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In The Silent Question, Packer provides fresh insights on using the experiences of life that are
raw, messy, painful, and sometimes full of laughter, to open a way to compassion. She urges us
to let go of our thoughts and to sit "in the stillness of not knowing" in order to reflect upon the
essential question of who we are. Packer encourages us to discover that life, energy, and insight
come from the questioning, the looking, the listening.



“Packer has a real gift for expressing complicated concepts in single yet personal anecdotes. . . .
That, in itsef, makes The Silent Question a healing and reassuring book.”—Yoga Journal“This is
a rare and remarkable book. It embodies mindfulness and the fruits of mindfulness practice in
their most spacious yet precise and grounded manifestations. And most remarkably, it does it
through free and easy dialogue and inquiry between teacher and students. Anyone can enter
here, and benefit hugely.”—Jon Kabat-Zinn, author of Coming to Our Senses“‘Beginner’s mind,’
‘don’t know mind,’ ‘not knowing,’ are familiar terms for those of us who practice some form of
awareness meditation. Toni Packer in simple, clear, and direct language, does a magnificent job
of bringing these important concepts to life. Again and again we are brought into her way of
coming to a fresh and clear mind, a mind able to see and act with wisdom and kindness. An
invaluable guide for all meditators.”—Larry Rosenberg, author of Breath by Breath and Living in
the Light of Death“Toni Packer is a treasure. With a deep and demanding inquiry of a Zen
master, she invites us back to mystery and wonder, to rediscover the innocence and wholeness
that is our own true nature.”—Jack Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart“Toni’s voice these days
comes from a space of absolute transparency. It touches us, stops our galloping minds mid-
stride. We breathe, with relief and gratitude. Then, only silence.”—Lenore Friedman, author of
Meetings with Remarkable WomenABOUT THE BOOKIn The Silent Question, Packer provides
fresh insights on using the experiences of life that are raw, messy, painful, and sometimes full of
laughter, to open a way to compassion. She urges us to let go of our thoughts and to sit “in the
stillness of not knowing” in order to reflect upon the essential question of who we are. Packer
encourages us to discover that life, energy, and insight come from the questioning, the looking,
the listening.TONI PACKER began studying Zen at the Rochester Zen Center in 1967 with Roshi
Philip Kapleau (author of The Three Pillars of Zen). She teaches and leads retreats at
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DC222006032789To Kyle. . . I beg you . . . to have patience with everything unresolved in your
heart and try to love the questions themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a
very foreign language. Don’t search right now for the answers, which could not be given you,
because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the
questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without ever noticing
it, live your way into the answer.—RAINER MARIA RILKEContentsTo the
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ReaderThe Silent Question: Meditating in the Stillness of Not-Knowing contains a collection of
talks, dialogues, and interviews that took place over the past several years. It is an attempt to
convey to the reader our ways of working together at Springwater Center through presenting
observations, questions, and challenges embedded in differing formats. We have repeatedly
received requests from our readers to publish group dialogues that take place at the center. This
book offers a variety of ways of working together in meditative inquiry.Let me clarify a few words
that are used frequently throughout this book. To my knowledge, the word awaring was first used
by the Danish mystic Sunyata in his book Sunyata: The Life and Sayings of a Rare-Born Mystic.1
Using the verb form of awareness came quite naturally to me from my familiarity with the
German word gewahren, which means “becoming aware of, noticing, discovering, or seeing.”
The beauty of the word gewahren lies in the fact that it contains the word wahr, which means
“true.”The word silence is not merely intended to denote the absence of words or any kind of
noise, but a state of mind that is silently open to perceiving the truth of questioning.The sense in
which I use the word question in the title of this book is not one of asking for traditional answers
but rather denotes a subtle state of mind that does not know but remains open to wondering and
freshly perceiving.Every time I go over the transcript of a talk, it is surprising to discover how
different it is to read transcriptions of spoken words before they are edited for the printed page.
After D Allen completed the first edit of the transcript, I undertook another one, which at times
resulted in rewriting (or leaving out) whole paragraphs. It isn’t just the difference between
speaking and reading words that brings about fresh insights into events and their expressions,
but also our own inner unfolding that lets events appear different at different times.It is not
always easy reading words that come out of meditative inquiry. However, when the readers
themselves have entered a state of meditative questioning—listening and looking without
conclusions already in mind—it will not be difficult to embrace writings that come out of the
same mode. Over the years I have found that meditative inquiry that arises out of the depth of



