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Practice Period
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At times we can lose track of the broad view and function of
practice. No matter how long or serious our practice, we need
to keep raising certain questions: “What’s the point of practice?
Is the point, and the practice that cultivates it, clear? Do I
assume I know what practice is, when perhaps a deeper look
might be in order?”

Observing ourselves over time, it becomes painfully apparent
how rarely we are actually awake. Much of the time we’re lost
in our activities, or totally believing our thoughts as “truth.” We
also act mechanically, out of our deeply conditioned patterns
and emotional reactivity.

As awareness increases, we realize that good intentions aren’t
enough. It requires a certain kind of effort, an almost dogged
perseverance, to gradually counteract the apparently relentless
force of our habitual patterns and mechanicalness. 

Practice Period is a way to establish special conditions to
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facilitate the necessary efforts. It is an opportunity to revisit
our current view of practice, renewing our aspiration, and re-
prioritizing our commitment to waking up from our self-centered
dream. 

The commitment to wake up becomes more practical and
realistic by intensifying our practice in specific ways, both on
and off our meditation seat. These are set forth in the Practice
Period materials, and start with increasing the amount of time
we prioritize for formal practice. 

The basic commitments for participants start with sitting each
and every day for the entire month, for at least 30 minutes.
Those who already do this, can consider sitting twice daily, or
lengthening the time. Those living in San Diego are asked to
commit to Saturday mornings, the Saturday afternoon
workshops, the Wednesday evening study group, and the added
sittings on Sunday morning.

An essential part of deepening and clarifying our practice is to
look at where we may currently be stuck—where awareness is
lacking or distorted. For example, during sitting, we may
discover patterns that block our ability to stay present or be
genuinely happy; in daily life, we may notice where we get
caught in repeating emotional reactions. The main point is to
discover and apply ways that awareness practice can enable us
to address these issues specifically. 

During Practice Period, daily-life awareness can also be
enhanced by setting up a practice menu. Each day we choose a
different focal point: for example, on a specific day, we might
choose the practice of saying “yes” to fear—that is,
remembering to invite fear in, and reside in it physically, instead
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of our normal response of trying to push it away or avoid it. 

Other guidelines for intensifying practice are listed in the
Practice Period Guidelines. It’s not necessary to limit yourself to
these suggestions; you can discover specific ways to help make
wakefulness a more central orientation in both daily life and
formal practice. Consult with a teacher if you have questions
about how to work with menus.

Whatever specific practices we choose, each is intended to
help make being aware and awake the central theme of our day,
in varying ways. For example, we can include pattern interrupts,
such as refraining from sweets, TV, coffee—or some strong
attachment—to see what blocks awareness, as a prelude to
returning consciously to the present moment. All of this, in the
context of the augmented formal practice schedule of Practice
Period, helps us commit to finding renewed enthusiasm for
practice.

Practice Period can be seen as an experiment, an exploration of
ways to highlight and interrupt our self-centeredness. It is a
time for prioritizing the practice of awareness as the central
orientation of our daily lives, and intensifying the commitment to
waking up—that is, waking up to the reality that our deepest
aspiration seeks. 

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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