic tube in the spine known as the shushumna. I rummaged
through my papers and found a list of the symptoms that occur
when kundalini awakens. I read her the list, and over 80 percent of
her symptoms were on the list. As I read, her anxiety subsided, for
suddenly she felt she was no longer crazy. She could now
understand that she was in the midst of a spiritual process and there
were clear steps for her to take to work with these energies. Just the



reduction in anxiety was enough to change the nature of the entire
experience for her. She could let the changes happen.

In the initial stages of meditation it is unlikely that you will have
any such severe symptoms. But as your meditations get deeper, the
ego will cling by whatever means it knows. Very often that clinging
will take its form in physical symptoms or intensely negative
psychological states. It’s as if something that has remained quiescent
for a long time is suddenly stirred up and rises to the surface. These
long-latent impurities must be skimmed off.

Each of us has psychological weak points. Our weakness may be
paranoia, depression, lassitude, confusion, or indecisiveness. I've
had clear, decisive people come to me who, after meditating for
some time, found themselves becoming less and less certain. Close
examination revealed that their previous decisiveness came from
being locked into rigid models of reality. As these models crumbled
and they began to see the relative nature of the world they once
thought they knew, it became more difficult to make decisions. This
was only a stage. Later they quieted enough to hear the entire
domain of possibilities, not just a narrow slice as before. Their
decision-making became even better than before. As each such
reaction occurs, merely allow it, sit with it.

(Krishnakishore) passed through a God-intoxicated state, when he would repeat only the
word “Om” and shut himself up alone in his room. His relatives thought he was actually
mad, and called in a physician. Ram Kaviraj of Natagore came to see him. Krishnakishore

said to the physician, “Cure me, sir, of my malady, if you please, but not of my Om.”

—Sri Ramakrishna

The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna
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Distractions

Meditation texts name certain mental states that are hindrances. Try
to be aware and work to overcome them in your meditation. The
major unhelpful states are: tiredness and torpor; strong desires;
distractedness, agitation and worry; and anger, depression, and
doubt. Each of these is bound to occur from time to time, and each
represents a special danger to meditation practice, because they are
so compelling.

Should any of these states of mind arise—e.g., a sexual fantasy, or
the thought “I'm too tired to keep meditating, I'll go to sleep
instead,” or ruminations over some pressing problem—they should
be treated like any other distraction. Simply return your full
attention to the meditation. These hindering states demand that you
exert greater effort to get your mind back to meditation than do
most of the other random thoughts that cross your mind. Making
this effort is the essence of meditation.

I’'ve meditated hours and hours where nothing at all seemed to
happen. I became increasingly bored and disgusted. Every tactic I
could think of for cutting through these emotional states was
useless. I had to examine my inadequacies, my doubts about my
practice, my belief that it would lead me to God. I had to confront
my reactions to meditation. Take fatigue, for example. It was a
chronic problem for me. I remember propping myself up with piles
of cushions so that I would not fall over into sleep. I often went to
meditation courses because I was afraid that alone I would drift off
into sleep. I've since learned to handle drowsy states with breathing
techniques. What I experienced as fatigue often was actually a state
of deep stillness that I misinterpreted. Instead of taking the feeling
of fatigue as an invitation for a nap, I now regard it as a passing
state, and keep sitting.

By letting go of whatever thoughts may come, no matter how
powerful or fascinating they may be, and constantly returning to the
meditation, our mental habits lose their hold over us. We create
space for new possibilities, new realities, new being.



In Bodhgaya, where Buddha was enlightened, perhaps a hundred
of us gathered at a monastery for meditation training. For ten days
at a time we meditated intensively from five-thirty in the morning
until ten at night. During these ten-day periods on about the eighth
day the teacher would instruct us to spend a sixty-minute period in
the hall without moving at all. I recall vividly one such period. The
room was crowded, it was darkened—a gentle night. Outside I could
hear the sound of the village, the creaking of the wooden wheels of
the oxcarts, drivers yelling at their water buffalo, the laughter of
children at play. I sensed a gentle, timeless civilization close to the
earth.

