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CHAPTER 2
The Joy of Seclusion

He resorts to a secluded lodging: the forest, the root of a tree,  
a mountain, a ravine, a hillside cave, a charnel ground,  

a jungle thicket, an open space, a heap of straw.
—Aṅguttara Nikāya 10:99

The Buddha described the transition from ordinary 
consciousness to the altered state of jhāna thus: “Secluded 
from sensory pleasures, secluded from unwholesome states, 

one enters and abides in the first jhāna.”7 This chapter explores the 
search for seclusion through removing distractions and training 
the mind. It also considers the deeper implication of solitude as an 
awakening beyond separation.

First let it be said that “seclusion” does not imply repression or 
denial; it is not a state of alienation, loneliness, or division. The 
seclusion that supports a meditation practice is rooted in wisdom 
and clarity. Knowing what leads to suffering, you wisely choose a 
path that leads to happiness. The Buddha addressed this point quite 
simply:

If, by giving up a lesser happiness,
One could experience greater happiness,
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 26 t h e  jh āna s

A wise person would renounce the lesser
To behold the greater.8

Sparked by this basic instinct toward happiness, we follow the 
trajectory of training that will eventually carry us beyond conceiv-
able delights. 

The Buddhist teachings describe three kinds of seclusion: (1) 
physical aloneness that is experienced as we remove ourselves 
from complex social dynamics; (2) mental seclusion that describes 
the aloofness of the mind while it is absorbed in jhāna, marking 
a separation from unwholesome states and sensory pleasures; and 
(3) liberation as detachment from the root causes of suffering. The 
combination of these three types of seclusion calms the mind and 
suspends conceptual proliferations.9

The Seclusion of Being Alone

Physical solitude creates a temporary separation from the distrac-
tions and activities that fill daily life. The Buddha suggested, “A 
bhikkhu resorts to a secluded resting place: the forest, the root of a 
tree, a mountain, a ravine, a hillside cave, a charnel ground, a jungle 
thicket, an open space, a heap of straw.”10 We could expand that list 
to include the modern options of formal retreat centers or a quiet 
corner in your home that you use for daily meditation practice.

At the rudimentary level, this detachment may be likened to a 
spiritual vacation. A retreat may be for any length of time, from a 
single day of silence to many years. It can be a relief to take time 
away from the exaggerated responsibilities of your routine. Most 
people need some degree of periodic solitude to learn to calm the 
anxious heart and quiet the distracted mind. Alternating time for 
retreat with time fully engaged with career, family, and social con-
cerns makes for a balanced approach to the lay lifestyle. Silence sup-
ports depth in meditation, but it is through our social interactions 

W
IS

DOM P
UBLIC

ATIO
NS - N

OT FOR D
IS

TRIB
UTIO

N



 The Joy of Seclusion 27

that our understanding matures and is tested. The Buddha’s life is 
an exemplary model for balancing seclusion with compassionate 
engagement with society. There were periods in his ministry when 
he remained aloof from his disciples and periods when he taught, 
led, and served the community.

I have a deep love for silence. It has been an indispensable asset 
on my own path of inner discovery. At the age of sixty, I have spent 
approximately nine years in silence. Not everyone will need to or 
have the opportunity to undertake extended retreats, and concen-
tration can still be developed in active social settings—but spiritual 
satisfaction is something you must discover alone. You might stay 
in a monastery, reserve a room at a retreat center, go camping in the 
mountains, sit in a city park, or abide comfortably in a quiet room 
in your own home. The place does not matter, although retreat cen-
ters offer the advantage of skilled teachers and safe conditions for 
settling the mind.

Unable to imagine the exquisite joy that arises from a quiet mind, 
many people presume a silent retreat would be boring, but when 
you enter retreat you leave behind your array of projects, distrac-
tions, and entertainments. You can allow the mind to unwind in a 
secluded shelter without the need to defend your safety or maintain 
your social roles. When you can arrange for a spiritual retreat, it is 
important to make the most of it by putting your worldly affairs in 
order before entering the silence. Don’t bring entertainments with 
you. Give your mind a real vacation from your daily life routines. 
Let silence reveal a depth of knowledge that is usually unseen in the 
rapid swirl of daily personal achievements.

