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Austin Community College 
Austin, Texas, USA 

Introduction to Philosophy 
Professor: Arthur C. Dechene, Jr., Ph.D. 

 

Meditation, or Stillness 

What is It, Why do It, and How do You do It? 

 
Not to be able to stop thinking is a dreadful affliction. (Eckhart Tolle) 

Don’ t just do something—sit there! (Anonymous)  

Be still and know that I am God. (Psalm 46:10) 

You will know the truth and the truth will set you free. (John 8:32) 

Never under any circumstances say mistakenly that meditation and wisdom are different; they are a 

unity, not two things. Meditation itself is the substance of wisdom; wisdom itself is the function of medi-

tation. (Huineng, 638-713) 

Man, in order to escape his conflicts, has invented many forms of meditation. These have been based on 

desire, will, and the urge for achievement, and imply conflict and a struggle to arrive. This conscious, de-

liberate striving is always within the limits of a conditioned mind, and in this there is no freedom. All ef-

fort to meditate is the denial of meditation. Meditation is the ending of thought. It is only then that there 

is a different dimension which is beyond time. (Jiddu Krishnamurti, 1895-1986) 

Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! What is it about “Shut up!” that you don’t understand? (Apu Nahasapeema-

petilon, PhD, to Ned Flanders) 

 

What is Meditation? 

Here are several definitions, certainly overlapping, and, possibly, saying the same thing: 

 Meditation is the gentle effort of focusing your mind completely in the present, and, as much as 

you possibly can, avoiding thinking about the past or future. 

 Meditation is awareness of awareness (rather than awareness of thoughts and feelings). 

 Meditation is emptying your mind of its incessant thoughts and personal concerns, and then 

resting in alert mental silence. 

 Meditation is sitting in quiet alertness with the intention of experiencing your empty mind or 

pure consciousness. (The word “intention” is very important here, as you will have days when 

your meditation doesn’t seem to be “successful.” It is always successful, however, if undertaken 

with pure intention.) 
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Why Meditate? 

There are various good reasons to meditate. Daily meditation gives the meditator a greater sense of be-

ing in charge of his or her life. It also reduces stress, sharpens your mind and shortens response times, 

improves your overall health, makes you gentler and more peaceful, etc. 

But the reason I recommend you practice meditation is directly related to my courses, Introduction to 

Philosophy, and Introduction to Comparative Religion. Both philosophy and religion—at their highest 

and best—are about the same thing: connecting with highest truth or with what is truly real. And that 

connection can only be made when your mind is still. 

The greatest barrier to knowing what is real is our own thought, our incessantly thinking minds. We 

must become still often; we must stop thinking so that we can let Reality (or Being, or God, or whatever 

name you use for ultimate truth) speak for itself. If we never stop to let “what is” speak for itself then 

we are always telling reality how it should be or imagining what it is, and never discovering what it ac-

tually is. When we don’t know what real is, we live in fantasy (and doesn’t this world look like almost 

everyone is living in a mad fantasy pseudo-reality?) 

I said we must sometimes let Being or God speak for itself. But does Being speak in words? Not usually. 

It speaks in silence and emptiness, and it takes time and practice to learn how to appreciate what Being 

is telling you. 

How do you Meditate? 

There are many methods of meditation. Find one that suits you. 

 Mantra meditation: You can focus on a mantra, a short sound that you keep repeating. Inevita-

bly your mind will wander into personal concerns and the past and future. When you realize it is 

wandering, just bring it back to the mantra. Many teachers of meditation, like Father Keating, 

below, recommend you choose a “sacred” word or phrase for your mantra, but a nonsense 

word or phrase could be just as good or better (e.g., “bingo doughnuts”). 

 Insight meditation (often called by its Buddhist name, vipassana meditation): You focus on 

whatever is going on in and around you right now. It could be your feeling of boredom, or the 

sound of an air conditioner, or a vague feeling of happiness. But again, stay out of the past and 

future. 

 Breath meditation: Gently concentrate on your breath going in and out. When your mind wand-

ers, bring it back to breath-awareness. 

