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Praise for
The Equanimous Mind
THE EQUANIMOUS MIND is an autobiographical telling of one
man's experience into the world of Vipassana (insight) meditation.
Manish Chopra writes in an engaging way that gives the reader a peek
behind the curtain of silent meditation retreats. It is great reading for
anyone curious about the benefits of meditation.
—Sharon Salzberg, insight meditation teacher and NYT best-selling
author of Lovingkindness and Real Change
Not often does a person find something that dramatically changes
their life for the better. This book describes how Vipassana practice
that can do exactly that. Manish went into it hesitantly, as we all
do with something outside of our comfort zone, and came out of it
with techniques and thoughts that forever made him calmer, more
introspective, more grateful, and more successful.
—Mike Kaufmann, CEO of Cardinal Health (Fortune 20 company)
Full disclosure: Manish Chopra's writing changed my life. This is an
intimate account of learning meditation that goes to the heart of a very
personal journey. It inspired me to learn Vipassana and has impacted
my life for the better! A compelling read.
—Mark Clifford, former executive director of Asia Business Council,
and author of Greening of Asia
I found Manish’s account of the personal transformation he has undergone
and how it has impacted all aspects of his life a powerful read that should
serve to inspire us all.
—Bob Roth, CEO of David Lynch Foundation, and best-selling
author of Strength in Stillness
A vivid, up-close and heartfelt account of a personal transformation.
Startling and inspiring, this is a must-read for all who aspire to explore
their inner selves.
—Vikram Khanna, Associate Editor, Straits Times, Singapore

Manish Chopra’s deep, insightful book, THE EQUANIMOUS MIND,
not only describes his personal journey through Vipassana meditation
but opens up the path for all of us to practice mindfulness as leaders.
Following his example on your own mindful journey will enable you to
become a more authentic leader and lead a more fulfilling life.
—Bill George, Harvard Business School senior fellow, former Medtronic CEO,
and best-selling author of Discover Your True North
The Equanimous Mind is not for everyone. An astonishing introduction
to the practice and benefits of Vipassana meditation, it should come
with a warning label: “CAUTION—This book could change your life.”
Manish Chopra writes about the ten days of an introductory
course that changed his life—each day. He seems to have total recall
of his emotions and experiences. There are no gimmicks, just a total
dedication of mind and body to becoming calm and composed…
particularly in times of high stress.
Mr. Chopra is convincing in explaining how he has achieved a
better work-life balance and now is filled with “purpose, peace, and
purity.” A happy man.
—Kenneth Roman, former chairman / CEO, Ogilvy & Mather Worldwide
Can a highly successful professional maintain mental composure for
more than a decade—including during a global pandemic?” In this open
and honest account, Manish Chopra answers “Yes,” with wholesome
insights and humility. This updated account of his transformative
journey through meditation reminds us to focus on what matters most.
—Jeffrey A. Flaks, President and CEO, Hartford HealthCare
After more than a year of pandemic and in an ever-unpredictable world,
The Equanimous Mind brilliantly brings us back to the fundamentals.
The power of Vipassana meditation becomes even more evident
through Chopra’s captivating story. This book is a precious heart, mind
and soul lesson to face our own personal and professional challenges
and unleash our invisible power.
—Dr. Ilham Kadri, CEO of Solvay (global chemicals and solutions company)

"Believe there is a further shore reachable from here," the poet Seamus
Heaney writes. This is a brave, generous, and thoroughly practical book!
A modern man meets an ancient practice and discovers the currents to
take him to his further shore. Get ready: As you are carried away on
these pages, you may be tempted to dip into these waters yourself!
—Robert Kegan, The Meehan Professor of Adult Development, Harvard
University; co-author of Immunity to Change and An Everyone Culture
This book will introduce readers to Vipassana and its approach to
meditation. It is a vivid account of one person’s experience with
Vipassana and how it has changed—and continues to change—his life.
A serious book for serious people. Definitely worth reading.
—D. Ronald Daniel, former global managing partner,
McKinsey & Company
The Equanimous Mind narrates Manish Chopra’s initial and ongoing
journey into meditation, which has enabled him to have better
judgment, be more focused and become a kinder person. I have observed
these qualities ripen in him firsthand as he maintained and deepened
his practice. This book as a must read for professionals, especially those
skeptical about meditation.
—Rasmus Hougaard, CEO of Potential Project, and best-selling author
of Mind of the Leader
THE EQUANIMOUS MIND makes a compelling case for all of us—
and especially business leaders—to explore the benefits of developing a
meditation practice. In healthcare, we are increasingly understanding the
benefits of mindfulness and Manish's inner journey and transformation
is inspiring.
—Robert C. Garrett, CEO of Hackensack Meridian Health
(largest New Jersey health system)
Manish Chopra's The Equanimous Mind is a charming read that tempts
you into trying out meditation. A daily connection to this vital source of
strength and stability, including during the heights of business crises, has
been as a vital anchor for me for over 50 years. Manish’s capacity to be clear
and candid makes for an easy yet provocative and seductive read.
—Ramani Ayer, former CEO and Chairman, The Hartford

Whether a professional athlete, classical musician or a senior executive
in a Fortune 500 Company, the ability to stay calm and composed
(equanimous) and to see things as they really are (true Vipassana) are
essential characteristics for peak performance, leadership and team
success. The training of “mind and soul” is a never-ending process.
Chopra’s The Equanimous Mind provides valuable insights on how
to achieve calmness, composure and clarity in all aspects of our lives,
both personal and professional.
—James E. Davis, EVP Quest Diagnostics (leading laboratory
diagnostics company)
Manish Chopra’s inner transformation, on and off the pages of THE
EQUANIMOUS MIND, has inspired me to reflect on my own journey.
His unique combination of left and right brain abilities—bringing
together intellectual horsepower with personal insights derived from
his spiritual journey of meditation—has been a privilege to observe and
learn from!
—Erik Gershwind, President and CEO of MSC Industrial Supply Company
Outstanding leaders must show up every day as a whole person with
strong self-awareness and a high emotional IQ, all the while being in
the moment with others. These attributes are often in short supply. In
The Equanimous Mind, Dr. Chopra with great humility and honesty,
takes us on his intensely private journey with Vipassana meditation,
shining a bright and brilliant light on his path forward.
—Elliot Joseph, former CEO of Hartford Healthcare
Manish takes you on his ten-day life-changing journey with incredible
authenticity and transparency. The Equanimous Mind is a truly inspirational
recollection of his journey through the 2,500-year-old Vipassana meditation
practice in today’s times and shares his transformational experiences in
mindfulness, introspection, self-realization, calmness and forgiveness.
Manish, through this book, will inspire you, like he did me, to incorporate
a meditation practice into your life.
—Christopher D. Palmieri, CEO of Commonwealth Care Alliance

A butterfly will never go back to being a caterpillar. It is transformed.
As Manish’s colleague for more than a decade, I’m witness to his
transformation. The Equanimous Mind uniquely shares with us what
happened in his chrysalis—10 days during which a lifetime focused on
“doing” melted into an awareness of “being”. The result? Though he was
already a successful professional, his complete self has been flying ever
higher since.
—Scott Keller, Senior Partner at McKinsey & Company,
and author of the best seller, Beyond Performance
Sharing his deeply intimate ten-day awakening experience in THE
EQUANIMOUS MIND, Manish reminds us to slow down and
reflect on what is truly important in life as we search for answers to the
unprecedented global turmoil marked by a healthcare pandemic and
crisis, a social injustice crisis, an economic crisis, and a mental health
crisis. His meditation journey to a closer state of equanimity is a gift for
us all…an elixir that heals and nourishes the mind and body as we each
find our way forward.
—Richard J. Liekweg, President and CEO, BJC HealthCare
A welcome second edition that not only takes us to India for a journey
that few of us will ever know, The Equanimous Mind now charts the
inner journey that Manish has been on since then, one of service and
gratitude. I can attest to his generosity, attention and compassion – and
to the equanimity that he possesses to an extraordinary degree, and
inspires in others.
—Hugh Verrier, Chair of the global law firm White & Case
Authentic, compassionate, practical. The Equanimous Mind is the work
of Manish’s brilliant and compassionate mind which wishes every
person to partake in the journey he took from struggling to healing,
from human doing to human being. Manish has done a great service to
humanity by humbly, lucidly, and with great integrity, sharing how he
cultivated an intentional and deeper presence, and a resilient mindset.
—Dr. Amit Sood, executive director of the Global Center for Resiliency
and Wellbeing, and author of The Mayo Clinic Guide to Stress-Free Living

I am not a yogi, an avid or principled meditator, a CEO, a famous person,
or a world traveler. I am a daughter, sister, wife, and mom. I am a recovering
alcoholic forever reconciling a childhood without spirit. I work hard, love
deeply, play when I can, and am in relentless pursuit of meaning and higher
purpose.
I am a regular Jane.
Meditation. That "exotic, enlightened practice," which I couldn’t
possibly be capable of doing. Or so I thought before Manish Chopra
invited me on his journey in THE EQUANIMOUS MIND.
Manish provides us with a detailed accounting of his state of mind
and circumstances leading up to his Vipassana experience, all ten days
during his retreat, and his post-learnings, processing, and evolution.
His intellectual and visceral play-by-play of learning and practicing
Vipassana meditation was an invitation to a party I thought I wasn’t qualified
or capable of attending. Manish has given me a gift by sharing his journey
with a combination of intimacy, vulnerability, and incredible detail.
THE EQUANIMOUS MIND erased all the mental obstacles and
barriers I had in place, teaching me that the practice and the benefits
of meditation are available and accessible to me every second of every
day. I am grateful to Manish Chopra for acting on his vision to share his
journey – giving the key to a door that some of us thought was locked.
—Jane Gladitsch, artist and entrepreneur
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e∙quan∙i∙mous / I'kwænms/ [ih-kwan-uh-muhs] adjective
having or showing equanimity; even-tempered.
e∙qua∙nim∙i∙ty /'ikw'nImIti/ [ee-kwuh-nim-i-tee] noun
mental or emotional stability or composure, especially under
tension or strain; calmness; equilibrium.
mind/maInd/ [mahynd] noun
1. (in a human or other conscious being) the element, part,
substance, or process that reasons, thinks, feels, wills,
perceives, judges, etc.
2. psychology – the totality of conscious and unconscious mental
processes and activities.
3. intellect or understanding, as distinguished from the faculties
of feeling and willing; intelligence.
4. a particular instance of the intellect or intelligence, as in a
person.
5. a person considered with reference to intellectual power.
6. intellectual power or ability.
7. reason, sanity, or sound mental condition.
8. a way of thinking and feeling; disposition; temper.
9. a state of awareness or remembrance.
10. opinion, view, or sentiments.
11. inclination or desire.
12. purpose, intention, or will.
13. psychic or spiritual being, as opposed to matter.
14. a conscious or intelligent agency or being.
15. remembrance; recollection; memory; attention; thoughts.

Dedication
This book is dedicated to Satya Narayan Goenka (1924-2013),
principal teacher of Vipassana in the Sayagyi U Ba Khin tradition,
Jayantilal Shah “Kaka” (1925–2016), assistant teacher,
and all the service volunteers of the ten-day Vipassana seminar
(Dec 22, 2010 to Jan 2, 2011) at the
Dhamma Pattana Center in Gorai, Mumbai, India.
AND
To my wife, Vineeta, for convincing and encouraging me
to attend a Vipassana camp despite my initial reservations.
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Foreword
The Equanimous Mind is a book that will introduce Vipassana to
people who may not have been familiar with it, and that will increase
buy-in from many people who are already practicing it.
The book describes a ten-day Vipassana meditation course in
the tradition of S. N. Goenka from the standpoint of someone
encountering meditation for the first time. It contains a detailed,
journal-like narrative of the rich and complex sequence of events
that unrolls during the ten-day retreat that is devoted to learning this
form of meditation. The strength of the book is the author’s capacity
to recall and sequence vivid details by the hundreds. Dr. Manish
Chopra has a mind unusual for its precision. This gives the book
the feeling of an experience rather than merely of a recounting. The
reader feels as if he or she were right there, accompanying Manish in
this breakthrough moment.
Autobiographical narratives of conversions are an old and
established form of literature. Often this genre is referenced to the
Confessions of Saint Augustine, a Roman intellectual who was highly
skeptical of Christianity, but who described in his autobiography
the reasons behind his conversion and the impact that it had. The
story of a person leaping out of suffering into a more benighted state
set the pattern for hundreds of books that have described character
transformation through the embrace of a new way of living.
In the late 1890’s, Harvard philosopher and psychologist
William James, wrote his famous book, The Varieties of Religious
Experience, in which he records and implicitly praises numerous
accounts of personal transformation through religious or spiritual
practices. Every story of this kind brings hope to those who read
it. Saint Augustine’s Confessions, and James’ Varieties, are two books
that never go out of print.
There has not been a book length account of the Vipassana
experience until the first edition of The Equanimous Mind. The
xix
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second edition has been amended for tone, veracity, and extended
follow-up, and like its literary ancestors it conveys an exuberant
and triumphant discovery. Dr. Chopra’s narrative has the quality of
an outpouring, an urgent need to tell. It contains intense, almost
photographic memories that avoid analytical assessment of the
experience, but that capture a ready, energetic, and flexible mind
receiving a flood of new information. Chopra’s writing is also
poignant due to the self-critique he allows himself to express dayby-day across the ten-day experience.
William James said that all the numerous religions of the world
can be described in one sentence: Something is wrong, and it can be
set right by changing our relationship to some higher power. While
William James is referring to religious conversions, Vipassana is both
analogous and different because it is certainly a conversion but not a
religious one. It is a conversion of lifestyle and of thought pattern as
so amply exemplified in Dr. Chopra's transformation.
Manish Chopra steps forward with an act of daring confession,
telling us in detail what was wrong with his life, and how, by learning
Vipassana meditation, he reoriented every waking moment, and
even some sleeping moments, to be in greater harmony with the
power of Dhamma, the wisdom that is revealed by practicing the
Buddha’s teaching of Vipassana meditation.
If I hadn’t known this ahead of time, I would probably have
surmised that Dr. Manish Chopra has a PhD in engineering,
because one of the most remarkable features of this book is the
pinpoint description of how meditation is taught and practiced.
The reader is treated to a kind of scientific journalism that heightens
our awareness of a Vipassana course in a manner that is evocative of
an engineer measuring the necessary details of every feature of the
project he is observing.
Vipassana meditation touches down into the private and personal
aspect of each practitioner’s life, raising dark corners into the light,
and elevating its practitioner’s entire being. It takes a good deal of
courage to write as revealingly as Dr. Chopra has done in this book,
removing the description from generalities and abstractions, and
xx
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bringing us much closer to the nitty-gritty details of what really goes
on in the meditation of one particular person. The effect that Dr.
Chopra conveys is truly inspiring.
Every meditator has a unique experience based upon the
unreproducible idiosyncrasy that is the basis of every person’s life.
No one can imagine or expect that the experiences described in
The Equanimous Mind will exactly mirror or predict their own
experiences in Vipassana meditation. But this book gives us a
sweeping picture of how widespread, practical, and valuable
Vipassana meditation can be across a wide array of biological and
psychological personality functions.
I got a kick out of the chart that the author provides in the
Epilogue, in which he compares his pre-Vipassana baseline function
to his post-Vipassana present day function across a set of variables
that include his mind, body, speech, and behavior. Like the rest of
this book, the chart combines the scientific attitudes of a PhD with
the open-handed confessions of a husband, father, and son.
The Equanimous Mind has a particular heartwarming quality
because of the earnestness with which the author seeks to grow into
being the best possible person he can be. Many people will benefit
from this volume of clear sentences, deep feelings, and important
messages. The Equanimous Mind is written with an atmosphere of
generosity in the attempt to convey experiential revelations. It is
obviously intended to be a gift to other people.
Paul R. Fleischman
Amherst, Massachusetts
June 2021
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A Note from the Author
This book is about my initial and ongoing personal journey with
Vipassana meditation and the impact it has had on me and less about
the instructional details of the technique, though references are made
in order to share my experience with it. Vipassana is a complex
meditative technique that should be learned only under formal
guidance from trained instructors. Please do not try it on your own
to avoid unintended outcomes.
Metaphorically, I am sharing my experiences of undergoing a
highly invasive multiple-organ “life surgery”, not as the surgeon but
as the patient undergoing this life-altering procedure. Just as we hear
about medical miracles but sometimes find it hard to relate to them,
we need to come into the “hospital” (meditation camp) to experience
the transformative process for ourselves.
This book is not a self-help guide. This book is a chronicle of the
day-by-day changes I experienced during my first Vipassana camp
and the pursuant existential impact the technique has had over my
life and well-being.
Each individual has a unique experience with the technique. No
two students of Vipassana have the exact same experiences, in fact, the
teachings of the technique discourage drawing direct comparisons.
This is in keeping with the tenet that the only truth that our mind
absolutely trusts is what we individually and directly observe, not
what we read about or hear from others. Treat this account as one
person’s initial and ongoing experience with Vipassana, which by
definition is different from what you or anyone else might experience
or have experienced.
This new second edition comes at an important milestone in my
journey as ten years have passed since my first ten-day retreat and the
original edition. The new epilogue in this 10th anniversary edition has
been expanded and enriched with updates on my progress since the
journey began in 2010.
xxiii

What is Vipassana?
Vipassana, which means to see things objectively as they really are,
is one of India’s most ancient techniques of meditation. It was
rediscovered by Gautama Buddha more than 2,500 years ago and
was taught by him as a universal remedy for universal ills.
This non-sectarian technique aims for the total eradication of
mental impurities and the resultant highest happiness and complete
liberation. Its purpose is healing—not merely the curing of diseases,
but the essential healing of human suffering.
Vipassana is a way of self-transformation through self-observation.
It focuses on the deep interconnection between mind and body,
which can be experienced directly by disciplined attention to
the physical sensations that form the life of the body, and that
continuously interconnect and condition the life of the mind. It
is an observation-based, self-exploratory journey into the interplay
between mind and body. It’s regular, dedicated, and disciplined
practice removes mental defilements, resulting in a balanced mind
full of love and compassion.
The scientific laws that operate one’s thoughts, feelings, judgments
and intentions become clear. Through direct experience, the nature
of how one grows or regresses, how one produces suffering or frees
oneself from suffering is understood. Life becomes characterized by
increased awareness, non-delusion, self-control and peace.
Since the time of the Buddha to the present day, Vipassana has
been handed down by an unbroken chain of teachers. Although of
Indian descent, the most recent principal teacher in this chain, the
late Satya Narayan Goenka, was born and raised in Burma (present
day Myanmar).
While living there he had the good fortune to learn Vipassana
from his teacher, Sayagyi U Ba Khin, who was at the time a highranking government official. After receiving training from his teacher
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for 14 years, Mr. Goenka (fondly known as Goenkaji) settled in
India and began teaching Vipassana in 1969.
He directly taught tens of thousands of people of all races and
religions in both the East and West until his passing in 2013. In
1982 he began to appoint assistant teachers (ATs) to help him meet
the growing demand for Vipassana courses, which are currently
taught in nearly 200 locations around the world.
Complete details about Vipassana meditation, camp locations
and course schedules are available at www.dhamma.org and a
current list of centers is included at the end of this book.
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Prologue
I couldn’t have been happier and more fulfilled considering various
aspects of my life—great career as a partner at an esteemed consulting
firm, excellent family support, wonderful loving wife, ample worldly
possessions, and an amazing circle of friends around the world. And with
a recent move to Asia from the US, further professional career growth
opportunities and a sense of personal renewal were being fulfilled.
However, in recent years I had felt that something was off about my
existence in a way that I couldn’t quite understand clearly or explain.
I am not sure whether to call it existential contemplation or a clichéd
mid-life crisis of sorts, but I began to feel more strongly that deep
down, something was not clicking. Despite this line of inquiry brewing
subliminally in the recesses of my consciousness, I wasn’t actively seeking
to uncover the deeper and hidden meaning of life by wandering idly or
climbing mountains and forsaking what I had worked so hard to build
for myself over the years.
Creating more impetus for a changed mental paradigm within the
current life construct was the fact that I felt lately that I was a bit too
much on edge, and was encouraged by my wife to attend a meditation
camp similar to one she had attended several years ago in the US.
I was an unusual customer for such a seemingly touchy-feely, new-age
approach as my background in science and engineering would have
normally made me dismiss such pursuits. Thinking that this might be
beneficial for relieving stress, which was a big enough goal in itself given
my high-intensity career, I thought it might be worthwhile to attend.
I was further tempted to go because this particular camp seemed to be
offered especially for business executives, so I felt assured there would be
particular emphasis on how to deal with stress in the corporate world.
I’d had to cancel once earlier in the year because of some unexpected
work and thus was more determined to attend the camp this time
around. A leadership coach I had been working with also seemed
convinced (and I agreed) that now was an even better time to attend
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such a program to step back and reflect as I’d had more recent workrelated challenges to think through, including how to operate and
establish myself in a completely new and different geographic region.
The year-end timing was also a helpful enabler. Much as some of
us like to feel that things in the office won’t work out if we are absent,
the last two weeks of the year are typically the easiest to truly tune out
because almost everyone else (including my clients) takes time off at
the same time as well. To facilitate matters further, my wife only had
a week of vacation around Christmas, so I had to find a productive
use of my additional holiday time anyway, and so the timing of the
Vipassana camp worked perfectly.
Vipassana had helped my wife sort through some of her own
existential issues at the time she attended her first camp. Going into
the camp, I hoped I would learn to better manage work-related
stress and bring more balance into my life. Though not the primary
motivation, potential weight loss was admittedly a selling point, as I’d
seen my wife, who is a real lightweight to begin with, drop a size upon
getting back from this program. Surely, I would do better given my
bulkier starting point!
Thankfully, my wife had prepared me a bit for what to expect
going into the program:
-

Minimalistic accommodations and facilities
Complete silence for full ten days
No alcohol or meat intake during the program
Wake up calls at 4 am
Two meals and light evening snack at 5 pm. No dinner!

There was still a lot that she had neglected to mention, which
worked out well because I might not have braved the registration
process had I known more about the program in advance.
Ten days is a fairly long time for anyone to commit away from
family, work and the conveniences of modern living. Yet, given my
quest for an improved sense of well-being, I forged ahead. Little
did I know at the time that these would be the ten most significant
days of my life.
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Having read accounts of people who had gone through life-altering
events or turning point moments, I had always felt inspired but often
wondered if I would ever have a personal life experience which would
energize me to want to share it with anyone and everyone.
I can see now that it takes a bit of time in life’s pressure cooker
and a certain amount of good fortune to come upon such events. Not
only did I achieve the now relatively modest-seeming goal of stressrelief, the process awakened me to the most fundamental principles
of life and existence and has detoxified and energized my mind in
unexpected ways.
The chapters that follow describe the experience I had at the tenday Vipassana meditation camp from December 22, 2010 to January
2, 2011 at the Dhamma Pattana Center near the Global Vipassana
Pagoda in Gorai, Mumbai, India. My initial motivation for this postprogram synopsis was to simply memorialize the positive changes
I experienced during the camp so I could remind and motivate
myself to continue meditating and sustain the initial benefits over
the long term. This soon turned into a volition to humbly serve as
an encouragement and inspiration to others like me, who otherwise
wouldn’t consider an approach like this, to give it a fair trial.
I had been through enough attempted personal change efforts in
my adult life and was quite familiar with how the euphoria of the
initial results fizzles out in a matter of months if not weeks or days! So,
I didn’t want to look back and think that this was just another passing
phase or fad. Sort of a way of pinching myself to ensure I hadn’t been
daydreaming or hallucinating for ten days when I came back to the
real world.
Subsequently, the typical self-doubt that I have experienced
kicking-in in similar situations, that this change wouldn’t really last
long term, evaporated completely. That’s when this personal chronicle
turned into a drive and volition to share my experience with others
who wouldn’t know about or be skeptical about such an approach,
and encourage them to try this secular meditative technique and
derive benefit from it.
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Having experienced a small yet lasting taste of the truly universal
laws that govern life, happiness and misery, existence and meaning, I
have felt inspired to write and share my account with the hope that at
least a small fraction of readers might benefit from a similar personal
rejuvenation.
That being the case, putting myself in the reader’s shoes, if I had
heard the personal transformation story chronicled in this book before
directly experiencing the powerful benefits of Vipassana meditation, I
would most likely have had a very hard time believing it. To a logical
person, the likelihood of experiencing such significant changes in
one’s mindset, behavioral orientation, neurobiological functioning
and lifestyle choices in a matter of ten days (or altogether) would have
seemed fantastical and virtually impossible on many dimensions.
It is not essential that you come to believe every or any aspect
of this story because the most fundamental premise of learning
Vipassana meditation is that our inner mind only fully accepts as
much truth as it directly experiences on its own being. Everything else
is understood by our conscious mind at a purely intellectual level and
not internalized experientially.
As such, you should (as I would) only believe what you actually
experience firsthand, as that will be the only truth that matters for
you. If my account in the least inspires, I would encourage you to
try out the technique for yourself. The only way you can truly assess
whether it might be of benefit to you is by evaluating it yourself
through a fair trial.
Entering the first course with a clean slate, I hadn’t expected to
make various lifestyle changes I have since made having steeped into a
life of meditation. After tasting the nectar of Dhamma (universal laws
of nature), I have rationally concluded that I was making choices that
were taking me further away from being in a state of equanimity. This
made it natural to make changes that have been beneficial and lasting.
I am not advocating the changes I have made in my life as a result
of adopting the tenets and practice of Vipassana. I am simply sharing
them as examples of unprecedented personal change that would
otherwise seem implausible.
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For instance, when I returned from my first camp, I apologized
to over a dozen people because I understood at a fundamental level
that I would continue to remain anxious deep inside until I had made
amends for my unbecoming words and actions in the past. I knew
deep down that I had hurt them in small or big ways but never truly
felt the need to apologize to them because I had justified my behavior
with the reasoning that something they had said or done had led to
my reaction.
When I made my apologies to them, some of these people had
truly moved on from the unpleasant episodes in the past, while others
had been waiting for an apology to heal their wounds and bring
necessary closure to the unforgettable circumstances and incidents
that had caused disharmony. I know that my older self would never
have willingly chosen to apologize unconditionally in this manner as
my ego would have found it a hard pill to swallow.
Another example of uncharacteristic change was my decision to
shed alcohol from my lifestyle. You could ask my drinking buddies (or
my wife) what odds they would have given you before I went to the
meditation camp for a wager that I would ever quit alcohol, let alone
spontaneously and this early in life. I mention this not as a dictum
I recommend others follow or as a verdict on the consumption of
the substance, but merely as an illustration of the nature and extent
of improbable and unexpected (positive) change that Vipassana
engendered for me.
The comfort with which I have bared my soul and shared some
deeply personal details and intrinsic personality traits in this book
stems from the realization that having experienced the positive
benefits of Vipassana, I now feel an obligation to facilitate wider
awareness of its liberating potential with others using the means that
are at my disposal.
Any amount of effort I might make to share this story and convey
the message about the holistic healing value of Vipassana wouldn’t
come close to repaying the inestimable debt of gratitude I feel for the
learning and benefit I continue to receive. As such, I feel no hesitation
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in sharing important and private facets of my personality (before and
after Vipassana) if that helps bring to life the beneficial capacity of the
technique through practical and relatable examples.
One of the things that I appreciate most about Vipassana is that
there are no gimmicks involved in its use. There is no such thing as a
free lunch in the world of Dhamma. You maintain the continuity of
your meditation practice, and you draw benefit from it. If you allow
your efforts to dwindle, so does the beneficial value. Being a believer in
“you get back what you put in to something,” I value a technique that
places emphasis on our own sincere effort to draw proportional and
gradual benefits instead of supposedly effort-free and instantaneous
miracles.
Vipassana has the capacity to transform the human mind and
character. The opportunity is awaiting all those who wish to make the
effort. I sincerely hope everyone gets the same opportunity that I had
to arrive at the doorstep of Dhamma.
Through selfless contributions toward lodging provisions and their
time to serve as volunteers, previous generations of students ensure
that people don’t have to undergo any cost or inconvenience to attend
Vipassana courses.
The biggest hurdle I had faced was to find the time and courage to
spend ten days away from my non-stop life. Ten days now seem like a
very small initial investment for the lifelong benefits that learning the
technique can bring.
If only one other person gains this knowledge of Dhamma by
learning Vipassana meditation and an equanimous approach to living,
I will feel fulfilled in this writing endeavor.
I sincerely wish that many more people exit the cycle of misery
and find the state of equanimity that an experiential understanding
of Dhamma can bring about through the proper use of the Vipassana
meditation technique.
Manish Chopra
New York, 2021
xxxii

***
If the thoughts and ideas in this book appeal to you,
I would be grateful if you pass it on to someone who you think
might also draw inspiration or benefit from reading it.
***
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Day 0

Unexpected Beginnings

M

y day started at 5 am as I had to make a two-plus hour drive
to New Delhi airport from the Neemrana Hotel Resort in
Rajasthan where I had attended a friend’s wedding the previous
night. Despite heavy traffic even at that early hour due to overnight
truck congestion, I managed to reach the airport at 7:30 am for
my 10:30 am flight. Thinking this would give me some time to
have breakfast before my flight to Mumbai where I was to join the
Vipassana camp at 2 pm, I proceeded to get my check-in process out
of the way and find a nice restaurant in the swanky new T3 terminal.
While in the check-in line, I heard a final boarding call for all
passengers for the 8:30 am flight to Mumbai by the same airline. It
struck me that having arrived three hours earlier than my original
flight time, I might as well try to get a stand-by seat on an earlier
flight and head to my destination sooner, and avoid potential delays.
I cut ahead in the long queue and started walking towards the
check-in counter in the off chance that I could stand-by. Another
passenger patiently waiting his turn in the line looked displeased
to see me walk ahead to the ticketing counter. I tried to avert his
gaze and went straight to the most congenial and cheerful looking
airline agent. She told me that the earlier flight was overbooked, so
I reconciled to the nice breakfast scenario with my original flight,
convincing myself that it was what I really preferred anyway.
Suddenly, one of the other check-in agents screamed, “I am
closing the 8:30 am Mumbai flight and there is only one seat left,”
to her fellow agents. It was now already 7:45 am and they were
approaching their 45-minute check-in cut-off time for the flight.
1

The Equanimous Mind

My check-in agent’s face lit up as did mine. I pleadingly smiled at
her to grab that seat for me if it wasn’t already taken by another
impatient passenger. I simultaneously started whipping out frequent
flyer status cards from various partner airlines as a qualification for
being the most deserving passenger for the remaining last seat. She
smiled and winked her eyes as if to say, “I got it. Stop selling past
the close!”
I heaved a sigh of relief and now reasoned that early arrival into
Mumbai was probably a good trade for a tidy breakfast. One final
keystroke of the computer from the agent and I was in the precious
middle seat in the back of the plane to Mumbai.
Now began the mad dash. Having managed to get a seat on the
flight, I now noticed that the boarding gate was actually quite far
away in the grand, new and spread-out T3 terminal. It was almost
8 am and security clearance lines in India can be long and slowmoving. Despite ten years of traveling through airports overseas
with little or no time margin, I still had to sprint and barely made
the flight.
The flight was relatively short and soon I was in a prepaid taxi
heading to Gorai to the Vipassana camp site. Despite having skipped
a proper breakfast, 11 am felt like an odd time for lunch when I
arrived into Mumbai. It was a long taxi ride and the route went
from main highways to side streets and eventually through rural
back roads. I had promised to call my in-laws who were to pick me
up after the program was over, to give them driving directions before
starting the camp, as I wouldn’t be able to call during the camp due
to the requirement of maintaining perfect silence throughout the
course over the next ten days.
As luck would have it, my phone that was functioning perfectly
in Delhi only a couple of hours ago wasn’t getting any signal and
nothing I could do would get it to work. Being the new iPhone, it
wasn’t easy to simply pull out the SIM card and do a hard reboot of
the system. I regretted not carrying the special key that would allow
me to pull out the SIM card from the iPhone.
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Oddly, my Blackberry was still working so I kept typing out
short notes to my father-in-law every time we encountered a tricky
turn that would warrant a mention, as the seemingly obvious route
would lead down the wrong track. After two or three navigational
notes, I concluded that he could more or less follow the route and
ask around for directions in case of difficulty. I arrived at the camp
at 1 pm.
I remembered reading in the course registration confirmation
email that we could arrive 2 pm onwards and no later than 5 pm.
When I stepped in with my carry-on and laptop bags, the registration
desk was a beehive of rapid activity. People were going in and out
of the adjacent dining hall. I got in line and was given a registration
form with a code of discipline written in Hindi, as the English ones
had just run out and I would have to wait for another English one to
be available. I surmised this was because I had checked Hindi as my
native language during registration and looked sufficiently Indian to
be able to read in the national language.
I now realized that they had asked us to arrive by 2 pm, not 2 pm
onwards, and that 5 pm was really the time after which they would
not accept any entrants. I was glad that I had managed to stand-by
on the earlier flight as I would definitely have been a late arrival
given that my original flight would have landed at 2 pm and it was
nearly another two hour drive to the camp site in the outskirts of
town. I was doubly glad when I found out later that some of the late
comers had to share rooms.
I was stumped to read the code of discipline in Hindi, a language
that I had completely lost touch with reading, even though I recalled
acing it in my 10th grade board exams. I also wondered why I was
being required to review and attest to this sort of thing again after
going through the exacting online application in which I had already
committed to a no alcohol policy, a no speaking policy, no this and
that, once already.
My first impression was that the enrollment and registration
process was a bit overdone. I waited my turn with the completed
registration form in hand and with my signature on the code of
3
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discipline, for which I had to jog my Hindi reading and vocabulary.
I was slightly unsure of what I was committing to, as this list of
conditions was considerably longer than the one I had signed up for
on the course registration website! Having come such a long way for
the course already, what were a few more conditions to comply with?
The course registrar motioned for me to sit down and started to
review my paperwork. He noted that I had put my wife’s name down
in the “How did you hear about Vipassana” section and remarked
with interest, “Ah, your wife has encouraged you to attend! It’s nice
that you already have a meditator in the family.” I didn’t have the
heart to tell him that my wife had meditated for a few days after
returning from her Vipassana camp several years ago but hadn’t
continued with the practice.
Then came the next question, “I see that you are a management
consultant. Is that a stressful job?” It was funny, yet charming that
this gentleman had no idea that being a partner in a management
consulting firm was probably as stressful as professional careers can
get! I coolly told him that, yes, one could say there is stress in my
line of work, which is why I had come to the camp.
“So, does your job require you to do a lot of mental concentration
work?” he then inquired. Still amused with this person, I told him
that concentration and focus were the name of the game when it
came to consulting. He responded, “Very well, because your ability
to concentrate will improve, and you’ll even learn some of it today.”
I nodded in hopeful anticipation and wondered why he hadn’t said
much about stress relief.
He then went on to repeat some of the program formalities,
which I knew already, but it was beginning to sound like a more and
more formidable process. He stated, “There is no cost to students
for attending the course itself and the only thing we charge for is the
laundry, if you choose to use the service.” I knew already that the
course ran on donations from previous students who had benefited
from it and wanted to give back by providing for future students.
I began to wonder about the logic of a course that was offered
completely free—no charge for even room and board?! I could
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understand that they didn’t want to charge for the instruction itself
since it was noble work and you can’t really put a price tag on it, but
out of pocket costs are surely estimable and reasonable to collect to
ensure sufficiency of provisions.
As I listened with increasing attention, the registrar smilingly
assigned me a room and said, “I am assigning you room 17 on the
ground floor; you will be quite comfortable there.” I estimated that
it was good to be located on the ground floor for easy access to
the dining area and the walking garden outside. I was then asked
to speak with one of his colleagues who would explain some other
logistical matters.
This other gentleman, who was equally calm and composed, told
me politely that if I wanted to use the laundry service, I would have
to put down a deposit of ₹ 200. I hastily agreed as that amounted
to roughly three US dollars and was a miniscule amount to pay for
not having to wash my own clothes. The camp where my wife had
attended the course did not have a laundry service.
He then proceeded to explain that the cost of the laundry service
was ₹ 5 per item of clothing. The drop off and pick up of the laundry
would be from 6:30 am to 8:00 am every morning. This too blew
me away—they were going to wash and iron my clothes for ten
cents an item, and overnight! This was very inexpensive, even for
India.
He then handed me my laundry token, which was also number
17. I remarked that the laundry token was conveniently matched
to the room number. He said that wasn’t necessarily the case, but
it was a lucky sign that I got the same number as my room for the
laundry token. His remark made me pause; something that I would
have considered a mere coincidence, was seemingly “lucky” to this
person. I thought he must be superstitious or believe in numerology,
or both. He then asked me to turn in my valuables for safe keeping
as the rooms weren’t equipped with locks. All electronic devices,
and also any reading and writing materials were to be set aside and
deposited with course management for the duration of the program
to avoid distractions from the meditation curriculum.
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My wife had prepared me for the rule prohibiting outside
communications, reading and writing materials, but actually having
to turn these items over for a period of ten days felt like asking for
a vital limb from someone like me who is used to being switched
on all the time! I asked for some time to pull everything together,
and began to really think through whether I was ready to give all
of these items up for the next ten days, and if there was anything I
might want to keep. After all, turning in all these items was based
on an honor system—who was going to know if I held one or two
items back?
Then I recalled the code of discipline that I had committed to
complying with fully and completely. I checked my emails one last
time and went back to the registration counter and turned all the
required items in and received another token (this time number
12) for my wallet, passport, electronic devices, notebooks, two
paperback books and miscellaneous valuables. I decided to hold on
to my wristwatch as clocks were noticeably absent in most areas.
I went to my room to unpack and check out the facilities, but it
seemed like the room I was assigned was already occupied. I went
back to the registrar who reassigned me to room 19, which was right
next door. I thought to myself that the “lucky” number 17 was a
coincidence after all and smiled. I reflected upon how different my
thinking was from the registrar’s. Little did I realize at the time that
there had to have been an element of good fortune that had brought
me to this life-turning opportunity. It couldn’t have been a sheer
coincidence that brought me there.
My sleeping room was a picture of minimalistic living. A
mattress was placed on a granite slab hoisted on a three-foot stump
of concrete with enough room for one person to sleep reasonably
comfortably, a large cushion on the floor which looked like it was
for meditating, a drying line for clothes, some shelves built into the
wall, a broom and a dust pan. No chairs, table or any other furniture.
There was, however, an electronic mosquito repellent, a mosquito
net folded up and placed on one of the shelves, a ceiling fan and
an air conditioning unit. The organizers had their priorities right!
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Mumbai can be very hot and humid in the summer, and mosquitoes
are perennially around to add more excitement to the torrid mix.
Then I ventured into the bathroom which was equally bareboned—a tiny sink, a mirror, a small hook to hang a towel, a shower
and a toilet. I again noticed some cleaning supplies on one of the
shelves on the window casing. This wasn’t the ITC Maurya where
I spent the night when I flew into Delhi, but I told myself that it
would do for the next ten days. After all, I was there to meditate and
not indulge the senses.
I unpacked a bit and only then realized that there wasn’t a
clean shelf for my clothes, so I put them back into my suitcase.
There wasn’t much to house my things in general, apart from the
stony head of the bed, which became my makeshift night stand for
miscellaneous items.
With little to do in my room and without my electronic devices
to keep me company, I wandered out into the hallway towards the
dining room. It was close to 5 pm now and I saw people lining up
for some food. I followed, knowing that dinner would not be served,
so I might as well see what was being offered at teatime. I picked up
a wide-rimmed metal plate like everyone else and wiped it with a
drying towel that was kept for that purpose. The food was stored in
interesting looking steel warmers.
To my delight there were hot food items—idli-sambar (steamed
rice cakes with lentil curry)—whereas my wife had prepared me to
expect a piece or two of fruit with tea. I gathered this must be one of
the benefits of attending the executive program, as was the laundry
service. After all, you can’t expect important business professionals
to skip dinner altogether and settle for a few pieces of fruit as their
final meal of the day. I made a mental note to tell my wife that I
certainly must be at one of the five-star Vipassana locations based on
what I had experienced thus far.
It wasn’t too long after I strolled outside for a short walk after
some tea and snacks that I heard an old-style gong ring loudly at 6
pm. I didn’t know what it might be for as the course officially began
at 7 pm. I started following the throng of other students, who were
7
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headed toward the connecting door to the dining hall for female
students. Here, two sets of chairs were neatly arranged, one for men
on the side closer to the male dining hall and another set for women
towards the other end.
Bustling into the long hall with the group was reminiscent of my
first day of graduate school orientation and it felt good to be at a
place of learning after many years of corporate life. Shortly after we
were all seated, a person dressed in a simple kurta-pajama appeared
and started to speak into a microphone that was fitted with an
amplifier and speaker system.
This was where the fun began. The speaker welcomed us to the
program and explained that this was the orientation before the official
start of the program, where questions could be answered before we
started observing the protocol of silence. He started with going over
some of the rules and guidelines. This process now felt increasingly
overdone in re-reminding us of our to-be regimented lifestyle as this
was now the third time we were going over the course regulations in
one form or another. In retrospect, I now understand why this was
done over and over. In any case, here is what was outlined.
1)

We were to maintain aryamaun (noble silence) from the
start of the program till 10 am on the tenth day. Since
noble silence means silence of the body, speech, and mind,
not only could we not speak to another student, we were
not to make any eye contact, physically touch, make hand
gestures or even communicate through hand written notes!
All this was strictly forbidden and would be monitored and
enforced quite intently.
The only person we could speak with was the conducting
teacher, when truly necessary, or during the 30-minute
Q&A sessions offered twice a day. We could also interact
with a set of dharma sevaks (Dhamma servers), but only for
material needs related to food or accommodation. This was
to be done by writing our requests on small slips of paper
that were provided and placing them into a small box in the
dining hall marked “requirements.”
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2)

Complete segregation of genders had to be observed at the
camp throughout. Even couples who were attending the
program together would stay in separate quarters and could
not talk or meet during the entire course.
3) Any religious items such as talismans, rosaries, sacred threads
and the like were not to be brought into the camp. If any
of these sorts of items were brought in inadvertently, they
must be deposited with the management for safekeeping
for the entire duration of the course.
4) Clothing was to be modest and in keeping with the local
culture. Decorum must be maintained in dressing due to
the serious nature of the work. Backs, chests and legs must
be kept covered even if it was warm. Women were forbidden
from wearing tight, revealing or transparent dresses.
5) We were reminded about the no external communication,
reading and writing rule.
6) Students were to maintain cleanliness standards as we would
meditate in common areas. Daily bathing was encouraged,
and clean clothes were a must, for which laundry service
was provided at a nominal cost.
7) We were not to make any contact with the outside world
and also remain within the designated boundaries of the
separate male and female quarters for the entire ten-day
period.
8) Students were required to clean their own rooms and
bathrooms, supplies for which were provided in each suite.
Aha, this explained the broom and other cleaning supplies!
9) Students were not to wear any makeup, heavy jewelry, or
use cosmetics or perfumes that might emit an odor that
could distract other students from being able to concentrate
while meditating.
10) Finally came the tall order stuff, at least in my view.
• No killing of any living being (no matter how small or
insignificant).
• No stealing.
• Complete abstinence from any sexual activity.
9
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•

•

No telling of lies or stating untruths or misrepresenting
facts. Since we were not allowed to interact with other
students, this specifically pertained to exaggeration or
deflation of information when describing our progress
to the conducting teacher when asked.
No consumption of intoxicants or drugs of any sort—
alcohol, tobacco, etc. Use of necessary prescription
drugs had to be preapproved by the conducting teacher.

