Peter’s December 2025 Self Retreat Review
First, some comments to describe the context of this retreat:  I have been on so many residential retreats over the 43 years of my mindfulness meditation practice that I can’t count them all accurately, so many of my comments about how the retreat is organized and what I did during the retreat are not intended to suggest that those reading these notes believe that the retreat structure reflects a typical retreat schedule.  First, I will describe the way the day goes and then talk about what I experienced and learned about myself and the Dharma during the retreat.
I’ve done one or two self-retreats per year in the cottage in my backyard for over 20 years, typically set for two weeks each.  That hasn’t worked out the last several years, so I decided to sit for 10 days this retreat and will likely continue that way as long as I do retreats there.
I woke up at 5 AM and began the first sit on the cushion for 2 hours and then ate breakfast, followed by a brisk walk for between 30 minutes and an hour, depending on which route I took in my neighborhood.  I sat for two hours on the recliner, then went back to the cushion for another two hours.  I then ate lunch, followed by another walk similar to the one after breakfast.  From then on, I alternated two-hour sits between the cushion and recliner through the afternoon and in the evening until around 10, when I would go to bed.  I haven’t eaten after lunch on retreat for many years now.
After day three, my left thigh began to ache while sitting, both on the cushion as well as the recliner, which was unusual.  On day four I switched to an hour for each sitting.  I also used a T.E.N.S. unit, an electrical device that safely conducts currents through the affected muscles, and this helped a lot in reducing the aches.
I practiced mindfulness of breathing, using breath sensations noticeable on the inner surface of my upper lip and at the roof of my mouth just above the teeth as my primary target for focusing attention as well as sensations noticeable around the nose.  I also cultivated this practice during intervals between sittings and while walking, but not as thoroughly or persistently.  This was the “home base” for me during the entire retreat, but beginning on the fourth day I included the body scanning technique I learned during retreats many years ago as taught by S. N. Goenka.  My goal was to establish a “whole body vibrational field” and then to just keep letting go, particularly during the prolonged out-breath.  The out-breath became softer and longer as a result of increased stability and tranquility of attention.  Open minded curiosity was my intention during this phase of practice.  It seems to me that the whole practice of mindfulness establishes an ongoing intention to investigate what is arising in awareness as well as the intention to disregard unwholesome mental formations and persist in nurturing wholesome mental formations.  This has become a core competency to cultivate in my ongoing practice, as reflected in the Seven Awakening Factors.
Years ago, I established a commitment to conceptually understand the characteristics of the Seven Awakening Factors and then practice recognizing their function directly as a contemplation.  Their full realization requires the most coherent and cooperative interactions of the Factors.  This realization confirms the Three Characteristics to be discovered while Awakening—the transitory nature of subjective experience, the absence of an enduring/autonomous self, and the inescapable distress and confusion that is the result of craving/clinging.  Here’s a review of the Factors:
Mindfulness functions as direct subjective knowledge regarding what comes to awareness in an ongoing way.  In contemporary psychological terms it is called metacognitive awareness.  There are two functions of metacognitive awareness as described in the literature:  
Metacognitive Knowledge:  Knowing about your own thinking, including your strengths, weaknesses, and effective strategies for different tasks (e.g., knowing a technical article needs more focus than a novel). 
Metacognitive Regulation/Control:   Actively managing your thinking, which includes planning, monitoring progress, evaluating outcomes, and making adjustments (e.g., rereading, using a glossary). 
Investigation of Mental Phenomena functions to “soak” non-distracted and non-reactive attention persistently regarding what is being experienced.  This Factor represents the mature application of mindfully bringing attention to the sensations of breathing and maintaining metacognitive awareness as the breath process continues.  This originates with the basic practice of aiming attention at the beginning of the inbreath, vitakka (vih-tah-kah), in Pali, followed by vicara (vih-chah-rah), sustain investigation of what sensations occur during the in-breath, and the same procedure is applied to the outbreath.  Aiming/sustaining regarding the breath sensations can also be applied to include awareness of what else is occurring in consciousness.  This is the curiosity described above that I was cultivating during the body scanning practice.
Energy functions to skillfully manage the energy of attention and action operating during the mind/body processes—Metacognitive Regulation/Control.  It is a manifestation of Right Effort, specifically the persistent effort to maintain the wholesome and integrated functioning of Mindfulness and Investigation of Mental Phenomena.  Right Effort, part of the Noble Eightfold Path, involves the ability to disregard the formation of unwholesome thoughts and actions, while supporting the best potential for wholesome thoughts and actions to manifest.  It represents the strength of a person’s character.  As an Awakening Factor, the primary function of Energy is persistence in nurturing wholesome conditions of consciousness.
