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INSIGHT MEDITATION: AN IN-DEPTH CORRESPONDENCE COURSE

What to Expect

Insight Meditation includes 12 audio lessons, this 
workbook, and correspondence with your personal 
meditation instructor. 

Part One of each session features a talk on an 
aspect of meditative practice. These talks progress from 
the basic theory of mindfulness (Talk 1) through sug-
gestions on how to infuse all of your life activities with 
clarity and awareness (Talk 12). Along the way, you’ll 
learn how to work with mental and physical hindrances 
to meditation; the meaning and implications of karma 
(the law of cause and effect); how to recognize and cut 
through delusion, and many other aspects of Buddhist 
psychology and awareness practice.

Part Two of each session features a guided medita-
tion. Where the talks cover much of the applied theory 
of developing awareness and compassion, these guided 
segments will help you to explore the direct experience 
of meditation. They’re set up to simulate as closely as 
possible the ambience of an actual practice session at 
a retreat center like the Insight Meditation Center. 
Before you listen to them, have your meditation space 
set up (articles elsewhere in this introductory section 
will help you design this space) and take your seat, 
ready to meditate for approximately 45 minutes. Each 
guided meditation begins with brief introductory 
remarks. The sound of a gong will cue you to begin 
following the teacher’s instructions. The guided medi-
tations are linked to the accompanying talks. Because 
of this carefully graduated and integrated syllabus, 
it’s recommended that you listen to the lessons in 
order, taking as much time as you need in between to 
assimilate each lesson. Spend at least one week on each 
lesson before proceeding to the next.

Because daily life provides so many distractions, 
we encourage you to try to commit to the guided 
meditations several times a week. (Ideally, you will be 
able to practice – with or without the guided medita-
tions supplied here – for at least 45 minutes each day 
throughout the course.) Feel free to return to previ-
ous talks and meditations at any point during the 

course. You’ll find that jumping ahead in either the 
lessons or the workbook will deprive you of the full 
benefits of Insight Meditation’s deliberately structured 
instructional flow. 

This workbook contains supporting material for 
each of the 12 lessons. Typical contents are glossaries, 
informative articles, question and answer sessions 
that illuminate aspects of the respective lessons, and 
exercises for you to complete and return to your medi-
tation instructor.

How to Use This Workbook

Your Insight Meditation workbook consists of  
14 sections: 

•	 introductory segment 

•	 supporting information and exercises for each of 
the 12 lessons

•	 a wrap-up section to help you make the transi-
tion from this course to an ongoing meditation 
practice

The contents have been carefully matched to the 
respective lessons, so you’ll get the most out of the 
course by using them lesson by lesson.

If you choose to take advantage of the correspon-
dence element of this course, please complete and 
submit the registration form on page i. The requested 
information will help your instructor tailor the most 
helpful and appropriate responses to your questions. 
Your instructor must receive your completed registration 
form before correspondence can begin.

Each workbook lesson features exercises linked to 
the matching talk and guided meditation. Respond 
to these exercises as legibly as possible, and mail them 
to your personal instructor. If you prefer, you may 
record your answers on a standard size audiocassette 
or transmit them by email. See the addresses at the 
end of this workbook. Please don’t try to reach your 
instructor by phone.
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INSIGHT MEDITATION: AN IN-DEPTH CORRESPONDENCE COURSE

The mind is its own place, 
and in itself can make  

a Heaven of Hell, a Hell  
of Heaven.

— John Milton

What You Need to Meditate
You don’t need elaborate equipment or supplies to 
meditate. Many people simply sit on a chair, or use 
sofa or floor cushions they already have. The suppliers 
listed here can sell you various types of cushions spe-
cially designed for meditation. We recommend that 
you experiment with cushions and benches of varying 
heights and firmness before investing in a meditation 
support of your own.

The three most common types of meditation  
support are:

•	 Zafus. The most traditional and widespread of the 
meditation cushions, the zafu is a flattened, round 
cotton case filled with kapok or other soft material. 
It is generally about 14 inches in diameter and 10 
inches in height. The crescent zafu is an innovation 
designed to provide extra hip support. Inflatable 
zafus are also available for traveling meditators.

