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Introduction

The writings that have been the most useful to me 
from the websites “The Mudra of Zen” and “Zazen 
Notes” are now collected here as “A Natural Mind-
fulness”.

My thanks to the authors and individuals who 
provided the information and the inspiration that 
allowed me to write “A Natural Mindfulness”.

Photos are of Mount Konocti/Clear Lake in Lake 
County, California; Navarro River in Mendocino 
County, California; Klamath National Wildlife Refuge in Klamath County, Oregon; and Mon-
terey Bay, California.
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Disclaimer

Here’s a comment about my writing that I recently received:

I must point out that your writing often carries an au-
thoritative tone, intentional or no, that is not so much 
questioning as a student would, but of explaining your 
own interpretations. This can be confusing for new peo-
ple.

… my point is, in writing to clarify your own thoughts, 
you’re not being honest with the reader. By taking the 
position of explaining something (for your own benefit), 
you are putting yourself out there as an authority that 
has something to explain (which leads to the confusion of 
others looking for guidance).

(“Rinzai Zen Discussion”, Facebook public group)

The complaint here is really that I’m not a lineage-holding, authorized teacher in any wis-
dom tradition, and yet I comment on texts that belong to the Buddhist tradition, and I com-
ment on seated meditation as it is practiced in Zen Buddhism. Apparently the author of the 
criticism feels that if I am not an authorized teacher, nothing that I write on these topics 
can be appropriate for a Zen student to read, and he fears that the tone with which I write 
will cause some Zen students or potential Zen students to think otherwise.

I can only say, that I can’t help the style with which I write. If I did not strive to be beyond 
doubt in what I have to say, I might not find the words I myself need to hear.

If anyone should be confused by what I have to say or the manner in which I say it, I would 
recommend the advice given by Gautama the Buddha twenty-five hundred years ago:

Therefore… be ye lamps unto yourselves. Be ye a refuge unto yourselves. Betake 
yourselves to no external refuge. Hold fast to the Truth as a lamp. Hold fast as a 
refuge to the Truth. Look not for refuge to any one besides yourselves. And how… 
is (one) to be a lamp unto (oneself), a refuge unto (oneself), betaking (oneself) to no 
external refuge, holding fast to the Truth as a lamp, holding fast as a refuge to the 
Truth, looking not for refuge to any one besides (oneself)?

Herein, … (one) continues, as to the body, so to look upon the body that (one) re-
mains strenuous, self-possessed, and mindful, having overcome both the hanker-
ing and the dejection common in the world. [And in the same way] as to feelings… 
moods… ideas, (one) continues so to look upon each that (one) remains strenuous, 
self-possessed, and mindful, having overcome both the hankering and the dejection 
common in the world.

(Digha Nikaya ii 100, Pali Text Society DN Vol. II pg 108)
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Waking Up and Falling Asleep

I have a practice that I’d like to offer, something 
that I believe is already part of the general reper-
toire of this community, even though the details I 
will provide here are new.

The practice I have in mind is a practice that ev-
erybody is already familiar with, even if they don’t 
think of it as a practice. What I’m referring to is 
waking up in the morning, or falling asleep at 
night; if you’ve ever had a hard time waking up or 
falling asleep, then you know that there can indeed 
be a practice! In my experience, the practice is the same, whether I am waking up or falling 
asleep: when I realize my physical sense of location in space, and realize it as it occurs from 
one moment to the next, then I wake up or fall asleep as appropriate.

This practice is useful, when I wake up in the middle of the night and need to go back to 
sleep, or when I want to feel more physically alive in the morning. This practice is also use-
ful when I want to feel my connection to everything around me, because my sense of place 
registers the contact of my awareness with each thing, as contact occurs.

Just before I fall asleep, my awareness can move very readily, and my sense of where I am 
tends to move with it. This is also true when I am waking up, although it can be harder to 
recognize (I tend to live through my eyes in the daytime, and associate my sense of place 
with them). When my awareness shifts readily, I realize that my ability to feel my location in 
space is made possible in part by the freedom of my awareness to move.

I sometimes overlook my location in space because I attach to what I’m feeling, or I’m 
averse to it, or I ignore it. The result is that I lose the freedom of my awareness to shift and 
move, and I have difficulty relaxing or staying alert. When I allow what I feel to enter into 
where I am, then my awareness remains free, and I can relax and keep my wits about me.

To me, a lot of what this community is about is living life from exactly where we are. When 
we really live from where we are, we discover that everything and everyone around us is a 
part of where we are, and that our actions truly belong to where we are. This kind of action 
is the only really selfless action I know.

There’s nothing special about having a sense of place, and yet I find my peace of mind de-
pends on my sense of place most of all. That is why I would like to recommend the practice 
of “waking up and falling asleep” to everyone.
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Post:  “I tried your practice last night”- humbleone, 
from “The Dao Bums”

(Feb 27 2012)

“Hi Mark, so I tried your practice last night. My ideal sleep 
time should be from 10PM-6AM.

I woke up at 4:30 AM.  After a quick drink of water, I returned 
to bed and tried your practice. 

I hope I did it correctly, I was somewhat surprized that my 
mind moved around quite a bit. Not fast, but in slow motion 
the awareness would shift, from left cheek to right side of torso 
etc.. The end result was a light sleep state, but I was glued to 
the bed and then woke up exactly at 6AM, feeling refreshed like I had a complete 8 hours of 
sleep.

If I am able to gain control over my sleep that would be very significant step for me indeed. 
Could you please provide some feedback, as to whether I did it correctly?

All the best, humbleone” 
 

Hi, humbleone,

Great to hear that you had some success with what I’m describing as “waking up and fall-
ing asleep”. Yes, that sounds like the practice; I’m grateful that you tried it at that hour of 
the morning, as in my experience that’s a very good time to see the mind moving. 

If you do any seated or even standing meditation in the morning, you may see why I’m 
referring to the practice as “waking up and falling asleep”. In waking up, I am looking to re-
linquish my activity, and allow the place of mind to generate activity out of the stretch I find 
myself in. I have a description of the translations of motion in the lotus, yet in the end I am 
convinced that everything I need to know I learn by being where I am, as I am. I just have 
to be open to it. 
 
Mark
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Post:  Feedback from ‘humbleone’

(Mar 5 2012)

“so after a week of your Waking Up and Falling Asleep, I am pleased 
to say it works for me EVERYTIME without fail. Nights of insomnia, 
tossing and turning, hopefully are behind me. This has made me 
much more productive during the wakeful hours.

The real challenge for me is to practice it during the day. As you 
mentioned there is something special about the early morning hours, 
the state of mind/body after a few hours of sleep that makes this 
practice very conducive to working.”

-humbleone

(Mar 19 2012)

“I have taken it a bit further, experimenting with it during the day. same practice, find the 
location of the consciousness. 

It pulls me into the present. the feeling last 2-3 seconds, but it is something that I have 
never experienced before. being really present, here and now. the mental projection into the 
future stops, the past stops. I am just here and now. no future plans or worries. no goals, 
no dreams that are waiting to be fullfilled. time stops. no where to go. I am just here and 
now.

I think you are on to something, with broad applications.” 

- ‘humbleone’
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Post:  The Case of the Suffocating Woman

(May 2 2017)

I’m reading “Embracing Mind”, a collection of some 
of the talks Kobun Chino Otogawa offered at retreats 
(sesshins) between 1974 and 1993. Kobun offers 
some interesting comments about seated meditation, 
among them:

It’s impossible to teach the meaning of sitting. 
You won’t believe it. Not because I say something 
wrong, but until you experience it and confirm it by yourself, you cannot believe it. 
(1)

I came across an article a few days ago by the psychiatrist Scott Alexander, entitled The 
Case of the Suffocating Woman. Here’s the way Dr. Alexander described his case:

A 20-something year old woman comes into the emergency room complaining that 
she can’t breathe. The emergency doctors note that she’s breathing perfectly normal-
ly. She says okay, fine, she’s breathing normally now, but she’s certain she’s about 
to suffocate. She’s having constant panic attacks, gasping for breath, feels like she 
can’t get any air into her lungs, been awake 96 hours straight because she’s afraid 
she’ll stop breathing in her sleep. She accepts voluntary admission to the psychiatric 
unit with a diagnosis of panic disorder. (2)

Dr. Alexander did a little checking online, and discovered some research by a man named 
Klein:

Klein theorized that the brain has a “suffocation alarm”, which does some pretty 
complicated calculations to determine whether you’re suffocating or not. Its inputs 
are anything from blood CO2 level to very high-level cognitions like noticing that 
you’re in space and your spacesuit just ruptured. If, after considering all of this, and 
taking into account confounding factors like whether you’re exercising or voluntarily 
holding your breath, it decides that you’re suffocating, it activates your body’s natu-
ral suffocation response.

And the body’s natural suffocation response seems a lot like panic attacks. Increased 
heart rate? Check. Gasping for breath? Check. Feeling of impending doom? Check. 
Choking? Check. Chest pain? Check. Faintness? Check. (2)

Down on the comment thread, someone named Liz added the following remarks:

My husband is a spear fisherman and he can hold his breath underwater for almost 
four minutes. He was trained to do so in a manner similar to how they train Navy 
Seals. They are able to do relaxation techniques and override their body’s impulse 
to panic. I’m not sure if everyone can accomplish this or if they are outliers. But one 
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important point that I think fits into the topic here. They have to be wary of some-
thing called shallow water blackout. They will hold their breath without the panic 
response literally until they pass out underwater, and drown (even if they are only 
sitting on the bottom of a pool with a foot or two of water above them). (3)

In one of his letters, the twelfth-century Chinese Zen teacher Yuanwu wrote:

... Be like a person who has died the great death: after your breath is cut off, then 
you come back to life. Only then do you realize that it is as open as empty space. 
Only then do you reach the point where your feet are walking on the ground of real-
ity. (4)

To my mind, Yuanwu is describing something similar to the Navy Seal training: the aban-
donment of activity in connection with the movement of breath, through continued relax-
ation even in the midst of suffocation panic. On the other side of that panic, an acuity of 
the senses necessary to the movement of breath comes forward (including the senses con-
nected with self-location--”it is as open as empty space”), an acuity that lends weight to the 
stretch and activity of the body (“you reach the point where your feet are walking on the 
ground of reality”).

