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Foreword
Cathryn Jacob

On a chilly November evening in 2021, I entered the towering doors 
of The Kairos Centre in Richmond, UK, nervously twiddling the small 
piece of plastic in my pocket from the negative lateral flow test which 
confirmed that I was not infected with COVID. The cold air and the 
weight of uncertainty hung around me as I stepped into the space, 
feeling both socially awkward and unsure of my decision to be there. 
To my relief, I was greeted warmly by two Catholic nuns at the recep-
tion desk, Mary and Mary Jo. Their kindness immediately eased 
my nerves. Mary escorted me to my room, a clean and comfortable 
though sparse space where I unpacked before wandering across the 
driveway to join the group for dinner.

Sitting between two strangers, I introduced myself while 
silently questioning my decision to attend this Bodhi College secular 
dharma course in the middle of a global pandemic. The programme 
consisted of four five-day modules at Kairos House, and a week-long 
Seon retreat at Sharpham House where – as I later discovered – 
Stephen and Martine Batchelor had once lived. The Kairos Centre is 
a large Catholic nunnery adorned with beautiful artwork along wide 
staircases and hallways. Meticulously maintained English gardens 
surround it. I found myself immediately enamoured with both the 
serene environment and the warmth of the nuns.

As we were chatting and getting to know one another, Martine 
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and Stephen entered the room. My breath caught momentarily. I had 
devoured their books and online courses, and attended a retreat led 
by Martine in Zagreb just before the pandemic. In every sense but 
name, I was a Batchelor ‘groupie’.

Despite my initial star-struck awe, it didn’t take long to 
see that Stephen was a gentle, kind, and humble man who carried 
himself with a grounded lightness, while Martine exuded a calm 
practicality that filled the space. Together, they created a teaching 
dynamic that felt balanced and deeply authentic, complementing 
one another’s strengths.

Stephen and Martine were joined by Bernat Font, a student 
of Stephen who was completing his PhD in Buddhist studies and 
training as a dharma teacher. Bernat’s fresh perspective added depth 
and nuance to the teachings, creating a dynamic interplay among 
the three facilitators.

That first evening, after dinner, we ascended a grand 
staircase to a large room with socially-distanced chairs arranged 
in a circle. I looked around at the small group of 16 participants, 
a number reduced by COVID restrictions, and felt an immediate 
sense of intimacy and connection. Stephen invited us to introduce 
ourselves and share why we had joined the course. When it was my 
turn, I heard myself saying: ‘To learn to live life on life’s terms.’ I 
didn’t yet realise how profoundly this experience would transform 
me, or how it would become the foundation for my spiritual growth 
and practice. What had begun as an ambivalent decision would soon 
become one of the pivotal moments of my life.

Over the following year, through the four modules, the Seon 
retreat, and regular group study sessions, our small cohort became 
a true sangha – a community of lifelong friends supporting one 
another on our journey. The lessons and practices I learned not 
only reshaped my approach to living with greater awareness and 
care, but also opened doors I had never imagined – including my 
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involvement in transcribing the talks that comprise this book, and 
joining Tuwhiri’s editorial board.

Each day at Kairos, we followed a rhythm of early morning 
meditations, teachings, and reflective group discussions. Stephen’s 
first talk left me in awe. With minimal notes, he spoke with masterful 
eloquence, weaving dharma teachings into a tapestry of insight and 
inspiration. Listening to him, I was watching a virtuoso at work, each 
word illuminating new depths of understanding.

Martine’s teachings complemented Stephen’s by offering 
practical guidance on integrating the dharma into daily life. Her 
sessions were imbued with compassion, and emphasised self-care 
and care for others. In the evenings, Bernat brought his own flavour 
to the teachings, often using personal anecdotes and creative met-
aphors to deepen our understanding. The interplay between the 
three teachers created a multidimensional experience that enriched 
every aspect of the course.

The week’s teachings centred on the ELSA model, a frame-
work of four tasks that guides one towards a life of greater clarity 
and care. ELSA is an acronym for the fourfold task –  Embrace life 
(E), Let reactivity be (L), See reactivity stop (S) and Act to cultivate a 
path (A).  Stephen introduced us to his Cartography of Care, a map 
that integrates 32 traditional dimensions of awakening – skills and 
virtues we can cultivate to navigate life with wisdom and compas-
sion. These dimensions are not abstract concepts but practical tools 
for addressing life’s challenges, fostering resilience, and embracing 
care as the foundation of a flourishing life.

The course emphasised the immediacy of embodied expe-
rience, drawing on natural patterns such as the seasons to illustrate 
the cyclical nature of the four tasks. For instance, embracing life 
mirrors summer’s vitality, letting go reflects autumn’s shedding, 
stopping corresponds to winter’s stillness, and actualising the path 
evokes spring’s renewal. This natural rhythm resonated deeply, 



Living on life’s terms: turning the wheel of secular dharma

xiv

making it clear that awakening is not a destination but a continuous 
process rooted in the ebb and flow of life.

Central to the teachings was the concept of care as the uni-
fying principle of the four tasks and the 32 dimensions. Through 
this commitment to care, we cultivate a life of meaning, connection, 
and growth.

Each module of the course was dedicated to one of the four 
tasks, with the three teachers collaborating to determine which 
aspects of the cartography of care would be most beneficial to 
explore for each task. While they worked together to shape the 
overall structure, each teacher brought their own unique approach, 
drawing from their diverse backgrounds and perspectives. At 
times, two or even all three teachers would explore the same topic 
from different angles, offering complementary insights. Occasion-
ally, a teacher would introduce an additional topic they felt would 
enhance our understanding.

Stephen enriched his teachings with a wide-ranging explo-
ration of ideas beyond traditional dharma sources. He drew upon 
examples from ancient Greece, philosophy, literature, and contem-
porary thought, weaving together insights from diverse cultures and 
historical periods. From classical philosophers to inspiring mod-
ern figures, his approach illustrated the timeless relevance of the 
dharma. His ability to connect Buddhist principles with a broader 
intellectual and cultural landscape made his sessions expansive 
and thought-provoking.

Martine brought a personal and very practical approach to 
the teachings. While she also drew from a variety of sources, her talks 
were infused with personal anecdotes, spanning from her years as 
a nun in Korea through to her modern-day experiences. Her unique 
gift lay in translating complex teachings into accessible, real-world 
application, offering concrete practices that we could integrate into 
daily life. With a warmth and care that resonated through her teach-



   Foreword

xv

ing, she helped bring the dharma into the realm of lived experi-
ence, ensuring that the teachings were not just theoretical but truly 
embodied.

As the the course proceeded, Bernat was completing his 
PhD in Buddhist studies at Bristol University, and his engagement 
with Pali texts brought a rich and nuanced understanding to his 
teachings. He often introduced fresh perspectives that added new 
dimensions to the themes explored by Stephen and Martine. Like 
Martine, he wove personal stories into his talks, and his background 
as a jazz pianist also infused his teaching style with imagination and 
creativity. His sessions combined scholarly rigour with an artistic 
sensibility, bringing complex Buddhist concepts to life.

By the end of the course, I realised that I had not only learned to 
live on life’s terms but had also found a deeper purpose in helping 
others do the same. The experience set me on a path of transfor-
mation and service that continues to unfold in ways I could never 
have anticipated.

I decided to transcribe the talks because I wanted to share 
the wisdom and insights I had gained from the course with people 
who had not had the opportunity to join us. It felt as though I had 
uncovered a mine full of precious gems – treasures that I believed 
could benefit others. Stephen introduced me to Ramsey Margolis 
from Tuwhiri, and I set out to transcribe all 50 talks. As you can 
imagine, this was an immense undertaking, requiring many hours 
of dedicated work. However, with each session that I transcribed, my 
understanding of the dharma deepened, and the teachings gradually 
became an embodied part of my life.