not-knowing has an amazing way of emptying the mind of ideas, thus revealing its ways of
coming upon truth. On the other hand, a question that starts from knowing or guessing the
answer lacks the spontaneity of genuine wondering, probing, and discovering. The beauty of not-
knowing allows an ever-fresh beginning of a world that need not grow stale under the disguise of
knowing.TONI PACKER1. Sunyata. Sunyata: The Life and Sayings of a Rare-Born Mystic, ed.
Betty Cambi and Elliot Isenberg (Berkeley, Calif.: North Atlantic Books,
1990).AcknowledgmentsHEARTFELT THANKS TO EVERYONE who devoted time and energy
to working on The Silent Question: Meditating in the Stillness of Not-Knowing.D Allen offered
generous help by selecting, organizing, and pre-editing transcriptions according to an outline he
prepared for this new collection of talks, dialogues, and interviews. Besides D Allen’s work and
the transcribing he did himself, transcriptions were made by Sandy Gray, Susan McCallum,
Dennis Peak, and Geoff Swaebe. Kieran Mead-Ward helped with references and citations.
Susan McCallum and John Francis gave helpful suggestions. Susan undertook the meticulous
job of proofreading and formatting the manuscript. John Francis took care of the many computer
problems that happen to someone not skilled in the mysterious ways of this cyber-instrument,
and he was of immense help with the whole process of copyediting.Special thanks to our dear
friend of over forty years Jack Canfield, who took time and energy away from his own work to
devote to writing an introduction for this book.I also wish to thank Jennifer Brown of Shambhala
Publications, who graciously took over the editing from Emily Bower when Emily’s workload
demanded cutting back on her schedule.Lastly, warm gratitude for all the “silent” questions
raised by staff, center members, correspondents, retreatants, and visitors to Springwater Center
—all the friends, whose genuine curiosity provides a wellspring of inspiration for the pursuit of
meditative inquiry.Introductionby Jack Canfield1DEATH, DESTRUCTION, UNREASON: being
surrounded by these in her childhood awoke in Toni Packer a strong desire to understand the
human condition, to find the meaning of life. As she reports in this book:“What is the purpose of
life?” is not a meaningful question—although this was a question that was driving me
tremendously during the war years and prewar years in Hitler Germany. I saw how meaninglessly
and senselessly human beings were living, with constant antagonism, conflict, and struggle.
They were persecuting and killing each other, and I had to resolve for myself the question of the
meaning of life.2At some point in Toni’s later sojourn in America the question renewed its grip on
her. The search for an answer brought her eventually to the Zen Buddhism practiced at Philip
Kapleau’s center in Rochester, New York. Later she would change somewhat the words in which
she preferred to speak of the matter of primary interest to Zen. Instead of kensho, or
“enlightenment,” she would come to talk of presence—awareness of “a simple fact that each one
of us can come upon. See the cloud, the darkness! Hear the wind! Feel the breathing! Smell the
flowers! Touch the swaying grasses! Clouds, wind, thoughts, breathing, fragrant flowers, and
grasses change all the time, but seeing is here without time.”3 It is that timeless “seeing” that
resolves the issue of the meaning of life.The story of Toni’s involvement with Zen and later
movement away from it is well known. It is told, for example, in an interview with her in Lenore



Friedman’s book Meetings with Remarkable Women. Prior to her coming to the Rochester Zen
Center, Toni had already had several deep experiences of the kind valued in Zen. At Rochester
she made quick progress in koan study, passing through the koans from the classical collections
Hekigan Roku and the Mumonkan. Roshi Kapleau acknowledged her understanding by asking
her to take over the center when he retired. She was clearly marked as the heir apparent. But as
things transpired, Toni eventually had to travel to Mexico, where the Roshi was staying at the
time, to break the news that she could no longer consider herself a Buddhist. She subsequently
left Rochester to establish what came to be known as the Springwater Center.Why could she no
longer count herself a Buddhist? Well, what was she rejecting? What was it like to be a Buddhist
at Rochester in those years? In the very earliest period of Philip Kapleau’s establishment and
running of the center, I remember him emphasizing that Zen was a sect of Buddhism and as
such it accepted the standard Buddhist doctrines, including those of karma, rebirth, no-self, and
enlightenment. Other features of the Zen practiced at Rochester concerned action and behavior,
from wearing the prescribed brown robes to the esoteric business of praying for succor to
Bodhisattvas, in particular Avalokiteshvara, Bodhisattva of Compassion. In addition there were
the practices of chanting—in both English and Japanese—bell ringing, incense burning, display
of Buddha statues, prostrations to the Buddha and to one’s teacher, week-long rigorous retreats
modeled on Japanese Zen sesshins, the use of the stick or kyosaku to keep up the energy in the
meditation hall, and meditation involving koans. Toni could no longer be a Buddhist because she
could no longer accept a good deal of this amalgam of belief, doctrine, and practice. What she
could not support was dropped in her own work at Springwater—although, it should be stressed,
some crucial aspects of Rochester Zen were retained.As for doctrine, Toni continued to
acknowledge two of the four tenets of Buddhism I mentioned: no-self and enlightenment. But the
point is easily misunderstood. Her acceptance is not intellectual, but is rather based on, and is to
be understood in terms of, a person’s own experience. No-self and enlightenment can be
realized in one’s life. That emphasis on direct realization, oneness, or an immediate presence,
and her corresponding avoidance of dogma of all stripes, are hallmarks of her approach. And as
in Zen, the emphasis is not on words but on what actually lies before one’s eyes.In appealing to
a direct awareness of mind, Toni’s work is compatible with a scientific-minded empiricism. Being
raised in a secular household, and coming to see science as a central (though not the only)
arbiter of truth, may have made it easier for her to leave to one side the nonempirical
accoutrements of Zen, such as the doctrine of rebirth. But her approach is also consistent with
traditional religious doctrines in the Western tradition, such as the assertion of the existence of
God. It is consistent with these various doctrines because they simply are not its concern. What
is of concern, one might say, is a direct realization of a this that lies outside all conceptualization.
In Toni’s work, as in that of many other spiritual leaders, such a realization can effect a deep
transformation in one’s life, a movement from the duality of self-and-other to a oneness. That
oneness is articulated, for example, in Krishnamurti’s remark that “the observer is the observed,”
or in Huang Po’s reference to “a perception, sudden as blinking, that subject and object are