Once through with the rules, the speaker moved on to explain
the daily schedule, which was also posted on a huge poster outside
both dining halls so there was no ambiguity about it! He went on
to explain that we would be woken up at 4 am and that a full day
of meditation would start promptly at 4:30 am with a break for
breakfast from 6:30 to 8:00 am, group meditation from 8:00 to
9:00 am, followed by instructions, check-in on individual progress
and more meditation before breaking for lunch and rest from 11:00
am to 1:00 pm.
Individual meditation would then begin from 1:00 to 2:30 pm,
group meditation from 2:30 to 3:30 pm, brief instructions, more
meditation till tea-time which would be from 5:00 to 6:00 pm and
then group meditation from 6:00 to 7:00 pm followed by evening
discourse and final meditation until approximately 9:00 pm with a
short break in between. There were two 30-minute slots for formal
Q&A with the conducting teacher from 12:00 to 12:30 pm and
9:00 to 9:30 pm. Lights out at 10:00 pm. Sleep time from 10:00 pm
to 4:00 am. Repeat the same process for ten full days.
This was when the task that lay ahead, and for which we had
all willingly signed up, truly sunk in. At this point, the speaker
genuinely proceeded to ask if there was anyone who wanted to opt
out of the program and leave the camp, and said that the organizers
would completely understand and not be in the least bit offended.
However, once we had agreed to the ground rules and complete
adherence to the demanding schedule, there was no turning back
and that we couldn’t leave at any later stage in the program until its
full completion.
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The “welcome to the boot camp” briefing was finally over for
the trainee cadets. I heard a little shuffling of feet and wondered
if anyone would actually get up and leave. No sir, every one of the
104 (63 men and 41 women) students stayed put in their respective
chairs.
There was pin-drop silence at this point in the room and the
speaker put down the microphone to take questions. One of the
female students asked whether we could take notes during the
evening discourse. The speaker gently responded that the idea was
for us to simply listen and absorb the process so note-taking was not
permitted; besides, the room where the discourses would take place
was too dimly lit to allow for any writing.
A few other questions were about logistical provisions. Someone
wanted to know if they could be contacted by their family in the
case of an emergency. The speaker explained that all incoming calls
would be dealt with at the main office by the teachers based on the
nature of the situation, but reminded us that the goal was to avoid
all outside contact so we could experience a completely immersive
program free of distractions.
I was dying to ask when they were going to talk about dealing
with business-related stress as there had been no mention of it in the
daily schedule outlined earlier and it had certainly been one of my
chief motivations in attending this special executive curriculum. I
raised my hand sheepishly knowing I risked looking like a corporate
brat but went ahead and asked what was on my mind anyway. The
speaker smiled and said the course was exactly the same one offered
in all the Vipassana centers around the world.
I was grateful that someone else asked the follow up, “So
what’s different about this executive program?” I was surprised by
the explanation that the “executive” aspects of the program were
basically the nicer accommodation (i.e., single air-conditioned
rooms for students) and the laundry service! The executive camp
provisions were such that people from the business world who were
used to a luxurious and comfortable lifestyle didn’t feel discouraged
from attending the program because of material discomforts.
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A breath of despair escaped me as I sat back in my chair, thinking
that my primary expectation about learning to relieve work-related
stress wasn’t likely to be addressed through this program after all. All
the same, I wasn’t about to become the first student to get up and walk
out. Besides, where would I go for the next few days if I left the camp?
Back to Singapore, or stay in Mumbai as my wife still had another
week of work and I was technically supposed to be vacationing.
I had already activated my out-of-office email response and had
no desire to deactivate it, now that I had an opportunity to switch
off completely for ten full days at a stretch. Reconciling myself to
the prospect of an email-free existence for over a week, I forged
ahead to the meditation Dhamma Hall for the introductory session.
The Dhamma Hall was a fairly large rectangular room with two
separate sections for men and women demarcated clearly. There
was a dais in between with two largish sofa-like chairs in the front.
Square cushions, similar to the one in my room and large enough for
one person to sit comfortably on, were neatly arranged in a matrixed
fashion throughout the room.
We were called up individually by name and quietly motioned to
our designated meditation spots. I was assigned the F-1 location in
the grid, which was the first seat down the middle in the sixth and
last row. With my typical front-row student tendencies kicking in,
I felt a bit too far away from the action. Correlating from the initial
roll-call, which clearly didn’t seem alphabetical (neither by first nor
last name) and the pre-assigned spots, I intuited that the old (i.e.,
repeat) students must be the ones who occupied the prized front
row seats.
We all settled into our seats slowly and the two sahayak acharyas
(assistant teachers) appeared, one male and one female instructor,
and seated themselves at the front on similar special platforms right
next to and below the dais, but not on it. The dharma sevaks (servers)
were seated on meditation cushions near the instructors. There was
also a contraption that looked like a makeshift amplification system
hooked onto a tape recorder next to the male instructor’s seat.
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I remembered my wife telling me that the entire instruction was
done with a cassette recorder that played audio instructions recorded
by S.N. Goenka, the principal teacher, to ensure consistency of the
process in all Vipassana centers throughout the world. The servers
proceeded to draw all the curtains tightly to the corners of the windows
so that not a single ray of outside light entered the room. At this point,
the indoor lighting was also turned off completely and a set of lowwattage lamps came on to provide some diffuse lighting to the room.
With the room quiet and minimally lit, the male teacher pushed
the play button on the cassette tape player. A deeply guttural voice
streamed through, chanting what sounded like old Sanskrit or Pāli
shlokas (verses). After a few minutes of the chants, the voice started
providing instructions for us—two sets separately in both English
and Hindi—to start the learning process.
To commence the program, we were asked to take a noble oath
of complete surrender towards the learning process we were about to
undergo. This meant setting aside any preconceived notions about
the technique for the entire ten-day period and approaching the
curriculum with an open mind. We were promised that we would
get answers to all our questions as the course progressed and assured
that the technique was a known and proven process and that we
should give it an honest chance for a fair trial to assess its efficacy
for us.
We took the following oath, which is well-known from the time
of the teachings of the Buddha, for the upcoming ten days:
"Buddhaṃ saraṇaṃ gacchāmi.
Dhammaṃ saraṇaṃ gacchāmi.
Saṅghaṃ saraṇaṃ gacchāmi."
Which means, “I promise to walk the path of Buddha
(Enlightened One), the path of Dhamma (the principles of absolute
truth), and saṅgha (the noble community of the Enlightened One’s
disciples).” It was clarified that buddha is not synonymous with
Siddhartha Gautama as the word buddha can refer to anyone who
has achieved complete enlightenment and mastery over the mind.
13
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I couldn’t distinguish the subtle nuance at the time as it only started
to make sense much later in the program.
The main charge for the evening and for the entirety of the
following day was to observe our own respiration. We weren’t asked
to gain control over the breath or conduct any kind of breathing
exercise, but simply to observe and become familiar with our own
natural breath as it entered and exited through the nasal passage.
There wasn’t much logic offered but the idea was to build greater
awareness of oneself through the process of breathing, so it seemed
like a reasonable place to start. I didn’t realize until that point that
it’s not as easy to observe our own breath as it might seem because
we are breathing continuously and involuntarily!
For the next hour or so, all we did was try to observe our incoming
and outgoing breath. This is called ānāpāna meditation in the Pāli
language. I was becoming intrigued by the process and soldiered
on cautiously. There wasn’t a compelling reason to quit because we
weren’t being introduced to any religious practices, which I had
said to myself upfront, would be a good enough reason to exit the
program at any point because I wasn’t attending the camp for any
kind of religious indoctrination. Experiencing my own respiration
closely was certainly something I could do, at least for the next little
while. The session concluded with another brief round of chants
from the principal teacher, though no one in the meditation hall
was chanting along as that is not prescribed as part of the practice.
The lights came back on and the male instructor reminded us
about the 4 am start the following morning. I dashed out to request
an alarm clock as having turned in my Blackberry and mobile
phone, I had no way of setting a 4 am alarm for myself. The alarm
clock didn’t arrive that night and I hoped that somehow, I might
wake up early anyway as I had woken up at 5 am that morning to
start my drive to Delhi.
It had been a long and unexpectedly eventful day, leaving the
stupendous festivities of an exotic destination wedding to starting
out at a monastic meditation camp in unfamiliar surroundings.
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Sleepy Skepticism

I

was woken up by the sound of a loud gong from the hallway
outside my room at 4 am. Two minutes later there was a knock
on my door. It was one of the servers checking to make sure I got
up on time since they hadn’t been able to provide me with the alarm
clock the night before. I thanked him and told him I wouldn’t be
needing the alarm clock after all, thinking that it was impossible to
miss the hard clanging and repeated sound of the morning gong. I
tried to rub the sleep from my eyes and headed into the bathroom
to take a shower.
We had been advised that there would be running hot water
available, possibly to make it comfortable to take a shower in the
wee hours of the morning. Exploring the water faucets, I realized
that the wall shower only ran ice-cold water and in order to get
warm water, I would have to use the hot and cold water taps at the
bottom, mix them in adequate ratios to fill up a bucket at lukewarm
temperature, and pour it onto myself in mugfuls in order to bathe.
This was the typical Indian bathing system, but having been out
of India for over a decade, the bucket system just didn’t work for
me anymore as I was addicted to the soothing sensation of water
flowing over my body from a shower-head without me lifting a finger
and enjoying the nice cleansing feeling of the water’s force. I had
to choose between having a cold shower or doing the water-mixing
thing for a warm water bath. I decided to brave the chilling sensation
of cold water and felt more refreshed and certainly wide awake.
At 4:20 am, I heard the sound of someone walking through the
hallway with a tinkling bell of sorts (the type that’s called a ghanti
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in India). I gathered this must be the reminder wake up for those
who might still be snoozing. It was clear that the course organizers
meant business when they said that meditation started promptly at
4:30 am every morning.
Students started trickling into the Dhamma Hall located on the
second floor. It was an eerie feeling to be doing a group activity
with 100 other people before the crack of dawn! The conducting
teachers weren’t there, nor the voice of Goenkaji streaming from
the speakers, so we presumed that we were supposed to follow the
instructions from last night and practice meditating on our own.
I sat down on my designated cushion in the cross-legged
position, put my hands on my knees and closed my eyes to start
the meditation process. We had essentially been instructed to focus
on the sensations associated with the flow of breath in and around
the nasal passages during the inhalation and exhalation process. As I
tried to put my mind to it, I realized it wasn’t easy to feel or observe
my own breath at its natural pace, even as I could easily experience
it when it was slightly heavier or if it had quickened.
Secondly, it was nearly impossible to try and maintain
concentration on the breath itself. My mind would wander off
rapidly to all sorts of other things ranging from “there are some
droplets of water in my earlobes as I didn’t have enough time to
dry off after my shower in the haste to be on time,” to “hope this
process actually delivers what it advertises,” to “wonder when and
whether they might start religious discourse on us,” to “the guy
sitting diagonally to my left sure shifts around a lot!” Racing from
one unrelated thought to the next, much like a monkey randomly
jumping from one branch to the next unpredictable one, I kept
trying to bring my mind to the task at hand, even if I had to quicken
my breath a little to be able to notice it perceptibly.
Sitting cross-legged in one spot for more than ten or fifteen
minutes at a time is harder than it seems. I shifted around quite
a bit, as did everyone else around me. I regretted not wearing my
watch as there was no way to know how I was tracking towards the
6:30 am end-point as the only wall clock in the room was directly
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overhead and out of sight for me. There were some chanting
audios that played partway through the sitting, but I would only
later discover the time when they came on during the two-hour
pre-breakfast meditation slot. Probably an hour must have passed
when I realized I had dozed off, for how long, I didn’t know. I suddenly
snapped back to attention with my head bobbing forward.
I was lucky I wasn’t one of the other students who was woken up
by one of the servers, who came and gently tugged at the sleeping
student’s cushion from one end to bring them to attention! The
implicit "no sleeping allowed in the meditation room” policy seemed
to be policed fairly strictly and I felt fortunate not to be rebuked for
my transgression. I managed to pull through until 6:30 am, stealing
glances at other students’ watches during my posture adjustment
breaks when I would also open my eyes, and counting down the
remaining hour, minutes and seconds.
I got up somehow managing the numbing stiffness I was feeling in
my back and lower body, walked back to my room and sat down on my
bed. I stared at the ceiling and asked myself whether I could really do
this day in and day out for another ten days. Not having had a fulsome
dinner the night before, my belly encouraged me to muse over my
predicament over some breakfast for which the gong was sounded again.
I first pulled together 15 pieces of clothing that needed laundering due
to the backlog from the last several days of city-hopping travel. I dropped
off the pile with my laundry token at a counter-top outside the dining
hall and walked inside to line up for breakfast.
I was getting used to the wipe-your-own-plate-dry ritual by now.
Today’s main item was poha, a common breakfast snack preparation
from western Indian made of flattened rice wafers garnished with
sautéed onions and lightly-roasted peanuts, something my wife would
fix occasionally to offer culinary variety from our staple breakfast of cereal
or eggs. Further encouraged, I stepped forward and noticed some dates
kept in a large box, followed by bananas and cut papaya. Having had a
long-standing aversion to papaya since childhood (never understood nor
remembered why!), I grabbed a couple of bananas and found a place to
put down my fully-loaded platter.
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I went back looking for a hot beverage and found three heated
flasks, with different labels for “Indian Tea,” “Black Tea” and
“Milk.” This was clearly an executive retreat center as they had the
thoughtfulness to offer black tea, which is fairly uncommon in most
of India. Being a black tea drinker, I headed straight down the middle
to pour myself a cup. Sipping it gently as I walked back towards my
spot in the dining hall, I tasted a distinct tang of ginger, which is my
favorite complement to tea. After stuffing myself with poha, dates,
bananas, and washing it all down with ginger black tea, I concluded
that breakfast at the camp was certainly a fulfilling meal.
I went back to my room and collapsed on my bed till I woke up
with a start when the gong clanged at 7:50 am. Rubbing the sleep
out of my eyes, I headed up to the Dhamma Hall for the first group
meditation session of the day. Right at the hour, the conducting
teachers came in, and after the lights were dimmed, the cassette
player came into action again. After some brief chants came some
more instructions.
The main instructional addition from the previous night was that
during meditation, it is natural that our concentration often wanders
away because the mind is inherently mischievous and prone to
distraction, but we shouldn’t feel disappointed when we lose focus from
the goal of observing our respiration. It made sense from self-experience
that it wasn’t easy to focus the mind on one thing for more than a little
while (minutes, seconds, or sometimes barely an infinitesimal instant is
as long as one can keep the mind from getting distracted!), but the idea
of not generating any self-critical or negative feelings when the mind gets
distracted from the job at hand was a new concept.
With this added counsel, we started practicing the respiratory
observation process for the next hour. Fairly slowly and somewhat
noticeably, through patient practice in the moments when I could
maintain my concentration, I started to feel the air going in and out of
my nostrils without having to hasten my breath. I also realized that it
was much easier to concentrate with my eyes closed; it made sense that
external visual stimuli were a source of distraction and stole focus away
from the inwardly oriented task of observing the breath.
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I adjusted my posture fewer times in this hour-long session than
in the previous one and opened my eyes less frequently to steal
glances at others’ watches to follow the progress of time. I still hadn’t
worn my own watch to the Dhamma Hall, this time purposefully.
Knowing my restless nature, it would have been a constant source of
distraction during the meditation session.
With the hour over, we took a short break before returning for
some more instructions. Essentially, these emphasized the need
to practice meditating with a calm and quiet, yet an alert and
attentive mind, even as the mind wanders off during the process of
maintaining focused concentration around the process of breathing.
After a little more practice, we were encouraged to get some rest and
permitted to go back to our respective sleeping rooms.
I went outside for a brief stroll to clear my head and it was soon
time for lunch at 11 am. Lunch was fairly extensive although it
didn’t come close to the breakfast experience in my view. With less
than a 24-hour dataset of observations, I presumptively concluded
that breakfast was the best meal of the day at the camp and made a
mental note to go all out on subsequent mornings. I came back to
my room and fell fast asleep once again to be woken up by what had
to be the loudest and most fool-proof alarm system in the world!
I noticed some changing scenery as I lumbered back to my spot
in the Dhamma Hall a few minutes before 1 pm. Many people were
approaching the conducting teacher to ask permission to move their
cushions to the rear wall as they weren’t comfortable sitting upright
on their cushions for the entire hour without any back support.
Some others were appealing to move off the floor cushions entirely
and sought permission to be seated in chairs instead.
Despite the chronic back pain which had been bothering me
during the sessions, I told myself that there was no way I would
draw meaningful benefit from this process if I couldn’t even follow
the most basic requirement of sitting upright on the ground in the
cross-legged position to meditate. This turned out to be a very good
decision later down the road, although I continued to struggle with
the pain for quite some time.
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It also didn’t hurt that two of the uncomfortable people cleared
out from in front of me and I felt a lot less claustrophobic and better
able to concentrate on meditating. With the furniture adjustment in
the Dhamma Hall complete, we proceeded to start the meditation
session to focus on observing our respiration.
I’m not sure whether it was the food at lunch or something else,
but during the session I started rocking back and forth and sometimes
in a circular motion while trying to meditate. The rocking motion
certainly induced more somnolence and I caught myself dozing off
on multiple occasions during the session.
Blissfully ignorant, I thought that sleepiness was a sure sign
that this technique must be working on me because I was under
the impression that meditation was a form of hypnosis, where the
person enters a trance-like state and starts to see things more clearly!
I found it hard to stay awake in this session and focused my efforts
on fighting the forces of cradle-rocking slumber.
After the post-session instructions, the conducting teacher called
us up in small groups of three to five sādhaks (practicing students)
to check up on our progress. Goenkaji had reminded us in one of
the instruction periods to neither exaggerate nor understate our
experiences with the technique as we had taken vows to speak no
untruths during the camp. I waited a while for my turn as our
conducting teacher was very patient and took the time to hear from
each student and answer any questions (about the technique but
not the theory of Vipassana, as that was something we had been
cautioned could lead to mindless debate and distraction from
practice).
An hour in, I was called up with a couple of other students.
When asked, I honestly expressed feeling sleepy and rocking in a
circle and sideways when trying to meditate. The instructor said
these were common obstacles to meditative efforts in the initial
stages. Obstacles?! I was just beginning to think that the process
was working on me because it was all very trance-like and therefore
meditative.
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With my bubble pricked, I went back to my room and lay on
the bed staring at the ceiling once again and wondering what in the
world I was doing there. I estimated that if I quit the program now, I
could join my wife in a couple of days when she started her one-week
vacation to India. I started assessing the possibilities—the practical
constraints (how would I make travel arrangements without a phone
or access to email, what would I say to the conducting teacher about
the reason for wanting to leave the course early) and pondering over
the philosophical considerations—I had never quit before when the
chips were down. Who knows? Maybe things would change, and I
might soon see the light....
The gong announced tea-time and I lumbered into the dining
hall and was met with an unpleasant surprise—the snacks du jour
were bananas, cut watermelon, papaya and some chiwdā (Indian
style salted rice wafers). There were no steel food warmers in sight
so it was clear what I saw was all there was to eat, and I knew there
wouldn’t be any dinner afterwards.
This was certainly a big step down from the previous evening’s hot
meal. Now I knew that my wife wasn’t kidding when she said that
the evening snack with tea was just a few pieces of fruit. Somewhat
in denial and thinking wishfully, I wandered around the dining hall,
checking to see if there was some real food tucked away elsewhere.
No other solid food, but I discovered an additional thermos flask
labeled “Ginger Water.” Sufficiently intrigued with this discovery
and reconciled with minimalistic snacks as the last meal for the day
while at the same time trying not to focus on the fact that breakfast
was still a good 13 hours away, I poured myself a cup of this hot
beverage.
It was probably the most nourishing simple drink I had ever
sipped, with almost a divinely soothing feel as it flowed down my
parched throat. I stuffed myself on my share of the chiwdā and tried
to shake off thoughts of quitting the program. It was time for the 6
pm mandatory group meditation, which was to be followed by the
first evening discourse, which still held some curiosity for me.
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Unable to even exchange glances with other students to get a
sense of what they were experiencing, I didn’t know if I was alone in
my doubts about the effectiveness or relevance of the technique for
me. I had estimated that there were over 15 old students in the male
section, from their noticeably more seasoned maneuvers, which
meant that at least some people had found enough value from the
technique that they had come back another time to endure the tenday long ordeal. I would find out later that one of the students, an
Australian, had been coming to the camp every single year for 19
straight years!
Cycling back and forth between doubt and hope, I made myself
as comfortable as possible for the 6 pm session. I had real difficulty
concentrating and impatiently awaited the end of the session so as
to get on with the evening discourse. After the session, the instructor
announced that the discourses would be offered separately in
English and Hindi. I later discovered that all Vipassana centers
offer the instructions and discourse in multiple languages, typically
English and the primary local language where the course is offered,
and (when possible) any other languages that are represented in the
student body attending the camp.
As is customary in Indian centers, in acknowledging the lingua
franca, the Hindi discourse was in the main Dhamma Hall and
the English one would be set up in separate male and female mini
Dhamma Halls. This was a tough choice and I only had a few minutes
to make up my mind. For several people, it was a straightforward
one. All the international students and several others hastily moved
to the mini Dhamma Halls for the English discourse.
Although fluent in both English and Hindi, having lived outside
India for a long time, I had somewhat lost touch with my native
tongue. I had noticed from the dual language cassette recordings we
had heard thus far that the Hindi instructions were well articulated
yet frequently used certain words that either sounded unfamiliar or
I had forgotten them over the years.
I had managed to follow the meaning of these pure Hindi
words either in reference to their context in the instructions or by
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comparison with the English translation that would follow. This
would be tougher now because the discourse would only be in one
language in one room so there was no opportunity to compare and
interpret the meaning from the simultaneous translation as was
possible with the dual-language meditation instructions.
I also couldn’t recall whether my wife had preferred the English
or Hindi discourse when she had attended her Vipassana camp.
Often when I have considered what my wife would do in the same
situation, it has helped lead me to the right answer, be it the same or
the exact opposite choice! I surmised that she must have attended the
English one because, though Indian by birth, she grew up outside of
India and thus may have been less comfortable with the Hindi one.
Despite logically deducing that my wife attended the discourses
in English, something from within prompted me to stay put in the
main Dhamma Hall and listen to the Hindi one. Even in the worst
of cases, if I couldn’t follow the Hindi discourse, I could quietly walk
out and go to the mini Dhamma Hall. However, it would be much
harder to do the reverse and walk back into the main Dhamma Hall
in the dark without being disruptive, especially since my cushion
was as far away as possible from the entrance door within the male
section.
The video discourse stated promptly at 7:15 pm and I saw
Goenkaji for the first time—a full head of white hair, calm face,
looking like he was in his late sixties though I had heard that he
was well over eighty years old now. He started with stating matterof-factly that the first day of meditation was over, and there were
nine more days left in the camp to learn the Vipassana technique.
He then proceeded to provide explanations for everything we had
experienced during the first day.
The rationale for observing our respiration to build mental
concentration is that the process of breathing serves as a medium for
our outer (conscious) mind to connect with the inner (deep-rooted)
mind by focusing conscious attention on the respiratory process
which is an unconscious, involuntary activity regulated by our
autonomic nervous system. Breathing is also a natural, neutral, and
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ongoing process to focus the mind’s attention and is conveniently
ever present. He rhetorically asked if we were finding the process to
be difficult.
Jokingly, he reminded us not to overeat during lunch now that
we knew there was no dinner served because stuffing ourselves
with food would interfere with the practice of meditation. I was a
living testament to the fact that it was difficult to stay awake, let
alone meditate well, during the post lunch session after an overfilling meal!
He went on to clarify that Vipassana is not a religious activity—
Buddhist or otherwise—and hence no chanting of the name of a
God or a super being was involved in its practice. The technique,
however, was the same that Siddhartha Gautama used to attain
enlightenment and become the Buddha over 2,500 years ago.
Apparently, Buddha’s disciples carried on this practice flawlessly
for roughly 500 years in its original form, after which it eventually
became extinct in India.
When Vipassana had gained popularity over two millenia ago
given its value, it had also spread to many of India’s neighboring
countries, one of which was Burma (present day Myanmar). It
was carefully preserved in its pristine form by a small group of
Burmese people in the classic teacher-disciple learning ideology
and had now been brought back to the country where Buddha
originally discovered, taught, and practiced it. The part about
this being a secular practice was very comforting to hear because
I had been concerned that there might perhaps be some religious
underpinnings involved in learning the technique.
He explained that observing in-coming and out-going breath
is one way to sharpen the mind’s concentration but wasn’t the end
goal of our meditation. He pointed out that the mind is prone to
two types of activities when it is not fully under our control; it is
either reflecting on things from the past or anticipating things in
the future. Also, it is evaluating these experiences (or expecting
these potential events) as either positive or negative, favorable or
unfavorable.
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As the mind wanders, it cycles back and forth between such
thoughts in a completely haphazard random walk sort of way and
exhausts itself. It is unproductive both to brood or reminisce on
the past or imagine or worry about the future because neither time
frame is in our mind’s control. I have known this intellectually for
as long as I can remember and probably the whole world knows this
in principle, but Goenkaji had drawn the link at the psychological
level and explained how through further self-observations, the link
would become even clearer.
He went on to explain that the processes of ānāpāna and Vipassana
meditation were based on the tenet that we like to characterize in
simple terms as “seeing is believing” or more technically, observing
reality as it is and as it manifests (yathābhūta ñānadassana), and not
how we would like it to be. Only when we experience certain realities
transpiring in our own physical body does the inner mind get trained
to believe them, much like the breath coming in and going out
through our nostrils is the only reality that the mind observes when
focusing on it in the moment. The previous breath that is gone is in
the past and no longer relevant to ruminate over, nor is it worthwhile
to guess what the next incoming breath would be like. As such, we
must calmly maintain focus on the present moment.
Goenkaji then outlined that through the breathing process,
in due course of time and with continuous effort, we can reach
the deeper portals of the inner mind and cleanse it of its inherent
tendency to cycle back and forth between the past and the future and
focus it solely on the present. While I had some intellectual grasp
over this concept, the experiential aha-moment only came when I
connected the dots between my thus far theoretical appreciation
with the activity we had undertaken all day and its practice.
Suddenly, the clouds of doubt and skepticism were beginning
to evaporate, at least partially. So far, there was no flaw in the logic
and my own experiments all day had borne out the theory being
postulated. For someone who makes a living in finding opportunities
to critique business practices and recommend changes, I had found
it hard to find a loophole thus far.
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Listening now with greater interest, I heard Goenkaji clarify why
we were asked to adhere to certain codes of conduct upfront. The idea
was that we can’t work on learning the technique with a polluted mind
that wasn’t free of all kinds of immoral activities. These were prohibited,
not because they are considered sacrilegious, but because doing them
impairs the purity of mind as it undertakes this noble pursuit and also
makes it harder for the mind to concentrate.
The logic of the case still completely air-tight, he next drew the
analogy between the Vipassana learning process at the camp with us
going through a major surgery on the inner mind and how it was
extremely important to not let any outside infections enter the body
when it was on the operating table. This could happen in the form of
breaking the noble silence, making contact with the outside world, or
not following the code of discipline in any other way.
Finally, he reminded us that we had left our vocations, our families
and our entire routine lifestyle for a full ten-day period, which was a
significant commitment and sacrifice, so we may as well draw maximum
value from the experience while at the camp by putting in the requisite
effort. He encouraged us to stay strong and work very diligently and
follow the instructions carefully to reap the most benefit from the
program. We were also asked to take a resolve to closely follow the course
timetable. Although strict, it was designed with careful consideration to
ensure that the learning was deeply ingrained into our minds.
The one thing I found particularly clever about the instruction
process was that contrary to typical learning techniques, where the
theory is offered before students are asked to validate it through direct
experimention, we were made to do the exact opposite at the camp. Case
in point, the task for the day was only outlined as a mechanized step-bystep instruction the previous night, without offering any rationale for
why we were observing our breath.
The logical explanation only came later, so we could draw the
connection based on what we had actually experienced already without
a theory bias instead of what our mind would otherwise be telling us
to experience because we were expected to do so, as predicated by the
theory which we would have learned beforehand!
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I smiled in admiration of a smarter way of teaching, which was
not just learn by doing, but learn only that and only as much as
what we experience versus what we are supposed to experience based
on the beliefs of others. In other words, two different students can
experience two different things. But what each one experiences
is what reality is to them, and not what the other student might
have experienced, and possibly altogether different from what the
textbook prescribes.
It did feel more logical to witness reality on an “as experienced by
oneself only” basis as opposed to imagining a certain reality because
either that’s what we want to believe or what others want us to
believe. The gears in the machinery of my mind started turning as I
translated this very simple physiological experiential learning to my
own life’s orientation.
There was an overabundance of “should voices” in my head—
what I needed to do to be a good consultant, a loving husband,
a worthy son, a caring brother, a supportive friend, and the list
went on…versus experiencing life as it came along and making
sense of it on my own. The mind-awakening process was slowly but
clearly beginning without formally being asked to consider these
possibilities, which were appearing unprompted and spontaneously
to me through self-experience, and not imposed by any theoretical
underpinnings.
Feeling inspired to continue on for one more day, or at least the
first half of the next day, I tuned in to listen to the tape-recorded
instructions for the following day. We were instructed that in
addition to noticing the breath going in and out of the nose, we now
also need to pay attention to a few more things: which nostril was
the breath coming in and going out from, what sort of sensations
were being experienced in and around the nostrils and in the area
above the upper lip and below the nose. We practiced these new
observational inquiries for 15 minutes before being dismissed for
the day at 9 pm.
The process was getting interestingly fascinating and increasingly
difficult. It wasn’t easy to notice my own breathing to begin with,
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and now to note which nostril was in use was quite a challenge. I
also sat back and wondered why I had never myself considered to test
firsthand how the essential-to-life respiration process really worked.
With this intrigue in mind, I went to bed feeling less skeptical and
with more anticipation for the rest of the program.
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I

was beginning to get used to being woken up by the loud sound
of the gong. It was a sprint to shower and get ready to reach the
Dhamma Hall by 4:30 am—everything happens in slow motion at
4 am! Thankfully, the conducting teacher had suggested that it was
optimal for new students to meditate for only one hour at a time
to see the best results. I translated that to me deciding whether to
meditate from 4:30 to 5:30 am or 5:30 to 6:30 am during the early
morning session.
Knowing myself, any other choice of an hour-long slot, in the
two-hour time window available, would have resulted in lack of
discipline on my part. I was more likely to adhere to either starting
at 4:30 am or ending at 6:30 am because both were book-ended
with a scheduled event outside of my control. The earlier hour with
the impossible-to-sleep-through communal alarm at 4:00 am and
the later hour with the start of breakfast at 6:30 am.
I had asked the conducting teacher which hour he would
recommend between the two. He had said that either was fine but
when I had persisted with my query, he suggested that brahmā
mahūrat (predawn) is particularly auspicious and beneficial. I
surmised that the logic was that there is nearly no external activity at
that hour which makes it much easier to concentrate.
Besides, with the universal alarm going off at 4:00 am anyway,
and then the tinkling bells continuing all the way until 4:30 am, I
thought I may as well bite the bullet and go for the first slot and
also draw upon the auspicious morning hour! I also reasoned that it
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would be better to meditate for an hour, then come back and nap
for an hour before the breakfast gong sounded at 6:30 am.
I located my cushion in the Dhamma Hall at 4:32 am, made
myself as comfortable as possible, and started the process of observing
my breath and also trying to follow which nostril was in use and
what sensations I was feeling in the nasal area and above the upper
lip. Observing the breath was one thing but to determine whether
the left, or the right, or both nostrils simultaneously were in use
was a totally different matter. For a while, I told myself to focus on
which nostril was in use and not worry about the other sensations
but later found it easier to feel the breath going over the upper lip
(mustache area) than to determine which nostril was in use.
I started wondering why I had never considered the idea of
observing my own breath in what would soon be 35 full years of my
life! All those years of biology coursework in junior school, we were
too busy cramming in technical nomenclature about anatomical
details of the human body and never paused to experience how the
most vital process of our existence actually works. It was another
example of my general mindset and orientation that took simple yet
essential things as a given, like maintaining harmonious relationships
with those with whom I spend most of my work or family life.
Sufficiently reprimanding myself for not being more self-aware,
I tried to focus my mind on the act of self-observation through the
neutral medium of my own natural breath. This in itself was another
reminder of the sort of life I had been living for too long—one in
which I am never sitting still and experiencing the world around
me as it naturally exists and spontaneously transpires in an effortless
manner, but perpetually occupied in doing something or acting on
something.
Therefore, the only world I had been experiencing thus far was
one in which I witnessed the reactions of my actions, not a world
which was free from the interference of my restless energy and
sometimes jarring activity. Suddenly, the world in which I wasn’t
taking any action and simply observing my breath going in and
out of my body, seemed like a more meaningful and serene world.
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I wished there would be more time and opportunity for me to
experience such tranquility.
After this hour-long process, I walked out feeling heavy-headed,
as though the toxicity deep inside my mind was working its way
outward to the surface. I had to postpone my plans of napping as I
felt an urge to take a walk outside and clear my head. I wandered out
into the walking garden.
There was no one else out as it was still well before dawn and I
hadn’t realized that taking walks was restricted to the breaks during
mealtimes and not advised during the prescribed meditation hours.
The moon was slowly waning—the night of the wedding I had
attended was the auspicious pōornimā (full moon) and the celestial
orb was now a few days shy of the complete sphere. The lone North
Star was up in the sky near the moon and the whole sky seemed to
come alive around this combination of heavenly bodies.
At 6:00 am sharp, Goenkaji's voice started streaming through
the public address system reciting suttās (synopsis of Buddha’s
teachings for lay people) and dohās (inspirational couplets) in a
more melodious tone than the occasional chanting in the Dhamma
Hall. It was a great feeling, words of wisdom flowing out in pure
Pāli, Hindi, or Rajasthani (his ancestral language), with the peaceful
morning and the outdoor surroundings a perfect environment for
me to take all this in.
The activity level soon picked up as other famished meditators
were also desperately awaiting the 6:30 am gong to break their 13
hour long overnight fast. I feasted on a hearty round of dhoklās
(fermented rice and lentil cakes) and the other typical breakfast fare,
still steering clear of the cut papaya. I walked for nearly the full hour
after breakfast from 7:00 to 8:00 am, as my mind was still mulling
over the thoughts from the early morning session.
The 8:00 am mandatory group sitting was announced and I had
just enough time to collect my laundry (which was ironed but still
somewhat moist; after all, what can you expect for ₹ 5 per item), got
rid of the light fleece which I had been wearing to avoid catching the
morning chill, and headed upstairs to the Dhamma Hall.
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Finally, I felt like I was beginning to get a grasp of the method of
observing my breath. I was able to distinguish between the incoming
breath, which was a little cooler than the outgoing breath, which
was distinctly a bit warmer. It made sense as the body temperature
was higher than the ambient, so some quick heat transfer occurs
as the air enters and exits the body. I knew I had read about the
temperature differential between inhaled and exhaled air somewhere
in my schoolbooks but had never before experienced it in my own
body.
I still kept struggling to figure out which nostril was in operation
and whether both might even be in use at the same time. Learning
to meditate was hard work. Certainly harder than maintaining
complete silence.
My mind went back to some of the observations from the earlier
session about living in a world where I was thus far oblivious to the
fact that everything I saw or experienced was tainted by either my own
viewpoint or activities. I tried to take my mind off these thoughts and
focus it back on the nostricular aerial inflows and outflows.
The more I tried to avoid introspection, thoughts more rapidly
started flowing into my active consciousness. It was as if someone
inside my mind was critiquing me and what continued to be reflected
back to me were certain behavioral facets of my life, interaction style
and external orientation:
“…I often express my thoughts in a roundabout manner, which can be
confusing to myself and others, and cause unnecessary internal turmoil
while costing too much time and peace of mind…”
“…I try too hard to please or impress others around me, either
with my professional skills, or conversational abilities...I often look
for external validation, compliments, or sympathy from others on
my life’s achievements or distressing situations to feel like a hero
or martyr…”
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“…I sound a bit vain and proud and might even appear disingenuous
to some around me. Frankly, I would have trouble truly believing half
the stuff I said if I was being an objective observer!”…It seemed as if I
was now actually listening to myself and having this self-realization."
“…Though half-jokingly, I often put other people down at social
gatherings. I now understand that poking fun at others, however
lightly and even in jest, was probably a way for me to feel better
about myself!”

Thoughts like these were flooding into my mind in a tsunamilike fashion and I had to open my eyes to stop the self-infliction
of this spontaneous criticism. I noticed that my face was flushed
red, my breath had quickened significantly, and there were beads
of sweat on my forehead. A dull but intensifying pain in my lower
vertebrae was now accompanying my heavy-headedness.
I was petrified by the idea of closing my eyes again and
concentrating on my breath. Before leaving for the program I had
told my leadership coach, with whom I had been working for over a
year, that the one thing I most feared about going into the program
(more so than the monastic lifestyle and complete silence) was what
I might discover about myself during ten days of being alone with
my thoughts. My fears were now coming true—I was discovering
uncomfortable things about myself and it was only the second day!
I pretended to meditate for the rest of the session as this was
the mandatory hour and tried not to think about my displeasing
introspective revelations. I tried to direct my mind towards an
analysis of the technique and the physiological and psychological
foundations of how a simple breathing observation process can cause
the emergence of such epiphanies in a self-evident and accurate
manner.
There was no check-up on our progress after group meditation so
I slipped away after the instructions, which essentially encouraged us
to stay the course despite the initial difficulties in concentrating the
mind’s focus and learning the practice of breathing observation. We
were reassured that we would experience benefits if we followed the
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instructions and worked sincerely with patience, and that the inner
realm of our consciousness would awaken. I had no doubt now that
I was responding to the technique because of the spontaneous selfrevelations from the prior session.
I rushed back to my room and held my head in my hands with
the fearful foresight that things were going to get much more ugly
and painful if I persisted with the technique and discovered facets of
my personality which my conscious mind had trained me to accept
as idiosyncratic and harmless personality traits or intentionally
suppressed as an act of self-preservation, knowing they were in
fact true shortcomings. After more than an hour of contemplation
to consider whether I wanted to know more about my deeper
characteristics, I was willing to take the painful road to potential selfknowledge.
At this point, I realized why noble silence was such an essential
part of the process. With such thoughts going through my mind, I
definitely didn’t want to be talking to anyone else about anything
consequential. The initial reservation against the complete silence
policy turned into gratitude for the privacy of thoughts it ensured.
It didn’t register what was served for lunch as my mind was
clearly elsewhere. I went to the Dhamma Hall instead of practicing
meditation in my room for the 1 pm session and tried hard to
concentrate on my breathing. Finally, once, twice, I could make
out which nostril was getting activated to breathe. I noticed that
there was no clear pattern—sometimes one nostril remained the
dominant one, and would switch spontaneously to the other, and
only rarely would both kick into gear together.
A few moments at a time, as my mind would wander away from
the nostricular experimentation, more introspective revelations
came to the foreground…
“…My current path (physical health, mental stress and anxiety) is
manageable at the moment but not sustainable as I move forward in my
personal life and career... I can give change a chance, trust my instincts
about the technique and view this meditation camp as a potential
turning point opportunity in the current trajectory of my existence…”
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“…I am too attached to life’s outcomes and that leads to anxietyinfused behavior...”
“…I have a high degree of self-orientation, which gets in the way of
my ability to lead others around me with more inspiration...whenever
I have made truly selfless and inspiring efforts, it was because they were
driven from a sense of purpose or service to others. I was happier and
led with a liberated conscience. Not only had such efforts resulted
in unprecedented change and impact, I had ultimately reaped some
rewards even though that wasn’t the motivation for my actions…”

I snapped into attention with my heart galloping as I tried to
quiet my racing mind. I wiped the sweat off my forehead, swallowed
a few times and looked straight down at the floor for several minutes
before heading back to my room before the hour was over.
My headache was getting more and more uncontrollable and I
stepped outside for some fresh air. It was soon time for the 2:30
pm mandatory group meditation hour and I headed back to the
Dhamma Hall with a sense of greater purpose and resolve. I now
purposefully wanted more introspective psychological masochism.
Thoughts started flooding my mind spontaneously as soon as I
closed my eyes to start meditating…
“…I often made self-proclamations of my achievements to others—
client impact stories, personal life successes, squash victories, bridge
tournament wins… and began to think how distasteful it must sound
to those around me, especially ones who had heard many stories over
and over. Never once did it occur to me that such statements might
make others feel inadequate and also potentially indicate a lack of
interest in their lives...”
“…I often used guilt to influence others into complying with my
needs or desires—from the most trivial to the more significant
ones—and I was less than pleasant when I didn’t get my way…
whether through logic or friendly persuasion, I tried to corner, or
“convince” as I would prefer to believe, people into accepting my
views or approach as superior…”
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“…When offended in a small or significant way, I would quickly
interpret the affront as a sign of disrespect, or disloyalty if the insolence
was extreme, and was unable to shake off the feeling of being hurt for
a fairly long time...”
“…In jest, I would infrequently say things about other people,
which weren’t only critical of their professional performance, but
at times their personality or character as well...”

Sufficiently disgusted with myself with these intense yet accurate
revelations, I felt grateful in a weird sort of way that this technique
of self-observation had acquainted me with my unconscious
orientation on several important dimensions of my extroversion.
The session ended and I headed to my room to splash my face with
some cold water.
Staring at the mirror, I suddenly realized that my headache was
gone. Continuing to look at myself more closely, I noticed many
nearly dislodged whiteheads on my nose and surrounding cheek
areas. Upon closer inspection, I realized that this biochemical matter
was coming out effortlessly and I scraped off well in excess of what
would ever come out in a professional facial cleansing. I washed my
face again, was feeling lighter, and my skin was reflecting a mild glow,
as if it had been detoxified from the unwanted negative substance.
My brain had certainly emitted enough neurological toxins for one
day already.
Evening tea and the group meditation session were uneventful,
and I was eagerly awaiting the evening’s discourse to find out whether
what I had experienced during the day was normal. Goenkaji started
again by remarking that with the first two days gone, eight more
days were left for us to work on learning the science of proper selfobservatory introspective meditation. I nodded in acknowledgment,
thinking that if we are really going through this self-purification
process, ten days are not nearly enough for cleansing the entire
load of everything we may have done in our past or have become
habituated to over years and years of living life a certain way.
I finally understood what Stephen Covey (renowned life coach
and author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People) meant by,
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“our character is nothing but the sum total of our habits.” It hit
me from the inside how that actually rung true through my own
experience and existence. Our habits are basically repeated behavior
patterns, which are induced by our unconscious and conscious
choices as we work through and process life’s events and situations.
The principal teacher acknowledged as the video-taped lecture
continued that while the second day must have felt slightly easier,
the initial difficulties with the technique still must remain for most
students. He encouraged us to stay strong because in the aggregate
experience of teaching several thousand students, most students
who left the course partway through for whatever reason typically
threw in the towel either on the second or the sixth day.
Most of the remainder of the talk was focused on imparting some
essential knowledge that was discovered by the Buddha:
•

•

•

Desire is the root cause of all misery. I remembered reading
this in my junior-high school history book when learning
about ancient Indian history, but at the time had simply
committed it to rote memory for exam preparation. It was
finally beginning to make some sense.
When alone with our thoughts, our mind is either reflecting
on events (favorable or unfavorable) from the past or
imagining possibilities (again favorable or unfavorable) in
the future. It spends all its time planning and scheming
about avoiding unfavorable events and craving the more
favorable ones.
The mind hardly stays focused on the present moment by its
own choice and when it does, rarely so in a non-evaluative
or non-judgmental manner. It associates all thoughts and
events as being either positive or negative, relative to the
base of our previous experiences or mental conditioning.
Our body is a factory of wants and needs. The mind is
always busy tending to the commands of our bodily needs.
Contrary to the desired state of having the mind being the
one in charge, it is often the other way around, especially
when we experience anything on our own physical being.
I knew it to be true that even something as insignificant as
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•

•

•

an itch, distracts the mind and it doesn’t sit still until the
itch has been scratched. He accurately characterized a life
being a slave to one’s physical or mental cravings (rāga) and
aversions (dosa) as being akin to animalistic living.
He reminded us that humans are the only living species
with the innate mental ability for introspection. We have a
unique opportunity to be in control of our mind and body,
and not be enslaved by them.
Goenkaji explained Buddha’s noble eightfold path to
liberation is based on the foundation of sīla, samādhi, and
paññā, representing a life of purity, meditative concentration
and self-observed wisdom that is experienced firsthand
(and not the sort of learning that comes from reading or
hearing about something).
In addition, we must abide by the principles of purity of speech,
action, livelihood, effort, awareness and concentration, to
lead ourselves towards happiness and liberation.

The discourse wrapped up with a few analogies to drive home the
point that we, and especially our inner mind, were more likely to
believe what we have actually experienced versus what we read or hear
about. My favorite one was that of the man who goes to a restaurant
and imagines the food to be delicious by simply reviewing the menu
or watching others eat but hasn’t tried even a morsel of it himself and
tries to decide about the quality of the culinary experience based on
second-hand knowledge.
I was all for experiential learning over classroom instruction-based
knowledge, so this approach was finally beginning to grow on me.
The conducting teacher didn’t have to worry about at least this one
student running away from meditation boot camp after the second
day.
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H

aving rested well in a deep sleep with a cleansed body and
mind, I woke up recharged and ready for the long day of
meditation ahead. I was beginning to like the feeling of a refreshing
cold shower early in the morning. My wake-up routine was down
to a science by now—every minute was counted out for each
activity so I would be ready in 30 minutes flat and seated on my
meditation cushion in the Dhamma Hall by 4:30 am. The fact that
I wasn’t shaving helped knock off a good 10-15 minutes from the
morning rituals.
Today’s exercise was to persist with observing the breathing
process and learn to recognize the sensations in and around the nasal
area. As I tried to focus my mind towards acknowledging sensations
like itching, warmth and moisture, more self-observations began to
surface effortlessly...
“…I can’t keep reliving my childhood’s painful experiences in my
current life. Those must be healed and forgotten, no matter how much
hurt they have caused me for a long time. I cannot continue to live my
life in their shadows… I must stop inflicting all the angst sitting deep
inside onto others in my present life because of what I have experienced
in my past. It’s not anyone in my current life’s fault that I had to put up
with mean classmates in school and senior students in high school and
college…I feel forgiveness and compassion for those who have wronged
me, now that I understand that they must have been inflicting upon me
what they were feeling on the inside…”
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“…My desire to conform to the outside world and its expectations
has led me down a path of approval-seeking and reputationbuilding behavior, which, at best, is insecure on one hand and, at
worst, egotistical on the other!”
“…My desire to meet my self-imposed and external standards drives me
to additional strain and effort to deliver and expect certain outcomes,
which are increasingly unmanageable and purposeless...while the actual
actions and activities themselves certainly represent good professional
service, my desire to excel at them seems to stem largely from the
standpoint of proving my capabilities to the world almost as a form
of greed to develop a reputation for intellectual prowess and business
acumen!”

With these deeper and somewhat counter-intuitive and
stunningly accurate revelations, I was convinced that meditation
was no hypnotic activity. The level of clarity and ability to enter the
deeper levels of my consciousness that I was experiencing could only
be enabled through a hyper-vigilant (and not a trance-induced!)
brain. I was almost in a state of disbelief, not only at the nature of
the epiphanies but especially with the fact that I was arriving at these
conclusions unprompted and spontaneously. The proverbial onion
was being peeled further and further towards its inner core.
Having tried various self-improvements (psychological or dietary)
in the past where the beneficial effects wore off soon after the
initial shot in the arm impetus for the change, I started to wonder
if the same might happen here. After all, we were in an extremely
controlled environment at the camp—no external contact, no
form of communication with others, minimalistic living, an all-day
meditation schedule, no distractions or intoxicants, no sexual activity.
Changes experienced while maintaining an ascetic lifestyle can
hardly be expected to persist in the real world. Maybe this explained
why there were some old (repeat) students who were back to relive
the same great experience and remind themselves how good it felt
when they experienced it the very first time. I knew that even if my
conscious mind recalled how I had felt during the course, my self40
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doubting and self-loathing inner-self would quickly convince me
that the entire experience was a bit of a dream state or hoax, which
wasn’t going to last long enough after the course was over.
I quietly grabbed some breakfast, which was chilās (lentil crepes)
served with coconut chutney and sat down to eat. I couldn’t think of
much else other than how to memorialize my thoughts and feelings
so I could motivate and convince myself after the camp was over
about the positive benefits from this meditative experience. Little
did I know at that time that I wouldn’t need to aid my memory to
recall what I experienced in those ten days.
I headed to the group meditation after a short yet purposeful
brisk morning walk. I got into the meditative position with an
eagerness to dive more deeply into the seemingly unending depths of
my inner mind. I had noticed that the revelations had turned from
the most superficial behavioral ones to deeper beliefs and recently to
the underlying values and motivations that drove me from within,
and was hoping even deeper meanings would emerge as I focused on
observing my breathing and related sensations.
Sure enough, as I concentrated my mind’s focus on the act of
breathing (an incessant phenomenon regulated by the autonomic
nervous system and thus not needing conscious effort), I was gifted
with more food for thought. This time some key insights and tenets
by which I now wanted to live my life were beginning to emerge
naturally. Having been in partial, if not absolute, violation of these
guiding principles for living, for such thoughts to arise from within
me was nothing short of a personal breakthrough…
“…Having lived my life thus far in a certain way, I should now be
willing to try this new approach and give it a proper chance to take
effect and let the benefits reveal themselves to me…”
“...It can be very peaceful and liberating to lead a truthful and
truth-filled life, while still being a lot of fun…”
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“…It is selfish of me to put down other people, even in jest, as I now
know that I have been doing so to feel better about myself. Moreover,
to a discerning person, it is my credibility that is diminished when I
criticize someone (whether in their presence or behind their back) and
shows more about my character than anything else...”
“…I can’t keep living my life impressing others with my skills
or conforming to societal or professional expectations, or I will
continue feeling unhappy from the inside even if I might achieve
many material and career milestones...”
“…All material, physical, and emotional pleasures are transient...”

We all know this and yet we chase after them and choose to
indulge ourselves despite being acutely familiar with the after
effects—a hangover after a night of heavy drinking (or at least being
dehydrated even after light drinking), binge-watching TV shows and
then suffering from sleep-deprivation, receiving a hard-earned (or
unexpected) financial bounty and forgetting how much it mattered
a few months down the road.
We also know that for some of these choices, the consequences
(physical, mental or emotional) can be destructive, yet find ourselves
enslaved by our senses and cannot resist the urge to partake, whether
in a momentary lapse of judgment, or as a result of continuous
numbing of mental faculties.
Grateful for uncovering these insights, I retired to my room to
reflect on the implications of these latest self-discoveries.
Later, we returned to the Dhamma Hall for individual checkups on progress in the same small groups. When our group of three
students was called up, the first student shared his disappointment at
not experiencing any sensations, nor being able to clearly determine
which nostril was being employed for the respiratory interchange.
The conducting teacher encouraged him to keep trying and be more
patient and less self-critical for not making as much progress as he
would have liked at this stage. The teacher comforted him by saying
that it was natural that something as complex as this technique can
take a while to learn, especially when trying it for the first time.
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I went next and expressed that I was no longer feeling drowsy
and was getting basic sensations like itch and perspiration in
addition to being able to discern which nostril was in use at what
point in time during the meditation session. The teacher nodded
his acknowledgment and moved on to the third student who said he
had experienced up to six or seven different sensations in addition
to knowledge of nostricular airflow. The teacher encouraged him by
saying, “If that’s been your experience, I don’t have much to add,”
and asked us to meditate together for a few minutes in his presence
before calling in the next group.
Walking back to my designated spot in the Dhamma Hall, I
genuinely felt badly for the first student. I was correlating all my
introspective experiences with how far along I must have been in
understanding and practicing the technique, and thus estimated that
he probably wouldn’t have encountered the sort of self-emerging
insights I was stumbling upon during the mediation sessions.
I tried hard to follow the advice from the previous night’s discourse
where Goenkaji insisted that it is futile to compare experiences with
other students because the whole point of the exercise is what we
experience and not what others say they have experienced, seen
or heard. Avoiding anxiety driven by peer pressure, which would
be heightened by comparing notes with other students about their
experience, was clearly another reason for the noble silence.
Despite all this cautionary instruction, I couldn’t help but
feel a tinge of envy that I was only experiencing two of the more
straightforward sensations while another student was experiencing
up to seven! What could five other sensations be apart from itching
and perspiring in the nasal area? I started estimating—all right,
maybe feeling hot or cold, maybe dryness, but I still couldn’t
think of two more. I quickly stopped myself from going down
the competitive “life is a race” mindset and started to focus on
meditating rather than pretending to do so.
With my mind working harder and faster to uncover things
about myself from the inner portals of my existence, I noticed my
thoughts transitioning slowly but discernibly from “diagnosis” to
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“recommendations” as I would say to one of my clients in typical
consulting fashion. Post-lunch meditation session brought forth
some essential behavioral changes my own mind wanted me to
make, not something my wife, parents, friends, colleagues or clients
had wanted me to act on.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Quit alcohol—no moderation, simply no intake.
Stop consuming meat—not even fish or chicken.
Put an end to excessive caffeine consumption.
Eat to stay alive and be productive, not to indulge the senses.
Drink ten glasses of water every day.
Find time to be alone with my thoughts every day, or better
yet, meditate daily.
7. Stop poking purposeless and mindless fun of others and
indulging in sarcastically critical behavior.
8. Put a complete end to the use of swear words, not even in jest.
9. Stop bragging about possessions or achievements, no
matter how indirectly or subtly.
10. Avoid multi-tasking.
These all seemed like generally sensible things to do. What was
significant was that the source of these choices wasn’t extrinsic to
me—I knew all these changes would actually happen (and likely stick)
naturally for the first time in my life because it felt as if they were
being hardwired deep down into my existence.
Thankful, but still unsatisfied with these first order guidelines, I
dug deeper in the later afternoon and evening sessions. Then came
self-commitments that touched on some of the more fundamental
underlying values and mindsets with which I had been operating.
1.
2.
3.

“I will lead with empathy and kindness, and not by creating
accountability through fear of failure.”
“I will make peace with and apologize to those I have
wronged or offended in my life.”
“I will forgive all those who have caused me any hurt.”
My heart was filling up with empathy for them the more I
discovered my own shortcomings.
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4.
5.

“I will show myself more empathy, stop apologizing for
being myself and continue to do what I believe is right with
an even stronger sense of purpose.”
“I will steer clear of actions, words and a value system
that is driven from a desire to “fit in” to a world that is
extrinsically defined.”