There is such profound wisdom in these talks that each 
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time I revisit them, I discover new insights and a richer under-
standing. Selecting just six from each teacher for publication in 
this book was a difficult challenge. In making my selection, I aimed 
to curate a collection that captured the essence of Stephen’s four-
fold task while ensuring that each talk could stand alone – read, 
understood, and appreciated in its own right. I sought out talks that 
approached the dharma from fresh, insightful, and thought-pro-
voking perspectives. Ultimately, for the final selection, I have to 
admit that I also chose the talks that had most deeply inspired 
me – those I had personally enjoyed the most during the course.

We have included translations of the Pali terms used in the 
talks, along with the version of Stephen Batchelor’s cartography of 
care that we worked with during the course. Because these chap-
ters are transcripts from a programme taught some time ago, it 
seemed best to leave the terminology and the cartography as they 
were then, rather than retrofit them with later updates. Readers 
who are curious to see how Stephen’s language and his cartography 
have continued to evolve will find this discussed in chapters 21, 
27 and 28 of Buddha, Socrates and Us.
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Introduction to Module 1
The first task: embrace life 
Cathryn Jacob

‘Embracing life is the first creative act – the willingness to be 
shaped by what we meet.’

To embrace life is to turn towards it – not selectively, not only when 
it pleases us, but with a willingness to meet what is here. This first 
task sets the ground for everything that follows. In Stephen Batch-
elor’s cartography, it is linked with earth and summer: steadiness, 
warmth, ripening. Its colour is yellow – open, receptive – and its 
heart-practice is love: not romantic sentiment, but the quiet cour-
age to let our experience matter.

This task invites a shift in how we understand mindfulness. 
Rather than a technique applied to stress or a tool for self-improve-
ment, it becomes an orientation towards life itself – a way of inhab-
iting our days with curiosity and care. We begin with what is most 
immediate: the body we sit in, the tone of feeling in each moment, the 
atmosphere of mind, and the meaning that emerges in our speech 
and actions. These are not obstacles to navigate but terrain to live 
within.

The Four Resolves help shape this territory. They teach us to 
prevent harm where we can, to recognise and release what contracts 
us, to cultivate conditions that support well-being, and to sustain 
what strengthens us over time. These are not commandments but 
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movements – small adjustments in how we meet ourselves and 
others.

Alongside them sit the Four Steps of Creativity: aspiration 
(desire), perseverance (energy), intuition, and experimentation. 
They remind us that embracing life is not passive. It is an active, 
generative process – a form of participation. Something in us 
begins to lean in, even if only slightly at first. We start with aspira-
tion, experiment with attention, listen for what is emerging, and 
slowly learn how to live differently.

The vow associated with this task – Beings are boundless; I 
will care for them all – is not a demand for heroic compassion. It is a 
directional statement. It points us toward a widening field of interest: 
the understanding that our practice is never solely for ourselves.

To embrace life is to recognise that the raw material for awak-
ening is always present. It is in the tension in our shoulders, the 
fractured conversation over breakfast, the delight we scarcely notice, 
the ache we usually avoid. This task asks us to begin by showing 
up – feeling something, naming something, staying long enough to 
see what the world is asking of us.

Most importantly, we discover that our willingness to feel is 
itself transformative. To turn toward experience with tenderness, 
imagination, and attention is already the first movement of freedom. 
We start exactly where we are, and the work begins there.

 B Chapter 1
Four foundations of mindfulness

Martine begins where the body quietly insists we start. Before we 
interpret, there is breath, pulse, posture, and the small flicker of feel-
ing tone. She invites us to stay close to this simplicity, to let presence 
be felt rather than achieved. In her telling, mindfulness becomes 
an act of affection – attending to the living moment as though it 
mattered.

Living on life’s terms: turning the wheel of secular dharma
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 B Chapter 2
The four great efforts, or the four resolves

Here Martine unfolds the resolves not as instructions but as ges-
tures – four movements of the heart that shape how we inhabit our 
experience. To prevent, release, cultivate, and sustain is to learn 
the grammar of care. She teaches resolve as creative permission 
rather than duty.

 B Chapter 3
A democracy of the imagination

Stephen widens the horizon. He proposes that to embrace life is to 
create with it – to treat even suffering as material that can be worked. 
Desire, energy, intuition, and experimentation become tools for 
shaping reality. Creativity here is participation in the unfinished 
nature of being alive.

 B Chapter 4
Creative awareness

Martine returns to show how creative awareness looks in practice: 
listening deeply, adjusting lightly, approaching each moment as a 
possibility. Awareness becomes responsiveness – tending life with-
out tightening around it.

 B Chapter 5
A jazz musician walks into a meditation room…

Bernat lets the metaphor sing. With jazz as his frame, he describes 
life as music partly composed and partly unfolding around us. Prac-
tice becomes attunement – the courage to respond without securing 
the outcome. In his telling, embracing life is the willingness to play.

Introduction to Module 1  The first task: embrace life 
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Chapter 3
A democracy of the imagination
Stephen Batchelor

‘A democracy of the imagination.’ This is the title of an essay I wrote 
almost 30 years ago. I’m returning to it now to reconsider the main 
subject of that previous essay, namely, creativity. I aim to locate this 
basic human capacity within a framework I’ve been developing 
throughout the intervening decades, that of the Four Tasks – and 
in particular, the first of these tasks, embracing life. (In traditional 
Buddhist terms, that’s comprehending dukkha, or suffering.)

What do I mean by ‘embracing life’? First, I understand it 
to involve mindfulness – mindfulness in relation to our bodies, the 
physical world, our feelings, our tonality, and our mental states. 
And mindfulness in view of the operative frames, such as the five 
aggregates and the five hindrances, that provide contexts for sus-
taining and refining it.

But we need more than mindfulness to embrace life. The first 
task also requires motivation and resolve, and as a foundation for 
these, engaging in what I call the practice of conditionality. This means 
practicing mindfulness not only of the immediate circumstances 
of our lives in the world, but of their consequences. It means cul-
tivating an awareness of how our present circumstances obstruct 
us and of how they can free us, of how they support or undermine a 
community or a society, and of how they reorganise our inner lives. 
I’ve come to recognise the practice of conditionality as an aspect not 
only of embracing life, but of the four tasks approached as a whole, 
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insofar as practicing the four tasks together creates the conditions 
for life’s better possibilities to emerge.

So embracing life, and the practice of conditionality that 
supports it, are not standalone skills. They are intertwined with the 
second task, letting go of reactivity. ‘Embracing’ in this regard is 
necessarily nonreactive. To embrace is to say ‘yes’ to experiencing 
life mindfully, and this weakens the hold of reactive patterns. When 
we allow our reactive patterns just to be – when we let go of them – 
we create the conditions for reactivity to stop, whether momentarily 
or for longer periods.

This may all sound abstract and theoretical, but the four 
tasks are for the real world, in which we continually confront prob-
lems that challenge our resolve. When we’re sitting in meditation 
and the mind starts chattering away, a lot of what it chatters about 
are the problems we’ve got, the hassles we face, the conflicts that life 
is putting in our path. This chattering itself can feel like a problem. 
We find ourselves going round and round, asking, ‘How am I going 
to deal with this problem?’ These may be real problems, of course. 
Our problems are not limited only to our inner obstacles, which tend 
to be emphasised in Buddhism – attachment, aversion, restlessness, 
lethargy, vacillation, and so on. Nor are they limited to our personal 
circumstances. They extend to how we live economically, organise 
our societies politically, and impact our environment and climate 
collectively.

It’s all very well to be mindful of our problems, but that’s 
not going to solve most of them. Nor will adding an extra measure 
of resolve. Something else is required, and that, I would argue, is 
creativity.

Creativity
It isn’t just that the Buddha had deep insight into the nature of life, 
but that he was also able to imagine a new form of life. This reflects 
the creativity at the heart of his genius.

