Top 10 rookie mistakes of a Dharma scientist

By Judson Brewer MD PhD

“House builder you have now been seen. You shall not build the house again. Your rafters have been broken down; your ridge-pole is demolished too. My mind has now attained the unformed nibbana and reached the end of every kind of craving." (Dh. 153-54.)

I recently attended back-to-back metta and vipassana retreats at the Spirit Rock Meditation Center, which is located just north of San Francisco in beautiful Marin county. Led by two “teams” of teachers (metta: Guy Armstrong, Sally Clough Armstrong, Heather Martin, Sharda Rogell; vipassana: Joseph Goldstein, Andrea Fella, Kamala Masters, Steve Armstrong), both were held in “noble silence,” (where we only spoke during interviews with teachers -which happened about every other day, or when absolutely necessary) as is typical for retreats of these sorts, starting with 8 days on the metta and 9 days on the vipassana retreat. It was a great opportunity for me to deepen my mindfulness through both continuous practice and excellent instruction (the teachers gave nightly talks about one topic or another relating to the practice). And through this, a number of my habit patterns became much clearer, both during retreat, and upon reflection afterwards. As someone who was trained in basic science and now mainly does clinical research, many of these patterns relate to how I’ve approached science and medicine. Mindfulness has been extraordinary valuable in helping me see how I create my own suffering, and I was inspired to write down a few of these reflections, with the hope that other scientists and medical professionals who may find themselves in similar situations may benefit from my “mistakes.” And, I throw in a little advice to myself at the end, which of course you can take or leave.

1. There are a finite number of good ideas, and they must be guarded at all costs.

Does this ever happen to you: Its about day 3 of retreat, you’ve mostly caught up on your sleep deficit from before you came, your mind isn’t spitting thoughts at you at quite as rapid a pace, and you are beginning to notice them earlier and not get caught up in them as much. You know the routine of sit, walk, sit, walk, sit, eat, repeat, and are starting to feel relaxed in your surroundings. You’re meditating, and then some unspecified time later, bam! You wake up from a monster of a fantasy. Mine go something like this: an idea pops up that I immediately get lost in as the “world’s greatest experiment” (WGE) that will get me not only on the cover of Nature, but Time magazine as well. As soon as the bliss of thinking of what pose I will strike when the photographers for Time take my picture, I suddenly become extremely guarded and suspicious. I have even found myself looking around as if suddenly I am projecting my thoughts so others can hear them, and that of course, everyone that can hear my thoughts is going to be interested and agree that this is the WGE (notice that there is only one of these). Along with my suspiciousness, I’ve noticed that my heart races and my body gets contracted as I start thinking that someone is going to steal my idea. So I start thinking how quickly and covertly I can do this experiment once I finish this now way-too-long retreat. And I go racing through the Rolodex in my head of people who might be helpful with this project and start grouping them into friend/foe categories so I can avoid those that might “scoop” me (a.k.a take the idea and publish a paper about it before I do) and include those that will be helpful, but who will not want too much in return. WGE leads to WGS (“world’s greatest suffering”) if I keep getting lost in this fantasy of wanting/craving to be famous or even just considered smart by others. So after a few retreats of getting lost in this type of fantasy to various degrees, I started trying to notice these as early in their arising as possible, which has helped both with the getting caught up in them, but also in keeping me grounded in reality with regards to how great these WGEs really are (you’ll know when I actually have one, when you see my smiling face on the cover of Time!). And a much more difficult practice that I am trying out is that of generosity (dana). Which is, when the WGE arises over and over, suggesting it may warrant further thought (after the retreat is over of course), I try to share it as openly as I can with people on both friend and foe lists. This helps me get the needed feedback as to the WGE’s potentials and pitfalls, as well as puts it out there so if someone wants to collaborate, we might get it done faster and more rigorously. The harder part is watching the worry arise that someone will think it’s a good idea, and that they can do it better/faster without collaborating with me. I try to let these go and figure that they can independently produce the work so the world can have more data to see if whatever findings might come up are reproducible. Lesson: the more I can recognize fantasies as just thoughts arising, the less they drag me along, keeping me from seeing things as they really are. Regarding generosity, during this retreat, Kamala told us in a talk about it, that her aunt used to tell her to “cast your bread upon the water, and it will come back a casserole.” Sounds pretty good to me, especially as whatever ideas I’m cooking up in lab always benefit from feedback. And, I haven’t gone hungry yet, sharing them with others.

