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Intention and Attention

When we start practice, our aspiration to wake up—to live more
awake—may only be something like 5% of our various
motivations. The other 95% may be on the usual things, such
as security, comfort, looking good, relationships, pleasure, and
so on. During this phase we may dabble in practice. We may sit
on and off, go to groups, and maybe even attend retreats. But
there is still very little commitment to practice as a way of life.

Over time our aspiration may grow—especially as we get older
and become increasingly disappointed in our usual life
strategies, such as trying to please, trying to hide, trying to
win. At some point we realize that it’s more painful to continue
pursuing these strategies—that is, living a life of complacency
and sleep—than it is to make the efforts necessary to awaken.
The real tipping point comes when our aspiration goes from 49%
to 51%. It’s like the teeter–totter of off-and-on again practice
finally settles into a stable and constant place. Even as we
continue to go through phases from spiritual enthusiasm to
spiritual dryness, our aspiration now becomes more and more
the central orientation of our lives.
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It’s always good to consider where we are on this teeter–totter
—to reflect on how serious our intention is to wake up. One of
the realizations we come to in the course of a practice life is
the understanding that we need to cultivate our aspiration.
Although our aspiration seems to be something we are born
with, there are still two primary ways that we can feed it: one
is with our intention; the other is with our attention. The
interplay of intention and attention goes to the heart of what it
means to truly practice. 

Intention is the view, as well as the motivator. Intention rises
from, and at the same time, feeds our aspiration to wake up.
Intention is about clearly seeing where you want to go, and also
clearly seeing the path that leads in that direction.

At first our intention may even be unconscious, and part of
practice is to make it conscious. Making a practice statement—
stating what we truly want—is about making our intention
conscious. For example, our statement can be fairly
straightforward, such as: “I want to live with as much presence
as possible.” Or, “I want to live from the open heart.” 

To help us, we can remind ourselves of our intention before we
sit down to meditate, and also before each new activity, like
going to a meeting, or a party, or even on a vacation. Yet, we
need to be careful to hold our intention lightly—to not turn it
into another ego striving. We also don’t want to use it as a
means to make ourselves feel guilty. Nor do we want to go
overboard and end up taking ourselves, and our every move,
too seriously.

At the same time, our intention is our guide. In each activity, do
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March–April Sesshin
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day sesshin from March
30 through April 4 can be
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can’t come for the full
five days you can apply
for the first or last three
days.
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Making a practice
statement—stating
what we truly
want—is about
making our
intention conscious.
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we intend to be more awake? To refrain from judging and
blaming? To experience gratitude? To live from kindness?

Although intention is crucial, it is not enough by itself. As you
probably have already discovered, we can’t wake up just
because we want to. What’s required is the commitment to
make the efforts necessary to bring our intention to fruition. In
other words, to commit to our intention is to make it real—and
we do this through our efforts of attention. Attention is the tool
to make our intention a living reality.

Attention means bringing awareness to present moment
experience. It can be narrow and focused, as on the breath or
sounds, or in asking the practice koan: “What is this?” Or it can
be more open, as in the dual-awareness practice of
simultaneous awareness of breath and sounds. It can also be
focused on qualities, such as loving kindness or gratitude.

The degree to which we are willing to pay attention with the
intention to awaken reflects the seriousness of our practice. We
may think we’re serious about practice, but at some point it
may become obvious to us that the majority of the time, even
during meditation, we choose to let our attention wander—to
plans, worry, conversations, meaningless daydreams. 

We’d heard the teachings over and over that we need to be
present with our experience—that we need to pay attention,
with precision and honesty, to whatever arises. Yet to really
pay attention to the myriad of sensory and environmental
experience being presented to us is a rare occurrence. We may
feel the occasional breath, or hear a sound. We may feel
tightness in the body, or hear a thought. But to bring a
continuous attention to what is has to be cultivated again and
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again. This is what the pilgrim, in The Way of a Pilgrim, learned
as he slowly discovered how to pray without ceasing. 

This may sound like an ideal or impossible task. But the truth is,
to be serious about practice—no longer just dabbling—requires
that we be prepared to pay the price. What is the price? It’s
the giving up of one attachment after another—our opinions,
addictive patterns, our blaming, our moods. We also have to
give up our lying—the self-deceptions that we cling to for
comfort, such as the illusion that we are in control, or that we
already know the truth, or that we are special, or that we are a
separate self, independent of everything around us. And
perhaps as much as anything, we have to give up our laziness
of mind—our not wanting to turn away from our ever–spinning
thoughts. 

Instead, we commit to being present as often as possible, and
to remaining present for as long as possible. As we pay
attention in this way, we can discover how energy follows
attention; and the more attention we pay, the greater the
buildup of the energy of presence.

To pay attention in following our intention to awaken means we
pay the price that the ego will never want to pay—which is slow
transformation from I-as-a-Me to I-as-Awareness, where we
are increasing present to our own Being. I-as-Awareness means
we’re here, present with what is. It means we’re no longer
identified with the objects of attention, but rather identified
with the ground of awareness itself. The interesting paradox is:
we lose our identification with our “self” by paying meticulous
attention to the self—in all its manifestations.

At some point an inner change occurs. The 49% has tipped to
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the 51%, and our aspiration to not waste time becomes more
and more the propelling force in our life/practice. We are
beginning to give up the illusion that we have endless time. But
this does not happen easily or without effort. Ultimately the
effort to cultivate our intention, and commit to the seriousness
of the task—which is to pay attention with precision and
perseverance—is what allows us to live the genuine life of
presence and awakening. It’s what allows us to gradually open
into clarity and love. 

Ezra Bayda

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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