one.”4One of the things Toni retained from her Zen days, although in a modified form, was that
central element of Zen practice, the lengthy silent retreat, or sesshin. At Rochester it included
compulsory periods of meditation along with some features mentioned earlier, including the use
of the kyosaku. Springwater retreats with Toni, on the other hand, eventually dropped all of these
features except for daily talks by her, individual meetings, and the all-important silence. The
result is a simplified form of retreat that proceeds in an unconstrained and natural manner and
provides an opportunity for direct contemplative inquiry into mind.The themes of no-self,
enlightenment, and the meaning of life are all connected. To be enlightened is, in Toni’s words,
presence. Presence resolves the issue of the meaning of life. The illusion of self
ceases.Concerning the self as illusion, Toni writes, for example:Now, is there such an entity as
me or I? Or is it just like the weather—an ongoing, ever changing stream of ideas, images,
memories, projections, likes and dislikes . . . that thought keeps calling I, me, Toni, and thereby
solidifying what is evanescent?5Toni’s view is that thought, here, has created an illusion. But, to
elaborate a point made earlier, it is important to understand the nature of that denial of the “I.”
There are two ways of taking Toni’s remark, one intellectual and the other, as we might say,
existential. The intellectual mode would place Toni’s comments within the long philosophical and
social-scientific tradition in which people define “self” in some way or other, and then give
reasons for or against its reality. It has been said, for example by Lichtenberg and again by
Nietzsche and Wittgenstein, that the self is a non-thing the grammar of our language fools us
into positing. Toni’s remarks are not meant as contributions to that intellectual issue of the self as
illusion. Rather they concern a direct realization. The existential, as opposed to the intellectual,
problem is to resolve the question of the meaning of life by directly realizing the reality obscured
by our “I”-thoughts.As regards that centering on the “I,” one of the first things meditation, or quiet
sitting, makes clear is that our lives are spent in a more or less constant inner involvement with
the story of ourselves. The mind, we come to see, is always in motion, turning about the central
point of self. The mind’s “I”-fostered turbulence was nicely described by La Rochefoucauld:The
sea may be fairly compared to it, in the tireless ebb and flow of whose waves self-love finds an
accurate image of its own seething thoughts and its eternal restlessness.The “I”-directed
thoughts reflect the fundamental division we make between ourselves and the rest of the world:
between me and not-me. The concern for self is correspondingly ever-present, or virtually so.
That concern brings trouble in its wake. Fear of death, for example, or the inward or outward bad
results of anger or hatred. The liberating denial of that seemingly ever-present self is not an
intellectual matter. Hatred of those who thwart us, for example, is not put to rest by the thought
that the “I” is an illusion. But, Toni writes, there is a solution:. . . There is an entirely different way
of being when everything appears completely all right the way it is! At the instant of total
presence (absence of separation), there is no need for the brain to produce phantasmagorias—
interpretations of what this could mean to “me,” “my” friends, or “my” foes. It is possible to change
from interpreting everything according to old patterns of the past. . . .There is another possibility
of relaxing into not-knowing and not interpreting whatever scenarios have been produced by the