As these bold life plans rapidly precipitated in my mind, I
promised myself that a great deal was at stake and that I would make
every effort to stick to the new lifestyle and mindset reorientation I
was charting for myself. Nothing else could be more important and
there was no way I was going back to my old way of life. Having
self-discovered a better way to life, maintaining the status quo was
no longer an option.
I remembered feeling the same way when I had discovered,
despite similar preconceived reservations, that chiropractic care was
the only workable solution to my chronic back pain after having
unsuccessfully tried all sorts of other Western and Eastern medical
treatments for over six years. The only way that I overcame my
once unbearable chronic back pain and brought it to a somewhat
manageable level was by persevering with weekly treatments and
continuous exercises for a full year after which it was on a stable
track.
As these thoughts cycled through my mind, I couldn’t help
drawing an analogy between my situation and the process through
which a badly corrupted computer (that is slow as molasses,
hangs every few minutes, has random windows that keep popping
up frequently and annoyingly) goes through in order to have all
its viruses removed, the hard-drive wiped clean of all its existing
content and the operating system reinstalled.
What remained now was for the rest of the course was to provide
complete protection through the installation of a formidable antivirus shield. My system had received a hard reboot and rebuild but
was still not completely impregnable to future attacks.
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I had thought coming into the camp that I would hopefully at
least get some time to think about some of my personal resolutions
for the following year as 2010 was drawing to a close. And there I
was, rewarded with much more than a list of typically insubstantial
and unachievable new year resolutions. They had come to me
spontaneously as a dictum that my inner mind wanted me to follow,
and not behavioral quick-fixes I had consciously forced myself to
come up with superficially.
The evening discourse outlined the key aspects (technically
described as the five aggregates or khandha) that constitute all life
forms. The first component is rūpa (physical form or matter), which
refers to the bodily form of living beings. Rūpa interacts with the
external world through the five senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue,
skin) and with the second component, mind (nāma) which is a sixth
sense, of sorts; rūpa and nāma interacting together make up sentient
existence. The mind itself is composed of four of the five aggregates.
Our viññāṇa (consciousness) cognizes the external stimuli as it
comes through each of the six senses in the form of either a sight,
sound, smell, taste, tactile input, or a thought. Then our saññā
(perception) raises its head and analyzes the cognition relative to its
prior experience to pass a pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral judgment
on the input received.
Buddha's great discovery was that as soon as saññā has passed
its value judgment, a vedanā (sensation) always then follows on the
physical form, which is correspondingly either pleasant, unpleasant,
or neutral itself. It is then in response to this vedanā that mind creates
a saṅkhāra (reaction) which represents our inner response or feelings
when we experience these sensations.
These saṇkhāras taken together also represent the cumulative
conditioning of our unconscious mind. These five aggregates (rūpa
plus the four parts of nāma) were explained in the context of Vipassana,
which enables the process of deconditioning and removing impurities
(or unwholesome saṅkhāras) from the mind.
Always ensuring a new complex concept was elucidated clearly,
Goenkaji proceeded to expound on the five aggregates through an
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example. Say, for instance, some stimulus comes in through the ear
sense door in the form of sound. The ear's viññāṇa (consciousness)
will capture that there has been an incoming sound registered. Now
saññā (perception) does its work by assessing whether the sound is
pleasant or discordant or if it is words from someone, whether they
are words of praise or an insult. Based on the value judgment thus
provided by saññā, a vedanā (sensation) gets generated that matches
that assessment. That is, if the words are of praise, a pleasant sensation
ensues on the body and if they are of insult, an unpleasant sensation
starts instead. And finally, based on the sensation is how the mind
chooses to produce a reaction in the form of a saṅkhāra. If the sensation
is pleasant, it produces a saṅkhāra of craving or clinging and if the
sensation is unpleasant, it creates a saṅkhāra of aversion or hatred.
It is the saṅkhāra generated that builds up the mind's conditioning,
whether for a short while (if it is a mild reaction), or for a long period
of time (if the reaction is significant).
He further clarified that certain new saṅkhāra are akin to a line
drawn on water and are thus erased even as they are being created.
Yet others are like lines drawn on sand, which are slightly stronger but
are cleansed by the end of the day. And the strongest ones are etched
into our mind much as something carved into a rock using chisel and
hammer. It is these saṅkhāras that create the more sustained mental
conditioning, giving us the momentary reaction and also the more
sustained reaction, which could even be responsible for how we show
up in future lifetimes.
We were reminded that we had seven more days left in the camp
and that we would be introduced to the art of Vipassana the following
day. I was excited to hear that was the case but also a bit dumbfounded
that all we had been doing so far had simply been preparation for
the real thing. If I had unlocked so much from the inside during the
preparatory meditation stage, what more would come out when we
started practicing Vipassana?!
I could only find out as I waited with sleepless anticipation for the
gong to sound the next day, still wonderstruck by the fact that we were
now only at the proverbial base camp for the climb to Mount Everest,
which was the metaphorical peak we were there to scale.
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Compassionate Recall

I

woke up in the morning thinking I was waking up from a dream;
the dream being the commitments I had made to myself the
previous day. Suddenly, I felt a lot less sure about myself. I thought
I must have been on some sort of meditation high—maybe an over
oxygenation of my brain due to improved breathing or circulation—
to have come up with such implausible goals as completely abstaining
from alcohol, the embarrassing prospect of apologizing to those I
might have offended while dealing with them in difficult situations,
or pledging to forgive others who have wronged me in indelibly
hurtful ways.
Becoming a teetotaler was tall order for someone like me who took
appreciating and enjoying alcohol to a whole new level. I hosted lavish
parties, took clients and colleagues out for sumptuous meals where I
was the de facto wine connoisseur who painstakingly and tastefully
deliberated vintages with sommeliers, or indulged my closest friends
in the finest selection of single malts at home. I was an admirer of
fine spirits and was easily a keen, if not a somewhat excessive, drinker.
Those who knew me well considered me a benchmark for knowing
how to enjoy alcohol and entertain, and also encouraging and enabling
others to drink.
I could see many practical barriers in forsaking my favorite
indulgence even if I somehow convinced myself I wanted to do so.
What would some of my closest friends think? What would I tell my
clients and teams? Would I still have a shot at being the life of the
party if I didn’t have a drink in my hand? More practically, what was
I going to do with the carefully curated and extensive collection of
various wines, single malts, liqueurs, scotches, cognacs and the like
I had in abundant supply at home?
My thoughts wandered next to the pride-swallowing prospect of
apologizing to folks I had wronged in some material way, whether at
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work or in my personal life. What would I say to people when years
had passed since the incidents that resulted in unforgettable friction?
Will they think I had lost my mind coming to them completely out
of the blue and apologizing to them, years after the misdeed was
done and over with? If so, I would certainly feel like a real loser
acknowledging my mistakes in a weak emotional moment and later
realizing I was justified in my previous actions after all. What if these
people don’t forgive me? Even if the apology was merited, what if
their retort to my apology upset me and I said something back that
further worsened the matter?
I headed to the Dhamma Hall for the 4:30 am meditation with
all these questions banging against the walls of my fragile yet reviving
conscience. I found it hard to concentrate exclusively on meditating
because I was already feeling a regression from the previous day,
which is what I had been afraid of all along. All good things came
to an end and so was my euphoria from self-discovering some truths
about myself. Sadly, my resolve towards the self-commitments from
the prior day had weakened considerably.
I found myself falling back into the typical cycle of excitement
around the prospect of some potential life change to overcome selfdestructive habits and then the familiar clouds of doubt setting in,
bringing me back to the realities of inertia and resistance to taking
action when it came time to make some tough trade-offs and follow
the difficult but necessary choices.
But this had felt different, I knew it deep down that everything
I had resolved to do the previous day had come from a place inside
that I never before knew existed nor had I known a way to access
it. How could I make this novel and nascent resolve last longer? I
started to process all my stated goals in order—the drinking one was
on the top of the list, so I started there. Why did I want to give it
up again?
At this stage in the program, the only reasonable explanation
I had was that abstaining from alcohol (and any other form of
intoxication), had been one of the many essential ingredients in
enabling my mind to build in-depth awareness around some core
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mindsets and behaviors that were responsible for my seemingly suboptimized personal and professional life. Sustaining such courageous
introspection and pursuant benefits would require being able to
maintain as many of the preconditions as possible that had led me
down the track of powerful self-realizations which held the potential
to revamp my life for the better, and in a way that had made sense
to me at a fundamental, logical level.
I searched my mental database for people who I considered
successful, and who also did not consume alcohol. A range of
several profiles emerged. A favorite client CEO, a senior partner at
my consulting firm, a family-friend doctor with a vibrant veterinary
practice, my sister’s father-in-law, who was a very senior military
officer…suddenly, a light bulb went off in my head!
My sister’s father-in-law, who had recently passed away after
battling cancer, had been one of the highest-ranking officials in the
Indian Army when he had retired, and was in line for more accolades
had he stayed in duty a little longer. I remembered that though
he would keenly entertain others during the extensive social and
work-related gatherings at his house, I had never seen him drink.
Amazingly, this never detracted from his charmingly charismatic
personality. I had tried on many occasions, as was my style, to coax
him into having a drink together. He would always decline politely,
even on the night when his younger son (who was also my high
school buddy) married my sister.
I had never understood why and how a high-ranking Indian
army officer managed to do as well as he had done in his career
and have a vibrant social life while avoiding alcohol, which flows
freely in military circles and drinking is considered an absolute
norm. While reflecting on this admirable quality of sticking to his
principles of alcohol abstention, I recalled that he was a regular and
serious Vipassana meditator!!!
My respect and admiration for him grew even further as I
connected the dots that his resolve to abstain from drinking was
most likely to maintain the sanctity of his meditation practice. He
had always been a role model of leading an equanimous life. I never
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saw him perturbed over anything and he smilingly battled cancer
while all his loved ones seemed agitated to see him suffer. He was the
only person I had known closely who was truly at peace with himself
and the world when he succumbed to his untimely ailment.
Feasting later over a breakfast of halwa (sweet semolina pudding)
and parathas (stuffed Indian flatbread), I drew confidence from
the fact that if a Vipassi (Vipassana meditator) army general could
overcome a military stereotype and find a way to abstain from
alcohol without compromising his career or social standing, I would
certainly be able to do so as well. A part of me was glad I’d had my
share of fine Tuscan Brunellos and Scottish single malts in the past
as my resolve to sustain the benefits of meditation strengthened.
Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all!
After a nice leisurely post-breakfast stroll, I headed up to the
Dhamma Hall with the throng of students. We received some
special instructions before starting the morning’s group meditation
as we were to be introduced to the Vipassana technique later in the
day. We were instructed to restrict our attention for the purpose
of observation to the smaller triangular area below the nostrils and
above the upper lip.
The idea was to train our minds to be even sharper before
progressing to the Vipassana technique, and we would enable that
by focusing it on a narrower area to observe physical sensations.
Focusing on this new exercise and having resolved the conundrum
on how to forsake alcohol while succeeding professionally in a line
of work where drinking was a common denominator, my mind
wandered over to some of the interpersonal aspects, where I had also
set out some bold asks from myself.
As I put my mind to work on the sensations I was observing in
the mustache area, it seemed as though my memory started taking
me on a roller-coaster of painful moments that involved other
people—both personal and work-related—from the last decade or
so. It cycled back and forth between situations where I had been
unkind to others and those where I had felt that others had been
unkind to me.
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What was unique about the way this flashback was coming to me
was that it seemed as though I was another person in the movie, and not
myself, witnessing the drama unfold. Somehow, in a bizarre sort of way,
I was able to feel what others must have felt in those situations—both
my tormentors and those that I had hurt. The more I experienced (and
thus understood) their views and feelings, the only emotion I felt for
both sets of people was an increasing sense of empathy and compassion.
With those who had caused me pain, I witnessed that what they
were dealing with on the inside (whether fear, anger, envy, greed) must
have driven them to treat me with unkindness. It seemed fairly logical
and understandable to me why they did what they did, given they were
misdirected by (if not completely enslaved to) tendencies and emotions
which can only cause harm. I felt badly for what they must have been
going through and the source of pain and suffering, or insecurity that
drove them to experience those negative emotions. I was simply the
substrate on which their feelings manifested in the form of hurtful
actions.
Having understood the likely causation of inflicting hurt, I started
feeling a much greater sense of sympathy for those who had suffered
when my negative emotions had found expression with them at the
receiving end. I felt most overcome with compassionate affection for my
junior colleagues with whom I had been tough in difficult moments.
While most who had worked with me over longer durations were
acquainted with and somewhat appreciative of my tough-love style of
mentorship, a handful who came into contact with me for brief periods
of time had also received some tough feedback when they erred a few
too many times on my watch. I still felt that I had delivered all the right
messages on almost all such occasions, but I now had an issue with the
manner in which I had expressed my concerns about their performance
to them.
In consulting speak, it wasn’t so much the “what” but the “how”
that no longer added up for me. My diagnoses of the situations had
been accurate, as were the changes I had recommended that these
individuals make, but I had been unkind in the way I had conducted
myself in driving home my assessment of the situations.
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Minute details from conversations and strands of emails started
coming back to me as if these events from several years past had
happened only a few days ago! Experiencing a complete recall of the
specifics helped me cement the case for making peace with both sets
of people, the perpetrators and the victims. In particular, I started a
mental list of all the people I wanted to meet (or call) and tell them I
was sorry for having hurt their feelings and it had been unbecoming
of me to have done so.
As I started to think about some of the junior colleagues to
whom I would thus make amends with, I asked myself what else I
might do besides apologizing to certain individuals. I wanted to give
back to this community of consultants who do more than is often
acknowledged by their superiors over their years of work. I came
upon the idea that over the course of my time at my firm, I had
discovered its several facets and learned lessons that might benefit
younger tenured colleagues trying to find their own way.
What could I do to impart these potentially helpful ideas to
the broader range of younger consultants who were on their own
journeys to do the same? Perhaps write an internal blog about what
I thought it took to be successful at the firm? Somehow that didn’t
seem enough of a reach; it would require people to find out about
it and want to read it. Maybe I could write a book (an internal one
for privacy and confidentiality reasons) to share all the stories and
anecdotes with which I often amused colleagues during long team
dinners, and disseminate it around the firm. This certainly seemed
more far-reaching in its appeal. Perhaps I had found a way to give
back to a community that had contributed towards my success in a
significant way!
I had flirted with the prospect of writing something (a novel, nonfiction, anything) but never had the foggiest idea how to go about
it, nor sufficient mastery over a subject I was uniquely positioned to
memorialize for broader dissemination. Also, I hadn’t imagined the
first book I would write would be an internal company “Everything
you wanted to know but were too afraid to ask” sort of guidebook.
That said, the drive I felt to serve generations of younger consultants
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was overwhelming. I checked myself; what would others think?
After all, I wasn’t the managing director of the firm sharing pearls of
wisdom from two or three-decade long experience at the firm, nor
was I retiring. So, it wasn’t a particularly noteworthy milestone nor
a nostalgic opportunity to be penning my career memoirs.
All such misgivings notwithstanding, my feeling of compassionate
giving was overwhelmingly strong, and I decided to persist with the
idea. Not knowing any better, I applied my consulting approach
and started crystallizing a “storyline.” Topics started flowing from
my mind and soon I had over a dozen different ones and as many
personal anecdotes and stories that could become small chapters or
vignettes in the book.
Subsequent meditation sessions spontaneously served to add
more fodder to the ideas and soon I had the overall sections sorted
logically and sequentially in terms of applicability to consultants
of different tenures and roles, which aligned nicely with my own
time and trajectory at the firm. All that was left to be done now
was to write the stories (which were imprinted on my mind) onto a
manuscript after the camp was over.
Getting a manuscript ready required four things, I thought—an
idea, inspiration, creative expression, and willpower. A lot of people
with great ideas struggle to find the inspiration to write. Ideas and
inspiration are insufficient without the gift or ability to express
thoughts in words that will resonate with others. As with any other
major undertaking, sheer willpower and perseverance is necessary to
get the task over the goal line as there are many stumbling blocks
and potential barriers to completion.
I thought that the idea I had was a decent one, as I knew I
would have wanted to read and would have benefited from such an
account of informal tips and tricks when I started out as a brandnew associate consultant. More encouraging motivation came from
recalling the look of wonderment and eureka on consultants’ faces
when I narrated my firm-related stories on countless occasions. I
chose to believe they had been honest in their appreciation of the
learnings or humor they drew from those stories and were not simply
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feigning interest. I had also found my source of inspiration through
the remorseful compassion I had felt for some of younger colleagues
during the introspective meditative processes.
Even with the idea and inspiration in full supply, the next
challenge was to express my thoughts and stories well enough in
writing. The only form of prose I had written since college (where
I took one elective on creative writing out of a couple of scores of
science and engineering courses) was a highly technical doctoral
thesis, papers and journal articles in my research on gene sequencing,
project reports, executive summaries and proposal letters for clients,
or knowledge nuggets, white papers and articles in my field of
expertise within management consulting.
I remembered struggling with and yet enjoying the creative
writing course as only a few pieces of my prose and poetry had
caught my professor’s attention at the time. Willpower wasn’t what
I was concerned about at this stage. I still had to revive and assess
my creative expression first, which I recollected from college days as
being amateurish at its best if I were to be a fair judge.
Spending most of the time during the designated breaks in
the meditation schedule in conceptualizing and pondering this
publication idea, I forced myself to focus the rest of my day on
carefully understanding the Vipassana technique, which was to be
unveiled shortly in a special continuous two-hour instruction session.
The special session started with learning that Vipassana
essentially means to observe things objectively as they really are and
comprehensively from various angles as opposed to simply from
one single and subjective vantage point. In order to facilitate such
an experience, we were to apply the process of focusing the mind’s
attention from one spot (i.e., the mustache area) and apply that
same technique to every inch of our body.
The Vipassana technique emphasized the virtue of objectively
observing the sensations experienced on our body. It was quite
impressive that the entire process hinged on self-observation; in a
manner of saying, what we experience on our own physical self is all
that we really need to believe to be actually true.
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It was a process of learning to accept reality as we observed
it—no tricks, no gimmicks. I had always appreciated that often
the knottiest of problems are unlocked with a simple and elegant
solution, whether in engineering, business or life, and this technique
grew on me more and more because of its simplicity. It was
postulated that our inner mind only considers those occurrences
as true that we witness on our own physical body. It made perfect
sense at a fundamental and logical level. After all, any other form of
observation would be indirect or hypothetical at best.
The process itself, to learn and employ the technique, was to start
at the top of the head and work our way through every body part
to the tips of the toes, all the while objectively and equanimously
witnessing sensations on the portion of the body being surveyed.
We were instructed to maintain an observer mindset and constantly
remind the mind that any pleasant or unpleasant sensation we
experience is transient, and thus there is no value in either craving it
(if pleasant) or avoiding it (if unpleasant).
The instructions provided a potential sequence to traverse each
part of the body without missing anything in a guided manner.
Initially, I found it very hard to feel anything, particularly in the
large muscles of the upper and lower limbs, and wasn’t quite sure if I
was getting the hang of this new technique. It had taken us three and
a half days to train the mind to focus its energy on one small part of
our body and the rest of the course would essentially be dedicated to
applying a similar approach to our entire physical structure.
I now appreciated why we hadn’t been instructed on this
technique at the outset. There simply would have been no basis to
grasp its complexities without some foundation of observing our
breathing and simpler bodily sensations and in having developed a
somewhat sharpened and concentrated mind. I was excited that this
new technique seemed really challenging so it would be fun to learn
and practice it in the remaining time. I didn’t know then that the
learning curve treadmill was to continue getting steeper and faster
with each subsequent day.
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We were started out with a few warm-up rounds of going from
the top to the bottom of the body. I would learn the following day
when we were called up for individual check-ups, to ensure we had
clearly understood the detailed instructions, that my body surveying
cycles were too quick (two to three minutes) when at this stage we
were expected to take nearly ten minutes. I had a sense I was rushing
through a bit because I would advance forward when I wouldn’t get
a sensation somewhere. The conducting teacher confirmed I needed
to slow down and go through each body part systematically, whether
I experienced a sensation there or not, and stay there for an extra
minute, before moving on if I was yet unsuccessful in discerning the
sensation.
The evening discourse was pivotal, both in clarifying the mechanics
of the Vipassana technique, and also explaining its basis to serve as a
vehicle for developing equanimity. Through a meditative technique to
witness sensations in an objective observational manner and treating
all sensations neutrally by neither craving nor avoiding them, we
were training the inner mind to remain equanimous whether the
body experienced a sensation that it liked or disliked by reminding it
that both are impermanent and transient. By actually following these
micro-experiments on our own body, we validate the theory that these
physiological events or episodes (e.g., itch, pain, palpitation, pulsation,
perspiration) are all sensations that first arise and then ebb away.
Our conscious mind might know this at superficial and
intellectual levels but the inner mind acts impulsively based on its
prior conditioning or its inherent tendencies—i.e., crave a pleasant
sensation and want it to last longer or avoid an unpleasant sensation
and try to make it disappear. Such conditioning of the unconscious
mind promotes “animalistic tendencies” and leads to not having
control over the senses. The moment our mind craves something, our
bodily actions follow to fulfill that craving.
In evoking humor through an unusual email signature at one
point, an old college friend had borrowed a portion of a famous
Oscar Wilde quote from The Picture of Dorian Gray, “The only way
to get rid of a temptation is to yield to it!” While perhaps intended
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to draw a different meaning from the renowned author, I could see
some parallelism through its reference to the learning of Vipassana. At
least for certain instantaneous physical pleasures (say caffeine or sex)
we often give in easily to what our body expresses as its wants. The
converse is true for things or people we dislike—we spend our time
and energy avoiding situations or individuals that we find displeasing
for one reason or another, often investing a lot of mental energy and
space in schemes to accomplish this avoidance.
Example after example, instance after instance, Goenkaji
expounded the universal law that all beings, events and episodes are
transitory by their very inherent nature. All our life, we keep working
against this natural law to hold on to the things that we cherish and run
away from the things that we dislike. Both are impermanent and our
conscious mind might even understand this transient characteristic at
the superficial level, but the inner mind continues to lead us with its
inherently mischievous and restless ways, which are further fueled by
our self-created and magnified sense of ego.
In general, of the three types of actions we undertake—physical,
vocal, and mental—we would realize that mental actions are the
originators of all actions (body and speech) and are most important,
once we build an acute awareness of ourselves. These are the seeds
from which our words and deeds grow into the leaves and fruits of
the proverbial tree. Plant a cactus, and there won’t be apples to pick
from its tree down the road, and so it is with our thoughts. All this
sounded like common knowledge and was fairly well documented in
scriptures from a range of faiths from around the world or in books
about philosophy.
As soon as the question, “So what’s so new about all this?”
popped into my head, it was explained that the only way this
conscious (bookish) knowledge gets imprinted on our inner mind
(which is what makes us act in involuntary reflexive ways), is
if the mind actually experiences these laws of the universe on its
own physical bodily form. This made sense. How else could we be
absolutely certain of whether these laws apply to us, even if they are
well-known to others? After all, seeing is believing…
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Surprising Resolve

I

was eager to start practicing the new meditation technique of
Vipassana; it was the sort of thing that sounded easier than it
really was once you got down to trying it out yourself. I came up
with my own slightly different sequence to survey the entire body
than the one in the instructions as it was explained that it was fine
to have our own system so long as it ensured that we hadn’t missed
any part of the body.
I would start at the crown of the head, moving down to the
forehead, ears, eyes, nose, cheeks, upper jaw, lower jaw, neck and
throat, shoulders, armpits, upper arms, elbows, forearms, wrists,
“heels” of the hands, palms, upper skin of the hands, fingers, chest,
thoracic region, abdomen, groin, upper back, mid-back, lower back,
hips, thighs, knees, calf muscles, shins, heels, soles of the feet, upper
skin of the feet, and toes. The main difference was that I scanned the
neck and throat after finishing the head and face while the proposed
method was to do the upper limbs first and then do the neck and
throat together with the torso.
I found it easier to complete the neck and throat before starting
with the main body. I had to make some adjustments when the
step-by-step (body part by body part) instructions would stream
through the cassette player in the slightly different sequence than
the one I had devised. I also tried to slow down the process of
going through each body part since my overall cycle time had been
a good three times faster than what was expected at this stage in
the learning process. I might have overcorrected slightly because I
did five cycles in the hour long sitting before dawn.
Back in my room after breakfast, I reflected on my future plan
from the previous day to write a memoir and encountered another
wave of self-doubt—had I been drinking too much of my own
Kool-Aid? Who was going to read my book? Was it too conceited
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of me to think that my views on what it takes to succeed in my
company would matter to anyone else?
Would other partners at my firm think I was slacking off from
my client service responsibilities and investing too much energy on
internally oriented hobby interests? Would people understand where
I was coming from in wanting to give back to junior colleagues at
the same firm where I had received some very caring mentorship
and hand-holding coaching from my seniors during tough times?
I was still looking for an angle to rationalize my goal to memorialize
a learning-oriented set of personal vignettes and eventually found
one! Aside from my client service responsibilities, I was also the
partner in charge of learning and development for the regional office
of which I was a part! It was a perfectly sound rationale for me to
invest some effort in sharing my tips and tricks for the benefit of
younger tenured consultants, a logical and professionally acceptable
basis for penning these perspectives.
I noticed that the need for an external justification was still a
factor in my decision making and was yet pleased with my renewed
resolve and I inwardly rejoiced during a brisk morning walk outside
after a nice wholesome breakfast of sabudāna khichdi (tapioca pearls
dish).
During the post-breakfast group meditation, I unsuspectingly
found my mind distilling some powerful messages about my life thus
far and how I might consider shifting my mindset and approach as
I moved forward…
“…I feel that my mind and body have been badly polluted through my
actions in the past……seeking thrill and excitement is futile as these
are short-lived pleasures…happiness, however, is a continuous internal
state of mind that is not contingent on or driven by external events…”
“…Too much focus on and pursuit of prestige as the primary
objective can be self-destructive; often elusive and leads to
unhappiness……material objects and worldly success alone
cannot awaken the self within…”
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“…The outward expression of my approach towards life doesn’t
engender trust and warmth though it might draw awe and respect from
others……my own life’s guiding principles appear incongruent with
the underlying value system I aspire to espouse…”

The clarity with which these thoughts were coming to my mind
was even more startling than the observations and self-commitments
I had unearthed a few days ago. I hadn’t misestimated that Vipassana
would help me delve deeper, far beyond where I had come through
ānāpāna breathing observation in the first four days. The late
morning session crystallized more of these observations and some
prospective principles for living a balanced life...
A realization occurred that the present day (and every day
henceforth!), is the first day of the rest of my life, and hence the
imperative to use it well. I had read something to the same effect in
a book of quotations at some point but had never internalized its
value before. Now, having seen how toxic I had made my life in the
past, I had found a new appreciation for the utility of the present
day…
“…Any dishonesty in dealings (however small and even if undiscovered)
breeds greed, anxiety and discontent…being peaceful, embracing and
promoting harmony is a more sane way to a more fulfilled life rather
than being edgy and contentious…having a pleasant effect on others,
and leading through acts of kindness could be more rewarding even for
my own self...”
“…In the end, the only person whose behavior I can actually
control is myself—I shouldn’t be upset when others don’t comply
to my wishes and learn to accept it peacefully…”

Walking back to my room, I realized that a large part of these
revelations had arisen from spontaneous and vivid recollection
of events far in the past that I was now viewing objectively and
differently. Old memories were getting re-activated, and my mind
was distilling them clearly and rapidly into relevant insights. Never
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having experienced any such thing in the past, I concluded that the
meditation practice was somehow unleashing my mind to a more
evolved state.
I had a quick lunch and went up to the Dhamma Hall to ask the
conducting teacher during the allotted Q&A time at 12 noon whether
what I was experiencing was expected (and somewhat normal) or if
I was simply imagining these things. I had to wait a while to meet
the teacher as someone else was seeking some clarification when I
arrived. To pass the time, I started tapping the fingers of my right
hand on the knuckles of my left hand, and found myself drumming
a semi-coherent beat with some rapidity and thus started wondering
if my hand-mind coordination might also have enhanced?
Heady with all these seemingly improved physical and mental
faculties, I sat down to describe my recent observations to the
conducting teacher. I started with the benign one about excessive
salivation that I had felt during the Vipassana sittings and went on
to tell him about faster hand-mind coordination, and improved
memory recall.
I could also have sworn that my finger nails were growing slower
than usual—I had clipped them nearly two weeks ago before leaving
Singapore and they had hardly eked out a few millimeters—but
decided not to share that finding as the assistant teacher might
consider me delusional for imagining deceleration in normal
biological processes!
He acknowledged that over-salivation was one of the known
physiological effects—I wondered if that explained the better
digestion I had been experiencing because chemically speaking,
saliva is essentially a digestive aid. As I shared the changes I was
experiencing in my brain functioning with the conducting teacher,
he simply smiled in response and said, “This is just the beginning.”
Then he waved to let the next student come in with his query. I
had also wanted to ask him about faster breathing that would start
spontaneously at certain times during the meditation but figured that
would have to wait until another time. “This is just the beginning”?!
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What more could possibly happen? I was already feeling like my
mind was in overdrive, and this was just the beginning.
My admiration for the technique of Vipassana grew
exponentially as the hours of meditation progressed with each
passing day. I also started to feel a sense of gratitude towards my wife
who had been insistent that I undergo this meditative curriculum
because she knew I would draw some value from it. I was aware that
we were now roughly halfway through the program, and I wanted
to redouble my efforts for the remaining time to draw maximum
benefit from my overall experience at the camp. I had let the first day
be consumed by my initial skepticism and now had the opportunity
to cover lost ground.
I sat down for the post-lunch group meditation session and tuned
into the special instructions being imparted. We were instructed
that starting from that very sitting, we were to take the oath of
adhiṭṭhāna (the sitting of strong determination) and sit straight
through and meditate for a complete hour without adjusting our
posture even once. Had I heard it right—not move our legs, arms,
nor open our eyes for one straight hour?! And why were we to start
from that sitting itself? It would have helped to have some notice to
brace ourselves a bit more, for what seemed nearly impossible.
I had been impressed with the teaching methods thus far
(explaining theory after self-observed experimentation, progressive
learning, preparing the mind for complex tasks through acceleration
of mental faculties, the totally immersive nature of the program,
among various other subtle aspects like the uni-directional, clockwise garden walks to avoid eye contact with other students), so
trusted that there must be some deep rationale for surprising us
with having to make a determination to achieve a fairly audacious
and seemingly impossible goal. If I had known something like this
would be expected of us by this stage in the program, I would have
built up my resolve by achieving a smaller goal like sitting in the
same position for at least half an hour in previous days.
Thus far, I had been averaging some major bodily movement
(adjusting the hands or legs and opening my eyes to check the time)
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three to four times per hourly sitting. If I was to not do any of these
things, and that too all of a sudden, for a full hour, I was pretty
sure my back and right knee (which had suffered sports injuries and
needed chronic maintenance and pain alleviation) would certainly
give way. And I had decided earlier in the program not to ask for back
support either against a wall or in a chair. I determined what had to
be done had to be done and closed my eyelids as the instructions in
English ended.
The first 15 minutes, or so I estimated because there was no
way to check the time with my eyes closed, were a breeze. That’s
when the knee I was concerned about started throbbing with pain.
I reminded myself that even pain was impermanent (or so I hoped)
and persisted for another five minutes. While sitting cross-legged can
be a fairly comfortable seating posture for those who are accustomed
to it, to stay frozen in that exact same position for an entire hour can
be extremely taxing.
Not that I had tried it, but I was fairly certain that sitting still
(and just observing breathing or bodily sensations) in any position
continuously for an hour, let alone in a cross-legged posture, was
virtually impossible for most people without significant practice. This
was certainly so for someone like me who was not used to sitting idle
even for a few minutes at a time.
I found it very difficult to actually focus on meditating in this
session because my mind was fixated on the excruciating pain I was
experiencing in my right knee, and increasingly through the entire
base of my lower back. My lower right leg started feeling numb as it
was bearing the full weight of the left one because of the way I had
crossed my legs. I would have given anything to get up and stretch
my legs even as I estimated it must have been less than 30 minutes
since the session began. Out of sheer peer pressure, I knew I wasn’t
going to be the first one to throw in the towel during our first sitting
of strong determination.
I tried not to think about the fact that we had also been instructed
that we were to be in adhiṭṭhāna during each of the three group
meditation sessions every day for the rest of the course. Encouragingly,
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Goenkaji had indicated that we would arrive at a stage in our sādhna
(meditation practice) when we would be able to sit comfortably for
an hour at a time, several times in a day, and even with the same leg
as the weight-bearing one. With the deepest respect for our teacher, I
thought that at least in my case that stage simply wouldn’t be possible
without some divine intervention.
I knew from experience that almost any new skill (a sport, a foreign
language etc) could be mastered through continuous practice. I had
learned the basics of juggling at a company training program once
within a week, which we were being taught to drive home the very
same point. But surely one couldn’t reverse feeling intense chronic
pain simply through practice. Finally, I thought I had found an
inconsistency, a flaw, in the logic behind Vipassana meditation which
had thus far seemed fairly sound, and counted down the minutes
and seconds for the hour to be over. We would know that relief was
imminent when the anicca chant would commence at the 55-minute
mark.
Running out of energy to keep thinking about where and how
much pain I was experiencing, I considered the idea of actually trying
to meditate for the rest of the time. This turned out to be a decent
thought because once completely numbed with the painful sensations
in the back and right knee, my mind found it refreshing to explore
other parts of the body that were witnessing various other forms of
activity like palpitation, itching, excessive heat, stretching and some
other sensations that were hard to easily classify or characterize.
I felt a twitch on my right hand and surmised that one of the
mosquitoes, which had otherwise left me alone thus far in the session,
had rightfully emboldened to take a shot at me while I was playing the
hour-long game of statue. Luckily for the mosquito, not only could I
not move while in adhiṭṭhāna, I couldn’t have hurt it anyway because
of the oath of kindness towards all living beings that we had taken at
the very beginning of the course. I tried to pry loose my right pinky
and make it go away but not before it had done its work and pricked
me for a few nanoliters of warm blood. I now had another sensation,
a mosquito bite, to contend with!
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The last ten minutes or so probably felt like another hour and I
started wondering if the conducting teacher had forgotten that the
full hour had already passed while we continued to be tortured in
our meditation spots. Finally, the recognizable sound of the play
button in the 1980s-era cassette player being pressed down to start
the anicca chant heralded that relief was only minutes away. Getting
up from the hour-long sitting felt nothing short of prison-break for
an innocent, wrongly convicted inmate.
It was a big milestone to have come through the other end of
a full one-hour continuous sitting without any forewarning or
adequate preparation. I hadn’t realized that despite years and years
of restless activity, I still had enough patience and tolerance for pain
and discomfort, and the absolute mental will and discipline to not
stir even once in a full hour.
I now appreciated the instruction methods even more. Achieving
this seemingly impossible goal through a surprising resolve had turned
out to be a huge boost for my self-confidence, especially because my
preparation wasn’t complete, or so I had thought. I also appreciated
why sitting in one position was important—I had noticed that the
slightest move (e.g., when I tried to flick away the mosquito with
my little finger) diminished my meditative concentration as a result.
Feeling surer of myself, I sat through the evening adhiṭṭhāna with
a little less discomfort, and eagerly awaited the evening discourse to
get some explanation for the day’s experiences. Goenkaji expounded
on the causes of dukkha (misery or unsatisfactoriness) which arises
from attachment to one (or more) of four sources.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Our desires (whether craving things we like or avoiding
things we dislike)
Me and mine thinking (or egoistic tendencies)
Our perspectives, viewpoints, and beliefs
Our traditions, rituals, religious rites and ceremonies

We live our lives in suffering because we choose to react when
things don’t go our way in relation to one or more of these four
sources of dissatisfaction. We encounter something unfavorable and
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we create the saṅkhāra (mental formation) that results in making us
miserable down the road. The only way (or place) to break the cycle
of unhappiness is at its very genesis where the emotions of either
craving or displeasure arise and express themselves in the form of
sensations on our body, is by remaining equanimous, both when
either a pleasant or unpleasant sensation manifests.
My own alternate explanation in support of this logic was that
through Vipassana, one starts retraining the inner mind to not create
any negative emotions (leave alone consider any physical reaction),
when it encounters any stimuli that cause sensations on the bodily
form of which it is the central command tower. By remaining
equanimous in either situation, the mind starts learning that it is
pointless to react in either a favorable or unfavorable manner because
it knows firsthand that whatever the body might be experiencing, is
definitely impermanent and transient.
The training is only completed when over the course of days,
months and years, the mind experiences the universal law of
impermanence enacted on the stage of its own body, over and over
and over again. The apparent flaw in the technique’s theory, that
I had seemingly uncovered when experiencing pain during the
first adhiṭṭhāna sitting, wasn’t real after all. The subsequent sitting
of strong determination was more bearable, proving that even
excruciating sensations of pain were impermanent.
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I

had started wearing my watch to the meditation sessions as I felt
that the distraction risk was much lower now that I was meditating
continuously for an hour with my eyes closed. I have generally had
a good quantitative sense for the passage of time but not down to
short increments, which became essential when every additional
minute of pain endurance was precious and torturous. The number
of people coming to the Dhamma Hall for the 4:30 am sitting had
been dwindling as the days had progressed, perhaps because people
were practicing in their rooms, or saving their energies for the three
mandatory one-hour continuous meditation sittings.
I knew that the returning students also had provisions to practice
alternatively in their individually assigned shunyagar (solitary
meditation cell) in a separate area, preferring the isolated setting
to practice when not otherwise required to be in the Dhamma
Hall. I had wondered whether new students would be given a taste
of the meditation cells or we might have to come back for a second
course to experience the deeper solitary meditation opportunities.
I happily settled for my comfortable spot in the Dhamma Hall in
the meantime and closed my eyes at 4:32 am.
I had two goals for the session—to persist despite the pain in my
right leg and lower back, and not to open my eyes until the full hour
was over. It’s not easy to clock an exact hour with one’s eyes closed.
I figured that I had a good instinctive estimation for half an hour so
all I would have to do is to count out twice that amount of time and
would then be in good shape.
During the meditation itself, my thoughts went to the realization
of how lucky I was to have stumbled upon this great technique early
enough in my lifespan to draw benefit from it in the years to come.
So many stars had aligned perfectly—my wife’s insistence over
several years that I attend this course, her year-end vacation being
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shorter than mine, the special appeal of the executive version of the
course and the timing and location for the course fitting my India
trip itinerary like a hand in a glove.
In hindsight, I was now glad that the timing had been delayed
from my initial plan to attend the course in the summer because
I’d had several more pertinent life experiences in the intervening
time that made for even more fertile ground on which to work on
through the meditation practice.
In all of this, the biggest motivating factor had been my wife.
She would frequently look up potential course schedules and kept
strategically synergizing them with other interesting travel plans I
could make in conjunction with attending a Vipassana camp. It
was also she who had found that an executive version of the course
was offered in Mumbai, which had lowered the activation energy
threshold for me to agree to register.
Of all the other favorable confluence of events that enabled my
participation, she had played the most proactive and vital part. She
was the persevering influencer who had drawn the proverbial horse
to the water. I had done well thus far in gulping down the benefits
of the program in bucketfuls to quench my thirst for a better way
to lead my life.
My consciousness was suddenly overflowing with a surge of
gratitude towards my wife as I knew that an inherently skeptical
and analytical soul like me wouldn’t have come across something
like Vipassana on my own. Even if I had, I wouldn’t have given
it a proper chance and would have rationally dismissed it without
considering the possibility of its potential merit.
I unexpectedly recalled that my wife would often ask me why
I hadn’t written any poetry since my years in college. Just as that
thought popped into my head, did I find myself spontaneously
working out some rhymes for a few couplets about her and our
relationship, which were flooding into my mind with rapidity. I
found it easy to come up with rhyming phrase after the next that
captured the essence of our life together over the dozen years we had
known each other. I wondered if this was happening mysteriously
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given how grateful I was feeling towards my wife or because my mind
was rekindling poetic expression, something that I had convinced
myself had been a fluke blip during the romantic college years.
It was like experiencing the inverse of the proverbial writer’s
block, if there was such a thing, with a flow of phraseology ranging
from Shakespearean to the fanciful (yet otherwise unusable) words
I must have studied to prepare for the GRE test before applying to
graduate school in the United States. What was even more remarkable
was that these words were surfacing in my mind conjoined with
interestingly humorous similes, metaphors, or juxtaposed together
in clever phrases and witty expressions.
While this might not be how Rushdie or Kafka would have
felt about the quality of my spontaneous creativity, what I was
experiencing was well beyond the impossible for the person that I
had known myself to be for nearly 35 years! Carried away with all
the poetic rhyming, I overshot the intended hour-long unsupervised
sitting by a good ten minutes.
I was shaking with excitement when I walked into the dining
hall for breakfast. I stacked up four idlis (steamed rice cakes) on my
platter and poured three ladlefuls of sambar (lentil curry) over them,
grabbed some coconut chutney and ketchup, and sat down quietly
in a corner to eat. For the first time in nearly a week, I wanted to talk
to someone and share what I was experiencing from the inside, as I
was finding it hard to contain my enthusiastic testimonials.
I went outside for a walk and the cool morning breeze swept a
sense of calm over me. I felt happy and fortunate for my life and
grateful to have finally heard the soft knock of the opportunity to
liberate myself from the painful trappings of my old way of living.
With a sense of confidence I had never experienced before, I felt that
the days of self-doubt and self-loathing were behind me because I
understood from first principles that I held the keys to my happiness
in my hands. I had discovered that as long as I practiced maintaining
an equanimous perspective that a self-observing, introspective
meditative practice brings about, nothing external would have the
power to perturb it.
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Goenkaji's reminder that mukti (complete liberation) was not
Siddhartha Gautama’s (the Buddha’s) solo monopoly started to
make sense for the first time. Anyone, absolutely anyone, from a
high-flying CEO to the head of a state to a blue collar worker to
a convicted criminal had the right to, and could learn to set their
mind free of all misery, should they choose to do so, with the right
effort and understanding. Other unknowing people, as I once was,
needed to know about the value and power of this technique and I
wanted to tell anyone and everyone I could about the benefit I had
experienced from the meditation camp.
How was I to do so? I was willing to go to lengths to deliver
the message to whomever might give me an audience if I had to,
in order to invite others to benefit from the technique that had
awakened me to the fundamental and universal principles of life and
existence. Recognizing how off-centered and ignorant I had been
before the camp and yet having managed to draw some value from
the experience, surely others who understood the principles better
than I might embrace the benefits more easily.
It quickly dawned on me that a potential avenue for me to share
my before and after story was by writing about my experience once
I returned from the camp. My hope was to build further awareness
about this rediscovered technique and to encourage people to take
the first step and attend an introductory Vipassana meditation camp.
While I knew that sparing ten days would be a significant deterrent
for most, I remained hopeful that my unexpectedly positive and
personally transformative experience might compel others to
consider giving it a try if they could relate to the story.
I started to feel that even if one more person drew benefit from
learning to practice Vipassana, my effort to narrate my experience
through words would be well worth it. Yet, I had no idea how
I was going to go about writing a book but knew that if I had a
purposeful resolve, the path would emerge on its own. After all, I
had spontaneously envisioned an internal consulting memoir and
reconnected with the poet within. Surely, I could also share my
experiences from the meditation camp if I put my mind to it!
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I didn’t know the first thing about publishing a book but felt
confident that if I put my newfound creative energy towards it,
nothing would be impossible. I remembered something a senior
colleague had said in a speech during a training event for newly
elected partners, “If your dreams don’t scare you, they are not
big enough!” I also remembered thinking at the time the biggest
dream I had was to become a successful entrepreneur after my
career in consulting and then semi-retire as a professor at a top-tier
university in my sunset years.
Both dreams were lofty ones, but I had always considered them
well within reach with my current skills and drive, thus never
felt scared of these aspirations. Dreams of conveying a powerful
message about a life-changing experience to one and all did seem
a bit daunting, though something inside kept telling me it would
be the right thing to do.
Betraying this seemingly big new dream didn’t seem like a
sensible option as it could mean consciously trying to muffle the
vibrant flame of compassion and gratitude these few days had
ignited in me. It was as if I needed to do this because the purpose
of communicating the value of this technique, which had the
prospect to rid so many other suffering souls of misery through
their own effort and introspection, was so much bigger than me.
I felt driven by a self-propelling and intensifying force from
within to disseminate this powerful message and my resolve to
share the benefits of the technique with others grew stronger and
stronger. For the first time, my dream did scare me a bit, but only
because it wasn’t something I had considered before in my wildest
imagination and not because I thought it wouldn’t materialize
because it couldn’t be done.
Pondering the positive changes I had been experiencing and
the general value of introspective self-observation, self-awareness
and self-discovery, I gradually intuited that a lot of the world’s
greats must have known about the power and benefits of these
meditative processes. They clearly had managed to imprint the
knowledge of these universal principles onto their inner minds,
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whether through similar meditation techniques or some other
practices leading to self-discovery.
I recalled the quote from the famous book Man’s Search for
Meaning by Viktor Frankl (an unexpected and rare survivor from
the Nazi concentration camps) that had stuck with me, “Between
stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power
to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our
freedom.” Clearly, he had known that he would only feel tormented
by his captors if his mind chose to accept and internalize the pain
they were inflicting on him.
Instead, despite any form of torture (however demeaning or
physically brutal), his mind could tell itself that whatever his body
or ego was experiencing was impermanent and it would eventually
ebb away (as does everything else) and thus the mind could choose
not to respond to any stimulus with a feeling of dejection or despair
at its pitiable circumstances.
What kept him alive when others around him (including close
family members) were succumbing to their situation was a deeper
purpose to live for and thus the hope that he would make it out
alive. The only way I could reason that he genuinely kept his hope
alive and not faking it with wishful thinking was through knowing
at a deeper fundamental level that unless his tormentors took his life
with some brutality, whatever emotional and physical agony they
were inflicting on him would only hurt him deep down into his
consciousness if his mind gave permission to accept the pain being
caused as a negative sensation, and respond by wanting it to go away.
So long as his spirit was unshattered and hopeful, his mind
equanimous, any non-fatal harm to his physical body wouldn’t break
this resolve. Viktor was pulled out of the camps a mere skeleton with
a veneer of skin on his body. People who saw him at the time said
it was virtually impossible to have survived under the conditions
to which he was subjected. It finally made sense to me what Frankl
meant when he said, “…is the power to choose our response.”
Having connected the dots on how Viktor Frankl emerged alive
from the concentration camps, beating the odds and how he chose
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to neutralize the agony he suffered, I noticed that the pain I had
been experiencing in previous sittings in my lower back and right
knee was virtually gone. I tuned in again to those same parts of my
body to observe and consider what I was feeling in those areas and
all I could feel were the steady uneventful surface conditions on the
skin.
I knew at this time in the sitting, from my crude time estimation
techniques, that we were at least over 30 minutes into the session.
Usually my right knee would have started throbbing in barely half
that time and continue for the entirety of the hour and the lower
back pain would follow soon after, as if in sympathy, and move from
the bottom upwards as the sitting progressed to engulf me with a
blanket of pain all over my back until the sound of the anicca chant
would ease the strain throughout my body.
Something seemed off. Maybe while reflecting on Frankl’s
survival in the camps, I had stopped thinking about my knee and
back pain—wait, I stopped thinking about the pain and it went
away?! My chronic lower back pain disappeared because I wasn’t
actively focusing my mind’s attention towards it?
My scientific training kicked in and I started analyzing how
it might be possible that the physical pain I was experiencing had
evaporated because my mental faculties had chosen to ignore it. I
tried to piece together how we experience pain from fragments of
junior-high school biology that I could remember.
If a body part’s (or more precisely a biological cell’s) physical
boundary is violated in any way (through a pin-prick or pressure
or shear or another kind of force), its corresponding nerve sends
off a signal to the brain. Once the brain receives the specific signal
(about the type of force) and assesses the extent of the infraction
(e.g., how deep is the cut), it decides that it’s time to experience
the appropriate amount of pain and sends that message back to the
injured or affected part of the body.
Eureka! It’s the brain that regulates the extent and experiencing
of pain—naturally this is done involuntarily by our mind or none
of us in our right minds (unintended pun) would ever choose to
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experience an iota of pain, which is a neurobiological system
designed to alert us to danger to our physical body. It’s our inner
mind that needs the rewiring to learn that all sensations (including
pain) are transient so as not to avoid or bemoan them. Because the
mind accepts the sensation of pain as something it doesn’t want, the
pain persists and continues to bother us.
It would naturally be wrong to conclude that we should leave an
open wound bleeding because every sensation is impermanent. While
the pain is still transient, its role as a messenger of life-threatening
and other serious ailments calls us to attend to the underlying source
of unhealth in order to restore the body’s well-being. How we orient
our unconscious mind (once we can train and control it) will
decide whether the mind treats the pain as transient or seemingly
permanent. And depending on the orientation of the mind, the
pain will last longer (seemingly indefinitely) or ebb away faster in its
naturally cyclical manner.
All this might not add up for the medically inclined, yet it was
certainly what I substantiated through my experiments with the
chronic pain in my back and knee, from which I had suffered for
nearly ten years since sustaining a fateful injury during a game of
squash.
Having concluded the “pain experiment” during the group
sitting, I distinctly recalled one of my aunts telling me when I was
gripped with pain immediately following my sports injury that I
was “thinking” too much about my pain and she thought I would
feel better if I stopped thinking about it. I had chuckled at that time
at her lack of physiological understanding of the human body and
had been slightly put off by her nonchalant suggestion that I could
simply let go of feeling my pain by not focusing on it so much.
Years later now, I finally nodded acknowledgment to the
wisdom of what she had relayed very matter-of-factly at the time.
She might not have known the neurobiological process for how the
mind initiates, experiences, and regulates the sensation of pain, but
probably had known from her personal experience that one can
make pain subside or disappear by not thinking about it. One by
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one, many of life’s mysteries—big and small—were revealing their
secrets to me and my admiration for those who had known them all
along continued to grow.
The mystery of how a man, any man, can ask someone who
slaps him on one cheek, to go ahead and hit him again on the other
one, also began to unlock itself. I had always appreciated Mahatma
Gandhi’s non-violence movement but had wondered how he could
accept a personal insult or injury and stay calm and not flinch. I
understood now that the only way he could maintain an equanimous
stance in the face of emotional or physical assault was if his mind
chose not to let the ego feel hurt or let the body lament the physical
pain the striker had caused through the act of aggression.
Gandhi had also understood and known what Frankl had
concluded and had exercised the choice of his response to remain
equanimous as he faced his aggressors. Gandhi’s equanimous
response diffused their power to torment him, and was how he
brought the mighty British Empire down on its knees by protesting
their oppression through skillful non-violent means.
My third adhiṭṭhāna sitting went by quickly in paying homage
to those who understood the universal laws of life through their own
experiences and experiments. I considered myself fortunate to at
least have arrived at the school of self-discovering such knowledge
even if I had been living my life thus far unaware of (and often in
direct opposition to) these principles. I could finally stop swimming
counter-current and fighting gravity now that I knew which side
was the head of the stream and thus having realized that water will
always flow downhill no matter how hard you try to push it upwards!
The conducting teacher announced at the end of the session
that new students (in successive batches) would also be allotted
meditation cells to practice in complete isolation, should they wish to
use them. I was elated to hear my name called out and I was assigned
cell number 67 on the ground floor. It turned out that the enigmatic
meditation cells were in a separate building, which was connected
through a walkway over the roof of our main lodging quarters, and
accessible through a door in the rear end of the Dhamma Hall.
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Since we always entered the Dhamma Hall barefoot, there was a
separate set of slippers (numbered to match our assigned meditation
cells to avoid confusion) placed neatly on a rack outside, together
with some light umbrellas, to facilitate the walk from the Dhamma
Hall to the solitary cells.
I keenly followed the group of eager new students being escorted
by one of the servers to the Ritz Carlton of meditation suites available
on campus. We all appeared especially exuberant because we were
picked (probably alphabetically, but chose to believe it was based on
some sort of merit!) to be in the first lot of new students to get the
opportunity to use the cells. The only thing missing was a drum roll
to accompany all the inner fanfare (at least as I was experiencing it)! I
walked through the concentrically circular chambers to find number
67, which was a corner cell, and I liked the look of it from the outside.
I gently opened the door and noticed a lizard zip right through the
front wall and flash off to the adjacent cell, which seemed connected
near the ceiling, probably to facilitate ventilation. I distinctly noticed
that I was a lot less startled by the sight of an unseemly lizard than
I would have otherwise been before joining the meditation camp. I
sat down on a similar-looking cushion to the ones as in the Dhamma
Hall and started to make myself comfortable. There were a couple
of smaller extra cushions lying nearby, probably to place underneath
the legs to make the cross-legged posture more comfortable for long
sittings. I then flicked on the light switch to the low-wattage lamp in
the room, which gave a nice touch to the full-service meditative suite.
Just as I closed my eyes to start concentrating on the sensations
at the crown of my head, the pounding sounds of hammers started
from up above and it felt like the whole cell was reverberating from
the repeated impact. I had noticed some scaffolding above the cells
as we were entering, and had looked up and seen some workers
completing the construction of the dome of the pagoda building
that housed the solitary meditation cells.
Knowing that the slightest sounds (especially when caught
unawares by them) would easily unsettle me and spring me out of
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my seat, I started to consider how I could possibly meditate with
such intense ambient noise. Sighting the lizard earlier had also been
on my mind, though less so than the chiselling and hammering
workers. I stayed put for another ten minutes, thinking I would
manage to numb out the exterior environment once I got into the
meditative zone, but it just wouldn’t work.
I stepped out of my cell and slowly made my way outwards in
awe of all those who were managing to concentrate despite the same
loud noise, and started walking back towards the Dhamma Hall.
The inner sanctum and the concentrically organized cells in the
chamber gave it the feel of a typical monastery, from what I had
seen in history-book pictures, not having visited one myself.
I ran into one of the more stern-looking servers on the way back,
who gently asked if I was encountering any difficulties, as he saw me
walk back without spending any real time in my newly allotted cell.
I ashamedly admitted to feeling distracted by the construction noise
and told him I might return in the afternoon if the workers were
taking a break at that time. The quiet expression in his eyes seemed
to convey, “Forgive them for they know not what they do,” as he
peacefully slanted his head to one side and let me depart feeling
somewhat less guilty.
I now felt badly about the fact that I was part of the first batch of
meditation cell allottees (amongst the new students) and had taken
the opportunity away from another student who might have been
comfortable practicing meditation in the cell with construction
noise in the background. I couldn’t muster the courage to approach
the conducting teacher to reassign the cell to someone else because
that might also convey that I had no future interest in using the cell,
which had seemed like a real privilege only a short while ago. I had
felt quite content with practicing in the comfortably open Dhamma
Hall, which had continued to grow on me over the days. I also hadn’t
found my sleeping room a conducive setting for meditation because
of too many distractions, chief among which was the inviting sight
of the bed!
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Discouraged by my unspectacular debut at meditating in the
solitary cell, I promptly lined up to ask the conducting teacher
about my sensitivity to light, sound, and animals in the post-lunch
Q&A period. He patiently explained that we all possessed the power
of patient tolerance, which enables us to withstand external stimuli,
but it can sometimes become suppressed because of events in our
lives. He suggested that I might be able to reawaken the power to
tolerate such stimuli more calmly in four to six months if I kept
up my meditation practice, especially towards light and sound; the
sensitivity towards animals usually being more deep-seated, and
would likely take longer to recalibrate.
Memories of childhood years when I was traumatized by a large
furry dog, and the year of hazing rituals in high school where we
always slept semi-conscious and on alert, ready to fend off senior
students who might surprise us with a bucket of cold water (or
worse pranks) when fast asleep in our bunk beds, flashed through
my mind. I felt encouraged that I might one day be able to please
my wife by letting her continue to read or watch television when I
wanted to go to sleep and not have to ask for a completely quiet and
dark room to doze off at night.
I managed a short sitting in the Dhamma Hall before retiring to
my sleeping room to get some rest before the afternoon adhiṭṭhāna
sitting. Lying in bed, I reflected on the fact that I had always wanted
to write and perhaps find a way to publish a book. Never before
could I find the idea or courage or time to overcome the initial
inertia.
It now seemed as if the idea for the first book for company
colleagues was a warm-up for the next one that had a more universally
compelling and far reaching message. It was also reassuring that in
case I had thought that finding the inspiration to plan one book in
a short time window was perhaps a fluke, developing the idea for
a second one simultaneously certainly cleared any doubt from my
mind that the unexpected surge in creative expression, heightened
self-awareness, and other positive changes were in fact very real and
thus likely to sustain beyond the initial euphoric state at the camp.
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A sense of purpose was driving me from the inside to establish
goals that were both unimportant and inconceivable even a few days
ago, in a way I had never experienced before.
The last thing I would have expected going into a Vipassana
meditation camp was that I would be contemplating writing two
books coming out of it! I chuckled thinking that perhaps these
creative ideas were flooding my mind because this was the only way
I could express myself under a strict code of silence for ten days.
From someone as constantly switched on as I was used to being
day in and day out, the unending barrage of thoughts had to find
an outlet somehow. This somewhat cynical pseudo-scientific theory
still couldn’t explain the reactivated memory and vocabulary.
The afternoon group sitting was rather uneventful as most of
us were getting increasingly accustomed to sitting continuously
for the full hour with lessening discomfort. However, the ongoing
adhiṭṭhāna sittings had certainly driven a few more students to other
more comfortable locations or sitting arrangements and I wondered
whether those students had also arrived at the same conclusions
as I’d had about self-regulable pain management having persisted
through the pain in my unchanged position.
After a few cycles back and forth from head to toes and back,
I spent a few extra minutes in the head and face where I would
typically experience more sensations. My theory was that the
majority of the sensory organs—eyes, ears, nose, mouth—are all
planted in our head and face so by definition the sensory experience
is most pronounced in that region. When I raised this with him
some time later, the conducting teacher’s simple retort was that
after all, the body’s “computer” was located inside our head so we
naturally experience the sensations best closest to the transmission
receiver’s location.
After a thorough scanning of the head, as I moved past the neck
and throat to my shoulders, I suddenly felt that the sensations I
was feeling in my shoulders were a good foot or two below where
I sensed my head was situated. I could almost point down below
with my mind to the various points in my torso and limbs. It was a
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completely surreal feeling of physical detachment and experiencing
for the first time that my mind was clearly dissociable from my
body. In some hard-to-express, outer body, mind-over-matter kind
of way, it also helped me rationalize that the pain I had previously
been experiencing in my back and right knee perhaps wasn’t really
happening to me and was simply another phenomenon that I was
observing.
I was late to the dining hall for the evening tea and snack and
noticed that the only food item left was cut papaya, which was always
in ample supply at breakfast and tea-time. The self-explanatory look
from the server who was coordinating the meal conveyed that the
kitchen was out of any other fruits or snacks. I had probably tasted
papaya all of three times in my life and had always had to overpower
its aftertaste with some other more palatable food item! I estimated
that if I didn’t consume anything with tea, I would have to go
without eating for over 18 hours between lunch from earlier in the
day and breakfast the following morning, and wasn’t sure if my body
was quite ready to handle such extended and unexpected fasting.
I formulated a plan to gobble up a few pieces of papaya, purely for
its nutritive value, and douse it quickly with some black ginger-tea.
As the first cut piece of the fruit touched my palate and slowly melted
in my mouth, I could hardly believe that I was enjoying the taste of
papaya, which I had decided to eat purely out of desperation and lack
of an alternative form of nourishment. Though it’s possible that all the
other papaya I had ever tasted in the past were genuinely distasteful,
knowing myself well, I knew the more realistic explanation was that
my mind had overcome an ill-formed prejudice, which was likely
based on limited and biased information in the first place.
Evening group meditation was uneventful aside from the fact
that I opened my eyes ten minutes before the designated hour was
up as a wave of impatience surged through me. I promised myself
that this would be the only sitting in which I broke the adhiṭṭhāna
and managed to do so for the rest of the program. It was interesting
that my patience wore out more easily in a timed session on the
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same day that I had overshot an untimed session by ten minutes
earlier that very morning.
I reconciled this by thinking that those two sessions averaged
each other out and settled myself down after a short break to follow
the next day’s instructions. The overall procedure remained the same
except we were now to scan symmetric body parts (e.g., eyes, ears,
limbs) together in pairs when sequentially stepping through the
body to experience sensations back and forth from head to toes.
The evening discourse started with a reminder that effectively
only three full days were left for real practice of Vipassana as we
would be breaking the noble silence on the morning of the tenth day,
which would make practicing meditation that day much harder. The
theme for the day’s discourse was oriented towards highlighting the
five hindrances (or “enemies”, as they were described) to maintaining
a steady meditation practice, especially after we left the camp.
These obstacles in turn were cravings, aversions, mental and
physical laziness, agitation and skepticism. In different ways, these
forces would try to get in the way, and we must find our own way
to overcome each of them and continue to stay the course and
find time to practice. We were encouraged to remain aware and
equanimous every moment, regardless of whatever sensation we
were experiencing, and to train the mind to experience that all
sensations are transient.
Goenkaji drew the analogy of how a walking trail, which was once
well-known, can become covered with undergrowth and infested
with snakes and other reptiles if people stop treading on it. Later, if
people refer to having knowledge of the route only in conversation
or imagination, it doesn’t amount to the same thing as knowing how
to traverse it. If someone would subsequently attempt to go down
the same track, they would quickly get discouraged by the hardship
in locating a clearly visible path, and would come back to report
that the path actually no longer existed and would discourage others
from attempting to follow it. Much in the same way, the practice of
Vipassana became extinct from the Indian subcontinent as people
stopped following it earnestly over time.
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He highlighted that several other sages like Nanak, Mahavir
and Kabir seemingly understood the concept of Vipassana through
their own experiences as can be intuited from their teachings and
verses. Interestingly, I had concluded the same must have been true
for modern-day sages like Frankl and Gandhi earlier in the same
day. These greats had understood the universal life processes and
concepts through their self-discoveries and introspective firsthand
experiences, even though they weren’t active practitioners of
Vipassana who could also teach the technique to others.
Similarly, references to the underlying concepts of impermanence
and understanding (or experiencing) truth by observation can also
be found in several ancient Indian texts like the Rig Veda or the
Bhagavad Gita, but their associated experiential knowledge had
largely been reduced to reciting the scriptures with little recognition
or attention to the in-depth meaning they intended to convey.
I came back to my room and lay flat on my back and concluded
there was absolutely no way I could go back to living the same way
I did before I had come upon Vipassana. All these years of learning
how to be a talented engineer, a good son, brother, husband, an
analytical researcher, and lately an effective consultant, I had missed
out on the most important learning of all—how to live life—in a
peaceful and purpose-filled manner.
I felt as if I was being reborn—a new mind and conscience in
the same physical form—and was getting a chance to lead a more
meaningful and balanced life.
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I