Concentration states benefit from the protected conditions of a 
retreat. Even in ideal circumstances, however, these states are, like all 
things, impermanent—and they dissipate after the retreat. Even so, 
insights stemming from the purity of concentration remain acces-
sible long after the retreat has ended. Concentration does not need 
to be permanent to be important.11 In the transition back to your 
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 28 t h e  jh āna s

ordinary routine, worldly activities may seem to be moving ridicu-
lously fast. This period of adjustment poses no serious threat. As you 
ease back into your routine responsibilities, you may find that your 
ability to be steady and present with daily events has improved and 
that the wisdom gleaned through your meditation practice informs 
your life.

Inspired by some early experiences in my meditation practice, I 
actively sought physical seclusion. At a small forest monastery in 
Chonburi Province, Thailand, I spent one retreat on a platform 
made of wooden planks. It had no walls, but was partially covered by 
a grass roof. My intention was, simply, to meditate there, alone. I did 
not leave the platform except briefly for the single daily meal, toilet, 
and a bath at a nearby stream. I wanted to allow the meditation 
practice to flow unrestricted by schedules and social conventions. 
I quickly discovered that I was never actually alone. I shared that 
simple platform with two snakes, the wind, birds, bugs, and the uni-
verse. The moon visited at night, the rain freely blew through, and 

! For Reflection

How do you fill the space in your life? Do you preserve 
space for solitude, or is it squeezed out by compulsive 
busyness, obsession with email and text messages, or trivial 
errands? Is it easy or difficult to be alone with yourself? 
Do you go from one relationship to the next, or is there 
space between relationships when you are content alone? 
How densely have you organized your life? If you were to 
describe how you spend your days, would your life sound 
like a schedule or a life you are happy to live?
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 The Joy of Seclusion 29

the air was filled with flying and floating creatures. I lived among a 
natural community of friends.

Young and not yet understanding the deeper meanings of soli-
tude, I sought greater seclusion in a cave in Krabi District, Thailand. 
The only entrance was through a tunnel that bent in such a way that 
no light penetrated. But even underground, in the total darkness 
of that cavern, life abounded. Bats cluttered the ceiling and a large 
white snake periodically appeared to feed on the bats. Sometimes 
local villagers entered with flashlights scavenging for bat droppings 
that are used as garden fertilizer. Even underground, I was not alone.

We may search for a quiet place to meditate, but complete physi-
cal seclusion is not necessary. Profound solitude involves more than 
renunciation of material possessions and withdrawal from sounds 
and society. It is a process that divests the heart of the habits and 
roles upon which personality relies. I have come to understand 
solitude as an experience of relationship, specifically our relation-
ship to reality. Lovers of solitude value this relationship and give it 
attention. We devote time to meditate, time to listen to silence, time 
to breathe in the vastness of space that surrounds us, time to make 
friends with ourselves. 

In a dialogue on solitude with a monk named Migajāla, the 
Buddha elaborated on the attributes of two types of meditators, 
one described as “a lone dweller,” the other as “one dwelling with a 
partner.” The Buddha explains: 

There are, Migajāla, forms cognizable by the eye that 
are desirable, lovely, agreeable, pleasing, sensually entic-
ing, tantalizing. If a bhikkhu seeks delight in them, wel-
comes them, and remains holding to them, delight arises. 
When there is delight, there is infatuation. When there 
is infatuation, there is bondage. Bound by the fetter of 
delight, Migajāla, a bhikkhu is called one dwelling with 
a partner. . . . 
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Migajāla, even though a bhikkhu who dwells thus 
resorts to forests and groves, to remote lodgings where 
there are few sounds and little noise, desolate, hidden 
from people, appropriate for seclusion, he is still called 
one dwelling with a partner. For what reason? Because 
craving is his partner, and he has not abandoned it; there-
fore he is called one dwelling with a partner.12

The “lone dweller” is not the one who has found physical seclu-
sion but rather is the one who has abandoned craving. Experiences 
can be pleasing and agreeable. If you seek gratification through that 
contact, infatuation will entrap consciousness and craving will be 
your companion. From a meditative perspective, solitude is not 
concerned with how many people populate your residence. Soli-
tude is a contemplation of the question: What companions are we 
housing within our minds? Solitude does not demand that other 

! Is Craving Your Partner?

When you feel moved to go somewhere, get something, or 
do something, ask yourself, “Is craving affecting my deci-
sion?” Craving may take the form of sensual desire that 
moves toward the agreeable, or it may take the form of 
aversion that moves away from the disagreeable. 

