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 [music]

INTRODUCTION

This is Episode 50 of Books and Ideas and I'm your host Dr. Ginger Campbell.  

Before I tell you about today's episode I just want to thank you for listening.  I'm 

recording this episode in December, 2012, which marks the sixth anniversary of 

both Books and Ideas and my more popular Brain Science Podcast.

When I first started Books and Ideas I had no idea where I was going or what I 

was doing; I just wanted a place where I could talk about things that didn't fit in 

the Brain Science Podcast.  Since I did my first interview back in Episode 7 I've 

had the chance to talk with a lot of interesting people; but half the fun is getting 

feedback from listeners like you.  

So, don't forget to write me at docartemis@gmail.com.   Also be sure to visit 

booksandideas.com for the complete show notes and free episode transcripts.  

Today's guest is Ted Meisner from The Secular Buddhist podcast.  Before I play 

Ted's interview I want to give you a little background.  Several months ago Ted 

asked me to be a guest on his podcast1, which I really enjoyed.  Based on the 
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feedback I got from some of my regular listeners I decided to have Ted come on 

Books and Ideas; partly to dispel some misunderstandings.  As always my goal is 

to expose you to new ideas; it is not to convert anyone to Buddhism.  

One other note: Throughout the interview Ted talks about his practice.  For the 

most part he's talking about meditation.  Of course, that's an oversimplification, 

but if the idea of a Buddhist practice is new to you, I think that's close enough.

As always, I'll be back after the interview with some closing comments.

[music]

INTERVIEW

Ginger:  My guest today is Ted Meissner from the Secular Buddhist Association.  

Welcome to Books and Ideas, Ted.

Ted:  Thank you very much.  It's a great honor to be here.

Ginger:  Ted, could you start us off by telling us a little bit about yourself?

Ted:  As it relates to our discussions with this, the contributive part to my 

development in a Buddhist practice is that as a child growing up we really were a 

religious-neutral family.  We didn't go to church, we didn't go to synagogue, we 

didn't go to anything in particular.  

So, when visiting relatives around Christmastime and seeing the devotional 

aspects of, say their Christian practice, that was very strange for me.  And asking 

questions about it would lead to answers that just were wholly dissatisfying, 

because they didn't resonate with my understanding of how the world worked.  
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And I was very keenly interested in science.  I grew up watching us walk on the 

moon.  My background in those very early development years was based on look 

at what amazing things science can help us to do as people moving forward.  So, 

that really was a mindset that I took throughout my lifetime.

And I got a degree in biology— again, was still not at all interested in religion in 

any way.  I was an out and open atheist.  I don't think there was at the time quite 

as much of a popularity of secular humanism as we see today; because that's very 

much in keeping with my own views—and interestingly enough, with those of the 

practices of Buddhism.  

But as I was going into college I started a martial arts practice.  I wasn't very good 

at it.  It took a lot of practice to be able to do the most basic maneuvers.  And 

eventually I got to a point where I really needed help with concentration—with 

focus.  

And a friend had recommended that I maybe try meditation; that would be 

something that would be helpful to this.  And, Oh by the way, there is a 

meditation center right on Lake Calhoun here in Minneapolis.  I said, Oh, really?  

And, of course, my thought was, Wow, there are strange people that close by; 

how interesting.  

And so I went to the local center here, which is the Minnesota Zen Meditation 

Center.  And I knocked on the door and it was opened up by a fellow wearing 

robes who was bald.  And that was a little strange, a little bit of a cultural jar for 

me; but I got past that.  I did start a meditation practice; and that's been going on 

for about 20 years.  

My education in Buddhist principles and the practices of meditation have 

progressed and transformed over the years so that I have gotten grounding in Zen 

tradition and Theravada tradition, which is kind of the old school of Buddhism.  
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This is the earliest teachings that have been as preserved as best can be for the 

past two-and-a-half-thousand years in the form of the Pāli Canon.  

And to me that was a process of resonating more with the intellectual side of 

Buddhism and learning why we are doing this practice, more so than our 

particular Zen tradition went into.  And not that that wasn't very helpful, because 

I learned how to sit very well; how to meditate and how to focus very well.

That led to an increased exploration of how this particular practice we do is 

finding synchronicity with what I already knew and understood about how the 

natural world operates.  And I found, the more that I read, that as we look at what  

is taught, and the processes behind the practice, and what they are intended to 

do, they made sense, and they withstood my investigation as someone with a 

science background wanting to try it out for myself.  

And the phrase in Buddhism is 'ehipassiko'—come and see; not come and believe.  

There's nothing that you need to accept to do this.  And in fact, there's nothing 

you need to believe to do this.  It is an empirical, pragmatic practice that you can 

do for yourself.

That showed some very tangible changes in who I was becoming.  It helped deal 

with some issues I was having around things like anger management, or attention 

focuses, or many different things that many of us run into and are challenged by.  

And, of course, it's an ongoing process.  We have ups and downs.  We have good 

days of meditation and what we would consider bad days of meditation.  But as 

long as we're doing the practice, really there isn't a bad day of meditation, 

because you're still doing the work, and you're still learning from each session.

So, that is how I ended up coming to Buddhism and meditation.
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Ginger:  I know that a lot of my listeners don't really know much about 

Buddhism, and probably have some misconceptions.  So, I thought that before we 

tried to tell them about secular Buddhism you might just give a little introduction 

to what Buddhism really is, as opposed to what people tend to think it is.

Ted:  That's a very good question, because there are a lot of misconceptions out 

there.  I think in our culture most people think of Buddhism as that thing the 

Dalai Lama does, and he's very nice.  But they don't really know much about it 

beyond that.