slept in a semi-conscious state overnight yet woke up feeling
completely rested and recharged. By this time in the course,
I was operating on progressively fewer hours of sleep and still felt
better than ever before after a typical night’s rest. I was beginning to
appreciate the theory that our physical bodies need a lot less time
to rest every day than we come to believe. It’s the anxiety prone
mind that tires us out more, and needs to relax for much longer to
recharge itself for the next day. I drew some complex correlations
between the quality of sleep and mental exhaustion from past
personal experiences when I’d had trouble falling asleep (or waking
up well-rested) because there was a lot on my mind.
It’s as if the thoughts about past events and future possibilities,
our hopes and expectations, our inherent likes and dislikes, previously
encountered insults and appreciations received that occupy our
subliminal minds run like background processes in the processor of
our brain. While in its foreground, our mind is consciously consumed
with and outwardly focused on some activity, its remaining capacity
is being consumed with extraneous background thoughts similar to
a computer processor when multiple software applications are open
and running in the background.
Much in the same way as the software we are working with in the
foreground responds faster when we close all the other applications
open in the background, our brain’s ability to process information
and make accurate judgment calls improves significantly if we can
put aside all other thoughts about the past and the future (neither
of which are time frames where we can take any present action) and
also stop placing a value judgment on whether we consider certain
events, individuals or circumstances as good versus bad and treat
them all as neutral occurrences instead.
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While this is another finding that seems logical and intuitive
at an intellectual level of understanding, it can truly only be
appreciated and internalized by our inner mind when it experiences
such learning firsthand. Otherwise, it is simply another intriguing
and theoretically plausible construct that we cannot draw upon
practically in our own life, and will thus seem like an unachievable
state of mind.
At some level, we have all experienced that when we can make
our brains concentrate on a specifically chosen activity at hand and
try to consciously tune out the ambient and potential distractions,
our focus and productivity shows marked improvement. The
enhancement in mental functioning I was experiencing when
various other extraneous background processes had ceased to exist
or diminished perceptibly felt akin to opening a “third eye” in the
mind and applying its focused and sharpened abilities in a more
purposeful, targeted, powerful and hyper-effective way. And all
this, while simultaneously feeling a greater sense of compassion
towards other living beings, so it didn’t feel like some sort of robotic
productivity.
All these days I had been concerned with ensuring I had some
means to aid my memory to help me recapitulate later what I was
experiencing at the camp so it wouldn’t fade away like a dream
when I re-entered the real world. I now knew that the changes I was
experiencing were indelibly irreversible, and there was no possible
way I could go back to the way things were in the past. I felt this
not because someone had waved a magic wand and turned the
proverbial frog into a prince, but because I had realized from selfvalidated first principles and was on the path to truly internalizing
that the power to unlock equanimity in my mind, which in turn had
led to significant mental and physical benefits, was very much in my
own hands to the extent I maintained the practice that had led to
this experiential phenomenon.
I was experiencing these changes because of a learnable
meditation process and not because of some enigmatic miracle that
worked but couldn’t be reproduced or explained with a sound set
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of rationale. There was a clear and simple logical basis for what I
was experiencing—clearing the mind of what we cannot control
(past and future) and not spending any mental energy craving or
avoiding things, people, experiences, and circumstances (all of
which are impermanent). This enables a state of continuous calm
and an ability to apply freed up mental capacities more productively
towards purposeful things and those that we can positively impact
in the present moment with our actions.
Having self-discovered and self-attested these principles in
action, I knew firsthand that there was no discernible flaw in the
logic. Even if someone were to debate it with me, all I would say is
that I was stating what I have experienced directly, which is the only
truth that I am technically obligated and entitled to believe. This
experiential, learn-by-doing approach had truly resonated with me.
Throughout my years of education, I had trouble taking the
theories and frameworks in my textbooks for granted. I only chose
to believe as much as I could test and experiment with subsequent
practical or laboratory work. I focused on learning the most
fundamental and basic (2 + 2 = 4) types of first principles. I could
not trust (or easily follow) the subsequent theoretical findings unless
I could myself, using inductive and deductive logic, derive the
same end-results as were asserted in the textbooks when firsthand
and direct physical examination and experimentation was not an
option—for example, when calculating the pressure head of a body
of water in the containing reservoir for a large dam.
Through what I was actually experiencing directly and drawing
the logical link between my own efforts at learning Vipassana for a
week and extrapolating forward to continuing its practice in my life
ahead, and having thus concluded that the benefits of introspective
meditation could lead to a happier and more productive life, there
was no way my reasonably logical mind would allow me to journey
back to an anxious and less fulfilling approach to life. Even though
my life had been complete and satisfactory in so many material ways
on the surface, I simply hadn’t known that my mind could learn to
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dig so much deeper on the inside and enable my consciousness to
reach a depth I had never known existed nor experienced.
The only commensurate parallel I could draw to the experience
I was undergoing was to that of a caterpillar, which is merrily
enjoying its life grazing on leafy greens on a tree, and can scarcely
imagine that through a transformative process of pupa formation
it would turn into a butterfly one day and learn to fly! My mind
was going through a similar metamorphosis. There was no way to
bottle the flying colorful butterfly back into the crawling green
caterpillar camouflaging itself on the branch of a tree to avoid its
avian predators.
I had requested a small ball of cotton overnight, which magically
appeared in the morning as a second wake-up call when one of the
servers smilingly knocked on my door at 4:25 am. I intended to roll
up the cotton as improvised earplugs that might enable me to sit
through the construction noise during a subsequent and optimistic
attempt to go back to the individual cells for meditation. I started
with using them for the predawn and post-breakfast sessions, when
I planned to meditate in the main Dhamma Hall to first get used to
the idea of cotton ear plugs in more familiar surroundings.
I found it slightly easier to concentrate with my new earplugs but
discovered that certain sounds (like that of the kitchen staff loading
up steel utensils in a trolley-cart and dragging it down the length of
the dining hall, which was right below the Dhamma Hall) can only
be neutralized through expensive noise cancellation headsets! Yet, I
persisted because I knew that without even the minimum auricular
muffler, I wouldn’t be giving myself a chance against the hammering
sounds later in the day once the construction workers resumed their
activities above the building that housed the solitary cells.
I started to focus on meditating with the additional instruction—
cycling through the body and scanning the symmetrical parts of
the body simultaneously. My mind was operating like one of those
thermal scanners, which move across an area and capture the infrared
heat map, and was similarly capturing the map of sensations observed
as it moved from the top of my head to the tip of my toes. I was
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beginning to experience sensations more easily and clearly in various
body parts in addition to the head and face. I also would stop feeling
any aches and pains as soon as my concentration stabilized.
Various unrelated thoughts crossed my mind. I started thinking
how the whole notion of craving and aversion had applied so accurately
to how I managed my personal and professional relationships and
how I was living in a world of self-fulfilling prophecies. I was always
quick to pass judgment on whether I liked or disliked someone. I
frankly prided myself on having good instincts about people even
when I’d had limited exposure to them. I wonder why being able to
accurately predict someone’s character or likability through a short
set of interactions is considered a sign of good intuition in the first
place, as if there was a prize for those who can accurately judge a
book by its cover?!
When I liked someone, I would effortlessly and selflessly go out
of my way to help that person and tend to overlook their deficiencies.
On the other hand, when I disliked someone, not only would I
show it easily because of my open-book interaction style, I also
found myself withdrawing from them and could at times become
unpleasant if they truly did something that I found offensive.
Those I liked enjoyed the benefits of my friendship and loyalty
continuously without me ever questioning or rethinking the basis
of my fondness for them. Interestingly, the only thing that would
make me consider changing my mind about those I liked was if
they did something that clearly signified disloyalty or demeaned my
value to them or ignore my views in an important matter. While
I was persuadable with intellectual reasoning, if the other person’s
logic didn’t meet my acid-test bar, I expected them to adhere to my
line of thinking, especially those I liked and had invested heavily in.
I realized how this distinction in my views was entirely because of
how my ego felt when I encountered seemingly rebellious behavior
from those I had nourished with affection. I understood how my
approach to managing relationships was flawed at multiple levels,
first in making evaluative judgments, while Dhamma prescribes
and engenders an equanimous and accepting mindset towards both
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likes and dislikes, and secondly in how it was my ego that drove
my judgment and not the purely objective facts of the case. As I
fully processed and internalized these revelations, I started to feel a
complete 180-degree shift in orientation with greater compassion
and neutral acceptance towards others and their independent
perspectives.
With this simple yet profound self-revelation, I couldn’t help
contrast how I now felt about an animated argument with my father
and my wife only a week before about the choice of flooring in a
new family house that was under construction, given our varying
views on the potential options. They could now choose any material
they wanted, and it would be all the same to me, and very happily
so. Not only did the selection matter less to me, I felt increasingly
less keenly about imposing my ideas on them if it meant creating the
slightest disharmony with those I loved and cared about.
The only suggestion I now had for the construction adventure
was that we name our new house Samatā (Hindi for equanimity), as
that would represent the state of mind I would wish the members of
my family who resided there to embody and enjoy. If my family also
didn’t like my suggestion for naming the house, it wouldn’t affect me
in the least, as I would want them to be happy with their preferred
choice instead!
I had lived my entire life thus far optimizing and solving for what
felt right to me and what was good for me as opposed to being driven
by a greater sense of purpose and having clarity for the absolute
truth, fairness towards everyone and viewing things objectively
and with holistic system-wide benefit in mind. Vipassana had rung
true to its name as the process of viewing things objectively and
expansively from all different angles.
I reflected on all the positive benefits that I had drawn with only
a week of employing the Vipassana technique and how seismically
my mindset and behavioral orientation was tilting in a new and
positive direction. I then started to think about what it would be
like when I returned to my life as a consultant, with clients and
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colleagues, and with my friends and family who had all known and
experienced me previously in a certain way.
A case in point—I had come to a fairly informed conclusion
that I would find it easy to give up alcohol because I had discovered
that my preexisting logical basis to consume it to relax the mind was
flawed at its core, if I was also to believe that continuous happiness
can only be achieved through a highly vigilant and equanimous mind,
which runs counter to consuming substances that can overpower or
numb the senses. I reckoned most of my family wouldn’t mind my
resolve to abstain from drinking, but certain friends, colleagues and
clients might find it more than a bit odd and potentially off-putting
or anti-social in its appeal.
I certainly didn’t want some of my closest friends to feel less
chummy with me because of the lifestyle changes I would adopt
when I resumed my regular and active social life. I later concluded
that those who truly cared for me wouldn’t distance themselves
or sever ties simply because I would be making different choices
about how I planned to live my life in the future. I was probably
sprouting such thoughts because with my old mindset, I might have
considered a close friend to seem less familiar or relatable if they
dropped an activity (like drinking) that we had jointly enjoyed in
the past and associated with as an essential mark of our friendship.
After all, how can you remain “drinking buddies” with someone
who no longer drinks?!
Upmā (savory semolina snack) was served for breakfast and
I ingested small mouthfuls slowly as I pondered how I would
practically integrate what I was learning at the camp into my regular
life so that the nascent and recently metamorphosed butterfly of my
mind wouldn’t be trapped in a spider’s web on its very first flight. I
was hopeful that the rest of the days at the camp would help me find
answers to how I would live my new life in the outside world while
following the path of Dhamma that I had learned on the inside in a
cocooned camp environment.
During my post-breakfast morning walk ritual, I reflected further
on Goenkaji's analogy of the ten-day meditation camp being similar
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to a complex medical surgery. The toxic tumor had now been cleanly
removed and healthy new cells were beginning to regrow inside
the impaired organ, but the external surface incision had yet to be
sutured up, and I felt all raw and tender inside. It was important to
not allow any unsterilized instruments into the operating room as
the chances of infecting the opened-up body were still high.
My post-breakfast walks had become increasingly more energizing
as I was more aware of my surroundings and drawing vitality from
the sights of the flowers and trees and the chirping sounds of the
morning birds. Later in the morning during group meditation,
I did six sets of back and forth full body scans in the hour-long
session. It computed that the cycle time for each scan should take
roughly half the time now that we were covering symmetrical organs
simultaneously.
I was eager to speak with the conducting teacher about my
queries on sustaining Vipassana and its principles in everyday life
and headed up as soon as the short break between the meditation
sessions was announced. He told me reassuringly that the next
several days (including one of the entire evening discourses) would
be dedicated to the practical aspects of meditation after the camp
was over, but agreed to take a couple of short questions on the spot.
I started with my predicament about deciding to quit alcohol but
maintaining a circle of friends who considered me their (drinking)
buddy. He sympathized and shared the example of his neighbor
who was a teetotaler and yet a very prolific businessman who had
gone so far as to employ a savvy manager specifically to take care of
entertaining all his customers so he could maintain his abstinence
principle without making these important guests feel out of place
or unwelcome by their host who didn’t conform to their social
drinking norms.
That said, he told me that it would be okay to consume alcohol in
moderation if I really must drink socially. I clarified that it no longer
made sense to drink because I had uncovered that alcohol actually
leads to the opposite effect than I had intended and expected from
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it all along. The question was no longer about moderation versus
abstention, but about managing the social and business optic of not
drinking.
The conducting teacher smiled in acknowledgment as if to
convey that I had grasped the essence of the instruction and went
on to explain that three types of things would happen over the next
few months as I made Vipassana an integral part of my life as it
pertained to my social circle.
1.
2.
3.

I would naturally and gradually convince some of my
friends and family to also follow the path of Dhamma and
practice Vipassana,
Some of my current circle of friends would choose to distance
themselves because they might experience the feeling “we
have lost our friend to some obscure practice,” and
Some new people would enter my circle of acquaintances
and friends who were already familiar with or in the process
of learning about the benefits of Vipassana as we would
have that as a natural basis for affinity.

A seasoned consultant couldn’t have better summarized the
various possibilities in a mutually exclusive and collectively
exhaustive (or MECE) manner. Since I was getting a brief but rich
audience with a learned Vipassana practitioner of over 30 years, I
quickly layered in another paradoxical question.
I asked that if we shouldn’t have any attachment towards
outcomes (as Dhamma legislates), how can we also pursue various
business and other life goals with zeal and intensity? He smiled
again, this time expressing mentoring affection at my nascent
understanding of the deeper concepts. He explained that we must
naturally continue to set ambitious targets and strive hard to achieve
them, but Vipassana would help develop the equanimity to enable
us to remain calm and not become agitated if those targets are not
achieved due to unexpected and uncontrollable circumstances. He
also stressed the importance of having a noble sense of purpose and
aspiration while pursuing one’s chosen goals.
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His answers made complete sense—strive to achieve lofty and
principled goals but in a detached manner so as to avoid overexcitement or disappointment based on the actual outcomes. Seeing
my look of illumination with his satisfying explanation to my
conundrum, he inquired how my meditation practice was going.
I told him that I thought it was going well and that I was finally
experiencing little to no discomfort or pain during the sittings.
Only a few days before, he had offered me a back support or
the use of a chair when I was in complete and utter agony during
the initial adhiṭṭhāna sittings. I had politely and gratefully declined,
as I had wanted to test the limits of my pain tolerance further and
certainly hadn’t wanted to chicken out without giving it my level
best. At the time, I had noticed some disabled and elderly people
attempting to manage their discomfort without chairs or back
support, which had inspired me away from taking the easy way out.
I was now glad to report that the pain had gradually subsided and
eventually disappeared. His final smile for this short Q&A implied,
“I knew it would be so!”
I made another valiant attempt at practicing in my designated
individual meditation cell in the unstructured session after lunch.
But I quickly beat a retreat to my room because the improvised
cotton earplugs were no match against the seemingly deafening
construction noise. I didn’t have the heart to go back to the Dhamma
Hall for fear of distracting the other meditators.
It was clear that the meditation cell wasn’t my cup of tea. I was
really enjoying the course, but this aspect didn’t appeal to me as it
appeared to appeal to other students who preferred practicing in the
solitary space. I enjoyed the group effect while meditating in the
Dhamma Hall as it created an atmosphere of joint practice. I drew
inspiration from some of the serious meditators in my vicinity in
the Dhamma Hall whenever I felt my resolve to sit through the onehour adhiṭṭhāna sessions was weakening.
It had been a full week since I had arrived at the camp and my
boarding quarters seemed like they could use a cleaning. I started
with sweeping my room and went through it twice to cover spots
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I missed in the first go around. Satisfied with my skills with the
broom, I turned my attention to washing the bathroom with a
phenyl solution, which was a bit more work and I had to roll up my
track pants so as not to soak them in dirty water. I found the whole
process surprisingly relaxing.
Having not done this sort of domestic work with my own two
hands in many years (and rarely ever), it seemed that I had forgotten
to adequately value service professionals. I also noted that when I sat
back after the short but hard labor, the last thing on my mind when
I was cleaning was how much noise I might be making with my
untrained movements. I only had to do this work once in a very long
while, so I stretched my imagination to consider what it must be like
for those who did this sort of work full time, day in and day out.
Having spent half an hour cleaning my lodging space and
thus stepping into the kitchen workers’ shoes, whose cooking
and cleaning sounds had been an annoying interference with
my meditation practice, gave me perspective that no amount of
contemplative empathy and consciously reminding myself of the
value of tediously laborious and menial work could have ever done.
Clearly, I still needed to learn how to cope with any displeasing
surroundings in a better way and remain equanimous (yet aware)
at every moment. The conducting teacher had explained that there
were always negative stressors coming at us from all sides and the key
lies in neutralizing them and not conditioning our inner mind to try
to avoid, suppress, or fight them.
Having correlated from firsthand experience that cleaning utensils
was no less a vocation or labor of love for the kitchen workers than
counseling my clients was for me, I felt I would now have a better
chance at not classifying the construction or other noise as negative
distractions to my meditative practice. I also wondered how often I
would associate a negative judgment to the impact an activity had on
me which might be someone else’s livelihood or day-to-day routine.
I reflected how the same might be true in reverse—that people
might experience activities that I conduct in my “normal” life as
distractions or irritants to them. A road worker breaking up the
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pavement with a jackhammer and creating a lot of noise is going
about earning his daily bread just as I would zip wildly through
airports at times to make my flights and probably inducing some
anxiety in those I was speedily passing by!
The afternoon adhiṭṭhāna sitting was the most tranquil I had
experienced thus far, and I didn’t feel the typical impatience in
wanting the session to end quickly. I found it progressively easier
to observe both subtle and gross sensations objectively and practice
building greater equanimity. All the new students stayed back for
individual check-ups and I waited my group’s turn. The conducting
teacher skipped me because we had talked earlier in the day and he
was up to speed on the state of my practice.
One of the students in my group was struggling and asked
despondently, “Is it possible that some people don’t respond to
this technique at all?” It was clear that he had been trying his level
best and it must feel disappointing to make the significant personal
commitment to spend ten days away from work and family and
then not draw much benefit from the process you came to learn.
The conducting teacher was quite empathetic but responded
honestly that in every course there are a handful of students who
don’t respond to the technique. However, most were able to get
something out of it as long as they followed the instructions properly
and practiced diligently. He emphasized that every individual’s
experience with Vipassana is unique and encouraged the student to
maintain a strong resolve and stay motivated and not compare his
experience with others.
The rest of the time was appropriately devoted to problem-solving
this student’s case as the third student in the group was progressing
well. At one point, out of genuine concern, the third student asked
the first student a question about how much surface area of the body
the first one was focusing on during the scan for sensations. Before
the first student could answer, the conducting teacher reminded us
that students were not supposed to talk amongst each other, and any
questions must only be directed to him.
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In conclusion, the first student was instructed to go back and
do the basic breathing observation (ānāpāna) for a few sessions
to sharpen the mind to experience sensations and then resume
Vipassana. I really felt for the fellow and sincerely hoped that with
patience and perseverance, he would also start experiencing the
benefits of the technique.
The noteworthy milestone as I completed the evening group
sitting was that in all three of the one-hour continuous sittings
during the day (the morning, afternoon, evening adhiṭṭhāna sittings)
as well as the predawn sitting, I had managed to use the same weight
bearing leg in my cross-legged posture. In days prior, I had been
alternating the right and left legs between sessions to give one leg
time to recover while the other one bore the weight.
I distinctly remembered hearing something in the discourses
during the initial days to the effect that we would eventually manage
to develop the capacity to meditate on the same weight bearing leg
for hours together without pain or discomfort. I had genuinely
thought at the time that must apply to some other brave souls,
because certainly I wouldn’t possibly arrive at such a stage in my
practice.
It was amazing how with just a week’s worth of continuous and
determined practice, a seemingly impossible and arduous task had
been accomplished. The wisdom of the clichéd phrases “it’s all in the
mind” and “mind over matter” rang true after all. I had also decided
to lose the ear plugs for this final sitting of the day and that seemed
to have worked out well. I didn’t feel too distracted by the same
ambient sounds that had been just as evident in earlier sessions.
The evening discourse started by describing how various students
might be encountering difficulty sleeping and we were advised not
to worry if we were unable to sleep as much as we were accustomed
to before the camp. It was further explained that it was a good sign
if we were experiencing semi-conscious sleep because only an overly
reactive mind tires excessively from taking unnecessary and anxietyinducing actions all day and an equanimous mind needs less time to
recharge its batteries as it remains inherently relaxed at most times.
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The corporeal structure tires of physical activity and thus needs
some bodily rest but not nearly as much as a completely exhausted
mind does.
Thus, those experiencing the need for less sleep (yet feeling
adequately refreshed since we weren’t also over-taxing our bodies
with physical activity typical of regular daily life), were beginning
to see the effects of quieting their mind. Goenkaji joked that while
there was a saying that, “When the rest of the world sleeps, a
Vipassana practitioner stays awake,” we shouldn’t interpret that to
mean that we should force ourselves to pull all-nighters in order to
demonstrate allegiance to the technique!
The other yardstick he mentioned that was often a good indicator
of whether the practice was taking root in various students was the
extent to which people felt the urge to help others to draw benefit
from the technique. He even went so far as to say that authors
would write about it, orators would give speeches, people with
material possessions would want to provide the means for others to
experience the learning process, and so on. I smiled on the inside
because I had been experiencing these feelings for some time now
and to a progressively growing degree.
If his assessment of the direct proportionality was true, I reasoned
that my mind must have latched on to the technique fairly well given
I was planning to write a book to build awareness of the benefits of
Vipassana and I wasn’t even an amateur author yet. Planning such
a bold undertaking must imply that I was either truly inspired or
being somewhat delusional!
He reminded us that through the simple yet powerful process of
observing sensations on our physical body, we had slowly started to
dismantle the communication barrier between our conscious and
inner minds and facilitated an understanding of how our thoughts
and actions, when we experience either favorable or unfavorable
circumstances, determine whether our mind remains equanimous
or becomes anxious. He recapitulated that cravings, aversions, and
the ego are the root causes of all misery, and a perfectly equanimous
mind has achieved mastery over all of them.
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He apprised those of us who might be experiencing meaningful
benefits to not become complacent, because this initial stage was
simply a rest stop in the overall journey to achieving greater and
eventually complete mastery over the senses and detachment from
all outcomes. Those who mistake this intermediate stage as the final
destination might allow their meditative efforts to subside and miss
out on drawing full value from the technique. As with any major
change journey we had to stay the course for a long time, as it would
be easy to fall back into old habits. He reminded us that the ultimate
yardstick for measuring progress is the equanimity one develops
towards every bodily sensation and life situation.
I thought to myself that I was probably drawing meaningful
benefit from the process because I had built up a greater pressure
head of impetus for change given how much (and how long) of an
indulgent life I had led chasing material, sensory, and ego-boosting
pursuits that had caused an accumulation of mental toxicity, which
had found an escape through exposure to Vipassana. Water gushes
out with rapidity from a hole in the side of a bucket filled to the brim
and trickles out slowly from one that only contains a little bit of the
liquid. Much in the same way, I’d had my share of worldly pleasures,
external pursuits, and a lifestyle of sensory overload so that the
transformation momentum I was experiencing was rather significant.
Had I only been marginally off-centered, perhaps I wouldn’t
have drawn as much benefit from this ten-day experience. Having
been alerted to the various obstacles in maintaining continuous
meditation practice the previous day, we were now informed about
the five masteries or "friends" that would come to our aid if we tried
to follow the virtuous path of Dhamma—belief, effort, awareness,
concentration, and wisdom:
Belief in the efficacy of the technique and not any kind of blind faith
or cultish orientation. While belief alone can’t help carry us to the
other shore, some amount of it is necessary to serve as motivation to
make the initial effort.
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Effort, for which there is no substitute. Where belief is the initial
ignition to learn the practice, effort is the necessary fuel to enable
continued progress on the long journey ahead. As with any meritorious
endeavor, success is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration.
Awareness, which is built through direct and firsthand observation
of all the physical and mental phenomenon occurring within
oneself. This awareness of self that is the foundation upon which the
subsequent monument of equanimity and wisdom is erected.

Concentration being the outcome from cultivating the practice of
one-pointed focus and stillness which allows the mind to quieten
and enable it to become more perceptive and ripe to receive deeper
insights.

Wisdom being the insight into the true nature of things—which

in summary is the reality that all physical and mental phenomenon
within oneself and outside in the universe are all impermanent and
in the process of changing. And as such, the liberating realization
that arises from knowing that it is futile to both mourn the loss of
pleasant things or experience despair over the arrival of unpleasant
ones.
Since we were nearing the end of the course, Goenkaji decided
to revisit religious beliefs and practices. He had asked that we put
these aside (without being critical of them) for the duration of the
course so we could focus our entire mindshare on learning a new
technique and not dilute its impact by potentially mixing the selfcreated concoction of one’s religious rites with Vipassana.
He reiterated that people from any religious belief and background
can successfully learn and practice Vipassana. He clarified and
reassured everyone that it was perfectly fine to maintain faith in
whichever incarnation (or name) of God that we most strongly
believed in and talked at length about the admirable qualities in the
various representations of God from different religions.
His principal thought was that instead of unconstructively
debating supremacy of various organized religions and their associated
doctrines of God, it was more important to actually try and truly
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embody the admirable characteristics of whichever representation
we chiefly admired. Too often, despite our vociferously stated
allegiance to a certain figure of God, our day-to-day actions are
quite incongruent with that Godhead’s celebrated qualities.
We received abbreviated instructions for the following day to
attempt partial or complete free-flowing full-body sweepings (back
and forth from head to toes) if we were experiencing mostly subtle
sensations during part-by-part body scans by that time. If some parts
were experiencing gross and solidified sensations, we were to scan
those individually after the partial free flow. Even if we managed a
complete free flow, we were to go through the part-by-part scan after
a few free-flow cycles.
I eagerly awaited the following day to further deepen and
strengthen my resolve to blend the practice of meditation into my
new life after the camp.
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T

he exercise for the day, if we had managed to arrive at a
stage in our meditation practice where most of the body was
experiencing subtle sensations, was to attempt en masse sweepings of
the entire body in one go. The process being analogous to the free
flow of a bucket of water being poured over the head, soaking every
part of the body from top to bottom.
The incremental steps to fully learn the technique had continued
to become progressively harder and I predicted that it would be fun
and challenging to tackle this one. I got into position at 4:32 am for
the predawn sit and first went through the sequential survey of the
body to get ready for the full sweep. Attempting the free flow was a
lot harder than it seemed, not only because of the minimum optimal
pace but also because it was hard to maintain sharp concentration
on multiple body parts simultaneously at once and sustain the
downward or upward flow at the same time.
I tried to manage my pace and found that if I went too slowly,
I lost track of which body part I was surveying and where I was
heading to next. Too fast, and I was inadvertently skipping past
certain body parts. Regardless of pace, I found it hard to include
the arms in the full sweep as it was easiest for the “scanning water”
to flow down from the head to torso and the arms were left “dry” as
they were resting down on the knees. I started wondering about the
placement of my arms in the meditative posture and made a mental
note to ask the conducting teacher.
I noted with amusement that we were being progressed to seemingly
more complex steps in the technique when only a few days ago I was
struggling with just focusing my mind on my own respiration and on
observing basic bodily sensations. Trying various things to optimize
the entire body sweeping technique, I discovered that one way to
maintain the right pace and concentration was to “pull” my mind’s
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concentration up from the toes towards the head on the in-breath
and to “push” it down from head to toes on the out-breath.
While using inhalation and exhalation was clearly a learning
crutch of sorts, I was glad I could employ it usefully to at least
experience the technique to sweep the entire body in one go. I
promised myself not to get too comfortable with the training wheels
and slowly wean myself off of the in-breaths and the out-breaths to
manage the momentum of my concentration. The entire hour went
by quickly in familiarizing my mind with the full-body scans.
I was beginning to have mixed feelings about the approaching
conclusion of the camp. I was happy that I would soon be reunited
with my family and simultaneously felt that I had hardly scratched
the surface of learning and imbibing a powerfully liberating
technique. Even if I generously estimated that each day I spent at
the camp effectively served to rewrite a year’s worth of previous
conditioning from my most recent past, I would only go back to the
time when I had started my professional career. There was still a lot
more life I had experienced in years further past. The ostensibly long
ten days of camp now seemed like a very short period of time to fully
soak in the learning well of Dhamma.
I remembered that I had initially asked the course registrar
through the internet-based registration process whether I could leave
a few hours earlier before the course was formally over on the final
morning so I could save a full day by flying back to Singapore given
the timing of daily flights. I was told that would not be permissible
and that I should only plan to register for the course at a time when
I was ready to spare the full ten days.
I had reasoned with the registrar over email that departing a few
hours early would save me one extra vacation day and allow me to
return to work on the first business day of the New Year. The registrar
had responded politely that in the event that I had important work
commitments that conflicted with the ten-day schedule, I should
plan to skip this particular Vipassana course and register for another
one at a more convenient time.
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While that response had felt somewhat overly regimented at
the time, I felt fortunate to have heeded the advice and moved my
return flight to the following day, as I now wanted every remaining
minute and hour to stretch out just a little bit longer so the learning
could etch more deeply and permanently on my mind.
I stepped out onto the courtyard as the morning chants were
commencing and sat down to take in the predawn sky, still littered
with the brighter stars and the waning moon. While I wanted to
slow down time to extend the Vipassana learning opportunity, there
was a sense of anticipation for things I now felt I had to do when I
resumed my regular life. I was looking forward to calling the people
I wanted to apologize to as soon as I left the camp. Even though I
had experienced an inside-out mental transformation, I hadn’t lost
my memory of how I would otherwise have felt under ordinary
circumstances about apologizing.
Typically, I would often have conciliatory conversations yet
stopped short of making a clean apology (one that clearly said, “I am
sorry,” and didn’t also involve a justification or qualifier), probably
because it would be too strong a self-inflicted injury to the ego to
accept full responsibility for a mistake. I now wanted to apologize as
clearly and directly as possible because the big brick walls of my ego
had come crumbling down and a flood of empathy for those I might
have wronged had permeated my consciousness.
In the past, I would also feel justified in expressing how I felt
about something in the name of “saying it like it is” without being
sufficiently mindful of the impact it would have on those at the
receiving end. Reassessing certain such recent situations objectively,
despite re-concluding that my read of the situation was often accurate,
I realized now how misguided my disproportionate response towards
others had been in expressing my concerns or frustration with them.
In the same vein, I used to believe that doing whatever it took
at all costs was the hallmark of people who were truly committed to
achieving high standards in their profession. Never once did I step
back and realize that others, who I would judge as not meeting my
standards for excellence, might also care about ambitious results, but
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also care about the nature of the means used in achieving them. The
journey mattered to them just as much as arriving at the destination,
while I was too preoccupied with stepping on the pedal to charge
ahead, harder and faster. Perhaps it was time for me to slow down
and appreciate my fellow passengers and simply enjoy being on the
road as well.
I had conjectured that the menu for the meals in the dining hall
might be repeated after a week and was reassured to notice the same
items served for breakfast as on the first day. I picked up my laundry
and headed back to my room to change out of the track pants I
had been wearing into a clean pair of jeans. As I pulled them on, I
found that I had to tighten my belt a couple of extra notches to keep
the jeans from slipping down. I had a sense that I might be losing
weight because of the minimalistic meals but the elastic-waisted
track pants I had been wearing had masked the extent of shrinkage
in my waistline. My face hadn’t revealed the loss of flab as it was
covered with a week’s worth of unshaven facial hair.
Together with all the mental benefits of attending the camp, it
felt good to note some positive health-related side effects as well. I
was now eager to get to a weighing scale soon but estimated that I
might need to wait until I got back to Singapore because I would be
overnighting in a guest house with my wife and in-laws in Mumbai
before traveling back, and the odds were low I would find one there.
The group sitting after breakfast felt effortless, pain-free, and the
most natural thing to do. Until just the previous day I couldn’t wait
to stretch my legs as soon as the long hour of practice was finally
over, but I now continued sitting in the meditative posture past the
announcement of the short break as if that was the only thing that
made sense to do.
The discourses had emphasized that our practice must be nearly
continuous in the last couple of days aside from the designated
breaks for meals and time set aside for rest. It had sounded like a
stretch earlier, but it now seemed like the only logical option given
the limited time left at the camp with my aim to have an indelible
imprint of this way of life on my mind.
108

Emotional Physics

As I continued meditating in the Dhamma Hall, the new
students were asked to stay back for another check-up because we
were nearing the end of the course and it was important that all of
us got the essentials of the technique down before leaving the camp.
I couldn’t help but overhear some of the questions posed by other
students while I was waiting for our group’s turn.
One of the questions was how we would know whether the
benefits of Vipassana were truly permeating into our lives? The
conducting teacher said that different people would experience a
range of different positive changes and cited his own example that
when he first started meditating, his mind unleashed his creativity
and improved his memory. Overhearing this, my ears tuned in
even more closely as I felt relieved and validated that what I was
experiencing was not delusional.
At this point, I felt comfortable listening more intently to the
Q&A with other students because these same questions were likely
on all of our minds, so it was appropriate to draw benefit from
the generally relevant interchange. The conducting teacher next
addressed a question on anger management and asked the students to
mindfully notice incremental positive improvements and not fixate
on situations that might still be hard to handle with equanimity.
Going a step further and pre-empting a likely follow-up question
about domestic life, he went on and said, “Often the wife might
say, ‘How come you still get angry now that you practice Vipassana?
Clearly, whatever you are doing isn’t really working!’ And yet, we
must carefully assess whether we maintain equanimity in even one
out of ten situations that we would typically draw ire from us. If
so, that would still be a sign of progress and we must not get
disappointed about the other 90%. Slowly, with continued practice,
we will become increasingly equanimous in more and more difficult
situations.”
He drew the analogy with the nature and pace of progress India
was making as a country. While it was very easy to find fault with
everything that still needed work (roads, corruption, population
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explosion, illiteracy), some of the improvements were distinctly
noteworthy (economic growth, relevance on the world stage).
He also mentioned that one of his personal role models for
equanimous individuals was India’s prime minister at the time, Dr.
Manmohan Singh, whom he described as a man with a penetrating
vision to help advance the nation in the right direction. He remained
calm even in the most difficult of situations, for instance when he
came under fierce attack for the Commonwealth Games in India
or when his government was at risk of being dissolved because the
coalition parties were threatening to withdraw their support. Most
other political leaders might have shown some signs of agitation, but
he remained relatively unperturbed and maintained a steady focus
on helping India to become a more advanced and progressive nation.
The conducting teacher counseled us also to self-evaluate our
progress in a fair and realistic manner and not feel intimidated by
the fact that there still might be a long way to go in order to maintain
perfect equanimity at all times. While it was good to have that as a
long-term goal, it was important to calibrate incremental progress in
a reasonable fashion commensurate with how long, and how much,
we have been practicing. I decided to save my questions for a private
opportunity because they were of a more personal nature, and let
the other students ask their questions when our group was called up.
I lunched quickly and went back to my room to think through a
few questions I intended to ask at 12:30 pm after the formal Q&A
session open to all students was over, as I had prearranged a private
meeting through the server managing the course. I headed up eagerly
to the Dhamma Hall at 12:20 pm so I might get an extra minute or
two with him in case he wasn’t meeting with another student and I
could also catch the tail end of the official Q&A period.
Ironically, he had been waiting for me in his sleeping quarters,
which also served as his office for private meetings, while I was
counting down the minutes to 12:30 pm in the Dhamma Hall
waiting for him to arrive. Another friendly server came to the rescue
and escorted the conducting teacher from his room to the Dhamma
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Hall. Making himself comfortable in his meditation seat, he asked
with genuine and caring interest “poocho?” (“What do you want to
ask?” in Hindi).
I knew I could do a lot with 25 minutes of one-on-one time and
got straight to work. I started with thanking him, and Goenkaji,
and the servers for the gift of creating an environment for me to
learn this life-changing technique. As the words left my mouth,
I noticed that they didn’t feel like a perfunctory “thank you”, but
true heartfelt gratitude, more authentic than I had ever expressed to
anyone before.
He nodded in acknowledgment and said I was lucky that my
wife was a believer in the benefit of Vipassana as it can be hard
to sustain the practice after returning home if the spouse is not
supportive, or worse, downright dismissive of the technique. It was
as if he had read my mind about wanting his practical advice on how
to maintain the continuity and discipline towards meditation after
leaving the camp.
It was my turn to nod with acknowledgment and I said that I
was beginning to experience a lot of the benefits described in the
discourses and also along the lines of what I had overhead from his
Q&A conversation with another set of students about unleashing
memory and creativity.
He then asked me how educated I was and whether I had any
training in mathematics. I didn’t understand the implication of
his question and also didn’t want to sound egotistical about my
doctorate in engineering and high interest and skill in quantitative
and analytical subjects. I mumbled something to the effect that
I had a PhD and that mathematics had been one of my favorite
subjects in school.
My dissolving sense of ego stopped me from adding the side-bar
tidbits about my technical skills that I would typically include when
such a question came up in the past. It turned out to be a good idea
not to harp on my mathematical abilities because he had asked the
question for a much simpler reason.
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I later reflected on how preconditioned I was, whether due to
upbringing and schooling in a hyper-competitive environment or
because of my own insecurities, to layer in extra credentials and
accolades when asked a simple question about essential qualifications!
Perhaps my mind was always in the mode of proving to the other
person (or clients) that I (or my teams) were well qualified for the
job at hand or perhaps my years in the US had trained me that
modesty was not a valuable virtue in the cut-throat business world
in which I operated.
He had simply wanted to explain a concept using two orthogonal
axes, which is why he had asked if I knew mathematics! It was a
fair question to ask because people from all walks of life—from
artists to businessmen—were likely attending the course and they
wouldn’t all have needed a background in mathematics to conduct
their respective lines of work.
He then went on to explain that I was moving favorably along
a hypothetical horizontal axis of ashubh (inauspicious) versus shubh
(virtuous or auspicious), which was a sign of progress. He then
described the orthogonal vertical axis of ashudh (impure) versus shudh
(pure), along which I also needed to embark upon journeying from
the bottom upwards. It was a very simple and powerful framing for
an important and relevant juncture of where I was and what I needed
to move towards in order to be continuously equanimous and happy.
I had drawn countless such 2 x 2 diagrams for my clients
and explained how they needed to avoid the lower left quadrant
and figure out ways to move into the upper right. It was time I
understood the 2 x 2 grid that was going to help me resolve the
fundamental issues of my own life.
It was clear that these were two distinct and orthogonal axes
and the conducting teacher had used the perfect framework for this
mathematically inclined business consultant to expound on a key
concept. I was tempted to ask about his educational background but
decided to stay on course with my questions and also not to take the
liberty of inquiring about my respected teacher’s credentials, who
seemed well into his eighties.
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I asked next about not wanting to give up my drive to achieve
big goals in life. He explained that I absolutely shouldn’t give up my
dreams and must persist with my chosen line of work and truly excel
at it. He gave me his own example of coming from a middle-class
family in rural Gujarat and building a decent-sized business with
his own efforts, enough to afford a comfortable bungalow in Juhu,
one of the more desirable addresses in Mumbai. I felt somewhat
reassured that the learnings of Vipassana could be applied within the
existing set-up of my life and work.
He could sense there was more behind my question and went on
to say that what was important is to not get anxious or upset when
we don’t achieve our goals exactly as we had expected or wanted
them to play out, nor get attached to specific desirable outcomes
versus thinking more holistically about what we might learn when
things don’t turn out as planned.
He further emphasized the importance of being reflective and
remaining equanimous when things don’t go our way and not to
blame ourselves or others in such situations. Most importantly,
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he stressed that we not mistreat or disrespect others when there is an
unexpectedly unfavorable turn of events, regardless of what we might
believe about their responsibility in those outcomes. He also clarified
that kriya (action) is completely different from pratikriya (reaction)
and Vipassana teaches and enables us not to react in a harmful
manner towards ourselves or others. And yet, it was perfectly normal
to continue taking actions that were consistent with one’s sense of
purpose with a balanced and equanimous mind.
It felt in that moment as though I had been living my life thus far
like an inanimate object subject to the laws of Newtonian physics. The
third law of motion states, “Every action has an equal and opposite
reaction.” The physics of feelings and emotions were slowly beginning
to crystallize in my mind. I could see three possibilities in the case of
human emotionality when encountered with a stimulus (or action):
1.
2.
3.