When involved with repetitive thinking patterns, notice 
how the mental stories are fueled by craving and attach-
ment. Planning, hoping, dreaming, longing, and expecting 
often involve craving. Notice craving whenever it appears. 
Greet it—“Hello, craving!”—and consider if you want to 
entertain craving as your partner.
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people go away; rather, in solitude we consider what states we are 
entertaining within our own minds. Is craving the company we wish 
to keep? Physical solitude minimizes the complexities of social life. 
It is, however, only a first step.

The Solitude of a Quiet Mind

You take your mind with you whether you are at the beach, on a 
hike in the forest, in a formal meditation retreat, or spending a quiet 
day in the garden. You may be sitting in a quiet place, but if your 
mind is agitated by judgmental thoughts, future plans, restlessness, 
or fantasy, you are not yet secluded for meditation. When I lived in 
India serving my teacher, H. W. L. Poonja, one student requested 
a private meeting with Poonjaji. The student said, “I want to see 
you alone before I leave.” Poonjaji replied, “You are invited to see 
me alone. You come alone to me. Don’t bring anyone with you, not 
your clothes, not your body, not your mind. Then you can see me 
alone.”13 He was not suggesting the student meet him without a 
shirt and pants but asking for a deeper level of relinquishment—a 
stripping away of the personality masks, social ranks, and self-image 
that habitually accompany us. 

Do you ever stand that exposed, emptied of the facades of iden-
tity, without your roles, without identification with social status, 
utterly empty of concepts, not preoccupied with who you are and 
how you are perceived?

Inner solitude invites us to empty our minds of thoughts, reac-
tions, and obstructive mental states like lust, aversion, restless-
ness, and doubt. Although the basic level of instruction for jhāna 
practice is to simply set distractions and hindrances aside, mind-
fulness and understanding are needed to set them aside skillfully. 
Frantically batting thoughts and difficult mental states away as 
unwelcome intrusions while trying to rush into jhāna won’t work. 
If thoughts are pushed away without the support of wisdom, the 
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mind may become agitated or be unprepared to respond wisely if 
similar thoughts reoccur. You need to investigate thoughts until 
their nature is unmistakably obvious. Then you will be able to sweep 
them aside easily, without denial or confusion.

It is imperative for the sincere meditator to unwaveringly witness 
the functions of desire, aversion, restlessness, and doubt, witness 
these forces arising—but without acting them out, without buy-
ing into them. See them arise as empty thoughts and see them pass 
just as quickly. If they are not seen clearly, these mental states can 
obstruct progress in concentration. Doubt can assail the mind with 
indecision, worry, or chronic judgment. Unabated, the momentum 
of uncertainty can paralyze spiritual progress. Yet doubt is nothing 
more than a thought. Through examining the experience of doubt, 
you will come to understand doubt, rather than be consumed by 
it. Doubt is a category of thought that you can definitively set 
aside. The very instant you realize that you are thinking, you have 
an opportunity to affect the patterns of mind. Thoughts of self can 
clutter attention with a plethora of diversified tales—preventing 
composure, stillness, and unification. Concentration abandons this 
diffusing activity. When you clearly perceive a thought, natural dis-
interest replaces identification with the stories. As the mind calms, 
mental seclusion is established.

In contrast to concentration practice, the strategy for insight 
meditation is to meet difficult mental states head-on and illuminate 
them with wisdom. In this way vipassanā practices are described 
as “practicing near suffering.” By escorting the attention to meet 
the often painful conditions of body and mind, insight develops. 
On the other hand, when strengthening samādhi, disengage from 
obstructive energies quickly. Set the hindrances aside. Let them go. 
Clear a space in the mind. Don’t give much attention to the hin-
drances, but instead preserve your energy for purifying the mind 
within the realm of happy wholesome states. Allow the joy that 
arises in the absence of hindrances to suffuse your mind. In this way 
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jhāna practice is said to be “near to happiness.” With the repeated 
dismissal of distractions, the mind settles, and the hindrances lose 
their charge until they eventually stop arising.

The secluded mind is separated from unwholesome states. This 
sets the stage for absorption. Hindrances are not permanently 
uprooted, but they are very remote. At this point you must be firm 
in your resolve. Intrusions on the seclusion could shatter the tenu-
ous foundation of concentration. The gross struggles with obstruc-
tions that habitually siphon off our energy have been overcome. 
Now energy is recaptured and accumulated for samādhi. These 
conditions are prerequisites for jhāna.

