Enlightenment as an exceptional level of mental balance


At some point, all of us ask the question about how to achieve more peace in life, how to be more happy. As we move through our lives our answers to these questions change. We are trying to find happiness in our work, relationships, hobbies, possessions… But when we look back, we often observe a repeated pattern. We find that once we achieve one thing that is supposed to make us happy, we think of something else that could make us even happier! While all these ways of searching for happiness have their place in our lives, they obviously do not provide the final answer to the question we started with…

So how to achieve genuine happiness and lasting peace? According to Buddhism the answer is not as complicated as we may think – the key to happiness and peace is mental balance achieved through mind training. This ancient knowledge is getting more and more support through current scientific research. Three decades of research into mindfulness-based stress reduction, which has its roots in Theravadin Buddhism, show that mind training can indeed improve physical and psychological well-being. And most recent neuroscientific research examining brain changes associated with meditation shows that mental balance of attention and emotions can be trained, and results in measurable positive physiological and neural changes.

According to Buddhist teachings there are four intertwined facets of mental balance: it is balance of attention and emotions, balance of our values and motivation, as well as balance of actions and behavior. Balance of attention means that we are able to direct and sustain our attention at will on an object of our choice. An ordinary untrained mind often behaves like a wild horse, and we, having no control over it, just follow where it leads us. In this way, for example, we may get caught up in useless repetitive thinking about an event or person which results in the exact opposite of peace. Training of attention enables us to break through such unproductive patterns and place attention evenly where it is needed and in a way that brings calm to our lives. 
Emotional balance is closely related to balance of attention. If we can not direct our attention in situations that are emotionally neutral, there is not much we can do when we get angry or anxious. Stabilized attention enables us to recognize circumstances in which we are likely to loose emotional balance. Using directed attention we can also engage in practices which cultivate wholesome emotions such as compassion, rejoicing and equanimity. These in turn counter the negative tendencies of our mind. 
All this training in attentional and emotional balance needs to be built on a solid foundation of virtuous motivation and values. These days many people do not like to hear about values and ethics, these terms are often being associated with unhelpful boundaries and restrictions. But here we do not mean artificial rules and prescriptions. We are talking about basic human desire for genuine happiness, universal rules of no harm to oneself and others, and aspirations to help ourselves and others. Without these, the whole structure of attentional and emotional balance simply falls apart. In fact, Buddhist writings explicitly mention that those engaging in training of attention and emotions motivated by ego-centered desires can only reach a certain degree of stability beyond which they will not be able to progress. Thus wholesome motivation for achievement of mental balance is the essence of the practice, and in practical terms translates into balance of activity and behavior. This means that we are able to distinguish what is good or not, and based on that, we act and behave in wholesome way, further sustaining our attentional, emotional and motivational balance. 
What does this all have to do with enlightenment? In light of what we just said, enlightenment can be viewed as the supreme state of mental balance. Buddha and others who achieved enlightenment are those who brought their mental balance to perfection. They brought their attention under complete control, and led by ultimate understanding of virtue and nonvirtue, direct their mind and activity towards what is of best benefit. Their emotional balance is such that even the most subtle forms of ordinary negative emotions do not arise in their mind. And most importantly, their balance of motivation, attention and emotions enabled them to connect with and manifest the deepest part of our consciousness - the pristine Buddha nature we all possess. 
All that being said, we may wonder how this all pertains to us, ordinary people. Enlightenment may sound as a myth, an unachievable goal. But for one, we need to remember that the pristine mind of a Buddha is a part of us, all the time, whether we are happy or sad, angry or peaceful. The problem is, we do not realize it. Our minds are like those wild horses, running around in chaos, trying to find peace and happiness somewhere outside of our mind. But if we are gradually able to stay still for a moment, two and more, we may realize that we have been carrying the source of genuine happiness within us all this time. 
Of course, there are no quick fixes. Just like learning any other skill, training of mental balance will require time and effort. But how long did it take us to learn to read or write, not to speak about getting a university degree? If we devote at least a fraction of this time to train in attentional, emotional and motivational balance, progress will come for sure. And those inspired to go all the way, can achieve their goals just like numerous practitioners in the past did. Their stories have been recorded in the Buddhist and other traditions for centuries. Still, skeptics might say that we all can not get enlightened. Or can we?
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