Respond with a proportional or disproportional reaction
(typical for most)
Do not respond with any action and remain equanimous
A further step, if we manage to remain equanimous, is to
respond to all situations with a compassionate mind.

It seemed that the conducting teacher could tell that some mental
jigsaw puzzle piece must have fit perfectly somewhere in my mind.
He went on to say that now that I had understood the practice with
which I could rid myself from the vikārs (i.e., defilements like anger,
fear, lust, greed, dishonesty etc.) in my life, it was time to also turn
my attention to address some of my vichārs (underlying core beliefs,
perspectives, guiding principles, and values). This is what would
help me decondition my mind away from the sensitivities to which
I had been a reactive and Pavlovian victim for most of my life.
I turned next to the practical question of maintaining an active
sporting interest in playing squash, stemming from the fact that we
had been restricted to a maximum physical activity of brisk walks
while we were at the camp. He explained that the restriction on
physical activity was simply to minimize distractions during the
intense learning during the ten days of the camp.
114

Emotional Physics

He cheerfully encouraged me to maintain my active lifestyle and said
that I might even notice an improvement in my squash game! It made
intuitive sense because I had seen such a positive change in my general
mind-body coordination, which was clearly an essential ingredient in
the sport that is often described as “physical chess” to the uninitiated.
As I thought about the improved memory recall I had experienced aside
from the mind-body coordination, I also wondered whether continuing
meditation might also help me learn and retain Mandarin even faster
through the regular lessons I was taking to be more linguistically
conversant in the countries where it was spoken and I was frequenting
during my time in Asia.
Another student had arrived late for the formal Q&A period and
was now negotiating with the server managing the private interviews
for some precious moments with the conducting teacher before the
1 pm meditation session commenced in a few minutes. I still had a few
more outstanding questions but uncharacteristically and surprisingly
selflessly, I offered to leave and seek more time later even though I had
been allotted private time until 1 pm. I was grateful for having been
blessed with so many clarifications in one conversation and prepared to
excuse myself.
As the conducting teacher wrapped up the conversation, he wrote
his email address on a paper slip. Handing it to me, he said that I could
write to him anytime with questions and also promised to make more
time for us to talk further before the course was over. As I was leaving, he
emphasized the importance of reading about Vipassana and Dhamma
in order to maintain the intellectual learning process for the conscious
mind to serve as reinforcement for the inner mind, which was under
training through the meditative process. Aside from my delight that he
had taken enough interest to offer to stay in touch after the course, I was
impressed that our octogenarian teacher was fluently internet savvy.
I dedicated the rest of the afternoon to practicing as continuously
as possible so as to draw maximum benefit from the last couple of days
of silent meditation. I started enjoying my sittings so much that I was
finding the meditative hours to be more blissful and natural than the
other waking moments in the day. Fortunately, I had instinctively been
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following Goenkaji's advice about attempting complete mindfulness
even while conducting other daily activities for the last several days
and noticed my awareness level about myself and my surroundings
continuing to rise.
I was in a euphoric mood during the tea-break and enjoying a nice
stroll in the garden when I suddenly started feeling some nostalgia
towards drinking. It had been over a week since the last delicious scotch
on the rocks I had nursed at my friend’s wedding reception. It was
certainly unusual for me to not drink for such an extended period of
time, as either a social or a work engagement would create more frequent
opportunities. Besides, I liked drinking, so would have naturally craved a
drink (though not in an alcohol withdrawal kind of way!) in well under
a week.
As I dug further and deeper into these uninvited thoughts, I uncovered
that I wasn’t missing alcohol itself, knowing now that it wouldn’t help
with maintaining awareness of my mind. It was more the feelings I
associated with drinking—the social interchange, the relaxed mood,
time with friends, interesting and lively conversation, the ambiance in
a nice restaurant.
I realized that I had come to associate all these fun activities with
the idea of drinking, as my mind was habituated to experiencing them
together. My wife used to ask me in the past when I would insist on
ordering a drink the minute we sat down at a restaurant for a meal,
“How come you can’t have fun without a drink in your hand?” I was
happy and eager to report back to her that now I actually could.
Later in the evening session, some principles of life and existence that
had become self-evident to me thus far during the course started to fully
and more clearly crystallize in my mind. Parts of the evening discourse
provided more validation and framing for these findings.
1. Responding to cravings and aversions leads to mental defilements
This is the most fundamental principle underpinning our
existence. As soon as we decide to fulfill some desire (either to
grasp or hold on to something or to try and get rid of something),
we get fixated on wanting to see things happen a certain (our) way.
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In order to do that, we generate some unwholesome defilement
that is rooted in an expectation to achieve a certain seemingly
desirable outcome.
As an example, even to swat a fly or mosquito that is bothering
us, we need to feel at least a small amount of aversion (hatred or
anger) towards the insect. Considering a material desire, if we
expect to receive a certain performance bonus at the end of a work
year, we generate a certain amount (however small) of anticipatory
greed in us. In a sentimental context, we can’t help but expect some
reciprocation when we shower affection on someone in a romantic
manner. One can work through the same logic for anything where
we become fixated around a certain expectation, outcome or desire.
2. Happiness (or Anxiety) = Reality – Expectation (or Desire)
Happiness is the difference between what we observe or experience
in the real world minus what we build up in anticipation as the
expected outcome. From personal experience, we know that our
feelings about even the smallest thing depend on the expectation we
had at the outset. We often find ourselves somewhat let down when
a movie, book or restaurant has been over-hyped by a friend and our
experience doesn’t support the high expectations we had going in.
It computes, therefore, that the lower our expectations, the
higher the chances that we will be happy with the reality that we
experience. On the contrary, very high expectations that are met with
average (or lower) real life experience lead to “negative” happiness or
anxiety—imagine a well-deserved and long planned vacation being
disrupted by unexpected unfavorable weather or other travel delays.
3. All life phenomena in the physical and mental realm are impermanent
No matter how short or long the life cycle, all life phenomena in
the universe are impermanent. All events are transient and are always
in the course of either arising or ebbing away. It is an illusion to
believe that anything whatsoever is permanent. Fame, wealth, health,
life, relationships, situations are all in the process of changing or
evolving and are impermanent.
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No matter how confident (or hopeful) we are of something
staying the way it is, it’s simply in its very nature to change. The
universe is designed with this one intrinsic characteristic of all
things, beings, thoughts, emotions and events. Even how we feel
about something—good or bad—is transient and thus bound to
change over time.
4. Observing reality objectively leads to equanimity
The only way to save ourselves from vacillating between cycles
of euphoria and dissatisfaction, driven by things going our way
(or not), is to observe reality in an objective manner. That is, to
experience everything with the knowledge that, regardless of our
preferential bias, it is impermanent.
If we are genuinely and inherently aware and appreciative
of this fundamental notion of impermanency, it will be easy to
appreciate how futile it is to be attached to our preferred outcomes
about life’s events. Maintaining ongoing awareness about the law
of impermanence in every situation will enable a continuous state
of equanimity. Favorable and unfavorable outcomes will both feel
increasingly neutral and smilingly acceptable.
5. Experiencing reality subjectively leads to anxiety
Conversely to the law of maintaining equanimity through
objective observation of a transient reality, if we attach our subjective
view to the reality we desire, we receive an immediate dose of
anxiety. This is true of the smallest things, from a traffic jam leading
to a delayed appointment to bigger ones like wanting longingly and
unsuccessfully to have children or grandchildren. The moment we
avert or crave something, someone or a particular feeling, we are left
feeling anxious about that situation from the inside.
6. Mental defilements cause and magnify anxiety
Engendering a negative thought drives an immediate anxiety
response and sustaining it through negative emotions leads to a
magnification in anxiety. This is a corollary to experiencing reality
subjectively. Per the first law, once we fixate around a certain
expectation (or outcome) from a situation, person, or event, a
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negative emotion (however small) gets triggered. This leads to a
feeling of anxiety in order to achieve that outcome. An agitated
mind will continue to harbor these thoughts and emotions until
its desired objective is accomplished. In the intervening time, the
sustained negative feelings will magnify the level of anxiety.
Consider the instance when you are waiting to hear about the
outcome of an interview for a job that you desperately want. The
longer you wait to hear back from the recruiter, the more anxious
you feel about potentially not receiving the offer to join the
organization. The same is true for every other life situation. If you
continue to crave or avoid a certain outcome (root cause of mental
defilements), you continue to remain anxious.
Ironically, no sooner than when one particular desired objective
is fulfilled, a new one rears its head because the mind is inherently
conditioned to the act of craving itself, and follows another similar
anxiety inducing cycle.
7. An anxious person makes others around them anxious
Anxiety has a tendency to multiply in an exponential manner
and can never be contained indefinitely inside the person feeling
anxious in the first instance.
My assistant at the time related to this well and had once observed
that whenever one of the other assistants slammed down the phone
at their desk because they had just had a stressful exchange with
someone, everyone in that office area went quiet and the entire
atmosphere would became tense. Interestingly, the troubled assistant
hadn’t said a word to anyone else about why they were upset but the
unnamed anxiety was transmitted successfully to the three or four
others seated nearby.
My leadership coach used to say, “Anxiety has a way of leaking
out toxically,” and “It’s the job of leaders to contain their anxiety
internally.” I was keen to go back to the coach and report that I may
have discovered a way of not letting anxiety arise in the first place
and clip its genesis at the source through the practice of Dhamma,
never mind trying to suppress it within.
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8. Onset of anxiety is always accompanied with some physiological
response in the form of altered breathing and bodily sensations
The good news is that any time anxiety gets generated within
us, it is always accompanied with a change (however small) in our
bodily functioning, providing us with a leading (and sometimes a
lagging) indicator that we are about to fall prey to our cravings or
aversions through the arising of one or more mental defilements.
Regardless of any other change being perceived or not, there
is always an impact on our breathing when we become anxious.
Our breath will change from its normal unnoticeable nature and
frequency at the onset of any form of anxiety; it might quicken, or
slow down, or it might become heavier or irregular.
From personal experience I knew that my breathing quickened
when I got upset, became heavier when I tensed up, was irregular
when I felt afraid, and so on. Often, if we notice closely, other
sensations like sweating, twitching, palpitations, changes in
heartbeat and pulse rate also occur in response to and in concert
with anxiety arising from different emotions.
9. Anxiety compounds by craving or averting these bodily sensations
As we experience anxiety and its physiological by-products, if
we choose to avoid the seemingly unfavorable ones or crave the
favorable ones, our anxiety either continues to rise in the moment
or accumulates over time inside of us in some sort of “anxiety
reservoir”, which we sometimes describe as worry.
10. Removing anxiety at its source (or genesis) is only possible by remaining
equanimous towards our bodily sensations
It took me a while to deduce this final link for myself in the chain of
logic. If it holds that acting to suppress or wanting to sustain a certain
bodily sensation leads to growth or accumulation of anxiety, then inversely,
maintaining a neutral observational stance about that sensation serves to
mitigate (and eventually annihilate) that anxiety. Even the large reservoir
of anxiety we might have built up over the years through our typical
responses can be depleted over time by not providing fertile ground for
the onslaught of anxiety induced through continuous life circumstances.
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While I might have previously known some version of a handful of
these principles at an intellectual level, I certainly didn’t understand
them with such clarity of thought as had come through experiencing
them over the past week and the associated introspection about
various life events over the course of the last two plus decades.
Whenever I struggled with testing the validity of any of these
principles, I conducted either a real-life experiment—a prospective
thought experiment, or a retrospective postmortem of events—and
found no apparent flaw in the reasoning relative to my own selfobserved experiences. I made a mental list of the hypotheses I had
confirmed through such investigation and promised to continue to
validate (or refute) these laws of emotional physics when I returned
to my day-to-day life.
Stepping back from my version of home-grown principles
of existence and universal laws of emotions, I thought it might
appear on the surface that they advocate an approach to life that
runs counter to the notion of “being human.” After all, most of
us typically associate being emotional with being human and the
Vipassana meditation technique prescribes remaining equanimous
regardless of situation or stimuli.
A deeper look revealed that Vipassana helps with combating
negative tendencies like fear, anger, greed, envy, and lust, and I didn’t
think that I would particularly miss these emotions in my life. The
difference I saw was that while I would continue to experience all
the same ups and downs, compliments and insults, gains and losses,
achievements and failures, I could now aim to do so with a sense
of equanimity and poise through continued practice of meditation.
And I would be doing so not just superficially by pretending
to appear calm on the outside with a storm brewing inside of me,
as the conscious self can be trained to veil the anxiety, but actually
strive to achieve a state of mind that enables equanimity from the
inside. Furthermore, if and when I might arrive at this ongoing
state of mind, the primary outward emotion that would emerge
towards others would be that of compassion, and I couldn’t see
much wrong with that either.
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The discourses were becoming increasingly rich with nuances that
explained the changes I was experiencing, or perhaps I was imbibing
more of the concepts because I was more aware and attentive.
Either way, the evening’s discourse seemed to be tailor-made to help
reinforce through intellectual learning what I had intuited through
meditative introspection over the course of the last 24 to 36 hours.
Goenkaji often elucidated complex topics through analogies, and
they seemed to be getting better and better with each passing day.
This particular one truly hit home. Imagine if a spark (or a lit
match) comes at us in the form of an insult or misfortune. If we
have a virtual “fuel tank” inside us filled with combustible gasoline,
it will ignite spontaneously and create a massive explosion which
will destroy the person who carries the gas tank within as well as the
igniter (the other person, if relevant). This tank essentially represents
the sum total of how we have dealt with difficult situations in
the past or have trained and conditioned ourselves to act in such
situations. Alternatively, if the same tank is filled with cold water,
when the same spark comes in contact with it, it serves to douse the
igniter and also remains cool and calm itself!
The same is true if we sow a hypothetical seed of mental
defilements. The seed would turn into an entire tree at some point
and bear fruits of its own, which fall onto the ground with seeds
inside which grow into more trees and eventually forests of such
defilements. We need to keep these new seeds (which came from
our prior conditioning) from the original tree from growing into
new trees by not allowing them to fall onto fertile ground in order
to keep our negative emotions from prospering in our mind.
The story of one of India’s famous goddesses (Kāli) serves as a
great mythical illustration to bring this analogy to life. One of her
many forms is the angry slayer of countless demons. Legend has it
that in her rage towards them, she accidentally steps on her own
husband (Shivā) and begins to crush him, and he is shown lying
under her feet in various visual depictions. She is also shown to have
several hands in which she is holding many weapons and a metallic urn,
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and is surrounded by countless demons. Her extended out tongue is
shown as extraordinarily long and is steeped red in blood.
She is striving to vanquish an army of demons who have her
completely surrounded and decides to start with overcoming their
two chieftains—symbolizing rāga (craving) and dosa (aversion). The
act of seemingly crushing her husband is symbolic of one destroying
their own angels and hurting one's well-wishers when overcome
with anger and one’s judgment gets clouded. Interestingly, as soon as
she would slay one of the demons and his blood fell on the ground,
new demons would take birth on that very spot, with the same
multiplying quality as the ones that had been killed depicting that
heedless efforts to conquer defilements are futile and would only
serve to multiple them instead. Eventually, she realizes that the only
way to contain the army of demons is to not let their blood fall or
remain on the ground.
In her desperation to avoid increasing the army of demons
that she wanted to vanquish, she starts to lick with her tongue
(symbolizing paññā), shown extended outward, as much of their
blood off the ground as she could and carries the extra blood in the
urn she is holding in one of her many hands. The story is symbolic
of working through our own demons of cravings and aversions
using self-acquired wisdom to achieve liberation from within. In a
later mythical form, the same goddess (having thus overcome her
demons) becomes the peaceful Durga, and is also referred to as Tara,
which means the goddess who pulls others out of their misery.
Goenkaji next addressed the natural question that was arising
in our minds, “So what do we do about our old and existing
accumulation of defilements from our past, even as we continue
to avoid cravings and aversions in our present and future through
Vipassana?” It was the day for compelling analogies, so he proceeded
to share one about body fuel to propound this subject.
If we were to fast for a day, our body would survive using a store
of preexisting resources. If we go without food for a week, we would
still get by somehow but weaken considerably. Now, if we continue
starving for a month or longer, there will come a point where the
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body’s reserves will exhaust completely and lead to loss of life from
starvation. The same applies to our store of old defilements.
The only way to rid ourselves of the repository is to not allow new
cravings or aversions to arise and then we would slowly but surely
eradicate all our preexisting defilements as well. Only continuous
and dedicated practice of Vipassana can enable this removal, as
otherwise the accumulated base of defilements and associated
mental conditioning would continually draw us down like gravity.
He went on to explain that there are four types of people in the
world:
1.

2.

3.

4.

Those who have been in the dark in the past and continue
to remain so (either by choice or due to circumstances).
In their ignorance, they continue blind followership of
traditional norms and religious rituals as their means for
salvation without seeking the actual truth firsthand. This
group also continues to perpetuate their own cycle of misery
through heedlessness and unwholesome actions.
Those who are moving from light towards darkness. These
were fortunate enough to have had a good past and (or)
present but were now moving towards a life of selforientation and ignorance. Thus, they start gaining too
much ego, pride, wealth, or fame and beginning to treat
others in a despising or condescending way because they
start believing that their approach or thinking is superior
and expected others to follow their wishes. These people
thus do not possess true knowledge or paññā (the truth
which is discovered through self-experience).
A third category of people, moving from darkness towards
light, is those who were ignorant or unfortunate in the past
but have now found paññā and are now on their path to
salvation through methodical removal of mental defilements.
Finally, those who are fortunate to possess paññā and are
now applying their stature and means to further themselves
and others on the path of Dhamma. These people are
moving within brightness and propelling themselves and
others forward.
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There were certainly elements in the second category that had
applied to me in the past, especially the part about thinking my
approach was supreme and working to convince others about it.
Having had a glimpse of paññā at the camp, I knew I had been
living in an area of darkness as it pertained to having an inside-out
understanding of life’s fundamentals.
Goenkaji remarked that it was unwise (or unlucky) to be in
the first two categories. I was a good candidate to be in the third
category and was now becoming motivated to hopefully move to
the fourth one at some point and start helping others with this
fortunate discovery I had made. He explained that it was important
(on this rare occasion) to be appropriately selfish about learning the
fundamentals of life so we could help ourselves as well as others
through a more meritorious approach.
He narrated a story from the Buddha’s lifetime when a famous
merchant (born Sudatta and popularly known as Anāthapiṇḍika
for his charitable giving to the underprivileged) from the Sāvatthī
region who had benefited considerably from Vipassana pleaded
with Buddha to travel to his region and teach meditation to the
local residents. Buddha agreed and asked him to look for a suitable
location that would provide the right environment for learning.
The perfect parcel of land to set up the camp, story has it, was a
large private leisure garden that belonged to a local prince, Jetā. The
merchant got an audience, but the prince dismissed the prospect
of selling the land out of hand, citing it as his personal recreational
property and thus not for sale as was an invaluable asset to him.
The merchant insisted that the prince name a price, any price, to
part with the chosen plot of land. Thinking to discourage the overly
zealous merchant from this improbable transaction, the prince said
he would sell the land if he received enough gold coins to literally
cover the entire parcel of land with gold. The merchant agreed
instantly without any hesitation! The prince was surprised, but had
to agree to hold up his end of the bargain because the law of the land
legislated that the seller had to part with his asset if the buyer agreed
to paying the seller’s named price.
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The merchant went off and sold off enough other assets
and started laying out gold coins on the parcel of land with the
proceeds. The prince had hoped that the merchant could hardly be
serious about the agreement and would not follow-through on his
commitment to pay with gold for a plot of land that was worth a lot
less and was flabbergasted to see that the merchant was intent about
upholding the deal.
When the prince asked in complete astonishment about his
willingness to overspend for that particular piece of land, the
merchant smilingly explained that it was no ordinary land, and
it was specially chosen to be the site for a tapobhūmi (meditation
campsite) where the Buddha himself was going to teach Vipassana.
The merchant went on to convey that it would be worth all the
money he had (and even more), if even one person could benefit
from the liberating meditation technique.
Witnessing the inspiration of the merchant, the prince agreed
to contribute the rest of the price beyond the gold with which the
merchant had already paved a portion of the land. He encouraged the
merchant to complete the project to build the Vipassana campsite,
which became the popular Jetāvana (or Jetā's grove) monastery.
Inspired by the noble endeavor the price stated that he would like to
learn to meditate there himself!
The story couldn’t have better expressed my state of mind. All I
could think of at this point was how (not whether or when) I could
help bring others I knew (family, friends, colleagues, anyone) to the
doorstep of this learning so they could draw benefit from it and I
could repay at least a small amount of the debt of gratitude from
having received this technique.
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t was well past midnight and I was wide awake with no sign of
exhaustion. I figured maybe a walk in the hallway might help
induce some sleep. I stepped out and it was dark and quiet. All the
other students were rightfully asleep in their quarters.
I went to the open corridor area thinking maybe I would step out
for some fresh air but noticed the door to the garden area was bolted
though not locked. I concluded it unwise to unbolt it and create
noise that might break the quiet of the night. Instead, I ventured
towards the dark dining hall, the door to which looked open.
I considered turning the light on in the hallway leading towards
the dining area but exercised restrain again as it might also attract
attention from others and perhaps cause a considerate and watchful
server to venture out from his room to see if something was amiss.
Not wanting to cause any trouble, I started to head back and
immediately felt a small animal leap across the floor within inches
of my feet. I had an initial feeling of being startled but immediately
processed the situation calmly, which in the past would have
completely freaked me out in a state of minor panic.
As I left the scene, I could hear one of the large steel plates come
crashing down as the nocturnal scavenger went about its business
looking for scraps of leftover food. Still unperturbed, I gently shut
the dining hall door so the hungry creature and the metallic music it
was mixing wouldn’t bother the sleeping meditators. Only a few days
ago, the distant kitchen sounds transmitting into the Dhamma Hall
two floors above were causing enough agitation in me to distract
me from meditating and now I barely reacted to a discordant and
alarming sound a few feet away in a dark and quiet night.
Slowly but perceptibly, my sensitivity towards light, sounds,
and animals seemed to be diminishing as the conducting teacher
had predicted. I came back to my room and lay down on the bed,
127

The Equanimous Mind

looking at the ceiling with a huge smile on my face. I knew these
sorts of things would have completely alarmed me in the past and I
would always wish that I could be inherently less sensitive to them
and maintain my composure when surprised unexpectedly. Finally,
there was a glimmer of possibility and knowledge of a technique
that might also help reset my internal thermostat for regulating such
reflexes.
After a few restful hours, the 4:00 am gong now felt like a
melodious chime that heralded the beginning of another opportune
day to further cement the Vipassana practice and its associated
teachings. I was comfortably in my spot in the Dhamma Hall by
4:30 am and slowly attuned my mind to commence the meditative
process. Walking in, I spotted ten or so male students in the hall as
perhaps more were now preferring the solitary meditation cells.
As on the previous day, after surveying the body part-by-part on
its surface, I started doing the full sweep of the body in free flow. I
realized that my breathing was quite loud while conducting the en
masse sweepings as I consciously used the in-breath and out-breath
to direct the flow of my concentration. I had been a relatively quiet
meditator for the most part and this session was sparsely attended
anyway, so I deemed that there was little risk of causing disturbance
with my noisy breathing.
Within minutes, I felt my cushion gently tugged from one corner
and I opened my eyes to see one of the servers kneeling nearby with
his hands folded towards me in the namaste position. He offered
feedback about the sound I was creating with my heavy breathing
and the distraction it might be causing to other meditators.
I calmly explained that I was using breathing to enable my
mental flow for the full body sweepings downwards with the outbreath and upwards with the in-breath. He quickly understood yet
said that while it was generally acceptable to practice in that manner,
he asked that I continue the same approach but without making any
external sound.
Processing his feedback rapidly and fairly, I realized that he was
absolutely right. I was confusing long breaths with deep breathing,
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which I had once learned as a different relaxation technique
(prānāyāma) and was not part of the practice of Vipassana. More
importantly, I had reacted coolly to the whole episode. In a similar
situation in the past, while I might have remained visibly calm given
the surroundings, I would have certainly become defensive (possibly
argumentative) and might even have considered saying something
back about all the other sounds in the Dhamma Hall from various
sources that were much more distracting. Instead, I reciprocated with
folding my own hands to conclude the interchange and smilingly
resumed my meditation, this time with silent long breaths.
The process actually became more and more peaceful without
the hard breathing and I started focusing on further finessing the
sweepings and on moving the mind’s attention bi-directionally in
sequence to conduct the body scans from the head downwards,
and then in reverse from the toes upwards. As I opened my eyes,
having had a satisfying sitting, I realized that I had finally managed to
perfectly clock an exact hour without any external indication of time.
For the last several days, my rudimentary mental time-keeping
of the overall sitting duration was either slightly over or more often
under and had wanted to learn how to meditate for an exact hour
without opening my eyes to check on the time. It’s not easy to
perfectly track the passage of time completely unaided while also
trying to devote the mind’s full attention towards meditation.
Over the last few sessions, I had noticed that I was often ten to
fifteen minutes shy of the hour when I tried to guess when the full
hour was over, and had therefore determined to push on a little
longer from my initial estimate for a full 60 minutes. I also developed
a technique to break up the hour into smaller intervals and count
those out more manageably and improve the overall accuracy of my
estimate.
As we were growing up, my mother had always placed an
emphasis on guesstimating time without the help of an aid like a
wristwatch or wall clock. As such, I had developed a fairly accurate
intuitive sense for smaller time intervals, like five or ten minutes,
often down to an error tolerance of 30 seconds or less. Using this
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as a foundation, I used my accurate estimation of five minutes to
get up to intervals of 15 minutes and repeated the same process
methodically four times to estimate the full hour.
I then applied a cushion or correction factor to counter the
30 second error rate in each five-minute interval. I knew I had to
apply a positive correction because I had typically been short of
the hour in recent sittings. Putting all this together, I had finally
figured out how to count out an exact hour (to within one-minute
combined error tolerance) with my eyes closed and mind in deep
meditation. Satisfied with my analytical time-keeping skills, I
stepped out of the Dhamma Hall as a handful of other meditators
were walking in to sit for the 5:30 am hour before breakfast.
Between the predawn and the post-breakfast morning group
sittings, I purposely chose to work through some of the more
daunting sets of personal and work-related issues I knew I would
need to deal with when I returned to Singapore, to test if my
learnings from the camp would benefit me practically in real life.
One by one, several tough problems I could think of which had
seemed apparently unsolvable only a few days before I arrived
at the camp, were coming into my grasp with lucid and elegant
solutions emerging that I couldn’t have conceived of earlier.
Not all the problems offered straightforward answers and the
trickier ones required a little additional thought and nuance. I
asked myself what was so different about how I was processing
these problems now? Had I not considered a wide enough
spectrum of possibilities earlier? Clearly, I had, but two things felt
different now. For one, I was no longer viewing the problems from
my angle only but from all the various perspectives in as objective
a manner as possible. Secondly, I knew and could see that all the
problems I was wrestling with stemmed from situations that were
clearly impermanent in nature and thus in the process of changing
naturally, even if gradually so, and thus weren’t worth remaining
anxious about.
These additional sets of perspectives allowed me to see things
more clearly and in a simpler manner. I was arriving at the “right”
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answer faster because the typical background voices in my mind
“How would I feel about the outcome?” or “Is it a favorable
outcome for me” were less prominent. These insights led me to
a simple yet powerful conclusion, “When in doubt, do the right
thing.”
I remembered that Einstein had once said, “Problems cannot
be solved by the same level of thinking that created them.” Those
words rung true as I was seemingly discovering higher order
inner mind processes that were enabling me to resolve knotty
and complex issues that my typical first-order problem-solving
approaches were unable to unlock previously.
By this stage in the camp, every hour of meditation would
spontaneously yield many different creative ideas (either for life
problems I was working through or for my future writing plans)
that I had to resort to using memory aids. So, I would come up
with catchy phrases or sentences that included key words related
to themes or stories for which I would need to jog my memory
after the camp.
This morning, ideas were flooding in at an exceptionally
accelerated pace, so I had to construct one really long memory
aid. “Thanks for Breathing Feedback during Brahma Mahurata after
Cold Shower and Live Life to the Fullest in a Matter of Fact and
Journalistic Manner.” I was almost beginning to wish my mind
would slow down a little so I wouldn’t miss and later forget an
important key word!
After the group sitting in the morning, we received some
detailed instructions and explanations from the audio recording.
It seemed that there would be more discourse type of commentary
as we were in the home stretch of the course, and it was important
that we had as complete an understanding of the foundational
underpinnings of the technique as possible before the conclusion
of the camp. Goenkaji summarized our experiments with the
Vipassana technique thus far and classified them into the three
types of possible experiences (anubhūtis):
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1.
2.
3.

Gross, solidified, intense or numbing sensations all over the
body, or
Mix of gross and subtle sensations enabling partial free flow
over the body, or
Subtle sensations everywhere allowing for an en masse free
flow over the entire body

He reminded us that in all cases, all the different types of sensations
that we encountered while meditating (pleasant or unpleasant) are
also impermanent, so we must not create feelings of either craving or
aversion towards them. Even if we frequently experienced a full free
flow of subtle sensations (analogous to a bucket of water dropped
over the head flowing to each part unaided and covering the entire
body evenly), we must not think that this stage is commensurate
with the achievement of nibbāna (cessation of all suffering) or mukti
(complete liberation).
Even this meditative experience we might be having was not
only impermanent, but was also still being experienced in the realm
of the sensory world using our five sense organs and the conscious
mind. As such, there was still a long way to go in order to experience
the ultimate truth, which lies beyond the sensory world.
He emphasized the importance of having the mindset that each
of these three types of meditative experiences is an opportunity
to rid ourselves of either or both types of saṅkhāras (conditioning
associated with accumulated karmic actions) of cravings and
aversions. When we experience gross sensations and choose to
remain equanimous, we are slowly eradicating the saṅkhāras of
aversion, and when we experience subtle sensations and maintain
equanimity, we begin eradicating saṅkhāras of craving. The key is
to work with a great deal of patience and sincerity keeping this in
mind and not be disappointed when experiencing gross sensations
or become attached (or develop āsakti) towards the more pleasant
and subtler ones.
After this thorough explanation, we received instructions for the
next exercise. I thought we had traversed sufficiently further up in
the Vipassana learning curve, at least as high as one could go in the
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short span of a week to ten days, but Goenkaji continued to up the
ante with each passing day! Through experiences in future courses, I
later appreciated how he must have wanted to provide as complete
an understanding of the technique in the ten-day period so diligent
students had a comprehensive toolkit to work with during and after
their first course itself.
As a next stage in the practice (abhyās), he encouraged those
students who were able to do the entire body sweepings (en masse)
back and forth from head to toes in free-flow (dhārāhpravah) on the
surface of the body, to attempt and “pierce” through and “penetrate”
body parts through the power of a mind that can concentrate its
focus and energy sharply enough to “enter” various body parts either
from one side and “exit” from the other, or make a front to back,
or back to front entry and exit. Once “inside” a given body part,
much in the same way we had done on the surface of the skin, he
instructed us to observe the sensations we were experiencing inside
the body as well.
We were instructed to not focus on observing the size, shape,
color or matter of the internal organs but only on experiencing the
sensations we could feel, maintaining equanimity in the same way as
with the surface scans when gross sensations are encountered. A stage
would arrive when we might even experience a complete free-flow
inside the body, a stage called bhaṅga (or complete dissolution), and
realize that even on the inside, the entire body matter is essentially
made of wavelets that bubble up and down or appear and disappear
with great rapidity.
Even at this advanced stage, it was possible that some deep
seated saṅkhāras dislodge and start to appear either on the surface
or inside in the form of gross sensations. We must realize that such
experiences are not regressive in nature, and are actually a sign of
further progress and advancement in our practice as the most deeply
rooted conditioned complexes can only be dissolved once we are
experiencing general free-flow throughout the entire body—on the
inside and outside.
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I sat there listening and thinking that I had foreseen that a
point might arrive during this course when I would truly run into
an insurmountable hurdle of how much I could learn or what I
could possibly manage to keep up with. I was both amazed and
also a little disheartened that there were further milestones in this
journey, and a bit peeved with myself that I hadn’t guessed that this
latest instruction might be the next natural evolutionary step in the
progressive meditative process. Never quitting without a valiant
attempt, I promised at the very least to give this next challenge a
decent shot. Having experienced my mind metamorphose in the
last eight days, I didn’t rule out the possibility that it might surprise
me yet again.
Based on all the surface scans, I knew that the head was the
place where I experienced the most sensations in general so the odds
were highest I might be able to “enter” into my head for this next
exercise. However, the skull being the hardest portion of the body, I
wondered whether to try a softer cartilage structure like the nose or
ear instead to maximize my chances of success. I tried from the front
and my mind’s concentration spread on my forehead much like a
paint ball smears on a wall upon making impact with its surface.
My mind’s concentration also dissipated as I tried to enter from
the top through the crown of my head. The instructions hadn’t
offered the top to bottom (or bottom to top) entry possibility
probably because that wouldn’t apply to most bodily organs, but I
figured it would be an even bet relative to the other entry options,
at least for the head, which was like a three-dimensional peninsula
and thus accessible from the top. Despite my ingenuity, I felt my
concentration melt like hot chocolate fudge spreading over a dollop
of cold ice cream.
With greater resolve (and some measure of desperation), I made
the side entry attempt inwards from my left temple. While most
of the concentration energy fizzled away as in the previous two
attempts, I felt a small fraction of it seemingly penetrated, as if the
gushing jet of water had found a small fissure in the dam and a
trickle made it through a willing spot in my left temple area.
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I knew that with calm persistence, I could turn the trickle into a
small stream and eventually take down the formidable dam. I decided
to focus the rest of the session on channeling my mind’s concentration
into this one task of “entering” the cranial chamber using my sharpened
mental focus and rationalized that I would practice the regular entire
body sweepings on the surface of the body another time.
Like the karate kid learning to break a brick with his bare hands
with repeated attempts, I finally broke through with the fullest
pounds per square inch of my mind’s energy and found myself
swimming inside my own head. I didn’t have to try hard to identify
what sensation I was experiencing inside my upper skull cavity
because it felt like I had voluntarily decided to jump into a bed of
molten volcanic lava. I realized my breath and pulse had quickened
considerably and my forehead was flushed with huge beads of sweat
even as I could feel the cool air conditioning in the Dhamma Hall.
The anicca chant (signaling the end of the session) came and
went and the students were given the customary break, but I sat
motionless and powerless in my designated spot. I finally urged
myself to “exit” the skull but found it hard to do so, as if the
mind knew there was a lot more to uncover there and didn’t want
to retreat so quickly from its debut voyage into the depths of my
cranium. Eventually, I came out of this intense sitting and went
straight to the conducting teacher to describe and discuss what I
had just experienced.
I indicated that I wanted to talk about the technique to
“penetrate” body parts and he asked, “Tell me what you would
like to know?” I told him that I had tried many body parts but
only managed an entry into the head, and that too only from the
side. I could see the look of slight disbelief on him and yet he
asked gently, “And what sensation did you experience once you
were in there?” I said it felt as though I had jumped inside an
active volcano and he smiled with astonishment and said, “That is
correct. Our brain gets heated up because of all the mental activity,
much like a computer’s processing unit!”
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He went on to explain that this was perhaps why some Indian
sages in olden times would smear their foreheads with sandalwood
paste to keep their heads cool, as sandal was the coolest naturally
available substance. I think this moment must have been the real
turning point when I forged a personal bond with him. I left
wiping the sweat from my forehead and went and washed my face
with cold water.
Upon reflection, it did make sense that the likely sensation
inside the head would be that of heat but when I was struggling
to make an angular entry that might work, the last thing I could
think of at that time was what sensation I would encounter once I
got inside. I was only thinking about whether I might make it in
at all with my amateurish meditative attempts.
I was both relieved and also encouraged that I had managed to
partially tackle this next step in the progression, which hopefully
meant that it might further strengthen my resolve to persist with
the practice and also potentially lead to further greater benefits, if
that was even possible.
At this stage, I was now completely convinced that hard
as it may be, I would continue to put in every effort humanly
possible to maintain the practice of Vipassana meditation when
I resumed my regular life. The significant changes in my energy
level, concentration power, attention span, creativity, mind-body
coordination, temperament, and numerous other faculties I had
experienced through the use of this technique were palpable,
especially when I didn’t even know that such a big delta was even
available as headroom for potential improvement.
I had also unlocked several preexisting paradoxes and exploded
enough dogmatic myths that I knew it would be wise to continue the
practice and cement these emergent insights in real life. I had seen
new means and possibilities open up that I would have otherwise
considered unimaginable. I also knew that this practice wouldn’t
take time away from my work and personal life. On the contrary, it
would likely enhance the quality of my relationships and make me
more productive and effective in all aspects of life.
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Aside from ensuring that I would sustain my own commitment
to this virtuous path, what I was really keen on doing was to build
greater awareness about this invaluable technique, for which I would
want to speak publicly and to write extensively about it so others like
me might also taste its nectar and draw their own set of benefits if
the story inspired them to try Vipassana out for themselves. I could
see how my wife might struggle with how I was going to make time
to do more in my already packed life, both at home and at work,
together with my numerous existing hobbies and social interests.
Looking back throughout my life, I had always had something
else going on in parallel with essential core activities during each
phase of my life, and I reflected on how a path had always emerged
to allow juggling of multiple pursuits without compromising on the
primary set of priorities.
At work, I could absolutely see how I would create so much more
meaningful mindshare through my improved ability to focus with
an increase in attention span coupled with a leadership approach to
empower others and manage only the results. At home, I could see
that my wife would find me more pleasant to be around and would
draw more out of interactions with me as I could focus better and
give her my full attention. At a more basic level, regardless of whether
others would experience and perceive me differently, if nothing else,
I would simply have more mental and physical capacity because I
had noted the inverse correlation between my need for sleep and
meditation.
With the increased energy level and comfortably longer waking
hours, I could do a lot more with my typical day. I never thought
I could meditate all day and contemplate two separate writing
projects over the course of ten days, and had witnessed that it was
possible! What I could do with weeks, months, and years ahead now
seemed boundless. I now knew how some of the world’s greatest
leaders I have admired managed to make time to write extensively
and accept speaking assignments not only post retirement, but also
while actively holding a significantly time-consuming office, and
also balancing their family lives.
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Frankly, in some ways, this other aspect of life—following
on the path of Dhamma and awakening an interest in it in
others—would also serve to bring better balance in my own life.
While satisfactorily successful at many levels, it had become too
unidimensional and career-oriented and it was time to bring more
meaning and purpose to it.
One of my mentors had said to me over a year ago that I was
approaching a stage in my career when I would need to figure out a
way to “triple my RPM” (revolutions per minute, commonly used
to indicate the frequency of rotation of a mechanical component,
such as a wheel, around a fixed axis), implying the need to find
ways to enhance my professional operating model in order to take
on more responsibilities in the future without affecting the quality
of my work or diminishing my lifestyle. Learning Vipassana was
showing me how I might increase my RPM several fold, while also
becoming more peaceful from the inside!
To say that this meditation course had been a watershed event in
my life would have been an understatement and I wanted to find a
way to express my gratitude to everyone and to every circumstance
that had led me to the doorstep of this blissful learning opportunity.
Clearly, I had lived a somewhat misinformed and misdirected life
thus far to benefit as much from this meditative technique as I did,
but there was a lot of fortune involved in how I stumbled upon it
relatively early in my life’s journey.
The afternoon group sitting was accompanied by some more
detailed explanation and instructions. Goenkaji described that if we
persisted with the technique in a disciplined and prescribed manner,
we would eventually (either during the camp itself or sometime in
the future) head towards a state of total self-dissolution (bhaṅga)
while in the meditative state. We would even manage to “penetrate”
inside the spinal cord and experience subtle sensations there as well
and arrive at the self-experienced realization that the entire body is
composed of dissolvable matter.
Once truly and consistently at this further advanced stage, we
should self-assess whether both our mind and body have become
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supple with subtle vibrations everywhere. If so, he advised us to
conduct infrequent spot-checks by taking the mind’s attention to a
certain spot in the body (about one fingertip diameter in size) and
observe what we were experiencing in that location. The test would
be successful if we registered some sensation immediately and if
our attention stayed localized to that very spot and did not become
diffused.
If this checked out, together with entry into the spinal cord also
evidencing subtle vibrations, we would then know that we were truly
at the bhaṅga stage. I focused my effort in the session to consistently
penetrate the head, and slowly the face and neck region, but couldn’t
get any further.
The sitting itself was swift and effortless. It was the first time
I completely lost track of time and was somewhat surprised at
how quickly the anicca chant started playing to alert us that we
were nearing the full hour. Perhaps I was unable to track the hour
accurately because the majority of my attention was focused on
meditating and less so on also estimating the passage of time.
Later during the evening walk, post tea-time, I witnessed (or
simply imagined) a sense of anticipatory excitement in everyone’s
gait, perhaps thinking about the day ahead when we would all be
able to talk to each other. I found it amazing that the group’s mood
was exhibiting itself even when no one had said a word to another.
It proved to me what I had heard from a body language expert
who had explained to me once that the majority of communication
happens non-verbally. Ralph Waldo Emerson summed it precisely,
saying “Who you are (or what you do) speaks so loudly I can’t hear
what you are saying”.
The 6 pm session turned out to be the strongest one I had thus
far, which I suppose was befitting for the penultimate session before
the noble silence was to be broken. I had been meditating for a
over six hours over the course of the day with the same right leg
as the lower load-bearing one in my cross-legged sitting position
and I wasn’t feeling any pain or numbing of the limbs. During the
session, I explored every nook and cranny inside my skull and face. It
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seemed as if my eyeballs and tongue were roaming around following
in tandem with my mind as it went about its explorative journey. It
sort of made sense that the mobile sense organs were tracking in the
direction in which I was trying to move my concentration.
Coming out of this session, I almost felt that my head was
disjointed from the rest of my body, as if it was separately suspended
in air. I still experienced a fair bit of heaviness and heat on the inside
of my head. Explorations into the core of the spine and other body
parts continued with slow yet steady progress.
The evening discourse focused further on the practical
application and utility of Vipassana. Goenkaji worked through
anger management as an example. He demonstrated how we often
associate our anger (or irritation) to sources that are external to
us—stimuli such as other people, triggers, or situations—and
keep thinking that if we could remove or modify the unfavorable
stimulus, our anger would dissipate and we would become happy.
He went on to highlight the immaturity in thinking that
true happiness can come solely from avoiding or changing the
circumstances that are unfavorable towards us because more and
more such undesirable situations are likely to keep arising even if we
successfully deal with a handful of them.
Even if we train our conscious mind to stay calm in angerinducing situations using techniques like counting to ten, drinking a
glass of water, removing ourselves from the situation, the underlying
emotion of rage continues to seethe within us and accumulates
inside like a dormant volcano. The same holds true for fear, greed,
envy, hatred, lust and other defilements.
These volcanoes, while seemingly quiet and benign, can boil over
and burst open at any time due to a trigger event and explode in a
highly destructive manner because we haven’t truly eradicated the
root cause of these unwholesome mental conditionings. Despite
our attempts to enable the conscious mind to not fall prey to the
negative consequences of these emotions, our inner mind continues
to crave or avert the various stimuli and overpower the conscious
mind in its weak moments.
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If we break down an anger-inducing situation in real life, we
first realize that the person who caused the hurt (or wronged us) did
their part and has probably moved on to something else while we are
the ones stuck dealing with or brooding over it. I could completely
relate, given how I have felt when I have ruminated for hours on
countless occasions over even an unpleasant email from a colleague.
We must come to realize that how we act in response to the
arousal of anger (which is real and cannot always be avoided) is
at least partly (if not fully) in our control. How we react dictates
whether we feel anxious or not, per the laws of emotional physics.
The key to how we feel is in our hands, not with the aggressor or the
anger-inducing trigger event. Through the practice of Vipassana, we
can continue to test the validity of this logic through observational
experiments with our mind and on our own body.
Goenkaji highlighted that the same is true even for situations
that extend over longer periods of time. Take for instance a typical
dispute over a property (a frequent enough occurrence in India) for
which you are taking legal action to have the matter resolved. You
know deep down that you are in the right and the other party is in
the wrong, yet you continue to remain anxious and continuously
hurl silent yet potent expletives at them.
The case continues to drag on for years, from one court to
another, from lower to higher jurisdictions and is finally sorted out
in your favor through the highest tribunal after a full seven years,
during which you remained very anxious. You knew all along that
the outcome was always destined to be in your favor given the
underlying facts of the case, but you chose to remain upset with the
situation for the entire duration.
As he was narrating the story, I couldn’t help but relate to the
situation I was in with an Indian real-estate developer, in which
a sizable amount of upfront capital was held up because they had
abandoned a condominium project and the case was still dragging
along in various courts. I had finally and totally let this go a few days
earlier during the camp but realized how in an exactly similar fashion
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I had remained anxious even though I knew I was the wronged party
and eventually the legal authorities would rule in my favor.
After processing situation upon situation through the logic and
firsthand experience of impermanency, I arrived at the conclusion
that the choice to become anxious about life situations was
completely and solely in my own hands.
Goenkaji turned next to explain the notion of how a sense
of personal ego or image gets created. We all create an image of
ourselves and of others (based on limited and biased data) that we
then fixate on and continue to build that up in our minds. We
selectively process additional data to further embellish this image
that we hold in our minds.
We spend inordinate amounts of energy to convince the whole
world that our conception of our (or others’) image is the most
accurate and relevant representation based on the characteristics
we desire (in our own case) and anecdotal or sporadic evidence (in
the case of others). The moment anyone says or does something
to challenge that image, we lose our balance and self-control and
feel compelled to counter such an ego attack (either on us or those
whom we hold in high esteem), sometimes with considerable
ferocity. These were fairly powerful insights to view such familiar
experiences in a completely different light and uncover how selfimposed conditioning from ego-building can become another
barrier to maintaining equanimity and harmony in relationships.
After the discourse was over, I thought how fortunate it was
for us to be learning the same technique that Siddhartha Gautama
used to achieve complete enlightenment and ultimate liberation to
become the “Buddha” or “The Enlightened One”. Goenkaji joked
again that becoming enlightened wasn’t Gautama’s monopoly and
that the Buddha had hoped and wanted all humans to successfully
walk on the path of Dhamma. We all knew at some level that
Siddhartha Gautama had become the Buddha through meditation
and introspection, and it was a great feeling to be trained in his
technique for self-realization.
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I had come to this camp thinking I might learn how to get some
stress relief and was acquiring the knowledge to achieve stress removal.
All my efforts thus far in working with leadership coaches seemed
analogous to symptomatic treatment when there was a knowledge
source that could enable me to remove the notion of stress and anxiety
from an origination and root level. I had been caught in a world of
superficial quick-fixes when there was a deep-cleansing detox available!
The discourse had been unusually long, and we only had a
couple of minutes to come back for the instructions for the next
day. Tonight’s instruction was to attempt a version of the full sweep
free-flow also on the inside of the body and described the process
being akin to a drop of ink falling into a glass of water and dissolving
through the entire volume of it as it reaches the floor. I had barely
managed to learn how to penetrate my head with the mind with
immense effort and difficulty and we were on to surveying the whole
body from the inside!
We also got some special instructions for the following day. The
noble silence was to be broken at 10 am. We could talk to other
students but not make any bodily contact (like shake hands or hug)
until the course was completely over on the morning of the eleventh
day. Men and women could meet in the common corridors but not
go into each other’s sleeping quarters. It appeared that Goenkaji was
slowly moving us from the operating room to intensive care and
now towards rehabilitation before complete discharge in keeping
with the surgical treatment analogy from earlier discourses.
I quickly approached the conducting teacher to ask about the
movement of my eyes and tongue in tandem with the mind’s focus
when I had explored the insides of my skull during the previous
session. He said that new students often reported that their closed
eyes follow the movement of the mind as accustomed to doing so
when they are open, but it was the first time he had heard about the
tongue tracking to the mind’s activity. In my view, the tongue was
somehow also helping with the concentration process as it must be
that our collective external sense organs and the brain that dictate
how we experience our environment and sensations on the body.
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Back in my room, I was greeted with the loud sounds of a band
that had also been playing during the daytime. I later found out
that there was a theme park in the adjoining plot of land so there
were shindigs and festivities all day. They were clearly having special
celebrations and revelries as they continued to play music late into
the night, this being the last one of the year. I noticed how the
sounds from the band didn’t seem as cacophonous as they had on
the first day I arrived.
I smiled, thinking I couldn’t have asked for a better end to the
year (and decade!) and the ushering in of a new one. This last decade
had been a fairly eventful one for me. It started with defending
my doctoral thesis and starting a new profession in 2001, getting
married in 2002, being elected partner in my firm in 2009, and
then recently moving across the world to Asia in 2010. What a way
to culminate it with the Vipassana experience that had awakened
me to the fundamental principles of life and existence in the short
span of ten days!
I thought of how much importance I had placed on, and had
felt so attached to, various things in my life like my career and how
immaterial it all felt now that I had received a small yet powerful
taste of what truly mattered in life. This isn’t to say my work would
become less important after I concluded the program, but I knew
that my actions henceforth would come from a sense of purpose
but without a sense of attachment to particular outcomes, which
served to make me anxious in the past, whether in my career or in
my personal affairs.
Many other issues that I had chosen to magnify in my own mind,
like what others thought of me, now also seemed rather irrelevant.
And all this had come into my consciousness from within through
a technique of simply observing the sensations in my own body,
understanding their impermanency and learning to experience them
with an equanimous mind.
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managed to track to an exact hour again during the predawn
sitting. During the session, in unsuccessfully trying the more
complex penetration technique, I began wondering whether I was
losing my grasp of the essential technique itself, but it all came right
back as I reverted to the more basic surveying of sensations at the
surface of the body. I remembered and realized through this hour
of meditation that the key yardstick for measuring whether I was
practicing Vipassana correctly is the extent of equanimity and not
whether I could do free flowing full-body sweeps in each sitting.
I had probably fallen prey overnight to some anxiety-inducing
thoughts, which was why I was doubting my knowledge of practicing
the technique in the right way. One hour of sadhnā (practice) cleared
my head and the realization dawned that the universal principles of
Dhamma always rang true.
A more subtle realization occurred after the reassuring hour of
practice—I had been in an overly euphoric state relative to my past
experiences for the last few days, which is why even minor feelings
of anxiety seemed like a hard landing. It was a real-life example of
the fact that experiencing the euphoria isn’t the source of dukkha
(misery), but it is the expectation that such a state of mind continue
permanently that causes the state of unsatisfactoriness. As such,
this morning’s session was an important instruction in building
equanimity—if you enjoy something, do so in an equanimous way
so you don’t lament when it ebbs away (like everything eventually
does), which is in its inherent nature.
In a nutshell, my overall insight on the process was that through
use of the Vipassana meditation technique, we are essentially learning
to practice remaining in a state of equanimity and not cycling back
and forth between overly euphoric and depressive states of the mind.
And as with anything else, you get better at it the more you practice.
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The key element that was highlighted continually in the discourses
was the importance of practicing in the correct way, otherwise we
wouldn’t see any results and might risk becoming disappointed
with our efforts, which could again lead to perpetuating the vicious
cycle of unfulfilled anticipation followed by anxiety. Practicing the
technique incorrectly is not very different from getting better at the
wrong swing, which can then lead to frustration on the golf course
despite the hours you put into it at the driving range.
I stepped out into the courtyard at 6 am and the morning chants
(dohās and suttās) were streaming through in Goenkaji's soothing
and melodious voice “…vaapis mudna nahi… peeche hatna nahi…”
(“…don’t turn back…don’t retreat back…”) in the context of having
taken courageous baby steps on the path of Dhamma. It was an
appropriate reinforcement for my state of mind as I geared up to
return to my so-called normal life. Despite the irreversible changes
I had experienced, it would be important to keep a strong resolve
to stay the course when life’s unavoidable vicissitudes threaten to
unsettle the inner peace.
It had now been four consecutive nights where I’d been averaging
four hours of sleep. Under any other circumstances, the only way
I could have pulled something like this off while maintaining my
sanity and productivity would be by taking steroids (literally, not
metaphorically!).
Being a chronic asthmatic, if I went without a minimum of six
(preferably seven) hours of sleep on even two consecutive nights, I
would predictably have an asthma attack and could be down with it
for several days, if not longer. As such, despite my demanding career
with often long working hours and late nights, I have always had
to optimize my workload to avoid being frequently gripped with
asthma which would impair any productivity if I tried to overwork
myself. I’ve had asthma since my early childhood, and steroids would
usually need to be prescribed (whether in the form of an inhaler or
orally), to control my condition.
Without any medical aid and knowing my constitution, four
consecutive days of insufficient sleep would have wreaked havoc on
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my system and was impossible to imagine that I would willingly and
consciously subject myself to such continuous sleep deprivation.
And here I was in good health and feeling more productive, blissful,
worry-free, compassionate towards others, and powered with a
seemingly infinite source of purposeful energy from the inside.
The New Year’s Eve party across from our campsite continued
well into the early hours of the morning and the sounds of the live
band and the revelers were intermingled with the chants in the
courtyard. This was probably the first New Year celebration I had
spent alone and in a quiet manner. I reflected on the relevance of
“the party’s over when the music stops” to my condition coming
into the camp having lived for all these years in ignorance, reveling
in the party of my unaware and indulgent consciousness.
The waning moon had moved further below the North Star in
the morning sky. The pagoda bells were chiming more briskly in the
background as though with a greater sense of purpose than their
leisurely pace from the previous evening. I like the new moon the
most of all the other phases with its crisp outline, the slender shape,
and the way it curves itself as if in a smile. The setting was like a
moon chime playing in the morning sky.
As I sat down for a nourishing breakfast at 6:45 am, I felt my eyes
moisten spontaneously and inexplicably. I couldn’t quite tell if these
were tears of gratitude and good fortune for finding a better way of
life or were from wonderment and shame over the years of ignorant
living. I wiped the moisture from my eyes without drawing a lot
of attention to myself and stepped out into the garden for my last
morning walk at the camp, continuing to look for an explanation
for the teary breakfast.
It was soon time to join the other students in the Dhamma Hall
for the final group sitting before the noble silence was to be broken
in a couple of hours. We had been advised that this sitting would
be atypically longer, as we would be learning the final meditative
technique called mettā bhāvanā (compassionate loving or loving
kindness) or mangal maitri (inclusiveness or friendship towards all
living beings).
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During this session, I came up with my own logic for why we
go into the samādhi (the quiet statue-like state) and are required
to keep our eyes shut, hands and feet in position, to meditate. It’s
sort of like creating a closed system as an engineer or a physicist
might say in order to fully ensure the mind is able to reflect inwardly
and not have any external interchanges (input or output) through
the body. I had noticed that even my lips would slowly seal shut
completely and found it hard to open my mouth when in a deeply
meditative mode. Finding my own scientific rationale helped me
appreciate the process even more.
I started reflecting on the ten days of intense meditation and how
I had practiced something around-the-clock without any previous
introduction to it. It reminded me in some way of my time at the
Bridge Nationals in which I had participated a year previously in
Washington D.C. At such major tournaments you played bridge
all day, every day, in back-to-back sessions from morning to night.
Despite the frequency of sessions, you keep going back for more
as if you can’t ever have enough of a good thing (though one can
argue that card games can have addictive potency!), and your skill at
the bridge table improves considerably in an intense week (or more)
of near continuous play. You begin to recognize card distribution
patterns that can only come from continuous observation and are
able to perfect lines of play that you otherwise weren’t fully adept at
or naturally and consciously familiar with.
Everyone stretched their legs after the hour-long sitting and
swiftly readjusted their postures to get ready for mettā bhāvanā.
Goenkaji explained that this meditative technique was also known
as punyā vitāranā (or distributing one’s good deeds to others) and
began with summarizing a little bit of what each student might have
concluded by now.
“In my life, I have become anxious because of my own vikārs (negative
emotions) and have come to realize that this is the true cause of my
suffering…”
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“What’s more, every time I became anxious, I also made everyone
else around me anxious, which created a very tense atmosphere
around me for others. Essentially, I made myself miserable and
made everyone around me miserable as well.”