2. I am good now, I will be even better in the future. 

Some time into the vipassana retreat, Joseph mentioned that craving plays out in three arenas: sense pleasures, the desire for non-existence and the desire for renewed existence. For several days afterwards, I started to become aware of just how much I get caught up in these, especially the desire for renewed existence. The basic premise is that we crave for a self in the future. Not just in propagating genes, or in fearing death, but on a moment-to-moment basis. For me it is very much like the WGE above: I’m doing walking meditation, noting this and that and then some unspecified time later wake up, as if from a dream, my heart racing, palms sweaty and breath shallow and rapid. When I look back to what I had been thinking, it was about that WGE, but instead of seeing myself on the cover of Time magazine, the thoughts had moved (quickly!) from the actual experiment, to me giving a lecture to a huge, awed audience at some big conference, then on to me getting lots of big grants, and finally getting tenure (perhaps with a hearty congratulations from the dean). Wow, tenure and grants from imaginary data. Who wouldn’t be excited? Craving feels pretty good at the time. But it was obviously obscuring my awareness (note that nowhere in there was I noticing “thinking,” the sensations arising in my body as I walked, or even the knowing that I was walking). And this type of fantasy always seems to leave me exhausted, in direct proportion to how much I have gotten caught up in it. All of this rooted in craving for renewed existence. Me giving lectures. Me getting grants. Me getting tenure. When I started to see this more clearly, sometimes a chuckle would even escape from my throat as I inwardly laughed at absurdity of it all and my extensive imagination. Also, once seen dancing on the stage of my mind, these fantasies would usually quietly bow and exit stage left (perhaps chuckling to themselves knowing that they would be back later). Now, I even try a little trick that Joseph suggested: when I can see one of these fantasies coming back on stage, I plant a “dead end” sign right in the middle of it, which reminds me that I’ve been there before, and it doesn’t go anywhere.

3. Metta is for touchy-feely losers, not logic-oriented scientists like me.

My first exposure to metta (loving-kindness) was at a community insight meditation group while in graduate school in St. Louis. I was into the logical concepts of mindfulness. These teachings made sense, and I felt very much at home in them, especially as my practice deepened. Contrary to faith-based traditions that I had tried out, everything was very much rooted in experience. “Don’t believe what I say, try it for yourself” the Buddha is reported to have said. Right, I can do this. For example, when I was anxious etc. often if/when I stepped back and checked in with what I was thinking, there was some exaggerated thought usually about something in the future, driving it. So, one evening after our usual half-hour sitting meditation, the group leader started talking about metta, and that genuinely wishing people well, starting with ourselves, moving on to people we admired, people we didn’t particularly get along with and eventually finishing with all beings, was the practice. I balked. How did this have anything to do with me being caught up in my own storyline, let alone me causing my own suffering? I bargained with myself that I could use this as a concentration practice, as the teaching stated, period. Say the phrases. Notice if the mind wanders to something else. Return to the phrases. No hokey touchy-feely stuff. And for a long time, I just focused on the phrases and ignored the instruction about noticing feelings that arise in the body related to the practice (usually around the area of the heart), if I practiced it at all. I don’t know when the transition happened, when I “woke up” to accepting metta more. But years later when I was leading a small community group during residency in New Haven, CT, I distinctly remember finishing a sit by briefly explaining what metta was and guiding folks through the phrases. And I remember by the end, when we got to all beings, my chest absolutely radiating some type of feeling of warmth and peace. No anxiety or contraction in the body. I was directly experiencing how I was alleviating my suffering through this hokey, “unscientific” practice. I realized that I had been attached to a bunch of concepts about mindfulness practice, namely that it was very logical and as Dr. Spock from Star Trek, if ignorant like me might say, metta was “highly illogical captain.” Not illogical. I just had to let go of my concept. Perhaps that was a seed planted to help me see how metta is a great compliment to mindfulness. During this vipassana retreat, one sitting period I became extremely aware of someone behind me breathing loudly. My mind first tried to figure out who it was, and then whether or not they were sleeping by analyzing his/her respiratory rate, rhythm, and depth. Then I became extremely agitated, and angry with him/her, as I developed what Joseph calls the “vipassana vindetta” –loathing someone on retreat who did something that I suddenly can’t stand. I didn’t even know who this was, but wanted to shake them so they’d wake up and stop bothering me (and presumably everyone else who was diligently trying to meditate). I tried noting “unpleasant,” “anger,” “agitation,” but felt like I was drowning in the anger and each “noting” was me just getting my head above water to get a brief gasp of air before being pulled under again. During the next walking period, I tried walking quickly to “let off steam.” That didn’t work either. Then I remembered that I had just been on a weeklong metta retreat and tried metta both for myself and my unknown “enemy.” And poof, my vendetta disappeared during that sitting, never to return. I even tested it, specifically listening to the persons deep breathing to see if it would provoke a return of my rage. But, I guess my mind had seen through that “magic show” of my wants (quiet! No sleeping! I’m working here, and you should be too!), and was no longer interested. Wow, seeing clearly with the help of metta. Definitely not for losers. 

