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4 Discussion

installed: inner peace, calmness of mind, trust, gratitude, and the like. Eventu-
ally practitioners reach a state that goes beyond ordinary consciousness but
pervades all levels of the mind—the deep absorption Daoists call zuowang.

From here they connect to a wider, greater power, a superconscious way of
being, what Daoists refer to as “attaining Dao.” The mental state at this level
may be called no-mind, wisdom mind, true self, cosmic consciousness, spirit
pervasion, complete cessation, pure expetience, true thusness, and so on. It is
understood as patt of an ultimate power or reality underlies the universe and
defined differently in each tradition.? The usual claim is that, anchored in the
joyous awareness of the infinite and firmly established in wisdom, practitioners
are constantly aware of their true cosmic nature and remain undisturbed by the
polarities of success and failure, pleasure, and pain. At one with a greater powert,
they often also attain the ability to communicate with, or travel to, the spirit
realm, becoming citizens of the universe at large.

Classifications

The traditional way of classifying types of meditation follows the Buddhist
model and divides it into concentration and insight (Shapiro 1984, 6): zwowang
matches neither, although it embraces aspects of both.* Concentration is one-
pointedness of mind; it involves complete control of attention and the absorp-
tion in a single object to the exclusion of all else. The object can be a sound, a
visual diagram, or a concrete object. Beginners in most traditions start with the
breath, observing it with the help of counting either the number or the length
of respirations. The goal is to quiet the conscious mind so that subtler levels of
the mind can come forth.

Insight, on the other hand, is often also called mindfulness. It involves a gen-
eral openness to all sorts of sensory stimuli and encourages a sense of free-
flowing awareness with detached observation. Insight meditation usually begins
with the recognition of physical sensations and subtle events in the body. It
also means paying attention to reactions to outside stimuli, recognizing but not
evaluating them. Often associated with notions of deeper understanding or
wisdom, it encourages the appreciation of life as flow and lets practitioners see
body and self as unstable, ever-changing energetic entities (see Brown and
Engler 1984).

3 On the cosmic mind and the true self, see Austin 2006, 359-60; Bucke 1961; Moto-
yama 1990;. On the mystical experience, see James 1936; O’Brien 1964; Proudfoot 1985;
Scharfstein 1973; Stace 1987; Underhill 1911.

4 The same fundamental distinction, called “stabilizing” and “analytical” is made in
Dalai Lama 2002, 118-19. It is also found, supplemented by an “integrated” form in the
analysis of meditation by Daniel Goleman (1988).





EPUB/image_0012_00.jpeg


EPUB/image_0011_00.jpeg
6 DiscussioN

combination with one of the main modes of perception (e.g., awareness of
physical sensations in observation).

More specifically, observation, used in Buddhist insight meditation and Daoist
inner observation, establishes a detached, objective observer or “witness con-
sciousness” in the mind, the “observing self” (Deikman 1982) which is a men-
tal position of distanced seeing, the faculty of taking a step back from involve-
ment with expetiences and emotions. From this viewpoint adepts identify, ob-
serve, and cleanse negative emotions while cultivating positive states as defined
by the tradition: compassion, calmness, and joy. They also see the world in-
creasingly as a succession of changing phenomena and learn to relax into all
kinds of different circumstances (see Goldstein and Kornfield 1987; Rosenberg
1999; Brown and Engler 1984).

Body energetics, next, is a form that appears in Daoist internal alchemy, kun-
dalini yoga, and Western alchemy. The meditative refinement of tangible forms
of body energy (most commonly sexual forces) into spititual forms, body enet-
getics activates subtle energetic powers that connect the person to the ultimate.
The method works with an intricate network of subtle energy channels, centers,
and passes that need to be opened and activated and ideally leads to the emer-
gence of a new spiritual dimension, through which the adept can communicate
and ultimately become one with the divine (see Kohn and Wang 2009).

