Peoria Buddhism/Insight Meditation Group 

Q&A on Meditation

What are the basic instructions for insight meditation?

To begin, we set aside a time and place to practice. Then we consciously adopt a body posture that is relatively comfortable and relaxed, but alert. (Generally, this means supporting your own back rather than leaning on the back of a chair, which might encourage a "non alert," potentially sleepy feeling.)

What comes next? This is from Jon Kabat-Zinn's book, "Full Catastrophe Living." It's a concise description of the basics, stated with a beautiful simplicity.

"The basic instructions for practicing the sitting meditation are very simple. We observe the breath as it flows in and out. We give full attention to the feeling of the breath as it comes in and full attention to the feeling of the breath as it goes out. And whenever we find that our attention has moved elsewhere, wherever that may be, we just note it and let go and gently escort our attention back to the breath, back to the rising and falling of our own belly.

If you have been trying it, perhaps you will have already noticed that your mind tends to move around a lot. You may have contracted with yourself to keep your attention focused on the breath no matter what. But before long, you will undoubtedly find that the mind is off someplace else . . . it has forgotten the breath, it has been drawn away.

Each time you become aware of this while you are sitting, you gently bring your attention back to your belly and back to your breathing, no matter what carried it away. If it moves off the breath a hundred times, then you just calmly bring it back a hundred times, as soon as you are aware of not being on the breath.

By doing so you are training your mind to be less reactive and more stable. You are making each moment count. You are taking each moment as it comes, not valuing any one above any other. In this way you are cultivating your natural ability to concentrate your mind. By repeatedly bringing your attention back to the breath each time it wanders off, concentration builds and deepens, much as muscles develop by repetitively lifting weights. Working regularly with (not struggling against) the resistance of your own mind builds inner strength. At the same time you are also developing patience and practicing being non-judgmental. You are not giving yourself a hard time because your mind left the breath. You simply and matter-of-factly return it to the breath, gently but firmly."

Using this technique quiets and concentrates the mind, which is very beneficial in itself, but which also allows for the development of relaxed observation of one’s habitual ways of thinking. Calmly observing patterns of fear, anger, sadness and/or other painful mental states, over time, allows us to let go of them and move toward lasting peace and calm both during meditation and in daily life “off the cushion.”
Is this meditation a religion?

If you read the answer to the question above, you will see that the instructions for insight meditation deal with how to find a comfortable posture, how to feel the movement of the breath and how to deal with thoughts that call the attention away from the breath. There are also instructions for what to do about emotions, physical discomfort, drowsiness, distractions in the environment, etc., all of which can draw the attention away from being in the present, staying with the sensations of breathing. The object is simply to learn to quiet the mind and be relaxed in the present moment and in the process, one gradually learns about one's own patterns of thinking, thus the "insight."

These instructions and techniques are drawn from the earliest form of Buddhism. Because of the long history of meditation in Buddhism, it has developed the clearest and most detailed descriptions of the process and the clearest "lessons" for the beginner.

There is no doctrine within these instructions, only directions on how to quiet the thought process and then, over time, to learn about patterns of thought that shape the way we experience life. Patterns of fear, anger or anxiety can be diminished. Patterns of compassion, peace and wisdom can be encouraged.

For many, this style of meditation is a wonderful preparation for prayer or religious studies as it helps the mind to focus and to temporarily set aside thoughts about work, shopping, home projects, emotional struggles, etc.

For the vast majority of people, therefore, the practice of this form of meditation, although it is part of the earliest form of Buddhism, is not, by itself, a religion. It can be part of a spiritual approach to life; it can even become the central feature of a spiritual approach to life.  It can be integrated with any religious tradition that values wisdom and compassion. But it can also be simply a way of achieving a more serene life and the health benefits that come with physical and mental relaxation.
Why are there so many different kinds of meditation with different names, instructions or terms, some using recited phrases, pictures or candles, and with different kinds of pillows and benches? 
Yes, it’s confusing. Meditation has been around for thousands of years and many cultures have developed their own techniques, terminology, traditions and rituals. If you are the kind of person who likes to see ‘the big picture,’ you will find a fascinating and clear overview in “Meditation For Dummies,” edited by Stephan Bodian. In the clear, ‘for dummies’ style, he explains what meditation is and isn’t (for example, it isn’t “thinking something over” and it isn’t “daydreaming”), what these various traditions have in common, what makes them different. And yes, he has a section on cushions and benches – and just using a chair.
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