By this point in the synopsis, tears were streaming down both
my eyes uncontrollably and I tried hard to sob silently so as not to
disturb other meditators. I now knew why my eyes were moist in the
morning. I had begun to realize deep down how I had unknowingly
made the lives of many people—my wife, parents, in-laws, sister,
friends and colleagues a living hell many times when I was under
stress, for which I had misperceived them to be the cause of my
anxiety.
I couldn’t help but repent at how I had hurt others in my lifetime
through my words and actions. Vivid images were flashing through
my mind of how, in anxious moments, I had transmitted the anxiety
to others and also magnified my own anxiety level. I also realized
that the source of all anxiety lay inside me and had little to do with
anything or anyone external!
I gently kept wiping the tears off my face as the overview
progressed…
“I now know how to become happy and have tested the benefits of a
truly happy life through firsthand experience. I finally know how to
break the cycle of painful suffering and misery.”
“And now that I know this, I want everyone else to draw benefit
from this process and can’t contain the urge to pass it on to as
many people as possible.”

It felt as though every word Goenkaji was uttering was being
spoken on my behalf. It couldn’t be truer as at that point I wanted
the whole world to hear about my positively beneficial experience.
I had been thinking of how to get the word out to as many people
who would care to read or listen to my story. Even if only one other
person drew a small amount of benefit from a similar experience, I
felt my efforts would be worthwhile. How else could I ever repay
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even a small fraction of the infinite debt that had saved me from
further misery and opened the door to true and lasting happiness?
With the summary complete and with my heart much lighter,
the instructions turned to explain the details of the mettā bhāvanā
(compassionate loving or loving kindness) meditation. The
technique prescribes spending a few minutes at the end of every
sitting of Vipassana to wish for the well-being of all living beings.
We were to employ this new form of meditation only when two
important conditions were in place:
1.
2.

Not experiencing any gross sensations throughout the body
at the physical level.
Also not harboring any harmful thoughts towards anyone
at the mental level.

Only with these conditions being fulfilled satisfactorily, could we
express positive feelings for the benefit of others.
As the instructions wrapped up, I got into position to practice
the compassionate loving meditation technique for a few minutes.
Reflecting on the essence of mettā, I also made a mental note to
thank all the people in my life who had been remarkably helpful
to me, all the while strengthening my resolve to make amends with
those whom I had offended.
After some practice with the new technique, we were instructed
to leave the Dhamma Hall and permitted to speak with other
students, but only after we came to the landing near the staircase
and after we had fully exited the meditation room, where silence had
to be maintained at all times.
I found myself walking down together with a fellow meditator
who had appeared professorial from my observations over the days
of the camp. As it turned out, he was in fact a professor and we had
more than a few things in common: same engineering college, even
the same hostel (dormitory) in that college, both currently based in
Singapore, and with a shared interest in teaching!
We started talking and began comparing notes on the experience.
I didn’t know whether to hold back or share fully what I had
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experienced and eventually couldn’t contain my enthusiasm from
having gone through this life-changing event. He explained how he
had researched into meditation and read a fair amount about the
process and its scientific basis before coming to the camp and had
drawn a good deal of benefit from it as well. We both concluded that
we must continue the process after leaving the camp to sustain the
benefits of Vipassana.
There was so much to talk about and so many other people to
meet, especially those who were seated within close proximity of my
location in the Dhamma Hall and the ones in my check-up group.
I also wanted to call my loved ones, having confirmed that it would
soon be okay to make brief phone calls to people outside the camp.
We were allowed to retrieve our valuable belongings and electronic
devices as well. I brought my camp registration card from my room
and started walking towards the corridor, which was like a busy street
fair in festive season and buzzing with activity. People were meeting,
greeting, paying off their laundry bills, retrieving their valuables and
making phone calls.
I met several servers who I had wanted to thank. I noticed that
now their name tags actually mentioned their names, which so far had
blank slips in them but were there all along for students to be able to
identify them easily. As while speaking with the conducting teacher
the previous day, I felt like I was thanking someone from the bottom
of my heart, and expressing genuine gratitude.
These individuals had served selflessly and painstakingly with
smiles on their faces, so that we students could have a comfortable and
hassle-free experience while undergoing the intense learning. They
were the caring nurses in the operating room, handing the scalpels
and sutures while the surgeons conducted the complex procedure.
I managed to properly introduce myself to the server who had
facilitated my private appointment with the conducting teacher
a couple of days ago. He had overheard parts of my discussion
given the close proximity and thus wanted to share some tips on
maintaining a steady meditation practice in the real world based on
his personal experience.
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He started talking very energetically and his compassion-filled
interest for wanting to help me stay on the path was palpable. It was
my lucky day that someone I hardly knew wanted to go out of his
way to impart friendly and important words of advice.
He started with saying that he attended his first course in the
early nineties (having missed out on an earlier chance in the late
eighties) and had done five or six courses ever since over the last two
decades. He wanted me to learn from his experience and stay strong
with the practice after the first course, which he hadn’t managed to
do and thus lost touch with the technique for some time.
I explained to him my typical crazy lifestyle, flying from one
country to another almost everyday, 12 hour or longer workdays
especially when traveling, not to mention an extremely packed social
and weekend calendar. He politely challenged my assumptions
and framework for including meditation in my routine by asking
benignly, “Why can’t you meditate on your flights?” I hadn’t
considered the possibility because I had never even been able to sleep
on a plane (even on long flights without some sleep-aid or excessive
consumption of alcohol). To imagine finding a quiet and peaceful
enough environment to meditate inside a flying machine seemed like
an impossibility given my previous sensitivities to light and sound.
He insisted that an airplane could actually be the perfect
environment—all I had to do was to get into the right frame of
mind, close my eyes and start meditating! As a matter of fact, inside
an airplane I would be forced to stay put in one place without
distractions like phone and email. Having challenged and overcome
several preexisting biases and assumptions during the camp, my
mind was certainly open to new possibilities and this seemed like a
logical and promising one.
He persisted and indicated that I could even practice meditation
in hotel rooms, which could be ideal because they can easily be
arranged to become a dark and quiet isolated meditation cell.
Another preconceived notion came crashing down. I had always
found it hard to be productive and comfortable in hotel rooms
because of feeling confined to a small and rather dull indoor space. I
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would rarely order room service even when dining alone, and would
go down to one of the hotel restaurants instead if I was too tired
(or if it was too late) to venture to a food establishment outside the
premises for a meal.
The man was spot on—a hotel room could optimally serve as a
truly luxurious individual meditation suite. Now I started thinking
how all the extra pillows provided might come in handy as a
makeshift two-tiered cushion like the ones that were set up for us in
the Dhamma Hall!
Furthermore, he insisted that I come back and attend another
ten-day course within the next six to twelve months. Despite the
clear and likely benefit, I knew that this would be highly unlikely
given the work and personal life sacrifice a repeat commitment of
ten days would involve. He went on to address the perplexed look
on my face. “Have your wife sit and attend while you serve in the
same course!” I continued to be impressed with his creativity and
lateral thinking. I could see how that idea might actually fly with
my wife.
Incidentally, her initial thought to further enable and encourage
me to attend, when I would cite the obvious downside of being
apart for ten days, had been that she would accompany me and serve
in the same course. That plan had fallen through because she didn’t
have enough vacation available and the course registrars had also
conveyed that it had been too long (nearly five years) since her first
(and most recent) ten-day course to qualify to be a server.
It might be possible to entreat her to attend a future course to
revive her practice while I accompanied as a server on the same
one. It certainly would be a fair ask because she had fallen out of
touch with the technique and this would offer her a good refresher
opportunity without us having to spend time away from each other.
It was a long shot but certainly worth a try.
Eagerly latching on to every word this friendly being was
imparting, I appreciated his final counsel to stay in touch with our
conducting teacher, at least via email correspondence, once or twice
a month for a minimum period of one year. He stressed that this was
153

The Equanimous Mind

important both to receive continued positive reinforcement, as well
as to ensure that I was practicing the meditation technique correctly.
It was easy to lose touch with certain nuances of the technique, which
would lead to reduced benefits and become a further dampener to
maintaining continuity of the practice.
I thanked him profusely and marveled at his magnanimity and
genuine interest in helping a student and I resolved to return to the
same camp someday, soon enough, to serve other students taking
their first steps on the path of Dhamma.
It was nearly 11 am and I still hadn’t joined the throng of people
waiting to collect their belongings. I was the last one to procure
my items. I pulled out my mobile phone to power it on. I had
preemptively asked my new friend from Singapore if I could use
his phone to make a couple of calls, as I was doubtful mine would
work since it hadn’t when I had arrived in Mumbai. To my surprise,
my phone was receiving full signal strength as if it too now found it
acceptable for me to resume contact with the outside world.
My wife had to be the first one I would call. Not only because
that would be typical when I was traveling away from home, but
especially because she was the reason and initial driving force behind
my attending the camp. Her aunt answered when I called her at
her parents’ home in Pune and passed the phone to my wife. She
asked, “So, how was it?” and I spontaneously uttered, “I feel like
I have been born again,” without having concocted this dramatic
statement for shock value. She remarked, “That good?” and I said I
couldn’t wait to tell her all about it when we met the next day after
the camp was officially over.
I spoke with my father-in-law briefly to convey further driving
directions so they might find the center easily when they drove in
from Mumbai the following morning. I also asked him to bring a
ream of paper along without having the time to offer an explanation
and indicated that I would clarify my intentions for the need for
writing materials later.
Next, I called my parents’ home. My mother answered and said
she was expecting my call as she had learned that the noble silence at
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a Vipassana camp is broken one day before the course officially ends.
I told her I was a different person and all my troubles and vexations
were now a thing of the past, as if talking about a previous life or
abstractly describing the life of another person.
I told her how I thought she should make it a priority to attend
a Vipassana camp within the year. She replied that she could only
attend a camp if my father were also to join her for the same one as
she wouldn’t otherwise leave him to manage his health and personal
affairs for that long. I bid my mother goodbye and next called my
dad, who was at work even on a Saturday.
After the initial pleasantries, my dad asked what I had decided
about the flooring for the new house, given we had all been fussing
over the choice before I went into noble silence for the period of
the camp. I had reflected on this at some point during the last ten
days and had no hesitation in saying that I would be comfortable
with whatever everyone else wanted to go with and no longer had a
personal preference. The line went silent for a few moments with my
dad’s surprise that I no longer felt strongly about something I had
cared so much about less than two weeks ago!
My only suggestion to him relating to our joint construction
project was that if they wanted to pick a name for our new home,
I might recommend calling it Samatā (equanimity). I clarified that
this too was simply a suggestion and I would be happy with whatever
they decided regarding the name as well.
I signed off cheerfully and also made a brief case to him about
sparing time to attend a similar course, knowing how much he could
benefit from it given his intense lifestyle between a demanding career
and additional workload of building a new house from the ground up.
As I walked back to my room to leave my laptop bag inside,
I reflected on how a sense of secure equanimity about various life
pursuits and outcomes felt so much better than insecure behavior
or agenda-driven orientation. I also realized how others value input
from those who are equanimous from the inside so much more than
views coming from someone prone to anxiety or with a hidden
motive.
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It was remarkable that the less attached I felt to my views and
self-interest, I could sense that others would care more about wanting
to hear about what I had to contribute on a given topic. When I
had told my dad they could choose anything they liked for the new
floors, he had seemed keener to have my viewpoint reflected in the
final decision!
I went outside and noticed there was a temporary stall set up for
the sale of books and other Vipassana-related paraphernalia. It was
completely packed with students, so I decided to stop back when it
was somewhat less crowded. My wife had told me that there would be
the opportunity to make a voluntary donation at the end if I wanted
to do so. I noticed a small desk with two gentlemen sitting quietly in
a corner with a sign board—“Donation.”
I sprung forward and sat down to make a contribution. It was
impossible to place a value on what I had received in the form of
benefit. Goenkaji's words had rung true once again that trying
to estimate the costs of the room and board as a way to decide the
amount of donation would cheapen the value of the course to a mere
hotel stay.
The reason there were no fees assessed for the course was to ensure
that students live like bhikkhus and bhikkhunīs (or male and female
ascetics) for the ten days, on charity from others, as that was an
essential ingredient in lowering the ego, which would otherwise rear
its ugly head and make evaluations like whether the room and board
at the camp were worth the cost recouped from the students.
So instead of valuing what I had received either as spiritual benefit
or material provisions, I took the frame of making a contribution that
would provide for food and accommodation for future students. I
decided to donate an amount that I felt good about and also obtained
information from the local Vipassana chapter staff members on how
to make future contributions.
I knew that with my current professional life, it was somewhat
easier for me to contribute funds than provide frequent voluntary
service, which would be another way to become a helping hand in
others receiving the Dhamma. I did yet intend to provide Dhamma
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service in my own way by writing about and sharing my experiences
with others to build more awareness about the liberating technique.
I thought to myself that previous generations of students like me
must have drawn similar benefits from the process to have felt the urge
to pay forward the noble gift that they had received. It was also amazing
how I had to look for the people to whom I could speak about making
a donation, relative to my experience in other instances where I had
felt pursued for contributions in an awkwardly uncomfortable manner
from organizations that run on charity.
The dining hall had come alive with groups of students sitting
together and chatting over lunch, which boasted a lot of special items as
it was our final proper meal at the camp. I was filled with so much bliss
and rapture from within that for the first time in the ten days I felt as
if I could even go without eating one of the two precious meals of the
day. I wanted to use the time to make sure I managed to greet all the
various people I had thought about connecting with once the silence
was broken.
I met one of the students who sat to my left in the Dhamma Hall.
I had noticed throughout that he was a particularly quiet and focused
meditator and thanked him for being a great source of inspiration to
me in the Dhamma Hall. Every time my resolve would weaken slightly
during the initial adhiṭṭhāna sittings, I would remind myself that he
would surely be staying strong and had thus felt motivated to continue.
Next, I saw one of the students from my check-up group who I had
found to be a very simple and cheerful meditator and we encouraged
each other to stay on the path as we became acquainted. I met another
meditator who shared his story of the coincidence of how an ailing pet
at home was the reason he had to cancel another planned vacation,
which created a window of opportunity for him to come to the camp.
We both rejoiced in how a series of unexpected incidents had led us to
make the learning a possibility at this juncture in our lives.
I finally ate two cups of raitā (salt and spice flavored yogurt) at
1 pm as the only food I consumed for lunch and managed to skip
favorite delicacies like gulāb jāmun (condensed milk balls served in
sugar syrup).
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I had prearranged to see the conducting teacher again as he had
mentioned that there was a book he wanted me to read that would
provide some helpful thoughts on how to maintain the practice of
Vipassana in a real world setting. We started with talking about how
much the technique had benefited me in the first ten-day course.
Other students were also waiting to see him, and I didn’t want to
take a disproportionate share of his time. He mentioned the book.
His copy was at his residence in Mumbai and he said that he would
be happy to pass it on to me if I could pay him a visit the following
day.
I gratefully pocketed the paper slip on which he wrote his address
and phone number and promised to try to meet at a designated time.
I had to check first with my in-laws, as I was barely spending 12
hours with them since I saw them a year ago. It might seem a bit odd
for me to use some of those precious hours to visit the conducting
teacher, in whose company I had technically been for the last ten
days. I was hopeful that my father-in-law would understand, even
though I thought my wife and mother-in-law might find it excessive
and unnecessary after already focusing on the same activity for ten
long days, away from the family.
Soon it was time for the afternoon sitting, which went by in a
flash. After spending more concerted focus and effort to penetrate
the skull area, when I stepped “outside” on the surface to carry out a
few full body free-flow sweepings, I felt mildly jolted with what felt
like an electric current and shook with its energy as it moved down
from my head through the spine. Even though I had experienced
biochemical changes earlier during the course, I couldn’t fully
explain the source of this discernible electromagnetic waved that had
surged through my body. I took comfort in thinking that whatever
its source or rationale, it may be further proof that I was responding
to the technique.
After the group sitting, Goenkaji provided more “discharge
instructions” as we were winding down our time in the camp. It
also made sense that on the last day of the camp when we could
speak with fellow meditators, to slowly ease us back into our real-life
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settings. Among other things, he stressed the importance and value
of sevā (voluntary service) for several reasons.
1.

2.
3.

4.

Foremost was the fact that serving other students of
meditation was the highest form of dāna (charitable
donation). Just as other old students had served us, we
could pay forward the gift of service to future generations
of new students who had also come to seek the Dhamma.
It was also a great way to stay in touch with the technique
and continue our practice with fellow meditators in a group
setting in the presence of a conducting teacher.
It offered an opportunity to experience the bliss that
comes from seeing students leaving the camp with their
faces glowing, having seen them arrive ten days earlier with
stress, forlorn, and melancholy written all over them.
Finally, serving is somewhat like practicing in a quasireal-life setting because even though the environment at
a Vipassana center is relatively controlled, dealing with
issues relating to new students and helping with the camp’s
provisions can offer some real-world like challenges to test
and build equanimity.

I knew already that I really wanted to come back and serve
though making time would be the tough part, not only because of
my own work constraints but importantly because I wouldn’t want
to ask my wife to sacrifice time together given our precious vacation
schedules. That’s when the friendly server’s advice came to mind—I
could come and serve if I could convince my wife to attend the same
course.
Goenkaji went on to say, as if reading my mind, that those who
couldn’t spare the full ten days to serve, can look into options to serve
for a weekend, or even as little as one day, during an ongoing course
if they so wanted. Hearing this, I quickly resolved to definitely find
a way to serve, as sparing a weekend would be fairly manageable,
especially if there was an opportunity to do so within Singapore. I
knew I would also want to come back to the same camp in Mumbai
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somehow and at some point, as it would also serve to bring back
positive memories about this first experience.
Some of the course servers had arranged to bring the students
next door to the Global Vipassana Pagoda and I made it in the nick
of time just as the group was leaving. The monumental building,
being a public attraction, was flooded with locals and tourists, and it
took a little while for me to reacquaint myself with the din and bustle
of a throng. We walked through a gallery of paintings that depicted
various important events from the life of Gautama Buddha. It was
inspiring to see visuals representing the stories that we had heard
recited during the evening discourses.
We were then directed towards the massive Dhamma Hall inside
the Pagoda. I hadn’t known all this time that the inside of the gigantic
super-structure was simply a place for group meditation. Our tour
guide explained how the entire hall, large enough to accommodate over
10,000 meditators together as one group, was built with a system of
simple interlocking bricks without using any cement!
Apparently, when consulted to provide engineering expertise for the
construction, engineers and professors from my esteemed technological
institute had cautioned that such a large dome wouldn’t be structurally
sound without the use of cement. Yet the Global Vipassana Pagoda
foundation’s engineering team had found a way to create adhesion using
a very basic red limestone mixture, which is abundantly available in the
western parts of the country and used for buildings constructed with
traditional means even in modern day India.
I was mesmerized with the idea of meditating simultaneously with
so many other meditators and was finding it hard to quantify the
collectively positive vibes such an exercise had the potential to generate
having been overwhelmed with the effect of the technique on just one
person.
I also found it striking that there wasn’t a notion of a deity or God
towards whom any chanting or prayer was directed. It was remarkably
clear that the Vipassana technique wasn’t beholden to a religious
framework and was purely the science of self-observations to enable
learning to lead a more aware and equanimous life.
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I took pictures of the imposing building and with my buddies from
the camp and walked back to the makeshift book stall in the courtyard,
which was selling various items ranging from discourse book summaries
to CDs of the morning chants. I started piling up a huge heap of the
items I wanted to bring back with me: ten copies of discourse summaries,
separate sets of DVDs with evening discourses in Hindi and English,
multiple morning chant CDs, the life of Gautama Buddha in pictures,
the revival of Vipassana, the story behind the Global Vipassana Pagoda,
etc.
As I was lugging them back to my room, one of my new buddies
quipped, “Looks like you are craving some books there!” I smiled and
indicated to him that most of what I was buying was to share the learning
with others—friends, colleagues and family. I purposely omitted to add
that the other materials were to help facilitate any research I might need
to do for my book writing as while I was relatively certain I would follow
through with my resolve to share my story in print, it wasn’t prudent to
make premature proclamations of my nascent intentions.
I knew the harder customer to buy that story would be my wife,
who wasn’t a fan of my tendency to go headlong into new pursuits,
especially as they could end up being fleeting interests. I hoped that
with my newfound equanimity, I could handle the situation without
any conflict, and started moving around my personal effects in my
carry-on bag to make space for the newly procured belongings.
During my last evening walk at the camp, I noticed that some of
the trees in the back of the garden were actually papaya and saw one
of the servers was checking to see which ones looked ripe or might
spontaneously fall to the ground. The source of the delectable fruit
that I had finally developed a taste for was right there in the backyard
of the compound and I marveled at the simplicity with which some
food provisions were arranged at the camp. It was soon time for the
evening snack before heading up to the Dhamma Hall for the final
group sitting.
I was filled with nostalgia, gratitude and anticipation as I reflected
on the last ten days and looked ahead to the ones to come. There
couldn’t have been a better way to start a new year and a new decade!
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The final discourse also seemed tailored towards what I was
experiencing from within. Goenkaji summed up my feelings
possibly better than I could:
-

-

-

A sense of being reborn and a realization that I was
previously living life in avijjā (which literally means
the opposite of knowledge, or ignorance) and was born
without the essential knowledge of how to lead a happy
life.
Feeling two distinct things—lessening form of ego and
immense gratitude towards others (I was experiencing
both sentiments in overwhelming doses).
A heartfelt volition to share this gift with others (herein
came the book I would write to share my experience and
help those who I could thus inspire to give this technique
an opportunity).
A recognition of how I had been living life with many
unnecessary and unfounded prejudices and biases.

He had summed up my mental state with crystal clarity and I
felt more gratitude as I appreciated the fact even more that I must
have really resonated with the technique to be experiencing these
sentiments in abundance. It was remarkable how differently I felt
about everything that truly mattered in the span of days.
It became clear that I had lived my entire life thus far based on
working tirelessly to meet expectations I perceived from the social
systems around me, and from the people that were important in
my personal and professional life. Much like the cotton I had
removed from my ears a few days into the course while meditating,
the veil of ignorance had been lifted from my consciousness and
I felt completely free knowing that my life would no longer be
defined by the system around me or expectations from others. And
this wasn’t to say I wouldn’t care about and for others, but more that
living my life as if to prove something to the world seemed like an
unnecessary component to living a fulfilled life.

162

Tearful Liberation

If anything, I now knew that I would endeavor to live my life to
the fullest potential and would be less dictated by external factors,
which like everything else are also impermanent. I knew that my
mind now had the ability to withdraw itself from the unproductive
cycle of vacillating between the past and the future or between
perceived negative and positive outcomes. It now had the ability
to focus its energy on the present moment and assess all events as
neutral and transitory, allowing it to remain equanimous.
While I wouldn’t seek others’ approval to adopt this new way of
living, I would allow them to judge for themselves if they preferred
experiencing me in my current state or were missing my old self. I
knew from within that the answer to that would most certainly be
that my new self was a genuine inside-out enhancement from how
they would have experienced me in the past. I knew this would
certainly be true for my family and friends, and potentially also for
my clients and colleagues.
I had heard a motivational speaker once say, “If you live an
exemplary life, an untold number of lives will be touched by it.” At
the time it had seemed mostly like a nice catch phrase, but I now
understood what it might really mean.
I spent the rest of the evening in the garden with my new
professor friend with the backdrop of the lit-up Global Vipassana
Pagoda shimmering in gold with the evening bells chiming away.
We talked at length about our experiences, life issues we had been
dealing with and how things would be different as we made our way
back to our day-to-day lives. Being in the same city, we promised to
stay in touch and motivate each other to continue our meditative
practice and even find a way to sit together.
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I

barely slept from the excitement leading up to the morning
finale of the course and the anticipation of seeing my wife
after two weeks, of which the last ten days had been without any
communication. We had been informed that the last session would
be a special discourse with final departing instructions and not the
usual predawn meditation.
Goenkaji started by saying that this final session was meant to
recap the ten-day journey we had completed and took us through
the highlights of the technique and the day-by-day learnings as we
had experienced them. It was quite helpful to recall the various small
steps from each day to see how far we had come in a short (and yet
long period) of ten days.
He explained that this entire course was actually a first baby
step in what must become a life-long journey towards the pursuit
of complete liberation. He again stressed the importance of daily
practice of an hour each in the morning and evening. As if reading
our minds about the challenges of finding that much incremental
time, he explained that if we practiced regularly, that the combination
of a natural decline in the amount of sleep required and an effortless
uptick in productivity at work and in other tasks would enable us
to create two extra hours in our hectic lives to devote to Vipassana
meditation without difficulty.
He predicted that there might be various other obstacles in our
practice when we returned to the real world, one of which might
be criticism or skepticism from others. He advised us to avoid
philosophical debate with others at this stage and rely on what we
had actually experienced ourselves as the foundational basis and
rationale for continuing our practice. At its most essential level,
he suggested that we explain to those who inquire that Vipassana
is a practice enabling a way of living that helps build control over
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the inner mind and frees it from defilement, leading to general
goodwill and compassion for others, which anyone would find hard
to quibble with.
He then went on to say that on the first day we had been asked
to surrender ourselves completely to the process and the teachings
for the ten-day period. Now with the ten days completed, we were
freed from that commitment and could judge for ourselves whether
what we had experienced at the camp would be of value to us in our
day-to-day lives in the future.
Further, if there were aspects of the practice that we didn’t like
or fully appreciate just yet, he suggested we keep those components
aside and continue practicing the rest of the technique. He cautioned
us not to throw the baby out with the bathwater by not practicing
altogether and draw zero benefit from the technique just because
there were a handful of things we didn’t like about it.
He drew the analogy of a mother who prepares kheer (rice
pudding) with a lot of care and affection and serves out a portion in
a bowl to her child. The little girl pushes the bowl aside, protesting
that she would only enjoy the dessert in her own bowl. The mother
tries to reason that the pudding would taste just the same in either
one, but the child simply wouldn’t budge. Unable to reason with the
young one, the mother concedes and changes the container to the
child’s favorite one.
The girl digs out a spoonful and notices a small piece of cardamom
in the pudding, which she initially mistakes for an impurity, and has
an apparent distaste for anyway and doesn’t want to consume it. The
mother explains that the spice adds more flavor to the dish but agrees
to removing it in hoping that the child might find the pudding more
palatable. Dissatisfied with the explanations and overwhelmed with
all the things associated with the rice pudding that she doesn’t like,
the child refuses to eat it altogether and tosses the bowl away.
Goenkaji had found a subtle and thoughtful way to convey the
risk of dismissing Vipassana because it might seem unanchored in
our preexisting religious and philosophical beliefs. The fact was that
no matter what platter you choose to serve it on, the technique would
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be equally beneficial. If there were aspects that seemed incongruent
with our traditions and ingoing beliefs, we could remove those and
try at least as much as we were comfortable with and draw some
benefit from the technique.
In closing, he reminded us that the ultimate yardstick of the
utility of this technique is whether we experience equanimity in
practical aspects of our own life. Were we finding a better balance
in our lives, especially in situations where in the past we would have
become anxious or upset?
He encouraged us to find time to attend a ten-day course every
year, and even explained how to go about setting up a self-course
at home if we didn’t find an opportunity to travel to an established
Vipassana center. I thought this alternative was a fairly practical
solution to sustain commitment to the practice. In parting, the only
thing he asked for himself as dakshinā (the respectful traditional
payment to the teacher for knowledge acquired), and clarifying
that any material donation we might make as newly-minted old
students was towards the center establishment of which he was not
a beneficiary, was to simply send some mettā (friendly vibes, loving
kindness) towards him while meditating!
I had planned to skip breakfast in the dining hall thinking I
would probably eat with my wife and in-laws later in the morning.
It was time to bid goodbye to new friends, the students and servers. I
stepped out into the courtyard and caught a glimpse of the morning
sky with the moon’s crescent fading but still visible below the North
Star.
I exchanged phone numbers and email addresses with a few
more people I wanted to stay in touch with, walked back to my
room and dragged my carry-on suitcase and laptop bag to the front
corridor. I took a few pictures in and around the campsite to keep
the memories alive.
My wife and in-laws arrived right at 7:00 am and I took them
around the campus to show them my room, the Dhamma Hall
and the surroundings. Since they’d had an early start to the day as
well, they were happy to enjoy breakfast in the dining hall itself. I
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introduced them to some of the people I had met. Just as we had
stepped outside the center’s main-gate, one of the servers with whom
I had built some kinship during the stay came up to say goodbye. I
hugged him and both our eyes were moist with affection.
As we made our way towards the parking lot, I noticed the
conducting teacher sitting in the back seat of a minivan, apparently
waiting for his driver to take him home. I took the opportunity to
introduce my wife and in-laws to him. We agreed to visit him later
in the afternoon to pick up the book he wanted to share with me.
As my family expressed their gratitude and respect, he remarked
that I had been a dutiful student in learning the technique. And yet,
he also thought that I seemed to have a tendency to either be slightly
left or right of center, and thus still needed to balance my pendulum
in the middle a little as I embarked upon the path to becoming a
committed meditator. My wife chuckled as we took his leave and
said that he had understood me quite well, even through the short
set of interactions I’d had with him during the camp.
As we drove away from the campsite, I didn’t know where to start
when my wife asked how the experience at the camp had been for
me. I must have talked for over two hours straight, explaining the
day-by-day journey and all the biological and mental changes I had
experienced.
My wife was quite intrigued because her particular experience
at a similar camp in Massachusetts over four years ago had been
profound in its own way, but she didn’t recall feeling some of the
things I was describing. My father-in-law was a student of historic
Indian texts and appreciated some of the nuanced explanations I
put forth for what I had been experiencing based on what I learned
through the discourses.
I noticed as we drove to the nearby apartment guest-house where
we were spending the night before returning to Singapore that for
the first time in my life, the traffic and pollution in India didn’t seem
to bother me as much. The wailing siren-like honks from the local
commuter buses seemed to possess some musical appeal to them when
they would have otherwise sounded cacophonous. I felt compassion
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for the aggressive drivers on the streets trying to muscle and navigate
their way through the impossible traffic in winding serpentine
fashion. I could relate to the anxiety they were experiencing inside
and torturing themselves over congested streets they couldn’t control.
After a few more hours of sharing stories from my ten days of
Vipassana, we made our way to a nearby restaurant for lunch. My
wife had wanted to treat her parents to a meal together to celebrate
her recent job. My wife and in-laws, being vegetarian, would
typically ask if I wanted to order some meat dishes separately and I
usually would when we went out for a family meal.
The restaurant was Indian-style Chinese and when asked what I
wanted to eat, I calmly told them to order whatever they liked and
I would join them in sharing their vegetarian choices. Pleasantly
surprised, they went about ordering the meal knowing that it was
unlike me to not want to influence the food selection process or
skip out on some of my favorite meat items. I ate very little and felt
comfortably fed. Maybe for the first time in the 12 years we had
known each other at that point, I consumed less food than my wife
during a meal!
While everyone else collapsed to catch an afternoon nap as soon as
we got back to the apartment given the early start to the day we had
all had, I was feeling fresh and energetic despite limited sleep the night
before. And even though the four of us had planned to drive together
to the conducting teacher’s house, seeing them all comfortably asleep,
I decided to head out alone and return before they awoke. I crossed
the street and noticed a taxi stand where a throng of eager drivers
briefly haggled over who would drive me to Juhu Scheme.
I handed the instructions for the location over to the chosen driver
and we started making our way to the destination. I closed my eyes
for a few minutes in the back of the taxi and the meditation process
started spontaneously despite all the sounds outside and the bright
sunlight. I was delighted to note that I was able to meditate in an
unusual setting like a car ride. Taxis and flights were a big part of my
work week so it was comforting to know that I could meditate in such
environments.
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We made it to the house in very good time. He had prepared a set
of several reading materials he wanted to pass along to me. Explaining
each item in some detail, he said matter-of-factly, “I usually don’t get
too involved with new students, but I was impressed with your work.”
He went on to say that it was good to see someone like me from the
corporate world had taken a keen interest in Vipassana, and how I
could become an example for maintaining a normal business career
while incorporating meditation into my life.
I wanted to stay a little longer and talk further but knew that
my in-laws would also want me to spend as much time with them
as possible, so I started to take my leave. I had wanted to touch his
feet throughout the camp as a typical gesture of respectful greeting
with elders in India but was bound by instruction not to make any
physical contact during the ten-day course. Now I couldn’t hold back
my respect and affection, and in typical Indian tradition touched his
feet and asked for his blessings.
I had asked the cab driver to wait knowing I wouldn’t be very
long, and he quickly doubled back to bring me to the apartment
guesthouse. One particular book in the readings I received was the
story of another meditator who had traveled from one country to
the other in search of the correct Vipassana technique and finally
found it after a quest of several decades.
As I started flipping through the pages, I couldn’t help but notice
that my reading speed appeared considerably faster than what I had
ever known it to be. Surely, I hadn’t read anything in print for the
last several days but I knew that as an average reader a typical novel’s
page would take me a minute to read and now I was comprehending
two, maybe three pages per minute.
In the 30-minute cab ride, I had read and absorbed five reasonably
long chapters! I figured that this must be one of several enhancements
in mental functioning that were the side benefits of a mind that is
free of continuous mental chatter of positive or negative thoughts
related to the past or future.
My father-in-law had made special arrangements to serve drinks
for the evening very thoughtfully, as he knew my taste for fine spirits.
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I had anticipated this evening ritual and gently explained that
I could no longer drink alcohol after uncovering for myself that
intoxicating my senses led me further away from maintaining an
aware and equanimous mind. Curious, my father-in-law wanted to
know if the choice to abstain was a short-term one and whether it was
something the practice of Vipassana required. I explained that while
there was no prescribed restriction imposed upon us about lifestyle
choices once the course was completed, and that it was something I
was choosing to do based on what I believed would help me sustain
my practice and receive benefits that I had experienced during the
camp. Instead of the customary libations, we enjoyed a light cup of
tea. Soon after, my wife started to repack some of our belongings to
rebalance the suitcases we were carrying back home.
I thanked my father-in-law for the ream of paper he had brought
for me and explained that I planned to write about my experience at
the camp. While everyone else became occupied in other activities,
I cleared some space on the dining table in the guesthouse and sat
down to write.
I noticed something interesting as I started writing long
hand as was preference for content that required fresh ideas and
concentration. My right hand was flying off the paper as I tried to
write, as if possessed with a power I had never known I had; words
were coming to my mind faster than I could process them, and my
writing speed was a good deal faster than I had normally experienced.
It felt as if my hand-mind coordination had broken its sound
barrier. I stretched out my hand in a starfish to see if it was still my
own hand because it was acting in a way that was completely foreign
to me. I also noticed that my fingers and nails had a darker tinge of
pink to them than I had ever seen before, certainly in recent years.
I first started making notes for my internal book and story lined
several chapters about my initial years in consulting. I remembered
minute details from projects that were long over, names of clients
and consultants I hadn’t thought about in years, visuals of celebratory
dinners and team events, what I had said, how I had felt, as if all
those things had happened days and weeks, not years ago.
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My hand was skipping off the page as I wrote phrases that sounded
right in my first attempt to express a thought and didn’t seem to need
revisions or corrections. My writing hand started hurting but my
mind kept racing far ahead of my fingers and so I kept going. I must
have penned over 50 pages worth of handwritten content in a couple
of hours. This might be par for the course for gifted writers, but for me
this was nothing short of completely unthinkable. I decided to take
a break from writing and resume on my return flight to Singapore.
I made a few calls to friends and family in India as the day came
to a close and we walked to a nearby restaurant for dinner. Although
we were greeted with a 45-minute wait at the restaurant, I knew that
my wife really wanted to eat at that particular pizza parlor. Under
normal circumstances, I would have become annoyed with the delay
and tried to persuade the hostess to seat us sooner, or made a case to
my dining party to leave for another restaurant. I felt no urge to do
either and was happy to peacefully wait our turn.
When we finally sat down, it was hard to draw any wait staff’s
attention to take our order or even bring us water. Instead of feeling
impatient or offended by their apparent lack of customer service
orientation as I would have in the past, all I could feel was a sense of
empathy as I noticed how overworked the waiters seemed. I could
have happily waited all evening for them to notice us but didn’t have
the heart to flag them down as they scurried from the kitchen to the
tables to the payment counter.
After a satisfying dinner of pizza and salad, we walked back to
the apartment. I finally realized that having been out of the camp
and back in the bustling Mumbai metropolis, I had felt different all
day about something unusual; now I could accept India as a place
where I could see myself being happy and comfortable. I had left
my home country nearly 14 years ago for seemingly greener pastures
overseas because I was convinced that I couldn’t put up with the
traffic, corruption, lack of infrastructure, and population explosion.
Even when I would visit over holidays, I knew I could only
handle India in small doses and would do so only to meet loved
ones who lived there. I had often wondered if I would voluntarily
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spend time in India if it weren’t for the familial connections. I had
occasionally contemplated returning either to care for my parents in
their old age or to settle down after retirement, which also seemed
increasingly unlikely the longer I stayed overseas.
After all the years of a certain distaste for my native homeland as
a place I could be professionally and personally satisfied in the prime
of my adult life, I now felt comfortable with the prospect of being
in India. Digging deeper, I quickly unearthed that all the external
circumstances and stimuli that had perturbed me in the past were still
very much present, but I could now choose to remain equanimous
instead of feeling trapped in the cycle of aversion induced anxiety.
I shared this revelation with my wife and in-laws who were amazed,
having known my strong and unabashed views on the subject in the
past.
My wife and I had even made a special trip a few years ago
specifically for the purpose of assessing whether we might consider
returning to and working in India. We had quickly beat a retreat after
riding around the flooded streets of Bangalore (well after the rainy
season was over) for a couple of days and having experienced how it
can take longer to traverse the length of the Mumbai metropolis than
to drive from New York to Washington DC!
We had to start fairly early the following morning to make our
7:30 am international flight and everyone was keen to get a few
precious hours of sleep. I had only managed to meditate for an hour
all day, so as everyone returned to their respective sleeping rooms, I
grabbed a small sofa cushion and found a comfortable sitting spot
in our designated guest-house bedroom.
I closed my eyes to start meditating and soon the city sounds from
outside faded away as melodious background music and all I could
feel was my breathing and the physical sensations all over my body…

