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Please Note: This document includes terms and framing that are being used during the Autumn 
Intro to Insight Course. And is a primer with useful information for the half day meditation retreat 
on Saturday, Nov 4, 1-5 pm at the Nevada City Insight Center, 710 Zion Street, NC.  
 
Buddhism & Vipassana: 
 
Buddhism is not a belief system or dogma - it is a map and practice for exploring your life, enabling you to 
tap into your innate happiness, love, wisdom and balance. In this course you don’t blindly take our word 
for it, you test Buddhism by practicing meditation to see if you can verify the map in your own direct 
experience. That is what this series is all about. 
 
Buddhism happens to be an extremely well articulated path that for the past 2600 years has helped 
millions of people attain freedom from suffering. The Vipassana tradition within Buddhism focuses on the 
direct teachings of the historical Buddha. Here at Mountain Stream we practice a lineage within 
Vipassana that was transmitted by profound masters from the forests of Thailand. Our form of meditation 
involves turning our attention inwards to explore, or rather “see”, or even better yet “feel”, our human 
experience with a mindful awareness. The word “vipassana” literally means “seeing clearly”, but 
throughout our course we will have an emphasis on embodiment and “feeling clearly”. 
 
Meditation Intro: 
 
What is meditation? Guess what - it is not about stopping your thoughts. If I had only one word to define 
meditation it would be “choice”. Upon examination we find that we are habitually lost in thought. We are 
also often blindly acting out our conditioning and reacting where we “re” “act” that which we’ve done a 
million times. With meditation we show up for the fullness of our lives by sustaining a mindful awareness 
of what’s happening in our direct experience in the present moment. Doing so engages the innate 
capacity of choice that is available only when we aren’t distracted or reactive. It allows the space for a 
wise response to emerge. During formal meditation we can be laying down, sitting, standing or walking, 
all typically in silence.  
 
So, why would someone meditate? What do you think it offers besides choice? Maybe you have heard of 
the health benefits and the cognitive bonuses. There is a mindfulness craze in our country with courses 
being offered at corporations and even the military for many thousands of dollars per person. You actually 
will get all of that here, and something more - liberation. The Buddhist form of meditation provides a 
framework of understanding, ethics and practices that lead to the end of suffering. To freedom. 
 
Mindlessness, Mindfulness, and Mindful Awareness: 
 
When we start on a journey it is helpful to have a sense of how we will travel our path. Therefore we will 
take a moment now to define some terms and flesh out elements of a conceptual framework as a vehicle 
for our exploration. The intention right now is for you to have an initial understanding that can then 
deepen from the idea level to the experienced and ultimately embodied levels as practice unfolds over the 
course of years. Don’t worry if it does not all stick right away. We will revisit this material continually, and 
a concrete understanding is not necessary to learn to meditate. Imagine that you are planting seeds now 
that will continue to bear fruit for the rest of your life. 
 
When we’re mindless it’s as if we are actors in a movie up on the screen in a plot that’s written by our 
conditioning and a train of association. We lack choice. We are reactive to what’s happening, and “re” 
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“acting” what we’ve done so many times before. We are contracted onto the screen by identifying with the 
never ending stream of thoughts and impulses that are hopping from place to place - the associative train 
chugging along. Thus, we are imprisoned by whatever is happening which is often stressful. Sure there 
are lovely moments, but one minute we are up, the next down, being carried along in a life without choice.  
  
With mindfulness we pull ourselves off of the movie screen and take a seat in the theater. When we 
watch a movie, we know that we are watching a movie. We are in the context, or orientation of being in 
our seat. Thus mindfulness is a matter of orientation to our experience. It is taking the seat in the theater.  
 
Awareness is the capacity to know or be conscious of our experience. We are aware all the time when we 
are awake. By awake I simply mean not being asleep in our beds or physically unconscious. We know we 
are awake because we are aware of what is happening.  
 
We are aware of what is happening through our five senses - sights, sounds, bodily sensations, tastes 
and smells. We are also aware of the thoughts that arise in our minds. All of what is happening falls into 
these six categories. “How about emotions or intuitions?” I’m often asked. When we look closely we see 
that our emotions, intuitions or “feelings” are actually a combination of thoughts and sensations. There is 
a whole class where we will explore this one topic. As Joseph Goldstein says, the categories of 
experience are like a six piece orchestra and the music is your life. You are aware of these elements and 
together they make up your lived experience. Put another way, there’s what’s happening and the 
awareness that knows the “whats” that are happening. This is a framework for understanding that we will 
continue to unpack throughout our course.  
 
Awareness is how our waking lives unfold. Whether we are up on the screen mindlessly or mindfully in 
the seat in the theater, we are in both cases aware. The question is - do we have a mindless awareness 
that leaves us imprisoned on the screen, or have we taken the seat of a mindful awareness that allows us 
choice and freedom? When we are aware, we know what’s happening. When we are mindfully aware we 
know that we are knowing. We know we are in our seat. 
 
One of the default things that happens when we have a mindful awareness is that we are seeing what’s 
happening here and now. Instead of being lost in planning which pulls us out into the future, we might 
watch the process of planning happening in our minds and understand “Oh, planning is happening right 
now.” Given that understanding, we might make the choice “Not now. I’m meditating and planning can 
wait.” Then we can return to our intended focus for that meditation period.   
 
The “whats” that are happening can be likened to clouds that pass through the open space, or sky, of our 
awareness. We notice that the sky does not judge the clouds. It simply is the space through which they 
move. It doesn’t make up stories about them. It doesn’t get upset about them. It allows them. When we 
attend to our experience from the seat of mindful awareness, the awareness does not become contracted 
onto the screen by identifying with the “whats” that are happening. It remains off the screen, open and 
spacious like the sky. 
 
Some clouds stay for a longer while. Sometimes they are stormy. The sky just lets them all pass through. 
No matter how big or dark or persistent or thunderous the clouds might be, the sky is not damaged or 
stained by them. It is free. Which means we can be free. If we truly, deeply learn to stabilize our 
orientation to life from the seat of mindful awareness we can be completely free. Not with a cold, 
disinterested, passive, dead, clinical observation, but with an attentive engagement that offers us choice,  
wisdom and an aliveness unboxed in by crippling mountains of stories. We can be fresh and open and 
helpful and caring. We can hold our humanness tenderly. We can learn, as the title of a meditation book 
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by Phillip Moffett suggests to “Dance With Life”. All this simply because we took the seat of mindful 
awareness and stayed in it.  
 
This intro series of classes is all about developing our connection with the seat of mindful awareness and 
then staying in it. We focus today on the most noticeable process in our direct embodied experience - the 
breath. In the next class we’ll explore the immediate, unfiltered experience of our bodies. Very cool. Next 
will be emotions and then thoughts, until we open in our fifth class to what is considered true mindfulness 
with an open or choiceless attention that accepts all 6 six categories of “whats” together. This gets us 
prepared to bring our meditation off the cushion and into our daily lives. In our last class, we will explore 
the mystery of awareness itself. 
 
One note before we dive in - the point of meditation is not meditation - it is to lead a fulfilling, clear, 
authentic, present life in which you embrace your innate wholeness. You are not here to become the 
greatest meditator of modern times. Relax. Ease into this. Your system is not used to taking this 
orientation, this seat of mindful awareness. Be kind and gentle with yourself the way you would be in 
training a puppy. The biggest obstacle you will initially face is your expectation of how things should be 
and how you should be. Be patient with any expectation as it arises and let it flow through - just one more 
passing cloud. 
 
 