Znowang matches the last category, which can be described as immediacy and,
beyond its development in the Zhuangzi and the Daoist tradition, has been
adopted also in Far Fastern Buddhism, notably in Chinese Chan, Japanese Zen,
and Tibetan Dzogchen. Through its practice, adepts eliminate all sensory per-
ception and the conscious mind as inherently dualistic and potentially mislead-
ing, avoiding the use of the sensory apparatus in attaining higher states. Practi-
tioners thus strive to access what they call pure experience or “sitting in obliv-
ion of everything” by letting go of all ordinary perception while strengthening
intuition, the potency of the inborn, natural mind—a pure reflection of original
cosmos in human beings. Posture and body control become essential; all ana-
Iytical, dualistic thinking as well as connection to deities are radically overcome.
In addition, it has its own understanding of the universe, appreciation of the
human role in creation, concepts of mind and body, vision of the ultimate goal,
role and importance of the master, and advanced methodology.
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Developing this fundamental division, the Evidence Report of the Agency for
Healthcare Research and Quality proposes a division into five broad categories:
mantra, mindfulness, yoga, taiji quan, and qigong (Ospina et al. 2007, 3). Au-
thors acknowledge that this classification is problematic, since it merges a
number of different methods into one group such as, for example, hatha and
kundalini forms of yoga or breath awareness and chanting under the heading of
mantra. It also does not allow visualization as a separate category—as much as
the ancient Buddhist system does, which subsumes it under “concentration.”

Approaching the problem from a completely different angle and after examin-
ing many meditation methods in a comparative, cultural context, I have pro-
posed to classify the various forms according to the venue they use to access
the subconscious mind (Kohn 2008a). Most obvious are three ways that match
the major modes of human perception: visual, auditory, and kinesthetic. That is
to say, the meditation forms of visualization, sound immersion (mantra prac-
tice), and body awareness

Visualization is a key method in tantric Buddhism and medieval Daoism as well
as the essential working tool of hypnosis. It involves focusing the mind on a
specific scene or sequence of events, such as energy flows, deities, cosmic pat-
terns, saints’ lives, or potential future events. Scenes are either imagined with
complete detachment or involve the participation of the practiioner—in all
cases opening awareness to subtler levels of consciousness (see Epstein 1989;
Korn and Johnson 1983; Samuels and Samuels 1975).

Mantra practice, which I call “sound immersion,” is the vocalized or silent
repetition of a sound, word, or phrase. First documented in ancient Hindu
sources, it appears as scripture recitation in Daoism and forms an important
part of some Mahayana Buddhist schools, such as Pure Land and Nichiren. It
approaches the subconscious through the auditory system, creating vibrations
in the brain that have a calming effect and, especially if used in conjunction
with deity devotion, lead to a sense of selflessness and connection to the divine
(see Gass 1999).

Body awareness, sometimes also called kinesthetic practice, centers on the body
as it is moved or placed into different postures. Although commonly under-
taken in hatha yoga, daoyin, taiji quan, and gigong, most people think of this
practice more as a form of body cultivation. Yet, while it does have distinct
physical effects, body awateness also has clear meditative purposes. With its
deep focus on the movements both of the physical and the energy body, it can
release emotional issues and lead to meditative oneness (see Hackett 1977;
Kohn 2008b).

Beyond these three fundamental types, three further modes include observation,
body energetics, and immediacy. Each utilizes again a different mode of access-
ing and modifying the subconscious mind, sometimes but not necessarily in
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Gert 1970), but most traditions—and thus also Daoism—have extensive and
often highly specific precepts and regulations.

The community-building aspect of meditation reflects the fact that is best
taught in direct contact with a master and most efficiently practiced in groups.
Traditionally organized in monasteries or hermitages, they were located at a
distance from the ordinary world but today also appear in various kinds of cen-
ters in the cities. Communities tend to be hierarchically organized, with the
master or teacher and his assistants at the center of command and various
kinds of administrators managing the group.