Inside the teacher was reminding us, “Be aware of your breath.
Do not move.” From the distance I became aware of the buzz of a
mosquito, the sound becoming louder. The horrible thought arose in
my mind, “I hope the mosquito lands on someone else if he must
land at all.” Then there was guilt, and then with the next following
of the breath, the thought of guilt faded. The mosquito approached.
My consciousness once again was entrapped by the sound of the
mosquito. It landed on my cheek. “Do not move,” the teacher
intoned.




I could feel the mosquito walking over my skin looking for an
appropriate place to feed. My automatic impulse to brush away or
kill mosquitoes came to mind. I wrestled with my mind to bring it
back to my breath. Then I felt the mosquito inserting its proboscis
into my skin. Slowly I felt it getting heavier as it filled with my
blood. I wrestled to bring my mind back to my breath, but it kept
being caught by the drama that was unfolding on the surface of my
skin. Slowly the mosquito withdrew, was still for a moment, and
then staggered across my skin preparing for takeoff with its new
burden—my blood. I felt the fullness of the engorged mosquito. It
flew away.

Just beneath the surface of my skin there came a sensation.
Itching, itching. I wrestled to bring the mind back to my breath.
Itching, itching. I watched the itch arise, become overwhelmingly
insistent, and then slowly subside, as the alien fluids were absorbed
into my system.

How much I learned in that tiny bit of suffering! By holding back
my reaction I saw the entire sequence clearly. What grace that
mosquito provided in allowing me to examine the passing nature of
phenomena.

If at prayer we do nothing but drive away temptations and distractions, our prayer is well

made.

—St. Francis de Sales
Conformity to the Will of God

We must do our business faithfully, without trouble or disquiet, recalling our mind to God

mildly, and with tranquillity, as often as we find it wandering from Him.

—Brother Lawrence

The Practice of the Presence of God



When you are practicing zazen, do not try to stop your thinking. Let it stop by itself. If
something comes into your mind, let it come in, and let it go out. It will not stay long.

When you try to stop your thinking, it means you are bothered by it. Do not be bothered
by anything.
—Shunryu Suzuki

Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind

The man of wandering mind lies between the fangs of the Passions.

—Santi-deva

The Path of Light

Constantly struggle with your thought and whenever it is carried hither and thither, collect
it together. God does not require from novices prayer completely free from distractions. Do
not despond when your thought is distracted, but remain calm, and unceasingly restore

your mind to itself.

—St. John of the Ladder

On the Prayer of Jesus

A wandering thought is itself the essence of Wisdom—
Immanent and intrinsic.

—Milarepa

The Hundred Thousand Songs of
Milarepa



Doubt

You can’t expect that your ego is going to lie down and stop
resisting immediately. It finds new and more subtle ways to use
your every weakness. At many points in your spiritual journey your
faith may be tenuous and your commitment minimal, and your zeal
may evaporate.

One of the ego’s favorite paths of resistance is to fill you with
doubt. When you want to sleep late, you’ll find reasons not to get up
to do your sadhana. You won’t see the usefulness of meditation any
more. You'll doubt your teacher, yourself, and the Spirit. You’ll
doubt God. And on and on and on.

These doubts have to be dealt with, for some may be valid. For
example, you may be right to doubt your teacher. Your teacher may
not be worthy of his or her following. On the other hand, this very
doubt may be a mind game to keep you from a deeper commitment.
In truth, only you know which it is. There is a place in you that
knows whether you are conning yourself in order to cop-out, or
whether you’re indeed dealing with a legitimate awareness of
limitations.

Doubt demands you examine what you are doing with a critical
eye. In this examination, include the doubt itself. If the doubt seems
just another dodge of your ego, suspend it and proceed. The



antidote to doubt is faith, but it should be an informed faith, not
blind.

Let go the things in which you are in doubt for the things in which there is no doubt.

—Mohammed

The Forty-Two Traditions of An-Nawawi

It is when your practice is rather greedy that you become discouraged with it. So you
should be grateful that you have a sign or warning signal to show you the weak point in

your practice.

