
CLASS FOUR:  life’s little treadmill

 
  Hopefully, by now, each of us has had direct observation of the arising of a 
contracted state  (importantly, both grasping (or wanting), and aversion are contracted 
energies), which leads to the story coming up. The story then becomes our image of 
who we ‘think’ we are.

 The ‘story’ is a way the personal, separate sense of self is maintained.

  During the sharing in last Sunday’s class, several people mentioned how 
compelling, fascinating, or addictive a story can be, how hard it is to drop the story line. 
The story wants to tell us, “Just stay with me a little while more, and we’ll figure this out! 
and make it better! Yes!”  My experience is that the strength of this pull is equal to the 
amount of discomfort we are trying to avoid.

 Now  we can go one step further. We can break this chain of becoming by our 
awareness of the  story and it’s process.

  Last semester, we  looked at the chain of dependent origination. David Coupland 
has called it “life’s little treadmill””. An abbreviated version is something like this:

 sense contact
V

perception (which is based on conditioning and memory)
V

 feeling response (pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral)
V

 reaction to the feeling response (grasping or aversion)
V

 becoming identified with our response (clinging, attachment)
V

 becoming our response
V

 birth and death.

 We can now look at this cycle from a new perspective of the work we’ve been 
doing:

sense contact
V

perception(based on conditioning and memory)
V

feeling response (pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral)
V

 TWO POSSIBLE RESPONSES HERE:



   PATH A :   MINDFULNESS PRESENT (spacious mind)
  V

     presence in the moment
  V

insight
V

        compassion, spaciousness, release
                                                           

 PATH B: MINDFULNESS ABSENT (small, contracted mind)
 V 

reaction to the feeling response:  wanting, aversion
V

identification with the response: story arises 
V 

becoming: we ‘buy’ the story as true
V

 sense of separate self and identity: the story is now the story of who we are, separate 
personality becomes more solid

V
 ignorance, fear

V
 back to the top for another spin around.

 
 Bringing mindfulness can interrupt this chain, not only at the feeling response 
stage, but at any stage where we see the process as having arisen and choosing 
awareness instead: We choose to recognize we are in small mind, and are becoming 
‘someone’, someone who is validated by the story. The ‘story’ is a way the personal, 
separate sense of self is maintained.

 New homework: when you see the story has arisen, understand the cycle is 
turning and break it. Break it with mindfulness. Write it down in your notebook. Be 
prepared to come to class next time with observations of how you saw the chain 
unfolding and what the experience of breaking it was. What kinds of things break us out 
of our stuck, storied places?  And what is the experience of letting it go, of breaking it 
off?
 
 Here’s a story from my own notebook as an example:

 Last Friday, I was finishing up work for the week. I’d been sick, and my sense of 
emotional cushion was pretty low. Comcast had cut off my outgoing e-mail service on 
Sunday, and I’d spent many hours that week trying to resolve it. Comcast had promised 
it would be fixed by the close of the business day on Friday. Just before leaving for 
dinner, I  checked the e-mail - still not fixed. Adrenaline reaction begins, feelings of 
hopelessness and frustration. I call the Comcast service folks for the umpteenth time, 



have a long and impassioned exchange with their supervisor about how much damage 
this has caused my internet based business, blah blah blah.

  Leave work to meet a friend for dinner. Feeling intense contraction and anxiety, 
the story of “the week with Comcast”  coming up strongly. I felt  squeezed into a tiny 
cramped space of tension, could hardly breathe. The thought came through that I was 
close to melt down, feeling very fragile. Feeling melted down was very unpleasant, I 
wanted it to go away.

 Aha, this is a story! Mindfulness said: so, what is the direct experience of feeling 
like you are about to melt down? It was unpleasant, but immediately a big space 
opened up. The story kept coming back, every few seconds at first, very insistent (No, 
this is REALLY REAL! This bites BIG TIME!), noting that as a new object,  then back to 
the direct experience of fragility, emotional anxiety. Big space again. 

 This is not to say flowers then bloomed, the sun came out and the birds sang. It 
remained very unpleasant.  This is not about fixing our unpleasant experiences to make 
them pleasant - that is a form of craving, and will put you back in the chain again. Watch 
out for this distortion of practice. 

 Rather, it’s just accepting that something unpleasant has come up, and it will stay 
as long as the conditions are there. It’s not changing the unpleasantness, it’s shifting 
your relationship to it, putting it in a bigger space. 

 Here’s an analogy: 
 Once my father, a beekeeper, got a pound of bees in the mail (I’m not kidding; 
this is one way to start a new hive). The box had screened sides so the bees could 
breathe, and a number of them had gotten out and were crawling on the screen box on 
the outside. Needless to say, the mail man wouldn’t deliver it, asked dad to come to the 
post office to pick it up. I went along. Imagine a small box crammed with roughly 10,000 
bees, buzzing furiously, wings whirring. A beehive of activity, definitely a little unnerving 
to get close to. We very gingerly took them home, and opened the little box into the nice 
big hive where the bees would make a nest. The bees did not become less active, but in 
the larger space of the hive, they were able to settle down and find their spaces. Same 
number of bees and activity, but no longer unnerving, now productive in making honey. 

 This process is much like this. Not changing what’s arising, but giving it 
spaciousness.