A distinguishing  characteristic of Buddhism, the religion—and I'm choosing the 

words very carefully there—is that it is based on the teachings and practices of a 

person named Siddhartha Gautama, who was known as 'Buddha,' or 'The 

Enlightened One,'  about two-and-a-half thousand years ago.

His existence is something that isn't as much of a question as it may be in some 

other faiths with their founders, because he is referred to by contemporary 

religions like Jainism, which still exists today, as their founder Mahavira is 

referred to in Buddhist texts.  So, there's some validity for the existence of the 

person.  

The general idea behind Buddhism is that there was a response to the existing 

lead religious practice of the time, Brahmanism, which viewed the actions that 

one takes in a ritual sense—a ritual purification of your Atman; your self that goes 

on from one life to the next—as being done through an intermediary; through a 

religious caste.
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And Siddhartha Gautama changed this to be an idea that instead of rites and 

rituals having an actual impact it's the quality of your actions, in what you do, in 

what you say, and how you interact with others, that creates the causes and 

conditions of what happens next.  You and I today might refer to that as cause 

and effect; and that's one aspect of what we refer to as karma. 

And he also questioned this idea of a permanent self—an Atman; an ongoing 

existence from one life to the next—and said that really there is no self to be 

found; that we can be looked at as having constituent parts, but none of these are 

permanent.  So, the idea of constant change and things happen in our lives that 

are not the things we would want is part of living.  It's how we engage with those 

moment-by-moment events, and our thoughts, and how we respond to them, 

that's how we really change the course of our life.

And in, of course, Buddhism, the religion, there are textual references to ongoing 

lifetimes and previous lives.  This is something that in our contemporary society a 

lot of us are not as in alignment with.  And that's OK; because there's still a very 

valid practice component to Buddhism, even in its very religious context.  We 

refer to that as the Eightfold Path; and most of the branches of Buddhism—and 

there are many—have that as a core teaching.  

And that's all based on the Four Noble Truths.  In a contemporary way, the way 

we would view the Four Truths is that the first Noble Truth is we're often 

dissatisfied with our experiences in life.  Traditionally if you hear life is suffering, 

well, that's what that's referring to; it means that stuff happens that we're not 

always so happy with.  And even when things are going well they're 

impermanent; they're not going to last.  And that, in turn, brings a certain 

dissatisfaction.  

The second Noble Truth is that this dissatisfaction is conditioned by our lack of 

understanding, really at a visceral level, that things are impermanent; that they 
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do change.  And because we don't have that understanding of cause and effect 

and impermanence, and there isn't even a permanent self to be found, that leads 

us to really attach to things that we can't rely on, because they're not going to last.   

Now, as we start to turn that over into a more positive, OK, so what do we do 

about it, now that we know what the problem is and the conditions of it? the 

third Noble Truth states that, of course, there's a way out of this.  It's not stuck 

that way; there can be a way to deal with this.  And the fourth Noble Truth is that 

that cessation—that relinquishment, that abeyance of that dissatisfaction, that 

suffering—can be something that you personally take action to do.  You're not 

relying on a higher power.  

And that was very radical for the time, because it took a power basis away from 

the Brahmins, who people were relying on to do rituals to purify them.  And what 

Gautama was saying is that, No, no; it's your own actions—that that is what leads 

you to having a more positive life.

Ginger:  The Brahmanism that he came out of, is that related to what we now 

call Hinduism?

Ted:  Yes.  From where we are in our modern context, typically coming from a 

Judeo-Christian religion, as a rule of thumb it's most closely associated with 

Hinduism.

Ginger:  I think that it's important to use that as a touchstone, because the idea 

of Atman, or some kind of continuing self, is what makes the Buddhist teaching 

of no self make any sense.

Ted:  Right.

Ginger:  And it's the reason why most people misunderstand that idea of 

Buddhism; because they don't understand what he was reacting against.
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Ted:  Right.  And this in itself was also very ground-breaking.  And this is where 

many of your listeners will resonate with this idea that what a wonderful vehicle 

for social change.  That is what it was at that time and has been throughout the 

history of Buddhism, is that it contributes to social change.  Because as we change 

the attitudes and the responses on an individual level, that of course is going to 

have an impact on our more immediate relations, which will then have an impact 

on societal transformation.

Now, that's the idea; can we put it into practice?  That's one of the biggest 

challenges and questions we have today, is that as we try to see what is of value in 

this couple-of-millennia-old tradition and this practice which many of us find to 

be of personal benefit, how do we relate that to our cultural context.  Because we 

are creatures of our culture; that's not something we can really get out of.  And so, 

Buddhism is going through a transformation as it finds this new, and rich, and 

fertile soil to grow in.

Ginger:  And that's another thing that I think we should mention—that some of 

my listeners that aren't familiar with Buddhism also probably don't know that's 

unique—is that although Buddhism has travelled from its birthplace of India, to 

China, and Japan, and Southeast Asia, and finally to America, one of the things 

that's really been unique about it is the way that it has changed every time it's 

gotten to a new culture—as opposed to, say Christianity, which goes and tries to 

make the people of whatever country they're proselytizing become Christianized.

Buddhism, to a certain extent, has not done that—although there's an element of 

it, because that's human nature.  But it's changed more, there's more difference 

between the Buddhisms of the various places—like you mentioned Tibetan 

Buddhism—than you would see between the, say Catholics in South America and 

Catholics in the United States.
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Ted:  Yes.  You can go from one Catholic church to another and, although things 

will look different and there will be some different intricacies of the beautiful 

rituals that occur, you'll be able to get onboard, and you'll know what's going on.  

