Mind-Ground Meditation:
The Ancient Art of Learning by Subtraction
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This practice we are doing might more properly be called a science
of inquiry and it is very old, having its origins deep in antiquity. We
know this to be the case because the statuaries that we find going
back one or two millennia before the Buddha have icons in this
posture. The statuary of the Vajrasana posture pre-dates the Buddha
by 1,000 years or more. Nobody knows when it began. It’s that old!
Nevertheless, we have a pretty good idea of what this practice is all
about because it has been handed down generation after generation.

I would say that meditation is the most fundamental and
profound form of inquiry we as human beings can take up. It’s the
highest order of thinking we are capable of. And yet, at the same
time, it's amazingly simple and straightforward. You needn’t make
any purchases and it requires no special equipment. You can do it

using just what you came into the world with—well, you will also
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need some clothes, because, though you came into the world
without clothes, here we don’t do birthday suit meditation! But
you did come with what the ancients call “your original face,” and
finding, or recovering, your ‘original face’ is the goal of meditation.

When I first came to the monastery, I asked my teacher: “How
do you meditate? What do you do?” Of course I spoke very broken
Chinese and he didn’t speak English, but I don’t think that is the
reason I got the answer I did. He said, simply: “Do that!”, and
pointed to the statue. But when I tried to sit with my legs crossed
like the statue’s, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t even get into a good half
lotus, much less a full lotus. So what looked like a pretty simple
thing at first—imitating the statue’s posture—turned out to be
quite difficult.

But within the statue itself, in the form in which it’s been passed
down, are embedded the techniques and the actual methodology of
this practice. You don’t really need to rely on the texts which explain
it. All you need to do is study the statue well, look at it and start to
connect with it, both within and without. Connect with the statue
aesthetically, emotionally, and spiritually, and you will be able to
enter into this practice. That is what’s so remarkable. Texts may
be lost, may be burned in a fire, but the statuary remains, and it
functions as a model for the three aspects of meditation practice -
body, breath, mind, and also Sila, Samadhi, Prajna.

Knowledge of this practice has come down to us in two modes.
One is what we might call “the inspired embodied tradition,” in
which there is a passing on of knowledge from teacher to disciple.
The disciple masters the practice, becomes a teacher and then
passes the knowledge on to another, and another, over the course of
thousands of years. And that inspired embodied tradition continues
into the present, and should continue into the future.

Then there is what is called the received tradition. These are
teachings which have been written down, one example of which is
this text we are studying now, the Sixth Patriarch Sutra. So, what
we are doing here is we are taking part in the inspired embodied
tradition which I learned from my teacher, and which he learned
from his teacher (and on and on, all the way back to antiquity), and,
at the same time, we are combining it with the written tradition,
thereby bringing them into relationship.

I should say now that meditation isnt just a sitting posture: it’s
a way of life. The texts clearly state that you don’t have to sit to be in
meditation. They also warn you that you will go astray if you get too
attached to your sitting practice, seeing that alone as meditation,
instead of seeing meditation as a way of life, and your everyday life
as meditation. That’s why we try to keep both dimensions in mind.
The practice of sitting meditation isn’t samadhi. It isnt dhyana.

It isnt enlightenment. It’s an exercise with which we discipline
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ourselves and which helps us to get a foothold in a larger process of self-
transformation.

Knowledge of this practice was passed along orally for hundreds of
years—lets say from the time of the Buddha—without ever being written
down. People went to a teacher whom they studied under and they asked
him or her questions. And so for about four or five hundred years, there was
no written record of the practice. The first written texts about meditation
only began to appear in the century preceding the common era.

According to Buddhism the mind is not the brain, although it includes
the brain. So we have to be careful here. One of the Chan questions is:
Where is the mind? Well, where is it? I don’t know! Those of you who have
studied the Shurangama Sutra are aware that this is how the whole thing
goes: The mind is inside of us. Ok, let’s take a look. Not really quite there?
Well, then maybe it’s outside of us. Not really outside either? Or maybe it’s
inside of us and outside of us?

The mind seems to be, in modern parlance, a “distributed property.”
This is an inquiry into something very basic. It centers on the most
fundamental questions, the sort of questions a child might ask: “Who
am I?” “Where did I come from?” “Where am I going?” “What is this all
about?” “Was there something before I was born, is there something after
I die, and what is the interval in between all about?”

Again, this line of inquiry approaches a science, perhaps an ‘inner’
science in that it is concerned with the observer, and his or her ‘field’;
so it might be better termed a science of awakening. And they say that
there are discoverable answers to those questions. These things are actually
knowable, but they are only knowable by you directly, or as the Sixth
Patriarch says, “by yourself, for yourself, in yourself.” They cannot be given
to you by someone else. Nor is it a matter of faith.

The answers can be directly experienced and known immediately
through this exercise of body, breathing, and mental discipline we call
meditation. So in this kind of science you are both the scientist and the
science experiment. Your own mind is your laboratory. And that makes
doing this kind of science very inexpensive. You don’t need to apply for
any grants or funding. You have already got everything you need. All you
need to do is learn and apply the right method. Learning alone is sterile;
applying without learning is blind.

‘What’s even more interesting: you don’t need to take notes or compile
data. Nor do you need to publish your findings to validate yourself. So
actually this science is the exact opposite of all the other sciences. In all
the other sciences you're accumulating data, running tests and building up
a body of knowledge. But with the science of meditation practice it’s the
very opposite. Instead of adding and accumulating, you must subtract.

You must empty. A text says:

Learning consists in adding to oneé’s stock day by day;
The practice of Tao consists in ‘Subtracting day by day,
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Subtracting and yet again subtracting

Till one has reached inactivity.

But by this very inactivity

—FEverything can be activated. (chap. 48 Daodeqing)

That's how you activate the higher faculty. That higher faculty
is actually impeded by hyper-activity, so much doing, so the only
way to reach it is through stillness and silence. You take away from
what's there instead of adding to it. That’s why the sitting posture we
see in the statuary is a posture indicating stillness, quiet, calm, and
receptivity.

Most of the time we are projecting our fantasies, fears and
longings onto things. It’s kind of like running a film. But this practice
is the opposite. It entails reception rather than projection. You are
shutting down the projective faculties. Your brain, eyes, ears, nose,
tongue, and mind fall back into quiet receptivity. And when in your
practice you reach a point of absolute, real stillness, then “everything
manifests by itself.” It is then that you receive the answer to those
fundamental questions: “Who am I?” “Where do I come from?”
“Where am I going?”

It all sounds simple. But for most of us it will take many years
and perhaps many lifetimes of practice to perfect, because there is no
room for error. The margin of error here is zero. Your practice has to
be so precise to get the proper result, that if you are just a little bit off,
you will miss many key aspects. And here’s what’s really frustrating: if
you desire to attain this result, youre off. If you think you've gotten
it, you're off. If you fear you won't get it, you're off. And if you think
there’s something to get, you're also off. That is why it is said, “At the
place of seeking nothing, there are no worries.” Subtracting, and yet
again subtracting, you unexpectedly arrive. So, as you can see, all of
this is somewhat counter-intuitive from the point of view of everyday

consciousness, but, nevertheless, it can be done. g
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