Sitting allows for the total cessation of habitual activity in the movement of breath. The 
open secret of such experience has to do with suffering, as Kobun explained:

When we ask what it is which senses this suffering, we have to understand that the 
one who is breathing in and out, in and out, doesn’t suffer. But it does sense suffer-
ing. (1)

Kobun was right that no one is going to believe that “the one who is breathing in and out, 
in and out, doesn’t suffer” until they experience it for themselves, and that the meaning 
of zazen practice derives from such experience. Nevertheless, “The Case of the Suffocating 
Woman” sheds light on exactly where the difficulty is in having such experience, and that is 
in the relaxation of specific activity of the body that comes to mind right through the panic 
of sensing that the breath is cut off, so that the ability to feel throughout the body with no 
part left out remains present. The direction of mind can suddenly accede to the gravity of 
the self-location in the particular inhalation or exhalation, and the foreground of bodily ac-
tivity and the background of autonomic respiration can change places in a kind of Gestalt.

To me, Kobun embodied “the one who ...doesn’t suffer” in his actions. 

Kobun died in Switzerland, when he went into a shallow landscape pool after his five-year-
old daughter, Maya, who had somehow fallen in and was drowning. I spoke to the guy who 
owned the property with the pool, and he shook his head in disbelief that Kobun had actu-
ally drowned, because the pool was only about three feet deep. 

Kobun once ended a talk by saying, “You know, sometimes zazen gets up and walks 
around.” It’s my belief that it was in fact zazen that went into the pool after Maya, and that 
it was the one who does not suffer (but nevertheless senses suffering) that remained under 
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the surface by her side. 
 
 
 
1) “Embracing Mind”, edited by Cosgrove & Hall, pg 48
2) “The Case of the Suffocating Woman”, posted on Slate Star Codex April 5, 2017 by Scott Alexan-
der;  http://slatestarcodex.com/2017/04/05/the-case-of-the-suffocating-woman/
3) Ibid, commenter “liz”, April 5, 2017 at 10:41 am 
4) “Zen Letters: Teachings of Yuanwu”, translated by J.C. and Thomas Cleary, pg 84
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Post:  Old Habits

(Apr 24 2018) 

Recently I read a forum post by a piano teacher (and life 
coach), who said that it’s hard to leave old habits behind 
because of muscle memory. I agree with him that there is 
muscle memory involved, but at least as far as old habits 
in sitting, there’s also the panic of the suffocation response. 
Sooner or later, I begin to feel like the posture is affecting my 
ability to breathe, and there’s a certain anxiety associated 
with that. Knowing about the suffocation response helps me 
to realize how much I need to emphasize relaxation, if I want 
to overcome old habits.

Seated meditation has been described as “straightening the 
chest and sitting precariously” (1). Precariousness in posture also gives rise to anxiety, yet 
if calm prevails, precariousness can bring forward the senses behind the feeling of place in 
awareness.

In modern neurobiology, there’s a recognition that dysfunction in any of the senses con-
nected with balance (equalibrioception, proprioception, graviception, and oculoception) can 
result in an out-of-body experience, and that the precise nature of that out-of-body experi-
ence will depend on exactly which sense is dysfunctional (2). 

In some out-of-body experiences, the feeling of place associated with awareness occurs in 
two locations at once. Such a duality is a particular cause of distress to those who experi-
ence it, because the self is so closely identified with a singular feeling of place in awareness. 

Our most intimate feeling of self, then, is a coordination of particular senses that gives 
place to awareness, and like the involuntary activity in the body that comes forward as I 
relax through the suffocation response, the involuntary activity of the particular senses in-
volved in the experience of place comes forward as I find calm in the face of precariousness. 

1) “Master Cheng’s Thirteen Chapters on T’ai-Chi Ch’uan”, by Cheng Man-Ch’ing, translated by 
Douglas Wile, pg 21.
2) Blanke and Mohr, “Out-of-body experience, heautoscopy, and autoscopic hallucination of neu-
rological origin Implications for neurocognitive mechanisms of corporeal awareness and self con-
sciousness”, Brain Research Reviews, Volume 50, Issue 1, 1 December 2005, Pages 184-199.
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Post:  Tohei’s Four Points of Ki Aikido

(Aug 27 2018)

Koichi Tohei was a student of Morihei Ueshiba, the founder of 
Aikido. In his own teaching, Tohei developed four principles to 
help guide his students:

1) Keep one point;
2) Relax completely;
3) Keep weight underside;
4) Extend Ki. (1)

I'd like to comment on his four principles, and on some of the 
points he offered in connection with his principles. Let me be 
clear that although I've taken a few Aikido classes, and even 
had the pleasure to be thrown by Tohei himself on one occasion, I'll be commenting on the 
basis of my experience on the meditation cushion rather than on the basis of my experience 
with Aikido.

Keep one point:

Gautama the Buddha described concentration by saying, "making self surrender the object 
of thought, one lays hold of concentration, one lays hold of one-pointedness of mind." For 
me, one-pointedness of mind is the feeling of a singular place associated with awareness, 
informed by the parts of the body (with no part left out), and by the sense of gravity. The 
eyes also have a strong influence on the location of awareness, yet when that influence is 
distinguished, the location of awareness may shift and move.

With regard to "keep one point", Tohei warned his students explicitly not to feel the lower 
abdomen, nor the weight of the body on the feet, nor the breath. The one-pointedness of 
mind I'm familiar with comes forward in a relaxed body as the natural precariousness of 
posture becomes evident.

Many of the Buddhist sacred texts composed after the Pali Canon focus on the "mind" (a 
better translation might be "heart-mind"), with no mention of the breath or the body. The 
Diamond Sutra, for example, has the following instruction:

Let the mind be present without an abode. (2)

The emphasis here is on the feeling of place associated with awareness ("let the mind be 
present"), a feeling of place that can shift and move ("without an abode").

My guess is that Tohei's admonitions are to insure that students are focused on the senses 
that coordinate to provide the feeling of place in awareness, and nothing else. 

Relax completely:
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Given a relaxation that permits one-pointedness of mind, complete relaxation allows for a 
sense of gravity in connection with that one-pointedness, as Cheng Man-Ching outlined:

The one word, 'relax', is the most difficult to achieve. All the rest follows naturally. 
When we are able to relax completely, this is sinking. (3)

I believe Tohei's "keep one point" and "relax completely" set up "weight underside", or "sink-
ing". 

Weight underside:

Tohei cautions his students not to feel the weight of the body in their application of "weight 
underside". His caution is intended to encourage an experience of the sense of gravity rath-
er than of the object of the sense, a "sinking" wherever awareness takes place rather than 
an actual weight.

In discussing "weight underside", Tohei advises his students to "let the Ki expand to its 
maximum". I believe the sensation here is much like that Gautama ascribed to the second 
meditative state:

... imagine a pool with a spring, but no water-inlet on the east side or the west side 
or on the north or on the south, and suppose the (rain-) deva supply not proper 
rains from time to time--cool waters would still well up from that pool, and that pool 
would be steeped, drenched, filled and suffused with the cold water so that not a 
drop but would be pervaded by the cold water; in just the same way... (one) steeps 
(their) body with zest and ease...  (4)

To me, such is the feeling of "let the Ki expand to its maximum".

Extend Ki:

Again, Tohei cautions his students not to feel the body, even as he advises them to "feel the 
centrifugal force" and "keep the calmest possible position". 

A couple of weeks ago, I dreamt that I was practicing judo with Kobun (Kobun Chino Otoga-
wa). I went in for a left-handed throw, and Kobun blocked the throw by turning his right 
hip into me. I was taught to do this kind of a block myself by my first judo teacher, Moon 
Watanabe. 

The centrifugal force at the place of awareness can find an equal and opposite response 
from everything that surrounds the place of awareness. That response feels a lot like block-
ing a judo throw, and between the centrifugal force and the block, stretch is generated. 
What I feel reminds me of Gautama's analogy for the first meditative state:

... as a handy bathman or attendant might strew bath-powder in some copper basin 
and, gradually sprinkling water, knead it together so that the bath-ball gathered up 
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the moisture, became enveloped in moisture and saturated both in and out, but did 
not ooze moisture; even so (one) steeps, drenches, fills and suffuses this body with 
zest and ease, born of solitude, so that there is not one particle of the body that is 
not pervaded by this lone-born zest and ease. (4)

If I were kneading soap powder into a ball in a copper vessel, I would have one hand knead-
ing soap and one hand on the vessel. The press of the hand kneading soap would find 
something of an opposite pressure from the hand holding the vessel, even if the bottom of 
the vessel were resting on the ground. That's what I feel when the centrifugal force at the 
place of awareness finds a response from everything that surrounds the place of awareness.

By advising his students not to feel the body, Tohei is again emphasizing the exercise of the 
senses that coordinate to provide the feeling of location in awareness, rather than any spe-
cific location in the body. 

As I sit with Tohei's emphasis on centrifugal force, I realize that for me the exercise be-
comes in part the distinction of the direction of turn that I'm feeling at the location of 
awareness, and that distinction allows the appropriate counter from everything that sur-
rounds the place of awareness.

As a baseball pitcher extends his target through the catcher's mitt, or a karate practitioner 
extends his target through the board or brick that he or she is about to break, the balance 
of centrifugal force and counterforce can depend on the inclusion of what lies beyond the 
senses in the stretch.

*****

Tohei's four points begin with the singular feeling of place associated with awareness, as 
something distinct from the breath, something connected with the sense of gravity but not 
specifically at the soles of the feet, and something distinct from feeling in the lower abdo-
men. 

He continues with complete relaxation, and as I have described in previous posts, the ease 
associated with complete relaxation lends depth to the feeling of place associated with 
awareness.

Cheng Man-ching equated complete relaxation with "sinking", and I believe the experience 
of "sinking" as awareness takes place is the equivalent of the third of Tohei's principles, 
"weight underside".

The calm in "keep the calmest possible position", as Tohei advises in connection with his 
fourth principle, allows a detachment in the location of awareness. When the location of 
awareness is free to shift and move, the centrifugal force around any axis in the place of 
awareness can find a counterforce along the same axis. 

Tohei instructs his students to “be free and clear” in the extension of ki.
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Ueshiba said in an interview:

... the spirit of aikido can only be love and harmony. Aikido was born in accordance 
with the principles and workings of the Universe. (5)

If the mind of friendliness, of compassion, of sympathetic joy, or of equanimity is extended 
throughout the four quarters of the world, above and below, then the centrifugal force 
at the location of awareness and the counterforce can involve things that lie beyond the 
boundaries of the senses, and change in the balance of force and counterforce can initiate 
change in the carriage of the body without conscious volition.

