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2. Mindfulness & Meditation  
The Buddha said, “If you focus your mind on one place, there is 

nothing you cannot accomplish.” 

 

Zen and other forms of Buddhist meditation have been 
found to bring various physical and mental benefits: reducing 
stress, anxiety, depression, etc., and bringing calmness, tolerance, 
and other positive attributes to life. As you progress in your 
meditation practice, you will also discover the spiritual benefits 
of Zen meditation, such as experiencing a deep inner joy, 
releasing attachments, and eradicating delusions. 

In this unit, we introduce (1) two fundamental meditation 
methods that train our mind to be focused and calm, and (2) 
some important concepts about meditation to help keep our 
practice on the right path to achieve its benefits and goals.       

 

I. Meditation Methods 
1. Preparation 

Before we start, we need to first learn the proper posture, 
breathing, and state of mind for sitting meditation. They 
prepare us physically and mentally for an effective practice.  

Posture 

• Sit up straight on the meditation cushion and relax. 
Cross your legs in a lotus or half-lotus position or 
sit criss crossed. 

• Allow your arms to hang down naturally; lower 
and relax your shoulders. 

• Hold the diamond mudra: right hand in a fist 
holding both thumbs, and the left hand fingers 
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covering the right hand; place the hands on your 
lap close to the abdomen. 

• Keep your head straight with the chin slightly 
down. 

• Your tongue slightly touches the palate. 
• Lower your eyes, looking down naturally (if the 

eyes are wide open, you may get distracted; if the 
eyes are closed, you may become drowsy.) 

• Wear a slight smile and do not forget to relax. 
Breath 

• First take three deep breaths (breathe in through 
the nose, and breathe out through the mouth). 
Then breathe naturally through the nose, not the 
mouth. 

• Keep the breath natural, quiet, free flowing, slow, 
and even. As you make progress in meditation 
your breath will become deeper. 

Mind 

• Calm your mind and focus on your breathing.  
• Let go of all other thoughts. 
• Simply observe the present moment and cease all 

judgments and analysis. 
 

In short, just remember: 

Your body should be relaxed, but not sluggish.  
Your mind should be focused, but not tense. 

 
2. The Breath-counting Method 

This is the basic method to calm and focus our mind: 
• As you breathe in, do not count; simply be aware. 
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• As you breathe out, count in your mind, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 
6 … up to 10, or until you run out of breath2.  

• Count up to the same number every time. 
• Keep your focus on the breathing and counting 

continuously without getting distracted. 
• At times when you find it difficult to concentrate, try 

counting backward: 10, 9, 8 … 
• When you notice your mind has been taken away by 

wandering thoughts and the counting has been 
muddled, start from the beginning again. 

 
3. Mindfulness of Breathing 

As your mind settles down, you may let go of the counting 
and just be mindful of the breathing. 
• As you breathe in, observe the air coming in. As you 

breathe out, observe the air going out. 
• No need to follow the passage of the air; keep your 

attention on the tip of your nose and observe the 
inhaling and exhaling breaths every moment. 

 

II. Meditation Concepts 
Two Types of Meditation 

• Shamatha (Sanskrit) or samatha (Pali) means to calm, to 
still, or to focus the mind. Ceasing our wandering, 
deluded thoughts leads to samadhi, a state of deep 
concentration. Shamatha has been translated as 
concentration or calm abiding. 

                                                        

2 You may count while inhaling or exhaling, yet the latter is recommended.  
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• Vipashyana (Sanskrit) or vipassana (Pali) means to 
observe, to reflect, or to contemplate. Clearly 
observing our own mind leads to prajna, the wisdom of 
enlightenment. Vipashyana has been translated as 
insight or contemplation. 

o For example, practicing breath-counting with 
single-minded focus on the breath is shamatha. 
Maintaining our mind clear and lucid as we 
count so we can clearly observe the breathing 
is vipashyana.  

