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Introduction
“Know Thyself”
To open the session we considered the special effort of attention that enables us to move more intimately close to the sensations of the present moment. It is a kind, caring and curious type of attention. I call it “kinning” yourself. The word to ‘kin’ is the same word as to ‘ken’, an old english word that means to know something in experience- in the same way you come to know your next of kin! 

At some point we label experiences as good (positive) and bad (negative). Labels and judgement  can block the process of simply moving closer  and becoming  more knowing and kindred to those experiences. ‘Kinnedness‘ or kindness  as we considered last time, begins with oneself.It is how we really come to know (‘ken’) outselves. Meditation begins with kindness and is also about a process of self knowing.
At some point all thought and all sensations  are mental activities. In the higher forms of meditative practice it becomes possible to become aware of this deep mental activity.
Over the course of the intervening week, in an unexpected way my meditative routines and usual practice seemed  to intensify and deepen.  In fact this seemed  to extend to everything  last week. Is this deepening and intensifying a result of a group of individuals meeting as we do tonight to practice mindfulness meditation? I simply don't know.

 Comfort and settling down to calm up

At one level we are bundles of energy moving through space and time. I

Is that energy well ordered and organized.

 Can we attend to ourselves in ways that enable an improved order and integrity? 

 An important  and practical consideration is just how we might compose ourselves and settle down in order to discover these possibilities. This very much concerns comfort. As we opened up last week the word "comfort" means with strength. Just how we take strength within ourselves and how we take strength in the relationship with what is around us - and that includes others around us, is of great interest in meditative practice. One thing for certain: that we must first find comfort within ourselves, before we can give comfort to another!
 The sense of Self

There is an enormous and humbling complexity involved in how we are organised in space and time. Last week we explored a little of this enormous complexity in how the  brain keeps track of precisely where your body is positioned in space at any moment. The sense modality that handles this goes by various aliases: It is known as the Kinesthetic Sense or sometimes the Body Sense; more lately it has been accorded an even greater significance in Neuro-science by becoming referred to as the Intero-eceptive sense. Another alias refers to it as the Propriocepive sense. This label captures something of its key role in how successfully we chieve a fully developed human sense of Self. Without a fully developed sense of Self we don't qualify to be human! The word ‘proprioceptive’ has that route ‘proprio’ . This carries over the sense of oneself as property. To achieve this we first of all have to have a sense of what is me and what is not me and what boundary separates the two. A sense of what is mine and not mine is vital to a human being. Last time we explored one small aspect of this important sense: the skin and a sense of touch. The skin is really an organ that is an extension of the brain. The latest Neuro-science incorporates this by using the term the Distributive Nervous System. I like to think of my skin as the outside surface of my brain or the brain turned inside out!

 Attraction and Repulsion Liking and Disliking

How your brain hand handle space in the present moment is fascinating. Space can expand and contract. It can extend and retract. How attention works in relation to this is important in learning the skill of using attention effectively to maintain and even improve wholeness and integrity. Often when we move towards something we call that attraction. When we move away from something we call that repulsion. We label one of these experiences in a judgemental way as good and the other as bad. Just how we may give somebody else the  necessary space and distance or take away and invade their space is also of great interest.

 An inspiring Story from last week

Last week I heard an inspiring story. It concerned a little girl and her family in which the couple had recently separated. The father had left the family in an ethos  of bitter acrimony. For some eight months there had been no contact between the father and the daughter. The daughter seemed to deal with the break up with a surprisingly equanimity. The daughter got on with her life and school in a highly self-possessed and resilient way accepting the situation and getting on with it. It was after eight months that the daughter chose to sent a text to her dad saying:

"I still love you dad".

 On receiving this the father broke down in floods of tears. Soon after father and daughter (but not mum and dad) resumed a deep and meaningful relationship.
I was inspired by the simplicity and the matter-of-fact way that this young child handles the complex emotional turmoil. When asked about the situation the young girl simply explained that her dad needed the distance and the space until the truth of what she eventually told him could be heard by him. It has remained true to her throughout those 8 months. True to it she maintained coherence and equanimity. The perfect timing of her text helped to ‘lance’ a puss-filled boil. Once the toxicity was expressed from the system then a healing relationship could ensue. A healing relationship is of course one that it is more coherent and well organised, one that  enables a relationship to  more openly receive and give comfort. 