In my understanding, these three Factors create the conditions conducive to the effective operation of the remaining five Factors, which I will explain more thoroughly after describing them.
Joy functions to support ongoing enthusiastic interest in what the mind is creating, whether the experience has a pleasant or unpleasant/painful feeling tone.  It’s a buoyancy of spirit, a willingness to engage what is happening subjectively.   In Buddhist teachings, Joy is often described as a remarkably enjoyable/ecstatic experience, associated with the highly refined qualities of awareness called Jhana.  This can be a legitimate part of practice but not necessary in the context of the fulfilled potential of the Awakening Factors.  Joy is woven into the process of Investigation, keeping it active and open-minded in the function of insight into the conditioned nature of subjective experience.
Tranquility functions to “smooth the waters” in the flow of experience.  Tranquility is not dull, because its function is closely integrated with Joy and Concentration/Unification.  As the Factors mature and become more effectively coordinated, Joy and Tranquility are “woven” together, cultivating an alert, relaxed body/mind interaction.
Concentration/Unification functions as the words suggest—the ongoing interactions between the Factors are unified in their functioning.  Mindful, investigative attention doesn’t “wobble”, either in focus or persistence.  This attention can either be exclusive, that is, intentionally focused in an ongoing way on just one object,  or non-reactively inclusive regarding everything that arises in awareness without preference.  The exclusive manifestation is associated with Jhana, while the inclusive manifestation is associated with vipassana, ultimately leading to direct knowledge regarding the transient/impersonal nature of subjective experience.
Equanimity/Balance represents the most beneficial interactions between the Factors—energy flowing through the mind/body is balanced—not too energized or too tranquil, while attention is not too rigid or too distractible.  The Pali term for this capability is tatramajjhatata (tah-trah-mah-jah-tah-tah), which can be translated as “that which can be found in the middle”.
 Now I will describe how I practiced contemplating the experiences associated with more highly developed and more mature functioning of the Factors:
The first goal of practice on retreat is to be able to identify and disregard the operation of the Five Hindrances, setting aside desire for pleasantness or aversion  and the stories associated with them.  Mindful Investigation of the breath sensations is the primary training protocol.  When investigation reveals that the mind has wandered from the breath, the distraction is disregarded and redirected back to the breath/body awareness, which cultivates Right Effort.  This investigation and persistent redirection matures Right Effort to manifest as the Energy Factor.  As practice matures, a balance is cultivated—Mindful investigation and Right Effort free up energy that would otherwise be feeding the hindrances.  
The freed up energy can be experienced as Joy, particularly when the ability for the mind to be Concentrated on the breath/body is alert and investigative without desire or aversion.  Because the mind is more stable and energy is more available for Investigation, Tranquility becomes more accessible and persistent.  The persistently stable interactive functioning of Mindfulness, Investigation, Right Effort, Joy, and Tranquility are attuned, mutually supportive of each other’s full potential for liberation.
I have found the practice of “body scanning” to be a very useful training protocol for developing the Awakening Factors.  As I learned during the Goenka practice retreats, after developing a relatively undistracted flow of attention I began to systematically apply mindfulness and investigation.  The training involves intentionally shifting focused attention from one area of the body to another systematically.  I have been practicing this consistently for many years, and my system begins with investigating the face, then the entire head, moving then to the neck and the shoulder and extent of each arm, out to the finger tips, then back to the head and on to the torso and each leg.  During each sit, my goal was to be able to move attention throughout the body so that my subjective experience was of the entire body as a ”vibrational field”.  
Mindful investigation and the persistent channeling of this vibrational awareness nurtured the Factors of Joy, Tranquility, Concentration/Unification and Equanimity/Balance.  This stage of practice allowed the breathing pattern to become very subtle, with long pauses of restful awareness that did not require much breathing at all.  My mind was very alert and capable of intentionally investigating whatever was known directly in an all-inclusive way, so that embodied experience included any ambient sound—an opening of attention with non-reactive curiosity to whatever the flow of the moment brought, even when sensations were unpleasant (my aching left thigh, for example).  Even thoughts were included, but knowing the internal narrative to be fainter and less demanding of attention and action.


 