Living on life’s terms: turning the wheel of secular dharma
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It’s worth noting that the form of life the Buddha envisioned 
was rooted in the context of fifth century BCE India, a time of enor-
mous social, political, economic and religious upheaval. The Bud-
dha’s teachings aimed to support those around him in meeting the 
challenges that such times present. What he imagined was con-
sequently a way of seeing beyond the instability and tumult of his 
world, a way of living that went against this turbulent stream.

Thus, he didn’t just recycle established traditions. He created 
a new way of understanding and of going about life in the world. A 
stock passage in early Buddhist texts declares, ‘this is a teaching 
which has never been heard before’. We might dismiss this as reli-
gious rhetoric, but perhaps it’s true. The example of the Buddha’s 
teaching itself thus shows that the path beyond what frustrates us, 
paralyses us, or otherwise holds us back – and that leads towards our 
personal and collective flourishing – follows not only from practicing 
mindfulness and resolve, but from applying our creative imagina-
tion.

In this light, suffering is not a problem to be solved – to be 
‘eradicated’, as tradition has it. Rather, it’s a source of transform-
ative power. It’s to be embraced, and in the process, creatively 
transformed into a path, a way of life.

Art as a way of engaging with su!ering
In our Western cultural tradition, the arts have long been a locus for 
creative engagement with suffering. We find examples at least as 
far back as the ancient Greeks. In our Western, post-Ancient Greek 
culture, the Christian artistic tradition has perhaps most powerfully 
engaged with suffering.

The role of the crucifix in this tradition epitomises this. Some 
of the greatest works of Western art involve a man nailed to a cross 
– hyperrealistically, in some depictions. If you go into a church in 
Mexico or Spain, it’s all about blood, gore, and misery. It’s very much 
in-your-face dukkha. In northern Europe, we’re a little more coy. 

Chapter 3  A democracy of the imagination
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Protestant churches, by comparison, are generally rather sanitised. 
Nonetheless, wherever one may stand in relation to Christianity 
as a whole, its elevation of pain and suffering into devotional art is 
striking.

I’ve long been inspired by an understanding expressed by 
JWN Sullivan, a popular writer on science and culture in England 
about a hundred years ago. Perhaps Sullivan’s most famous book, 
a small volume published in 1927, was Beethoven, his spiritual devel-
opment. It opens with the sentence:

Few men have the capacity fully to realise suffering as one 
of the great structural lines of human life.

In Sullivan’s framing, suffering is not just misery to be over-
come. Rather, it constitutes one of the core elements that defines 
us, that structures us as human beings. Sullivan believed that this 
understanding was central to Beethoven’s outlook. And Beethoven 
furthermore viewed suffering not only as a necessary condition of 
life, but also as possessing an illuminating power.

This may sound strange to a Buddhist ear. Traditional  
Buddhism tends to address suffering not in regard to its positive 
aspects, but rather as something to free ourselves from. In con-
trast, Sullivan’s Beethoven shared my secular approach, whereby 
we choose to embrace suffering, not push it away. Nor do we choose 
to embrace it in order to push it away. We accept suffering for what 
it is, unconditionally – by which I mean unconditioned by greed, by 
hatred, or by confusion.

Great art offers myriad examples of such unflinching accept-
ance. Each of us can find examples of special personal significance. 
For me, these would include the late self-portraits of Rembrandt, in 
which he paints what he sees in the mirror as he gets older: an aging 
man who, as we now know, has gone bankrupt. Rembrandt had 
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needed to leave his fancy studio in Amsterdam. He was struggling. 
He was in a terrible state. In response to the challenges he faced, 
he just stares at the mirror and paints. A very beautiful Rembrandt 
self-portrait in this vein hangs in Kenwood House on Hampstead 
Heath in the north of London, as do several others in the National 
Gallery. They represent an extraordinary contemplation, a medita-
tion on human suffering.

Another self-portrait I really love is by Hakuin Ekaku (1686–
1769), a Japanese Zen master who composed in rapid brushstrokes. 
Like Rembrandt, Hakuin displays a poignant sense of grief and sor-
row, along with puzzlement and confusion, all captured in his very 
quick lines. So we do find this contemplative practice in Buddhist 
tradition as well.

Some of us may be more moved by music – by the slow move-
ments of a Schubert symphony, for instance, or of Beethoven’s late 
string quartets and piano sonatas. Of the latter, Sullivan writes,

These works have a serenity which contains within itself 
the deepest and most unforgettable sorrow. And yet a 
sorrow which is transformed by its inclusion in that 
serenity.

Such works are infused with a sense of tragedy, of loss, of 
grief. But what’s striking in these examples is the beauty inspired 
by pain that they all share. Beauty and suffering are not at odds in 
these works. They come together.

An aesthetic practice
It’s through embracing suffering, rather than evading, denying, or 
ignoring it, that the door to beauty opens. The serenity, equanimity, 
quietude, and tranquillity that we cultivate in meditation aim not at 
fostering a narrow, self-indulgent wellbeing, but rather at providing 
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the kind of space we need to embrace suffering. Dwelling in stillness, 
we can regard what might otherwise shock or horrify us, and say, 
‘Yes, this is the state of our existence’.

Once we’ve set aside some of that reactivity, what opens up is 
a sense of the miraculousness of the world, the wonder, the beauty. 
You may have noticed that when you are on retreat, when the mind 
gets still, the world comes alive. It becomes radiant. You’ve slowed 
down. You’ve stopped. You just look, listen, and hear. As you wander 
around the retreat center, you may be struck by the sheer beauty 
of the colour of leaves. Contemplative practice has renewed your 
awareness of the trees, flowers, and perhaps rabbits, which you may 
otherwise take for granted. Your stillness of mind has opened you 
to the sublime, in the original sense of something that inspires both 
wonder and unease. Indeed, there’s something slightly terrifying 
about it.

Thus, contemplative or meditative experience is not just 
cognitive. It’s not just about understanding things better. Nor is it just 
affective – about developing feelings of love, compassion, and joy. It’s 
also aesthetic. It has to do with beauty. This haiku by the Japanese 
Zen monk Bash# captures this aspect of meditative experience:

Departing spring
Birds crying 
Tears in the eyes of fish

For me this brings to mind TS Eliot’s notion of the sublime, 
as captured in his impression, in the ‘Four Quartets’, of ‘an infinitely 
gentle, infinitely suffering thing’.

The metaphor of the goldsmith
When we dig into some of the early texts of Buddhist tradition, we 
find this sensibility to the aesthetic to be an aspect of the path. One 
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discourse relates an encounter between Gotama, the Buddha, and 
a seeker named Pukkhus!ti, in which the Buddha employs a met-
aphor that is relevant here. The metaphor illustrates the role of the 
aesthetic, and creativity more broadly, in spiritual development.
Gotama says to Pukkhus!ti:

Imagine a goldsmith who has prepared a furnace of fire. 
He’s heated his crucible, his little porcelain or enamel cup, 
and he’s taken a piece of gold with his tongs and placed it 
inside the crucible. Sometimes he blows on it, sometimes 
he sprinkles water on the fire, and sometimes he just 
stands back and observes what’s going on. In this way, … 
the gold becomes refined, rid of impurities, malleable and 
radiant, so that he can fashion from it whatever kind of 
ornament he likes.

With this metaphor of the goldsmith – a creative artisan – 
at work, the Buddha equips Pukkhus!ti to engage creatively with 
the situations we meet in life. The Buddha points to a practice of 
awakening – a practice of human flourishing – that is far from a rote 
endeavor of resorting to mindfulness. It entails doing something with 
our minds and lives, and doing it skillfully. Like a master goldsmith 
employing her tools, materials, and know-how at the furnace, we can 
work at coordinating our equanimity, focus, and energy to transform 
the raw materials of our practice – the five aggregates of bodies, 
feelings, perceptions, inclinations, and consciousness. Through this 
creative practice of the dharma, we can imagine and then become 
the kind of person that we aspire to be – just as the goldsmith shapes 
purified gold into whatever kind of ornament she wishes.
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Liberation of the imagination
The Buddha describes creativity as a kind of magic. He says

The practitioner, having become one, becomes many. 
Having become many, he becomes one. He appears, he 
vanishes, he goes unimpeded through walls, ramparts, 
and mountains as if through space. He dives in and out 
of the earth as if it were water. He walks on water without 
sinking, as though it were dry land. Sitting crosslegged, he 
flies through the air like a winged bird. With his hand he 
touches and strokes the sun and the moon.