Incidentally when modern science analyses real tears, they are found to contain toxins. So the tears are simply the body's way of shipping out poisons. E-motion means ‘motion”(movement) that ‘E’: exits.  If this movement of emotion is blocked and arrested, then it will cause a lower order of coherence, of wholeness and health. 

 A coda

Touch and moved by this inspiring story of the way this  child moves so graciously and elegantly through a complex emotional space, I occasionally shared the story with various individuals in the past week including Yahling. It was after a lesson where we had moved together through a whole lot of inner space and coherence that I wanted to give the piece to Yahling that I’d been writing about the young girl. I went to get it off my computer. However as is often the case to computer said no! The wretched machine had frozen and locked down. Muttering veiled curses under my breath I bashed at the keys. Looking over at this Yahling said simply: 

"John -space". 
In truth this is often just how it is with me. I can flip from an open and very spacious state and in an instant I become overwhelmed and trapped in the negative emotion of anger and frustration. Around computers I seem to very easily turn onto such low roads! In this situation Yahling  drew my attention in a way that was enormously helpful to create the necessary distance that helped me more quite quickly to regain a better equanimity and order. I have to say that the moment of re-entry into a better space only occurred after a heap of judgemental reactions that reared up within me along the lines of: 

“Who do you think you are teaching Mindfulness when you are so obviously hopeless and inept ... 

...I will spare you any further torrid details. I'm becoming more practiced at getting off low road experiences like this one. However with the help of someone else like Yahling I made a much quicker U-turn! Perhaps that is why it is so important for a group of individuals to meet together like this to explore mindfulness practice!

Meditation 1: Standing. Settling down/calming-up
We take a great deal for granted that is often well worth going deeply into: standing upright is a great example. If we are present it can be rich and full of insight. The effort we are making here as always, is to move up closer to the sensations and experience of a balanced standing upright posture. It is  finding strength and comfort again. Before we begin it's worth reflecting on the 18 months or so of diligent effort that it takes us to achieve standing upright in early infancy!

Integrity means "wholeness". As we begin to enter more fully into the process you may get a sense of an important up and down dimension : the head to toe aspect. There is as well: a front to back aspect.

 In this particular body awareness exploration we begin with a sense of the very top of your head. Consider the weight of your head. It is actually surprisingly heavy, weighing in at 12-17 pounds. We have a remarkably little sense of this weight! Consider now, how eventually this weight drops down to your feet.We follow it through the support structure by allowing a sense of the weight  dropping down through the length of the back of yourself, through the backbone to the tailbone and on through the pelvis and the back of the legs and down to your heels.

 From the crown of your head to the heels everything within the support structure is aligned in relation to the vertical as weight drops through as far as the heels.  Gravity moves toward the centre of the earth in a straight line. At your heels and feet there is now a significant 90° change of direction. This makes it a key point in the length of the support structure. At the heels the direction of your weight changes from straightforwardly downward. It now spreads out and passes through the length and breadth of the foot. A subtle change comes about at the heels and now it continues on upwards and becomes a theme of  opening up in front. In fact your feet initiate this sense of opening up and spreading as they receive and spread the weight dropping down from above them.

Now you follow this opening in front upwards: through the ankle and shin, through the thighs, and up from the pubic bone through the solar plexus, then  upwards through to the ribs and shoulders and on into the neck and head.

 Throughout  the whole head-to-toe support structure there is a subtle and important front and back difference. It is expressed as a length, a dropping down the back as compared to a more diffuse opening up in the front. Basically your back provides the support for the front, which tends to get the "starring role". As such it draws more of our attention. We start this procedure from the back aspect 9Which plays the support role!)and this is an important way, redresses this imbalance.

On the mind side of the mind-body equation we consider this as a preparation that encourages a " settling-down" through the length of the back (and the back-bone in particular) and a calming-up (in the mind  as well). The settling down process is very grounding, and in an important sense celebrates the ground of support that we all share. It is  an intimate partnership : the calming up process comes with a growing sense of lightness and ease as it is eventually delivers a poised and light  balance in the way your head sits on top of the column of your spine and a sense of grounded support from the soles of the feet at the other end of the support structure.

Tip:You could consider this as working a little bit like a caterpillar track on a bulldozer or an army tank. It works like a rolling road that drops from the head down the length of the back and then opens up through the front.