4. Reviewers don’t know anything! and no I’m not angry.

Publish or perish. I learned this “motto” early in graduate school and in so many words was told it was the basic law of academia. I wasted no time in getting attached to this concept early on. Finish your classes. Find your thesis lab. Do a few experiments. Start publishing. How did I look for my lab? First step, look at the investigators publication record. Does s/he have any Nature or Science articles? Nope. Well clearly, they aren’t going to have any in the future with me as the first author, so move on to the next. Repeat process. Once I found a lab with an “acceptable” number of high profile publications, how did I decide what projects to work on? I was drawn (read: craving) to the ones that were most likely to get me a high profile publication and rationalized this by telling myself that they were interesting questions that needed answering. No matter how outrageous or out of my interest range these projects were, they suddenly became extremely interesting if the magic words “if this works, it could be a Science paper” were uttered. So I worked very hard to get results. And when I did, I submitted my papers and waited. The waiting was horrible. Virtually every day, I’d get caught up in some hope that we’d get accepted with minor revisions, or fear that it wouldn’t even get sent out for review. I’d obsessively check in with my PI to see if he had heard anything (of course I would have told you, so please Judson, stop asking, his patient smile would say). And then when the reviews finally came, I’d read them with trembling hands, and be so caught up in the comments that I’d have to put them down, walk around and re-read them because I couldn’t make sense of what they were saying. And every comment was stupid. Clearly, the reviewer either was 1) our direct competitor so was out to get us, 2) a theoretical physicist who had no grasp of our field of immunology or 3) somebody big in the field who didn’t have “time” to review our paper so had given it to his/her most junior graduate student as their first foray into the world of reviewing. Don’t ask me how I knew this, but I did. With virtual certainty. I would get irritated with reviewers when we had revisions to make, and downright angry with those that recommended that our paper wasn’t “suitable” for this journal. It didn’t matter how helpful or deadly accurate the comments were. This wasn’t about trying to further science by being rigorous, it was clearly all about them wanting to get me. Yikes! Obviously, it took (and continues to take) years of practice to start to see how attached I was/am to this concept of self. I had to publish or perish or there would be no I who got a PhD or post-doc or job. (I can’t help but chuckle as I write this, noting the irony in this as in fact, I haven’t been able to find me or mine yet, but continue to go looking every day despite its direct link to getting caught up in all of this). Hypothesis (as originally put forth by the Buddha): let go of the I and anger disappears. Certainly testable.

