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It’s casy to see why some pcopic think that meditation encourages narcissism, a
fascination with your own feciings, a fascination with your own thoughts, your own breath, as if
that was all that mattered in the world. And it's not hclpcd when the meditation is reduced to a
certain formula, a certain tcchniquc, that again just focuses on what you’rc fcciing, what you’rc
sensing, as if that were all the world of the practice. It’s casy for pcopic to come to meditation,
saying, “What's in it for me?” and not be Chailcngcd with much to discouragc that attitude.

Soit’s important to reflectona phrasc in the Buddha's teachings on mindfulness, that
when you’rc contcmpiating the body in and of itself, or feciings, mental quaiitics, states of
mind, you doitboth intcrnaiiy and Cxtcmaiiy. In other words, it’s not justyour body, feciings,
mind states, mental quaiitics, but also the bodies, fCCiings, mind states, and mental quaiitics of
other pcopie, other bcings. And in this contemplation, it's important to remember the originai
mcaning of mindfulness. It's not awareness. If it were awareness, there’'d be a problcm: How
could you be aware of other pcopic’s feciings? How could you be aware of their mental
qualities? You'd have to be psychic. And even then, what use would that be?

Mindfulness doesn’t mean awareness. It means kceping something in mind. As in that old
phrasc—to be ever mindful of the needs of othcrs—you kccp other pcopic’s needs in mind. It
means you remember them. You hold them in mind. And the same with mindfulness practice.
When you’rc focusing on the breath, you’rc mindful of the breath, which means you kcep the
breath in mind. The actual awareness of the mind comes under mmpdjdﬁﬁa, alertness.And
even that is more focused that simpic awareness: You're alert to what the mind is doing, and
the results that coming from its doings.

So when you reflect on your body, it's also important to reflect on the bodies of others, to
make comparisons—the right comparisons. The same with fcciings and the other frames of
reference. This is to counteract what are our usuaiiy very unskillful ways of making
comparisons: such as thinking that we're better than other pcopic in terms of our body, or
worse than other pcoplc in terms of our body. Thcy are more beautiful than we are, younger
than we: That's bcing worse. Or the pcopic who say, “I'm better than other peopic from
another race, just because of the color of my skin™: That'sa very unskillful kind of comparison.
Tve gota better mind than other pcoplc. I've gotaworse mind than other pcoplc.” These are
forms of conceit that the Buddha says are unheipful ways of comparing that make you cither
proud or discouraged, neither of which are useful emotions to bring to the path.

As you reflect on the different ways the Buddha has you think about other beings and
compare their bodies and feciings and minds to yours, it's important to note thatit’s mainiy the

emotional reaction that you’rc aiming for, the attitude that deveiops asyou learn how to make



useful comparisons—bccausc you can dcvclop some Cxtremcly important, very hclpful
emotions ifyou make comparisons in the right way.

For instance, in the very first set of reflections, on the body, there is a whole section where
the Buddha has you reflect on the fact of the parts that you have in your body, starting from the
hair of the head, hair the body, nails, teeth, skin, and all the way into the innards. Then has you
reflect on other pcoplc’s bodies, to realize that if you were to base your superiority on your
body, Cxactly where is your liver superior to someone else’s liver? Where is your skin superior
to someone else’s skin? It’s all the same kind of stuff. As he once said, whoever on the basis of a
body like this—considering all the things that are in the body, all the things that flow out of the
body—whocvcr on the basis of a body like this, would exalt himself and disparagc others, what
is that if not blindness?

So that’s one purpose of this reflection: to gerasense of dispassion. Or you can reflect on
dead bodies. You realize that when yousec a dead body in different stages of dccomposition,
you realize that that's the fate of this body aswell. If it doesn’t get cremated right after death, it’s
going to go through those stages too. That gives rise to two kinds of fcelings: onc is a sense of
heedfulness, rcalizing that you don’t know how much more time you have. You don’t have all
the time in the world for anything. You've gota limited amount of time, so you want to make
the best use of it before this body, too, lies on the ground, like that one over there.