173

Epilogue
The journey of self-discovery and personal transformation continues…
My story didn’t end with the first ten-day camp in India. It has
now been over ten years since getting acquainted with Vipassana
and am often asked about the progression of my journey with the
technique. Did the transformation continue or was it a one-off
event? Were the benefits I experienced initially sustained beyond the
ten-day course? To what extent? Have I been able to continue with
the practice? How has meditation impacted my career, life, outlook,
health, relationships?
Let me start with some essential biographical updates. After a
two-year stint in Asia, during which time I attended that first tenday Vipassana course, I returned to the US. Shortly after I became
a father. I have managed to attend one residential Vipassana course
every year and have remained committed to the daily practice. I am
still working for the same company and have continued to progress
well in my career. And while my professional and householder
responsibilities have grown, I have actually improved my work-life
balance.
Throughout this past decade, I’ve become even more drawn to
the technique, its related teachings, and the people associated with
the Vipassana tradition. And while the initial intensity, novelty and
euphoria have subsided, the practice and its benefits have deepened
and settled at a more moderate yet transformative level relative to
the original baseline and continue to evolve, day-by-day, and with
each passing year.
The most significant changes that I had made at the time of the
first course have sustained over this time, although with some peaks
and valleys. Specifically, I have steered clear of consuming alcohol
and maintained a healthy vegetarian diet. General health and
fitness have become increasingly important aspects of life. I have
also become surprisingly less anxious about my health and physical
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condition when unwell—far from my former hypochondriac and
pill-popping self. In fact, I eschew medication entirely except in
critical situations.
Behavioral issues like anger and anxiety have not resurfaced in
an overwhelming manner. I have even found it easier to deal with
general life insecurities and have been more accepting of career
upsets. The practice has helped me have greater perspective on all
life situations and see the big picture more easily and clearly.
In the past, an adverse business development, like losing a client,
would engulf me in a disproportionate and illogical manner such
that my self-worth would get completely wrapped into it. Today,
I am able to respond proportionately and maintain a holistic and
reflective perspective.
Meditation has also had unexpectedly positive effects in my
ability to be a parent during sleepless nights when our daughter
was an infant or when, as a toddler, she tested my patience. While
I didn’t have a pre-Vipassana baseline in this aspect of life, I find
myself accepting parenting challenges far easier than my wife or I
would have expected.
Another aspect that has been surprisingly reversed is my prior
obsession with following astrological readings from learned pundits
that my family has followed for decades. I wore certain precious
gemstones as remedies to prevent avoidable future hardships and
to bestow good fortune. I would rationalize my decision to follow
this practice with some quasi-scientific explanations, wearing a
minimum of two (and sometimes three) different colored stones,
like a ruby, emerald, and sapphire, mounted in specifically correlated
metals beside my wedding band—nothing short of rapper’s bling!
These were among the important items in the valuables that I
had deposited during my first meditation camp. From the moment
I left the camp to present day, I have felt no reason to continue
wearing them, which in my case was largely out of superstition
and a desire to induce more favorable life outcomes. I hold no
prejudice against the practice of astrology, nor do I judge others
who follow these remedies. What has changed for me is the idea
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of foretelling or trying to influence the future with anything other
than my own behavior and actions.
Thus, instead of focusing on over-analyzing the past or worrying
excessively about the future, I train my energies primarily towards
cultivating and maintaining an equanimous stance in the present as
life unfolds moment-by-moment.
Today I believe that the only true yardstick of my progress on the
path (and thus in life in general) is the personal “equanimity index”
that I can self-monitor day-to-day or at a given moment. I find such
a self-styled index useful in gauging how effectively my meditation
practice is relative to my state of equanimity. This is a crude scale
but it enables me to be more self-aware about my ability to maintain
equanimity in the face of daily events. Since the true measure of
whether the meditation technique is improving the quality of my life
is through being equanimous more often than prior to starting the
practice, I find it helpful to break the scale down into more tangible
components.
The components of such an index will vary from person to
person—some of them correlate positively and others negatively to
the concept of equanimity. Mine include positive mindset correlates
such as neutrality towards outcomes, service-orientation towards
others, detachment from material pursuits and negative behavioral
indicators like irritability, restlessness, impatience, insecurity, and
negative language. Other indicators such as mind-wandering, mental
sluggishness or temptations to multi-task are clear reminders that
my practice is in need of greater tuning. These indicators help me
make micro adjustments which position me for greater success and
resilience if faced with a major calamity.
I know I am in the zone of healthy equanimity when I feel less
strongly about both big and small life choices which would otherwise
either consume me or compel me to try and dictate the outcome
that I desired. My life goals that were once focused largely on selfadvancement have started to shift towards more holistic, wholesome,
and purposeful endeavors that aim to improve the well-being of others
while also pursuing my own interests.
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As my practice of Vipassana continues, I am able to deal with
the vicissitudes of life in an increasingly equanimous and reflective
manner, though I very much remain a “work-in-progress.” The
further I travel on the path, the more I realize there is so much
further to go in building and sustaining equanimity in my life.
Naturally, the question arises—how is it that something that I
have discovered only relatively recently and clearly lived without
for decades now seems as essential and integral to life as electricity,
telephone, automobile, physical exercise or the internet? The simple
and truthful answer is that I didn’t know that such a powerfully
liberating technique existed that would unlock all the mysteries and
struggles in my life.
As I continue to make meditation part of my daily life, I have
wondered why, despite the obvious importance of our mental wellbeing, I hadn’t considered basic activities that care for the mind as
essential as those that help maintain a healthy body. We care so much
for our physical form because we can see it, touch it, and it draws
attention to itself (e.g., hunger pangs) when it needs something, but
do very little for our mind, which is the control tower that directs
our every action!
It is easy to take for granted the number of things we do to
sustain our physical body. For starters, we shower or bathe every
day to clean ourselves of dirt and other impurities. Some find that a
shower in the morning serves to refresh them and gives a necessary
kick-start to the day. Others bathe at night to soothe themselves and
prepare for a restful night. Regardless of the time of day or purpose,
cleansing our physical body is a routine we all practice and consider
essential.
We eat at least two, and more likely three, meals a day to provide
our body with adequate nourishment to sustain itself and conduct
day-to-day activities. Most of us also find time to physically workout
to provide the body an opportunity to exercise its muscles to function
well and not atrophy from disuse. This includes cardiovascular
activity to exercise the heart, the proper functioning of which is vital
to existence.
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Just as I would feel physically unclean if I went without a
shower every day, I now feel mentally cluttered when I have not
meditated for at least an hour within a 24-hour interval. I find
my “equanimity index” dipping and unwelcome feelings like
irritability, impatience, and anxiety entering my mind, so I quickly
get back into the rhythm of meditation.
As a human race, we learn, discover or invent lots of new things
that become integral parts of our lives once their value becomes
self-evident. I can only guess how the cavemen might have felt
when they first discovered bathing. Much in the same way, now
having experienced the benefits of meditation in my life, how
could I logically go back to my old pattern of living which was
clearly sub-optimal?
And thus, as a practical matter, I fit meditation into my already
packed schedule by practicing it first thing in the morning at
the very least and also later at night when circumstances permit.
This has partly become possible because I sleep less than I used to
before starting Vipassana, without consciously trying to do so or
depriving myself of sufficient overnight rest which I value as being
essential for physical health and vitality. After a few months of
oscillating, my mind and body have settled on approximately six
hours of regular sleep, which typically looks like going to bed by
11 pm and waking up automatically around 5 am.
My routine is similar on weekends and I rarely need an
afternoon nap to recover from the intense week. Sometimes on
the weekends, if I have a late night at a social event, the schedule
adjusts slightly for a day and returns back to normal quickly. This
might seem like a regimented lifestyle, but it actually feels more
liberating to me.
I now have time for everything I want to do and much
more because I have more waking and focused hours in the day.
Combined with the productivity increase at work and greater
energy level, I feel I have more time, space and energy despite
devoting a meaningful part of my day to meditation.
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The around-the-clock schedule at the meditation camps has
instilled in me the belief that every waking minute is precious, so
much so that I often find myself planning to-do’s for intervals of time
as short as five minutes! The focused attention on the task at hand
together with a mind that is unencumbered by background noise
enables expedient thinking and insight generation. Increasingly
egoless assessment of complex situations allows for quick and fair
decision-making.
I try to focus my day on purposeful activities without inducing
stress from the seemingly intense approach to managing my time.
This allows me to get more done in the same amount of time than
I would have ever imagined while leaving space for the unexpected.
So, with all these benefits accruing in my life and filled with the
energy and motivation to help others realize the value of Vipassana,
I don’t need to push myself out of bed and sit for my morning
practice.
Meditation to me is now no different than bathing or eating
or exercising. Much in the same way that we don’t willingly skip
meals or feel clean without a morning shower or energetic without
physical activity, I meditate with regularity to cleanse my mind,
nourish and recharge it. With these rich (and growing) benefits from
Vipassana, I now view meditation as something essential to my life
and well-being.
I am including a structured synopsis of some of the beneficial
changes I have experienced since I started practicing Vipassana,
both in personal and work life situations, often where I least
expected them. For ease of reference, I have categorized these along
three dimensions—mind (set), body, speech and behavior, which
reflect the three types of actions that define us—mental, physical,
and vocal.
I elaborate on some of the shifts and revelations that drove
these changes in subsequent vignettes and offer a tabular summary
at the end.
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Mind (set)

Outlook
As the understanding of the law of impermanence takes deeper
root in my mind, my general outlook on life continues to alter
considerably and typical concerns around insecurities have started
diminishing progressively. In the past, I continued to struggle when
a range of issues came up:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do I provide my loved ones with all of life’s comforts? Will
I always be able to do so in the future? Save enough for
children’s education, weddings, medical emergencies?
Will I manage to save enough funds to retire comfortably?
Will I be able to retire at a time when I am ready to step
away from professional life?
How (and sometimes why!) is it that this friend or that
colleague has a better house or car?
Am I well-liked by my professional peers and superiors? If
not, why not? What can and should I do about it?
Will I be evaluated fairly and adequately in my annual
performance appraisals? Is my career progressing well and
in the right direction? What if I lose my job suddenly?
Why are other colleagues being promoted (seemingly
undeservingly) faster than me?
What if I suffer an illness than might threaten my life?
Does my wife still love me deeply? Might she leave me
for some reason or another and I will feel completely
abandoned?
What if my parents need me to care for them and my life
situation doesn’t easily allow me to do so?

As I reflected on concerns like these, I realized that simply
thinking about them led to anxiety and stress. I chose to experience
these issues in a certain anxiety-inducing way and most of them
were about events far removed from the present moment and into
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a future that was yet to unfold. While it’s helpful to plan ahead,
worrying about events in the future (and especially doing so with
negative framing), leads to nothing but self-induced pressure and a
feeling of helplessness.
Consider the example of job security and career progression. If
instead of focusing 100% of my mindshare and energy 100% of the
time on doing the best job I can to serve my clients and my firm,
I start thinking about how my career might not be going well or I
might be at risk of losing my job, I might begin to unconsciously
focus on unproductive activities.
I would probably start to think more about what others think
about my performance or I might say some things out loud that
implied or revealed my inherent insecurity about my career. This
could likely trigger a downward spiral more than helping with
anything. First, less than 100% of my available productive capacity
would focus on doing good work, which is the only relevant
determinant of my career progressing well that is within my direct
control aside from my intrinsic skills and abilities.
Secondly, my expressions of anxiety about my future would likely
convey that impression to others, and they might genuinely doubt
my performance despite the actual results. The more I perceive that
others around me doubt my performance, the greater would be my
anxiety to demonstrate otherwise. Such attempts were likely to come
from a place of insecurity and could most often have the opposite
effect, drawing me into the downward spiral.
Finally, so what if I wasn’t evaluated favorably or even fairly all
the time? The feeling of being upset over not getting the desired
appraisal is impermanent too. As such, it will go away sooner or
later, so why worry about it?
One by one, as I have scrutinized each of my framings of various
life issues, I have discovered that it was my thinking that led to
feeling anxious and not the external circumstances. The external
environment and events will be what they will be, it’s how I choose
to relate to them or process them that determines whether I remain
equanimous and focus my efforts productively.
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At the most basic level, I have intuited that our mind feels
helpless when we force it to dwell upon subjects and situations in a
time frame (e.g., in the case of future outlook) where it cannot take
any action. The mind becomes agitated and incapable when we ask
it to apply itself to impacting outcomes in the future. The best thing
we can do to improve our future is to take positive actions in the
present, as the future is simply the offspring of the present.
An equanimous mind, “the master of the present moment,” is
one that will naturally enable a better, or as good as one’s actions
dictate, future. It has the ability to remain unperturbed if its expected
outcomes are not achieved because it inherently understands and
embodies the law of impermanence at a fundamental level.

Worthiness
My orientation towards assessing one’s worth is one of the many
things that has fundamentally changed because of the practice of
Vipassana. I grew up in an upper-middle income family in India and
both my parents had to educate themselves and work hard to provide
well for their family. Thus, the value of academic achievement and
hard-earned income has been deeply ingrained in me.
I went to a private school that was well beyond my family’s
means because my parents wanted to place their children a notch
above their socio-economic status. By giving us the best possible
education, they hoped to enable us to achieve greater success in life.
They made conscious trade-offs to prioritize our education over
other material pursuits and interests and instilled the importance of
education as a means to rising above our status-quo.
Clearly, such an upbringing, coupled with being in school where
most other kids came from wealthier families, led to a mindset that
material possessions and financial achievements defined one’s worth
and standing in society. But despite this initial hardwiring, my
original life plan was to become a professor after my doctoral work,
which was unlikely to be a financially lucrative career choice.
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Life had something else in store and I wound up in the world
of management consulting and the belief in material achievement
and recognition took deeper and firmer roots. Over the first decade
in the business world, I came to believe that a corporate executive
or professional’s value is measured by a common yardstick—
compensation.
Year after year, the first thing I would do after returning from the
year-end holidays was to check how much bonus I had received for
the previous year. The bonus became a way of feeling appreciated by
my employer and total annual compensation was the measurement
for how much value was placed on my skills as a business professional.
The media helps fuel such thinking by constantly announcing
pay packages of senior executives as part of normal business
journalism. So, I knew something was different when I came back
from the first Vipassana camp and noticed that it was nearly the
end of January and I hadn’t checked my bonus statement from the
prior year. I only looked into it because I had to submit my annual
income information to my tax preparer.
Today I think of money as an asset that helps to ensure that
my family’s essential needs are met and can also be meaningfully
put towards greater good. Wealth is something I earn from my
contribution to society, so society at large should benefit from the
wealth I earn. I no longer feel urgency around having a limitless
amount of money set aside to feel secure about the future needs of
my family. I strive instead to live a simpler life and keep material
needs to a manageable level to avoid falling into the trap of pursuing
excessive wealth as a goal in itself.
I better understand now that, like everything else, material
wealth is impermanent, and therefore it is not productive to feel
overly attached to it or fret over it. Attachment to money and other
material assets is the easiest recipe for stress and anxiety. Regardless
of how much you have, you tend to worry about either having more
or hanging on to what you have.
This isn’t to underplay or condemn the value of earning a good
living or providing for material needs in modern day living or saving
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for the future. On the contrary, I feel equally (if not more) energized
by the prospect of being a productive contributor to society through
my professional skills and effort. I simply no longer feel that the
money I earn is what equates to or acknowledges my full value as an
individual or a professional in the world.
Similarly, I had long held a notion that an individual’s academic
achievements are what measure one’s value. I naturally prided myself
in having acquired doctoral recognition, which is considered the
pinnacle of education for most and placed me at a higher echelon
relative to those with fewer degrees to their name.
Post-Vipassana, I have learned and now believe that the real
worth of an individual is measured by how equanimous they remain
when life throws them a curve ball and from the quality of their
relationships and in how they approach conflict with people who
have a contrarian point of view. I now have greater appreciation for
what truly matters in assessing the true wealth of a person.
Vipassana has also enabled me to come into contact with people
from walks of life that I would otherwise have not encountered
in my social or professional life. These are fellow meditators,
volunteers and assisting teachers who live and embody the pursuit
of equanimity. Some who have inspired me the most are not the
ones who boast of the highest academic or financial achievements.
They remind me to take a more holistic view on what it means to
grow and succeed in life.

Body

Dietary intake
My approach towards my diet is increasingly more “eat to live”
versus my pre-Vipassana “live to eat” mindset. In the past, I indulged
myself when consuming food. While it was not complete gluttony
or binge eating, it was often beyond what was necessary to provide
essential body fuel. For instance, I would eat some form of meat
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every day and would struggle with portion control when enjoying
favorite delights like tandoori chicken or lamb chops.
Through Vipassana, I now know that everything I consume has
an impact on my body in the form of a sensation or experience.
Spicy food leads to feeling warm, fried food to heaviness, drinking
water enables feeling hydrated, and so on.
Following the same logic, the idea of consuming something
sourced from a life-form with a nervous system evolved enough
to experience pain no longer appeals to me. Another aspect of the
Vipassana learning that has led me away from eating meat is that
every action I take is driven by an emotion from within. I know that
if I allow a negative emotion inside, it leads to anxiety. Choosing
to squash a fly is preceded by feeling annoyed by the insect, which
would make me slightly anxious, whether I have that awareness in
the moment or not.
It thus computes that being responsible for a pain-feeling being
losing its life to be served as my meal would also impact my state of
equanimity. I can no longer consume meat because my mind would
have to accept the moral responsibility (and its anxiety-inducing
consequences) for a life being harmed.
My choice to stop consuming meat is not driven by any religious
belief. Prior to Vipassana, I had consumed meat almost my entire
life, and my religious affiliation hasn’t changed since practicing
meditation. Becoming vegetarian has been the most significant
change in my diet since I started meditating.
I am currently experimenting with moving towards a completely
plant-based diet with the same inherent logic of avoiding harming
animals for my dietary needs. While not completely vegan yet, my
consumption of dairy is now limited to occasional cheese (including
Indian-styled paneer) and yogurt. I find it relatively easy to procure
enough dietary protein through plant-based sources, contrary to the
myth that the dairy and meat industry might perpetuate.
Other aspects of my diet are either a work-in-progress or under
constant experimentation.
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For one, I continue to struggle with the quantity of food I
consume (some old habits die hard!), but I do have a much greater
awareness now about a few things:
1.
2.
3.

When I am truly hungry versus simply craving some food
item out of the desire for a sensory experience or as a
response to some external stressor.
When I am well-fed and can stop eating but choose to go
on to fulfill food cravings.
How much food I need to eat during a given meal based on
(and proportional to) my level of physical activity, before or
after the meal.

Increasingly so, I am now able to check myself from either
succumbing to food cravings or overeating. What’s different about
the times when I can versus the times when I cannot?
I can stop eating by reminding myself that the sensory experience
of taste (which is what I crave) is impermanent. In other words, I
would be continuing to eat to sustain (or bring back) a certain taste
into my mouth. Ironically, the minute the food moves down the
throat, I can no longer experience its taste, so I keep having more of
it to make the flavor linger.
When I am aware of the impermanence of the taste of food, I
can stop as soon as I have had enough food to serve as body fuel. My
conscious mind is able to guide me when this point has arrived. It’s
when I am under any level of stress, while traveling (especially when
jet-lagged), at a social meal, or when my inner mind is untamed that
I do not have access to these inner signals and tend to overeat. The
same is true for eating when not hungry and I find myself eating to
fulfill some craving or to cater to some emotional need.
Some other dietary habits have changed naturally. My intake of
caffeine has reduced considerably and is now mostly tea, aside from
indulging in an occasional cappuccino or a decaf espresso for the
taste and experience or after a formal meal. I have discovered the
joy of sipping on plain hot water (or infused with lime or lemon),
which has nearly the same sensory experience as tea but without the
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caffeine. I find myself snacking mostly on fruits, nuts, and drinking
a lot of water. My simple explanation for these changes is that a
balanced mind has the conscious ability to make healthier lifestyle
choices.
Finally, as a practical matter, I have noticed that it is easier to
meditate when I moderate the quantity of food intake. My lay
explanation is that the mind is too busy digesting food to focus on
meditating when I am overfed!

Alcohol consumption
Interestingly, I somehow managed to get through college without
getting acquainted with any form of alcohol. Even in my first year
of graduate school, I had only imbibed a few samples of vodka with
orange juice. It wasn’t until I turned 22 in my second year at the
University of Michigan that I developed a real appreciation for every
variety of alcohol known to man. The appreciation soon became a
hobby and it was a habit by the time I started working at age 25.
I was not a chronic drunk, but I really enjoyed my drinks with a
nice meal, in social gatherings and at sporting events. Six months in
Italy during my second year in consulting led to an interest in fine
wines. A higher pay-check year after year increased my ability and
willingness to indulge in rare and exquisite single malts. Three olive
dry martinis started any nice meal with colleagues or clients when
I was on the road, followed by wine with the entrée, and a port or
liqueur after dinner to accompany a round of cheese, fruit or dessert.
Frequent work travel also meant easy access to alcohol on flights
where it’s hard to keep count of how many drinks I consumed, as the
attendants continue topping-off glasses of wine. My overall intake
was probably just within the limit set by the medical community of
14 drinks a week for male adults. Drinking was an integral part of
my social and professional life. I experienced it as something that
relaxed my mind and was a customary social lubricant.
I was an enabler when it came to drinking and would play
the role of the party host or social event organizer, ensuring that
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everyone had enough to drink and was having a great time. I didn’t
spare the occasional teetotaller in my circle of acquaintances and
colleagues, often badgering them about being a light-weight for
not drinking. Everyone who knew me well associated me with a
fondness for alcohol.
As chronicled in the day-to-day account of my time at the first
Vipassana camp, it slowly became a certainty that I would never
willingly drink alcohol again. Initially, I was working through the
anticipated hardship of potentially feeling isolated among friends
and drinking buddies, or clients and colleagues who had experienced
me as a wine and scotch aficionado and might find it strange to see
me abstaining from drinking. Slowly, I found answers to all these
minor puzzles and returned to day-to-day life confident about my
resolve to completely eradicate alcohol from my lifestyle.
Forsaking alcohol was completely unplanned and unexpected.
My father-in-law was accurate in predicting that I would be craving
to have a stiff drink or two after ten long and dry days at the
meditation camp is why he came prepared with alcoholic libations
for the first evening we spent together after the course. I hadn’t even
been disciplined enough to follow the guidance from the course
registrar to moderate or abstain from intoxicants two weeks prior
to the camp and had enjoyed my fair share of scotch on the rocks
at an Indian wedding the night before the camp started! I would
likely have abandoned the idea of the meditation camp altogether
had I thought that a loss of interest in drinking might be a potential
outcome of attending!
Given my former interest in drinking, how could I not return
to it? Because the basic reason that led me to habitually consume
alcohol came crashing down when I learned to meditate. Aside from
the social lubricant aspect, I had been drinking to relax my mind,
thinking that alcohol-induced relaxation would lead to de-stressing
and a state of bliss and happiness. Meditation clearly demonstrated
to me that I need to have a more aware mind to be truly happy from
the inside. So how could I now willingly consume a substance that
numbs the mind and senses?
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Alcohol has no nutritional value, so there’s no rationale to
ingest it for the sake of a healthier body. And if the effect it had
on my state of mind is exactly the opposite of what I now know
I need to remain equanimous, it can’t possibly be a good idea to
consume it for mental well-being either.
I recalled that alcohol was an acquired taste when I first started
consuming it. I only developed a taste for vodka by drowning it
in orange juice. Slowly I moved to red wines, then beer and then
scotch, gradually adapting my palate to accept the taste of the
various forms which were initially hard to enjoy based on flavor
alone. I had learned to like the taste of alcohol for the value I
thought it created, to relax my mind and lower the threshold to
socialize.
A simple calculation revealed to me how much I drank in a
typical year. One medium sized hard drink is 50 ml at approximately
40% alcohol content by volume, or 20 ml of pure 100% alcohol.
Similarly, a reasonably sized glass of wine is 150 ml (if you pour five
glasses from a 750 ml bottle), which at approximately 14% alcohol
content, works out to 21 ml of absolute alcohol. A typical bottle
(or can) of beer is 330 ml with roughly 6% alcohol potency, equating
to 19.8 ml of pure alcohol.
Regardless of the type of drink or its source (grapes, barley, hops),
an average drink is nearly 20 ml of 100% ethanol—C2H5OH.
Rounding up to approximately 15 drinks a week, which was safely
what I was consuming at the rate of two to four drinks a night four
to six times a week, that works out to 300 ml of absolute alcohol a
week. Grossing that up to an annual number, that’s a whopping 15
liters of 100% pure ethyl alcohol!
So, every year, I was washing my body with a quantity of an
intoxicating chemical that represented two to three times the total
amount of blood in my system. Knowing the number of Patiala
pegs (or double drinks) I liked to pour or the half liters of beer I
would wash down over long brunches, this is actually a relatively
conservative estimate. And to think I was doing all this to help
facilitate my mental faculties to enable a perceived sense of relaxation?
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What had become self-evident through meditation was that those
efforts to numb my mind, to take the edge off and feel de-stressed,
actually led to a state of mind that was less aware, less able to be
centered and focused on the present moment in an equanimous
way. What’s more, conditioning the mind and body to rely on
an external, chemical substance as a source for stress-relief creates
dependency and causes disappointment when it is unavailable or in
short supply.
At a more foundational level, as was evident through the first tenday course and ever since, abstaining from intoxicants is an essential
ingredient in enabling mental concentration and mindfulness,
essentials for an impactful meditation practice and stress-free life.
Because my commitment to Vipassana and the benefits its
practice is bestowing on my life is far more valuable than the
momentary pleasure derived from an alcohol buzz, I have found it
easy to stick with my initial resolve to abstain completely.
I have also concluded that if inclusion or affinity with certain
friends, colleagues, or acquaintances is to be a drinker then perhaps
I was seeking the wrong company and any loss of social standing
or business prospect is well worth the trade-off for the pursuit of
equanimity.

Sleep
I remember once sleeping through a mild earthquake in early childhood
when everyone else was bolting outdoors and on another occasion
protesting when being awakened as water was flooding my belowground level room during a monsoon in India. However, as a young
adult, prankful schoolmates turned me into a light and watchful sleeper.
As an adult I have had trouble sleeping in cars, trains, hotels,
airplanes, and even generally in my own bed if conditions for sleep are
not nearly perfect. In marriage this evoked many arguments as my wife
likes to read or watch TV before going to bed. We had to compromise
with gadgets like long-range headphones that would connect to the TV
for her and eye blinders for me when she would read late in the evening.
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From the time I started meditating my requirement for perfect
sleep conditions has been reset. While still unable to fully rest in
mobile conditions, I can now fall asleep in modest ambient light
and sounds.
This might not seem like a big change, but for me it feels like
a miraculous reversal of conditioning. My new ability to sleep has
eliminated many frustratingly groggy mornings. I believe this is
another manifestation of a less reactionary mind not consumed with
combating external conditions while winding down from the day. In
the past, it was as if my mind was constantly on high-alert and the
slightest imperfection in the environment would trigger it to stay
actively awake. I have also noticed that I can sleep with greater ease in
new environments when traveling, which as a traveling consultant,
is frequent. In the past, I would self-medicate with alcoholic drinks
over dinner, only to wake up in the middle of the night dehydrated
and often unable to fall asleep again. Though alcohol seemingly
relaxes the mind at the onset, it wreaks havoc on the neurobiological
system as it makes its way through the body in subsequent hours.
While it’s not comparable to sleeping in my own bed at home, I
have much less trepidation and trouble falling asleep in hotel rooms.
If I do, instead of fretting or looking for a way to numb my mind, I
sit up and meditate for a few minutes, which often helps me to fall
asleep.
Another truly unexpected and initially disconcerting change I
noticed with my sleep since I developed a regular meditation practice
is that I’m either dreaming less or not remembering my dreams
upon waking up. This was a noticeable change from previously
remembering my dreams almost every night.
It took me some time to make peace with this change as I was
fond of remembering my dreams whether they were pleasant or
worrisome—often trying to piece together their significance and
enjoying sharing them with my wife. In college I once wrote an essay
titled, “I dream, therefore I am,” inspired by the more well-known
postulate by Decartes, making the case that dreaming could be a
state of alternative reality that proves one’s full existential awareness.
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After getting accustomed to not dreaming for long periods of
time and then occasionally experiencing a dream here or there, I
have come up with a hypothesis for why and how this has been
impacted through meditation. My theory is that dreams represent
the inner mind’s attempt to process unfinished mental formations.
Today, this unfinished mental work is completed during meditation,
enhancing the quality of my sleep.
In college I started a dream diary at the urging of a writing
professor where I would diligently journal my recollection of any
dreams upon waking up in the morning or even during the night
if woken up by a dream. The idea of a dream diary now seems like
a remote possibility as it might take a year to produce the content
I would have in a month in my pre-meditation days. When I do
start experiencing dreams with any regularity, I conclude that I must
be going through an eventful period or not meditating frequently
enough.
Meditating with regularity has also reduced my sleep requirement
by at least an hour and turned me into a morning person. This
makes sense because meditation is a form of “awake rest” and even
though the body is not in prone position, the mind is relaxing and
recharging, thus allowing someone like me, who is more mentally
than physically exhausted at day’s end, to feel refreshed after only 6
hours of sleep and enable an early start to the new day.
I don’t treat this development as a badge of honor, or an affront
to those who are believers in the maxim of 8 hours of nightly rest
being essential for humans. Rest, for me, is as much (if not more)
about resting the mind more than providing relaxation to the body.
People often complain that they don’t sleep well because they
have “too much on their mind.” I have found that the hour(s) spent
in daily meditation have become a healthy partial substitute for
mental rest that comes from sleep and thus I need less of it naturally
when meditating regularly.
I have truly surprised myself by becoming an early morning person
from the nocturnal animal I always had been, and I now fill my days
with additional productive time I never thought possible.
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I share these developments not to challenge anyone’s personal
sleep requirements or early-bird vs. night-owl tendencies, but only as
pragmatic inspiration that fitting meditation into one’s schedule does
not compromise one’s required nightly sleep. It actually leads to a natural
mind-body equilibrium and an adequate rest and recovery cycle.

Athletics
I continue to notice a positive impact in my athletic activities, particularly
in my game of squash, from practicing meditation. The enhanced mindbody alignment provides more agility and mental presence on the court.
I find myself anticipating the opponent’s shot better and moving more
swiftly across the court to return the ball.
I also find that my shot selection is more varied from what it was in the
past. Previously, my shots were subjectively and emotionally influenced.
Today I choose more objectively, accessing my experiential memory of
the shots that have a higher likelihood of unsettling my opponent.
The initial weight loss experienced through mindful eating has
certainly helped me be nimbler on the squash court, but the real benefit
comes from my mind being more aware, alert, and equanimous when
my meditation practice is strong and regular. In the past there would be
background processing going on in my mind while playing—thoughts
about work, brooding over some nasty email received, worrying about
a client, planning weekend activities, etc. These extraneous thoughts
clutter the mind and keep it from focusing its entire capacity on the
game.
One often hears players say to themselves, “Focus!” or “Concentrate!”
during the game when they hit a lousy shot or make an unforced error.
It’s like asking a computer to run a complex database query when
the available cache or processor speed has been diminished by other
programs. Clearly, we realize that focused concentration of the mind
enables enhanced performance during any activity, especially sports.
Thus, a technique that naturally, inherently, and spontaneously makes
the mind focus intensely on the current activity so that the conscious
mind is free of clutter is a welcome change.
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Another thing I have noticed in my game is that I used to become
easily upset with myself when I hit a bad or losing shot. Now, because
of my belief that all things are impermanent (including victory, loss,
poor timing or a bad shot), I coolly try to move on to the next point
in the match. Having also learned that negative thoughts lead to
anxiety and anxiety has a way of multiplying itself exponentially, I
try to steer clear of thoughts that drive anxiety and impatience while
playing squash.
I can remember many games where I got upset at some moment
and the rest of the match grew progressively worse. This is something
we all consciously know but have a hard time internalizing and
applying in the heat of the game. Practicing Vipassana slowly resets the
mind to detach itself from outcomes and enables equanimity through
such small upsets and allows for a more even-keeled temperament.
In addition to squash, I frequently run and occasionally swim.
Both these activities have benefited from practicing meditation.
While running, I have noticed that my steps are much more
coordinated, my hand movements tight and rhythmic and my
back straight. Previously, my feet would not land with rhythm and
my arms flail a bit and I would find myself drooping awkwardly as
the body became tired during exercise.
I no longer feel bored and am choosing not to turn on the TV
when on a treadmill or use headphones and listen to music when
running outdoors. I also feel much less exhausted after running.
My mind is happy and satisfied, completely focused on running
and paying attention to every aspect of the physical activity that
it is directing.
I have also surprised myself by building an interest in long
distance running, an activity I never felt drawn to in the past and
have since completed two marathons and several half-marathons
in recent years aside from enjoying recreational long-runs on
weekends when I can spare the time and find the weather to be
conducive.
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My swimming feels more streamlined now. My body pierces the
water with a bit more deliberation and accuracy. I am not a seasoned
swimmer. In fact, a fear of deep water has persisted over the years.
But now, I feel little or no fear when in the deep end. I feel more
comfortable trying new strokes (e.g., backstroke) that I previously
considered too hard to experiment with for fear of losing balance.
I am now making steady progress and enjoying the lazy back-float!
I once read that serious athletes and other sports professionals
meditate (typically a form of breathing observation or body scans)
to improve their concentration and to tune-in with their bodies,
especially before a major tournament or performance. In addition
to the intense physical training, strict diet and disciplined lifestyle,
there is a role for fine-tuning and quieting the mind to enable
optimum performance.
It is the mind’s ability to focus and channel the entire body’s
energy and movement that lead to spectacular performances, which
can appear humanly impossible. The term “playing unconscious”
has a much greater meaning for me now, having experienced the
power of a more attuned inner mind.

Speech and behavior

Language
I have noticed a distinct and natural change in my choice of words
since learning and practicing Vipassana in at least two distinct ways:
1.

2.

When characterizing difficult situations, I frame them
more constructively than in the past and naturally eschew
negative orientations (unless where absolutely necessary
given the gravity of the situation).
I rarely (if at all) use swear words, which used to be as
frequent as punctuation marks in the past when under
stress, or sometimes in jest.
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I believe there are specific reasons for these conscious and
spontaneous changes. First, it seems as if my mind processes
unfavorable situations with less severity. As such, the framing
of difficult situations is naturally and increasingly neutral or
even slightly positive at times. The second change seems to be
driven from the basic principle of self-inflicted, anxiety-inducing
behavior. Having experienced that as soon as my mind entertains
a negative thought or emotion, the resultant impact is anxiety, my
mind now naturally steers clear of language that is negative and
offensive.
While for some (including myself in the past), using swear
words is no big deal or just a form of expression or a way of finding
a release, I have realized that no matter how conditioned we might
become to using foul language, the moment we use an expletive to
relay a thought, something inside of us becomes agitated and the
balance of the mind shifts ever so slightly.
The reason we use negative language is because we are upset in
the present moment or concerned about something playing out
unfavorably in the future. It is an act of expressing unpleasantness
and is thus, in itself, a form of unpleasantness. It leads to generation
and multiplication of anxiety in oneself and those around us. A
mind that has become conditioned to maintain its equanimity will
find it hard (and somewhat illogical) to voluntarily take actions
that induce anxiety upon itself through use of unwholesome
language.
I never understood before why certain wise people would
always stress that the language we use is important and that choice
of each and every specific word matters a great deal. I used to
think of words as emotionless building blocks of communication.
I now realize that the precise choice of language conveys the state
of mind of the person expressing it. Today, I find myself naturally
paying more attention to my written and spoken words.
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Relationships
Speaking of human relationships and interactions more broadly, I
am much more comfortable with the time I spend alone (meditating,
exercising, reading, writing, thinking) and time spent alone has
increased in quantity relative to the past. I also find that I am less
inhibited in all relationships, finding it easier to open up and to
develop new relationships with less discomfort.
In the past, despite any appearance of extroversion (partly
given the nature of my profession), I was always somewhat
socially reserved and not one who would take the initiative to
strike up a new conversation or seek out a new relationship. The
fear of the unknown and the risk of unequal interest from the
other person would hold me back from initiating a connection.
And though my personality hasn’t changed wholesale in this
time, I feel increasingly more comfortable in taking social risks,
less concerned with the outcome, and developing some new
friendships.
Another attribute in this relational context is how I relate
to others—both my family and those whom I interact with
professionally. For instance, today I feel some degree of
compassion when I observe people doing things that would have
irritated me in the past. I find myself naturally spending more
time with my junior colleagues and peers, discussing their lives
and how I can be of help to them in their careers and their overall
well-being vs focusing entirely on business topics.
I don’t feel rushed when having such conversations as I did
before. It’s easier for me to let go of any perceived pressure of
work being left unattended while I spend time talking about
personal issues. I not only care more genuinely about people than
I did in the past, I am also comfortable in the belief that my work
will get done satisfactorily, if not better perhaps, because I have
increased mental productivity and problem-solving creativity
that enables better and faster solutions.
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There is another aspect of relationships that has been impacted.
Previously, a lot of my social (and even some professional)
interactions had one common denominator—alcohol. The
lifestyle choice of not drinking has impacted a small subset of
my old friends and acquaintances who don’t quite know how to
be around me or relate to me since I no longer enjoy alcohol.
These relationships have either diminished partially or entirely or
this aspect of our bonding has become irrelevant.
But the vast majority of my old friends, colleagues, and clients
have fully respected, embraced, or deem irrelevant my decision to
abstain. In fact, it rarely ever comes up as an issue of any kind. I have
also been able to build completely new relationships (personal and
professional) without needing alcohol as a social lubricant.
One of the most interesting relationship-oriented development
is that a whole host of new like-minded people have come into my
circle. Fellow meditators or travelers on a similar path, who also don’t
drink. With them I am building great friendships and camaraderie.
This gives me a lot of joy and satisfaction as in the past most new
and rapid friendships were often facilitated over social drinking and
had less real connection and substance.
It is also worth mentioning that my most important personal
relationship—with my wife—has seen a marked improvement. And
I don’t let myself believe that for a minute longer than she would
concur with that view. In all seriousness, the reason I know this has
been the case because when asked by our friends and family, she
unequivocally says that she prefers the post-Vipassana version of her
husband and it has positively impacted our relationship.
Another substantive evidence of her favorable assessment is
her joint commitment in enabling me to maintain my meditation
practice. And this is not limited to my daily meditation practice
but also in careful planning so I can attend a silent retreat each year
without creating additional burden on her in household and child
rearing matters. We have developed mechanisms to ensure that when
I am away on Vipassana courses, either one set of our parents visit us,
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or she travels to them and spend time together. This has the added
benefit of our daughter spending quality time with her grandparents.
And all this elaborate planning is made worthwhile by her
experiencing me materially differently as a husband. Specifically, she
calls out marked improvements in my attention span, temper and
irritability when I interact with her. One side benefit of my decision
to abstain from alcohol is less boisterous behavior, which was a
perennial dissatisfier for her as I would needlessly put her and others
down in jest, especially in social gatherings after a few drinks. An
area that remains a work in progress in her opinion is my listening
skills and being able to immerse myself fully into a conversation
with her when she expects and deserves my complete attention.
I am sure every girl believes her dad is the best and every father
dotes on his daughter excessively. Thus, it’s not exceptional that
my daughter and I have a special relationship nor is there a way
of knowing what it would have been like without my meditation
practice. Yet with that caveat, my wife and I both feel that the
patience and understanding I am able to exhibit in parenting
our daughter is certainly enhanced through the equanimity built
through Vipassana.
Other personal relationships, especially close ones with
my sister and her family, my parents and in-laws have become
more harmonious and energizing. All these people had a clear
pre-Vipassana baseline on my behavior patterns such as interaction
style, level of self-orientation, entrenched viewpoints, and have
noticed how my outlook has broadened and my reactive nature has
softened.
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Mind (set)
Theme

Focus and
attention

Awareness

Pre-Vipassana baseline Post-Vipassana (present day)
Focused attention, when
High degree of minddesired, on one task at a
wandering
time
Switching tasks consciously
Unconsciously and
unproductively prone when needed vs multitasking
to multi-tasking
Low self-awareness
and diffused insight
into others

Visibly hassled when
Stress level certain situations not
and anxiety playing out according
to my expectations
Outlook

Conscious of thoughts,
emotions, and physical
surroundings
Increasingly equanimous
towards outcomes whether
favorable or unfavorable for
me

Insecure about future Increasing comfort with
uncertainty and neutral
and uncomfortable
perspective on life situations
with uncertainty

Correlated
to academic,
Worthiness professional,
or monetary
achievement

Belief that social, economic
or academic standing is not
the primary indicator of selfworth (mine or others)
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Body
Theme
Dietary
intake

Pre-Vipassana baseline Post-Vipassana (present day)
“Live to eat” mindset Increasingly “eat to live”
Frequent meat-eater

Completely vegetarian;
increasingly vegan

Alcohol
2 or more drinks 4-6 Abstinent and no longer
consumption times a week
drawn to alcohol
Caffeine
Intake

Sleep

Athletics

Health

Sensitivities

4-6 cups of tea and
coffee daily

Average 2-3 cups of tea;
occasional cappuccino

Difficulty falling (or
staying) asleep

Easily able to fall asleep and
rest fully

Need 7 hours or
more to feel rested

6 hours of sleep ample
when meditating

30-60 mins. of
cardiovascular exercise
(running or squash)
2-3 times a week

Similar frequency and
intensity with greater
mind-body and breathing
connection when exercising

Chronic back pain
managed with
weekly massage
or chiropractic
treatment

Near abolition of back
pain, now episodic and
manageable through
meditation and occasional
massage

Prone to frequent
illness and
hypochondria

Frequency of sickness
and its severity / recovery
reduced considerably

Easily perturbed by
sounds, insects, and
animals

More tolerance towards
sounds; empathy towards
all life forms
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Speech and behavior
Theme

Pre-Vipassana baseline Post-Vipassana (present day)
Frequent use of swear
Find it hard to conceive or
words in stressful
verbalize foul language
situations

Language

Conflict
resolution
disposition

Often negative choice
of expression to
describe and address
difficult situations

Increasingly neutral
or positive framing of
situations despite them
being undesirable

Need to convince
others about sanctity
of my views

More discerning of where,
when or if my viewpoint is
critically important

Visibly upset or
unhappy when my
ideas get overruled

Genuinely sanguine when
my ideas are not the
winning ones

Kinship with likeminded people and
Relationships slight avoidance from
those with divergent
and social
interests
orientation

Favorable disposition
towards all beings and
open-minded about
finding common ground
even with contrarian
people

Outwardly
Increasingly comfortable
extroverted yet
with proactive outreach
reserved in unfamiliar
and socializing
social settings
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***
Over the last decade, starting with my time in Singapore and
now in the US, I have been volunteering my time to assist with
Dhamma related service activities. Shortly after my first ten-day
course, I found an opportunity to give service for the first half of
a ten-day course that was arranged at a non-center location on St.
John’s island in Singapore. This allowed me to serve others (new
students in the tradition being especially rewarding) and helped me
begin the journey of repaying the debt of gratitude that I have felt
since my first exposure to the technique.
After returning to New York the following year, I discovered
a nascent local Vipassana chapter and began providing service in
small and big ways and have found another family in this saṅgha
(community) of fellow seekers who are establishing a meaningful set
of activities in what can be argued is one of the most concentrated
and important population centers in the world.
Serving in this local community has deepened my practice and
has been a huge source of strength during periods in which I was
dealing with some life challenges. When my practice becomes
irregular, sitting with this group brings me back into rhythm.
Through the privilege to serve on the local Vipassana trust
in New York, I have participated in an effort to bring ten-day
residential camps to the metro area at non-center campsites. The
intent is to make Vipassana meditation more accessible to busy New
Yorkers who might find it a hurdle to travel to the nearest centers
in Massachusetts or Delaware as we look to building a permanent
residential meditation center in the metropolitan area in the not too
distant future.
I also had the fortune to assist with coordinating special one-day
meditation camps and Dhamma talks led by senior teachers in the
tradition for practicing students to help them stay on the path and
maintain continuity in their practice. These events typically draw
over 200 meditators (or “old students”, as they are known in the
tradition having completed at least one ten-day Vipassana course)
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and it is most satisfying to see this large group meditating together
in the conference center in my office and spreading positive vibes
into a busy, corporate environment.
While time consuming to devote discretionary energies towards
this cause, I find the time I spend towards Dhamma service to be
richly rewarding while also aiding me in the deepening of my own
practice.
Aside from giving Dhamma service, I find myself keenly spreading
the word about Vipassana through speaking about its benefits to
students, executives, colleagues, at schools and university campuses,
companies, offices and town halls. It is my hope that a senior corporate
executive talking about meditation and its relevance in modernday life might draw more leaders to consider the possibilities from
exploring the practice. It gives me great energy and joy to share the
merits of the technique with others and serves to express my gratitude
for the benefits I have received through the practice of Vipassana.

***
With all the positive benefits through continued adherence to
the practice of Vipassana, I would be remiss to skip mentioning that
there continue to be ups and downs in my journey on the path. The
strength and continuity of my practice ebbs and flows, much as I try
to keep it steady. I find it particularly hard to maintain the practice
when on vacations or when work-related travel gets too intense. I
then find myself falling back into some of the habits and patterns
that drove me to explore the technique in the first place. Sometimes
it can take me a while to get back to the practice with reasonable
regularity. At such times, practicing with others or starting with
ānāpāna for a period of time allows my mind to become less
agitated. Sometimes, the only way to regain the momentum is to
attend a one-day course in the company of other fellow meditators,
which are offered to old students as a way to recharge their practice.
Unexpected “system turbulence”, such as difficult life events,
real-time shocks or things that trigger old emotional tendencies, do
create set-backs—some more intense than others. However, what
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I find now is that the fallouts are noticeably modest, the recovery
period relatively rapid. And I find that both the amplitude and
frequency of these setbacks have reduced considerably, and a healthy
level of well-being is maintained throughout which is much higher
than my pre-Vipassana baseline.
Take for instance a domestic argument which in the past could
escalate quickly, get amplified to include extraneous details and take
days or maybe even a week to overcome. Today a disagreement at
home most often remains contained and feels more like a healthy
debate or fair fight, allowing a swifter resolution and restoration of
pleasant demeanor.
During such times, I find myself less agitated from the inside and
more able to unconsciously regulate my response rather than being
swept with the emotional current with seemingly little control over
the situation. I also feel more self-aware of my emotional response,
able to dissociate myself from the confrontation and am more
objective, instead of being carried away in my subjective feelings
about whatever caused the conflict.
My wife has reflected that in the past that I had a tendency
to extend the fight by replaying my arguments over and over and
make below the belt remarks that caused a level of hurt that left
her distraught and feeling disrespected. Today, she notices neither
the same level of rage in me during our squabbles nor the choice of
words that can cause lasting damage.
Early on in my practice when faced with the decision about
staying in Singapore or relocating to the US, we tossed and turned,
or I should factually say that I was doing most of the tossing and
turning as my wife was clear on her position to prolong our stay
abroad. I was truly puzzled by my inability to come to a definitive
decision that would balance various objectives and avoid prolonging
the thought process. On the one hand, my career aspirations would
be more easily realized and have less risk in the US and on the other
hand personal lifestyle, professional renewal, and proximity to
family in India would all benefit by choosing to stay in Singapore.
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I consulted a countless number of people to validate that I wasn’t
misrepresenting the upside and downside aspects of this decision.
Especially of taking the riskier—and certainly less trodden—path
of staying put. In the end, as is often with such conundrums in life,
the answer was not clear cut but more like “well, there isn’t one right
or wrong answer; it’s what feels right for you and would be best for
your family.”
This decision would impact me and my wife equally, and
knowing my wife’s clear preference, the decision weighed even
heavier and I felt that I needed to be absolutely sure that I wasn’t
going to drag her back to New York for selfish, career-driven
motivation and later come to regret it for some unforeseeable
reason. I was also aware that this move was logistically and
physically significant—as Singapore and New York are literally
12 time zones apart!
There was some slight solace in that many couples like us who
had moved to Singapore from either the US or Europe would
often contemplate such a choice with similar considerations.
What didn’t help my cause as much in these conversations was
that the near majority of these other couples ended up choosing
Asia over returning to the West, including those with no prior
connection to Asia.
The consideration tipping the scale in each single instance
was kids—which of the locations is the better place to raise
them, easier to hire domestic, care-giving help, better quality
of education, more cultural diversity, etc etc. Knowing that my
wife’s instincts (and might go so far as to say the wiser feminine
gender in general) being better than mine, I thought long and
hard of ways to make Singapore our longer-term home.
But in the end, I implored my wife to agree to return to
the US and made her a promise that our next geographic move
would be entirely driven by her choice. She agreed while kicking,
screaming and literally in tears as she left behind fond friends
and all I could think was that I hope I am not wrong about this
very difficult and multi-faceted decision.
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Associating with Vipassana provided the much-needed comfort. I
arranged a rushed dinner meeting with the regional area teachers for
Vipassana at Changi international airport right before their overnight
flight to wherever they were headed next on their Dhamma service
tour.
This brief conversation gave me much needed external perspective
and a reality check that forced me to stop spinning with indecision.
I recall the expression on their faces once they had heard my “big
dilemma” (as I had described it when seeking the meeting). They said,
“Well, let’s look at this situation. You are saying that you can either
stay in Singapore or you can go back to New York. A rather excellent
set of choices and yet a decision needs to be a made.” Their advice was
simply to not operate from a place of anxiety, pick one option and go
with it. As they were leaving, one of them winked at me and quipped,
“one thing is certainly true that now would not be a good time to
write another book on equanimity!”
I was already off-kilter on that subject with my wife’s opinion that
the original book itself wasn’t a good idea for fear that my enhanced
mental state wouldn’t last, and I would risk making a public fool of
myself in over-sharing the initial euphoria from learning Vipassana.
And wasn’t this period of prolonged indecision proving out her view?
I share this vignette as an illustration that while progress on the
path has been relatively steady, there have been some oscillations with
large amplitude that are yet challenging to overcome with perfect
equanimity.
An impactful difference, even in these highly turbulent moments, is
that there might now be an appreciation for not taking myself quite so
seriously as I might have done in the past as the practice of meditation
plumbs deeply the notion of impermanence in all phenomenon that
govern this universe. And yet, in that intense moment or perturbation,
it’s easy to get crippled by these seemingly “do or die” life choices.
Another first-world problem occurred a few years later when I
was passed up for the coveted promotion to senior partner—two
years in a row, once not having even been formally considered and
next time in an apparent near-miss outcome.
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This felt particularly ironic since a higher likelihood of career
progression was a key driver in the decision to return to New York. That
it hadn’t panned out (and especially in the desired time frame) caused me
to feel that relocating my family had been futile.
I was provided assurances by many colleagues that I would be a shooin for promotion in the following year and yet I knew that nothing in life,
and never mind in an intense meritocratic profession, is ever guaranteed.
Nor could it help my counter predicament of “was I wrong in relocating
my household after all?”
Luckily, my wife was now relatively happy and had built a satisfying
life in New York with the addition of our daughter and a job she liked.
Fortunately, the news of my second deferral for senior partner election
coincided with my annual Vipassana retreat. I went into the course with
all these agitations in my mind.
As with all prior courses, after the first few days when the external
factors subside, the mind realizes how trivial all these outward
considerations really are (important as they might be in a worldly
light). As the mind focuses its attention inward on eradicating mental
defilements at the root level in the pure and intense environment of
the retreat, the impermanency in all phenomenon that govern these
superficial and mundane matters is spontaneously revealed.
And while I did not emerge from the days of silent meditation and
forced introspection with a clear answer, I did have greater insight and
clarity about my career choices. I knew I had made choices based on
wanting to prove something to myself and others.
A side note on a state of ambivalence, which is what I found
myself exhibiting in this context, as can sometimes be confused with
equanimity. While seemingly close cousins on the surface, they are
distinctly different. Ambivalence is indifference and disinterest which
can lead to self-sabotaging behavior at worst and certainly a reduction in
effort in the least as one loses the focus toward a goal or outcome.
Equanimity is the composed and balanced state of mind regardless of
the outcome. While one’s effort doesn’t diminish from the aspired goal,
the mindset is of neutral acceptance and choiceless observation which
allows one to maintain mental balance no matter which way events go.
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But this meta-realization did not remove the fact that I still had
an important decision to make—whether to trust the system and
give it another go (which meant another year of similar effort and
dedication towards the pursuit), or make peace with the moment
and see it as a sign indicating a career change and embark upon that
transition. A sudden change would be a plunge into the unknown, a
departure from the only professional environment I had ever known
coming out of academia.
I sought the opinion of my local spiritual guide, the Vipassana
area teacher for the North East region. The essence of his advice was
this—if you are truly unable to make a decision, then don’t make
one until you absolutely must. So, I moved forward as is and allowed
things to manifest, which indeed did occur the following year.
Too often, we thrust the need to make decisions sooner than we
must due to anxiety associated with an uncertain future or to protect
ourselves from an outcome we are unwilling or unable to stomach
and thus we act preemptively, often at our own peril.
Let me end this career indecision saga on a somewhat humorous
note. In sharing these mental fluctuations with a local assistant
teacher for Vipassana in New York, he remarked consolingly that
sometimes he is unable to decide on something as insignificant as
whether to take the subway or to walk to his destination, so the idea
that a big decision about one’s career choices requires more time and
consideration is only natural and not to beat myself up too much
over it or let it cause unnecessary self-doubt!