If a Tibetan practitioner goes to a Zen temple it will be a very different 

experience, and vice versa.  

It's not to say that any of that is wrong or inappropriate, it's simply that it has 

found the way it fits best with the particular culture.  So, Japanese—the Zen 

tradition—reflects very strongly the characteristics and the attributes of the 

Japanese culture and that esthetic.  We find the Japanese esthetic in Buddhist 

temples there that really are reflective of that attitude, that mindset.  

And that's a beautiful thing; that's contributing to the overall diversity of how this 

practice is a human thing.  To me, that's one of the most fascinating things about 

this, is that because the practice component of it is not reliant on supernatural 

assertions that we can't prove or disprove—they're ones that we can't really say 

one way or the other, as is the case with any other supernatural claim—the 

practice component remains the same.  

And so, really it's how does that settle in and integrate into the daily practices 

within whatever the cultural context is.  Because it's a human thing; you don't 

have to be a Buddhist to do the practice that Buddhism reflects.

Ginger:  So, how did you end up becoming a podcaster?

Ted:  By accident.  I had been interviewed by Grant Steves, the then chairman of 

the Minnesota Atheists Group for their cable show on Buddhism.  

And it was very interesting for Grant; because he said he'd had many guests from 

people who were formerly of a particular religious tradition, but they really hadn't  

had anyone on who said, Yes, and I still do this; I am still a fill-in-the-blank—in 

my case, Buddhist.  And so, part of that interview was explaining how I can be an 
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atheist, and have been for my whole life, and still a practicing Buddhist; still 

having the practice of Buddhism as opposed to the religion of Buddhism.  

And so, that interview hit the airwaves, and what was very surprising to me—and 

this was unexpected—was that it got very positive feedback from, not just the 

atheist community, but also from the Buddhist community; who said, That 

represented what we are and what we do, very well.  And the atheists said, Oh, 

now I understand that strange thing that you do that I don't really know much 

about; tell me more about it.

At the time I'd been considering doing a podcast, and I wasn't quite sure what to 

do it on—would it be critical thinking, or skepticism, or something with 

Buddhism but I don't know quite what.  Two things came together in the same 

week that finally made me have the 'aha' moment.  I was suddenly enlightened on 

what podcast topic I would like to do.  

One was a friend at work who was getting involved with some pseudoscientific 

stuff that I was questioning him about as a skeptic.  He said, Well, you should be 

into this; you should be into mysticism, you're a Buddhist.  And I said, That's 

one of the misunderstandings.  We don't all believe in spoon bending with your 

mind.  We're not all like that.

And that same week I was listening to an episode of The Skeptic's Guide to the 

Universe.  At the conclusion of that particular episode Jay Novella had his quote 

that he shouts out, and it was a quote from Buddha, and it was from the Kalama 

Sutta, which is viewed as the Buddhism view on free inquiry.  Now, it's, Don't just 

accept things, try them out for yourself—is basically what he said.

Ginger:  Is that in the  Pāli Canon?

Ted:  The Kalama Sutta is part of the Pāli Canon.  And the backstory to that is 

this particular location where the Buddha was visiting was at a crossroads; it saw 
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a constant in-and-out of people who were talking about different kinds of views.  

And so, the Kalamas were very confused about who do we believe; how do we 

know it's this guy who's right, or that guy who's right, or this other guy who's 

right?

That was one of the questions that they presented to Gautama, who gave them 

some ground rules which are frequently re-quoted to people, even today, as a way  

for us to help distinguish—not 100% exclusively; of course, we need to rely on 

others as well—but that things like relying on scripture isn't necessarily going to 

help; that relying on it because there is an appeal to authority isn't necessarily 

going to lead you to the right place.

He went through many of the common logical fallacies that we are familiar with 

today.  And one of the things that he did indicate is that you need to try things out 

for yourself—what you know for yourself through your own experience.  That's a 

better indicator even than reason alone.  

And one of the misquotes to that frequently is that, Oh, by reason alone you can 

find that's what is true.  And reason is one of the things we do need to question.  

And that makes sense, because often our reasoning is faulty.  We do make 

mistakes in our reasoning.  So, we do need to question that, as well.  And 

question it with others—get feedback from external sources; are we really seeing 

things the right way? 

So, it is the Kalama Sutta.  And I can get you a link to that for the Episode page, if 

you like.

Ginger:  If you understand that that is one of the very earliest teachings, then 

the fact that the Dalai Lama has been quoted that if what he believes is proven by 

science to be false, that he would go with science.  Which sounds really weird 

coming from a religious leader, unless you understand the origins.
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Ted:  Exactly.  And in fact, it's interesting that you brought up the Dalai Lama, 

because that quote that you're talking about is part of his book, The Universe in a 

Single Atom.  

And he talks a lot about science in there.  At the same time, he is a religious figure 

and he does make some of the missteps that we, as skeptics, would point out: Yes,  

but those aren't quite what science is intended to do (when he points out the 

shortcomings of science, it hasn't ended suffering).  Well, that's not what science 

is about.  Science is about learning about the natural world.  

So, yes he had that wonderful quote, but also just last week on his page had a 

statement about how he is looking for this next step past religion; that maybe we 

need to find an ethical template, an ethical way for us to live as humans, beyond 

religion.  And this wasn't a Mitt Romney face plant quote that was recorded that 

shouldn't have been; this was a very intentional thing that was posted from the 

Dalai Lama on his website.  

