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[00:00:11] 
Hello, this is Joseph Goldstein for the Loving, Knowing and Growing program. The three-

part program that I'm doing with my colleagues, Tara Brach and Rick Hanson and the team 

from Sounds True. Today, I'll be focusing on mindfulness meditation as a way of knowing and 

understanding ourselves.

Mindfulness meditation is an investigation of who we are, our bodies, our thoughts, our emotions. 

And even understanding the nature of awareness or consciousness itself. It is the art of paying 

attention deeply and carefully to every aspect of our experience.

The combination of this path was beautifully expressed in a poem of a few lines by a 10th-

century Japanese poet, Izumi Shikibu. She wrote: "Watching the moon at dawn, solitary, mid-sky, 

I knew myself completely, no part left out."

 

[00:01:24] 
And although our individual stories and personal histories are different, the essential nature of our 

bodies, of our hearts, of our minds are all the same. And so one of the great benefits of knowing 

ourselves completely, with no part left out, is that the more we understand ourselves, the more 

we understand each other. Mindfulness meditation is a systematic way to explore this body, 

heart, and mind. Discovering what brings about more suffering in our lives and also exploring the 

various possibilities of freedom.

[00:02:06] 
The first step is calming the mind and collecting the attention. And almost immediately we have 

the first insight of insight meditation. And that is seeing how often our mind wanders. We give 

the mind a simple object. The focus could be the breath, could be sounds, could be the whole 

body. Could be the movement of our feet and legs as we walk. We give the mind a simple 

object of meditation, and then we see how frequently the mind gets lost in memories and 

thoughts and fantasies, in images, in plans. We hop on these trains of association, and we don't 

know that we've hopped on and we don't know even where the train is going. Something like 

being in a movie theater where the movie changes every few minutes. We probably wouldn't 

want to pay $7 to go to such a theater. However, this is the actual condition of our own minds.  



Knowing with Joseph Goldstein: Part 1 Talk Page 2

But as we continue our practice of coming back to the breath or whatever our meditation 

object may be, slowly the mind begins to settle down. Begins to calm down. The thoughts are 

still there, but they're less demanding. And we begin to feel a certain sense of relief. And it might 

be the first taste of this quality of inner spaciousness. As our mind becomes less distracted, we 

start feeling our bodies in a more direct and immediate way. We might feel places of tightness 

or tension or pressure. Places of holding in our bodies that we didn't even know were there. 

And then we also see the various strategies we've developed for working with, particularly 

the unpleasant sensations, that may show themselves. And these are strategies that we've 

developed over a lifetime of dealing with unpleasant situations or unpleasant experiences. It 

might be fear. Or it might be denial, maybe at times, it's self-pity, or anger, or avoidance.  

 

[00:04:35] 
In this art of mindfulness, in this art of meditation, we begin to learn some more beneficial 

strategies for dealing with the various experiences that we experience in life. So here's a little 

story which perhaps will illustrate these tendencies. Years ago when I was practicing in India. 

During the summer months when the plains on India would get very hot, friends and I would 

often go up to continue our practice in the mountains. And this one summer, we decided to go 

to Kashmir. Which entailed a very long Indian bus ride. It was about an 18-hour bus ride up into 

the mountains of Kashmir. And this was a crowded Indian bus. A bit old and rickety. And I was 

squeezed in between two other people sitting over the crankcase on the bus and it was smelly 

and crowded and hot, and when I got on the bus and settled into my seat, I thought, how am 

I going to endure this for 17 or 18 hours? It seemed like a pretty daunting situation. So I had the 

thought I'm going to spend this time just staying with my breath. I'm going to keep everything 

else out, all the unpleasant aspects, the smell and the heat and jostling movement. I'm going to 

just be with my breath.

 

[00:06:12] 
So I started in this way and perhaps for an hour, an hour and a half - maybe it was even two 

hours - I was pretty concentrated and pretty focused just being with the breath. But at a 

certain point, my mind was getting quite fatigued, holding on to the breath in this effort not to 

experience the unpleasant sensations that were coming in from this trip. So in that moment, as 

I realized I cannot sustain this for 17 hours, I had a mini, I like to call it a little mini enlightenment. 

And that was I realized that instead of trying to keep everything out, I could let everything in. So 

I open my mind. I just relaxed. I settled back. I opened my mind to whatever was arising. It might 

be uncomfortable physical sensations. It was unpleasant smells or a lot of moving and jostling 

about. A lot of noise. But because I wasn't fighting it, I wasn't resisting any of it. I was just settled 

back open to whatever appeared. My mind found a place of great ease and even freedom 
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in the midst of what would have been a very unpleasant, long journey. So this is a very different 

strategy in the face of unpleasant physical sensations and also unpleasant mental states, 

unpleasant emotions or thoughts. Instead of trying to keep them out, we can let them in. And 

this is the path of mindfulness.

