
CLASS SEVEN: beyond the mind

 In the first part of this semester, we took an intensive look at stories and how they 
keep us from being in the present moment. We compared our stories and realized that 
each story is in fact a facet of “The Story” of being human - the ongoing attempt by the 
mind to be safe and in control. The mind is trying to fix our sense of separateness and 
the dissatisfaction inherent in sensory experience - whenever we look to outside 
circumstances for happiness. 

 However, this is not possible for mind to accomplish. The mental hamster wheel 
becomes a never ending run, faster and faster. The mind keeps telling us the solution is 
‘just around the corner’, if we try a little harder, figure it out better,  if we’re just a little 
more perfect, etc. etc., we’ll be safe and happy. We end up glued to, and made 
miserable by, a ‘solution’ to life that cannot work, yet we keep at it,  day after day, year 
after year. 

 This compulsive, addictive nature of thinking makes it very hard  to drop the story 
line. Another way to state this is that our suffering comes from our identifying ourselves 
with our minds. So the problem becomes clear. What’s the solution?

  In meditation, when we begin to observe our thoughts without seeing them as 
‘who we are’, we experience an awareness, an ’I AM’, watching the thought voices ‘over 
there’. You’ve heard it said in meditation instructions, that which is observing your 
thoughts is not itself thinking. There is a conscious awareness  around and larger than 
the mind, and we begin to find a new seat in that awareness. The power of thoughts 
begins to subside as we stop identifying with the mind. 

 This is why bare attention (observation bare of decision, bare of commentary, 
bare of judgment) is important, because the judging, decision or commentary is the 
back door by which the mind lures us back into identification with itself.

  In practice, little gaps of just a second or two begin to appear between thoughts. 
These gaps have a feeling of stillness and vast spaciousness to them. As time goes on, 
the gaps become longer. Resting in this awareness, even for a short time, leaves a 
particular taste. Knowing and remembering to come back to this taste becomes a focus 
of our practice. It is the cultivation of pure awareness, or rigpa, as it is sometimes called. 

 We begin to realize that what we are seeking: unconditional joy, peace, and  
completeness, arises, and can only arise, from beyond the mind. Actually, it is always 
present, closer to us than our own heartbeats, but we habitually overlook it. Meditation 
might be called learning a new orientation of what we notice: moving beyond the mental 
processes to this larger awareness that our true identity comes from. What keeps us 
away from experiencing it is our preoccupation with thinking. (NOTE: this does not 
mean the thinking is ‘bad’, or must be stopped, just our refusal to look beyond it. The 
mind is a useful tool! It means that we stop buying everything that arises in the mind as 
‘me’.)



 In class, we began to work with being able to directly experience pure 
awareness. During class, everyone  dropped into this space through a short guided 
process. It was accessible to each person in the room, profound yet quite ordinary. The 
homework is to become increasingly aware of the places in practice where pure 
awareness is shining. You reported back in the next class about beginning to pick up on 
this ever-present spaciousness. 

 Last class, we revisited the “freeway lane” model of practice that was introduced 
at the beginning the semester. The lanes we had talked about previously were: the entry 
ramp of pulling our concentration together into sitting, which can be helped by body 
scanning or concentrating on the breath, followed by the first lane of using the breath as  
an anchor and noting objects as they arose, coming back to the breath. The next lane 
over is choiceless awareness. Now we can add the third lane, seeing the pure 
awareness between objects, and then resting in that awareness.

 Besides these gaps in practice, there are other ways to pure awareness.  One is 
to become intensely present with what we call mindfulness practice.  In  class, we came 
back to awareness through a mindfulness exercise done together in class.

 As Eckhart Tolle says in “ the Power of Now” (p. 17): 

In your everyday life, you can practice this by taking any 
routine activity that normally is only a means to an end and 
giving it your fullest attention, so that it becomes and end in 
itself. For example, every time you walk up and down the 
stairs, pay close attention to every step, every movement, 
even your breathing. Be totally present. Or when you wash 
your hands, pay attention to all the sense perceptions 
associated with the activity: the sound and feel of the water, 
the movement of your hands, the scent of the soap, and so 
on..... Become aware of a silent but powerful sense of 
presence. There is one criterion by which you can measure 
your success in this practice: the degree of peace that you 
feel within.”

  In beginning meditation classes, we were taught mindfulness practice as a way 
of transitioning our practice off the cushion into everyday life. Now it is being 
reintroduced as a way to come into pure awareness. The homework is not to have a set 
mindfulness exercise, but to find moments in the day where whatever you find yourself 
doing becomes the complete focus ot attention.

 Next class, we’re going to work with emotional presence as another direct way 
into pure awareness.