1) https://www.ki-aikido.de/en/v/kisoc/material/principles.php)
2) Translation Venerable Master Hsing Yun, from “The Rabbit’s Horn: A Commentary on the Plat-
form Sutra”, Buddha’s Light Publishing pg. 60
3) “Master Cheng’s Thirteen Chapters on T’ai-Chi Ch’uan”, Cheng Man-Ching trans. Douglas Wile, 
pg. 66
4) AN III 25-28, Pali Text Society Vol. III pg 18-19
5) https://aikidojournal.com/2016/09/24/interview-with-morihei-ueshiba-and-kisshomaru-ueshi-
ba/ 
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Post:  Shunryu Suzuki’s “Whole-Body Zazen” 

(May 7, 2021) 

In his description of the induction of the first state of concen-
tration, Gautama spoke of how a person:

… steeps, drenches, fills and suffuses this body with zest 
and ease, born of solitude, so that there is not one parti-
cle of the body that is not pervaded by this lone-born zest 
and ease. (1)

In my practice, I make use of some advice Shunryu Suzuki 
gave, to find “zest and ease”:

If you think that you have some difficulty in some part of 
your body, then the rest of the body should help the part that is in difficulty. You are 
not having difficulty with some part of your body, but the part of the body is having 
difficulty: for example, your mudra is having difficulty. Your whole body should help 
your mudra do zazen. (2)

I look to my whole body for help with relaxation at the location of my awareness. If my en-
tire body is engaged in the relaxation of the muscles around the “heart-mind”, as the Chi-
nese describe it, then I experience something like zest and ease.

In the same way that the whole body can provide relaxation to the location of awareness, 
the multiplicity of the senses can provide calm, and in my experience calm at the location 
of the heart-mind results in an expansive equanimity.

To be clear, the location of awareness or “heart-mind” can shift and move, as Suzuki point-
ed out:

Sometimes when you think that you are doing zazen with an imperturbable mind, 
you ignore the body, but it is also necessary to have the opposite understanding at 
the same time. Your body is practicing zazen in imperturbability while your mind is 
moving. (2)

 

 
1) AN III 25-28, Pali Text Society Vol. III pg 18-19
2) “Whole-Body Zazen”, lecture by Shunryu Suzuki at Tassajara, June 28, 1970 (edited by Bill Redi-
can, http://www.cuke.com/Cucumber%20Project/lectures/wholebodyzazen.html).
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Post:  Response

(Sept. 11, 2022)

A friend responded to my writing:

I cannot see the connection to life, cleaning cat boxes, 
cooking, shopping, driving, bathing and suffering.

Let me try to make that connection explicit, here.

Gautama the Buddha said that he returned to “that first 
characteristic of concentration in which I ever constantly 
abide” after he lectured, and that first characteristic is likely 
to be “one-pointedness of mind”.  “One-pointedness of mind” 
does seem like something one could strive to take into ev-
eryday life. However, although Gautama implied that he returned to “one-pointedness of 
mind” after he spoke, he nonetheless described the initial concentration as a state wherein 
thought is “applied and sustained”.

Thought “applied and sustained” is seldom mentioned in Buddhist teaching these days. 
Zen teachers mostly recommend that beginning meditators focus on the breath in or out, 
and they will sometimes advise counting the breaths as a method to calm the mind.  So far 
as I know, Zen teachers never recommend that thoughts be “applied and sustained”. Even 
the Theravadin Buddhist teachers of Southeast Asia, who follow the teachings of Gautama’s 
sermons more closely, don’t recommend “thought applied and sustained” to their students–
instead, they emphasize something along the lines of the “bare attention” now taught in the 
West as the practice of mindfulness.

A central theme of Gautama’s teaching was the cessation of “determinate thought” (AN III 
414) in action, meaning the cessation of the exercise of will or volition in action.  A ces-
sation of the exercise of will could be attained, said Gautama, through the induction of 
various successive states of concentration. As to the initial induction of concentration, 
Gautama declared that “making self-surrender the object of thought, one lays hold of con-
centration, one lays hold of one-pointedness of mind”.

I begin with making the surrender of volition in activity related to the movement of breath 
the object of thought.  For me, that necessitates thought applied and sustained with regard 
to relaxation of the activity of the body, with regard to the exercise of calm in the stretch of 
ligaments, with regard to the detachment of mind, and with regard to the presence of mind.  
I find that a presence of mind from one breath to the next can precipitate “one-pointedness 
of mind”, but laying hold of “one-pointedness of mind” requires a surrender of willful activ-
ity in the body much like falling asleep.

It’s possible to experience “one-pointedness of mind” and the movement of “one-pointed” 
mind in the body without experiencing a freedom of that movement in full.  I’ve written 
about the analogies Gautama provided for the cultivation of “one-pointedness of mind” (The 
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Early Record), and I would say that it’s only in the concentration where the body is suf-
fused with “purity by the pureness of (one’s) mind” that the mind really moves freely. Gau-
tama pointed out that with that concentration, “determinate thought” in action of the body 
ceases, in particular volition that affects the movement of inhalation or exhalation ceases.

That doesn’t mean that action of the body can’t take place, only that the exercise of will or 
volition is not involved.  I have many times quoted a remark I heard Zen teacher Kobun 
Chino Otogawa make at the end of one of his lectures at the San Francisco Zen Center:

You know, sometimes zazen gets up and walks around.

If a person “takes the attitude of someone who… lets go of both hands and feet” (as Dogen 
instructed), then perhaps there will come a moment when the hands and feet walk around.  
At that moment, there will be new meaning to be had in cleaning cat boxes, cooking, shop-
ping, driving, and bathing, though these experiences might not involve the attitude that 
advances from the top of a 100-foot pole throughout.

Having said that, I have to add that it’s my belief that not every Zen teacher has experi-
enced the zazen that gets up and walks around.  That doesn’t say that they haven’t experi-
enced the cessation of volition in action of the body, or that they are not qualified to teach 
Zen, but I think they must have a different perspective on the relationship of practice to the 
actions of everyday life.

To be clear, the cessation of volition in the action of the body is not the experience Gauta-
ma associated with his enlightenment–that would be the cessation of volition in the action 
of the mind, in “feeling and perceiving”.  Having attained to the “cessation of feeling and 
perceiving”, Gautama saw for himself that suffering is the last link in a chain of cause and 
effect, and his insight into the nature of suffering was his enlightenment.

In one of his declensions of the cause and effect of suffering, Gautama spoke of how con-
sciousness comes to be “stationed” as a result of “that which we will”, and how that “station 
of consciousness” gives rise to “this mass of ill”:

That which we will…, and that which we intend to do and that wherewithal we are 
occupied:–this becomes an object for the persistance of consciousness. The object 
being there, there comes to be a station of consciousness. Consciousness being sta-
tioned and growing, rebirth of renewed existence takes place in the future, and here 
from birth, decay, and death, grief, lamenting, suffering, sorrow, and despair come to 
pass. Such is the uprising of this mass of ill.

Even if we do not will, or intend to do, and yet are occupied with something, this 
too becomes an object for the persistance of consciousness… whence birth… takes 
place.

But if we neither will, nor intend to do, nor are occupied about something, there 
is no becoming of an object for the persistance of consciousness. The object being 
absent, there comes to be no station of consciousness. Consciousness not being 
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stationed and growing, no rebirth of renewed existence takes place in the future, 
and herefrom birth, decay-and-death, grief, lamenting, suffering, sorrow and despair 
cease. Such is the ceasing of this entire mass of ill.  (1)

It’s my belief that the mind that moves is the opposite of “a station of consciousness”.

“Birth, decay-and-death, grief, lamenting, suffering, sorrow and despair”—in some of his 
lectures, Gautama summarized “this entire mass of ill” by saying “in short, the five groups 
of grasping”.  Grasping after a sense of self in connection with phenomena of form, feeling, 
mind, habitual tendency, or mental state is identically suffering, according to Gautama.

I’m not sure that most people would agree with Gautama, that grasping after a sense of self 
is suffering.  I think most people see suffering as something that takes place in connection 
with pain.

There are at least two sermons where disciples of Gautama paid a visit to some member 
of the order who was seriously ill, because that member of the order intended to “take the 
knife” (commit suicide).  I believe the disciples were unable to dissuade the ill individual 
from taking the knife, even though all involved were well-versed in the teaching.  My guess 
is that lacking Gautama’s experience, both with the endurance of pain and with the surren-
der of volition, few can avoid the grasping associated with the desire to avoid pain.

People also suffer from the failure to get the things that they desire in everyday life, things 
other than the relief of pain.  Maybe that’s the kind of suffering my friend meant to imply 
when she said, “cleaning cat boxes, cooking, shopping, driving, bathing, and suffering”.  I 
find relief from that kind of suffering in “making self-surrender the object of thought”, and 
as I’ve explained, for me that entails making the cessation of volitive action the object of my 
thought.  I believe my friend also finds relief from suffering in “making self-surrender the 
object of thought”, but for her that has to do with good works.

I hope I can say that my friend and I share a belief in the efficacy of selfless action in the 
relief of suffering, although I have yet to adequately explain to her how letting go of volition 
can result in action.

It’s impossible to teach the meaning of sitting. You won’t believe it. Not because I say 
something wrong, but until you experience it and confirm it by yourself, you cannot 
believe it.  (2)

 

1) SN II 65, Pali Text Society SN Vol II pg 45
2) Kobun Chino Otogawa, “Embracing Mind”, edited by Cosgrove & Hall, pg 48
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D. L. Bartilink, "No Special Effort", and the "Best of 
Ways"

D. L. Bartilink took measurements of the pressure gener-
ated in the abdomens of weightlifters as they lifted weights. 
From his measurements, he concluded that the abdominal 
muscles generate pressure in the "fluid ball" of the abdo-
men (as he termed it) in proportion to the amount of weight 
that is lifted. He surmised that pressure generated in the 
abdomen supports the lower spine, especially when the 
curve of the lower spine is flattened (as it is when weight is 
first lifted) (1).

