Transforming Energy Into Awakening

Energy is a foundational aspect of life.  Daniel Siegel, in his book “Pocket Guide to Interpersonal Neurobiology”, writes this in the introduction, on page XXVI: “A core aspect of the mind can be defined as an embodied and relational process that regulates the flow of energy and information”.   In a very real sense, our experiences are embodiments of energy, from the atomic level all the way to our need for food and air as fuel to be alive.

Buddhist principles and practices cultivate increasingly subtle and sophisticated insights into this transformative process—understanding energy as information and behavior.  In the Noble Eightfold Path, energy manifests as Right Effort, and this categorization is subdivided into the Four Noble Efforts: (1) The effort to notice emerging unwholesome self-state organizations and deny flowing the energy of attention to them, (2) The effort to channel the energy of attention to the formation of potentially wholesome self-state organizations, (3) The effort to maintain the flow of energetic attention to wholesome self-state organizations (as long as wholesomeness remains in that organizing process), and (4) noticing the potential emergence of unwholesome self-state organizations and deny the flow of the energy of attention to that process.

Energy is also recognized as determination, persistence, and diligence.  There are three stages of energy: (1) Initial application, (2) Sustained application and (3) determined persistent application.  In this context energy (viriya in Pali), is considered one of the Five Spiritual Faculties (that is, the faculty of determination regarding the application of the other Four Faculties).  Similarly, it is one of the Five Powers (that is, the power to overcome the hindrance of Sloth and Torpor).  It is one of the “occasional mind conditioners” (cetasikas), energizing all emergent self-state organizations, except sloth and torpor.  When energy is under-regulated, it manifests as restlessness in the mind.

We are currently exploring energy as one of the Seven Awakening Factors.  In this context, energy is channeled as Right Effort to maximize the functioning of the other factors: Mindfulness, Investigation of Mental Phenomena, Joy/Engaged Interest, Tranquility, Concentration/Stability of Attention and Equanimity/Balance of the Awakening Factors.

[bookmark: _GoBack]I have found it useful in my practice of mindfulness to regard attention as a flow of energy through neural pathways.  When the flow is channeled through the Five Hindrances, the energy is misapplied, toward pleasant (sense desire) or unpleasant (aversion & ill-will) neural pathways.  Energy can be too low (sloth and torpor) to too high (restlessness, accompanied by worry).  Energy can also be stymied by hesitation or indecision (skeptical doubt).  When sufficiently persistent and stable attention is channeled away from the hindrances through mindfulness of breathing (and other suitable concentration practices), the quality of attentional process manifests as the Awakening factors of Concentration and Tranquility (Samadhi and Passadhi).  This sets the stage for the increasing quality of energetic channeling through the Awakening Factor of Investigation of Mental Phenomena and manifests as vipassana, insight into the nature of mental experience as transitory and absent of an autonomous self.