conceptualizing brain. It’s a giant step! Not from here to there, but right here, on the spot! A giant
“step” from the suffering me—suffering from all the actual pains and imagined problems—to just
being here without knowing, predicting, or reflecting about the past, what it was like or what it
meant, or what it means right now. . . .6These remarks may seem strange. What is this giant step
that is not from here to there but here to . . . here? A giant step that does not take one out of the
place one is already at? In asking those questions we are taking the wrong approach. The “just
being here” Toni speaks of is something that resists or balks the knowing mind. Here reason
seems to have reached an end. Understandably enough, for the alternative to I-centered
concern Toni speaks of is nothing intellectual. The alternative amounts to what I called an
existential solution to the problem of the meaning of life. It is a matter of presence, or—not to
mince words—enlightenment. Toni writes:Enlightenment, True Nature, True Self, Wholeness, the
Unconditioned Absolute—whatever words have been given to what is without words,
unthinkable, unknowable, ungraspable—is not the effect of a cause. It is luminously present and
timeless, overlooked by the roving intellect that is trying to grasp it, and obscured by the
bodymind’s constantly shifting moods, desires, and fears. Moment-to-moment meditation is
clearly coming upon this roving and shifting, resisting and fearing mind and the urge to do
something about it! . . . Meditation that is free and effortless, without goal, without expectation, is
an expression of Pure Being that has nowhere to go, nothing to get.7The message of reason
must be that in the matter of the meaning of life, reason has no message. The solution—
enlightenment, or presence—is not something you can wrap up nicely in a proposition and pass
on to others; it’s beyond words. So could one say it is a change in one’s mode of being? But
didn’t the Buddha say that out of supreme enlightenment he brought us nothing? A changed
mode of being is not nothing. So what can we say? Perhaps that the leaves and berries are shiny
in the rain? But Toni can say, or not-say, it much better than I.1. John V. Canfield, Professor
Emeritus, The University of Toronto at Mississauga, is the author of Wittgenstein: Language and
World and The Looking-Glass Self. He has worked with Toni for over twenty years.2. See “Tying
Rocks to Clouds,” chapter 4 in this book.3. Toni Packer, The Wonder of Presence (Boston:
Shambhala Publications, 2002, 2007), p. 157.4. The Zen Teaching of Huang Po, trans. John
Blofeld (New York: Grove Press, 1958), p. 92.5. The Wonder of Presence, pp. 43–44.6. See “Has
Toni Packer Been Totally Transformed?” chapter 32 in this book.7. See “Is Enlightenment a
Myth?” chapter 30 in this book.part oneTHIS FREE AND OPEN “WORK”1Staying PresentAn
Interview with Toni Packer by Geoff Swaebe1There is no need for awareness to turn anywhere.
It’s here! Everything is here in awareness! When there is a waking up from fantasy, there is no
one who does it. Awareness and the sound of a plane are here with no one in the middle trying
to “do” them or bring them together. They are here together! The only thing that keeps things
(and people) apart is the “me”-circuit with its separative thinking. When that is quiet, divisions do
not exist.GEOFF SWAEBE: You once spoke of a moment many years ago when you were
driving to the Rochester Zen Center to have dokusan [a formal meeting with a Zen teacher] with
Roshi Kapleau. You described a moment when you were looking at the clouds, and I’ve been



trying to understand that moment better.TONI PACKER: It is a very vivid memory—driving in the
evening with shadows long and intense. The sky was blue, and an even wall of clouds stretched
along the horizon carved by deep shadows that gave the impression of snow-covered
mountains. For a moment the brain wanted to move into pleasant memories of Switzerland—
vacationing and hiking in the glacier-covered mountains. But instead of getting lost in that, it
remained with the driving—the steering wheel in hands, feet on pedals, landscape passing by,
clouds along the distant horizon. The awareness was palpable. And yet there was no intention to
be or to remain aware—no desire to do “the right thing.” It just happened spontaneously:
awareness of a strong impulse to shift into a pleasurable memory that is different from simple
being here. Being here is just what is.GEOFF: Is this different from the experience of finding
ourselves in a daydream while driving and then returning our attention back to the highway?
TONI: It wasn’t the experience of “finding myself in a daydream.” It was clear awareness of
almost sliding into the daydream yet staying present. There was a clear distinction between
being present and entering into the tunnel of remembrance. I hadn’t previously noticed this
crucial instant of almost shifting into a fantasy and, by seeing clearly, not going with the
temptation, without any moral judgment or injunction. Seeing and staying here was not a process
—it was instantaneous, without any time involved.I think that this may actually reveal the answer
to whether we need to continue living the way we do. In other words, it is possible to see and feel
the arising of a compelling image—almost getting caught up in it and yet not needing to go with
it due to the clarity of seeing. Seeing the whole thing in a flash is the change we are all searching
for so passionately! The beauty of that!To give another example: in clearly seeing that I am about
to get compulsively entangled in self-defense—for instance, protecting my self-image from
getting hurt by someone’s disparaging talk, in clearly awaring defensiveness and the self-image
that is being defended—can it all abate right then and there at the instant of seeing? Getting
caught up in an emotional reaction may be averted by clearly seeing reactivity without any
intention to do right or wrong. Just staying here, aware, is enough.GEOFF: You once used the
phrase “the intelligence of it all” to describe this discernment between staying here and being
captured by imagery. Why do you characterize it as intelligence?TONI: I am sure that I had read
or heard Krishnamurti’s statement that intelligence is operating in presence and awareness. This
experience of driving to Rochester one evening was a clear demonstration of it. There was no
discernible intention to stay attentive to my driving or to abstain from daydreaming, no “me”
directing what to do. It was the instantaneous functioning of something that can appropriately be
called “intelligence”—the intelligence of staying here and not getting distracted, yet without
anyone giving instructions. This whole thing took care of itself in an intelligent way, working itself
out without any doer.Doesn’t Being Present Require Some Doing?GEOFF: You often refer to the
“absence of effort” that characterizes presence or awareness. But it still seems to me that there
is some sort of “turning” or “returning” of attention that is involved.TONI: Well, let’s try to clarify it
right here and now, together. [An airplane is flying overhead.] The sound of a plane! Both the
thought/word plane and, maybe, a mental image of it are right here—aren’t they? There is no