There’s something beautiful in this passage – in its portrayal 
of the liberated imagination. Once the mind has freed itself of its 
preoccupations and anxieties, its circular habit patterns and reac-
tivity, a non-reactive space opens up in which the imagination can 
fly. In this space, we can dream. We can imagine gaining amazing 
powers. Or we can aspire to wisdom and compassion.

When people asked the Buddha about miracles, he always 
dismissed them, downplaying their value or likening them to magic 
tricks. He said that the genuine miracle is that of instruction, wherein 
a teacher or friend inspires us – through their words, through their 
metaphors, through their reasoning, through their ideas – to live 
differently, to change our lives. What could be more miraculous than 
a series of sounds coming out of someone’s mouth that transforms 
someone else’s life? That, for the Buddha, is the real miracle.

Embarking on a path of human flourishing requires this 
miraculous creativity. It requires us to imagine the kind of person 
whom we aspire to become, and the kind of world we aspire to create.

That Gotama includes creativity among the qualities needed 
to pursue the four tasks implies that it’s not, as we sometimes think 
today, the province of a few gifted people such as writers, artists, 
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and musicians. He understands creativity – or creative power, as 
we might translate the Pali word iddhi – as available to everyone. It 
is intrinsic to the path that he sets out for us.

I’m reminded of the words of the Ceylonese historian and 
art critic Ananda Coomaraswamy. He said:

The artist is not a special kind of person; rather, each 
person is a special kind of artist.

This is a useful inversion. Our modern culture tends to 
privilege artists in something of the way priests were privileged in 
mediaeval Europe. We commonly understand the artist to possess 
a special creativity or insight that other people don’t have. And we 
often downplay or deny our own creativity with thoughts like, ‘Well, 
I’m not an artist. I’m not a writer. I’m not a poet’. I find this way of 
thinking disempowering. It works precisely against this essential 
aspect of the dharma we’re exploring: that creativity is integral to 
the practice of human flourishing for every practitioner, whether 
you are Rembrandt or not.

Gotama thus democratises creativity, and it’s in this sense 
that we might speak of ‘a democracy of the imagination’. Buddhist 
tradition is itself such a democracy. We see examples throughout 
its history of practitioners exercising extraordinary creativity. The 
founders of the different traditions, like the Buddha in his own time, 
creatively reimagined the expression and practice of dharma to suit 
the needs of their situations – whether in Sri Lanka, Tibet, Japan, or 
the many other places where the dharma has flourished.

Yet once the new teaching is established, we’re not encour-
aged – however we may honour the founding of the tradition, or 
even admire the founder’s creativity – to think creatively about it 
ourselves any further. Tradition soon becomes orthodoxy. Nonethe-
less, each time the dharma confronts a new challenge that orthodoxy 
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isn’t equal to – whether as Buddhism hits a new cultural frontier, 
or as we meet unprecedented situations in our personal lives – a 
creative act is called for once again.

The four steps of creativity
The Buddha understood creative power as a capacity we can develop 
by cultivating four qualities. I call these the four steps of creativity. 
At the bottom of the Cartography of Care, you will find them listed 
under the first task of embracing life. The four are desire, energy, 
intuition and experimentation. These correspond to a traditional 
list of iddhis described by Gotama.

Desire
Buddhism has an ambivalent relationship with the first item on the 
list, desire. ‘Desire’ here is a translation of chanda. This Pali term 
is not the same one often translated as ‘craving’ (and sometimes 
‘desire’) – that’s taṇh!. Chanda is more neutral than taṇh!. Notably, 
the earliest version of what became the twelve links of the dependent 
origination of suffering doesn’t use the word taṇh! either. It uses 
chanda. Contact gives rise to feeling, feeling gives rise to chanda. 
Not taṇh!, not craving, just desire. In the earliest version, desire is 
not good or bad in some absolute way.

Energy
Martine addressed viriya, energy, in Chapter Two, so I won’t delve 
into it here.

Intuition
This is how I’m inclined to translate citta, at present. The term is 
often translated as ‘mind’ or, as Bernat points out, ‘heart’. Sometimes 
we see a hybrid translation, ‘heart-mind’. Actually, citta is closer in 
meaning to the Greek word psyche, which in English means ‘soul’, 
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or in Latin, anima – that which animates us. In this sense, citta is the 
general term for that part of us which is not physical, which somehow 
moves us from within, whether we call it mind or Geist or citta or sem 
or shin. In the context of creativity, intuition works well. It points to 
a kind of knowing, a kind of understanding that’s neither rational, 
logical, nor conceptual. Yet it isn’t pure awareness or attention either. 
It includes the capacity to arrive at insights, often suddenly.

We sometimes have the experience when we’re struggling 
with a problem – fixing a machine, let’s say, or working out some 
difficulty on a project – of not finding the answer until some time 
later, after we’ve set the struggle aside. In English we say, we have 
‘slept on it’. You go to bed, you sleep, and then you wake up in the 
middle of the night or the next morning, and the answer is there. 
It’s a very satisfying experience, but nonetheless a weird one. The 
answer seems to come from deep within us, but a place we can’t see.

Experimentation
Finally, there is v$maṃsa, which I translate as ‘experimentation’. It’s 
usually translated as something more hands-off, like ‘investigation’. 
But in the Pali dictionary, we see it has to do with trying things out, 
testing things, experimenting. This is what one does when solving 
problems in life, whether as an artist or a business person. We try 
out a range of solutions to find which one works best.

My brother David is an accomplished artist. He creates vital 
works of art not by planning them out conceptually in advance, but 
rather by leaving his materials lying around in a certain way, or by 
mixing up a couple of paints and then seeing what new solutions 
appear. Often the best things that happen in the studio are the acci-
dents, the things that aren’t planned, that we discover by chance. 
In other words, we learn by working, by doing, not just by thinking. 
David and I discuss this aspect of the creative process frequently – 
it’s how I make my own artwork as well.
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Dharma practice, likewise, isn’t something we can pursue 
just by studying books or by listening to talks. In the end, we have 
to try it out. We’ve got to experiment. We’ve got to see what works. 
This is how we really learn what our practice is.

The four steps of creativity work together as we develop 
and realise our creative potential. A potter must first of all have the 
desire to create a pot. That desire may be bound up with a formless 
yearning to achieve some ideal of beauty, but to make a start, the 
potter also needs a clear goal. Our energies must be focused. Only 
then can something that exists only in the imagination – as Bodhi 
College did just five or six years ago, for instance – be realised in 
actual life. Desire on its own isn’t enough. We also need to expend 
a huge amount of time and energy to achieve our aims. So creative 
practice requires a commitment of sustained effort.

And it requires the surrender of conceptual or theoretical 
preferences. When you are making art, or writing a book, one thing 
that really holds you up is the fixed idea, the brilliant notion that 
simply must feature in your project. However brilliant your idea 
may be, you jam up the whole creative process if you can’t let go of it 
when it doesn’t work. As aspiring writers are perennially instructed, 
you must learn to ‘kill your darlings’ – the things you’re attached 
to. When one finds the courage to get rid of a certain paragraph, or 
of certain elements in a work, the words often start moving again. 
And often it’s serendipity – chance, or luck – that drives the process 
forward.