 

[00:07:59] 
As we learned to open to the discomfort, to the pain, to the tensions in the body, these 

tensions begin to unwind. We're actually in the process of releasing them. And so this is the 

understanding of meditation as a healing process. So I'll share with you a little meditation story 

from my practice. And this goes back quite a few years.

I was doing walking meditation back and forth very carefully, feeling the sensations of the 

movement, my feet and legs. And then all of a sudden, I had this stabbing pain in my shinbone and 

it was so intense and so sharp and so unexpected. I kind of looked down. It almost felt like a bone 

was protruding. It was that intense. So I looked down and of course, there was nothing protruding. 

But just in that moment, a memory came of when I was a child flying a kite. Running across a field, 

looking back and up at the kite, and running right into a stone bench right at my shinbone. And 

that was the image that came back when I had this experience in the walking meditation. And it 

was almost as if the body had stored that memory, that body memory for all these years. And at a 

certain point of opening up the whole energy system of the body, that stored memory showed itself 

and revealed itself and actually released. And it has never come back again.

 

[00:09:45] 
So it was a very immediate and good lesson for me in how this practice of mindfulness also has 

tremendous healing potential. We open up to everything that has been stored in the body, 

whether from the past or our current situation. All the tensions, all the knots. And as we open, as 

we relax, and as we learn to let things in, rather than to keep them out, it's as if it all comes up 

and out, up and down, up and out. And this is the purifying process.

 

As our concentration deepens, we begin to feel the body as a fluid energy system rather than 

as something solid and fixed. It's almost as if we're looking at our bodies through a microscope, 

where whole new experiences of it begin to show themselves. Sometimes people may feel 

impatient or discouraged when they realize that mindfulness meditation is not a bliss trip. This is 

not the purpose of it. And it's not what happens. Of course, there are times when we experience 

a lot of joy and a lot of happiness and a lot of pleasantness. But it's not all the time. Because as I 

mentioned, the practice is one of opening to the whole range of our experience, both pleasant 

and unpleasant. But coming to know what we actually feel in the body is a sign of deepening 
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concentration. It's a sign of deepening understanding because we're no longer distracting 

ourselves.

 

[00:11:36] 
So we ground ourselves first with a simple object of the breath, or the body, or sound, as a primary 

object of attention. As a way of calming the mind. And as we calm the mind, we begin to feel 

more directly all of the sensations in the body. And then from this grounding in the body and with 

the breath, we're then better able to observe all the different activities in our minds and our hearts. 

We see with greater and greater clarity all the patterns and the habitual conditioning of our minds. 

We begin to see what our inclinations and tendencies are - the habitual patterns of our thoughts 

and emotions. We see very clearly through mindfulness, our likes, our dislikes, our judgments, our 

desires. We also see that there's an almost continual inner commentary about almost everything. 

So as mindfulness develops, we can begin to see the workings of our mind and everything that's 

going on not only in formal meditation but also just in the activities of our daily lives.

 

[00:13:02] 
It would be interesting the next time you're standing in line at the supermarket or in some other 

very ordinary daily activity, can you notice all those quick little judgments and comments that 

go through the mind about people we don't even know? But this is the tendency we have of 

just having these thoughts, judgments, comments arise, get caught in them for a few moments, 

and then they pass away. Or, maybe we begin to see the proliferation of self-judgments can 

happen. It's not only that the mind has a tendency for these judgments and comments about 

other people, but very often the same tendency is pointed back to ourselves. We find ourselves, 

perhaps, with a critical voice in the mind, judging everything we're doing. We may also begin to 

see all the projections we have about other people. And this is particularly interesting with the 

people closest to us. Just in our close relationships. How much of what we experience with other 

people is the result of our own projections about them? The problem with this is that very often 

our projections, our thoughts, our ideas of what's happening or who a person is, is inaccurate. 

We often are misperceiving what it is that's actually going on.

 

[00:14:38] 
So one story illustrating this. Again, it was on a meditation retreat and I was practicing with a 

very well-known Burmese teacher. His name was Sayadaw U Pandita, and this was the first time 

I had been meditating with him and he was quite a demanding teacher. And so all of us were 

practicing really very diligently. And it was really interesting to see everything that was arising in 

my mind because of that.
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[00:15:12] 
At one time I was doing walking meditation outside of a window of the room he was living in. 