one doing any attending. Just the sound, the image! [silence] But you were asking, “Isn’t the
attention turning toward something?” Is it? Let’s look and listen! [silence] Can’t discern any
turning, can you? There is no need for awareness to turn anywhere. It’s here! Everything is here
in awareness! When there is a waking up from fantasy, there is no one who does it. Awareness
and the sound of a plane are here with no one in the middle trying to “do” them or bring them
together. They are here together! The only thing that keeps things (and people) apart is the “me”-
circuit with its separative thinking. When that is quiet, divisions do not exist.GEOFF: But aren’t
there also examples where someone turns attention to a thought, for example of something that
happened in the past? Isn’t there “a doing” or an effort of some sort that involves the turning of
the attention?TONI: When you can’t remember the name of someone, there seems to be an
effort in trying to remember it. Thought says, “What was that name! What was it? Was it this or
was it that? I’ve got to remember it!” And there may be some sort of mental straining. But usually
nothing much happens on demand. Sooner or later, when thinking/talking about something else,
the name crops up because the brain has continued to search quietly, not resting until that which
was lost has been found.You ask, “Isn’t there someone turning a thought toward something that
has happened in the past?” As long as we are not aware of the ten thousand thoughts circulating
throughout the brain, we talk about it as though there was an “I” searching for a memory of the
past. Language introduces “duality”—me and mine. But is there really an entity—a “me”—doing
this, or is it rather a complex thinking process taking place in the brain and its connected places
throughout the body?Meditative awareness reveals the thought process running its course. It
becomes more and more transparent the more the meditative mind unfolds and prevails.
Krishnamurti used to say, “The brain wants order.” Careful observation reveals this to be exactly
so. When a forgotten item is not found, the urge to find it keeps on going subconsciously. As long
as a problem is not resolved, it may hang in the mind as “unfinished business,” with an amazing
driving power. This mind (I can vouch for it!) does not like unfinished business; it wants order,
quietly doing its thing of maintaining life. Presence is order—no searching for anything else is
needed.Is Seeing Thoughts and Reactions Enough to Stay Present?GEOFF: Sometimes you
also use the phrase “seeing in awareness” to describe this process. Are you referring to the
interplay between body and mind where you can actually see your body’s reactions to thought?
TONI: Absolutely! Yes. To behold one initial thought mobilizing this whole body with anger or
resentment, anxiety or sadness!GEOFF: And is the seeing of this bodymind interaction enough
to put an end to such thoughts and reactions?TONI: No. What is needed is coming upon an
intelligence that not only sees the constant interplay of thoughts, emotions, stress, and conflict
but deeply understands the falseness and deception of self-image with its defensiveness. I don’t
know how to characterize it other than to say intelligence, intelligent presence that understands
cause and effect clearly.GEOFF: Is there a moment in the seeing of this interplay between the
body and thought when thought and the ego abate?TONI: Yes. It happens when, instead of
fighting thoughts with thoughts, they are seen, understood, and left alone. They are like a swarm
of mosquitoes, coming and going in their season. But there is something else that we call the



gathering of energy in listening, attending, and discovering. It is nothing that the striving ego can
bring about. I don’t know what brings it about. Nothing brings it about. It happens on its own. And
yet, coming to retreats, sitting quietly, attending, and learning about ourselves and others is part
and parcel of this whole discovery. So where is the abating of thoughts and connected
emotions? You’ve probably noticed that the more you want to attain such a state, the farther
away it gets—the less accessible it becomes. It’s when the mind gives up struggling that simple
presence reveals itself—not the expected fireworks of enlightenment but the sound of air-
conditioning, the buzzing insects, the breathing—all of it happening in silent space. Has it
happened to you in retreat—coming upon that amazing stillness?GEOFF: It has.TONI: It is
amazing, isn’t it? Every time it happens, all I can say is, “What marvelous stillness.” And some
people tell me later, “Yes, I could feel it; it was right there.” Here it is. It’s here. Everything takes
place in stillness even though it seems so far away when there is no abating of the discursive
mind. So, just to watch silently and not get lost in the evaluation of one’s own condition, which is
just more mosquitoes! Have you ever experimented with not reacting, not swatting, not
complaining about mosquitoes but just letting them do their thing? Watch a mosquito land on
your arm and drink until its tiny belly is overextended with blood. It takes off like a drunken
aviator! Roshi Kapleau used to tell us that this was one of the evening practices in a Japanese
temple—the head monk opening all the screens and inviting the hungry guests to come in.Don’t
We Have to Overcome Resistance to Stay Present?GEOFF: Is it really possible to see our own
resistance at work?TONI: Yes. If the desire is alive to be intimate with all that is going on
internally, resistance can become quite transparent, although not in the form that we expect. It
may just be a commonplace reaction like “I don’t want to do that,” or it may be the body bracing
in a nonverbal “no!” It’s so commonplace that we don’t often become aware of it. When you see a
thought and the instant bodily reaction to it becomes transparent, do you also realize that
nobody is involved in willing that?GEOFF: That it’s just happening?TONI: That it’s just happening
right here. That’s clear, isn’t it?GEOFF: Yes.TONI: And I feel it is also important that we
acknowledge freely to ourselves that it’s just happening automatically, without any “me” having
intended it. In that way the seemingly solid assumption that I’m doing the thinking and I’m
reacting can turn into wondering, “If no doer is found, why do I nevertheless feel so strongly that
there is one? Why is it so hard to realize that a reaction just happened automatically?” That “I am
in control” is just an idea, an assumption. That assumption erodes by realizing that the reaction
took place even though this “I” didn’t want it to happen like that. But here it is nevertheless. So
where is that “I” that feels so omnipotent in thinking, “I can control things,” when it can’t even
control the thoughts and emotional reactions that arise?GEOFF: When we find ourselves in
conflict with something in our environment—someone in our family, a business colleague, a
friend—is our desire for change in that environment, or our desire for someone else to change,
always a signal that it is the “me”-feeling that is acting out?TONI: I think it is. Because ego, in its
most general terms, is resistance to what is. And in the resistance we think that we are
independent doers and that others are too—“If they only wanted to, they could do better,” or “If