Bartilink theorized that animals (as well as humans) make 
use of pressure in the "fluid ball":

Animals undoubtedly make an extensive use of the 
protection of their spines by the tensed somatic cavity, and probably also use it as a 
support upon which muscles of posture find a hold... (1)

Through measurements of electrical activity, Bartilink found that the muscles that induce 
pressure in weight-lifting are the transverse and oblique abdominals, along with the mus-
cles of the pelvic floor; the diaphragm and rectus are not involved. The diaphragm, he stat-
ed, can move freely even with pressure in the abdomen from the other muscle groups. This, 
he speculated, might be an evolutionary step:

Breathing can go on even when the abdomen is used as a support and cannot be re-
laxed. This means that the range of flight of an animal having the lungs outside the 
fluid ball is greater than that of an animal who has its lungs in the single body cav-
ity, which can just make a spurt and then has to stop to breathe. Could it be that it 
is for this reason that the mammals have developed a diaphragm? (1)

The abdomen can be made to provide support without the use of the abdominal muscles if 
the breath is held and pressure is applied by the diaphragm, but as Bartilink noted, to use 
the diaphragm in such a manner may defeat the purpose of having one.

Moshe Feldenkrais observed that people often hold their breath when they get up out of 
a chair. He saw the restriction of the movement of breath as a failure to realize physical 
equilibrium as the basis for movement; he explained how the movement of standing follows 
from a state of equilibrium and a shift in the center of gravity:

…good upright posture is that from which a minimum muscular effort will move the 
body with equal ease in any desired direction. This means that in the upright posi-
tion there must be no muscular effort deriving from voluntary control, regardless of 
whether this effort is known and deliberate or concealed from the consciousness by 
habit.
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…When the center of gravity has really moved forward over the feet a reflex move-
ment will originate in the old nervous system and straighten the legs; this automatic 
movement will not be felt as an effort at all. (2)

To help his students learn how to stand without holding their breath, Feldenkrais taught 
three simple exercises that could be done while seated on a chair: first, he said, lean the 
upper body forward and backward; second, tip the upper body from side to side; and third, 
with the torso, neck and head held in a straight line, circle the top of the head around the 
base of the tailbone.

The exercises that Feldenkrais provided engage the vestibular organs through movement of 
the body. The vestibular organs detect motion in the three spatial planes, and provide the 
sense of equilibrium. Important to their function are the otoliths, structures inside the ves-
tibular organs that respond to gravity and movement.

To perceive a center of gravity one more sense must be brought into play, and that is pro-
prioception, the sense of the relative positions of the parts of the body (initiated by proprio-
ceptors in the muscles, tendons, and joints).

My experience is that if awareness of the senses comes forward, and in particular if aware-
ness of the vestibular, otolithic, and proprioceptive senses comes forward, then activity to 
generate or sustain pressure in the "fluid ball" of the abdomen takes place automatically as 
the long or short of inhalation or exhalation is comprehended.

The practice that Gautama the Buddha described as the "the best of ways" (3) opens with 
these particulars:

Mindful [one] breathes in. Mindful [one] breathes out.

Whether [one] is breathing in a long (breath), breathing out a long (breath), breathing 
in a short (breath), breathing out a short (breath), one comprehends “I am breath-
ing in a long (breath), I am breathing out a long (breath), I am breathing in a short 
(breath), I am breathing out a short (breath).” (4)

In my experience, the relaxed comprehension of the long and short of inhalation and exha-
lation is only possible when there is support for the spine from pressure in the "fluid ball" 
of the abdomen. The pressure in the "fluid ball", meanwhile, is generated through activity 
initiated by the "old nervous system", as a reflex response to the location of my awareness.

I identify my self with the location of my awareness, and for me as for most people, the lo-
cation of that awareness is singular. There are people who experience themselves as being 
in two locations at once during a particular kind of out-of-body experience, but this is rare 
(5). When I sense where I am, I can experience the motions that Feldenkrais pointed out as 
a part of my sense of where I am, and I can likewise experience the weight and placement of 
the muscles, ligaments, and joints of the body as a part of where I am.

The trick is to allow for movement in where I am, even when I'm not moving. It's a trick be-
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cause my eyes can reset my sense of location in space, and I become accustomed to feeling 
the location of my awareness as fixed with respect to my eyes.

I think I learned to disassociate where I am from what I see by sitting in the dark, and by 
continuing to practice through the experience of actually falling asleep.

The flattening of the lower back in a seated posture, especially in the half or full lotus pos-
ture, can precipitate the experience of the vestibular, otolithic, and proprioceptive senses as 
awareness takes place, out of a need for support for the lower back in inhalation or exhala-
tion. What Gautama referred to as the comprehension of the long and short in inhalation 
and exhalation is only natural in such circumstances, to engage the reflex activity of "the 
old nervous system" appropriately.

Dogen's Soto school is especially associated with a teaching that the activity of zazen (liter-
ally, "seated Zen") requires no special effort. The science provided by D. L. Bartilink and the 
description provided by Moshe Feldenkrais make possible an explanation of why that is:  
the senses come forward naturally out of necessity, and with the experience of the particu-
lars of sense, activity to pressurize the "fluid ball" of the abdomen takes place automatically 
in support of the spine. The activity of zazen is really "reflex movement (that originates) in 
the old nervous system", and no special effort is required.

1) D.L. Bartilink, "The Role of Abdominal Pressure in Relieving the Pressure on the Lumbar Interver-
tebral Discs", 1957; 
http://www.bjj.boneandjoint.org.uk/content/39-B/4/718.
2) "Awareness Through Movement", Moshe Feldenkrais, pg 76, 78.
3) Sanyutta Nikaya V, 326-327, Pali Text Society volume 5 pg 289.
4) MN III 82-83, Pali Text Society III pg 124.
5) Blanke and Mohr, “Out-of-body experience, heautoscopy, and autoscopic hallucination of neu-
rological origin Implications for neurocognitive mechanisms of corporeal awareness and self con-
sciousness”, Brain Research Reviews, Volume 50, Issue 1, 1 December 2005, Pages 184-199.
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Post:  Limbering Up

(Mar 7 2015)

Of late, I spend a few minutes when I first sit 
down doing what you suggest, letting attention 
go to the area of my sacrum and its movement 
vis-a-vis the ilia. I also rock back and forward, 
sideways, and observe the rotation that natu-
rally occurs. Then I think of the basic Alexander 
Technique instruction, "Let my neck be free." 
etc. Once I've adjusted and settled in this way, I 
put my hands in the mudra, and start my za-
zen. I also use double mats below the cushion at home, or even bed pillows.

Since I started limbering up in this way, I can sit comfortably in half-lotus for two 
rounds of 40 minutes, with kinhin between. Not just bearably, actually in comfort. I 
didn't even know that was a possibility. (1)

The part about "let my neck be free", that's interesting to me. 

In my writings, I put forward Bartilink's findings about "pressure in the fluid ball of the 
abdominal cavity" and support for the lower spine, including his observation that activity in 
the muscles of the pelvic floor and in the muscles of the abdomen and chest is resposible 
for the "pressure in the fluid ball". Sometimes I find that the activity in the transverse mus-
cles carries up into the neck and head as well, so maybe there's also support for flexion and 
extension in the neck when there's "pressure in the fluid ball".

Sometimes transverse muscles at the level of a particular vertebrae are a part of my breath-
ing, and maybe I'm more aware of my neck and head when they are. I can't really say that 
I'm familiar with Alexander Technique instructions ("let my neck be free", etc.), but I do try 
to relax the thing that enters into where I am.

1) “Shinchan Ohara”, Brad Warner’s “Hardcore Zen” comment section, March 4th
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“For a Friend”, Revisited

(October 23, 2021)

I wrote in my post “For a Friend”:

When I sit, I can feel the singular location [of self] generate 
stretch in the ligaments from the sacrum to the sit-bones, 
and in the ligaments from the sacrum to the pelvic tuber-
osities (where the hamstrings attach). If the stretch in these 
ligaments is even, activity is generated in the legs that re-
turns the stretch to ligaments in the front of the abdomen 
and to ligaments behind the sacrum and lower spine. If the 
stretch in these ligaments is even, activity is generated that 
extends the stretch throughout the body, right to the sur-
face of the skin.

With an even stretch throughout the body, the location where consciousness takes 
place (the location of self) can become the source of action of the body. (1)

In the 6th century C.E. in China, the Buddhist monk Fuxi wrote:

The empty hand grasps the hoe handle
Walking along, I ride the ox
The ox crosses the wooden bridge
The bridge is flowing, the water is still (2)

Another translation:

The handless hold the hoe.
A pedestrian walks, riding on a water buffalo.
A man passes over the bridge;
The bridge (but) not the water flows. (3)

I would say “the empty hand grasps the hoe handle” is a reference to the role of ligaments 
at the sacrum in generating activity related to posture.

Here’s a summary of a study that confirms that activity is generated by the iliosacral liga-
ments:

This study (research by Indahl, A., et al.) established that the ligamento-muscular 
reflex existed between the sacroiliac joint and muscles that attach to the bones that 
make up the sacroiliac joint. (The study’s authors) suggested that the sacroiliac joint 
was a regulator of pelvic and paraspinal muscles and, thereby, influences posture 
and lumbar segmental stability. (4)

The study didn’t include the sacrospinous and sacrotuberous ligaments, even though these
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ligaments are integral to the support of the sacrum and the spine.  
 
In my experience, stretch in the sacrotuberous ligaments generates activity in the ham-
strings, and by reciprocal innervation, activity in the quadratus and gastrocnemius mus-
cles. The quadratus induces stretch in the iliotibial bands (via the tensor fascia), the bands 
generate activity in the sartorious muscles, and the activity in the legs reciprocates from 
one side of the body to the other.