This reflection also gives rise to a sense of samuvega: This is the fate of all bodies, no matter
how much you might think you’d like to be reborn better looking, taller, stronger, whatever.
Everybody eventually deteriorates in the same way.

So those are some fcclings that arise when you compare your body with the bodies of
others, or you contcmplatc the bodies of others, in a skillful way: a sense of dispassion, asense
of heedfulness, a sensc of samuvega.

There’s a similar principlc with fcclings. As you trace over the fcclings that go through
your mind in the course of the day, you realize that there’s a lot of pleasurc, alotof pain, a lot of
ups and downs. Then reflect on the fact that other pcople have the same kinds of feclings—you
like your plcasurcs, you hate your pains; thcy like their plcasurcs, thcy hate their pains—and as
the Buddha said, when you reflect on that fact, one, you realize you wouldn’t want to harm
them in any way; and, two, you teel compassion for them, for all the suffcring that thcy go
through just like you do.It’s somcthing we all have in common. When you go through intense
gricf or intense disappointmcnt, the Buddha has you reflect on the fact that other pcoplc have
met with the same things: the same gricf, the same disappointmcnts. The world is not dumping
aload on you and you alone. Think of all the pcoplc in the world who are losing their loved
ones tonight, meeting with disappointmcnt tonight. It you’rc suHcring from that kind of loss,
that kind ofdisappointment, it's hclpful to reflect on the fact that you’rc notalone. It hclps you
getaway from that particular gricf, cither with a sense of cquanimity or with a sense of

dispassion.



Or, as the Buddha says, It can spur you to replaee the grief of the houscholder life with the
grief of the renunciate life. The grief of the houscholder life is that you’re disappointed in the
things that are happening to you. Youare upsct about the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, tactile
sensations, and ideas you encounter. The grief of the renunciate life is that you realize that you
haven't yet reached true liappiness, you haven't yet reached nirvarna, you haven't yet reached
the goal. There’s work to be done. The second grief is better, because at lease it gives youa
sense of direction, of how to getout of all of this. It helps to replace grief with pdmda, asense
of conviction that there isa way out. Even though you haven’t found that way out yet, or you
haven't reached the end of the way, at least you’re confident that there is the path.

So when you reflect on the feelings of others, contemplate the feelings of others, keep the
fact that other people have the same kinds of feelings you do. It helps give rise to a sense of
compassion, a sense of cquanimity: compassion for other people’s feelings, cquanimity toward
your own.

With mind states, it’s helpful to look at other people, say, it you’re in the midst of really
feeling angry. Keep in mind that other people are angry too. Whatare tliey like when they’re
angry? What stupid things do they do? How ugly do they look? When you think about how
much you don’t like the anger of others, it helps youto gaina little distance from your own. It
gives rise to a sense of shame and compunction, that you don’t want to give in to this anger. At
the very least, you don’t want it to come out in your words and deeds. You want to look for a
way to lielp uprootit, so that you don’t have to suffer from it inside.

When you’re enjoying good mental states, especially the kind of mental states that come
from following the path, it gives rise to a sense of Joy. You think about other people who have
been on the path, they’ve found this joy too, and ﬁnally you’re beginning to getsome of the
results that they did. And the Buddha has you appreciate that. Now, you don’t want to get
inflated. Don’t compare yourself to people who haven’t gotten there yet, saying that you’re
better than they arc. But as the Buddha said, when you find good qualities developing inyour
mind, you might think about the devas. They too have those qualities. Atthe very least, you’re
beginning to geta little bit above your old level of mind, the old way you used to think, the old
way you used to feel. You've raised the level of your mind to the deva level. And the Buddha
said, that's something good to recollect, sometl‘iing good to think about. It encourages you to
develop even more skillful qualities.

And a similar principle applies with mental qualities, such as the hindrances or the factors
for awakening. When you see the hindrances stealing into your mind, the big problem is that
you tend to side with them. You don't recognize them as hindrances. Desire comes into the
mind and you see the object as really l)eing desirable. Ill will comes to the mind, and the person
you’re angry about, the person you’re upset about, really does seem to deserve to suffer. When
you’re feeling sleepy, you say, “Well, the body is telling me I need to sleep.” When you’re
worrying, you teel you really have to worry. It you don’t WOrTy, then you’re neglecting your



rcsponsibility. And when you’re fccling doubits, you say, “Yes, this really is a doubtful matter.
My doubts are justiﬁcd.” In other words, you side with your hindrances.