they only tried harder, they could do better,” or “If I tried, I could become better.” These are
examples of thoughts that separate. But if there is a wholesome presence, there is also the
realization that things are the way they are due to everything that is going on and has been going
on since time immemorial. And everything that has been going on is manifesting as this in this
moment. This moment is the result of all that has been going on. If that realization is clear, then
there isn’t the urge to change others. Maybe just the urge to understand with compassion.True
change comes out of this openness. It is this intelligent realization that we talked about earlier.
And maybe there is an action that comes out of this presence that is appropriate to conditions,
not springing from heady stuff about the way things ought to be but unfolding out of an
apprehension of the whole thing and an appropriate wholesome response. Then it will have the
quality of love and compassion. Not born out of the irritation, or the resentment, about the way
someone else happens to be behaving.Now, I know that this is putting it in seemingly idealistic
terms, because usually we are not completely whole, completely here. But if there is conflict,
there can also be an immediate wondering, “Is there a resistance here to what is? And why? Is it
necessary? Is it possible to just flow with what is?” If the desire is there to really be intimate with
resistance, it will happen, although perhaps not in the form that we expect. It is such a relief not
to have to change other people or the world but to flow and let a compassionate response come
out of this flow.1. Geoff Swaebe is an author and retired attorney. He lives in Chestnut Ridge,
New York.2Fear of SilenceYou ask, “Is this silence the absence of noise or is it qualitatively
different?” Whom are you asking? Everyone here? How about asking it of yourself? To yourself.
[The group sits in silence for several minutes.]TONI PACKER: Here you don’t have to raise your
hands to speak.PARTICIPANT 1: This is my first retreat, and I’m having some difficulty with
the . . . uh . . . issue of silence. I’m someone who can live very well without the radio, TV, the
Internet . . . and, uh, while I’ve been happily married for many years, I can be by myself and I’m
used to doing things by myself. I came here knowing this was a silent retreat, and I had certain
expectations about how I might respond in a silent environment. But it has been different than I
expected . . . and the issue I want to bring up for this group is the nature of the silence that we’ve
experienced—or at least that I’ve experienced—on first impression here at Springwater. I find it a
different phenomenon, a totally different phenomenon, than the type of quiet—absence of noise
—that one can sometimes experience outside of retreat. I think this silence here is a double-
edged sword. On the one side, I find it somewhat menacing. I was just thinking that the deep
silence here is like being swallowed—in Shakespeare’s terms—by the giant maw of death. You
know, where the character’s last words are, “The rest is silence.” So I’m responding to the notion
of silence here as something that is really different, and I find it spiritually therapeutic, but I also
find it spiritually claustrophobic. I’m struggling. . . . I . . . I find myself more vulnerable than I
thought I would be. I’m trying to work out a way to deal with it. Uh . . . to put it intellectually, on that
level . . . is the silence experienced here compared to the silence experienced outside of retreat
a difference of degree or of kind? A second question I have is how many of you found this
silence threatening or menacing or disconcerting, as I have?PARTICIPANT 2: Can you specify