Charles Sherrington (one of the godfathers of modern physiology) noted:

But the distribution and occurrence of reciprocal innervation extend beyond cases 
of mere mechanical antagonism.  The reflex influence exerted by the limb-afferents 
[nerves from the limbs with impulses running toward the brain] on symmetrical 
muscle-pairs such as right knee-extensor and left is reciprocal.  … Here the muscles 
are not in any ordinary sense antagonistic; not only do they not operate on the same 
lever, but they are not even members of the same limb, nor do they belong even to 
the same half of the body.  They are, however, activated conversely in the most usual 
modes of progression—the walking and the running step—though not always in gal-
loping. (5)

I first read about “reciprocal innervation” in the writings of Dr. John Upledger, in a descrip-
tion he gave of his experience lying on salt water in an isolation tank:

At some point my body began to make fish-like movements, as though my pelvis 
and legs were the lower part of a fish moving its tail from side to side. This move-
ment was nice and easy. The neurophysiologist in me related these movements to an 
expression of what we call ‘reciprocal innervation’. The principle here is that, when 
your trunk is bent to the side in one direction past a certain threshold, the muscles 
on the other side of the trunk contract. In doing so, the nerve impulses are diverted 
from the side to which you are bent, and those muscles relax. Your trunk now bends 
in the opposite direction until that side-bending threshold is passed. The nerve im-
pulses are then diverted again to the opposite side, causing muscle contraction and 
side bending in that direction. (6)

In a seated posture, reciprocating activity in the muscles of the legs can feel like walking, 
even though the origin of the action is the stretch of ligaments between the sacrum and the 
pelvis: “walking along, I ride the ox”.

The stretch allowed by a ligament is slight (less than 6% of the total length of the ligament 
(7)), and yet as the study by Indahl and associates showed, even a slight stretch can induce 
muscular activity.

I can’t really say why the first and second translations of Fuxi’s poem are so different in the 
third line. The first translation is:

The ox crosses the wooden bridge
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The activity in the legs produces a slight rotation of the pelvis on the sit-bones, clockwise 
and counterclockwise. If the ox is a metaphor for the ligaments between the sacrum and 
the pelvis, and the balance of the body remains between the sacrospinous and sacrotuber-
ous ligaments as the pelvis is rotated, then a narrowing of the range of balance of the body 
ensues. Such a narrowing of the range of balance initiates reciprocal activity between the 
abdominals and the muscles that attach to the fascia behind the sacrum and the lower 
back.

I wrote about stretch in the ligaments in front of the abdomen and behind the sacrum and 
lower spine. As I check the anatomy, I find that the muscle attachments in the front of the 
abdomen that I assumed were ligaments are instead fascial aponeuroses (broad fascial at-
tachments). I’m not finding any research to suggest that fascial aponeuroses can initiate 
muscular activity, the way that ligaments can.

What I experience may simply be reciprocal innervation occasioned by the balance of the 
body, but I think it’s also possible that a “ligamento-muscular reflex” exists between the 
intervertebral ligaments of the spine and the muscles of the abdomen and lower back.

I have read that a reference to a “wooden bridge” in Fuxi’s day was really a reference to a 
log across a stream, an explanation that matches well with my experience of the narrow-
ing of the range of balance of the body. However, I’m not able to confirm that explanation; 
neither do I see any reference to “wood” or “wooden” in any of a dozen other translations of 
the poem (8).

The second translation I quoted above renders the third line:

A man passes over the bridge

To me, the characterization of what passes over the bridge as “a man” speaks to a particu-
larly human balance. I have written previously about Gautama’s analogy for the third state 
of concentration (white, red, and blue lotuses that never break the surface of a pond (9)). 
I believe Gautama’s analogy refers to the balance of the legs, arms, and head around the 
place of occurrence of consciousness. I would say “a man passes over the bridge” is an allu-
sion to such a balance, with the place of occurrence of consciousness being the bridge.

The last line of the poem is:

The bridge is flowing, the water is still

The place where consciousness occurs suddenly becomes the source of action of the body, 
the place seeming to flow from moment to moment, while action based on volition or habit 
ceases entirely, or falls still.

There’s a feeling that accompanies such a transition, according to Gautama:

… it is as if (a person) might be sitting down who had clothed (themselves) including 
(their) head with a white cloth; there would be no part of (their) whole body that was 
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not covered by the white cloth. (10)

The classics of Tai Chi also suggest a feeling at the surface of the skin, in the last of four 
stages in the development of ch’i:

With this method of circulating ch’i (Tai Chi), it overflows into the sinews, reaches 
the bone marrow, fills the diaphragm, and manifests in the skin and hair.* (11)

The classics go on to say:

The internal develops the ch’i; the external develops the sinews, bones, and skin. 
(12)

“The internal” here is singularity in the location of consciousness. The development of that 
singularity is described in the analogies Gautama provided for the initial states of concen-
tration (9).

“The external” I would say is the evenness of stretch that unfolds in stages as a conse-
quence of singularity, the stages being represented here by “sinews, bones, and skin”.

Fuxi’s poem is dramatic, especially in the fourth line, but the poem doesn’t address how the 
experiences described in the poem enter into day-to-day living.

Gautama spoke of a “survey-sign” that emerges after volitive action of the body ceases (“the 
water is still”). I believe the survey-sign is a recollection of the stretch that was present 
when the location of consciousness became the source of action (“the bridge is flowing”).

I would guess that the arrival of the survey-sign allows for a natural rhythm in mindful-
ness, at least with regard to the sixteen elements of mindfulness that Gautama said made 
up his “way of living” (13). In particular, the survey-sign becomes a touchstone for the fif-
teenth element:

[One] trains [oneself], thinking: ‘I will breathe in… breathe out beholding stopping 
[cessation].’ (14)

In “For a Friend”, I summarized Gautama’s sixteen elements as follows:

Appreciate the action of the body, and relax. Appreciate the action of the senses, and 
calm down. Appreciate the action of the mind, and open up. Appreciate the action of 
consciousness, and let go.

Not included in my summation is Gautama’s association of each of the elements with the 
breath in and the breath out, as in the translation of the fifteenth element cited above. I 
would guess there is a physiological basis to the association, having to do with the stretch 
of the iliolumbar ligaments in the flexion and extension of the spine. I am very seldom 
aware of the flexion and extension of the spine in the movement of breath, or of stretch in 
the paired iliolumbar ligaments, yet I suspect that the stretch of the iliolumbar ligaments 
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induces muscular activity and contributes to the stretch of the iliosacral ligaments.

Regarding the singular location of self, I wrote:

If I appreciate the action of consciousness and let go, then the singular location of 
self is simply the location where consciousness takes place.

Oftentimes at the start of meditation, I can find meaning in “the singular location of self” 
before I have a sense for “the location where consciousness takes place”. I also tend to re-
late better to “the singular location of self” after I get up from meditation. That’s why I of-
fered the same instruction in both instances:

Follow the singular location of self, from the breath in through the breath out, and 
from the breath out through the breath in.

 

 *Here’s the way I understand the four stages: “sinews” are tendons that connect muscle 
to bone, as opposed to ligaments that connect bone to bone, but the words are used inter-
changeably in the classics–“overflows into the sinews” describes the effect of singularity in 
the location of consciousness on the stretch of ligaments; “reaches the bone marrow” cap-
tures the role of placement of the bones in reciprocal activity; “fills the diaphragm” refers to 
the tight connection between balanced stretch, activity around the abdominal cavity, and 
the free movement of the diaphragm; “manifests in the skin and hair” concerns the arrival 
of a heightened ability to feel dermatomes, as a consequence of the relaxed nerve exits from 
the sacrum and spine provided by an even stretch of ligaments.

 
1) “For a Friend”, https://zenmudra.com/zazen-notes/?p=1534
2) “Zen’s Chinese Heritage”, translation by Andy Ferguson, pg 2
3) Ch’an and Zen Teaching, Series One by Lu K’uan Yü (Charles Luk); Rider & Co., London, 1960, 
pp. 143-145. Translated from The Imperial Selection of Ch’an Sayings (Yu Hsuan Yu Lu) [Yuxuan 
yulu (Imperial Selections of Recorded Sayings / Emperor’s Selection of Quotations)]
4) Serola Biomechanics website summary of Indahl, A., et al., Sacroiliac joint involvement in activa-
tion of the porcine spinal and gluteal musculature. Journal of Spinal Disorders, 1999. 12(4): p. 325-
30; https://europepmc.org/article/med/10451049
https://www.serola.net/research-category/the-nutation-lesion-2/ligamento-muscular-reflex/
5) “Reciprocal Innervation and Symmetrical Muscles”, Professor C. S. Sherrington, University of Liv-
erpool, Nov. 13, 1912; parenthetical added
6) “Your Inner Physician and You: Craniosacral Therapy and Somatoemotional Release”, John E. 
Upledger, p. 165
7) https://web.mit.edu/tkd/stretch/stretching_3.html
8) “Zen Literature” on Terebess, https://terebess.hu/zen/fuxi.html
9) “The Early Record”
10) MN III 94, Pali Text Society Vol. III pg 134
11) “Master Cheng’s Thirteen Chapters on T’ai-Chi Ch’uan”, translated by Wile, 1st ed pg 17
12) Ibid, pg 39
13) “The Early Record”, first footnote, for the sixteen
14) MN III 82-83, Pali Text Society III pg 124; parentheticals added
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Turning to the Left, Turning to the Right, Fol-
lowing Up Behind

(December 11, 2016) 

At the close of a commentary in ‘The Blue Cliff Re-
cord’, Yuanwu wrote:

Answering the monk who asked, “What is the 
meaning of the Patriarch’s coming from the 
West?”, Hsiang Lin said, “Sitting for a long time 
becomes toilsome.”  If you understand this way, 
you are “turning to the left, turning to the right, following up behind.” (1) 

I can’t really speak to the exchange between the monk and Hsiang Lin, but I can say that 
Yuanwu’s description, “turning to the left, turning to the right, following up behind”, has 
been very helpful to me.

“Turning to the left, turning to the right”—stretch in the ilio-tibial bands sets off reciprocal 
innervation of the left and right sartorious muscles, and consequently reciprocal activity in 
the tensor and gluteous muscles.  The result is a subtle “turning to the left, turning to the 
right” in an upright posture, and a stretch in the fascia behind the sacrum and the lower 
spine. 
 
“Following up behind”—the combination of stretch and resile in the lumbodorsal fascia and 
pressure from the “fluid ball” of the abdomen allows the vertebrae of the spine to find align-
ment, and permits the fascia behind the spine to provide support.

1) “The Blue Cliff Record” (koan 117), compiled by Yuanwu Keqin, tr. Cleary & Cleary, Shambala 
publications pg 114
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Post:  Common Ground

(November 12, 2022)

A friend writes:

My recent insights lead me to reaffirm that it is truly the 
mind that moves. However, that mind is not separate or 
singular, or even one pointed. It’s beyond conceptualiza-
tions.

Maybe my friend and I can find common ground in our under-
standing of the practice of seated meditation, regardless of the 
nature of “the mind that moves”.