All forms of meditation, moreover, share the dualistic vision that the mind we
carry in our ordinary life is not the pure mind necessary to realize oneself or the
divine.? The practice thus sets out to transform the mind from its ordinary ten-
dencies, which include various emotions and negative feelings, into a purer,
gentler, and more positive agency. A powerful way to achieve this is by de-
manding a complete focus on the present moment. This appears commonly
but is emphasized with particular strength in zuowang. By being in the present
moment, consciousness becomes clear and lucid, and each and every aspect of
perception stands out vividly while any fixed identity and any limiting sense of
ego are bound to dissolve. This effect is also enhanced by an awareness of
death: death, when accepted fully in the midst of living, can provide a strength,
an impetus, a preciousness to life that is otherwise hard to find.

Meditative practice, then, usually begins with concentration exercises that tend
to involve the breath to allow the conscious mind to rest and thoughts to come
to stillness. Beginners are usually be submerged in a torrent of thoughts that
jump aimlessly from one to the next, ranging from distant memories of the past
to wild expectations of the future. This is what meditators call the “monkey-
mind,” the “mind like a galloping horse,” and what Daoists call “the ordinary
mind.” It is uncontrolled and wild and does not give the person even a mo-
ment’s rest (Brazier 1995, 54-63).

Using concentration and breath awateness, old patterns soften or are elimi-
nated. Then new tendencies can be installed—defined in accordance with spe-
cific traditions and thus vastly different among cultures and religions. Still, even
here certain general tendencies appear: negative emotions are eliminated,
thoughts are changed toward well-meaning patterns, and positive feelings are

2 This concept matches the vision of the perennial philosophy, which holds that there
is an underlying Ground that pervades and supports all being and which gives rise to a pure
level of consciousness or immediate experience that is not accessible with ordinary sense
faculties and the everyday mind. For a description, see Huxley 1946; Happold 1970. By say-
ing that meditators typically separate the ideal or pure from the ordinary mind, I do not
mean to intend that there in fact is one teal universal Ground, but metely that there are
highly similar assumptions of such an underlying entity in all meditation traditions.
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forms of meditation, however, which make use of certain sense organs (vision,
hearing) or the conscious mind to access the subtler layers of the person,
guowang demands the complete abolition of all sensory perception and con-
scious evaluation, insisting on “immediacy” in attitude and lifestyle.

Defining Meditation

Meditation can be defined as the inward focus of attention in a state of mind
where ego-related concerns and critical evaluations are suspended in favor of
perceiving a deepet, subtler, and possibly divine flow of consciousness. A
method of communicating with deeper layers of the mind, it allows the sub-
conscious to surface in memories, images, and thoughts while influencing it
with quietude, openness, and suggestions.! Typically, and commonly among its
many different forms, it works with breath awareness, has ethical rules or re-
quirements, creates social communities, and aims at mental transformation.

Breath awareness forms an essential part of all meditation. It may be a count
that accompanies inhalation and exhalation, a counting of only the exhalation,
the silent repetition of “in-out” as the breath comes in and goes out. Or it may
involve a physical awareness of the fecling of the breath—either at the nostrils
where it enters and leaves, or at the abdomen which rises and falls with it (the
preferred location in Daoism). The practice may also involve a pute awareness
of breath, with no specific counts, vocalizations, or kinesthetic locations. Or it
may be a special effort at lengthening or holding the breath, making it work in
various ways. In all cases, the breath is a bridge between body and mind, as an
expression of mental reality, closely linked to emotions, nervous conditions,
and peace. The more the breath is deepened and calmed, the quieter the mind
becomes and the easier it is to suspend the critical factor and enter into the
serenity of the meditative state.

