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Question: Somebody has been saying that they have been doing the four point analysis: looking for the self, trying to find exactly what the “I” is, and that they come to some feeling of not finding it. Then, because of that, you know that it is empty. They have that awareness for a few seconds, but then the mind goes to blankness. What are ways to strengthen the awareness so that you can maintain that stability that the “I” doesn’t exist inherently, and prevent the mind from becoming nothingness?

Ven. Chodron: To strengthen the awareness, it is concentration—that is what you need. That’s why they talk about unifying serenity with insight. Otherwise, you get some sense but then in the next moment it is gone. If your mind is falling into just nothingness or blankness then you need to actually go back to do more investigation. The mind hasn’t really figured out what emptiness is if it slips into just nothingness.
It’s interesting when you are doing the analysis. The first part is to get a sense of if the self, if the person, the I existed inherently, what would it be like? Even though it doesn’t exist that way, you are imagining what it would have to be like if it did exist that way. Then you start to investigate: how does the “I” exist? You start to look and say, is the I the same as any of the aggregates? Is it different from the aggregates? What is the relationship between the self and the aggregates? When you find that you can’t say that the I is inherently one with the aggregates, it’s not one and the same thing—and yet, you can’t say that it’s inherently different from the aggregates. Whenever we say I, or self, it is in relationship to some part of the body and mind. We know it has some relationship: it’s not inherently the same, it’s not inherently different. From that we can say it doesn’t inherently exist. If it did inherently exist, it would have to be either inherently the same or inherently different. 

You try and hold your mind on that for as long as you can. You really have to investigate, and ask: “Is there any possible way that I can be the same as my mind or the same as my body?” It sure feels like we are somewhere in there, doesn’t it? When somebody tells us something that we don’t like, we just don’t like it! There is a definite me that doesn’t like it. (You also feel that) “I’m going to give that person a piece of my mind, and I’m going to defend myself, and they can’t treat me that way, and they can’t think that about me!” It sure feels like there is an I somewhere in that body and mind. You then say, “If the self were in the body and mind, then it should be findable.” What are you going to identify it as? When you can’t find something to identify as the I that is a sign that the I doesn’t inherently exist.

From that, you draw the conclusion that the I doesn’t inherently exist. Then you don’t get up from your meditation and think “I’ve realized emptiness!”