This was a very mindful and intentional statement that the Dalai Lama is looking 

forward to (and I mean this in a looking forward, forward thinking) about how 

religion itself—though it can be inspiring and helpful and beneficial—that we 

don't have to rely on it to make our ethical decisions.  We don't have to depend on 

that, we can make ethical decisions without having to rely on that.  

So, it's very interesting this week for him to have made that statement.  That's 

quite the buzz in the Buddhist world this week.

Ginger:  Getting back to The Secular Buddhist podcast.  So, you heard Jay 

Novella.  Was that your 'aha' moment.

Ted:  That was the 'aha' moment, was when Jay said that.  What I realized is OK, 

I'm going to do something on Buddhism, but not a traditional stance.  I'm not 

going to do sutta studies; I'm not going to do dharma talks.  There are plenty of 
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podcasts that already do that, from people who are doing it in such a great way.  

They're doing a fantastic job of it.  

But what's the unique way in which I might be able to help contribute to this is I 

didn't see anything out there from the stance of someone who's approaching this 

from a more secular, or skeptical view.  And I know we want to talk a bit about 

the distinguishing characteristics of those.  Because one of the things I ran into 

right away was what do I call it; do I call it The Skeptical Buddhist or The Secular 

Buddhist?  I wasn't quite sure which way to go.

Ginger:  So, how did you decide?

Ted:  It took a bit of investigation into what each of those words meant.  

'Skeptical;' as you are aware from your activities in TAM and in the skeptical 

community, skepticism has an impression in our society which may not be 

accurate.  People do confuse it with cynicism.

But a reason I went with 'secular' instead is the thing that was missing to me 

about 'skeptical' (I wasn't as concerned about the connotation and the 

misapprehension of the word), I really wanted to also include the idea that one 

does not have to approach Buddhism, the practice, as a Buddhist in the religious 

sense.  

I wanted to show that 'secular' has a couple of meanings, one being 'of this world,'  

'of this time.'   Typically around a hundred years is some of the terminology that's 

used around it.  But it also is used in the context of 'not religious.'  

And one of the confusing things that runs up quite often with traditional 

Buddhists is they see the word 'secular' as being in opposition to their tradition.  

That's not really the case.  It's not a watering down of what they're doing, it's 

opening up a door for what Buddhism might look like within our cultural context, 

which as you know from the religious landscape surveys is increasingly secular.
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So, how does someone like me, who is an atheist and a skeptic, nonetheless find 

terrific alignment, and resonance, and benefit from this practice?  So, I went with 

The Secular Buddhist.  And, so far, that seems to have been a good decision.

Ginger:  I like it.  Although I have to admit that my Facebook profile still says 

'Buddhist atheist.'  But I don't think anybody pays attention to it, because no one 

ever has asked me about it.

Ted:  I saw it.  And it's still accurate.  That was also one of the things that I had 

considered using as a title was Atheist Buddhism.

Ginger:  I like 'secular' because it means that, like you said before, you're taking 

the Buddhist practice into the world.  And it doesn't imply that one has to even 

necessarily become a Buddhist.  You know, the ironic thing is you could be a 

Christian Buddhist, too (but most people don't realize that), because Buddhism is 

not about belief.

Ted:  Yes.  And that's one of the things that keeps coming up, is that yes, there 

are beliefs, there are religious ideals, and stories of the supernatural, for example

—what you and I would consider supernatural events and activities—in the early 

traditions.  And the way I approach those is that they can still be inspiring, we 

can still learn from them, but we don’t necessarily have to take them as a literal 

reflection of how the natural world works.

So that when we have stories, for example, of Ananda, Buddha's right-hand man, 

at the point of his dying two different towns were going to go to war over who got 

his body parts.  And he just decided to meditate and levitate in the middle of a 

river that went between those two towns.  And so, neither of them got anything.  

Well, we don't need to take that as literally he whooshed up into the air and 

floated over to the middle.  We don't need to believe that as a literal truth without 
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taking the understanding that, Wow, you know what?  There are better things 

we can do with our time than go to war over things that don't really matter.

Ginger:  Which was the point of the story.

Ted:  I think is the point of the story.  

And I was going to say, Ginger, I got that quote from the Dalai Lama.  It was on 

his Facebook news feed.  Let me read this to you.  It's about three sentences.  

He says, "All the world's major religions, with their emphasis on love, 

compassion, patience, tolerance, and forgiveness, can and do promote inner 

values.  But the reality of the world today is that grounding ethics in religion is no 

longer adequate.  This is why I am increasingly convinced that the time has come 

to find a way of thinking about spirituality and ethics beyond religion altogether."

That's quite a statement coming from someone who is a lead in his particular 

tradition.  So, there's a lot of buzz about that.

[music]

Books and Ideas is sponsored by Audible.com, the world's leading provider of 

downloadable audiobooks.  There are lots of books about Buddhism and 

meditation on Audible, including the one Ted just mentioned, The Universe in a 

Single Atom, by the Dalai Lama.  

If you aren't already a member of Audible you can get a free download by going to 

audiblepodcast.com/booksandideas.

[music]
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Ginger:  Just as an example of the sort of thing that people think is essential to 

Buddhism that really isn't, let's take reincarnation; because I think that's 

probably at the top.

Ted:  It's probably one of the big ones.  

It really depends on one's own take on what the point of Buddhism is.  This 

accusation of watering down Buddhism, that we're throwing out the baby with 

the bathwater as we look at a secular approach, that if we set aside claims that we 

can't unambiguously show (like rebirth, for example), we've just ruined it.  