what you mean by “disconcerting”? I mean, is it scary or is it just kind of nebulous or—?
PARTICIPANT 1: Anxiety is a good word. I think there’s a difference between fear of the dark . . .
something we easily understand psychologically . . . it’s dark and there’s something dangerous
and something’s going to come out and attack you. That’s the standard fairy tale of the dark. I
think this is different. I think this is like . . . well, that quote from Shakespeare or . . . the Great
Void, or the notion of something that you’ll drown in. It’s not something that’s going to attack you.
It’s not that kind of fear. It’s like . . . writers talk about fear of the ocean in which we can drown. So
it’s like anxiety about drowning.TONI: What is it that could drown?PARTICIPANT 1: Ah! Well, I
don’t want to be clever . . . the self?TONI: In linking back to your very first question—“Is this
silence the absence of noise or is it qualitatively different?”—whom are you asking? Everyone
here? How about asking it of yourself? To yourself.PARTICIPANT 1: I did.TONI: Oh. But it’s only
the second day of retreat—PARTICIPANT 1: I don’t mean to be presumptuous, Toni—TONI: No, I
didn’t mean . . . I didn’t think you were presumptuous. [pause] Everyone here could give you
descriptions—and I don’t want to be in the way of people giving you descriptions and
explanations of this silence, which is qualitatively different from absence of noise—but what
good is it to you if we tell you? You don’t know whether we speak from direct experience or from
what is indirect, heard. So can it be an alive question for you? What is the nature of this silence
that seems to be as threatening as the idea of death, of drowning? Are you interested in asking
that question of yourself?PARTICIPANT 1: I’m interested both on an intellectual level, which is
the way I posed it first—TONI: I understand.PARTICIPANT 1: —but also there’s an emotional
level. I’m interested in both.TONI: Does anyone wish to respond?PARTICIPANT 3: Well . . .
menacing or not . . . is there a willingness to experience the silence, however it comes?
PARTICIPANT 1: I think . . . the answer . . . well, the silence is here; one doesn’t have much
choice.TONI: Well, the brain can turn on a lot in this silence, one video after another—memories,
expectations, judgments, commentary. It can just animate the silence with all kinds of stuff. The
brain is incredibly creative at that. That’s what you’re experiencing in the silence, aren’t you?
PARTICIPANT 1: I don’t know if my brain has been playing internal videotapes. I think it’s
responding immediately to the environment . . . emotions are evoked . . . I think they’re very
primary emotions, because—TONI: But the question was, “Is there any choice but to face this
silence, to explore it and what comes up in it?” And you said, “There is no choice
—”PARTICIPANT 1: [loud] I said silence is “choiceless.”TONI: Well, is there silence, or is there
the idea of silence? Is the silence you speak about the absence of noise or . . . ?PARTICIPANT 1:
My only response, after today, is that the difference is in kind rather than in degree. I see it as a
different phenomenon than quiet moments—moments without noise—outside of retreat. And
that’s why it’s puzzling.TONI: . . . and “threatening,” you say.PARTICIPANT 1: Yes, I said
that.TONI: Yes, “the ocean,” “death.” But these are still ideas, aren’t they? So is that what we’re
afraid of . . . the ideas that crop up about the silence? We’re very good at scaring ourselves
through a description or story. You talked about that very well.PARTICIPANT 4: When I come
here, it’s such a relief, the silence. Last week, at home . . . we have some neighbors who moved



in recently and it’s a very quiet neighborhood, across from a big park, and I really treasure the
quietness of it. These new neighbors are very much into their music, and just this last weekend
they had this music blaring until two a.m., and I just could not fall asleep. It was OK music, but it
was really annoying to me . . . and I wonder if my experience of the music and the noise is similar
to your reaction to silence. I wonder if it’s the same kind of thing . . . though for me it almost feels
like a grating on the nerves, that kind of thing. It also sets up the feeling of a violation of my
personal space, something forced on me that I haven’t chosen to participate in. So it brings up a
lot of reactions—and questions—about me as a separate entity, and about having stuff come at
me that I don’t choose to be there. I don’t know if this is different from how the silence feels to
you. I know that, for me, when I come here to retreat, I don’t have to deal with all that, and it feels
like such a relief to me. [pauses] Although . . . last night I thought I heard some music—probably
from a car radio—and I immediately thought, “What is that? Who’s invading my space? That
shouldn’t be here. This is the silence place.”

The Silent Question Meditating in the Stillness of god, The Silent Question Meditating in the
Stillness of remembering, The Silent Question Meditating in the Stillness of life, The Silent
Question Meditating in the stillness pdf, The Silent Question Meditating in the stillness lyrics,
The Silent Question Meditating in the shower, The Silent Question Meditating in the rain, The
Silent Question Meditating in the morning, The Silent Question Meditating in the dark, The Silent
Question Meditating in the bible, The Silent Question Meditating in bed, The Silent Question
meditating monk, The Silent Question meditation group, The Silent Question
meditation technique, The Silent Question meditation retreat, the original constitution is silent on
the question of equality, discussion question for the silent patient, the silent patient questions,
tobacco the silent killer question answer, the silent patient book club question, the silent
question, the silent snake question answers, silent letter in the word question, the silent snake
poem question answer, the silent land question paper

The Wonder of Presence: And the Way of Meditative Inquiry, The Light of Discovery, Bare-Bones
Meditation: Waking Up from the Story of My Life, Death: The End of Self-Improvement, Ordinary
Wonder: Zen Life and Practice, Silent Illumination: A Chan Buddhist Path to Natural Awakening,
Nothing Being Everything, The Direct Way: Thirty Practices to Evoke Awakening, Deepening
Insight: Teachings on vedanā in the Early Buddhist Discourses, A Meditation on I Am, This
Deafening Silence, When You Greet Me I Bow: Notes and Reflections from a Life in Zen, The
Deepest Acceptance, Living Untethered: Beyond the Human Predicament



MEMindy, “A gentle, clear guide for being Awake. A gentle, deep collection of teachings about
cultivating Presence. Wants to be read slowly as an adjunct to the 24/7 practice of just Being
amidst the busyness.”

