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Misconceptions of Meditation 

There are numerous misconceptions about meditation. And specifically, these pertain to 

Vipassana Meditation. I’ve included a link at the bottom of this listing so that you can 

download a PDF file of these misconceptions. 

Misconception #1:  Meditation is just a relaxation technique.  

The bugaboo here is the word 'just.' Relaxation is a crucial component of meditation, but 

Vipassana-style meditation aims at a loftier goal, insight into our self and the world in 

which we live. Nevertheless, the statement is mostly true for many systems of meditation. 

Most meditation procedures stress concentration of the mind, bringing the mind to rest on 

one item, area of focus, or field of thought. Do it actively and thoroughly enough, and 

you achieve a deep and blissful relaxation which is called Jhana. It is a state of such 

supreme tranquility that it can amount to rapture. It is a form of pleasure which lies above 

and beyond anything that can be experienced in a normal state of consciousness. 

However, Jhana experiences are not an insight to self, they are just experiences. Many 

forms of meditation stop at right there. They have this enjoyable experience, Jhana, as the 

goal. This experience is repeatable; however, it is not insight. Not so with Vipassana 

meditation. Vipassana seeks another goal — awareness. Concentration and relaxation are 

considered necessary concomitants to awareness. They are required precursors, handy 

tools, and beneficial byproducts. But they are not the goal. The goal Vipassana is insight. 

Vipassana meditation is a profound practice aimed at nothing less than the purification 

and transformation of your everyday life. 

Misconception #2:  Meditation means going into a trance. 

Here again, the statement could be applied accurately to specific systems of meditation, 

but not to Vipassana. Insight meditation is not a form of hypnosis. You are not trying to 

block out your mind to the unconscious, nor are you blocking out the outside world into 

non-existence. You are not trying to turn yourself into an emotionless vegetable. If 

anything, the reverse is true. You will become more alive and attuned to your own 

emotional changes. You will learn to know yourself with greater clarity and precision. In 

learning this technique, individual states do occur, which may appear trance-like to the 

observer. But they are really the opposite. In a hypnotic trance, the subject is susceptible 

to control by another party, whereas in deep concentration the meditator remains very 

much under his own control. The similarity is superficial, and in any case, the occurrence 

of these phenomena is not the point of Vipassana. As previously said, the deep 

concentration of Jhana is a tool or stepping stone on the route of heightened awareness. 

Vipassana, by definition, is the cultivation of mindfulness or awareness. If you find that 

you are becoming unconscious in meditation, then you aren't meditating, according to the 

definition of the word as used in the Vipassana system. It is that simple.  

Misconception #3:  Meditation is a mysterious practice which cannot be understood.  



 2 

Here again, this is almost true, but not entirely. Meditation deals with levels of 

consciousness which lie deeper than symbolic thought or feelings. Therefore, some of the 

data about meditation doesn’t fit into words. That does not mean, however, that it cannot 

be understood. There are more profound ways to understand things than words. For 

instance; you know how to walk, yet you probably can't describe the exact order in which 

your nerve fibers and your muscles contract and relax during that process, and if you did, 

explaining it to someone else is difficult. But it’s not impossible. Meditation needs to be 

understood the same way by doing it. It is not something that you can learn in abstract 

terms. It is to be experienced. Meditation is not some mindless formula which gives 

automatic and predictable results. You can never really predict exactly what will come up 

in any session. It is an investigation and experiment and an adventure every time. In fact, 

this is so true that when you do reach a feeling of predictability and sameness in your 

practice, you use that as an indicator. It means that you have gotten off the track 

somewhere and you are headed for stagnation. Learning to look at and be with each 

second as if it were the first and only second in the universe is most essential in 

Vipassana meditation.  

Misconception #4:  The purpose of meditation is to become a psychic superman. 

No, the purpose of meditation is to develop awareness — an insight into an 

understanding of being here now. Learning to read minds is not the point. Levitation is 

not the goal. The goal is liberation from the self we confine ourselves. There is a link 

between psychic phenomena and meditation, but the relationship is somewhat 

complicated. During early stages of the meditator's career, such events may or may not 

arise. Some people may experience some intuitive understanding or memories from past 

lives; others do not. In any case, these are not regarded as well-developed or reliable 

psychic abilities. Nor should they be given undue importance. Such phenomena can be 

somewhat dangerous to new meditators in that they are too seductive. They can be an ego 

trap which can lure you right off the track. Your best advice is not to place emphasis on 

these phenomena. If they come up, that's fine. If they don't, that's fine, too. It's unlikely 

that they will. There is a point in the meditator's career where he may practice special 

exercises to develop psychic powers. But this occurs way down the line. After he has 

gained an intense stage of Jhana, the meditator will be far enough advanced to work with 

such powers without the danger of their running out of control or taking over his life. He 

will then develop them strictly for the purpose of service to others. This only occurs after 

decades of practice. Don't worry about it. Just concentrate on developing more and more 

awareness. If voices and visions pop up, just notice them and let them go. Don't get 

involved. 