Because that's the point; the point is to escape the rounds of rebirth.  

And there is plenty of text in the Pāli Canon which supports that view; I totally 

agree.  But it doesn't mean I have to accept it, any more than I have to accept 

what the Koran says or the literal words of the Christian Bible as being true.  I 

don't have to.  I need to question that.  And that's one of the things that 

Siddhartha Gautama encouraged us to do, was to question and try for ourselves.

So, what I use as an example with people who are more traditional, when I've had 

wonderful and very kind guests on the podcast with whom we have a complete 

disagreement about this issue but nonetheless can be friendly and supportive of 

what one another is doing, one reason we can do that is the practice really is the 

same.  

So, if I am on a retreat and I'm sitting during a meditation session with my 

particular secular outlook, and not accepting, and actively disbelieving in this 

concept of a literal rebirth from one form to the next—one realm to the next—if 

I'm sitting next to someone who does have that belief system, you won't be able to 

tell by looking at us.  And even if you could pop our heads open and take a look at 

what's going on inside, you still wouldn't be able to tell who's who.
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Because the practices we're doing, what we're engaging in in our focus on the 

breath—whether we're doing a concentration kind of meditation where we rest 

the mind on one spot, or a mindfulness meditation where we're having an 

expanded awareness of what's going on around us, our body, our feelings, our 

mind, and different phenomena and things that are going on in the world—that's 

the same.  

And so, it kind of leads to the idea, and this is a different sutta of the Buddha's 

where he essentially goes into, as long as you do the practice you're covered, 

you'll be OK.  And that's one of the things that many people are not aware of, is 

that you don't have to become a Buddhist to do this practice.  

And I don't just mean meditation; there is more to it than that.  Meditation is 

just, under perfect conditions, working out; getting the exercise for your mind in 

the same way that when you exercise your body it's under good conditions to get 

stronger—to use that body in the real world.  

Well, meditation isn't about what happens on the cushion; meditation is about 

what you do when you get off the cushion and you're having those interactions 

with others; when you are having problems with your own stresses in your life, 

and how you deal with those.  That's what the overall practice is about.

Ginger:  Which is the reason why mindfulness has become the basis of so many 

clinical programs.

Ted:  Yes.  And that's come through the works of Jon Kabat-Zinn, primarily 

because he helped codify here's what an eight-week practice of mindfulness-

based stress reduction—MBSR—is.  

Because he had that template which was described now for really the first time in 

a therapeutic context for a clinical setting for trials, and they could hook someone 

up to an fMRI machine and see a difference between their control group and their  
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group that got the eight-week meditation, that lent credence to there is 

something going on here that's above and beyond what you and I have talked 

about when I had you on The Secular Buddhist podcast—the placebo effect.  

We chatted about that for a bit.  It's different.   There's more to it than that.  It's 

showing very distinct kinds of results than what we would typically see in placebo 

for acupuncture or something like that.

Ginger:  Tell me a little bit more about what happened once you started The 

Secular Buddhist podcast.  When did you start it?

It was about two-and-a-half years ago.  The first two episodes were the interviews 

with Grant Steves from Minnesota Atheist.  I put those out there as part of the 

podcast, and created a website and a Facebook page, and started to get some 

attention.  And some of the first folks that I started talking with were my now 

dear friends, Linda Blanchard, Dana Nouri, and Jan Ford, and other folks who 

were part of a skeptical Buddhist online community.  So, there was an immediate 

resonance there.  

I had them on the podcast.  And the episodes kept presenting new opportunities 

to speak with other people.  And as I do one interview, that would lead to 

another.  And so, it has continued on as a weekly podcast now, as of this 

recording, over 130-some episodes.  And I've got the next two months already 

recorded.  There's no lack of people to talk to.  There's sometimes a lack of time to 

get to talk to all of them.

Ginger:  I never have that problem…

Ted:  You, of course, never have that problem yourself—running two podcasts!

From there I started getting feedback from people on a couple of different things.  

The two that would be the most outstanding in a positive way are, Thank you 
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very much for doing this, because I wasn't aware that I really could do this 

practice and not have to become a Buddhist Buddhist; not have to accept these 

ideas that just don't resonate with what my worldview is. 

That it's OK; I can still go to my local vihara or my local Zen Center and still 

find wonderful opportunities to practice, not just meditation, but taking these 

skills of the Eightfold Path—our intention, and our speech, and our actions—into 

the real world with another community that wants the same thing, and we're 

still doing the same stuff, and we're supporting one another.  So, there was a lot 

of gratitude about that, because many people are hungry for this kind of 

approach.  

And the second of the main good kinds of feedback would be people asking for 

more—not just more podcasts, but community.  We're social creatures, and we 

have an interest in a social identity.  What's been missing, and is only new in 

development—because this is a new and changing culture, and all religious 

traditions are going through this kind of stress—people need to find their footing, 

and they need to find community.  

They need to find others who think, not just broadly in the same way that they do

—so, we have wonderful interviews with Tibetan monks, as well as 

neuroscientists—but really with people who have an atheist background, or 

they're from the skeptical community, or they are secular humanists.  

Honestly, I get the most encouragement from people in the secular humanist, 

and from the atheist communities, because they understand that there is some 

science to show that there is something going on here and we need to work on 

that more.  We don't have good definitions of mindfulness, for example.  We do 

see results where the controls on the studies might not have been as rigorous as 

we would like to see.  
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But there's enough there that we would like to do that, and find the mechanisms a  

little more clearly than we have.  We're at really the fetal stage of scientific 

discoveries about what's going on in the brain in particular, and the mind more 

comprehensively.  

