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 Lesson 2, Item 2.2 | THE SOURCE 

Vipassana Meditation 
VIPASSANA MEDITATION has proved to be an important and common thread in the 
development of mindfulness. It was an important early source of both Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 
and Daniel Goleman’s work. I myself learned and practised it too, and that led me to the 
creation of my own mindfulness program before I knew about this common thread. 
Therefore, let’s take a quick look at it.  

The modern teachers of Vipassana claim that this is the meditation developed and 
practised by Gautama the Buddha when he sat under the Bodhi tree to achieve 
enlightenment. At the very least, it has an ancient history and comes from the Buddhist 
Theravadan tradition. A lineage of masters in Burma have passed it on over centuries, 
claiming to have maintained its pure form as practised and taught by the Buddha. The 
current global leader is SN Goenka, a businessman who claims that it solved his 
migraines when he was younger and who has set up centres around the world which are 
attended on a donation-only basis.  

 

 

 

 

 
The basic course is a ten-day silent retreat where you meditate for twelve hours a day, 
sitting for two hours at a time. You start by observing the sensations of your body in a 
very focused area and your job is to keep bringing your mind back to observing those 
sensations with no judgement, no reaction. By day four you have to sit through an hour 
without moving or fidgeting, while scanning your whole body with no judgement, no 
reaction. Thereafter, sitting without moving or fidgeting throughout the sessions 
becomes the standard requirement and an essential part of the training.  

When you complete the course, it is recommended that you sit twice a day, morning 
and evening, for an hour each time. The long sits are required to push you into and 
through the discomfort zone where you would normally fidget, rearrange yourself and 
ultimately give up out of pain or irritation. This is essential to developing the non-
reactivity and equanimity that the meditation is designed to achieve, and which science 
is now confirming that it does.  
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 Lesson 2, Item 2.3 | KEY CONCEPT 

You Are Not Your Thoughts 
YOU’LL FIND out by attending this course, and when you try to meditate, that you 
struggle to hold your attention still for even a few seconds, let alone decide what 
thoughts to have and to focus on. You’ll also learn that you can observe this 
phenomenon. Yes, you can watch your own thoughts, even while you’re thinking them; 
you can notice your wandering attention, even while it is wandering (and wondering).  

Eastern mysticism and Buddhism have addressed this fact as being of primary 
importance and relevance, whereas Western religion, philosophy and science have 
tended to push it into the background, as though it’s irrelevant.  

This has led to some critically different outcomes. One of these is the Western practice 
of psychotherapy, which is based on the notion that all your problems stem from 
childhood conditioning or experiences and that you are an “I” that is locked inside the 
troublesome thoughts that arose as a result of your conditioning.  

Eastern mysticism says that having to go through years of therapy is not necessary. By 
placing primary importance on the notion that you can observe your thinking, it says 
that the “I” is outside of thinking. Therefore, the “I” that is so troubled can manage itself, 
if it just knows where and how to look, and what to do. It can learn to watch and manage 
that thinking as it’s occurring right here and now.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In other words, you can access your thinking directly and change it directly. You don’t 
need years of therapy to do that. Therapy can be useful to uncover some of your thought 
patterns, and for releasing some of the stored energy related to their origins (which can 
be traumatic and are usually related to your family of origin). However, it’s not always 
productive in terms of giving you a path forward or knowing what to do with the 
information. You can get lost inside the content and go over the same old material for 
years without getting anywhere. Coaching, CBT and mindfulness—as it’s being 
presented here, in particular—are much more useful in terms of moving you forward.  

To sum up, the interest in Eastern mysticism—and therefore mindfulness—has arisen 
because it has addressed the nature of thought and the mind in a more insightful way 
than has Western philosophy, religion and science. As a result, it has provided an 
important missing piece of the puzzle in terms of understanding the mind, and its 
implications for your sense of self, and for human behaviour in general.  
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 Lesson 2, Item 2.4 | THE SCIENCE 

State Effects Versus Trait Effects 
THERE HAVE been many claims about the efficacy of mindfulness and meditation. 
Naturally, these need to be treated with due scepticism. A definitive book on this subject 
was released in 2017: The Science of Meditation by Daniel Goleman (he of Emotional 
Intelligence fame) and Richard J. Davidson.  

These two highly respected research scientists collated all the research that has been 
done on meditation—6,838 articles—and categorised it according to its level of 
academic rigour and summarised the results.  

One of the key features that the authors looked for was evidence for how mental training 
could lead to “highly positive altered traits” (eg. ongoing compassion, or equanimity), 
not just “altered states” (eg. feeling chilled out for a short while).  

Clearly, when one has meditated, one emerges feeling relaxed and probably able to be 
less reactive, at least for a short period of time. This is likely to end abruptly when you’re 
back in the traffic, for example. The goal, they insisted, is to establish these healthy 
states as predominant, lasting traits that you can sustain in your general, everyday life.  

 

 

 

 
They found compelling evidence for this. Below are some statements quoted directly 
from the book:  

• The amygdala, a key node in the brain’s stress circuitry, shows dampened 
activity from a mere 30 or so hours of MBSR practice.  

• Other mindfulness training shows a similar benefit, and there are hints in the 
research that these changes are trait-like: they appear not simply during the 
explicit instruction to perceive the stressful stimuli mindfully but even in the 
‘baseline’ state, with reductions in amygdala activation as great as 50 percent.  

• More daily practice seems associated with lessened distress activity.  
• Experienced Zen practitioners can withstand higher levels of pain.  
• A three-month meditation retreat brought indicators of better emotional 

regulation. 
• Long-term practice was associated with greater functional connectivity 

between the prefrontal areas that manage emotion and the areas of the 
amygdala that react to stress, resulting in less reactivity.  

• An improved ability to regulate attention accompanies some of the beneficial 
impact of meditation on stress reactivity.  

• The quickness with which long-term meditators recover from stress underlines 
how trait effects emerge with continued practice. 

— The Science of Meditation (2017) by Daniel Goleman & Richard J. Davidson  
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 Lesson 2, Item 2.5 | REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE 

Where You Look, You Will Go 
MOTORCYCLES ARE exciting to ride—and dangerous. I learned to ride as a teenager and 
kept bikes through most of my adult life. At one point I signed up for a superbike track 
school.  

The first thing I learned at this track school was the phrase, “Where you look, you will 
go.” In other words, if somebody overtakes you, for example, it’s easy to get distracted 
and look at him and what he’s doing. But if he’s going too fast, and he runs wide, or 
slides off, at the next corner, guess what? If you’re looking at him, if your attention is on 
what he’s doing, you’ll follow him.  

I proved this statement true more than once. 

I learned that I had to keep my wits about me—I had to stay present—and be aware of 
where I was putting my attention. I had to look into the gaps, to where I wanted to go, 
no matter what was going on around me.  

I also learned that if I started to think about what could go wrong—those future 
thoughts—or about what went wrong the last time—past thoughts—I would tense up 
and make a mistake, probably the very one I was hoping to avoid.  

 

 

 

 

 
I learned to be very awake and present. I saw that the more present I was, the more 
relaxed I was—there were no thoughts of what could go wrong, I was just one with the 
bike. The more relaxed I was—up to a point—the better I performed and the more fun 
I had. 

In this example, being present was the difference between having an enjoyable and 
productive day and a very expensive and painful one.  

I never made it into the fastest class—those guys were scary. But I did watch them 
closely and I saw that, for them too, presence was key. One lapse of presence could 
mean losing a few hundred metres in terms of position. One slip of presence could mean 
the difference between life and death.  
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