Misconception #5:  Meditation is dangerous, and a prudent person should avoid it. 

Everything is dangerous. Walk across the street, and you may get hit by a car or bus. 

Take a shower, and you could slip, fall, and break your neck. Meditate, and you will 

probably dredge up various nasty and unpleasant matters from your past. The suppressed 

material that has been buried there for quite some time can be scary. It is also highly 

profitable. No activity is without risk, but that does not mean that we should wrap 
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ourselves in some protective cocoon. That is not living. That is premature death. The way 

to deal with danger is to know approximately how much of it there is, where it is likely to 

be found, and how to deal with it when it arises. Vipassana is the development of 

awareness. That, in and of itself, is not dangerous, but just the opposite. Increased 

awareness is the safeguard against danger. Correctly done, meditation is a very gentle and 

gradual process. Take it slow and easy, and the development of your practice will occur 

very naturally. If you have a primary teacher or guide, check-in with them, and discuss 

what is going on. Often, talking about the experiences take the emotional charge off 

them. Nothing should be forced. Later, when you are under the closer scrutiny and the 

protective wisdom of a competent teacher, you can accelerate your rate of growth by 

taking a period of intensive meditation, like week-long, or longer, retreats. In the 

beginning, though, easy does it. Work gently, and everything will be fine. 

Misconception #6: Meditation is for saints and holy men, not for regular people. 

You find this attitude very prevalent in Asia, where monks and holy men are accorded an 

enormous amount of ritualized reverence. This is somewhat akin to the western 

perspective of idealizing movie stars and sports heroes. Such people are stereotyped, 

made larger than life, and saddled with all sort of characteristics that few human beings 

can ever live up to. Even in the West, we share some of this attitude about meditation and 

meditation teachers. We expect the meditator to be some extraordinarily pious figure in 

whose mouth butter would never dare to melt. A little personal contact with such people 

will quickly dispel this illusion. They usually prove to be people of enormous energy and 

gusto, people who live their lives with incredible vigor. It is true, of course, that most 

holy men meditate, but they don't meditate because they are holy men. That is backward. 

They became and are sacred men because they meditate. Meditation is how they got 

there. This is an important point. A sizable number of students seem to feel that a person 

should be completely moral, pious, and holy before beginning meditation. This is an 

unworkable strategy. The first step is having enough mental fortitude, control, and 

willingness to sit in meditation and let what comes up come up and invite a curiosity 

towards change. 

How these changes will begin revealing themselves to you is exciting. For example, one 

day you've got a problem — like handling how do I tell my child that you think they’ve 

made a poor choice in a relationship partner. You just can’t seem to come up with the 

right words or way to share your love and concern. It looks and feels unsolvable and full 

of 'maybes' that could give Solomon himself the willies. The next day you’re washing the 

dishes, thinking about something else entirely, and suddenly the solution is there. It just 

pops out of the deep mind, and you say, “Ah-ha! That’s how to say it.” The answer 

simply arrives. 

This sort of realization occurs when you disengage the logic circuits from the problem 

and allow the deep mind to let the solution arise from within. The conscious mind was 

getting in the way. Meditation teaches you how to disentangle yourself from this thought 

process. It is the mental art of stepping out of your own way, and that's a pretty useful 

skill in everyday life. Therefore, meditation is not an irrelevant practice. It has immediate 
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application in our daily life. Meditation is not otherworldly, it isn’t an instantaneous 

cosmic revelation, complete with angelic choirs. What you’ll usually get is a more 

efficient way to take out the trash or a better way to deal with your child. However, don’t 

become disappointed because broader and more profound results of meditation will arrive 

over time. In other words, the trash solution comes first, while the voices of archangels 

take a bit longer. 

Misconception #7:  Meditation is running away from reality. 

Incorrect. Meditation is running into reality. It does not insulate you from the pain of life. 