So, there's much more to come.  I think the next 20 to 30 years in particular will 

show just a terrific boom in studies about what happens when we meditate, and 

how does that impact our lives outside of a meditative practice.

Ginger:  Yes.  And I'm looking forward to there being more interaction between 

scientists and meditators.  And there's the need, as you mentioned, to have better 

controls, which will include having some kind of standardized way for 

practitioners to describe their experience.

I just got done interviewing Evan Thompson.  You might like to have him on your 

show, because I didn't realize it but his most famous book, The Embodied Mind, 

the origins of that really were that Francisco Varela, who was the main author, 

wanted to write a book about Buddhism and the mind.  And Thompson's original 

direction was Asian studies; and then he went on and got a PhD in Western 

Philosophy and became involved in philosophy of mind.

So, he's really into now phenomenology, which is kind of the Western version.  

And he's arguing that phenomenology can offer a sort of a standardized practice 

that might make it easier for study participants to be able to describe their 

experience, in a way that could be recorded, that you could compare from person 

to person—because that's a problem

Ted:  Any time there is self-reporting, of course, we run into this.  One of the 

challenges that I face with my own colleagues in the skeptical community is, Oh, 

but that's just self-reporting.  And there's a dismissive attitude about it because 

they're used to seeing that in the context of things like homeopathy, where 
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someone drinks water and says, Ah, I feel so much better now.  And, of course, 

the only thing homeopathy is known to be really good for treating is dehydration

—because it's water.  

And so, there is a bit of a challenge to really say, Well, you know there are things 

going on.  Yes, they're reporting something because this is what's happening in 

the brain; what I'm curious about is what are the mechanisms that are causing 

that.

Interestingly enough that's where I first saw you at TAM, was on a panel.  Dr. 

Steven Novella was on that panel, and a number of other people.  And there was a  

somewhat dismissive statement around placebo.  And you jumped in to say, 

There's a bit more there; there's stuff happening in the brain.2 

And a fellow next to me said, Oh, yeah, it's nothing.  It doesn't do anything; it's 

just fake.  And I had to say, No, actually there is something going on.  And I had 

just the night before published an interview that I had done with a researcher 

who had brain scans; I had my iPad with me—I'd just bought it—and I showed 

him this stuff.  

And unfortunately this is a valid criticism by many folks from the supernatural 

community is that we're so dismissive as skeptics.  And I experienced exactly 

that; they're right, many of us are very dismissive.  Even when we are shown hard 

evidence, we're still dismissive.  

And that's a part of critical thinking.  We need to set our own attitudes and 

perceptions at the door, and see what is the data actually saying, and investigate 

that.  Because we may have an incorrect idea.
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Ginger:  Has that been part of the negative experience of what you've had out of 

doing this podcast?

Ted:  The negative experiences have been more so not from the skeptic 

community.  They've been very supportive.  Very few people have said—although 

there have been some—Oh, you're not being skeptical enough; we can dismiss all 

of the studies because they're not conclusive.  I think that's wrong.  I think that 

we can look at studies that have some degree of merit to continue.  

I would agree that others where we've studied the same thing again and again, 

and we get the same negative results, when we put controls on them…

Ginger:  Homeopathy?

Ted:  For example—not naming any names, but homeopathy might be its initials.

Yes, of course, I'm happy to dismiss that, because there's nothing new; we have 

no new data on that.  And we can repeatedly demonstrate that, for example, with 

acupuncture.  And I do get some push back from Reiki people, because there is a 

big overlap with meditation and power healing kinds of practices.  

One of the reasons I started this was to combat that attitude and that 

misunderstanding.  Because I don't want this practice—which is very pragmatic; 

which does actual things to your brain…

Dr. Dan Siegel, I think you have spoken with before3, has talked about 

neuroplasticity; that we get to literally change our minds.  And we have scientific 

evidence to strongly indicate that.  It is not perfect evidence, no; but nothing 

coming out of the chute is conclusive.  But there's enough there that is repeatable, 

that we really can do better studies.  

Copyright Virginia Campbell, MD 2012

3 Dr. Dan Siegel was interviewed on Episode 44 of the Brain Science Podcast.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acupuncture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acupuncture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reiki
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reiki
http://www.brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/meditation-and-the-brain-with-daniel-siegel-md-bsp-44.html
http://www.brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/meditation-and-the-brain-with-daniel-siegel-md-bsp-44.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neuroplasticity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neuroplasticity
http://www.brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/meditation-and-the-brain-with-daniel-siegel-md-bsp-44.html
http://www.brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/meditation-and-the-brain-with-daniel-siegel-md-bsp-44.html


23

And that's one of the challenges, of course, is getting researchers to do better 

studies.  Because not all of them really have that great insight to why they need to 

do double blinds.  They're not from a skeptic community, they're scientists.  The 

data doesn't lie, but people do.  And we do have researcher bias.  And we need to 

control for it.  

On the negative side it's more so been from people who don't come from a 

culturally Buddhist background—those folks typically have been wonderfully 

supportive.  The local Sri Lankan monks at the vihara where I still do study the 

Pāli Canon—because these are wonderful teachers, and they are very kind, and 

they know a lot of stuff, and they're great resources—are very supportive.

What I've found most challenging is push back from people who have given up a 

previous religious tradition—say Christianity, or something—and they have taken 

on Buddhism instead.  And there's a very strong insistence that this template that 

has just replaced another, Well this is all correct, because there's a practice 

component; because I had an experience in my meditation where I remembered 

a past life.  