5. Happiness comes from looking out for #1 (yourself).
During the beginning of my medical internship, I felt overwhelmed, underprepared, and worse than that, angry that I wasn’t being treated well as a person. As I would count up the number of hours I spent at the hospital, I would feel more and more angry at how they “obviously” were using me and my colleagues as cheap labor. I also justified any shortcut I could take to get my work done such that I could go home, because if they weren’t going to take care of me, darn it, I would. Each day on the wards, I generated a new “to do” list for each patient and would add items to it during morning rounds, and then check them off as I did them during the rest of the day. So the sooner I finished that list, the sooner I went home. I would rush through my list, getting things done as quickly as possible. And I would sometimes dread my senior resident wanting to show me something “interesting,” or heaven forbid, teach me something unrelated to my current patients because that meant more time. And offer to help other interns? Forget it. I had learned as a medical student to insincerely ask my resident whether s/he needed any more help as a codeword for “I want to leave” and would wait with baited breath for her/him to dismiss me for the day (and resent her/him if s/he actually made me do something). Keep your head down, keep moving, take care of #1. I thought this was a great plan. But problems began popping up very quickly. If I rushed in checking a laboratory or imaging result, I would have to go back and check again later. If I tried to do a bunch of things at once, I would forget what I did, have to repeat them, and worry that I mixed them up (I increased the Lasix for Mr. Smith and decreased it for Mrs. Jones, right??). If I took a seemingly benign shortcut in admitting a new patient such that I could get more sleep that night while I was on call, I would lie in bed worrying about how benign that shortcut really was, not being able to sleep, no matter how exhausted I felt. And worse than that, when I saw a fellow intern doing AFTERNOON rounds in which he would check on his patients and tell them results of tests etc., I realized that I was missing out on the whole reason I had gone into medicine in the first place: to take care of people. So I retook my Hippocratic oath to “first, do no harm,” and started listening more to my “mindfulness conscience” which would point out times when I was getting caught in rushing, impatience, or selfishness. And just noticing this usually was enough for me to remember that the shortcuts didn’t really get me more sleep, and that rushing through my to do list took longer than being aware of what I was doing and going through it carefully. Better yet, I started enjoying medicine much more, both in the learning and in really connecting with both my patients and fellow interns. At the end of the day we interns would check in with each other to see if we could help (they were already doing this with real sincerity, I just had to join in), which really helped to develop a sense of community and caring.  It also helped me see that generosity was well worth the investment. I’ve noticed this habit to rush in other realms of my life as well (see “more effort” below), even on retreat. For example, on this retreat, my “yogi job” was to wash fruit and put it in large bowls for breakfast the next morning. The rub was that there often wasn’t “enough” time to do this, and make it back up to the meditation hall for metta chanting (which I was attached to). So I practiced noticing myself rush, and working quickly though mindfully, which in turn improved my efficiency. And I practiced letting go when I didn’t finish on time to make it back for the chanting. The result was that I felt much more relaxed, and had a wonderful time working with and around my fellow yogis (who were all in the same boat). I even started to offer to help others if I happened to finish early, and they would do the same in kind. Through mindfulness, out of anger, into generosity and caring. Nice.

6. I can think my way out of anything.
My first two years of medical school were like a return to 5th grade: we all took the same classes, and even sat together in the same lecture hall for the entire year. Also, I (and likely a good portion of my classmates) was used to competing: acknowledged or not, I had competed with others to get into college, to get decent grades while in college and again to get into medical student. But being in all of the same classes with a bunch of bright, competitive people was a great setup for self-doubt. In anatomy class for example, I was very excited about getting to learn about how the body works but scared by the sheer volume of facts that our professors kept reminding us that we were going to learn. After only a few weeks into the first semester I started really experiencing self-doubt in a very personal way. The laboratory was set up such that we were in groups of four students to one cadaver. After finishing our dissection for the day or week, we would take turns quizzing each other in identifying different muscles, arteries and nerves. When it was my turn to answer, and couldn’t remember the name of a structure, usually one of my partners would very kindly provide it from their seemingly infinite knowledge base, such that I could remember it for the next time. Fine. Great. I’m learning. The problem was that when my partners knew something that I didn’t, along with feelings of anxiety and tension in my body, all these thoughts would race into in my head about my intelligence, worthiness of being in medical school etc. (I now recognize this as “comparing mind” as Joseph likes to call it). The more these happened, the more I would get caught up in them, to the point where even if I was having a casual conversation about one topic or another (and our classes were all we talked about, because we didn’t do much else), if I got stuck on something I “should know” or knew but just couldn’t remember at the time, I would become extremely anxious and feel compelled to look it up, usually right then and there, and have an immediate rush of relief when I found the answer. As if I were addicted to medical facts! This type of thing didn’t stop when I started working in the lab in graduate school. There, if I came across not knowing something even tangentially related to a paper I was reading or a project I was doing, I would often spend an afternoon (or more) frantically doing Pubmed searches for reviews and original articles about that topic. When I finally stopped from mental exhaustion or some feeling of satiety, and the dust settled from my frenzied activity, I often had forgotten what the original question was that led me on that wild chase in the first place. Of course, this translated to my mindfulness practice as well. Early in this retreat, Joseph mentioned to be on the lookout for self-doubt. And as I did, I started seeing that I was doubting whether I was practicing correctly. All sorts of thoughts started to become apparent to me: “Am I really knowing that I am walking when I am walking? What does knowing really mean anyway?” And these would spin off into thoughts about what selflessness was and I would get caught up more and more in them. Trying to think my way into experiencing something only got me wound up, and more distanced from the actual experience. Eventually, the same habitual doubts from med school would come up: is this the right practice for me? Am I wasting my time here? Should I bet doing something else? The teachers had good, practical advice for this. Joseph would tell us to just rest in the not knowing, become familiar and more comfortable with it and practice letting go. Steve talked about clear perception of the habit/attachment sometimes being all that is needed for habits that haven’t dug their claws in deeply. “Oh that’s X,” and it disappears. He also described having “micro moments” of letting go: seeing the habit, seeing the intention to let go, gently asking or encouraging yourself to let go, and then it arising immediately again. Repeating the process over and over until its grip loosens. Its as if this habit has to expend energy to hold on. If you don’t feed it, it will eventually deplete its energy stores and the thousandth time you recognize it, it may let go.  And the next time it arises it may not be able to hold on at all (Mara sent in her armies of craving and the “great being was not moved”).

