
CLASS ONE : review of and focus on practice

  As we did last semester, we’re going to start the semester by reviewing practice, 
and what’s going on for each of us during formal sitting.  Everyone here has had a 
formal introduction to vipassana practice instructions. 

 We'll be reviewing the beginning instructions briefly, but I would like to move 
beyond the beginning instructions. Vipassana practice tends to change somewhat as 
one's practice and concentration develops. What does continuing practice look like? 
What is happening in your own practice?
 During your sittings, try to keep an awareness of what is actually happening 
during formal practice - keeping in mind that one day can vary wildly to the next. What 
seems to flow naturally, where is there confusion,  are there sticky spots? 
 

 Let’s look at two aspects of practice instructions. The first is how to work with the 
practice itself on the cushion. The second aspect is the psychological processes that 
tend to accompany practice.

 In many monasteries in Asia, vipassana instruction might start with a long period 
of straight concentration practice - just focusing on the breath. The idea is that a 
developed concentration helps keep a person centered in the more complex practice of  
insight, the flexible concentration that stays with whatever arises.

  However, it’s not practical for most western students to do this, so beginning 
instructions typically use the breath as an anchor, a place to come back to the present 
moment  after an arising object has dissolved, changed, or when you find you’ve 
wandered off. Instructions usually include the process of noting ( “ thinking, thinking”, or 
”itching, itching”), which helps slow down the inner mind process to a manageable level. 
As your practice develops, you may find noting can get in the way, your attention 
naturally focusing and bringing awareness to each object. When this happens, let the 
noting process go. You may also find your need to come back to the breath after each 
object lessens. It feels natural to move from one object to another as each object arises 
and dissolves. This is choiceless awareness practice.

 Some days we are more focused and other days our concentration is not so 
good. I had suggested a “freeway” model of practice in class. When you first sit down to 
practice, spend a little time just focusing on the breath. It’s helpful to do some kind of 
body scanning,  coming back deeply into the physical body. This is the entry ramp lane 
on the freeway. When you are fairly steady here, move into the next lane, of noting 
objects as they arise, coming back to the breath as each object changes or dissolves. 
From here, you can move into the next lane,  choiceless awareness practice, noting one 
object after another. You may find other lanes appearing, of resting in the spaciousness 
between objects. If your concentration is not strong and you are weaving around in 
traffic, go back to the last lane you were able to hold steady in.



  One lane is not any ‘better’ than another, although the traffic moves at a different 
speed in each one. They will all get you to your destination. If a preference comes up 
(geez, I should be able to move faster....), just note it as a preference. For ‘homework’, 
as you practice, consciously notice which practice  lane you’re in, moving back and forth 
as your concentration allows. It will vary from day to day, and within each sitting.

 The second part, about the psychological process: 

 It’s pretty common that after the initial or honeymoon period ends, what is 
unwanted or unacknowledged in your life begins to surface. Meditation creates a space 
for unresolved emotional issues show their presence. We cannot heal these issues by 
repressing or stepping around them, the only way out is through. Allowing them to come 
up with presence is a way through to wholeness.

  In practice, the instruction is to stay with whatever comes up, finding kindness 
and softening to just allow it to be. No need to ‘fix’ or ‘figure it out’, awareness will do 
everything needed. This can be hard, it is definitely swimming upstream in a culture that 
teaches us to distract, humor, drug, or busy ourselves the minute something 
uncomfortable arrives. As Pema Chodron says, don’t underestimate one’s low tolerance 
for discomfort.

 Often, when our practice is first taking hold, we feel that we are going 
‘backwards’ - feeling more anger, more restlessness or irritability than before we started. 
Meditation does not cause this. What you are experiencing is clear seeing - being 
present with what actually is occurring in your experience from moment to moment. 
Clear seeing, staying with whatever arises, and attending to our emotional pain are the 
basic techniques.  They must be based on compassion and kindness for ourselves. The 
fruits  are heart opening and freedom.

 Bare attention is another key: seeing whatever arises without judgment, 
commentary, or decision (‘fixing’). If judgment or decision comes up, just note it as 
‘judgement' or ‘fixing’,  usually an aspect of aversion.

 Most of us cannot sustain this process without the support of others - sangha, or 
noble friends and noble conversation. Most of you talked about  this when you were 
sharing about why you wanted to be in a meditation class.

 Over the two weeks as you sit, pay attention to your practice: how’s 
concentration, does it change a lot from day to day? What kinds of things move you 
away from practice as you sit?

  What kinds of objects are coming up, how do you find yourself relating to those 
objects (anticipation, disappointment, etc.) Do you find you have ‘expectations’ for 
yourself as you sit? As homework, he second place  to put focus on practice is working 
with bare attention. What is bare attention? Bare attention means: paying attention bare 
of commentary, bare of judgment, and bare of decision. 



 Often, when an object comes up that is charged in some way, either with 
attraction or aversion, one or more of these three objects will arise concomitantly. 

  Commentary is the internal review / discussion / evaluation of the object that has 
arisen. “Bare of” means that instead of getting involved in the commentary, you see it as 
the new primary object that has arisen. ( Noting: “commentary, commentary”)

 Judgment probably needs no explanation, I know we all judge ourselves for 
whatever is arising in our minds and hearts. But again, “bare of” means not getting 
involved in the judgment, but seeing it as another object that has arisen and is now 
primary.

 Decision can also be sticky. Often with the space in the day that practice 
provides, it suddenly becomes clear what to do in a particular situation ( Oh, yes, that’s 
a good way to present that idea to my boss...). Once again, “bare of” means not to get 
wrapped up in deciding what do to, but to see the impulse to decide as the new object 
that is in front of you.

 The point of bare attention is to stay in awareness, which can touch objects 
without becoming involved in them, and not move into the objects themselves. 