The dharma as an art of living
I am not the first to liken dharma practice to an art – an art of liv-
ing – but for me, it is literally this. It’s a creative process. It aims at 
producing something I can be proud of, that has a certain beauty, a 
certain integrity. I’m not suggesting that everyone should be a writer 
or a painter or a musician, but rather that the way in which these 
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sorts of people work, the way artists pursue their projects, is a good 
model for the practice of dharma.

I strongly resist the competing notion of dharma as a science 
– a science of the mind. This idea is widespread among teachers, 
therapists, scientists, and others who view the dharma as a Buddhist 
psychology, meditation as a technique, and practice as a kind of 
spiritual technology. There is some truth in this view, of course, but 
the metaphor overrides and obscures what, at least for me, is more 
central: that I engage in the practice of dharma with my body, my 
feelings, my perception, as a potter engages with clay, a painter with 
a palette of oil paints, or a goldsmith with a piece of gold. In other 
words, it’s an art. It relies on intuition to respond to issues in the real 
world, situations in life. It’s an art of living.

So we can rethink awakening not as the end of suffering, but 
rather as the opening up of a creative ethical space, one unbounded 
and unconstrained by reactivity. When we stabilise the mind through 
practice – when we make it more radiant, more integrated, more 
flexible, as in our image of purified gold – a new kind of freedom 
becomes possible. Our creative potential can be unleashed.

The creativity this involves is in many senses the opposite 
of the reactivity we’ve discussed. In closing, I’ll point out that these 
two words, ‘creativity’ and ‘reactivity’, are also anagrams. Of course, 
this isn’t true of their equivalents in Pali, but as speakers of modern 
languages like English we can leave the Pali out of this and enjoy the 
happy coincidence.

A democracy of the imagination
I’ll finish with a passage from my earlier essay, ‘A democracy of the 
imagination’, which was published in Tricycle in 1994.

In sharp contrast to their mediaeval predecessors, modern 
societies are frenetic, pluralistic, and individualistic. As 
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the dharma seeks ways to respond to their suffering, may 
they not, in turn, transform Buddhism in ways hitherto 
unimagined? Rather than remaining the discrete preserve 
of the rare spiritual genius, might creative imagination not 
be released into the hands of every practitioner? Could 
we not envisage a democracy of the imagination, in which 
each individual ceases to be a passive recipient of spiritual 
truths and becomes instead their active creator?

Thirty years on, I’ve come to understand dharma practice itself as 
the medium of this creative art.
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Chapter 4
Creative awareness
Martine Batchelor

The subject of creativity is close to my heart. I coined the terms 
creative awareness and creative engagement mainly because as I 
practiced and as I taught people, it seemed that this was what we 
were doing. It was not just about being aware. Rather, we were devel-
oping what I like to describe as a creative awareness, which is a 
responsive awareness, not simply being like a mirror. I felt we were 
in fact developing a dynamic awareness.

I once tried to get these terms certified. I wrote a short email 
to Bhikkhu An!layo, who is a great scholar. I respect him a lot, and 
use his texts. I asked Bhikkhu An!layo in that email, ‘Don’t you think 
that samm! sati could be translated as creative awareness?’ I got an 
email back. ‘No, it’s not in the text!’ At least I now knew it was not in 
the text, as such. I decided it was still a good idea because it seems 
to speak to people, and was relevant to my experience.

Let’s go back to the question. What is this creative awareness 
and how does it come about?

Anchoring and exploring
I’d like to describe samatha and vipassan! as anchoring and exploring. 
When meditating we are cultivating these two things: anchoring and 
exploring and, as such we are cultivating brightness and calmness. 
But what we are in fact developing is a creative awareness which 
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has the two qualities of being bright at the same time as being calm.
So the calmness does not stop the brightness, and the bright-

ness doesn’t stop the calmness. These two factors contribute to each 
other. Then I realised that what is special about creative awareness 
is that it has two components in the way we experience it, in the way 
we integrate it: acceptance and transformation.

But here again, I would say creative acceptance, because 
acceptance is often seen as resignation, when actually for me accept-
ance is equivalent to the slogan which is in Pali, Yathaa bhuutam 
nyana dassana – ‘to see and know things as they come to be’. This is 
generally translated as ‘to be with things as they are’, but to ‘be with 
things as they are’ is not dynamic. The Pali term actually means ‘to 
see and know thing as they come to be’. Now, there is some dyna-
mism in this because it’s basically saying, ‘Be alive, be present to 
what occurs’. Why is it so important to be seeing and knowing?

A lot of the time, we quickly move from experiencing to 
describing. From describing we move to what I call association. 
We do this especially with suffering. If we experience pain now and 
it has an unpleasant tonality, then we have this amazing ability to 
associate it with past tonality, which might have very little to do with 
what’s going on now. Or future tonality, which again might not have 
much to do with what’s going on now.

In terms of embracing life, there is creative movement in 
what’s going on. Can I be really present to it? Creative acceptance 
is seeing what is going on and being with it 100 percent. I found it 
interesting when Bernat was telling us about his teacher in Burma, 
U Tejaniya, who says that we need to be aware from when we wake 
up to when we go to bed. In Korea, they tell us to question at night 
too; they are a little more extreme. If in Korea it is day and night, at 
least with U Tejaniya you can sleep.

The problem is that we link awareness with judgement. This 
is because when we are told to be mindful, immediately we think 

Living on life’s terms: turning the wheel of secular dharma

4&



that we don’t just need to be aware but that we also need to judge it. 
If somebody tells us to be aware from we wake up to when we go to 
bed, we interpret this as, ‘I must be judging myself and others for 
twelve solid hours’. This is really stressful and causes a lot of anxiety. 
Awareness is not about judgement. Rather it’s about discernment.

The magic of mindfulness
‘What happens when we are 100 percent aware?’ We can do this 
when we walk. We go for a walk in the mountain, by the sea, on a 
beautiful path, and the intention is to be aware, to enjoy, to benefit, 
from the place we are walking in. We can notice at times that we are 
100 percent aware, and that’s where the magic happens. Suddenly, 
the blue is more blue and the red is more red, and, ‘Ah, it’s so beau-
tiful!’. But as soon as you think about what happened yesterday, or 
you ask yourself, ‘What am I doing tomorrow?’ you’re still seeing, 
you’re not falling off the path, you’re still going in the right direction 
but the colour become more opaque.

Then there is the movement of coming back – to the sea, 
to the flowers – and it’s like magic. The blue is more blue, the red 
is more red. So we’re not asked to judge 100 percent all the time, 
which would be really stressful. But we are asked to be present to 
what’s going on in a fully present way. Generally, we look backwards 
at the past, or forward to the future, and exist only a little bit in the 
present moment, which makes things more opaque. The magic of 
mindfulness is in the realisation, ‘Oh, this is beautiful’.

Sometimes people write to me through my website. One day, 
I got an email from this person telling me, ‘I don’t want to disturb you 
but I’m doing meditation. I’ve listened to some of your talks and I 
would like some feedback’, and he wondered if I would be interested 
in his little book of haiku. I replied, ‘Of course’.

He explained to me that he had been very depressed, and 
had thought meditation could help him with it. Then he heard about 
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haiku – three-line poems found in the Japanese tradition – and he 
had thought that maybe instead of just sitting, feeling heavy and 
dark, perhaps he could go into nature, really observe nature, and 
write haiku about it. This became his practice. Every day, he would 
go outside for 30 minutes and write haiku. He told me that it had 
a magical quality because suddenly he was less oppressed by his 
suffering, he was able to see more of life in all its aspects, and see 
himself as interconnected to it.

He was no longer thinking about himself as much and was 
opening up to the elements. He still had some sadness, some difficul-
ties, but he did not feel so alone. Through his poems, he connected 
to nature, then connected to other people who wrote haiku, then 
connected to people who did meditation, and so on. I thought that 
was so sweet. This is the magic of being 100 percent present.