J. A. Hoye, “More obscure than she should be. Toni Packer busted away from a rigorous Zen
Center and formed her own spiritual center, Springwater. This is one of her last and best books.
She recalls J. Krishnamurti calling for a "mutation of brain cells" in awakening, but actually, from
her experience suggests that the event is a redirection of energy flow in the brain, which years
later has become quite well understood as a shift in the "default mode network" (de-
emphasizing the posterior cingulate cortex). Some chapters are glorious, some are a bit
tedious, but all of it is splendid.”

Alberthine Vibecke Jarlum, “There is not much "silence" in her silent questions :-). I am very
happy to read (all) the books by Toni Packer. She is inspired of J.Krishnamurti, and although she
don`t express the same strength and inner peace as he does in his books, her books give a new
and exciting dimention for how to view life. Especially valuable for those who are interested in
(zen-)buddhism. If you seek peace, rest and silence, her books are probably not for you. There is
not much "silence" in her silent questions :-)When I first started reading her books some years
ago I was not quite ready for them, I felt a tremendeously reslessness in her energy, and I found
more comfort in Pema Chødrøns and Ezra Baydas books at that time. But, she had awaken
something deep inside me, and I just could not forget her open questioning. It was a important
point of change in my way of viewing life; it changed my way of thinking completely. Then I
discovered Krishnamurtis books and started reading them, and it was like "coming home". Now I
enjoy both his books and Toni Packers. So, I will suggest that you read some books of
Krishnamurti before you read Toni Packers. It will be easier understood then, and her restless
energy is not present in his books. I really don`t want you to miss Krishnamurtis tremendeously
lifechanging way of thinking, just because you read Toni Packer first and decided that this was
not right for you. Buy both, NOW! ;-)”

Jan Hejzl, “One of the most important attitudes for any really brave seeker!. This book and
overall attitude of Toni Packer has helped me to find new way of thinking about life.”

Andrew E, “Five Stars. Warm recommendations!”

S. Lawson, “Toni Packer is a fresh yet mature voice on an .... Toni Packer is a fresh yet mature
voice on an undogmatic approach to meditation. I am sorry that I never had the opportunity to sit
and/or study with her.”



PD, “You will be changed by this book. I loved this book for many reasons. A subtitle for the book
could easily have been "Beyond Buddhism" although no doubt Ms. Packer would, I imagine,
argue that such a title would make no sense as there is nothing to get beyond. Nevertheless the
influences of her Zen background permeates the work but do not shadow it. The most exciting
part of the book is that the history, theoretical premises and all the bells and whistles that usually
accompany a line of thought are absent. It simply shows that being totally immersed in the
awareness of the current moment is all that matters. It is fascinating that a concept that can be
stated in one sentence can be expanded on enough to fill an entire book. Yet one never gets the
feeling that one is just reading the same stuff over and over again. Each new chapter brings with
it a sense of excited anticipation. She presents her ideas in a very easy to understand concise
fashion. The emphasis is on application in everyday life, not on theories or explanations. She
shows clearly how awareness of the present, or lack thereof, can have a major impact on our
lives. Her writing on inimate relationships is particularly illuminating. This is a challenging book,
not in terms of ease of readbility, but in terms of the learnings and insights that come when
applying what is written to your inner personal world. Her seemingly simple insights can lead to
incredible depths of understanding when thought about and applied.”

Carolyn Paul, “she sees how my mind works. Many teachers of non-duality communicate the
impression that if we can simply experience the bare awareness that is the screen upon which
the story of life appears, then suffering will vanish. My experience has been that the experience
of bare awareness is the easy part. My messy, squalorous mind just goes right on doing what it
did before, totally unimpressed, leaving me feeling perhaps marginally less miserable that I had
before but also leaving me with a nagging feeling that I just haven't quite got "IT." What I
appreciate about Toni is that she describes, as if she were in my own head- and I since we are
all the same- I guess she is, inside my own brain. She is fond of quoting Hui Neng- "One
enlightened moment and an ordinary man is a Buddha. One deluded moment and a Buddha is
an ordinary man."  Sounds like me phasing in and out.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Teaching to point out the wonder and freshness of each moment.. I came
across Toni Packer's teaching some 30 years ago, and just couldn't get it. At that time, like so
many of us, I wanted a path, someone to show me the way and validate my efforts. Now after all
these years I have had the good fortune to come across her words again, and the difference is
profound. The same teaching now resonates strongly and is incredibly refreshing. She
encourages us to trust fully in not knowing, not holding on to what we think we are and know and
understand, but to be completely open and aware in this moment. Thank you Toni Packer.”

Keith McL, “A Zen Genius. Back in the mid 1970s, Katsuki Sekida wrote in his book Zen Training:
"In a moment to short to measure the universe changed on its axis and my search was over. This
is a typical comment from one who has experienced kensho. . . . someday a Zen genius will



appear and make it possible to penetrate this inviolable moment."Although Toni Packer doesn't
put you right in that moment, she helps her readers get near that state where the universe can
shift on its axis.The Silent Question is an amazing book in that it brings Zen up to date. There is
no knocking at the temple gate to prove one is worthy of entering the practice. Just very simple
instructions and descriptions.I highly recommend this book.”

The book by Toni Packer has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 23 people have provided feedback.
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