—Shunryu Suzuki

Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind

Once a man was about to cross the sea. Bibhishana wrote Rama’s name on a leaf, tied it
in a corner of the man’s wearing-cloth, and said to him: “Don’t be afraid. Have faith and
walk on the water. But look here—the moment you lose faith you will be drowned.” The
man was walking easily on the water. Suddenly he had an intense desire to see what was
tied in his cloth. He opened it and found only a leaf with the name of Rama written on it.
“What is this?” he thought, “Just the name of Rama!” As soon as doubt entered his mind

he sank under the water.

—Sri Ramakrishna

The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna

Fear



Some people from time to time feel fear during meditation. Fear
takes all kinds of objects. Fear of hypnosis, faddism, insanity, losing
control, irresponsibility, losing friends, loss of identity or of will,
apathy, or passivity. Fear of being lost in the void or the emptiness.
Nameless fear, of nothing particular. Fear that nothing will happen.
Fear that something really will happen that will change you.

'

Such fears will grab at you and influence you to stop meditation.
Examine these fears; be open to them. But don’t worry; they will
pass. The changes that meditation brings will not be such that there
is anything to fear. Roosevelt was right: “We have nothing to fear
but fear itself.” For the defenses of your ego are sturdy enough that
you have ample opportunity to offset any negative effects of
meditation.

My suggestion is to relax and enjoy the journey. As fears arise,
allow them their space. Understand that, like all the other feelings
meditation brings you—confusion, pleasure, pain, excitement,
boredom—ryour fears, too, will pass.

It was a dark night, early summer, finally turning warm. As Grandpa Joe slipped out of
the car, I called to him to ask for his advice. I had been warned that the bears of the
mountains were now active especially at night. It was dangerous to walk in the woods in

the dark. And furthermore, last summer a bear had actually come and circled the very tipi



where I was now living, for it is pitched a good twenty minutes’ walk further up the

mountain from the other Lama dwellings.

“Grandpa,” I asked, “tonight I must walk alone in the dark a long way to get to my tipi.
Perhaps I will meet a bear. What should I do? Should I talk to the bear? Should I send it

love?”

Grandpa leaned back and we shared a gentle space of silence together. Then he gave me
this advice. “No talk to bear. Talk to God!”

—Saraswati

It is not that you must be free from fear. The moment you try to free yourself from fear,
you create a resistance against fear. Resistance, in any form, does not end fear. What is
needed, rather than running away or controlling or suppressing or any other resistance, is
understanding fear; that means, watch it, learn about it, come directly into contact with it.
We are to learn about fear, not how to escape from it, not how to resist it through courage
and so on.

—Krishnamurti

Loss of Meaning

Very often people report to me that meditation has brought an
emptiness into their life. Everything seems meaningless. It takes
great faith to ride through such heavy periods of spiritual
transformation.

I recall the near anger I had towards spirituality as I saw my
favorite rushes fall away. Things I had previously gotten great thrills
from became empty. For example, many years back one of my
aesthetic highs was to visit Tanglewood, the music festival where
the Boston Symphony played. I recall in particular a beautiful
evening when I lay under the elm trees on a blanket with wine and



cheese and listened to the symphony in the outdoor shell play
Berlioz’ Requiem. I was in ecstasy.

A few years ago, some twenty years later, I was passing by
Tanglewood and remembered that moment. I decided to drop by to
attend an evening concert. Much to my delight, I found they were to
play the Berlioz Requiem that evening. I immediately got some wine
and cheese, took a blanket, and arrived very early so I would have a
choice elm to lie under. The evening was beautiful, soft and warm.
The music began to play.

Much as I tried, I could not recapture the ecstasy. The experience
was incredibly beautiful, delightful and enjoyable. But it wasn’t as I
remembered it. I had to realize that my memory of that moment
was so high because by comparison the rest of my life was much
lower. But now things had changed and each moment of every day
had started to have a quality of newness and radiance and intensity.
The driving to the concert, the buying of the wine, the lying under
the elm were equally as high as the concert. Instead of peaks and
valleys, I had a plateau.