Ultimate Solitude

The culmination of seclusion goes far beyond a quiet state of mind. 
The Buddha described true seclusion as an experience that is free 

! Setting Thoughts Aside

It can be useful to develop a variety of methods for setting 
thoughts aside, like a meditator’s tool kit.

One method is to “sweep thoughts into trash bins.” One 
by one, observe each thought, and then imagine you can 
toss it into a bin, clearing the space of mind from the clut-
ter of mental proliferation. Take a moment to look at the 
thought, know it, but then toss it aside.

Or imagine thoughts flying at you like baseballs. You 
catch each one and throw it back. Don’t pocket it. Just look 
at it, know what it is, consider it for a moment, and toss it 
away. And if it comes back, do it again.
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from attachment. In a discussion with a monk named Elder, he said, 
“And how, Elder, is dwelling alone fulfilled in detail? Here, Elder, 
what lies in the past has been abandoned, what lies in the future 
has been relinquished, and desire and lust for present forms of indi-
vidual existence has been thoroughly removed. It is in such a way, 
Elder, that dwelling alone is fulfilled in detail.”14 Thus, inner seclu-
sion is a way of being that is freed from attachment to past, future, 
and even present perceptions. Consciousness ceases to take its stand 
on forms, feelings, perceptions, or thoughts. Nothing is taken up as 
a basis upon which to construct personal identity. This realization 
of the unfabricated nature of things brings the uncluttered mind to 
perfection. We don’t just clear away physical and mental rubbish 
and then rest in that neat and tidy mental space. The very constitu-
ents of personality are exposed as utterly empty. There is nothing 
there to hold, and no one to do the holding. Nothing exists that 
would structure a relationship between assumed constructs of I and 
you, this and that, there and here, past and future.

Awakening is a realization that is utterly unshakable. What’s more, 
it occurs to no one, requires no confirmation, and attains nothing. 
Such knowledge will transform your fundamental orientation in life. 
With no place to stop, ease is limitless, happiness is unbounded, and 
freedom is realized. In a famous verse, the Buddha says,

Where water, earth, fire and wind have no footing,
there the stars do not shine,
the sun is not visible,
the moon does not appear,
darkness is not found.

And when a sage, a worthy one, through wisdom
has known this for himself,
then from form and name,
from pleasure and pain,
he is freed.15
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! Becoming Comfortable Alone

Do you enjoy spending time alone? Can you calmly sit for 
a few hours in your own home or yard without pursuing 
entertaining distractions? Some people find that fear, anxi-
ety, boredom, rumination, and sensual craving arise more 
strongly when alone. Try heightening your awareness of 
your own states of mind during normal solitary activities. 

• Eat a meal alone in a public place without occupy-
ing yourself with reading or texting. Just eat alone 
and notice your experience. Does being alone trigger 
agitation, restlessness, or emotional discomfort? Are 
you enjoying being alone with yourself?

• Spend a day by yourself. What are you drawn to 
do? How does it feel to do each thing you decide to 
do?  Try doing an extended task, such as gardening 
or housework by yourself, with no distractions from 
music, radio, or TV. And also spend some time sim-
ply resting back in a comfortable chair, quiet and 
watchful. What is your experience of being alone, 
both when you are active and when you are at rest? 
What kind of thoughts arise in your mind? 

• You might enjoy one morning each month as a screen-
free solitary period. From the time you wake up in 
the morning until mid-day, practice sitting and walk-
ing meditation, and engage in activities that do not 
involve phones, computers, TVs, other people, or pets. 
For example, repair a fence, bake a pie, wax your car, 
launder clothes, scrub stains out of a carpet. Watch 
your mind while you are doing ordinary activities.
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Ultimately, solitude is the separation from suffering—not sensa-
tions, feelings, or perceptions. Physical and mental seclusion creates 
conditions conducive to deep investigation. The seclusion of jhāna 
is like learning to ride a bicycle with training wheels. The concen-
tration states help you to stay balanced while you practice. Through 
the practice you let go in so many ways, until finally you ride with-
out the crutch of those conditioned states. The Buddha described 
realization beyond the support of jhāna: 

There is that sphere of being where there is no earth, 
no water, no fire nor wind; no experience of infinity of 
space, of infinity of consciousness, of nothingness or even 
of neither-perception-nor-non-perception; there is there 
neither this world nor another world, neither moon nor 
sun; this sphere of being I call neither a coming nor a 
going nor a staying still, neither a dying nor a reappear-
ance; it has no basis, no evolution and no support. It is 
the end of suffering.16
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