One good way of counteracting that tcndcncy is to think about other pcoplc who are
siding with their hindrances over things that secem totally ridiculous to you—pcoplc who have
desires that you don’t idcntify with, that you find strange; pcoplc who are angry about pcoplc
in situations where you don’t see there’s any need for the anger, and so on down the line. This
helps pull you out of your Own narrow perspective on things. You dcvelop asense of shame
over the hindrances you’vc been giving in to, and a sense of joy asyou dcvclop the factors for
awakcning in their plaCC. Those qualitics that the famous ajaans have developcd, those qualitics
that all the noble disciplcs of the path have dcvclopcd: Atlast you’rc bcginning to geta taste of
what took them to true release.

So these are some of the ways you can usc reflection on other peoplc’s bodies, fcelings,
mind states, mental qualitics—kecping these things in mind so that you get perspective on
your own. Asaresult, you can dcvclop skillful reactions, skillful attitudes, skillful emotions
around them: heedfulness, samvega, dispassion, compassion, equanimity, a sense of shame
over what's unskillful in your mind, a sense of joy over what s skillful.

Ultimately, all these qualitics are meant to lead to a sense of disenchantment, dispassion,
asyou see that all bodies are Cqual and impermanent, all fcelings are Cqual and impermanent,
whether yours or somcbody else’s. The same holds true for mind states and mental qualities.
No matter where you wander, no matter what you might crave or cling to, it all leads to these
same things over and over again. And thcy’rc endless—unless you decide to find the way out.

And it’s not just that youare suEering. In order to maintain an idcntity that hasa bocly and
fcelings and so forth, you need to feed. That's the other great contcmplation. “Whatis one? All
beings subsist on food.” Evcrybody’s fccding on cvcrybody clse, physically, emotionally. This
causes suffcring both for the feeder and the fed upon. We tend to think that the person who is
fceding is getting satisfaction, butit'sa very precarious placc to be when your existence requires
that you constantly look for food. Where is there a totally stable, secure food source? Thcy say
that the food stores for the world right now—which used to be cnough to last fora couplc
years in case there was famine and the crops failed—those have all been eaten up. There’s very
little in storage in case of a disastrous crop failure. The food chain that brings food to usis
Cxtrcmcly tenuous. Our position as feeders is very insecure, and there’s alot of suffcring right
there. On top of that, there’s also the suficring of the fed upon, both those who are fed upon
pliysically and those fed upon Cmotionally.

So it’s useful to think extcrnally in these ways, because if you come to the meditation
simply thinking, “What's in it for me?” you won't benefit much from the meditation. You've
got to train yourself to say instead, “What's in it for the whole mass of bcings? To what extent
can my meditation llClP them too?” At the very least, it gets you out of that fceding system.

ﬂlCI‘C’S at lcast onc lCSS mouth to bC de



In the meantime, you can bean inspiration. You can take rcfugc in the Sangha. It's good
to kccp having members of the noble Sangha appearing in the world, so that it's not justa
matter of some story way in the past, the time of the Buddha or over there in Asia. When there
are members of the noble Sangha appearing right now, that's an inspiration to other
meditators.

So we're not doing this just for ourselves. We're doing it for evcrybody. If we can getto
the point where we have less grccd, aversion, and delusion, we're not the oniy ones bcncﬁting.
Other peoplc are sufiering less from our grccd, aversion, and delusion. If we getto the point
where we don't have to feed atall, it takes a hugc burden oft of everyone clse.

So instead ofthinking about yourscif as cither better or worse than other peopic, try to
compare yourscif in a skillful way, SO that you do dcveiop hcaithy attitudes of dispassion,
samvega, heedfulness, compassion, equanimity, shame, compunction, and JoOy. Because these
are the attitudes that kecp the path alive—and hclp to kcep alive the possibility for true
happincss forall bcings aswell.