 Establishing a settling down and a calming up sets up a more comfortable poised start for contemplation or meditation.  This is really “Beginners Mind since we are forever beginning this process!

Meditation 2:The  Poised or Perched Sitting Posture

The same settling down/calming up process applies to the sitting posture. In many ways sitting is a far more tricky posture in which to manage and find comfort. It is not a natural activity like standing. It's natural equivalent would be squatting. Modern lifestyles do involve a great deal of sitting. It can cause a lot of discomfort! 

Tip: It is worth reflecting that when you sit conventionally in the chair you may well take the weight of your legs but there is three times more pressure in your lower back.
Finding comfort in the sitting posture is remarkably difficult. Once again as always, we are attempting to simply move closer to sensations and experiences and to monitor integrity. The Sanskrit word "yoga" means "yoke"." The english word: “yoke" in fact comes from the same Sanskrit root. What is being yoked together here is mind and body which may pull together to form a better whole or integrity. There is good evidence that hatha yoga and the  postures that are so familiar to us in the West, came into being as spiritual adepts took on the huge challenge of prolonged sitting. They did this  in order to take on something highly unusual way back 3,000 years ago, as they  sat for long periods in order to memorise huge chunks of Sanskrit texts. So the great Yogics of the past put in a lot of attention and time into first mastering poised and balance sitting postures. Without this discipline it is in fact impossible to breathe properly and  in an integrated and full way-  a key way and an ancient royal road to better coherence and order! The early yogics found great variety in the sitting posture and even recognised six different sitting postures for six different activities! 

Your attention is drawn to our starting point activity: At the moment the activity is sitting but whatever the present moment activity, you are invited to enter more fully into the process. Since we mostly do sit to meditate – that is a useful starting point. Interestingly the Buddha offered a very simple and challenging piece of advice when he said: "You should meditate in the marketplace".  In this invocation you are called by a self-realized Soul to be fully present in all activities and that of course includes sitting! 

A Seat-bones/legs/lower-back awareness procedure

We return to the same settling down the back and coming up the front process as the earlier standing meditation. Only this time we focus on the key change of direction that happens- not this time at the feet but at your seat bones. Throughout this procedure it is a good  idea to think of your seat bones as little feet that modulate a change of direction from the back to the front. The aim of the procedure is to finish up in a much more poised or perched position with regard to the seat bones.

First  is an important safety tip: Throughout this process always maintain the shoulders vertically above the pelvis. What this means is do NOT allow the shoulders to droop and drop forward. This can put a great strain on the lower back through the leverages that are involved. Sadly modern lifestyles encourage this slumped and collapsed form of sitting!
So maintain your shoulders in a balanced way above the seat-bones and begin by allowing your lower back to flex. This simply releases and allows the lumbar spine to become convex and is a natural movement of flexion. Notice the close link between the movement of the lower back and the sit-bones. We are now moving that relationship into extension as you pull in the lower back into a  concave shape. If you push this to the end range you finish up lifting the rib cage up in an exaggerated way. This is called hyper-extension. In this position be aware that you are now in the tip-toe equivalent  position on your seat bones. Slowly let this come to  spot where there is now a 50/50 feel between the front and back of the seat bones. An awareness of the perched-feel this brings about is a great point to return to regularly as you meditate on the possibility of finding better coherence and integrity and ways of “yoking” mind and body into a better comfort and order. As you get more familiar with it this move it becomes like a gentle enlivening undulation or wave through the spine . In the yoga tradition this allows the undulating serpent of kudalini to ascend up from the pelvis and rise up through the backbone.

Meditation 3) Becoming aware of the Skin as Trillions of pin-point sensations.

This closing 20 minute procedure revisits the same meditation from the previous week. This is based on an enhanced awareness of the skin as an interface between the outside of you and the inside. It is similar as a  challenge to bringing your awareness back to each ever present  breath. In this instance you gently but firmly draw attention back to one of trillions of pin-points on the skin surface- plenty to go on! This is a procedure where you still the muscle action of the body and becomes still and quiet in order to quicken perception: particularly to the extraordinary position sense.

 At the end of the session we explored how even a tiny movement- a wiggle of a finger the lift of an eyebrow  stands out against the still backdrop...

The evening closes with an appreciation of a shared nurturing space of presence, comfort and interconnectedness.
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