We can’t be fully aware all the time because we are taken 
over by many different things. Creative awareness, however, has an 
acceptance within it which helps us see what is going on, what is 
beautiful, and how we can be nurtured by what is beautiful. Also, we 
see what is painful, what is difficult, and how it is difficult.

Creative awareness and transformation
For example, let’s take anger, which is something I know very well. 
I’ve improved a lot, but I used to get very angry. I used to be easily 
irritated until, one day, I had a heated discussion with a Buddhist 
person … and it’s always tricky having a tiff with another Buddhist 
meditator. Anyway, we did not agree, and I went to my work, cutting 
up carrots to be cooked. Suddenly, I noticed that I was cutting my 
carrots very angrily, and I thought that was a little dangerous.

Then something within me, which I will call creative aware-
ness, made me look at the body. What I was experiencing in the body 
was that I was shaking, and that this was painful. Then I realised that 
I was doing this to myself. Nobody was doing this to me. ‘I’m doing 
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this, the pain of the body shaking, this is me doing it.’ As soon as I 
saw, ‘I’m doing it,’ I thought, ‘What’s the point?’ Well, it just went.

If the power of the creative awareness is strong, if you inhabit 
100 percent awareness, then you really know how it feels. Because 
a lot of the time what we tend to do is to go into the description, 
or into judgement, but the magic of mindfulness is instead to ask, 
‘How does it really feel?’. Anger, for example, and then through that 
understanding, leading on to the creative engagement.

Let’s look at something else: fear. I was very afraid of the dark. 
I think it’s very common to be afraid of the dark, probably more com-
mon in women. I had always been afraid of the dark until one time, 
when I was in Korea, we decided to do a no-sleep week of meditation. 
This is something we did in that tradition in December before the 
day of the Buddha’s awakening. The idea was that we would sit all 
day and sit all night, and do that for seven days. Personally, I was 
not worried about sitting, but I was worried about going to the toilet 
outside at night – one o’clock, two o’clock… I thought, ‘Oh la la, this 
is going to be tough.’

I went to the master and asked, ‘What can I do? I’m so afraid 
at night of the dark.’ He said, ‘Do the questioning. Ask “What is this?” 
Just do that.’ So, I assumed this was going to be like a talisman, a 
protection. It would protect me from the bad guy out there. We start 
to sit, and then night-time arrives, and at about one o’clock, I go to 
the toilet outside. ‘What is this? What is this? What is this?’. And the 
second night, ‘What is this? What is this? What is this?’. And then 
on the third night, I go out. ‘What is this? What is this? What is this?’

I could really feel the fear, my heart was shaking, but at the 
same time, asking ‘What is this? What is this? What is this?’ Sud-
denly, creative awareness popped up and said, ‘Who would know 
that you are here, in the middle of nowhere, and come and get you 
anyway?’ After that, I was much less afraid.

But it’s the realisation, ‘How does it feel?’ and ‘What is it I am 
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telling myself?’. The creative awareness is asking you the question, 
‘Does it correspond to reality?’. If there really was a guy out there, 
yes, I needed to do something, but if there was no-one, why am I 
frightening myself unnecessarily? So there is this aspect of trans-
formation, and an aspect of acceptance.

Creative awareness and acceptance
Acceptance is knowing what is going on. It’s not resignation, but 
actually a combination of seeing, knowing, and experiencing. It’s 
as if you put the full light on it, and you really feel it. You know it, 
you feel it, you experience it. It’s the 100 percent experience, like 
when we are walking and see the colour of the flower 100 percent. 
With creative awareness what we realise is that, at times, we have 
to accept, and in this acceptance there is transformation. It is true 
that at times just accepting something actually transforms it, but 
we have to be careful that it’s not only that, since acceptance is only 
one part of it.

Creative awareness and conditionality
Another part, and this is what the four resolves are about, is con-
ditionality. If things are conditional, I can do something about it. 
So acceptance is one condition, when there is nothing else you can 
do. We had a friend who was dying of cancer in a hospice. Stephen 
and I went to see him regularly. That’s when I realised we cannot 
transform anything here, we cannot do anything here. He receives 
medically-strong painkillers, but the only thing we can do is to be 
here in a peaceful and kind way. We cannot change anything.

However, because we cannot change anything, this does not 
mean that we cannot be here with wisdom and compassion. There 
are situations which cannot be changed, and situations which we 
can transform, in which there can be transformation. Because a lot 
of the time we are stuck in repetition, being creative can result in 
something new happening.
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Creative awareness and courage – vīrya
One of the qualities Stephen points out in the four bases of creativity 
is vīrya. This could be understood as courage. To transform some-
thing we need a certain courage. In order to see the situation, it is 
essential to see if there is suffering.

Enrobing
Why did I become a nun at the age of 22? I was a French woman in 
Korea in the 1970s when nobody knew about Buddhism in Korea. 
It was because I had been on a bus travelling from a beautiful town 
in Nepal to Kathmandu. This was one of the most beautiful drives 
you can imagine. It’s amazing, with steep cliffs and huge mountains. 
It lasted about eight hours or more. I am on this bus and the coun-
tryside is beautiful, but for the whole journey I am thinking about 
money. ‘I only have $100 left, so what am I going to do?’ My mind 
was so preoccupied with my finances that I did not see anything, and 
this memory of not seeing the beauty around me because I was so 
preoccupied really stayed with me.

Following this event, I had various travelling adventures in 
India and Thailand and I ended up in Korea, where I decided to 
become a nun. The other reason I became a nun was because one 
time when I was resting at work, a Korean woman of about 40 or 50 
asked me questions like, ‘Are you married?’, ‘Do you have children?’, 
‘Are you studying?’, ‘Are you working?’. I said no to all of them. You 
would have thought that the Korean woman would think I was a 
‘good for nothing’ person. No. She said, ‘Wow, you are in such a 
great situation. If I were you, I would become a nun. There is nothing 
stopping you from doing that.’

She must have hoped she could have become a nun at my 
age, Then I thought, ‘Yeah, why not?’ Then the thought arose, ‘Do I 
want to repeat the same suffering?’ For three years, I had lived very 
freely, and yet I kept experiencing the same suffering. I kept getting 
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into the same difficulties, so when she said that, I thought, ‘Maybe 
I can do something different, instead of continuing to repeat the 
same patterns again and again, which causes suffering to myself 
and others.’

Part of this creative awareness is the courage to do something 
different. When we start the practice there is courage, but I think at 
other times in the practice, there is the point that Stephen talked 
about when we have the courage to decide, ‘No, I’m not going to do 
it like this’, or ‘No, I’m going to do it like that. I’m going to do some-
thing different’. During the Covid lockdown, I did just that. In France, 
when we were all confined in March 2020, I suddenly realised that 
all my practice had led me to deal with this. I also thought that this 
is a time I can do things differently. It all happened very suddenly, 
like a creative awareness arising within me and saying, ‘This is an 
opportunity to do things differently.’

So I decided to stop being so stressed, as well as organising 
all the time. I also decided something else. I gave thought to, ‘How 
can I be different in my relationships?’. But that was just a question. 
Then I actually applied it. One of the things I decided (I don’t know 
if I decided or it was creative awareness which made me do it) was 
to stop fussing, and stop nagging. Nowadays, if somebody makes a 
mistake, I see myself thinking, ‘In the past, I would have fussed or 
nagged, or would have made a bad joke or whatever, and now I don’t 
do that’. Why don’t I do it? What’s the point? This is what’s beautiful 
about creative awareness. It can give you the courage to try some-
thing different. And while you’re doing this something different, 
you realise the point of doing it as you experiment with the different 
elements of the situation.

Creative awareness – experimentation
One of the four bases of creativity is experimentation. Creative 
awareness, creative engagement causes us to ask, ‘Could I not do 
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something different?’ Then you try to do something different and you 
think, ‘Yeah, this seems like a good idea.’ But when you start, you’re 
not sure if it’s a good idea or not. You only know when it happens. 
Sometimes, it might not be a good idea. ‘Okay, I’ll stop doing that.’ 
But at other times you think, ‘Yeah, I really don’t need to do this’.