•	 Gomdens. These firm, rectangular cushions were 
designed for Western practitioners by a Tibetan 
meditation teacher. Although only 6 inches thick, 
their firm foam interior creates a higher perch 
than the softer zafu. 

•	 Meditation benches. These simple wooden benches 
provide an angled sitting surface – sometimes 
padded – with room underneath for legs. The 
meditator sits in a supported kneeling position, 
rather than in a cross-legged posture. 

You may choose to accessorize your meditation 
support with one of the following:

•	 A zabuton, or thick mat you can place under 
your cushion or bench. Zabutons cushion your 
legs and ankles from hard floor surfaces.

•	 A support cushion. Made in sizes that fit both zafus 
and gomdens, these small, flat cushions are placed 
under or on top of the meditation cushion to 
provide a little more height. Some practitioners 
also use them to tuck under a knee.

•	 A gomden raiser. These wooden platforms are 
made specifically for gomdens, raising them 
a couple of inches off the floor or zabuton. 
Helpful for tall meditators who use a gomden.

Most manufacturers of meditation cushions offer 
a range of colors. The following is a partial list of 
sources. Although no single outlet carries all the items 
listed above, you’ll be able to find the item of your 
choice from one of these merchants. 

Carolina Morning Designs 
8110 State Highway 80 South 
Burnsville NC 28714 	  Ph.(888) 267-5366 
http://www.zafu.net

Peter Catizone 
P.O. Box 380495 
Cambridge MA 02238-0495	 Ph. (617) 548-4444 
http://www.catizone.com 
(Specialized meditation benches)

DharmaCrafts 
405 Waltham Street, Ste. 234 
Lexington MA 02421	 Ph. (800) 794-9862 
http://www.dharmacrafts.com

Samadhi Cushions 
30 Church Street 
Barnet VT 05821	 Ph. (800) 331-7751 
(The only source for gomdens) 
http://www.samadhicushions.com

Yoga Mats 
P.O. Box 885044 
San Francisco CA 94188 	 Ph. (800) 720-YOGA 
http://www.yogamats.com

Zen Home Stitchery 
120 East 18th Street 
Costa Mesa CA 92627	 Ph. (949) 631-5389 
http://www.zenhomestitchery.com
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AN INTRODUCTION TO INSIGHT MEDITATION

The Story of the Buddha
The meditation techniques presented in this course 
were originally taught by the Buddha, four to five 
hundred years before the birth of Christ. “Buddha” 
means “Awakened One,” and refers to a prince who is 
believed to have lived in the Ganges Valley of north-
eastern India. He is sometimes called the Gautama 
Buddha (Gautama was his family name; his personal 
name was Siddhartha). 

Legend has it that when the Buddha was born, 
astrologers told his father that the child would become 
either a great king, or – if he witnessed much suffering 
– a great religious leader. Wanting the young prince to 
rule in the worldly realm, his father went to enormous 
lengths to shield the boy from encountering suffering. 
Siddhartha was lavished with every conceivable pleasure 
and comfort, but forbidden to leave the palace grounds.

Finally, however, the prince persuaded his chari-
oteer to take him into the city. There, he saw an old 
person, a sick person, a corpse, and a holy man. These 
traditional Four Signs led to a protracted inner search 
for the meaning of life. Siddhartha left his family at 
the age of 29 to become a homeless spiritual seeker. 

After six years of severe ascetic practices, Siddhartha 
realized that the path of self-mortification was not 
leading to the enlightenment he sought. This under-
standing is the basis of the “Middle Way” of Buddhism 
– a spiritual path that avoids extremes of ascetism and 
indulgence. 

Finally, the aspiring Buddha resolved to sit in 
meditation under a tree until he attained full realiza-
tion. While meditating, it is said, he did battle with 
Mara – known as the “killer of life” and the “killer 
of virtue” – who tempted and mocked him. But he 
overcame these obstacles through the strength of his 
determination, and achieved enlightenment – a state 
of clear understanding about the nature of reality 
– under the tree now known as the Bodhi tree in the 
town of Bodh Gaya (bodhi means “awake”).