It allows you to delve so deeply into life and all its aspects that you pierce the pain 

barrier; you go beyond suffering. Vipassana is a practice done with the specific intention 

of facing reality, to fully experience life just as it is and to cope with precisely what you 

find. It allows you to blow aside the illusions and to free yourself from all those polite 

little lies you tell yourself all the time. What is there is there. You are who you are and 

lying to yourself about your own weaknesses, and motivations only bind you tighter to 

the wheel of illusion. Vipassana meditation is not an attempt to forget yourself or to cover 

up your troubles. It is learning to look at yourself exactly as you are. See what is there, 

accept it fully. Only then can you begin to consciously change it. 

Misconception #8:  Meditation is a great way to get high. 

Well, yes and no. Meditation does produce lovely blissful feelings (Jhana) sometimes. 

But they are not the purpose, and they don't always occur. And like most thoughts, 

feelings, and emotions, they arise and fall away. None of these sensations are you, they 

are your experiences. 

Furthermore, if you do meditation with the purpose to get high, it is less likely to occur 

than if you just meditate for the actual meaning of meditation, which is increased 

awareness. Bliss results from relaxation, and relaxation results from the release of 

tension. Seeking bliss from meditation introduces tension into the process, which blows 

the whole chain of events. It is a Catch-22. You can only have joy if you don't chase it. 

Besides, if euphoria and good feelings are what you are after, there are other ways to get 

them. They are available in taverns and from dealers standing on street corners 

everywhere. Euphoria is not the purpose of meditation. It will often arise, but it to be 

regarded as a by-product. Still, it is a delightful side-effect, and it becomes more and 

more frequent the longer you meditate. You won't hear any disagreement about this from 

advanced practitioners. 

Misconception #9: Meditation is selfish. 

It certainly looks that way. There sits the meditator parked on their cushion, just sitting. 

Are they out giving blood? No. Are they busy working with disaster victims? No. But let 

us examine his motivation. Why is someone doing this? They intend to understand and 

purge their own mind of anger, prejudice, and ill-will. They are actively engaged in the 

process of seeing, acknowledging, and getting rid of greed, tension, and insensitivity. 
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Those are the very items which will obstruct their sincere and genuine compassion for 

others. Until these items are gone, any good works that they do are likely to be just an 

extension of their own ego and may be of no real help in the long run. Impressive 

historical examples of this sort of thinking include the grand inquisitor during the Spanish 

Inquisition, who spouted the loftiest of motives. The Salem witchcraft trials were 

conducted for the public good. Yes, these are outlandish examples, but you can quickly 

see how our ego can get in the way of genuine compassion. 

Examine the personal lives of advanced meditators, and you will often find them engaged 

in humanitarian service. This service is a result of their shedding themselves of greed, 

tension, and insensitivity. Their actions of service come from their cultivation of 

compassion. 

You will seldom find them as crusading missionaries who are willing to sacrifice specific 

individuals for the sake of some pious idea. The fact is we are more selfish than we 

know. The ego has a way of turning the loftiest activities into trash if it is allowed free 

range. Through meditation, we become aware of ourselves exactly as we are, by waking 

up to the numerous subtle ways that we manifest our own selfishness. Then we truly 

begin to be genuinely selfless. Cleansing yourself of selfishness is not a selfish activity.  

Misconception #10:  When you meditate, you sit around thinking lofty thoughts.  

Wrong again. There are specific systems of contemplation in which this sort of thing is 

done. But that is not Vipassana. Vipassana is the practice of awareness. Awareness of 

whatever is there, be it supreme truth or crummy trash. What is there is there. Of course, 

lofty aesthetic thoughts may arise during your practice. They are certainly not to be 

avoided. Neither are they to be sought. They are just pleasant side-effects. Vipassana is a 

simple practice. It consists of experiencing your own life events directly, without 

preference and without mental images pasted to them. Vipassana is seeing your life 

unfold from moment to moment without biases. What comes up comes up. It is effortless.  

Misconception #11:  A couple of weeks of meditation and all my problems will go 

away. 

Sorry, meditation is not a quick cure-all. You will start seeing changes right away, but 

really profound effects are years down the line. That is just the way the universe is 

constructed. Nothing worthwhile is achieved overnight. Meditation is tough in some 

respects. It requires great discipline and sometimes a painful process of practice. At each 

sitting, you gain some results, but those results are often very subtle. They occur deep 

within the mind, only to manifest much later. If you are sitting there always looking for 

some substantial instantaneous changes, you will miss the subtle shifts altogether. You 

will get discouraged, give up, and swear that no such changes will ever occur. Meditation 

is a practice, and patience is the key. One must be patient with the practice. If you learn 

nothing else from meditation, you will learn patience. And that is a precious lesson.  