I think we have to acknowledge, though, that there’s often a difference in the understand-
ing of the practice between East and West, as Jiryu Mark Rutschman-Byler pointed out in 
his “Two Shores of Zen”:

I have labored for years to open out my meditation—which is, after all “just sitting”—
away from reliance on heavy-handed internal or external concentration objects, and 
toward a more subtle, broad, open awareness. Roshi-sama is said to be a master of 
this wide practice of shikantaza, the objectless meditation characteristic of the Soto 
school. But he insists, again and again, weeping at my deafness, shouting at my 
stubbornness, that hara focus is precisely shikantaza.

… “Shikantaza not here,” he insisted in elementary English, pointing to his head. 
“Not here,” he continued, pointing to his heart. “Only point here!” He drove his fist 
into his lower belly, the energy center that the Japanese call hara. (1)

I have described in previous posts an objectless meditation based on Gautama’s “laying 
hold of one-pointedness of mind”, but I can also describe a practice that takes the center of 
balance of the body as the object of attention.  I can describe such a practice because the 
analogies Gautama gave for the states of concentration can be applied to keep attention 
focused on the center of balance, even as that center shifts in the course of the movement 
of breath.

Here’s Gautama’s analogy for the first state of concentration:

… just as a handy bathman or attendant might strew bath-powder in some copper 
basin and, gradually sprinkling water, knead it together so that the bath-ball gath-
ered up the moisture, became enveloped in moisture and saturated both in and out, 
but did not ooze moisture; even so, (a person) steeps, drenches, fills, and suffuses 
this body with zest and ease, born of solitude, so that there is not one particle of the 
body that is not pervaded by this lone-born zest and ease. (2)

I’ve described a feeling I have at the place of awareness, in terms of Gautama’s analogy:
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If I were kneading soap powder into a ball in a copper vessel, I would have one hand 
kneading soap and one hand on the vessel. The press of the hand kneading soap 
would find something of an opposite pressure from the hand holding the vessel, even 
if the bottom of the vessel were resting on the ground.

More particularly:

… the exercise becomes in part the distinction of the direction of turn that I’m feeling 
at the location of awareness… that distinction allows the appropriate counter from 
everything that surrounds the place of awareness.

I would say that gravity and handedness (I’m right-handed) is the source of my feeling of 
outward force at the location of awareness, and the activity of the muscles of posture in 
response to the stretch of ligaments is the source of the counter.

Omori Sogen, a Rinzai Zen teacher, spoke about centrifugal and centripetal forces connect-
ed with seated meditation:

Thus, by means of the equilibrium of the centrifugal and the centripetal force, the 
whole body is brought to a state of zero and spiritual power will pervade the whole 
body intensely. (3)

Gautama described the second of the initial concentrations as like a pool of water:

… imagine a pool with a spring, but no water-inlet on the east side or the west side 
or on the north or on the south, and suppose the (rain-) deva supply not proper 
rains from time to time–cool waters would still well up from that pool, and that pool 
would be steeped, drenched, filled and suffused with the cold water so that not a 
drop but would be pervaded by the cold water; in just the same way… (one) steeps 
(their) body with zest and ease… (2)

Sogen wrote:

In the Yagyu-ryu (a school of swordsmanship), there is a secret teaching called “Sei-
kosui”. Yagyu Toshinaga, a master of the Yagyu-ryu, taught that it was especially 
important to concentrate vital energy and power in the front of the body around the 
navel and at the back of the body in the koshi (pelvic) area when taking a stance. In 
other words, he means to fill the whole body with spiritual energy. In his “Nikon no 
Shimei” (“Mission of Japan”), Hida Haramitsu writes:

“The strength of the hara alone is insufficient, the strength of the koshi alone 
is not sufficient, either. We should balance the power of the hara and the 
koshi and maintain equilibrium of the seated body by bringing the center of 
the body’s weight in line with the center of the triangular base of the seated 
body.”
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… we should expand the area ranging from the coccyx to the area right behind the 
navel in such a way as to push out the lower abdomen, while at the same time con-
tracting the muscles of the anus.

… It may be the least trouble to say as a general precaution that strength should be 
allowed to come to fullness naturally as one becomes proficient in sitting. We should 
sit so that our energy increases of itself and brims over instead of putting physical 
pressure on the lower abdomen by force. (4)

For me, I cannot experience anything of what Sogen described without combining the relax-
ation of particular muscles with the exercise of calm in the stretch of particular ligaments.  
The idea for me is not to exercise strength, but to let the stretch of ligaments generate the 
activity of muscles that contract in alternation to maintain the balance.  It may be that the 
muscles I’m engaged to relax are on either side of the centerline in the lower abdomen, and 
it may be that stretch in the ligaments of the lower spine, sacrum and tail bone necessi-
tates continued calm.

The occasional sensation of fullness in the lower abdominal cavity brought about by relax-
ation and calm corresponds well with Gautama’s description of a pool kept full by an inter-
nal spring, and also with Sogen sensei’s “brims over”.

Gautama’s description of the third concentration was:

… free from the fervor of zest, (one) enters and abides in the third musing; (one) 
steeps and drenches and fills and suffuses this body with a zestless ease so that 
there is not one particle of the body that is not pervaded by this zestless ease. … just 
as in a pond of blue, white, and red water-lillies, the plants are born in water, grow 
in water, come not out of the water, but, sunk in the depths, find nourishment, and 
from tip to root are steeped, drenched, filled and suffused with cold water so that 
not a part of them is not pervaded by cold water; even so, (one) steeps (one’s) body in 
zestless ease. (2)

I can rephrase an explanation I made previously (with “the center of balance” in place of 
“the base of consciousness”):

… the center of balance can shift to a location that reflects involuntary activity in the 
limbs and in the jaw and skull. The feeling for activity in the legs, the arms, and the 
skull is indeed like an awareness of three varieties of one plant grown entirely below 
a waterline.

Lately I find the “turtle-nose snake” case in the “Blue Cliff Record” helpful in feeling my jaw 
and skull in the balance of the body. Ch’an teacher Yuanwu offered the case (I’ll include 
only the first line here), and added a commentary:

‘Hsueh Feng taught the assembly saying, “On South Mountain there’s a tur-
tle-nosed snake. All of you people must take a good look.”’
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… When Hsueh Feng speaks this way, ‘On South Mountain there’s a turtle-nosed 
snake,’ tell me, where is it?

My late teacher Wu Tsu said, “With this turtle-nosed snake, you must have the abil-
ity not to get your hands or legs bitten. Hold him tight by the back of the neck with 
one quick grab. Then you can join hands and walk along with me.” (5)

The nose that came to mind when I read the case was a sea turtle’s nose—basically a pair 
of holes in a skull.

I find that awareness of the air moving through the holes in the skull behind the nose con-
tributes both the dynamic of inhalation or exhalation and the balance of the head to the 
location of the center of balance.

Wu Tsu’s “join hands and walk with me”, I take to be a reference to an interaction between 
the placement of the arms and legs and the center of balance.  Regarding “one quick grab”, 
I wrote:

I’m bound to be bitten by Wu Tsu, if I take his advice to mean there’s something I 
should do.  It’s about realizing a cessation of “doing”, but I think I might run into 
him, in the stretch of ligaments.

The third meditative state is also characterized as follows:

… by the fading out of rapture, [one] abides with equanimity, attentive and clearly 
conscious, and [one] experiences in [one’s] person that happiness of which (it is 
said):  “Joyful lives [the person] who has equanimity and is mindful”. (6)

The equanimity referred to is equanimity in the face of the multiplicity of the senses–that 
equanimity, said Gautama, is present in all four of the initial states of concentration.

For me, equanimity in the face of multiplicity requires awareness of the influence of con-
tact in the senses on the center of balance, influence alongside that of the placement of the 
arms, legs, and jaw (or any part of the body). Even things beyond the conscious range of 
the senses may interact with the center of balance, and what I find necessary for equanim-
ity is an openness to such interaction.

All of Gautama’s descriptions of the initial meditative states emphasize the extension of a 
feeling throughout the body.  The words “saturate”, “suffuse” and “steep” that Gautama 
used suggest the inclusion of the sense of gravity in the extension of feeling.

Gautama’s description of the fourth of the initial concentrations is a clear break from his 
descriptions of the earlier concentrations, because of his inclusion of the mind:

Again, a (person), putting away ease… enters and abides in the fourth musing; seat-
ed, (one) suffuses (one’s) body with purity by the pureness of (one’s) mind so that 
there is not one particle of the body that is not pervaded with purity by the pureness 



34

of (one’s) mind. … just as a (person) might sit with (their) head swathed in a clean 
cloth; even so (one) sits suffusing (their) body with purity… (2)

The presence of mind can utilize the location of attention to maintain the balance of the 
body and coordinate activity in the movement of breath, without a particularly conscious 
effort to do so.  There can also come a moment when the movement of breath necessitates 
the placement of attention at a certain location in the body, or at a series of locations, with 
the ability to remain awake as the location of attention shifts retained through the exercise 
of presence.

That the location of attention can shift anywhere in the body as a function of the move-
ment of breath, I take to be the suffusion of the body “with purity by the pureness of (one’s) 
mind”.

Gautama also provided a second analogy for the feeling of the fourth concentration, similar 
to the first but with cloth around the entire frame:

Just …as if a (person) were sitting so wrapt from head to foot in a clean white robe, 
that there were no spot in (their) entire frame not in contact with the clean white 
robe—just so… does (a person) sit there, so suffusing even his body with that sense 
of purification, of translucence, of heart, that there is no spot in his whole frame not 
suffused therewith. (7)

I can’t say that I have experienced the feeling at the surface of the skin that “swathed in a 
clean cloth” would appear to describe, but I have experienced a sense of the involvement of 
the entire envelope of the skin in an evenness of stretch throughout the body.

Gautama often added a “fifth limb” of concentration, after he gave his description of the 
four initial states:

Again, the survey-sign is rightly grasped by (a person), rightly held by the attention, 
rightly reflected upon, rightly penetrated by insight. … just as someone might survey 
another, standing might survey another sitting, or sitting might survey another lying 
down; even so the survey-sign is rightly grasped by (a person), rightly held by the at-
tention, rightly reflected upon, rightly penetrated by insight. (2)

To me, the survey-sign is a way to touch on the presence of mind that allows the movement 
of breath to place attention anywhere, in the course of daily life.