***
The greatest test of equanimity came during the unprecedented
global and personal disruption caused by the corona virus pandemic
in 2020 and continues to an extent even as I write this piece.
That the whole world faced into it in some way, shape, or form
and nearly simultaneously so, made it quite the extraordinary event
that upended the essentials of modern-day life as we know it. This
unparalleled situation not witnessed in at least the last 100 years,
forced many of us to reassess our lives, livelihoods, and lifestyles.
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A new strain of virus previously not seen in humans and
originating in Asia, started spreading at the end of 2019 and quickly
reached pandemic proportions by early 2020. The virus had a rapidly
spreading tendency and a relatively high hospitalization and mortality
rate compared to prior diseases with a similar profile. By the time
authorities fully faced the threat of the disease, too many people were
already infected and in need of serious medical attention. Eventually,
most countries instituted measures such as lockdowns which restricted
life significantly but were somewhat effective in slowing down the
rapid spread of the virus, at least for a period of time.
As can be expected, urban areas like New York city were more
deeply impacted during the pandemic with the higher population
density, significant use of mass transit making transmission of the virus
swift and extensive, an already fragile and overused health system, and
the center of the economy for the country, if not the world. Struggling
with restrictions on movement and fearing contagion, many of our
friends and colleagues started to flee the city—some for a short period
of time and others permanently—for more spacious, scenic, and
comforting surroundings. We decided to stay put to avoid further
and yet unpredictable disruption to our lifestyle as we happened to be
settling into a new living space at that time.
As the virus ravaged the world and devoured lives, it become evident
to us in our microcosm that life as we knew it would not be restored to
any sense of normalcy for an extended period of time. Our daughter’s
schooling was canceled and eventually resumed remotely. My wife got
stuck in limbo between her prior job and unable to fully launch her
private therapy practice. We lost our childcare as our nanny couldn’t
safely commute to our home. My work quickly became remote,
which meant joining meetings via video and phone, which in normal
times would be a welcome alternative from constantly being on the
road in the past, which was part and parcel of my profession so I could
spend time in person with my clients and colleagues, now started to
feel monotonous. Staring at the same four walls all day while confined
to a small study in an urban jungle wasn’t a great mood-lifter either.
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Struggling to cope with the fatigue from back-to-back virtual
meetings, I started drinking coffee again on a daily basis, which
had otherwise become only an occasional indulgence since having
started Vipassana. One cup become two as the post-lunch slump
necessitated a pick-me-up to power through till dinner time. I still
kept my 4 pm cut-off for any caffeine intake as I knew otherwise my
sleep would get impacted. Unsuspectingly, however, my sleep was
disrupted anyway though I couldn’t put a finger on it till much later.
It turned out to be a combination of excess caffeine, too much time
behind electronic screens, and lack of essential daily movement that
threw my circadian rhythm for a complete toss! While being used
to 6 hours of deep and restful sleep, my body wouldn’t allow me to
remain asleep continuously for more than 4-5 hours at a time and I
would wake up in the middle of the night restless and then unable
to go back to sleep altogether.
This further meant that in order to feel sufficiently alert during
the subsequent day, I had to rely on even greater amounts of strong
black coffee. And while I knew intellectually that I was walking
myself back into the vicious cycle of caffeine addiction which I had
not only spontaneously shed after my first Vipassana course but had
also managed to contain it in subsequent years with minimal usage
of tea, I simply couldn’t shake myself out of it during this time of
intense strain.
It wasn’t until a doctor friend promptly pointed out that the
relative increase of caffeine intake must be interfering with my sleep
cycle, that it became crystal clear that black coffee had to be banished
again to being a rare indulgence and not a daily occurrence if I had
to have any luck at restoring my circadian rhythm. I also discovered
during this period that despite the efficacy of meditation to ground
me whenever needed, that sleep (or more importantly the lack of
sufficient restful sleep) was the single biggest factor in my general
well-being, mental agility, and physical energy level.
This revelation coincided with a visit to my chiropractor who
shared his formula of limiting himself to one large dose of caffeine
in the morning, and thereafter simply plying the body with water all
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day till dinner time to stay hydrated and energetic. While I naturally
drank sufficient quantities of water, I started this specific routine
and surprised myself by being able to limit my tea intake to one
oversized and strong cup in the morning and not feeling an energy
slump throughout the entire day.
Also during this time, I experienced a meaningful uptick in
stress-eating. Unhealthy snacks and desserts which I had all but
banished from my lifestyle came back in stealthy ways as comfort
food during particularly low moments. In this case, I was quite
conscious of the known downsides and yet actually encouraged my
wife not to sweat this aspect despite our growing waistlines as I felt
that depriving ourselves of these small pleasures might presently be
a poor trade-off. It is worth noting, however, that at no point during
the pandemic did I feel any urge to consume alcohol, which was also
seeing a marked rise in consumption as a coping and self-numbing
mechanism for the populace during the lockdowns. I was both
pleased with this aspect of my deconditioning through Vipassana
and also concerned for the long-term welfare of those becoming
dependent on it.
With movement and gatherings restricted, Vipassana centers all
around the world were also forced to close their doors to meditators
both to comply with local governmental orders but also importantly
to not become locations that could cause the spread of the disease.
When my annual touch-stone meditation retreat was thus canceled,
I reached out to the teachers for advice on how to arrange and
conduct a self-course for myself since I had already earmarked the
time away from work. Having heard Goenkaji describe the concept
of a self-course in the discourses, I had always wondered when a
possibility might arise that truly leaves one no other option but to
sit and meditate in isolation at home. In many ways, the self-course
was easier than I had imagined. Having practiced the technique for
ten years, the basic essence and process of the course was sufficiently
well understood by me, and the motivation couldn’t have been
stronger as I was clearly struggling with my worldly circumstances
at that time.
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The hardest part of it all was explaining to my daughter, who was
seven at the time, as to why I had to be away from her (yet within
the home) for this week-long period. My wife suggested a reasonable
compromise (which the teacher advising me was supportive of as well
as he understood my family context) that I take the morning and
afternoon meals with the family, or more importantly spend some
time with my daughter at a couple of points during the day when
taking a break from meditation. Since the evening was relatively
continuous in terms of meditation and listening to the discourses, I
opted to stay in my own space to maintain the continuity of practice.
This worked out wonderfully as it kept me from feeling guilty in
doing the self-course and yet ensuring that the majority of the time
was spent in isolation and devoted to deepening my practice.
As with other courses, I unplugged completely from the external
world. To avoid any lack of discipline, I locked away all my electronic
devices aside from an old iPad which I only use for meditation purposes.
I was amazed at all the online resources made available to old students
who opt to sit for self-courses through the dhamma.org app and on
discourses.dhamma.org website.
All in all, the self-course turned out to be a real refuge and came
at a great time. It served the purpose of re-grounding me in the midst
of this period of turmoil and more generally served to strengthen my
daily practice, which has now become more steadily two full hours
a day, as prescribed in our tradition. The self-course also raised my
confidence in knowing that even during periods of complete isolation
and inaccessibility to proper meditation centers, a part of one’s home
can be turned into a micro-center and gain the benefits from deeper
practice that is only possible during a course.
Notwithstanding the benefits of the self-course and a more regular
daily practice, I continued to experience a more strained sense of self
during this time. Losing two extended family members in my age group
during this time—both with underlying health conditions, and yet
relatively young considering modern-day life expectancy—raised the
specter of mortality as the pandemic continued to rage. The uncertainty
around the duration and extent of disruption to the economy coupled
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with having made a recent and significant commitment to residing in the
city created a sense of financial insecurity. The need to seemingly power
through the work situation remotely caused fatigue from exponentially
higher time behind an electronic screen. The lack of exercise aside from
outdoor running with a face-mask on started to wear down my physical
energy more easily.
When the pandemic reached more severe proportions in India
where the population is far more densely packed in most cities than
even New York, I started to worry about my parents contracting the
disease. And what concerned me most about that prospect was the
inability to travel to them and care for their well-being should such
an eventuality arise. I knew intellectually that all such ruminations
were largely unfounded and yet my mind continued to race towards
unseemly possibilities even as I took refuge in my practice to remind
myself of the ever-changing nature of all phenomena. Even as I was
personally quite convinced that ultimately there was no avoiding a
disease that was now part of the human condition, the idea of being
unable to support my family should I fall a prey to it was what led
me down such reflections.
One trap I fell into was thinking that my meditation practice
alone could pull me out of these mental doldrums. Thankfully, a
senior teacher who is a psychiatrist by training reminded me that
relatively speaking, we are all beginners in this practice, and while it
can naturally serve as an anchor in the midst of a storm, one must
not forget the other aspects that can help in periods of such intense
mental strain. He also helped me acknowledge and accept that
such feelings of anxiety and foreboding are far more common than
people let on and as such to not feel in anyway particularly dejected
in experiencing them in any way. This gave me much needed and
timely perspective that enabled me to start the journey to gradually
bounce back from the bottom. I began to work through in my mind
a series of actions I could take to relieve some of the strain, even if
in small measures and even if it all appeared a bit contrived in the
beginning.
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My wife and I made a pact that we would start meeting friends
outdoors in a socially distant manner at least once every weekend.
While mechanical at first and almost felt akin to relearning an old
forgotten language, it helped to see and interact with other humans
aside from close family. This also reinforced in me the realization
(especially for an extrovert as myself ) that humans are first social
beings and any attempt to fight this essentiality is detrimental.
When my office reopened on a limited basis, I immediately
took the opportunity to go in as frequently as I could. Despite
still connecting with people remotely, being back in familiar
surroundings was helpful in restoring a sense of normalcy around
work. And while it was a real drag to keep getting informed that the
club where I enjoyed playing squash would remain closed till further
notice, I introduced my daughter to roller-staking as a change of
pace from running for myself and finding another way to spend
time outdoors. Reconnecting with this childhood hobby sport with
the added bonus of quality time with my child turned out to be a
source of immediate and immense joy.
With long-distance travel on hold, we made it a point to spend
one weekend day exploring some nearby state park, beach, or a
quaint township for a change of scenery. We went on hikes on both
sides of the Hudson river, made trips to the nearby Catskills and
the Berkshires mountains, explored untouched parts of Long Island,
and reconnected with a large contingent of our friends in New Jersey
whom we would otherwise only see infrequently.
All of these activities served to break the monotony, and while
things didn’t quite feel normal yet, such moments allowed the mind
to unplug from the context of the pandemic. Towards the end of the
summer, the regional Vipassana center reopened at limited capacity.
And while I had done my makeshift self-course at home earlier, I
felt a strong pull to be back in the supportive environment of a
meditation campus for my annual recharge.
I made a special request to the center management to be permitted
to sit for a few days and was welcomed to come up and meditate
on my own schedule during an ongoing course without formally
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joining it. Given the distancing requirements to safely reopen the
center, they could not accept me into the course itself but I was
afforded the opportunity to use the solitary meditation cells, which
I have become increasingly comfortable with over the years since my
initial hesitancy during the first course.
Even a handful of days of focused meditation in the serene
environment of a dedicated center served the purpose of an intense
mind-body cleanse and was a true recharge of my inner batteries.
I also took the opportunity to visit the regional area teacher with
whom I have a special teacher-disciple bond and reflected on the
challenges of living through a global pandemic and yet also looking
ahead with optimism towards the future. The meeting and the time
at the center also reminded me of the essentiality of Dhamma in my
life and also the clarity of mind that traversing on the prescribed
path was really the only sure prospect for true salvation. As after
prior retreats, I felt a sense of calmness that is indescribable in many
ways though small examples illustrate the potency of post-retreat
equanimity and harmony with one's ecosystem.
A colleague with whom I had experienced a high degree of strain
before I unplugged to start the meditation period had unexpectedly
written a very nice personal note when I reconnected with the
electronic realm. A client called as I was driving back home in a
moment of need facing a professional dilemma and I was able to
help him think through it free of any bias and out of a deep sense
of concern for his welfare. Importantly, I was able to do so with a
level of patience and empathetic listening which I wouldn’t typically
display in such situations and would want to jump straight to the
punch line out of impatience and the urge to deliver a compelling
piece of advice instead of helping the individual arrive at their own
answer through appreciative inquiry and self-reflection.
A deeper connection with my meditation practice brought to the
forefront a deep sense of gratitude and perspective that had faded into
the background when the pandemic was at its peak in New York. I
appreciated more gratefully the fact that all of our immediate family
members were healthy and well for the most part and peacefully
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situated in their own familiar and comfortable surroundings. I found
greater meaning in my line of work, especially the aspects relating to
helping hospitals with their operational and financial performance,
as I appreciated the efforts of healthcare front-line workers in serving
those stricken by the devastating disease. And much as there was
suffering all around—physical, mental, emotional, financial—I also
prognosticated that the only true way out for humanity through
this unprecedented disruption was to normalize the presence of this
new virus as part of the present and future human condition and
accept the need to co-exist through living with a certain amount of
precaution and avoid paranoia and fatalistic thinking.
And as I also reflected on how my own approach to handling
the situation had evolved over the months, I couldn’t help but smile
in acknowledgment and realization of the law of impermanence. It
helped me accept my own sense of mortality with greater sensibility
and also gave me the needed impetus to embrace all situations with
a welcoming attitude. I started looking more towards the positive
side-benefits of the restrictions due to the pandemic. I felt grateful
for all the additional time I was getting to spend with my family
and not being on the road quite as much. I felt grateful for some
friendships that had rekindled or deepened with the extra time and
the need for connection that the recent circumstances had created.
I felt grateful that my meditation practice had actually strengthened
especially by not having my evenings consumed either by travel or
work-related dinner events.
It had also become vividly clear through this time that
journeying on the path of Dhamma was the only certain way
to peace and happiness and thus my commitment towards
Vipassana deepened. The fragility of the human condition that
the universal nature of the pandemic had laid bare also served
as an interesting reminder to more easily let-go of all that we
hold dear as the realization that we are not fully in control of
our circumstances became very apparent. And while such a
realization always comes with a dose of helplessness, it is then
quickly accompanied with the liberating wisdom that fretting
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over much of anything is relatively pointless. We are really only
in control of one thing and one thing only—our own actions
(and especially as an underpinning facet of how we choose to
spend our time and respond to life situations).
The knowledge of the impermanent nature of all conditioned
phenomenon and the fleeting sense of life as we know it should
further motivate us to actively surrender to the path of purifying
our minds from the deep-rooted conditioning of clinging to
the illusions we have created in our minds about our existence.
This virus has veritably brought humanity to its knees in ways
we never imagined and has forced people to reexamine their
priorities and how they want to live their lives and relate to other
human beings, whether they are close kin or another suffering
stranger.
Over a year into this condition, things haven’t quite normalized
fully and the human and economic toll has been significant and
still manifesting. Over 500,000 people perished to the disease in
the US alone and the pandemic is now wreaking massive havoc
in India, where the loss will likely be staggeringly higher and
likely incalculable. Several formulations of vaccines have been
developed and are in the process of being rolled out and we hope
that together with other public health measures, would be an
effective countermeasure and enable the restoration of normalcy
in the not too distant future.
Even with the ongoing uncertainty around how and when
this pandemic will end or abate, it is clear that people have been
forced to step-back, embrace and accept their life circumstances
with more grace and gratitude. And while there continue to
be many direct and indirect casualties of this episode, it is my
sincere hope that as a species we will emerge from this period of
time wiser, if not stronger, and choose to live our lives in more
harmonious, holistic, and inter-connected ways.

***
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Another noteworthy development between my first experience
with Vipassana and present day is that our beloved principal teacher,
S.N. Goenka (fondly known as Goenkaji or Guruji in India) passed
away on September 29, 2013 at the ripe age of 89. That this month
and day coincided with my wife’s birth date and the year of our
daughter’s birth may well have been a karmic connection, but at the
very least it makes the calendar milestone an even more important
and memorable one for me!
While a great deal can be said about his life, there are two things
that I would note that struck me as significant upon his departure
from the material world.
First, any doubts that laity may have had about “guru-ism” in
the context of the Vipassana tradition were further allayed upon his
passing. There was a noticeable absence of any major or irresolvable
power struggle amongst the senior teachers and achāriyās regarding
who was to become the future leader. The tradition typically
stipulates that the outgoing principal teacher appoints one or two
achāriyās under whose stewardship the tradition would continue.
As no singular leader was appointed, in one master-stroke before
he died, Goenkaji eliminated the prior centralized governance
structure and established that each participating permanent center’s
individual teacher would be in charge of that location and provide
regional jurisdiction without needing a single hierarchical point
of coordination. Goenkaji sensed that this would be optimal for
harmonious continuity of the tradition into the future even as it
might leave certain aspects of governance and decision-making
somewhat ambiguous.
Had this been some other group, even with this ordained plan,
there could easily have been jockeying amongst the more prominent
of the center teachers to establish a first among equals. To my
knowledge, no such thing has happened and each center continues
to operate much in the same way as it had in the past with the most
senior teachers within a wider region coming together from time to
time to discuss important matters and make (and adopt) decisions
in a consensus-driven manner.
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Evidence of this harmony in action is that no one recommended
changing the audio instructions and video discourses which were
recorded by Goenkaji as a way to standardize and spread the
teachings.
In fact, one of the first things Vipassana centers all over the world
did upon Goenkaji's death was to back up multiple copies (and in
various formats) of his recording of instructional material so as to
eliminate any possibility of loss or corruption.
Which brings me to my second observation. What has become
abundantly clear is the overwhelming impact of his contribution
in reviving Vipassana in the modern world and making it widely
accessible to people from all walks of life and from various ethnic
and religious backgrounds. The year 2019 marked the 50th year of
Vipassana being revived for the laity by Goenkaji with courses being
offered initially in India and subsequently all over the world.
Starting out at makeshift campsites in India in 1969, there are
now over 200 locations worldwide in Asia, North America, Latin
America, Europe, Australia, Middle East, and Africa, with the vast
majority of them being permanent sites. More than a million people
have had a chance to learn or deepen their practice of Vipassana in
the S.N. Goenka tradition, and the numbers keep growing with the
demand for courses far outpacing the available capacity.
With him no longer in our midst in flesh and blood, when I hear
his voice in the meditation instructions, or see his image in the video
discourses, or read one of his countless articles or books, I appreciate
how much he did in devoting the second half of his life to this
massive undertaking—and clearly in a completely selfless manner.
Even till the very end, and despite rapidly deteriorating health
conditions, he would appear at the Global Vipassana Pagoda in
Mumbai to conduct one-day mega courses and for other important
milestone events. Among other things, what I believe leads to
the admiration and continued followership and adherence to his
prescribed way, is that especially amongst the first generation of
teachers appointed by him directly, there is firsthand awareness of
the nobility of his purpose and the gift he bestowed on those around
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him and the humility with which he served tirelessly to bring
Dhamma back to the doorstep of humanity.
One often hears even the most senior of assistant teachers or
achāriyās say “what Goenkaji might say or do” in a given situation
to assess a complex matter from the guiding principles he had
instilled in them. Naturally, only the test of time will tell how
long and how far his impact will reach as subsequent generations
come up through the ranks who have had no direct contact with
the individual.
Kaka, as my first course assistant teacher was affectionately
known amongst his close circle, was a personal friend and
contemporary of Goenkaji, and tried to arrange for me to meet
him in person. Despite a couple of attempts while I was still in the
Asia region (including once to present a copy of the first edition of
this book), I was unable to meet him as his health kept him from
being able to meet at the arranged time and my own availability to
be in Mumbai at short notice was a constraint. But Kaka assured
me that meeting him in person was less important than diligently
following the path.
And while that was fairly logical intellectually, at an emotional
level I longed to be face to face to express my deep gratitude. While
I can’t call it a true regret (as a life of Dhamma doesn’t have room
for such feelings of self-admonishment), with him having passed
on, I do wonder at times what it would have been like to be in his
physical presence—which I have heard others describe as simply
magnetic, charismatic, and filled with boundless compassion and
mettā.
Kaka passed away a few years after Goenkaji on July 1, 2016
having lived a full and fulfilling life. I attribute to him not only the
introductory course assistance but also a great deal of my evolution
(or getting established, as he used to call it) on the path.
He served and followed on the path of Dhamma for over 40
years and was conducting and sitting proper ten-day courses even
until a few months before he left this world.
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It’s hard for me to quantify in words my gratitude for Kaka as
it was his special personal interest in me, a new student, that made
my first course so momentous. While I couldn’t travel to India
at short notice, I learned that hundreds of people attended his
service and it was apparent how many other students and younger
assistant teachers’ lives he had similarly impacted.
And while I had felt uniquely supported by him and treated
like a special case, there were many, many others who had felt
the same way—such was the depth of his compassion, personal
attention and generosity.
When I would call him from New York every few months,
he would always remind me with pride that even when he was
nearing 90, he didn’t suffer from any of the typical old age diseases
like diabetes, hypertension, or even eye cataracts and he attributed
all of his good health and well-being to his practice of Vipassana.
Though I naturally wish that I’d had a chance to bid farewell to
my first and fondest instructor in the technique, I take solace in
knowing what he might typically do or advise in a given situation
as I have committed to memory the notes from my meetings and
phone calls with him.

***
I could go on interminably about the innumerable benefits I
continue to experience and share more details about the progression
of the journey that I find myself on but daresay that might fill
enough pages for another book. I hope what I have conveyed thus
far might encourage the reader to give the technique a firsthand
opportunity to demonstrate the benefits from its practice.
Every instance that I am aware of how I would have experienced
it in a certain way in the past and how I operate differently (in
small or big ways) in the same situation now, brings forward a
surprising revelation. Each day is filled with positive intrigue as I
realize the impact of these changes and experience them becoming
a part of my new life.
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Some of my friends and acquaintances who know about my
interest in Vipassana continue to share news and information about
medical science research on the neurobiologically proven benefits
of meditation. I am deeply grateful and encouraged to hear about
such findings, as these serve as scientific evidence to back-up my
self-reported benefits. But I don’t feel the need for further proof of
the technique in a journal article or other clinical literature, having
directly experienced such benefits in my mind and body on a daily
basis.
I am also keenly aware and humbled by the fact that there is
no magic bullet for sustaining these benefits. The simple truth is
that there is no substitute for working diligently on the practice of
Vipassana, day in and day out. I don’t profess to be able to predict
the future (and spend increasingly less time agonizing over it) so I
can’t say how my path will evolve.
The story chronicled in this book is a true and accurate account of
my experience in the ten days of the introductory Vipassana course.
The sustained benefits since then, spanning over ten years, serve as
continuous reinforcement for me to maintain a commitment to
the practice. I look to the future with hope and with aspirations
to remain on this noble path that is enabling me to live with more
purpose, peace, and purity.

***
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Appendix A
Vipassana Course Curriculum

Day Program
0
1
2
3
4

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
		

Evening pre-program orientation. Noble silence begins
Basic breathing observation instruction—ānāpāna
meditation begins
Practice ānāpāna and experience basic sensations in and
around the nostrils
Continued practice of ānāpāna and experiencing
sensations in a triangular area around the nose
Focus observation of sensations on a smaller area between
the nostrils and above the upper lip
Instruction on Vipassana technique
Observe bodily sensations while maintaining equanimity,
one part at a time, from head to toes
Practice observation of bodily sensations from head to toe
and in reverse direction from toes to head
Observe symmetric body parts simultaneously during
head to toes and reverse surveying of sensations
Observe the entire body in one full en masse sweepings
“free flow” (back and forth)
Practice full sweepings plus start “penetrating” body
parts, one at a time, then entire body
Mettā bhāvanā (loving kindness) meditation and course
follow-up instructions. Noble silence broken
Final discourse and practice mettā bhāvanā
(Dawn) Principles of Sevā (voluntary service)
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Program
Time
0400
0430
0500
0530
0600
0630
0700
0730
0800
0830
0900
0930
1000
1030
1100
1130
1200
1230
1300
1330
1400
1430
1500
1530
1600
1630

Activity
Wake up and shower
Meditation in Dhamma Hall,
sleeping room or solitary cell

Breakfast and rest
Group meditation in Dhamma Hall
(mandatory)
Instructions (and check-up on progress)
Meditation in Dhamma Hall, sleeping
room or solitary cell
Lunch and rest
Optional Q&A with conducting teacher
Meditation in Dhamma Hall, sleeping
room or solitary cell
Group meditation in Dhamma Hall
(mandatory)
Instructions and check-up on progress
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Program
Time
1700
1730
1800
1830
1900
1930
2000
2030
2100
2130
2200
2300
0000
0100
0200
0300
0400

Activity
Tea, snacks, and rest
Group meditation in Dhamma Hall
(mandatory)
Evening discourse by S.N. Goenka
Final instructions and wrap-up meditation
Optional Q&A with conducting teacher
Retire to room and lights out

Sleep
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Appendix B
Mind Matters
Throughout the book, I have made references to the conscious and
inner mind. In my view, the mind remains an object or phenomenon
that is hard to grasp and define. However, we understand the
meaning implied when we refer to it. There are books written
that elaborate on the subjects of our conscious, subconscious and
inner (sometimes referred to as unconscious) minds. As such, I
won’t attempt to offer clinical or psychological definitions here, but
proffer my simple-minded understanding and clarify my usage of
these constructions in lay terminology.
I think of the conscious mind as the mental faculty that enables
us to take actions when we deliberately choose to do so in order to
achieve a certain purpose, however big or small. As an example, the
conscious mind directs and enables us to pick up food and consume
it in order to fulfill the goal of nourishing our body or the need to
offset hunger.
Analyzing information (e.g., reviewing a map to determine point
to point directions) or formulating a point of view (e.g., household
budgeting to assess financial well-being) are all activities largely in
the domain of the conscious mind. Participating in sports is mostly
driven by the conscious mind though we often refer to athletes
“playing unconscious” when it appears that their actions are beyond
the conscious domain. My overall view on the conscious mind is
that it represents voluntary neurobiological and cognitive activity.
My take on the inner mind (the term I prefer), sometimes also
referred to as our subconscious or the unconscious mind (though
we learn through meditation that the inner mind is always awake
and reacting and never truly unconscious), is that it represents and
dictates the intrinsic tendencies that drive our thought processes,
reflexes, emotions, and underlying beliefs. The inner mind is what
drives us from the inside, often without our conscious knowledge
or choice.
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Continuous involuntary activities such as breathing, digestion,
heartbeat and other internal organ functions are governed by the
inner mind through the autonomic nervous system. This mind can
never truly “go to sleep” as that would have fatal consequences. It
is also the inner mind that determines our initial and spontaneous
response to external stimuli, whether physical or emotional.
The inner mind then influences the conscious mind to take the
appropriate actions to express the desired response or involuntary
reflex. As an example, if someone insults us and hurls expletives in
our direction, the inner mind will likely trigger an injury response.
This in turn will translate into the conscious mind either fighting
back with the proportionate anger, which might manifest as a nasty
retort or disgruntled surrender, if the aggressor is someone we cannot
afford to displease.
There is some interplay with the conscious mind trying to
modulate the inner mind’s knee-jerk response, but is unable to
fully contain the underlying emotion even if the external action
is somewhat muted. My overall view on the inner mind is that it
represents involuntary neurobiological and emotional activity.
Both the conscious mind and the inner mind learn through
conditioning. The conscious mind learns what it does through
seeing, listening, reading, role modeling after others, relating to
past experiences in order to formulate its knowledge bank of life
situations and the appropriate actions to be taken under certain
circumstances.
The inner mind, on the other hand, is a less easily influenced
entity. It only believes, and gets conditioned through, as much as
it actually experiences firsthand on the physical framework with
which it associates itself, i.e., our body. Everything else to it is in the
domain of theoretical or indirect knowledge and not something that
necessarily holds in practice.
Our own responses to our bodily cravings and aversions feed and
update its knowledge bank of life situations and associated typical
responses. If we continue to satisfy these cravings and aversions with
a symptomatic relief response, the inner mind is trained to believe
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that fulfilling its body’s temptations is part and parcel of life and
existence. When such needs and desires go unfulfilled, it responds
in ways (sometimes immoral or unkind) to ensure it continues to
remain satisfied.
In the battle between the inner (experiential) and the conscious
(intellectual) minds, the inner usually wins and can sometimes lead
to harmful and unintended consequences. The conscious mind can
only do so much to subdue the inner mind by relating to extrinsic
knowledge (or conforming to societal norms) but the inner mind is
overpowering in situations that involve either deep-rooted cravings,
aversions or when its sense of ego or relational value judgment is
involved.
The only systematic way for the inner mind to purify is for it to
observe and experience the universal laws of life and existence—
impermanence, the sources and the cycle of misery—ingredients
essential to equanimity, on its own physical bodily form. Only
through such practical experiments and self-observations can the
inner mind be deconditioned to become and remain equanimous
even when confronted by unfavorable circumstances.
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Appendix C
Signal and Noise
In some ways the functioning of our mind seems akin to radio
frequency transmission. The “signal” is the energy with which we
are trying to focus our mind’s full attention consciously towards an
activity. The “noise” is all the corresponding unconscious, unwanted
and uninvited (yet ongoing) background processes in the mind.
This noise or mind-chatter is two-dimensional in nature, one
dimension being time and the other one being the value judgment
we place on things. This mind-chatter is active at all times though is
particularly noticeable when we are alone with our thoughts and not
engaged in a cognitively intense activity.

Positive

Noise

Noise
Signal
(Present
and
Neutral)

Past
Noise

Future
Noise

Negative
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In the time dimension of noise, our thoughts cycle back and
forth between past and future events. The other dimension is the
positive (favorable) and negative (unfavorable) judgments we make
as we evaluate these situations.
These “noise” waves partly diffuse the mind’s “signal” strength
from focusing undividedly on the task in the present moment. It is
the ratio of signal to noise that determines our mental productivity,
attentiveness, and ability to remain equanimous. When we are under
stress of any kind, this ability to channel the mind’s energy further
diminishes and we find ourselves gripped with anxiety.
Vipassana meditation focuses the mind’s energy like a sharp laser
beam on the present and orients it to view everything with a neutral
framing, thereby canceling out or at least minimizing the twodimensional noise and making a greater portion of mental energy
available for productive and purposeful pursuits.
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Appendix D
Vipassana and Religion
It must be emphasized that Vipassana is a completely secular
technique and not grounded in any organized religious or particular
social community sect. Contrary to some misinformed belief
(including my own before attending my first ten-day camp),
Vipassana is not a Buddhist religious practice. True, Vipassana was
rediscovered by Siddartha Gautama, who later came to be known
as The Buddha. The word buddha simply means the enlightened
one and can refer to any individual who has achieved such a state of
being. Even Gautama emphasized that several others before his time
achieved enlightenment, and thus were buddhas, and yet others
might do so after his time.
Buddha did teach Vipassana to his followers, several of whom
later formed the organized religion called Buddhism. However, this
doesn’t imply that Vipassana is a religious technique or something
that is the exclusive domain of Buddhist monks. Vipassana is no
more Buddhist than eating with chopsticks is Chinese.
Just as a Westerner using chopsticks to eat doesn’t become
Chinese in the process, practicing Vipassana doesn’t amount to
becoming Buddhist. It was practiced initially by the followers of
Buddha, who rediscovered the ancient meditation technique, but is
now something that people from all walks of life and religious (or
non-religious) beliefs can draw benefit from.
In the camp that I attended, we had a mixture of the various
religions represented from within India as well as several Western
ones. Approaching it logically, the practice of Vipassana is such a
basic mind-body technique that it is hard to associate any religious
underpinning to it. We are not chanting the name of any super being
or swearing our allegiance to them to liberate us from the world
of miseries. We are simply observing the pleasant and unpleasant
sensations on our body and choosing to remain equanimous instead
of craving or averting them.
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Before I went to my first Vipassana camp, I had doubts about
religious intrusion or discourse during the program. With each
passing day, all such concerns were allayed, and I realized how
misinformed I had been. I was fortunate that I didn’t refuse to
attend the camp because I thought that it would be associated with
or have a foundation in organized religion.
Learning Vipassana meditation hasn’t impacted my religious
affiliation nor altered my beliefs about God. What has changed
is that I no longer expect religious rites or astrological miracles to
help me resolve problems I might face in life as I have experienced
firsthand that the fundamental source of happiness and misery lies
inside me.
I would encourage people from various religious backgrounds,
traditions, philosophies, and faiths to try Vipassana and not prejudge
that it will have an impact on their beliefs or that there might be a
conscious attempt through the process of learning the technique to
convert them to Buddhism or another form of blind faith to the S.N.
Goenka tradition of Vipassana meditation!
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Appendix E
Guidelines and Expectations
As I have mentioned in the opening, it was fortuitous that I didn’t
quite know everything that the meditation camp entailed or I might
not have braved it, thinking that I knew the limits of my ability to
endure bodily discomfort. Having attended the camp, I have a greater
appreciation of the teaching methods and have developed a perspective
on the sort of mindset and preparation required to draw the most
benefit from a Vipassana camp as a new student. I write these not so
much as dos and don’ts, but more like helpful hints for those who
might be considering registering for their first ten-day course.
1. Carefully review the essentials of Vipassana meditation on the
course registration website (www.dhamma.org) and clearly
understand the rules and regulations. Unless you like rolling
with surprises as I did, acquaint yourself with each and every
requirement before you enroll and ensure you are comfortable
following them for the entirety of the course. I say this not to
discourage you, but to ensure you go in with eyes wide open,
though for some like me it maybe best to trust the general
wisdom of the curriculum design and not overly sweat every little
detail before signing up.
Learning to meditate is hard work and I don’t want to convey a
false impression about the effort and endurance required. That said,
as I discovered, the progressively more challenging instructions
and the ability to persevere through them develop hand-in-hand
as the course advances and one starts responding to the technique.
I hope this gives some confidence and encouragement to the more
cautious and risk-averse readers to give it a trial.
2. For those who might not be familiar with sitting in a cross-legged
posture or similar sitting positions, I recommend learning to sit
comfortably on the ground in some posture that allows your
back to remain straight for at least ten minutes at a time. In my
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experience, sitting upright without back support is one of the
best ways to establish a good foundation to learn meditation.
Don’t despair if you have a musculoskeletal condition
that inhibits you from doing so. The various centers provide
appropriate chairs and other specially designed meditation
stools or sitting furniture to make sure you are comfortable. We
had people with physical disabilities attend the camp and drew
benefit from the technique.
3. Resist the temptation (at all costs) to leave the camp part-way
through the course. I can’t emphasize this point enough. There
will be times when quitting seems like the only logical option
because you are either not experiencing clear benefit initially or
are having a difficult time following the instructions and it is
simply too discomforting and burdensome to continue.
Whatever the reason, stay the course. The introductory course
is designed to be ten days long because through experimentation
with different durations, the Vipassana teachers have discovered
that it takes a minimum of that much time to “reboot the
system” and ingrain the basic learning of the technique. Leaving
early will impede the process from having its full impact.
If you have made the effort to come to the camp in the first
instance expecting to stay the full ten days, then do so and don’t
give yourself the option of leaving early. Only if you attend
the full ten days can you appreciate and conclude whether the
technique can be of potential benefit to you.
4. Work sincerely and diligently to grasp the technique while at the
camp. As with anything else in life, the benefit you will draw
from learning Vipassana is directly proportional to the effort
you put into following the curriculum and the recommended
practice at the camp. Make a wholehearted attempt to follow
all the instructions meticulously and incorporate them into your
practice. No matter how hard a new instruction might seem at
the outset, give it a proper shot and do it as best as you can, but
don’t give up altogether without fair effort and trial.
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5. Trust the learning process. I am not recommending blind
followership or faith. I was myself quite skeptical of the prospect
of benefiting from the course when I arrived at the camp. That
said, it’s important to give the technique a real chance to take root
in you so you can draw benefit from it. While it’s good to have
an inquisitive mind, don’t dismiss something simply because you
don’t understand it yet.
The camp is only ten days long relative to a much longer
lifespan. Try to suspend making a final judgment until after the
camp is over to decide whether the technique worked on you or
not. As the old adage suggests, “You can do very little with trust
alone but absolutely nothing without it!”
6. Every person’s experience with Vipassana is unique so try to avoid
comparisons with others, whether within your sub-group as you
are called up to meet the conducting teacher together or with
those whose experiences you have heard or read about. One of
the foundational aspects of Vipassana is that you believe only as
much as you experience yourself through direct and firsthand
observation.
As such, by definition, every person’s experience will be
different. Comparing yourself with others will only discourage
you or make you anxious if you feel that someone else is
responding faster or in greater measure to the technique.
7. Related to the point above, don’t come in at the outset with a
certain set outcome you expect to achieve from the course.
Attend the course hopeful and inspired that you will draw some
benefit from Vipassana but don’t try to put into hard and fast
terms and conditions that will make you anxious if your progress
isn’t tracking to your ingoing expectations.
On the other hand, have an open mind as you start out and
you will be surprised by the sort of beneficial changes you may
experience as you journey through the learning process. Come
in full of hope but free of expectation and you will undoubtedly
draw benefit from Vipassana.
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Appendix F
Locations offering Vipassana courses
Vipassana courses are conducted in the following places in meditation
centers and specially organized camps around the world as of June
2021. New centers and locations are being added continuously.
The latest information is available on the Vipassana website
www.dhamma.org.
Dhamma Pattana, the location where I attended my first ten-day
course is one of the principal meditation centers in India, and is colocated with the Global Vipassana Pagoda site in Gorai, Mumbai.
While this center also offers some courses aimed at encouraging
executives and other leaders to participate, the vast majority of
the courses are open to people from all walks of life. More details
about this location (including pictures of the facility) are available at
www.pattana.dhamma.org.
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INDIA
Andhra Pradesh
Kumudavalli Village
Vijayarayai
Bihar
Bodh Gaya
East Chapmaran
Muzaffarpur
Nalanda*
Patna*
Vaishali*
Chattisgarh
Bharari
Durg
Village Singarbhatha
Goa*
Gujarat
Ahmedabad
Dharmaj*
Dist Navsari
Junagadh
Kutch
Mehsana
Palitana
Rajkot
Vadodara*
Haryana
Khamaspur Village
Karnal
Rohtak
Himachal Pradesh
Dharamsala
Jammu & Kashmir
Ladakh

Karnataka
Bangalore
Devangere*
Kuntebettu
Nadappanahalli
Kerala
Chengannur
Thiruvanathapuram*
Wayanad
Madhya Pradesh
Balaghat
Bhopal
Guna
Indore
Jabalpur
Ratlam
Maharashtra
Ajaypur
Akola
Amravati
Aurangabad
Bhandara
Bhusaval
Dhule
Distt Ratnagiri
Hivra
Igatpuri
Jalgaon
Kalyan
Khadavali
Kolhapur
Latur
Mahad*
Manmad

Places in italics have multiple course locations
* Non-center course location
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Maharashtra cont.
Mumbai
Nagpur
Nanded
Nashik
New Mumbai
Oza Tola
Palghar
Pune City
Pune Riverside
Sangli
Solapur
Taluka Himgoli
Yavatmal
Mizoram Kamalanagar
New Delhi
Orissa
Bhubaneswar
Distt Nuapada
Punjab
Hoshiarpur
Rajasthan
Chaksu*
Churu
Jaipur
Jodhpur
Mount Abu*
Pushkar
Sri Ganganagar

Sikkim
Gangtok
Gyanalakha
Tamil Nadu
Chennai
Chettiyapatti
Coimbatore*
Kanchipuram
Tiruvannamalai

Telengana

Hyderabad
Nagarjuna Sagar
Nizamabad
Sanga Reddy

Tripura
Machmara

Uttar Pradesh
Hastinapur
Kanpur
Kushinagar
Lucknow
Sarnath
Sravasti

Uttarakhand
Dehradun

West Bengal
Kolkata

Places in italics have multiple course locations
* Non-center course location
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ASIA PACIFIC
Australia
Canberra*
New South Wales
Blackheath
Lower Portland
Northern Rivers
Northern Territory (Darwin*)
Queensland (Pomona)
South Australia (Clare)
Tasmania (Upper Dromedary)
Victoria (Woori Yallock)
Western Australia (Brookton)
Cambodia
Battambang
Campong Cham
Phnom Penh*
Fiji*
French Polynesia*
Hong Kong
Lantau Island
Sheung Shui*
India (listed separately)
Indonesia

Bali

Japan
Chiba
Kyoto
Malaysia
Johar*
Kedah Kulim*
Kedah Kaula Ketil
Pahang
Mongolia
Ulaanbaatar

Myanmar
Ayeyarwady
Bago
Kaychin
Kaytho
Mandalay
Mon
Pegu
Sagaing
Shan
Yangon
Nepal
Biratnagar
Birganj
Chitwan
Katkuwa Surkhet
Kathmandu
Kirtipur
Lalitpur
Lukla
Lumbini
Mechi
Pokhara
Western, (Banganga
Municipality)
Philippines
Tiaong
Singapore*
South Korea*
Jinan-Gun
Sri Lanka
Anuradhapura
Kandy
Kosgama
Negampaha

Places in italics have multiple course locations
* Non-center course location
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Taiwan
Kaohsiung
Taichung
Thailand
Bangkok
Chantaburi
Kanchanaburi
Khon Kaen

Thailand cont.
Lamphun
Nakhon Si Thammarat
Phitsanulok
Prachin Buri
Udon Thani
New Zealand
Kaukapakapa

NORTH AMERICA
United States
Canada
California
Alberta
Gilroy
British Columbia
Kelseyville
Duncan
North Fork
Merritt
Twenty nine Palms)
Manitoba* (Winnipeg)
Colorado (Elbert)
Ontario
Delaware (Claymont)
Egbert
Georgia (Jesup)
Ottawa*
Hawaii*
Quebec (Montebello)
Idaho (Lava Hot Springs)
Illinois (Pecatonica)
Massachusetts (Shelburne Falls)
Michigan*(Ann Arbor)
Montana*
New York*
Ohio*
Oregon* (Portland)
Texas (Kaufman)
Washington (Onalaska)
Wisconsin (Menomonie)

Places in italics have multiple course locations
* Non-center course location
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Austria
Oberösterreich
Vienna*
Belgium
Dilsen-Stokkem
Bulgaria*
Croatia*
Zagreb
Czech Republic*
Prague
Denmark*
Copenhagen
Finland*
Helsinki
France
Champignelles
Paris*
Siene-et-Marnes
Yonne
Germany
Triebel
Northwest Germany*
Southeast Germany*
Greece*
Hungary*
Ireland*
Italy
Fierenze
Kyrgyzstan*
Latvia*
Lithuania*
Macedonia*

EUROPE
Netherlands*
Norway*
Poland
Dziadowice
Krutyn*
Portugal*
Romania*
Russia
Moscow
Novosibirsk*
Perm*
St. Petersburg*
Yekaterinburg*
Serbia*
Belgrade

Spain

Ávila
Barcelona
Sweden
Ödeshög
Switzerland
Mont-Soleil
Turkey*
Ukraine*
Kiev
United Kingdom
Hereford
Northern England*
Scotland*
Suffolk
Uzbekistan*

Places in italics have multiple course locations
* Non-center course location
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Argentina
Buenos Aires
Cordoba
Mendoza*
Bolivia*
Brazil
Minas Gerais*
Nordeste*
Paraná*
Rio de Janiero
Sao Paulo
Chile
Melipilla
Colombia
Bogota*
Cundinamarca
Medellin
Costa Rica*
San Jose
Cuba*
Havana
Curaçao*
Dominican Republic*
Santo Domingo
Ecuador
Cuenca*
Quito*

LATIN AMERICA
El Salvador*
Guatemala*
Haiti
Port-au-Prince*
Honduras*
Mexico
Mexico, San Bartolo
Monterrey*
Morelos*
Oxaca*
Queretaro*
Veracruz*
Nicaragua*
Panama*
Paraguay
Asuncion*
Peru
Cusco*
Lima
Puerto Rico*
Suriname*
Uruguay*
Venezuela
Aragua
Occidente*

Places in italics have multiple course locations
* Non-center course location
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MIDDLE EAST
Bahrain*
Egypt*
Iran
Mehrshahr
Israel
Deganya Bet
Lebanon*
Sultanate of Oman*
United Arab Emirates
Dubai*

AFRICA
Angola*
Ethiopia*
Ghana*
Kenya*
Liberia*
Mali*
Madagascar*
Mauritius*
Mozambique*
Morocco*
Namibia*
Nigeria*
Reunion*
Rawanda*
South Africa
Western Cape
Swaziland*
Tanzania*
Tunisia*
Uganda*
Zimbabwe*

Places in italics have multiple course locations
* Non-center course location
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Appendix G
Glossary of Pāli References
adhiṭṭhāna
ānāpāna
anicca
avijjā
buddha
bhikkhu
bhikkhunī
dāna
dhamma
dosa
dukkha
gacchāmi
khandha
mettā
nāma
nibbāna
paññā
rāga
rūpa
samādhi
saṅgha
saṅkhāra
saññā
saraṇaṃ
sīla
vedanā
viññāṇa
vipassana

strong determination
observation of ingoing and outgoing breath
impermanent
ignorance, lack of knowledge
one who has attained enlightenment
ascetic
female ascetic
charitable donation
principles of absolute truth
aversion
misery, unsatisfactoriness
follow or go towards
aggregate
friendship, compassionate love
mind
self-actualization, experience of ultimate truth
experiential knowledge
craving
physical form or matter
deep state of concentration achieved through
meditation
noble community of the enlightened one’s
disciples
volitional activity, mental reaction
perception
refuge
morality, leading a life of purity and virtue
sensation
consciousness experienced through the five
aggregates of mind and matter
observing things as they really are
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Appendix H
Notes on the Pronunciation of Pāli
Pāli was a spoken language of northern India in the time of Gotama the
Buddha. It was written in the Brahmī script in India in the time of Emperor
Asoka and has been preserved in the scripts of the various countries
where the language has been maintained. In Roman script the following
set of diacritical marks are used to indicate the proper pronunciation.
The alphabet consists of forty-one characters: eight vowels and
thirty-three consonants.
Vowels:
a, ā, i, ī, u, ū, e, o
Consonants:
Velar:
k kh g gh ṅ
Palatal:
c ch j
jh ñ
Retroflex:
ṭ
ṭh ḍ ḍh ṇ
Dental:
t
th d dh n
Labial:
p ph b bh m
Miscellaneous:
y, r, l, v, s, h, ḷ, ṃ
The vowels a, i, u are short; ā, ī, ū are long; e and o are pronounced
long except before double consonants: deva, mettā; loka, phoṭṭhabbā.
a is pronounced like ‘a’ in ‘about’; ā like ‘a’ in ‘father’;
i is pronounced like ‘i’ in ‘mint’;
ī like ‘ee’ in ‘see’;
u is pronounced like ‘u’ in ‘put’;
ū like ‘oo’ in ‘pool’.
The consonant c is pronounced as in the ‘ch’ in ‘church’. All the
aspirated consonants are pronounced with an audible expulsion of breath
following the normal unaspirated sound. Therefore th is not as in ‘three’
but more like the sound in ‘Thailand’, and ph is not as in ‘photo’ but rather
is pronounced ‘p’ accompanied by an expulsion of breath.
The retroflex consonants, ṭ, ṭh, ḍ, ḍh, ṇ are pronounced with
the tip of the tongue turned back, whereas in the dentals, t, th, d, dh, n, it
touches the upper front teeth.
The palatal nasal, ñ, is the same as the Spanish ‘ñ’, as in señor. The velar
nasal, ṅ, is pronounced like ‘ng’ in ‘singer’ but occurs only with the other
consonants in its group: ṅk, ṅkh, ṅg, ṅgh. The pronunciation of ṃ is similar
to ṅ but occurs most commonly as a terminal nasalization: ‘evaṃ me sutaṃ’.
The Pāli v is a soft ‘v’ or ‘w’ and ḷ, produced with the tongue retroflexed, is
almost a combined ‘rl’ sound
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