But if they've read anything that, say Dr. Elizabeth Loftus has written, of course 

you'll know that the memory is a wholly unreliable venue.  And if you asked the 

same person what did they have for dinner last week or yesterday, let alone two 

years ago, let alone in a previous lifetime, you'll find that it falls apart.  

And though there are very interesting corollaries, it doesn't mean that there is a 

causative relation between them.  So, if we see a baby who is born with a 

birthmark here and someone in another village was shot in that spot 10 years ago, 

it doesn't mean it's the same person.  It means the baby's got a birthmark.  And 

that's all we know for sure.
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So, there's a lot of push back from them that we are rejecting the core teaching of 

Buddhism, which is about ending the rounds of rebirth.  Fortunately I'm able to 

very easily push back but that's not the core objective with all forms of 

Buddhism.  The different kinds of Buddhism don't all agree on that.  Some of 

them say, Ah, yes; end your rounds of rebirth as soon as you can.  Others say, 

Ah, no, no, no; put off your rebirth until all sentient beings go before you and 

end theirs.  

So, there are different interpretations.  And of course, this is how many angels 

are dancing on the head of a pin?  How can we ever show it?

Ginger:  It seems like when people leave religions they seem to take one of two 

paths commonly.  One is jumping from the religion that they're in to another 

belief system.  I was once a Jehovah's Witness, and it surprises me how many 

Jehovah's Witnesses become Catholics—which seems kind of bizarre if you know 

anything about Jehovah's Witnesses.

Ted:  I do.  Grant Steves, who did those first two interviews, was a former 

Witness.

Ginger:  Or they become really skeptical.  But it seems that the people that really  

go from the I really believe this to I really believe something else are the ones 

that are prone to have the reaction that you were describing.  

Whereas for me, I mean gosh, after I got out of Jehovah's Witnesses I went 

through a period I really wanted to be a Christian, but I finally had to admit that I 

didn't believe any of that stuff.  I'd been exposed to Buddhism for years, but I 

hadn't really thought about it in the same category, because it's not…

Ted:  It's not.
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Ginger:  And so, I suddenly thought, Oh, wait a minute.  You know in Buddhism 

you don't have to believe a certain set of things.  Maybe this is where I belong.

Ted:  Yes.

Ginger:  I guess we're going to be out of time, because I would love to talk a little 

bit about impermanence and the whole thing about how we make our own 

suffering.  Which it seems to me are the things that Buddhism, as a secular 

practice, really has to offer for us.  

Once we let go of, Oh, I'm going to be enlightened, which never really interested 

me, or go to Nirvana, which never really interested me, any more than Heaven 

never really interested me either—so I guess it's a constitutional…

Ted:  It seemed kind of boring.

Ginger:  Yes, exactly.  But getting back to your podcast, did the Secular Buddhist 

Association grow out of that podcast?

Ted:  It did, yes.  As people were asking for community in particular, more and 

more, what grew out of that was the need to have a website, first and foremost 

that was more interactive, to help support that community-building effort.  

I was lucky enough that in the format I chose for the podcast, which was 

interview someone different every week, you'd get a wide variety of different 

views.  So, there were so many people who were resonating with different guests 

each time; and they all wanted to share in this idea of having, nonetheless, a 

community identity.

So, with the primary heavily-lifting efforts of Dana Nouri we developed a new 

website which had a discussion forum, the ability to comment on the episode 

pages.  We had a set of bloggers who were joining us.  And that's really helped.  
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We now have hundreds of members.  That has also then spawned the creation of 

several secular Buddhist sites in different countries; which has been very exciting 

to see.  

The phrase 'American Buddhism' is one that is often used.  And I was talking with 

Stephen Schettini, who blogs as The Naked Monk on his own site.  He's 

Canadian.  And he was at a teacher conference at the Garrison Institute a year or 

two ago, and they kept talking about American Buddhism.  

And as a Canadian he just sort of chuckled, because it's not just that.  There are 

now very clearly and distinctly characterized with the name 'secular Buddhist' 

sites in New Zealand, in the UK, in Canada, in Australia, and in various other 

states.  So, it's really that community aspect has grown.  

And out of that we've really determined a need for an 'association'—was what we 

decided to call it—to help coordinate our efforts so that we're contributing to one 

another's work; so that we have a central place to go and share our ideas, and our 

understandings, and our practices, and our experiences with what this practice 

might be within our cultural context.

So, the Secular Buddhist Association grew out of that.  And with the great support 

of people.  Like Stephen Batchelor gave us the domain name, 

secularbuddhism.org; so that's what we use as our primary domain name.  

There's a great deal of attention going on, and things continue to grow, not just 

on the podcast, but on the website.  

And new offerings to the community.  We're going to start a practice circle for 

people who just want to sit for a little bit, and meet, even if it's just online.  

Because a lot of people aren't in a major city; they don't have any place that's a 

Buddhist center, let alone a secular Buddhist center, nearby that they can go to.  
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So, we want to help support people in their practice.  So, that's what it grew out 

of.

Ginger:  So, you mentioned Stephen Batchelor.  Do you consider Buddhism 

Without Beliefs—his book, Buddhism Without Beliefs—to be a good starting point 

for someone who wants to learn more.

Ted:  I do, yes.  And, of course, there are lots of resources that we've set up for 

people on the site.  There are plenty of books; there is a never-ending number of 

books that would be good.  It really depends on what one's interest is.