Buddhists respect the Buddha as a human being 
who found a way to break through delusion and find 
true happiness. Thus, rather than regarding him as 
a deity with extraordinary spiritual powers, practi-
tioners take heart from the Buddha’s example and 
commit themselves to emulating his accomplishment 
through their own practice of meditation.

The Noble Eightfold Path
In the talks that follow, you’ll hear references to right 
effort, right action, and so on. These qualities are 
drawn from the Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path, 
which he realized at his enlightenment and included 
in his first teaching. The Eightfold Path delineates the 
path that leads to happiness. It consists of:

•	 right understanding
•	 right thought
•	 right speech
•	 right action
•	 right livelihood
•	 right effort
•	 right mindfulness
•	 right concentration

In each case, “right” means acting in a way that 
causes no harm, cuts through delusion, and expresses 
a balanced way of working with each of these factors. 

Right understanding and right thought are said to 
lead to the accomplishment of wisdom. Right speech, 
right action, and right livelihood are associated with 
ethical conduct, as expressed through the five precepts 
introduced in Lesson #1. Right effort, right mindful-
ness, and right concentration describe the mental 
discipline required to follow the path of meditation.

What is this Middle Way, 
the knowledge of which the 
Buddha has gained, which 
leads to insight, which leads 
to wisdom, which conduces 
to calm, to knowledge, to 
insight, to Nirvana? It is 
the Noble Eightfold Path.
— The Mahavagga







One can practice  
meditation simply by being 

aware of one’s body or of 
one’s breathing or of all the 

sensations that are going 
on inside oneself, a practice 
which sounds very easy but 

is extremely demanding.
— William Johnston

How to Cultivate a Daily Meditation Practice
The emphasis in meditation practice is on the word “practice.” It is a lifelong journey. We learn to come 
back to the beginning – our clear, unobstructed experience – and start again. Touching in daily with this 
profound practice yields the greatest impact throughout our life. 

Just as painful habits take time to unravel, helpful habits take time to instill. Here are some suggestions 
to help you establish a daily meditation habit. None of these ideas is a hard and fast rule. Instead, try using 
them as tools to support your intention.

•	 Plan to meditate at about the same time every day. Some people find it best to sit right after they get 
up, while others find it easier to practice in the afternoon or at bedtime. Experiment to find which 
time works best for you.

•	 Establish a meditation corner you can use every day. It could be in your bedroom or living room; 
in a basement or attic; or on a porch. Wherever you sit, pick a place where you can be relatively 
undisturbed during your meditation sessions. If you can’t dedicate this space exclusively to medita-
tion, make sure you can easily carry your chair, cushion, or bench to and from it each day.

•	 Sit as long as you can every day. An ideal session will last 45 minutes to an hour (the guided medita-
tions in this course last about 45 minutes each). But even five minutes of sitting or walking will help 
you cultivate and maintain your awareness as you continue through your day. 

•	 Determine before you take your seat how long you’ll meditate; likewise, decide beforehand how long 
you’ll walk. This tactic eliminates the potential for discursive decision making during your session.

•	 You can sit quietly, or use any of the guided meditations in this course. Until you complete the 
course, it’s recommended that you use only the meditations you’ve listened to so far. This is because 
each lesson builds on those preceding it, making the meditations much richer when practiced in the 
context of the course structure.

•	 Some meditators like to bring inspiring objects to their meditation space: an image, some incense, 
or possibly a book from which you can read a short passage before meditating. The section called 
“Additional Resources” at the end of your workbook will give you some ideas of good books to 
use for this purpose. 

•	 Keep it simple. The purpose of your practice is not to induce any particular state of mind, but to 
bring added clarity to whatever experience you’re having in the moment. An attitude of openness 
and curiosity will help you to let go of judgments, expectations, and other obstacles that keep you 
from being present. 

INSIGHT MEDITATION: AN IN-DEPTH CORRESPONDENCE COURSE
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