7. Sure I’m happy for you, jerk.

During the metta retreat, as well as practicing metta, we learned about and practiced the other brahmaviharas (divine abodes): sympathetic joy (mudita), equanimity (upekkha), and compassion (karuna). Sympathetic joy is basically learning to cultivate genuine feelings of happiness toward the person of interest (as compared to envy, one of its “near enemies”). We would practice using phrases such as “may your happiness continue” or “I’m happy that you are happy” while checking in with our attitude and motivation to keep a mind’s eye out for near enemies. As I was thinking of someone for whom I could practice this, a memory arose of a colleague who was in a similar situation to mine in residency but a year or so ahead of me. I used to think of him as a “golden child:” extremely smart and ambitious, and always winning everything from awards to grants. I distinctly remembered being alternately angry at him (because if he won the award, then I couldn’t/didn’t), or envious at how he was really progressing in his career path, and I (felt like I) was spinning my wheels. Despite this, we were friends. One day I saw him, and he told me about something else great that had happened to him and how happy he was about this, and instead of envy, this warm glow arose in my chest when I told him “that’s great” or whatever I said. The strange thing was that I felt like I truly meant it this time. I was really happy for him. I remember that feeling lasting for a bit after we parted ways, and also instead of habitually comparing myself to him or wondering how I was going to get grants since he seemed to have the NIH in his back pocket, how peaceful I felt as well. Now recalling this during retreat, I had a very strong sense that yes, that was definitely mudita, and it had felt strange, because my habit was to feel envious or jealous. I was happy that he was happy! I look forward to “testing” the practice of this the next time he tells me something wonderful that has happened to him, or even when I get scooped on a paper.

8. More effort = right effort.

Often when I sit on retreat, the “life review” as so many teachers call it, invariably starts, as past actions come up for the court of right vs. wrong in this conditioned mind. I started to notice that I have this craving to not only do as many things as I can at once, but do them as efficiently as possible. For example, I would spend (read: waste) time thinking of what shortcuts I could take with the task at hand that would preserve it but save me a bunch of time. One of my friends, used to think this trait was carried by genes on the Y chromosome, and would just laugh when her boyfriend and I would do this, and comment “you guys spend five minutes saving 30 seconds.” Once I actually got my plans set and started, I would often find myself running around the lab trying to keep up with all of the timers I had set for different experiments running at the same time. And inevitably when I ran half the protein off a gel, or included a human subject because they “in essence” (open to interpretation) fit the inclusion criteria so I could get my enrollment numbers up, I would spend more time backtracking, either by running another gel (often faster this time!) or wondering whether to exclude a subjects data. And with this backtracking I would get more and more hurried. Instead of getting more/better data I got more/better mistakes. Not efficient at all. This habit of mine became clear on this retreat when Steve emphasized right effort in mindfulness practice. He would repeatedly say, “don’t go looking for the dharma, let it come find you.” And it finally hit me that I had been practicing for years with the mindset that if I just worked harder, I’d be able to concentrate more etc. And a memory of sitting on retreat one cold December last year at the Insight Meditation Society came up, where I was meditating in a tshirt, bathed in sweat because I was concentrating on concentrating so much. The more I looked, the more elusive the concentration became. Also it was exhausting work. I would collapse into bed each night wondering just how I was going to make it through the next day. Now that I am learning to see this striving (Joseph emphasized repeatedly checking in with the attitude of the mind to see if there was wanting or striving and to let that go), concentration finds me much more often. And on retreat, at the end of the evening sitting meditation often I feel energized to keep going instead of wondering what crazy people the teachers were talking to when the would remind us that “the hall is open for sitting 24 hours a day.” Not striving leads to better science and “better” practice.