 Open Heart Therapy: This is done lying down on a firm surface such as a yoga mat or a carpeted 

floor. It combines progressive relaxation with visualization of light, and you can combine empty-

mind meditation with it too. You can find a one page script for it here.  

The above are forms of focus-meditation, and they train the mind to focus rather than to remain in its 

normal state of being scattered. They are good preparations for empty-mind meditation. 

 Empty-mind meditation: Just empty your mind of all thoughts, and even of mantras and aware-

ness of yourself and your surroundings, as much as you are able. When you are alert and your 

http://www.austincc.edu/adechene/openhearttherapy.pdf
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mind is empty of thoughts it is fully open to reality. This is what is needed to discover and live by 

what is real, rather than by our own fantasies of what is real. I recommend this method. 

 If you find it helps, start your empty-mind meditations with mantra repetition until you feel fo-

cused, and then let go of the mantra and just rest in emptiness as best you can. 

On what not to do, see “How to Make Yourself Miserable in Meditation,” below. 

Is it hard to do? 

Regular meditation is a discipline and a way of life. You might compare it to an exercise program, such as 

running every day. At first running takes will power, but as you keep doing it it becomes a “positive ad-

diction,” and you miss it on those days you can’t run. It’s similar for daily meditation. It will become a 

part of your life you look forward to. It will feel like “coming home,” as in the famous story of the prodi-

gal son in the Christian Gospel of Luke. 

Two famous meditation teachers, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (founder of Transcendental Meditation, d. 

2008) and Father Thomas Keating (see below) recommended two twenty-minute meditations every day, 

morning and night, and that’s a pretty good program for most people. (Some recommend just five mi-

nutes morning and evening.) However, you may find that several shorter meditations every day work 

better for you. This is a less disciplined approach, and it may fit your personality. What is important is 

“checking in” with reality every day and becoming and staying grounded in reality. 

Below is an article from the Austin American-Statesman newspaper (January 24, 2005) describing a me-

thod of empty-mind meditation. It’s very simple and thousands of people use it. (And if you don’t like 

the concept of connecting with “God,” think of it as connecting with Being or pure reality, which is the 

same thing.) Father Keating calls it “prayer,” which can be confusing. It is not prayer in the sense of talk-

ing with God or asking for things; it is prayer in its purest form, inner silence. The silence is Reality or 

God. That’s meditation, and you don’t have to be a religious believer to benefit from it. 

Monk Teaches Divine Silence: 

Member of Trappist order leads Austin group in contemplative method of prayer 

By M.B. Taboada 

More than 650 people gathered at St. Matthew's Episcopal Church on Sunday afternoon for the simple 

purpose of being still. 

Led by an 81-year-old Trappist monk from Colorado, they escaped the chaos of daily life through con-

templative prayer, a growing practice of connecting with God by surrendering to silence. 

"You sit quietly and try to open yourself to the divine 

without words," said 55 - year - old Teresa Acosta.  

Father Thomas Keating travels the world promoting the "centering prayer" method, which resembles 

the meditations of Eastern religions, participants said. 

In the 1940s, against his family's wishes, Keating entered a monastic community in pursuit of a more 

contemplative life. In the 1960s, he began teaching centering prayer. 

http://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/site/PageServer?pagename=about_practices_centering
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Keating, who founded the Contemplative Outreach organization, said the roots of this prayer method 

spring from Matthew 6:6: 

But you, when you pray, go into your inner room, close your 

door and pray to your  Father who is in secret, and your F a-

ther who sees what is done in secret will reward you.  

The inner room isn't so much a place as it is an attitude, Keating said. Closing the door, he said, is to stop 

the interior dialogue and preoccupation with self-interests. 

Participants have no deliberate thoughts during the quiet 

time, describing it as allowing th oughts to go by without 

paying attention to them.  

"To simply want to be in the presence of God is the origin and basis and beginnings of Christian prayer," 

said the Rev. Merrill Wade, rector of St. Matthew's Catholic Church. "We have a chance to be influenced 

by God to be gentler, to be patterned after the life of God." 

The method now has more than 57,000 practitioners around the world who set aside two 20-minute pe-

riods of prayer daily. Acosta was introduced to the idea in June 2003 during a class about prayer at St. 