So I'm doing walking meditation, walking back and forth quite slowly, and I glance up at the 

window and I see him looking out watching me walk. So I started walking even more careful. 

Or tried to appear to be walking more carefully and more mindfully. And I'm walking back and 

forth again with this awareness that he's watching. And I glance up again and he's still watching. 

And I couldn't quite understand why he would be looking at me, you know, as I'm doing this 

walking practice. So this went on for quite some time and maybe after 10 minutes or so, I looked 

up and I looked more carefully. And I saw that it wasn't Sayadaw U Pandita at all. It was a 

lampshade. I had just created this whole projection, this whole false perception of what was 

going on, affecting my behavior, affecting the way I was supposedly meditating. And it was just 

a very good example of how often our misperceptions can misguide us. 

What becomes obvious is that we don't invite all these thoughts. They just come. But through 

mindfulness practice, we see more clearly the crucial distinction between being lost in thought 

and being aware that we're thinking. It's like being in a movie theater, totally engrossed in the 

story, you know, with all the attendant emotions and feelings and responses. And then at the 

end of the film, we walk outside and you recognize that moment when you go outside after 

seeing a movie. And we leave the movie theater and all of a sudden it's as if our mind enlarges. 

We're back in the reality of the moment, of the world. And we realize that everything we saw on 

the screen, was not really happening. Even though at the time we were immersed in the movie, 

we thought it actually was happening. We were that caught by the images. By the show.  

 

[00:17:41] 
Well, it's the same process with becoming aware of the movies of our minds. When we're lost 

in the thoughts, which can happen very frequently for varying lengths of time, it's like being 

engrossed in the movie. When we become aware that we're thinking, that's like stepping out of 

the movie theater and realizing that everything we were so engrossed in and involved in was 

only a thought. So this is tremendously liberating. This is tremendously freeing.

So we could think of meditation as a way of waking up from the movies of our minds. And 

in the course of the day, it's also interesting to watch how frequently we're lost in a low-level 

background stream of thoughts. Ones that may not take us away for a long time or not be 

particularly problematic. But in each of these thoughts, very commonly, there is a core aspect of 

self embedded in them. Where we're thinking of our own plans, or memories, desires. In this way 

with even these light passing thoughts, we are literally dreaming ourselves into existence each 

time we become lost in them. 
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[00:19:11] 
Right here is one of the most interesting aspects of the practice. Because when we become 

aware that we're thinking, then we can ask the question, which is a question that very few 

people ever ask themselves, and the question is "What is a thought?" Not what is the thought 

saying? We're not interested at this point in the story of the thought, but rather in the very nature 

of thought itself. Thought as a phenomenon. And this understanding, holding this question and 

looking directly at the nature of thought is very revealing. Because when we are submerged in 

the flow of thoughts, they have tremendous power in our lives Thoughts are like little dictators 

of the mind. Go here, go there, do this, do that. And as if we just follow along. Pushed by 

our thoughts. So they have tremendous power. Sometimes they're inconsequential actions, 

sometimes they're big actions. But always driven by this thought process.

What's so amazing is that when we're unaware that we're thinking, the thoughts have all this 

power. And yet when we become mindful that we're thinking, perhaps asking the question, 

what is a thought? And really looking to see, we understand that thought in its nature is empty 

of substance. It's completely ephemeral. I like to say that a thought being observed is little more 

than nothing. It's just a little energy burst for a moment and then disappears. And so when we 

are aware of thought, they have no power at all, except for those thoughts that we choose to 

act on. Whereas when we're unaware that we're thinking thoughts have tremendous power and 

they're really dictating our lives. 

 

[00:21:34] 
So why is this important? Because as you know, very often, the thinking is not simply 

daydreaming, which can happen often enough, but very often we're acting on these thoughts. 

And sometimes they're wholesome and skillful and beneficial, but many times they're not. Now, if 

we look to the many places of suffering in the world and really try to understand what it is that's 

going on, we can see that in many situations it's just people acting out thoughts of greed, of 

fear, of hatred. And as they act these thoughts out it has tremendously detrimental and harmful 

consequences. 

So it's important that we learn to become mindful of our own thought process, because these 

forces are not only out there. They're the same forces that are working in ourselves. The more 

mindful we can be, that we're thinking as we're thinking, that opens the space then for a clear 

discernment or wise discernment. Is this sort helpful? Is it not helpful? Is it beneficial? Is it not 

beneficial? And the ones that we see as being harmful, we can simply let go. We can let go of 

it. The thoughts that seem beneficial, and helpful, those are the thoughts that we can cultivate 

and act upon.