Ethical rules may be highly detailed regulations or a general encouragement to
cultivate goodwill and compassion. The idea behind “meditation as an ethical
process” (Brazier 1995, 34) is that one cannot connect to the ultimate goals as
envisioned by the tradition—however defined—unless one reaches a certain
level of purity. This purity carries an ethical dimension and is, at least in the
beginning, often expressed as moral rules and precepts. Most common are the
four great moral rules against killing, stealing, lying, and sexual misconduct (see

1 'This is the definition used in this book as well as in my eatlier work, Meditation Works
(Kohn 2008a). There is no consensus on a definition of meditation applicable to the hetero-
geneous practices usually called by this name. Scholars and scientists tentatively agree that
meditation in general is a self-induced state that utilizes a clearly defined technique with a
specific anchor of concentration and invokes muscles relaxation as well as the easing of logic
and preconceived assumptions (Cardoso et al. 2004; Ospina et al. 2007, 9). Some also define
it as a “family of self-regulating practices that aim to bring mental processes under voluntary
control through focusing attention and awareness” (Walsh and Shapiro 2006).
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Introduction

What is Zuowang?

Zuowang Y=, “sitting in oblivion,” signifies a state of deep meditative absorp-

tion and mystical oneness, during which all sensory and conscious faculties are
overcome and which is the base point for attaining Dao. I translate wang as
“oblivion” and “oblivious” rather than “forgetting” or “forgetful” because the
connotation of “forget” in English is that one shou/d remember but doesn’t do
so, or—if used intentionally—that one actively and intentionally does some-
thing in the mind. None of these holds true for what ancient and medieval
Daoists wete about. This is borne out both by the language and the writings:
the word wang in Chinese consists of the character x7 for “mind-heart,” usually
associated with conscious and emotional reactions to reality and the word wang
for “obliterate” or “perish.” The implication is—as indeed desctibed in the
sources—that one lets go of all kinds of intentional and reactive patterns and
comes to rest in oneness with spitit and is ready to merge completely with Dao.

Znowang first appears in classical texts from before the Common Era, then
forms the title of a key treatise on Daoist meditation in the Tang dynasty (618-
907), and still serves to indicate Daoist contemplative practice today. In all
cases, moreovet, the state of mystical oneness is not isolated, but texts and
practitioners describe its surrounding features: which methods to use for attain-
ing it and what to expect after one has reached it. This, then, makes zuowang the
heart of Daoist meditation.

As a meditation practice, sitting in oblivion shatres the same fundamental defini-
tion as other forms of meditation as a way of resting the mind within to attain
healing, purification, and spiritual transcendence. In its medieval heyday when
its procedures are formulated in most detail, it also matches their basic charac-
tetistics, such as an emphasis on breathing, a basic ethical code, a strong focus
on the mind, and a communal setting for training and practice. Unlike other

1
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We are focus-points of consciousness, enormously creative. When we
enter the self-constructed hologrammatic arena we call spacetime, we
begin at once to generate creativity particles, imajons, in violent con-
tinuous pyrotechnic deluge.

Imajons have no charge of their own but are strongly polarized
through our attitudes and by the force of our choice and desire into
clouds of conceptons, a family of high-energy particles which may be
positive, negative, ot neutral.

Some common positive conceptons are exbilarons, excytons, rhapsodons,
Jovions. Common negative conceptons include gloomons, tormentons, tri-
bulons, miserons. . .

Every nanosecond, an uncountable number of concepton clouds
build to critical mass, then transform in quantum bursts to high-
energy probability waves radiating at tachyon speeds through an etet-
nal reservoir of supersaturated alternate events.

Depending on their charge and nature, these probability waves crys-
tallize certain of these potential events to match the mental polarity
of their creating consciousness into holographic appearance. The ma-
terialized events become that mind’s expetience, freighted with all the
aspects of physical structure necessary to make them real and learn-
ingful to the creating consciousness. This autonomic process is the
fountain from which springs every object and event in the theater of
spacetime.

As we fasten our thoughts on positive and life-affirming values, we
polarize masses of positive conceptons, realize beneficial probability
waves, and bring useful alternate events to us that otherwise would
not have appeared to exist.

—Richard Bach, Hypnotizing Maria (2009)
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