If you're looking for meditation instruction, I would go more so with something 

from either Jon Kabat-Zinn, or recently one of the Great Courses—you've heard 

of those—there's one by Professor Mark Muess, Practicing Mindfulness: An 

Introduction to Meditation.  It does not deny that this is from a Buddhist 

background, but it is very secular in its content.  So, there are a number of very 

good resources.  It really depends on what one's interest is.

Ginger:  Is there anything else you'd like to tell us about before we close?  

Ted:  I think we covered a really good chunk of stuff.  It's been a wonderful 

conversation.

Ginger:  Well, thanks for coming on, and I look forward to more great guests on 

your podcast.  I don't see how you do an interview every week; I really don't.

Ted:  I'm very tired in my day job.  But it's worthwhile.  And it's very energizing 

to have guests—like you.  And by the way, we need to schedule your third time—

to talk about impermanence, for example; good idea, let's talk about that one.

Ginger:  Now, I want to tell you that this is going to be the second of two 

episodes in a row that will be interviews from people in Minneapolis.
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Ted:  Oh, really?  Who else?

Ginger:  I just got done interviewing Emily Reese from the Top Score podcast.  

Have you heard that?

Ted:  I have not.  No, I don't know Emily.

Ginger:  She's at Minnesota Public Radio, and she does a podcast about 

videogame music.  So, you need to check that out.  It's really good.

Ted:  OK, good.  I will.  

[music]

I want to thank Ted Meisner for coming on Books and Ideas.  You can learn more 

about his podcast at secularbuddhism.org.  This interview was recorded several 

months ago, so if you're looking for the post Ted quoted from the Dalai Lama's 

Facebook page it's actually from September 10, 2012.

I mentioned during our conversation that on Facebook I describe myself as a 

Buddhist atheist.  I like to be honest about where I stand, but both of my podcasts 

are intended for listeners of all backgrounds and beliefs.  As I said in the 

introduction, the goal of this episode was to inform, not to convert anyone to my 

point of view.

As we talked about during the interview, Buddhism is not like Christianity or 

Islam in that it's not about faith in God or a particular set of beliefs.  That's why I 

highly recommend Steven Batchelor's book, Buddhism Without Beliefs.  

I do want to spend a couple minutes just telling you about my take on Buddhism.  

As Ted mentioned, you might say the core teaching of Buddhism is life is 
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suffering.  But the Buddha's key insight was the realization that much of the 

suffering we experience is self-inflicted.  

Buddhists talk about clinging and aversion.  We cling to the things we want and 

we push away the things we don't.  Clinging causes suffering because of 

impermanence.  Nothing lasts; change is inevitable.  Through meditation we can 

become aware of how our thoughts make us miserable.  We cling to the things we 

love and we worry about losing them.  We feel aversion toward the things we 

hate.  We worry about bad stuff happening.  

We spend so much of our mental energy on this kind of thinking.  And it actually 

has no impact on what will actually happen; it just makes us miserable.  So, when 

I describe myself as a Buddhist atheist I am acknowledging the fundamental 

Buddhist insights of impermanence and the fact that much of human suffering is 

self-inflicted.  

Of course, the Dalai Lama also emphasizes another aspect of Buddhism that we 

didn't really talk about today, and that's the importance of compassion, both 

toward one's self and toward others.  This is what you will almost always hear 

him emphasize; especially if he's talking about taking ethics beyond religion.

I think it's fair to say that the Secular Buddhist Association's goal—or at least one 

of their goals—is to bring the practical insights of Buddhism to a broader 

audience.  The use of mindfulness practices has been spreading, especially among 

the mental health community.  But what I really appreciate about the Secular 

Buddhist Association is that they are building a community for those of us who 

appreciate Buddhist teachings but would prefer to leave the myths and mysticism 

behind.  If you want to learn more about this I encourage you to visit their 

website at secularbuddhism.org.  
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I will have links to this and to the books we talked about at booksandideas.com.  

That is also where you get the free episode transcript.  You can also get the 

episode transcripts if you use the Books and Ideas app, which is available for 

Android, iPhone, and iPad.  Anyway, while you're at the website, be sure to sign 

up for my newsletter so you can get show notes for all my podcasts automatically.

Before I close I want to remind you to buy my recent eBook, Are You Sure? The 

Unconscious Origins of Certainty.  It is available worldwide for Amazon Kindle.  

The Kindle format can be read on most devices and even on a computer, but if 

you want the PDF format all you have to do is send me your Amazon receipt and I 

will send you the PDF.

Next month's episode of Books and Ideas will be an interview with Dr. Jaak 

Panksepp, who recently appeared on the Brain Science Podcast.  We're going to 

be talking about the implications of his discoveries about animal emotions.  

Also in a few weeks I will be posting the Year-End Review episode of the Brain 

Science Podcast. 

In January, 2013 I will be attending the New Media Expo in Las Vegas, so be sure 

to let me know if you're going to be there.

You can find all my podcasts and links to everything I do at 

virginiacampbellmd.com.  If you want to send me feedback, write to me at 

docartemis@gmail.com.  You can also follow me on Twitter where I am Doc 

Artemis.

Thanks again for listening.  I look forward to talking with you again very soon.

 [music]
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Books and Ideas is copyright 2012 Virginia Campbell, MD.   You may copy this 

podcast to share it with others, but for any other uses or derivatives please 

contact me at docartemis@gmail.com.

[music]

Theme music for Books and Ideas is "The Open Door" by Beatnik Turtle.  Be sure 

to visit their website at beatnikturtle.com.

Transcribed by Lori Wolfson
All errors or omissions responsibility of the transcriber
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