
Thank you everyone for the circle on Tuesday. 

" In our first class, we talked about the deeper pull that comes from what we’ll call 
the truth of our being. What is this deeper pull? What is it that pushes us to seek, what 
does that seeking truly want?

" What is of interest is the frustration and resistance we  often experience when we 
look at this question. We can feel helpless, blocked off. It’s worthwhile to see this, as it 
begs an interesting question.... shouldn’t knowing what we truly want be something we 
leap towards? Why is it so fraught with disappointment, why do we avoid it?

 " Sometimes because life beats it out of us. For many of us, we did not get our 
needs met in our formative years, and so wanting anything is connected to a great deal 
of pain. We have been trained to withdraw from what we want. Perhaps we might label 
this psychological defeat. An example given in class was how stressful it was for 
someone whose birthday our family was celebrating to have to pick out the restaurant of 
her choice.

"  But also because we cannot find this from inside the personality identification, or 
the structure of the ego or psyche. We try over and over, and it eludes us over and over. 
We can meditate for years and still not feel we touch the transformation meditation 
promises.

" In a long term practice, there can be a point  where we feel that we are practicing 
with our nose against a huge brick wall in front of us. We cannot break through, and feel 
utterly helpless, defeated.
Why? Because we  are trying to do it from within the ego, or what I’ll call the personality 
identification. We have spiritualized the ego. 

" This is very common, perhaps inevitable. The part of us that wants to feel better, 
to find release from suffering, very naturally takes over the goals of spiritual practice in 
order to accomplish this aim. This has a term: Spiritual materialism. 

" Trungpa Rinpoche (Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism) very lucidly details this 
and why it occurs. He states that the point we feel defeated is actually a big 
opening...because the possibility opens up of giving up on the spiritualized ego. Giving 
up from the personality structure is our first true coin of value. As Rumi said, “I am 
imprisoned in a prison for drunks. Whoever brought me here is going to have to take me 
home!”  It is necessary to try in our spiritual work enough times - until we understand it 
doesn’t work. For type A folks like myself, we are very determined and it takes a while to 
get here.

" If you have not experienced this, just keep this in your back pocket for some 
future time. But some of you are here.



So the burning question is: if “I” cannot succeed in ending suffering, where can this 
come from? What is there beyond “me”?

" The heart sutra speaks directly to this, “Go beyond, beyond, to the furthest 
shore.” The diamond sutra seems even more confusing, stating that no one has ever 
woken up. What they both allude to is that it is not the personality that awakens, we 
awaken FROM the personality. But how does this happen, why isn’t it happening now?

**********************************************************************
" Different spiritual traditions approach this in different ways. Christianity, for 
example, the path is one of devotional surrender. In our Theravadan tradition, we look at 
the barrier to going beyond the “I”. We need to understand, to see clearly what the 
barrier is, what the personality identification, or psyche, consists of.

" To understand this, we need direct experience of the traditional teaching of the 
elements that make up the “I”. These are the five  skandas, or aggregates, or my 
favorite: “heaps of clinging”. 

They are:

1) BODY / SENSES (or form). This is everything of you that has to do with your physical body 
and senses - whether you are sick or well, hot or cold, hungry or not, everything you see and 
smell and touch and hear and taste.

2) FEELINGS. (here we refer to feelings as pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral, not emotions.) 
This is how you respond to every thing that comes into your life: you like it, you don’t like it, or 
you don’t notice or care one way or the other about it. This may seem rather a minor thing, but 
when we practice, we realize how feelings control who we think we are and how we respond to 
life.

1. PERCEPTIONS. When the mind encounters an object, either mental or physical, the 
mind searches through it’s memory banks and finds a contextual label for it. We hear a 
sound. Ah, that’s a dog. That’s my neighbor’s dog. This is vital for survival. If the mind 
could not do this, we would not know the difference between eating a sandwich and 
eating a baseball bat for dinner. But perception also becomes a layer, in between direct 
experience and our concept of something, that may not even be accurate. For instance, 
while it may sound like amy neighbor’s dog, it might be a recording of a dog - perception 
makes assumptions. As the Buddha said, where there is perception, there is deception.

4) MENTAL FORMATIONS & IMPULSES. Not only thinking, but remembering, planning, 
anticipating, fantasizing, emotions, all the stuff that goes on as mind processes. Before every 
single action we take or any word we speak, there is first the impulse to do or say it. This 
happens so quickly, we usually aren’t even aware of the impulse. However, we all have the 
experience of doing or saying something out of the automatic response to the impulse, then 
immediately regretting whatever it was we did or said. 

5) CONSCIOUSNESS. Consciousness is the sense of awareness that has “me” in the center. I 
see this, I feel that, and so on. It has moving content, focuses on one object after another, and 
cannot exist without an object.
Consciousness is like a motion detector light that illuminates the first four skandas.



 In class we did a demonstration of these with wind up toys. Consciousness was the 
flashlight that illuminated all the wind up toys, one after another.

 The thing about the skandas, which must be directly experienced, is how utterly 
impersonal they are. As Sucitto Bikkhu said in his book, “ The Dawn of the Dhamma”, what 
makes  this delusion so ‘real’ is how personal it feels. For example, I once threw up from eating 
BBQ ribs as a child. For years, just the smell of barbeque would make my stomach churn. Other 
friends loved barbeque. I felt badly about this, as it seemed personal. However, it’s a 
mechanical response to avoiding sickness, completely impersonal.  

 The second thing to understand is this: they are not the enemy. We do not have to 
perfect them or annihilate them. We penetrate through them with clear seeing.

With this in mind, here is the homework: 

During meditation, and in life, reflect on what comes up in practice.  Check to see if this is true: 
every object that comes up in your practice, EVERY one, comes form one of the skandas. 
Review this after each sitting, as to the objects that arose. The next step is to experience this as 
they are occurring in sitting, so in your practice, observe and see this.

The object is to see this clearly, and directly, in your own experience.

CLASS NOTE: We may be changing class location, as there was a scheduling conflict with the 
Newport Condo board meeting last class. Please check your email before next class for an 
update.
thank you again,