• All Buddhist meditation methods are the practice of 
shamatha and vipashyana. 

  
Four Common Problems Encountered in Meditation  
It is common to encounter the following problems during sitting 
meditation. If you have any of these problems, do not feel 
frustrated. Continue to meditate with confidence and effort, and 
you will gradually improve the quality of your meditation.  

• Wandering thoughts: 
o The mind incessantly clings to thought after thought; 

the so-called “monkey mind.” 
• Drowsiness: 

o You feel sleepy, and your mind is heavy, confused or 
unable to be in command. 

• Boredom: 
o There is neither wandering thought nor drowsiness, 

but the mind feels bored, aimless, and unsettled, not 
knowing what to do with itself. 

• Blankness 
o The mind enters a state of vacancy or stagnation, like 

a pool of dead water. 
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The Eight Sensations   
As we go deeper into the meditation practice, our body and 
mind become more refined and purified. As a result, we may 
experience one or more of the following eight sensations:  

• motion (uninitiated movements)  
• itchiness 
• coldness 
• heat 
• lightness 
• heaviness 
• coarseness 
• smoothness 

These sensations are temporary phases during the process of 
meditation practice so we need not be alarmed or disturbed 
by them. When you encounter them, you may (1) simply 
ignore them and just let them clear up by themselves; (2) 
chant the Heart Sutra or a mantra to help get passed the 
sensation; or, (3) take a break from sitting meditation. 

 
  The Four Foundations of Mindfulness  

In the meditation classes given at the meditation center, we 
learn about mindfulness as it has been taught in Buddhism 
over three millennia. Mindfulness of Breathing is one of the 
practices that belongs to a larger category of methods called 
The Four Foundations of Mindfulness. They are Mindfulness 
of the Body, Mindfulness of Feelings, Mindfulness of Mind 
and Mindfulness of Phenomena. 

 
The Four Foundations of Mindfulness have been practiced 
by Buddhists of all traditions and schools as effective 
methods that work to develop and free the mind from 
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obscuration and confusion toward a mind of clarity and 
tranquility. Each foundation teaches in detail how to be 
mindful of our bodies, our feelings, our thoughts, and 
everything happening around us. Term by term, we will go 
into these practices in more detail to learn how to truly 
benefit from practicing mindfulness. 

 
Related Buddhist Terms for Meditation 

Internal Observation 覺察 

The mind attentively observes itself and notices the 
thoughts and afflictions arisen within. 
 
Internal Illumination 覺照 
The state in which the mind is able to clearly observe its 
own thoughts and to counteract the afflicted ones by 
turning them into wholesome thoughts.  

 

Right mindfulness 正念 
The state in which the mind is attending only to 
wholesome thoughts without attachments, a mind free of 
distraction and delusion, and ultimately free of thought, 
known as “no-thought.” 

  
Pure Awareness 覺性 

Inherent in all sentient beings, that which knows and 
perceives, also known as buddha nature. 
 
Consciousness 意識 

The thinking mind that gives rise to conceptualization, 
deluded thoughts, and dreams.  
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       Enlightenment or Awakening 覺悟 

Free of greed, anger and ignorance, it is the mind that 
is awakened to its true nature and attains a perfect 
understanding of reality. There are different levels of 
enlightenment, the highest being buddhahood. 
 

Meditation Record 
Begin a daily meditation practice. Record your effort during the 
next few weeks. After each meditation of at least 20 minutes, note 
the following: 

1. Length of meditation  
2. Quality of meditation:  

0=   poor: heavy drowsiness, unstoppable wandering thoughts 
for almost the whole session. 
3=  not good: drowsiness, wandering thoughts for more than half 
of the session. 
5=  ok: able to focus for about half of the session 
8=  good: able to focus for more than half of the session 
10=  excellent: I felt calm, focused, joyful …etc.  
 

       3. Problems encountered 
D=drowsiness 
W=wandering thoughts 
Bm=boredom 
Bk=blankness 
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