According to Gautama, “thought applied and sustained” continues in the first of the four 
initial concentrations, and again according to Gautama, particular thoughts with respect to 
the body, the feelings, the mind, and the mental state can become a way of living.  I sum-
marized the particulars I return to in my last post:

… thought applied and sustained with regard to relaxation of the activity of the body, 
with regard to the exercise of calm in the stretch of ligaments, with regard to the de-
tachment of mind, and with regard to the presence of mind.
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I can sometimes experience thoughts applied and sustained as a rhythm, a rhythm an-
chored by the presence of mind as the movement of breath locates attention.  I can say that 
there’s a happiness associated with that rhythm.

Though we may have our differences about the nature of the mind that moves, I think my 
friend and I are not so far apart in practice:  letting go of volition is fundamentally beyond 
words.

But a good (person] reflects thus: ‘Lack of desire even for the attainment of the first 
meditation has been spoken of by [Gautama]; for whatever (one) imagines it to be, it 
is otherwise” [Similarly for the second, third, and fourth initial meditative states, and 
for the attainments of the first four further meditative states]. (8)

1) “Two Shores of Zen:  An American Monk’s Japan”, Jiryu Mark Rutschman-Byler, pg 4-5
2) AN III 25-28, Pali Text Society Vol. III pg 18-19, see also MN III 92-93, PTS pg 132-134
3) “An Introduction to Zen Training: A Translation of Sanzen Nyumon”, Omori Sogen, tr. 
Dogen Hosokawa and Roy Yoshimoto, Tuttle Publishing, pg 61, parentheticals added
4) Ibid, pg 59, parentheticals added
5) The Blue Cliff Record, tr. Cleary Cleary, “Twenty-second Case: Hsueh Feng’s Turtle-
Nosed Snake”, Shambala, p 144
6) MN I 399, Vol I pg 67, material in brackets paraphrases original
7) DN I 76, Pali Text Society Vol I pg 86
8) MN III 42-45, Pali Text Society Vol III pg 92-94
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From the Early Record

In the early record, Gautama is concerned with action, a cer-
tain kind of action:

...I say that determinate thought is action. When one de-
termines, one acts by deed, word, or thought. (1)

"When one determines"--when one makes up one's mind, ac-
tion takes place. 
 
Gautama taught the ceasing of action:

And what... is the ceasing of action? That ceasing of action 
by body, speech, and mind, by which one contacts free-
dom,–that is called ‘the ceasing of action’. (2)

 
Gautama taught that action ceases first with regard to speech, then with regard to the 
body, and finally with regard to the mind. He described the culmination of the process as 
follows: 

…[an individual] comprehend[s] thus, ‘This concentration of mind ... is effected and 
thought out. But whatever is effected and thought out, that is impermanent, it is li-
able to stopping.’ When [the individual] knows this thus, sees this thus, [their] mind 
is freed from the canker of sense-pleasures and [their] mind is freed from the canker 
of becoming and [their] mind is freed from the canker of ignorance. In freedom is the 
knowledge that [one] is freed and [one] comprehends: “Destroyed is birth, brought to 
a close the (holy)-faring, done is what was to be done, there is no more of being such 
or so’. [They] comprehend thus: “The disturbances there might be resulting from the 
canker of sense-pleasures do not exist here; the disturbances there might be result-
ing from the canker of becoming do not exist here; the disturbances there might be 
resulting from the canker of ignorance do not exist here. And there is only this de-
gree of disturbance, that is to say the six sensory fields that, conditioned by life, are 
grounded on this body itself.” (3)

 
"The stopping of perceiving and feeling" Gautama described is the cessation of determinate 
thought in action of the mind, the transcendence of the states of concentration and the 
comprehension that "done is what was to be done, there is no more of being such or so". 
Such is the ultimate "ceasing of action... by which one contacts freedom", even though the 
"disturbance" of the six sensory fields (five plus the mind) remains. 
 
Gautama taught that the ceasing of action (action by "determinate thought") takes place at 
particular junctures as successive states of concentration unfold. Action of speech ceases 
in the first of the concentrations, action of body ceases in the fourth, and action of mind 
ceases as the last of the concentrations is transcended altogether (and "there is no more of 
being such-and-so"). 
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Gautama spoke about the induction of concentration: 
 

Making self surrender the object of thought, one lays hold of concentration, one lays 
hold of one-pointedness of mind. (4)

 
"One-pointedness of mind" could mean the steady focus of attention on some particular 
object, as Zen teacher koun Franz outlined: 

Okay... So, have your hands in the cosmic mudra, palms up, thumbs touching, and 
there’s this common instruction: place your mind here. Different people interpret 
this differently. Some people will say this means to place your attention here, mean-
ing to keep your attention on your hands. It’s a way of turning the lens to where you 
are in space so that you’re not looking out here and out here and out here. It’s the 
positive version, perhaps, of ‘navel gazing’. (5)

 
However, a steady focus of attention on some particular object is not the only way to inter-
pret "place your mind here": 

The other way to understand this is to literally place your mind where your hands 
are--to relocate mind (let’s not say your mind) to your centre of gravity, so that mind 
is operating from a place other than your brain. Some traditions take this very seri-
ously, this idea of moving your consciousness around the body. I wouldn’t recom-
mend dedicating your life to it, but as an experiment, I recommend trying it, sitting 
in this posture and trying to feel what it’s like to let your mind, to let the base of 
your consciousness, move away from your head. One thing you’ll find, or that I have 
found, at least, is that you can’t will it to happen, because you’re willing it from your 
head. To the extent that you can do it, it’s an act of letting go--and a fascinating one. 
(5) 

Most people can concentrate their attention on their hands, and they don't need to make 
self-surrender the object of their thought in order to do so. However, as koun Franz pointed 
out, some surrender of personal agency is required in order for "the base of consciousness" 
to shift location. 
 
Koun Franz also spoke about a relationship between the sense of sight and the mind: 

...I say that determinate thought is action. When one determines, one acts by deed, 
word, or thought. (1)I was taught we should be constantly aware of our eyes when 
we sit. Specifically, we should be aware of how we narrow and widen the aperture, 
how our field of vision gets narrower and narrower as our mind gets narrower and 
narrower. When you see that clearly, you also see how easily you can just open it up; 
the degree to which we open it up is the degree to which we’re here. (5)

Zen teacher Kobun Chino Otogawa likewise spoke of opening up the range of the senses: 

And what... is the ceasing of action? That ceasing of action by body, speech, and 
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mind, by which one contacts freedom,–that is called ‘the ceasing of action’. (2) When 
you sit, the cushion sits with you. If you wear glasses, the glasses sit with you. 
Clothing sits with you. House sits with you. People who are moving around outside 
all sit with you. They don’t take the sitting posture! (6)

The range of the senses, and possibly what lies beyond the conscious range of the senses 
("people who are moving around outside"), enters into the location of the base of conscious-
ness and allows the balance of the location to extend through the body. 
 
Gautama taught that thought applied and sustained is present in the initial state of con-
centration, and he described his way of living as sixteen particular thoughts, each applied 
or sustained while mindful of the breath in or the breath out. The first four of the sixteen 
constituted a particular mindfulness of the body: 

Setting mindfulness in front of (oneself), (one) breathes in mindfully and mindfully 
breathes out. 
 
As (one) draws in a long breath (one) knows: A long breath I draw in. [As (one) 
breathes out a long breath (one) knows: I breathe out a long breath.] As (one) draws 
in a short breath (one) knows: A short breath I draw in. As (one) breathes out a short 
breath (one) knows: I breathe out a short breath. 
 
Thus (one) makes up (one’s) mind:

I shall breathe in, feeling it go through the whole body. Feeling it go through 
the whole body I shall breath out. 
 
Calming down the bodily aggregate I shall breathe in. Calming down the bodi-
ly aggregate I shall breathe out. (7)

Where Woodward has "feeling it go through the whole body", the later translator Horner has 
"experiencing the whole (breath-)body" (8). Where Woodward has "calming down the bodily 
aggregate", Horner has "tranquillising the activity of body". 
 
Gautama continued with four applications of thought that he said constituted mindfulness 
of feelings:

Thus (one) makes up (one’s) mind:

Feeling the thrill of zest I shall breathe in. Feeling the thrill of zest I shall 
breathe out. 
 
Feeling the sense of ease I shall breathe in. Feeling the sense of ease I shall 
breathe out. 

(One) makes up one’s mind:
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“Aware of all mental factors I shall breathe in. Aware of all mental factors I 
will breathe out. 
 
Calming down the mental factors I shall breathe in. Calming down the mental 
factors I shall breathe out. (7) 

As the "activity of the body" is "tranquillised" in inhalation and exhalation, balance extends 
from the base of consciousness, and a certain zest and ease emerges. 
 
Where Woodward has "aware of all mental factors", Horner has "experiencing the activity of 
thought". Where Woodward has "calming down the mental factors", Horner has "tranquillis-
ing the activity of thought". 
 
I myself find an awareness of the senses that locate the mind (equalibrioception, gravicep-
tion, proprioception, and oculoception), and of the range of these senses, provides a good 
approximation to "mental factors". I look for calm in these senses in conjunction with the 
stretch of ligaments, as balance extends through the body. 
 
The next four applications Gautama took to be a mindfulness of mind:

Aware of mind I shall breathe in. Aware of mind I shall breathe out. 
 
(One) makes up one’s mind:

“Gladdening my mind I shall breathe in. Gladdening my mind I shall breathe 
out. 
 
Composing my mind I shall breathe in. Composing my mind I shall breathe 
out. 
 
Detaching my mind I shall breathe in. Detaching my mind I shall breathe out. 
(7)

"Detaching my mind" I believe speaks to a detachment from thought, but perhaps also to 
the ability of the mind to move, as described by koun Franz. 
 
The final four applications of thought were, according to Gautama, a mindfulness of the 
state of mind:

(One) makes up one’s mind:

Contemplating impermanence I shall breathe in. Contemplating imperma-
nence I shall breathe out. 
 
Contemplating dispassion I shall breathe in. Contemplating dispassion I shall 
breathe out. 
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Contemplating cessation I shall breathe in. Contemplating cessation I shall 
breathe out. 
 
Contemplating renunciation I shall breathe in. Contemplating renunciation I 
shall breathe out. (7) 

When I reflect on impermanence, I generally think about death, but Gautama spoke more 
broadly about the impermanence of any notion of self, and about how grasping after any 
notion of self is identically suffering. 
 