This is also important in our relationships, it’s something 
we really have to look at. Can we accept our own mistakes? Can 
we accept other people’s mistakes in a creative way? I feel that this 
acceptance, this transformation, the quality of our creative aware-
ness, actually manifests as wisdom and compassion, so they are 
really together.

Creative engagement – meditative creative listening
What do I mean by creative engagement? What I mean is that you 
fully respond to each situation. One easy way to see it in action is 
when you listen to someone. This is a great practice. I’m a big fan of 
listening meditation, and I feel it helps us develop our capability to 
actively listen. Then we can ask ourselves, how do we listen? And I 
would say that generally we listen in three ways.

 One, we listen, but we wait for the person to stop talking 
so that we can say something that is so much more interesting. So, 
one-third you listen, one-third you wait for the person to stop, and 
one-third you try to remember what you’re going to say – which is 
so much more interesting.

Secondly, you look in the right direction, the person speaks 
to you but you think of your shopping list, and when the person asks, 
‘What do you think?’, you have no idea. We were conscious, but we 
weren’t aware. There was a little consciousness, but no awareness.

Or you have the third type of listening, when you amplify 
what the person says, which often is not helpful. We don’t want to be 
on their side in such a way that it’s going to amplify a problem, while 
at the same time, we don’t want to say, ‘This is not happening to you’. 
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Instead, we say, ‘This is happening to you, you are upset, and how 
can I help? Can I hold it in a way which is not going to make it worse?’

Then you do what I call meditative creative listening. Here 
you just listen, you are just totally 100 percent with a person. Then 
when the person stops speaking, you surprise yourself by saying 
something which is often so wise, generally so compassionate, and 
genuinely relevant. To me, this is creative awareness in action. It’s 
creative engagement because we remove the obstacles to our cre-
ative potential.

Mindfulness creates the space, but the space is not an empty 
space. The space is one in which the creative potential can genuinely 
arise, when you are with the other person totally listening to them. 
Then, in that moment, your whole being is creatively connecting to 
that person. This is why it’s creative, and it’s relevant … instead of 
saying something you’ve thought before.

I had that experience very early in my career as a teacher. 
A person came to me and said, ‘I have a big dilemma. I don’t know 
if I should leave my husband and my children for my lover’. I said, 
‘Should not the mother stay with the children and the husband, and 
work things out?’ A very conventional kind of response, she listened 
to me but didn’t say much, and off she went. Three months later, 
she came back and said, ‘I couldn’t stand it. I went to live with my 
lover.’ And that’s when I realised that what I had said to her was not 
relevant. I did not really listen to her. Instead, I just responded with 
a conventional, prepared, society-controlled answer. To me, this was 
a big lesson in truly listening.

When she came back three months later, she was thinking 
a lot about how she could take care of her children, and at the same 
time, how she could take care of herself. On that occasion, we could 
look at the situation in a way which was much more beneficial, much 
wiser, much more compassionate.

This is what I mean by creative engagement. In part, there 
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is intuition, but we have to be careful with intuition. It’s not magic. 
How is intuition cultivated? By more awareness, by more listening, 
and by less selfing. What is relevant is to actually practice it, espe-
cially in meditation.

However, this is not individual creativity. We have to be care-
ful not to see the practice as a means of individual self-improvement. 
In part, of course, it is, but the practice is more about ‘How can we 
flourish all together in the world?’. ‘How can I flourish while you also 
flourish, how can we flourish together?’ But in order for us to flourish 
together, my self-centredness has to reduce. In order for creativity 
to really come out, our self-centredness has to reduce.

I would suggest that we need to move from 95 percent to 
50 percent so we can experience the signals of the world in order 
to be creatively engaged. We do not creatively engage in a bubble. 
We only creatively engage with the world, with others, with nature, 
and with animals.

These creative bases are really about creative engagement 
with the world. In order to be able to do this, we need to see the world, 
we need to know the world, we need to see the person, we need to 
see the animal, we need to know the tree, and so on. Instead of what 
I think should happen.
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Chapter (
A jazz musician walks into a 
meditation room…
Bernat Font

Our lives can meander into territories we wouldn’t have expected. 
While I’m now a dharma teacher, for a decade I was a professional 
jazz pianist and composer. That was how I earned a living. I had nev-
er consciously connected these two activities before, so on reflection 
I was the first to be surprised at how much came out.

There are a lot of similarities between what I do now and 
what I did as a jazz pianist. So much so that a friend of mine believes 
I haven’t changed anything: I just do another type of gig now – med-
itation gigs.

Creativity in jazz
When we practice an artistic discipline, we are constantly respond-
ing to changing conditions. In a live music performance, we have to 
be creative all the time because we’re playing for different audiences. 
We may have prepared a list of what we want to play that night, but 
after a couple of songs we realise that some things are not going to 
work with that audience, or they don’t suit the venue or the sound 
conditions.

While musicians typically bring their instruments with them, 
I played whatever piano was found at the venue, not the one I prac-
ticed on at home. And every piano is a little different, so I had to 
adapt. Like me, all the band members had to be aware of the differ-

(&



ent conditions and respond to them, rather than follow an agreed 
plan, such as the setlist for the night or how they personally wanted 
to play. One needs to be responsive and since, as you know, in jazz 
there is a lot of improvisation, one has to respond constantly to what 
the other musicians are playing.

In the TV series ‘Downton Abbey’, there’s an episode set in 
the 1920s in which a jazz band is invited to play at the house. At 
some point, the dowager countess, played by Maggie Smith, asks 
someone: ‘I wonder if any of them knows what the others are play-
ing?’ While jazz is sometimes mocked in this way, it’s actually the 
very opposite: a musician will not play well if they are not listening 
to what the others are playing.

For a few years, I taught at a music school for adults who 
wanted to learn blues and jazz. The school had a very hands-on 
philosophy. We tried to get students to play in groups as soon as 
they were able to play something, as this helped them to learn how 
to be in a band. Often, I would stop an ensemble in the middle of 
a rehearsal and ask the saxophone player, ‘What was the guitarist 
doing?’, or ‘Who made a mistake with the harmony?’.

If they were too focused on what they themselves were play-
ing, they wouldn’t know how to answer. One of the first things a jazz 
musician needs to learn is to be as attentive to what the others are 
doing as to your own playing. You cannot pretend you are playing 
on your own, you cannot be self-centred and self-absorbed.

Sometimes a musician will play with complete strangers. 
We may have met them ten minutes before the show, and suddenly 
we’re making music together. Or we might perform pieces of music 
we don’t know. I might be told, ‘Well, the harmony is kind of like 
that other tune, but it has a different thing in the F in the middle of 
the piece.’ So I would say ‘Okay’, and find out as we began playing.

You cannot stick rigidly to a script and then complain that, 
‘Oh, it’s not supposed to go like this, they shouldn’t be playing that’ 
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and get annoyed, You never know how the piece is going to unfold. 
As Martine said earlier, you have to always start by accepting what 
is happening at that moment. Perhaps, the drummer and the bass 
player look at each other and decide to make what is called a ‘break’, 
where they stop playing. Then you find yourself without anyone 
backing you up for a couple of bars, and you have to do something 
with it. Ideally they warn you, but if they don’t – or you’re lost in your 
own world when they do – you need to respond swiftly.

In accepting what is going on and respon;ding to it, we trans-
form the situation and in this way affect what others will play too. 
Jazz involves a lot of experimentation, not only within our own play-
ing, but even more crucially, in our interaction with other musicians.

