meditation - background reading

There are many good books on meditation.  Titles given below are an entirely personal selection.  Emphasis is slanted towards insight/awareness meditation rather than concentration forms.

De Mello A  Sadhana: A Way to God (Christian Exercises in Eastern Form)  (N York:  Doubleday, 1978).  A Jesuit priest introduces a series of spiritual exercises for entering the contemplative state – blending psychology, spiritual therapy, and practices from both Eastern and Western traditions.

Franck S  The Book of Angelus Silesius  (London:  Wildwood, 1976).  A lovely book to dip into – it is the translation of inspired poetry by the seventeenth century Christian mystic Angelus Silesius with accompanying parallel quotations from Buddhist masters.  Franck's drawings add charm.

Goldstein J  The Experience of Insight:  A Natural Unfolding  (Boston:  Shambhala, 1976).           A fine practical how-to-do-it manual which also contains nuggets of wisdom and anecdote.  It is the record of daily talks given at a thirty day Vipassana meditation retreat.  I have some misgivings about a few faintly doctrinaire 'Buddhist' sections.

Kornfield J  A Path with Heart  (London: Random House, 1994).  Jack Kornfield has a similar background to Joseph Goldstein (above).  They are both articulate Westerners with deep personal experience of practising and teaching vipassana/awareness forms of meditation.  Kornfield subtitles this book A guide through the perils and promises of spiritual life.  That’s a pretty good description of what he achieves in this fine book.

Krishnamurti J  (editor Mary Lutyens)  The Krishnamurti Reader (Harmondsworth: Penguin/Arkana, 1970).  A great man; he castigates formal meditation practice or any other spiritual techniques or religious schools.  His message, hammered out for more than half a century, is that if you are serious about wanting to wake up from the endless pettiness of average life, then for heaven's sake do it now and don't indulge in still more ego games.  Paradoxically the book is entirely relevant to awareness meditation practice.

Mascaro J (trans.)  The Bhagavad Gita  (Harmondsworth:  Penguin 1975 and probably more recently). A beautiful translation of a beautiful book – it’s a favourite 'classical religious work'.      Writing that’s well worth visiting and, if it feels right, living with.

Ram Dass  Be Here Now  (New York:  Crown, 1971). or any of his more recent books such as 'The Only Dance There Is' or 'Grist for the Mill'.  For people influenced by the cross-fertilisation between Western psychedelic drugs and Eastern mysticism, Ram Dass is a major spokesmen.  Devotional and inspirational in flavour.

Suzuki S  Zen Mind, Beginner's Mind  (New York:  Weatherhill, 1979).  This truly great book contains edited talks given by Shunryu Suzuki.  Don't confuse him with the more widely published Daisetz Suzuki.  These are the words of somebody who 'knows', but they're possibly    a little hard to take for someone wanting a purely practical or introductory book on meditation.

Welwood J (ed)  Ordinary Magic: Everyday Life as Spiritual Path  (Boston: Shambhala, 1992).  

In 35 essays different teachers explore the challenge of being more aware and peaceful during daily life.  This is a lovely collection of writings that can be dipped into again and again.

Wilber K  Grace and Grit  (Boston:  Shambhala, 1993).  A marvellous heart-rending book that  tells the story of Treya and Ken Wilber’s five year struggle with Treya’s breast cancer.  Deeply spiritual and searingly honest, this book also provides an accessible introduction to Ken Wilber’s impressive overview of meditation paths.