Austin's Catholic Church. Now, Acosta belongs to a small group that meets weekly to practice the medit-

ative style. 

She was among hundreds who filed into the church Sunday, some in their Sunday best, others in jeans 

and tennis shoes, to practice with Keating. 

Keating told the group to 

choose a "sacred word" ð for example, "God," "Jesus" or 

"peace" ð as a symbol of their intention to consent to 

God's presence within. If they become aware of their 

thoughts, they are to think of the sacred wo rd.  

Congregants sat upright in their chairs, many with their hands folded in their laps, all with their eyes 

closed. Some bowed their heads, others allowed their heads to sway or nod softly back and forth. 

The group was serene and solemn for the next 20 minutes, disrupted only by an occasional cough. 

Then, very quietly, Keating brought them out of the contemplative prayer with a verbal one. "Our Fa-

ther, who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name . . ." 

When the prayer was concluded, they opened their eyes. [End of Austin American-Statesman article.] 

 

Appendices 

 

A wise and helpful list of no-nos for new meditators: 

How to Make Yourself Miserable in Meditation 

* Sit in uncomfortable postures. Especially, try to sit cross-legged. 

http://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/site/PageServer
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* Meditate longer than you want to or need to. 

* Resist thoughts. Demand a blank mind. 

* Resist falling asleep, no matter how tired you are. 

* Sit in a stuffy room. 

* If you are a woman, study meditation with men who fear women. 

* Choose a tradition of meditation that reminds you of the worst aspects of your childhood. 

* Try to block out your inner voices. 

* Worry about whether you are being a good meditator. 

* Suppress your emotions. 

* Use a mantra that grates on your nerves. 

* Worry about whether your chakras are balanced or not. 

* Resent all noises and sounds you hear. 

* Wear new, uncomfortable contacts while meditating. 

* Ban specific types of thoughts--such as sexual thoughts or angry thoughts. 

Found at http://www.shareguide.com/Roche.html on August 1, 2009. 

 

Parmenides on How to Know Reality: 

Parmenides built a shrine in his home town to commemorate and thank his teacher Ameinias for teach-

ing him Stillness. 

Parmenides lived in Elia, southern Italy, in the in the early 5th century BCE. He is the greatest philosopher 

in the history of Western philosophy, being the first to introduce us to logic, to reasoned argument, to 

the discipline of rational (as opposed to speculative) ontology, to the principle that came to be called “Ex 

nihilo,” to elenchus (a type of argument that clears the ground of false assumptions), to the distinction 

between necessary and conditional propositions (and with that the understanding that only Being itself 

could be known with certainty, and this world could only be known with better or worse opinions)—and 

he was the first to write that the world is a sphere and that moonlight is reflected sunlight. He also rec-

ognized that humans are wandering around in a daze, without any idea of what is real—an idea Plato 

would describe in his Myth of the Cave as living in a dark cave and thinking artificially created shadows 

of man-made images are reality. 

Parmenides knew that the only way to know Being, i.e., to know reality as such or what actually is, is, 

first, to long for the truth, and, second, to spend a great deal of time in stillness. In the stillness your 

longing will be responded to by the gods. Being can only be known by revelation, but once known it 

could be described rationally by simple modal logic (the logic of necessary, possible/probable, and im-

possible propositions). 

http://www.shareguide.com/Roche.html
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He showed how absolutely necessary a deep longing for the truth and stillness, or meditation, are if you 

want to know reality and live realistically. Only after you experience the oneness of formless Being in the 

stillness can you begin to speak rationally about reality (this idea too is in Plato’s cave story). 

 

Recommended readings: 

You don’t need to read any books to start meditating, but if you would like to, here are some very good 

ones. 

 Eckhart Tolle, The Power of Now, A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment (New World Library, 2004). 

Very good for understanding “Being” and meditation. Tolle’s A New Earth (Penguin, 2008) is also 

very good, especially on Being. He has other books and several CDs, all helpful. 

 Ram Das, Journey of Awakening: A Meditator’s Guidebook (Bantam, 1990). 

 Good article on hypnosis and meditation. 

 The Wikipedia article on meditation. 
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