Creativity and experimentation
One of the four iddhip!das – which Stephen translates as ‘bases of cre-
ativity’ – is vīmaṃs!. The related verb means ‘to consider, to examine, 
to find out, to investigate, to test’. In other words, to experiment, to try 
things out. Our life and the world we’re in is just like a jazz concert: 
we never know what other people are going to play. In a changing 
and uncertain world, creativity becomes inevitable, because we can 
neither plan nor simply stick to a script. There’s no choice: we have 
to be creative, make choices, try things out and see what happens.

Music students in particular find out very early on that music 
is the art of time. Since it happens with time, a mistake cannot be 
undone. If a painter makes a wrong stroke on the canvas, there might 
be a way to correct it. In music, we have already played the wrong 
note. If a news presenter slurs their speech, they can repeat it cor-
rectly straight away. A musician can’t even do that, and that includes 
when they’re performing solo. We don’t have the option to pause or 
to go back, so we always need to move on from the mistake.

Neither is it always an option to avoid mistakes. Because we 
live in a changing and uncertain world, creativity requires that we 
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give up the fantasy of certainty and instead embrace mistakes. We 
can never know the outcome of our choices. We can try our best to 
get reliable information and reflect, but we can never be sure. Time 
and again, we have to try things out and see what happens.

The pressure to be perfect, however, can weigh heavily on 
us. We don’t want to make mistakes. Particularly as meditators, we 
may complain about what we’ve done or how we’re feeling: we think 
it’s not how we should be feeling after all these years of practice. 
‘I shouldn’t be getting so annoyed’, or ‘I should not have had such a 
meditation’, and so on. When we do this, we are forgetting the neces-
sity to accept the way things are, something without which dharma 
practice isn’t possible.

In that moment of lament, we are living from an effect men-
tality. We judge ourselves by what we think should be the outcome 
of however many years of practice, instead of seeing that particular 
moment as a moment to practice, and engaging with it creatively.

The confidence to embrace mistakes
The list of the five hindrances ends in doubt, particularly of the 
paralysing kind. But more than indecision, this hindrance is about 
a lack of confidence and trust. For in this unpredictable world, not 
being sure what to do makes a lot of sense, and if we wait to have all 
the information or hope to find the definitive answer, our feet will 
sink deeper and deeper in the quicksand of the fifth hindrance and 
we may die in the waiting.

Yet, if we think of this as lack of confidence, the practice 
becomes trusting the process, and trusting that if I make a mis-
take, I will be able to acknowledge it and change something, to the 
degree that is possible. While I cannot escape mistakes, I can trust 
that I will recognise them and hopefully learn from that. Entering the 
stream – the first level of awakening – entails being perfected in 
ethical conduct. But when you check the texts for what this means, 
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they describe not the absence of ethical faults but an ethical attitude 
of caring about it. This entails recognising a mistake as such, and 
setting an intention to do things differently in the future.

Of course, we resist because mistakes often bring suffering. 
Here is where things get tricky. If my mistake impacts someone 
else and I feel bad about it, this comes from a good place, it means 
I empathise; and despite its unpleasantness, healthy regret has a 
function. I certainly don’t aspire to be indifferent about harming 
someone. I also don’t want to go to the other extreme and suffer 
disproportionately for having erred, torturing myself for something 
so utterly human. There is a real danger to be quite unforgiving to 
ourselves a lot of the time.

So there’s a healthy recognition of a mistake, and a certain 
degree of dukkha which we embrace. So I would say that to embrace 
mistakes is part of being creative, of experimenting, and of the first 
task as a whole – embracing life.

Playing with creativity
I have a tendency to think about the teachings a lot: structuring 
them, making charts and re-articulating them so as to digest them 
and come up with something which is my own understanding of 
those teachings.

I realise that not everyone I practice with has this sort of 
obsession, and on reflection it probably comes from my education 
as a jazz performer, where even if you are very influenced by cer-
tain musicians, you are expected to find your own style and not 
play exactly the same way as others. Perhaps your way is not that 
different from someone else’s. It doesn’t have to be. You don’t need 
to come up with something completely different. Still, we get used 
to trying to do things our own way in jazz, and that’s the way I’ve 
always practised the dharma: trying to play it my way.

I suggest and encourage you to try to make the teachings your 
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own, as well as the practice. Secular dharma is not about pushing 
one particular dogmatic interpretation down your throat, but instead 
helping you find your own take on this material. Maybe your under-
standing does not differ that much from what you were presented 
with, and that’s fine – we do not need to come up with something very 
different and original. But can it be part of your process to really 
digest the teachings and see how you understand it? How does a 
teaching make sense to you? How does it relate to the other things 
you know?

A piece of advice I was once given – that I sometimes forget, 
though it’s been very useful to me, particularly when things get stuck 
– is to be playful rather than just repeat the same thing over and 
over. Some people may not feel the need to experiment very much 
in the practice, which is completely fine. But if you do, follow your 
nose and experiment. Have the courage to do it.

Some examples
I can be quite playful with my awareness of breathing. Recently, for 
some reason, I’ve been imagining my breath as a column in front of 
me, in a kinaesthetic more than visual way, and this helps me stay 
with the breath and in the present, while introducing an element 
of imagination and of playing with my perceptions. Sometimes we 
may be a bit lost in our meditation, as if it were ‘foggy’, and then a 
slight change in how we relate to the breath or any tactile object of 
awareness, or feeling mett! (friendliness) in a different way, makes 
the practice suddenly take off.

It’s hard to describe. What goes on in our formless inner 
space, our experience, is difficult to articulate with much precision. 
But it can be talked about in creative, imaginative ways that appeal 
to our senses, to what is palpable, to the texture of experience, even 
using images. I feel the Thai Forest tradition is quite good at this.

The Pali texts can be playful as well. They express creativity 
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and imagination through figures like the forest devas: deities who 
manifest to a practitioner, who address their doubts, or who encour-
age them to keep meditating. We have lost this because it doesn’t 
sit very well with our naturalistic perspective on the world, but it 
probably conveyed the dimension of inspiration and intuition in 
the language of that time and place, just like the Greeks spoke of the 
muses. As you will know, it very often feels like inspiration comes 
from somewhere outside of us.

I’ve experimented with reciting passages from the Pali texts 
in my meditation as a way of recollecting my intention for the prac-
tice and, in this way, using my studies for my meditation. I’ve also 
played quite a lot with mett! and the four boundless qualities, a 
practice I had a lot of difficulties with for many years. My way out of 
that tension was to experiment. Since I had resistance towards the 
phrases, as it felt like praying, I decided to see what would happen 
if I connected them to the breath. It really helped. I also explored 
using only my imagination: thinking of people and imagining mett! 
flowing towards them.

These are examples of how one can be playful with the  
practice.

This is nothing new at all. What we now call the vipassan! 
movement sprung from the creativity of some teachers more than a 
century ago, particularly in Myanmar. It’s unclear where they learned 
some of the techniques. Traditional Theravada meditation before 
that could be quite different, so some think these teachers read the 
Satipaṭṭh!na Sutta afresh and, using their knowledge of Buddhist psy-
chology and Abhidharma, imagined practices almost from scratch. 
They experimented, tried things out, and each teacher came up with 
a different and creative meditation style, of which only a few have 
arrived in the West. In a way, it’s quite a new tradition. (In one book, 
Jack Kornfield shows the sometimes starkly different methods of 
various Thai and Burmese teachers.)
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This is not without danger. By wanting to be very creative, we 
can get lost in the experiment and wander off. If we find the whole 
thing too entertaining, it becomes a distraction, so we need to be on 
guard for this. Here I am reminded of Stephen’s beloved metaphor 
of the goldsmith: sometimes one blows on the fire, sometimes one 
sprinkles water on it, and at other times one does nothing but just 
watches. So if you’ve been sprinkling water for a long time, it might 
be a good idea to stand back and watch, see the results of what you’re 
doing. ‘Am I experimenting and being playful for the fun of it?’, or ‘Is 
this working?’, ‘Does this make the mind more workable, malleable, 
flexible, and fit to practice the four tasks?’ That is the test.
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