9. Truthfulness whatever, as long as I am true to myself.

In mindfulness practice, the ten paramis, or perfections are taught as skillful ways to help us to decrease our suffering. One of these, in one of her talks, Kamala emphasized truthfulness (sacca) on this retreat. Speaking truthfully is relatively easy on retreat, as we are silent most of the time. But of course I got to see a myriad of ways that I am not truthful when back in the “real world” as a bunch of them came up during meditation. These ranged from subtle, seemingly “harmless” everyday lies (e.g. “oh, I was going to make up a new solution of that buffer, I just haven’t had a chance” when in reality I had forgotten it was my lab job), to more elaborate “harmless if nobody finds out” lies, (e.g. trying to appear interested and naive when talking with “competitors” at conferences about their research when in reality I’m trying to milk them for information so I can “beat” them to publish). The only common theme that arises from this lack of truthfulness is that I suffer from it. Either it’s remorse at the little lie in lab, or feeling confused and agitated after the conversation at the conference because I didn’t get enough information about their project to know if they were really “ahead” of me or not (or even working on the same project!), as well as regret/remorse that I had deceived them. Also, I’d feel slimy, like I had somehow gotten dirty from such interactions. Maybe that’s why the teachings often talk about cleansing and purifying the mind. Being mindful of my speech, especially the motivation that drives it, is like showering often: the dirt doesn’t build up as much.

10. So let me get this straight, publications, grants and tenure cause suffering so I should just check out of science and go volunteer at a soup kitchen?
This retreat really solidified the notion that there is nothing wrong with taking pleasure in doing science or anything else. It’s just a matter of being aware that if we get attached to something, we suffer. Driving in a convertible is fun. That first kiss is often recalled with big smiles and giddy feelings for years. Getting a paper published feels pretty darn good. But for me, it’s a simple matter of trying to be really aware of the motivation that drives my thoughts and actions and then picking what I do rather than reacting habitually to the situation at hand. As Steve iterated and reiterated, “how do you choose to spend your time?” Do I choose to spend endless hours a day toiling toward that proverbial Nature paper in the sky and beating myself up when I don’t get it? Or do I practice generosity, by taking a break every now and then to exercise, eat healthfully and sleep, or by teaching underprivileged high school students the wonders of science? If I can see it, I can choose. If I can’t, that wheel of samsara will keep on spinning, guaranteeing that I will continue suffering.

Conclusions and future directions.
After a really good retreat experience, I’m inspired more than ever to work toward seeing things as they really are. What advice do I give to myself based on what I’ve learned? 1) Organize your day around your practice, not the other way around (even if it’s only 15 minutes a day), 2) Be on the lookout for self-doubt in meditation practice and in life. Like with psychoanalytic interpretations in which short well-chosen phrases (rather than long drawn-out explanations) can often cut through uncertainty and clarify situations, if you find yourself trying to think and think and think through something that you don’t know, just notice this (and likely the discomfort that comes with it), and try to rest in the not knowing. 3) Practice metta toward strangers every time you are walking, riding your bike, or driving somewhere. 4) As suggested on this metta retreat, get a friend to be a “gratitude buddy” and email each other something you are grateful for each day. 5) And practice generosity. Toward yourself and others whenever you can. I think it is Sharon Salzburg who says, “If you think it, do it.” Afterwards, reflect on how you did: did you give too much or too little? And then have that help guide you the next time an opportunity to be generous arises.

So this house of mine continues to appear to have a solid foundation and is built of fine brick. But some of the data that I presented above suggest that the mortar may be starting to wear away, and give glimpses that perhaps it may be nothing more than an illusion through which I am trying to seek shelter from my suffering…

