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Unit One: Opening Space for Inquiry

October 5: Getting Started with Practice

People tend to think of space and time as going beyond ‘subjective experience’. But I want to start us off by focusing on the mental realm. After all, if space or time were different but the patterns of mind continued on in the same way, our basic experience, the limitations we have learned to accept as natural, would go on pretty much as they have. What’s special about the TSK vision is how it links space and time with our ways of knowing. So my plan is to have us begin by getting more familiar with how we experience and how we use the mind.
I want to start with an exercise from Love of Knowledge. It’s Ex. 2, Layers of Mind

Note the kinds of mental events that come up in the mind and their relationship: images and feelings, intentions, thoughts, judgments, etc. Which elements are dominant and which supportive? How do states such as tension, conflict, boredom, calm, clarity, or appreciation arise? Keep a journal in which you record your discoveries: an annotated catalogue or inventory of the contents of your mind.

This is a very open-ended exercise. Your experience is yours, and what works best is for you to find your own ways to explore it. Still, I am going to suggest some ways to get started, and they’re a little different from what’s in the book. I hope they will focus your inquiry and also give something in common for online discussions.

Before getting into specifics, I want to make a basic distinction. Usually we tend to focus our experience on the content of what are experiencing. If I see a tree, I focus on the tree. If I think of my mother, I focus on my mother. This is the content level of mental activity. 
For our purposes, this is not so helpful. If we focus on the content level, we are creating a subject-object structure and paying attention to the object. What we want to do is look instead at the subject-dimension of mental activity. This doesn’t mean we have to turn away from the object. It just means that in any experience, there are levels (or “layers”) of mind in addition to that content. Let’s call these the content-free levels. The subject-dimension operates at this content-free level. That is where I want us to focus.

So what are those non-content layers of experience? I am going to lay out four as a good way of getting started.

1. Embodied experience, including the five senses. This is your sense of being in your body. For instance, right now while I am typing, focusing mostly on what I am wanting to write, there is also the experience of my fingers hitting the keys, my presence in the room, and so on. If I walk downstairs, there are the sensations associated with walking, the feel of my body in motion. Without losing track of the content level, I can also be aware of this non-content level. 

This brings up an important point. Content-free experience accompanies the content of experience; it does not substitute for it. The sensations of typing (the muscles in my finger, the pressure on my thighs, etc.) are there along with the focus on what I am writing. Note that embodied experience is a bridge: it can be the content of experience or it can accompany experience at the content-free level. 
2. Affective experience. “Affect” is more or less another word for our emotional reactions. But here I mean something very narrow (in Buddhist terms, “vedana.”) The focus is on positive, negative, and neutral: nothing more. If I bite into an apple and it tastes good, that tasty sensation is probably going to be accompanied by positive affect. If my leg cramps, there will probably be negative affect. But the connection may not be that simple. For instance, if I am curious about my mental activity, a painful sensation may actually have positive affect. When I am in a good mood, I may experience all sorts of things as positive, and the other way around when I am in a bad mood. The affective layer is influenced by content, but not strictly determined by it.
3. Orientation or outlook; state of mind. This is vague, I know. Here are the kinds of things I have in mind: Is the mind calm or restless? Alert or dull? Stuck or resistant? Eager? Sleepy? Open? Accepting? Greedy or grasping? Confused? Angry? I hope this is enough to get the idea. It’s an underlying tone or mood. Look for it, and see what you find.
4. Background. What I have in mind here is the underlying sense of what’s going on or what you’re involved in; you could also say it’s ‘the way things are’ at any given time. For instance, if you are driving to work, that background (“I’m driving to work”) might be what’s going on, even though it’s not what you’re thinking about. Background may be related to what you’re thinking, but it is not the specific thought. For instance, if you are worried about being late, you may be having a fantasy about getting into a confrontation with your boss, or may be rehearsing an excuse. But that is the content. This is deeper.

So those are the four levels to focus on. They may all be going on at once, or they may succeed one another. And you may discover other content-free levels to work with. What matters here is that you stay with the content-free dimension of your experience. But just to be clear, you don’t need to reject content. Placing the emphasis on the content-free dimension may actually stimulate more content (or at least a more rapid shift from one kind of content to another, perhaps so fast that you can’t notice it all). This content may include thoughts, feelings, emotional reactions, and more. Noticing all this kind of mental activity in operation is fine. The point is just not to get caught up in it or lost in it.

As to how to work with this practice, the idea is to engage it all the time. Of course, you won’t always remember to do that, but look for ways to remind yourself. It may help to set aside 5-10 minutes now and then during which you really experiment with these content-free levels, getting familiar with them and then bringing into other activities. It may also help in the beginning to focus especially on the content-free level of embodiment, which tends to ground the restless mind (and which forms a natural bridge from the level of content to the level of the content-free). Anyway, you’ll find your own way. Please take notes when you notice something interesting, and please share what you find or write posts on questions that come up.