Meditation brings this change. Each moment starts to have a
richness or thickness of its own. Fewer moments are special as more
of them become richer. This lessens the rushes, the highs and lows.
As they disappear we sometimes feel a sadness and depression, a



sense of having lost the richness and the romance of life. Indeed, an
awakened being is not romantic, for nothing is special any more.
Every moment is all of it. No romance. Just the coming and the
going. Coming and going.

In a way it is sad to see one’s story line turn into empty form. The
dark night of the soul is when you have lost the flavor of life but
have not yet gained the fullness of divinity. So it is that we must
weather that dark time, the period of transformation when what is
familiar has been taken away and the new richness is not yet ours.

“Perhaps your Reverence has met a certain lady?”
Mahatissa the Elder replied:
“I know not whether a man or woman passed.

A certain lump of bones went by this way.”

—Buddhaghosa
The Path of Purity

He who contemplates the Lotus Feet of God looks on even the most beautiful woman as

mere ash from the cremation ground.

—Sri Ramakrishna
The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna

Before a man can find God,... all his likings and desires have to be utterly changed ... All

things must become as bitter to thee as their enjoyment was sweet unto thee.

—John Tauler
Life and Sermons of Dr. John Tauler
The attainment of enlightenment from ego’s point of view is extreme death, the death of

self, the death of me and mine, the death of the watcher. It is the ultimate and final
disappointment.



—Chogyam Trungpa

The Myth of Freedom

Seeking one’s guru is like going on pilgrimage. It is a useful journey,
but you don’t have to take it to finish the path. There is a good
possibility you will never meet your guru. But because you do not
meet your guru does not mean you do not have one. Any person
that reaches toward God, toward liberation, toward the spirit, is
noticed, and a contact is made with the vehicle or form that will
ultimately draw you home.

You needn’t know your guru. It is only necessary that your guru
know you. Only your need to maintain control compels you to try to
know your guru. Your journey is one of purification, and you can
proceed whether you know your guru or not. Don’t worry about it.
Your guru will become known to you, if and when necessary. If the
guru were to manifest too soon, you might get lost in an
interpersonal devotion that would just be another trap for you. You



must trust that the process is benevolent. When needed, the guru
appears. It’s a benign conspiracy.

I once asked my guru, “How do you know if a person is your
guru?” He answered that it is simply whether this person can take
you all the way. Taking you all the way does not mean that the guru
does it for you. Rather the guru is the way. The guru’s very being
creates a space that is the doorway to your freedom.

Along the way you may meet your guru and feel overwhelming
love for him or her. This makes you cling to the guru. In the end
you must go beyond the separateness of the forms you have loved.
To go all the way is to go beyond the concept of guru. Ramana
Maharshi said it: God, Guru, Self—all the same thing.

For thirty years I went in search of God, and when I opened my eyes at the end of this
time, I discovered that it was really He who sought for me.

—Bayazid al-Bistami

Translations of Eastern Poetry and Prose

I had heard about a superior type of man, possessing the keys to everything which is a
mystery to us. This idea of a higher and unknown strain within the human race was not
something I could take simply as an allegory. Experience has proved, I told myself, that a
man cannot reach truth directly, nor all by himself. An intermediary has to be present, a
force still human in certain respects, yet transcending humanity in others. Somewhere on
our Earth this superior form of humanity must exist, and not utterly out of our reach. In
that case shouldn’t all my efforts be directed toward discovering it? Even if, in spite of my
certainty, I were the victim of a monstrous illusion, I should lose nothing in the attempt.

For, apart from this hope, all life lacked meaning for me.

—René Daumal

Mount Analogue

In time, and always just at the right moment, a teacher or maggid arrives. He may

manifest in many ways, as old Kabbalistic documents indicate. One may not see him more



than once, or realize one has known him all his life. It can be one’s grandfather or a
fellow student, the man crossing the sea with you on a boat, or someone you thought a

fool. He may arrive at your front door or already be in the house.

—Z’evben Shimon Halevi

The Way of Kaballah