With regard to death, Gautama stated that those who correctly practice "mindfulness of 
death" apply his teachings "for the interval that it takes to swallow having chewed up one 
morsel of food", or "for the interval that it takes to breathe out after breathing in, or to 
breathe in after breathing out". 
 
Contemplation on impermanence in any form engenders a dispassion toward "the pleasant, 
the painful, and the neither-pleasant-nor-painful" of feeling, giving rise to the second ele-
ment of Gautama's "mindfulness of mental states". 
 
I take the "cessation" of the third element to be the cessation of volitive action, the action 
invoked by determinate thought. There are other cessations Gautama cited, each in con-
nection with a particular state of concentration, but they only have significance in the larg-
er context of the cessation of volitive action. 
 
The "renunciation" of the fourth element I would say refers to the abandonment of any no-
tion of "I am the doer, mine is the doer" with regard to action of speech, body, or mind. 
 
The sixteen elements of mindfulness that Gautama described as his way of living were each 
to be applied or sustained in conjunction with an inhalation or an exhalation, but Gautama 
acknowledged that he found "the intent concentration on in-breathing and out-breathing", 
as he called the sixteen, particularly suited to the rainy season--a season when he would 
spend most of his day indoors, perhaps frequently in seated meditation. 
 
Gautama advised his followers to utilize the four applications of mindfulness, of which the 
sixteen were one instance, in order to be a lamp unto themselves: 

Therefore… be ye lamps unto yourselves. Be ye a refuge unto yourselves. Betake 
yourselves to no external refuge. Hold fast to the Truth as a lamp. Hold fast as a 
refuge to the Truth. Look not for refuge to any one besides yourselves. And how… 
is (one) to be a lamp unto (oneself), a refuge unto (oneself), betaking (oneself) to no 
external refuge, holding fast to the Truth as a lamp, holding fast as a refuge to the 
Truth, looking not for refuge to any one besides (oneself)? 
 
Herein, … (one) continues, as to the body, so to look upon the body that (one) re-
mains strenuous, self-possessed, and mindful, having overcome both the hankering 
and the dejection common in the world. As to feelings… moods… ideas, (one) contin-
ues so to look upon each that (one) remains strenuous, self-possessed, and mindful, 
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having overcome both the hankering and the dejection common in the world. (9)

**** 

In some of his lectures, Gautama went from the four initial or "material" concentrations to 
four "non-material" concentrations. The four further states, he said, marked a transition 
from "equanimity with respect to the multiplicity of the senses" to "equanimity with respect 
to the uniformity of the senses". 
 
The first of the further states was "the infinity of ether". Gautama identified the state with 
"the excellence of the heart's release" through the extension of "the mind of compassion". 
He described a particular method for the extension of the mind of compassion, a method 
that began with the extension of "the mind of friendliness":

[One] dwells, having suffused the first quarter [of the world] with friendliness, like-
wise the second, likewise the third, likewise the fourth; just so above, below, across; 
[one] dwells having suffused the whole world everywhere, in every way, with a mind 
of friendliness that is far-reaching, wide-spread, immeasurable, without enmity, 
without malevolence. [One] dwells having suffused the first quarter with a mind of 
compassion… with a mind of sympathetic joy… with a mind of equanimity that is 
far-reaching, wide-spread, immeasurable, without enmity, without malevolence.(10)

 
The second of the further states ("the infinity of consciousness") Gautama identified with 
"the excellence of the heart's release" through the extension of "the mind of sympathetic 
joy", and the third ("the infinity of nothingness") he identified with "the excellence of the 
heart's release" through the extension of "the mind of equanimity". 
 
The fourth of the further states Gautama described as "neither perception nor yet non-per-
ception". He gave no specific instruction on the transition from the third state to the fourth, 
but equanimity with respect to the uniformity of the senses is still present in the fourth. 
 
Gautama studied the third and fourth further states under two of the masters of his day 
(11). He remained unsatisfied, but by means of "a lack of desire", he arrived at "the stop-
ping of perception and feeling" and the freedom and knowledge that "done is what was to be 
done, there is no more of being such or so" (12). 
 
Gautama put forward that all of the concentrations are marked by happiness, and that 
even the transcendence of the concentrations is marked by happiness. He expected follow-
ers of other sects to be skeptical of the latter claim, and he advised his attendant Ananda 
what to say: 

... the situation occurs, Ananda, when wanderers belonging to other sects may speak 
thus: ‘The recluse (Gautama) speaks of the stopping of perceiving and feeling, and 
lays down that this belongs to happiness. Now what is this, now how is this?’ Anan-
da, wanderers belonging to other sects who speak thus should be spoken to thus: 
‘Your reverences, (Gautama) does not lay down that it is only pleasant feeling that 
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belongs to happiness; for, your reverences, the Tathagatha (the “Thus-Gone One”, 
the Buddha) lays down that whenever, wherever, whatever happiness is found it be-
longs to happiness. (13)

 
 

1) AN III 415, Pali Text Society Vol III p 294 
2) SN IV 145, Pali Text Society Vol IV p 85 
3) MN III 108-109, Pali Text Society Vol III p 151-152 
4) SN V 200, Pali Text Society Vol V p 176 
5) “No Struggle [Zazen Yojinki, Part 6]”, by Koun Franz, from the “Nyoho Zen” site 
https://nyoho.com/2018/09/15/no-struggle-zazen-yojinki-part-6/ 
6) “Aspects of Sitting Meditation”, “Shikantaza”; Kobun Chino Otogawa, from the Jikoji Zen 
Center site http://www.jikoji.org/intro-aspects/ 
7) SN V 312, Pali Text Society Vol V p 275-276; tr. F. L. Woodward; masculine pronouns 
replaced, re-paragraphed 
8) MN III 82-83, Pali Text Society Vol III p 124; parentheticals added; “breath-” per I. B. 
Horner’s note, added 
9) Digha Nikaya ii 100, Pali Text Society Vol II p 108; Rhys Davids' "body, feelings, moods, 
and ideas", above, rendered by Horner as "body, feelings, mind, and mental states" 
10) MN I 38, Pali Text Society Vol I p 48 
11) MN I 165-166, Pali Text Society Vol I p 209-210 
12) MN III 220, Pali Text Society Vol III p 269 
13) MN I 400, Pali Text Society Vol II p 69 
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Kinesthesiology of Fascial Support 

I’ve written about how reflex activity effected by the weight 
of the body returns from the legs to the lower torso, in my 
explanation of Yuanwu's cryptic "turning to the left, turning 
to the right, following up behind" (1): 

“Turning to the left, turning to the right”—stretch in the 
ilio-tibial bands sets off reciprocal innervation of the left 
and right sartorious muscles, and consequently recipro-
cal activity in the tensor and gluteous muscles. The re-
sult is a subtle “turning to the left, turning to the right” 
in an upright posture, and a stretch in the fascia behind 
the sacrum and the lower spine. 
 
“Following up behind”—the combination of pressure from 
the “fluid ball” of the abdomen and stretch and resile in the fascia behind the sa-
crum and lower spine allows the vertebrae of the spine to find alignment, and per-
mits the fascia behind the spine to provide support. (2)

 
My interpretation of “following up behind” is based on a study of the mechanics of the lower 
spine made by Gracovetsky, Farfan and Lamay (3). The authors speculated that in lift-
ing weight, the abdominal muscles work against the extensors to align the vertebrae of the 
lower spine. They demonstrated through mathematical models that given an appropriate 
alignment of the spine, displacement of the lumbodorsal fascial sheet from its normal posi-
tion by even a small fraction of an inch can provide critical support to the structure of the 
spine. Whether that displacement was to the rear, effected by hydraulic pressure created 
by the abdominals, or forward, as a consequence of action of the sacrospinalis muscles, the 
models were not sufficient to determine. The authors noted, however, that displacement to 
the rear by pressure created by the abdominals would at least in part explain the height-
ened activity of the abdominals in weight-lifting. 
 
The study presupposed a flattening of the lumbar curve, like that of a person bent over to 
lift weight from the floor, but acknowledged that the control of the ligament system afforded 
by activity between the abdominals and extensors could not be directly accounted for in the 
models. My assumption is that a bent-knee posture like the lotus can engage the mecha-
nism of ligamentous support the authors described, through alignment of the vertebrae of 
the spine. 
 
The activity of the extensor muscles behind the sacrum might also bear on the displace-
ment of fascia. Dr. H. F. Farfan wrote:

There is another peculiarity of the erector muscles of the spine. Below the level of 
the fifth lumbar vertebra, the muscle contracts in a compartment enclosed by bone 
anteriorly, laterally, and medially. Posteriorly, the compartment is closed by the 
lumbodorsal fascia. When contracted, the diameter of the muscle mass tends to 
increase. This change in shape of the muscle may exert a wedging effect between 
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the sacrum and the lumbodorsal fascia, thereby increasing the tension in the fascia. 
This may be one of the few instances where a muscle can exert force by pushing. (4)

Farfan doesn’t address whether or not the “wedging effect” between the sacrum and the 
lumbodorsal fascia might contribute to the displacement of the lumbodorsal fascia behind 
the lower spine, nor does he discuss how the rotation of the tailbone and sacrum might af-
fect the location of the tension produced by the “wedging effect” of the extensor muscles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1) “The Blue Cliff Record” (koan 117), compiled by Yuanwu Keqin, tr Cleary & Cleary, 
Shambala p 114 
2) "Turning to the Left, Turning to the Right, Following Up Behind", see table of contents 
3) Gracovetsky, S., Farfan HF, Lamay C, 1997. A mathematical model of the lumbar spine 
using an 
optimal system to control muscles and ligaments. Orthopedic Clinics of North America 8: 
135-153 
4) “Mechanical Disorders of the Low Back”, H. F. Farfan, p 183 
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Illustrations
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Ilio-Lumbar Ligaments
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Transversus Abdominus
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External Obliques
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Internal Obliques
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Obturators
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Ilio-Sacral Fascia
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Obturators--Hip Extension
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Ilio-Tibial Band Tensors
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Sartorius Muscles
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Fascial Displacement--Sacrum
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Abdominals
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Facial Displacement--Lower Back
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Anterior Origins



60

Posterior Origins



61

Fascial Displacement
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Dermatones


