
Five Common Obstacles to Meditation - - The Hindrances
All five Hindrances are challenging and can get in the way of your practice  

That’s why it’s so important to notice when they’re occurring  
and  

to be able to name and acknowledge them 

Each of the Hindrances can also show up in daily life  
and impede, cover over our ability  

to See Clearly what is actually present and  
to Act with Kindness and Care toward self and others 

The Hindrances are not symptoms of personal failings, of how we are flawed  
or that something is basically wrong with us. 

They usually reflect how the Four Conditions of Being Human That Are Beyond Our Control  
are showing up in this moment. 

The Hindrances can be unskillful strategies for dealing with one or more of the Four Conditions.

Let’s take a look at each of the Five Hindrances
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The Hindrance of Desire
Describing Desire How Desire Shows Up

Our basic human makeup is to desire (sensual) pleasure and 
the end of pain and crave objects, people and experiences to 
get these results. How we try to deal with our underlying sense 
of discomfort. 
(When the energy of desire arises from our deepest aspirations that 
are informed by wisdom and compassion, the effects can be 
beneficial.) 
Greed, grasping, craving.  
Focus is on an external object we desire.

As a thirst or hunger or longing that seldom lets up.   
I will just eat one more potato chip; I long to be a more compassionate 
person; I would be totally happy if the love of my life were really mine. 
We can only see what is attractive about what we are grasping for. 
Desire is about how our passion and energy cause our minds to be 
preoccupied with things like wanting to feel good, fantasies, 
daydreams, and plans. We are diverted from our purpose.  
Might be covering over loneliness.

Why Desire Is Harmful

Desire is insatiable, it sends us on quest after quest and 
leaves us feeling diminished and separated. 
When in your life has Desire not ultimately disappointed, fallen 
short of its promise? 

Changing Our Relationship to Desire

How can you shift your relationship to your desire so that 
you learn about desire itself and are not caught by its 
object? Noticing how we have been seduced and the cost of 
that. Discerning between deep Aspiration and Desire of the 
moment.
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The Hindrance of Anger, Aversion
Describing Anger, Aversion How Anger, Aversion Show Up

Changing Our Relationship to Anger, Aversion

Rejecting something because we deem it unpleasant. In the 
moment that can seem reasonable and justified.  
The wrestling we do out of frustration and resentment for the 
wrong we believe others have brought us. 
An urge to strike out at something. 
Focus is on an external object we don’t want or like.

Ill will, hatred, jealousy, envy, judgmentalism, hostility. 
Mind and emotions are just reacting, maybe even boiling.  
When threatened, we are inclined to get the threat under control or 
to separate from it: fight or flight. 
I disliked that doctor so much I couldn’t wait to get out of her office; 
How can my nephews listen to that dreadful noise they call music; I 
hate waiting in lines. 
Like having an illness.  
Might be covering over frustrated desire. 

Why Anger, Aversion Are Harmful
When we are caught in anger or aversion, our Equanimity 
is thrown off balance. We are in reactive mode, with little 
space for making skillful choices.  
We often lash out at others, saying things we later regret. 
Unwillingness to experience discomfort.

How might we explore the pain of anger, aversion, hostility itself 
without being caught by its object, seeing its adverse effects on self? 
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The Hindrance of Lethargy, Procrastination
Describing Lethargy How Lethargy Shows Up

Avoiding. A strategy of resistance.  
We procrastinate that which is unpleasant or difficult or we are 
not sure how to handle. 
A dropping of energy.

Dull, cloudy quality of mind; lethargy; drowsiness; mild depression. 
Slogging through sludge. Shutting down. 
I will clean the house when it really needs it; I will make a New Year’s 
resolution to go on a diet; I will make an appointment for my annual 
physical when I can get around to it. 
When we are disconnected from ourselves, from the essence of what 
matters to us and when we are disconnected from others.  
Might be covering over fear.

Why Lethargy Is Harmful
We are missing our lives: what matters to us; those 
we love.  
Our lives are finite and we are wasting the precious 
experience of being fully alive.

Changing Our Relationship to Lethargy
How do we realize we are not going to be here 
forever, and wake up to this life?
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The Hindrance of Restlessness
Describing Restlessness How Restlessness Shows Up

Underlying sense the something is not right. 
Excessive energy that can affect us physically or mentally so 
that we cannot attend to what is right in front of us. This energy 
often projects us into the future, full of ‘what ifs.’ 
Today it is fueled by the multitude of distractions in everyday life.

Agitated states of mind; remorse; guilt. 
Getting so bored that you feel about to jump out of your skin; instead of 
going to sleep, going over and over what needs to be done tomorrow; I 
worried about every possible detail of our vacation, and a few that weren’t 
possible at all.  
Feels like being in bondage. 
Might be covering over wanting to be approved and liked. 

Why Restlessness Is Harmful

Just doing something to do something without being 
thoughtful. Does worrying about the future or beating yourself 
up about the past ever open things up, allow insight? 
When we are not in the present moment, we rarely act 
skillfully. Being skillful calls for Awareness, Concentration and 
Kindness; Restlessness moves us away. 

Changing Our Relationship to Restlessness

How might we harness this energy in skillful ways?
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The Hindrance of Doubt
Describing Doubt How Doubt Shows Up

Disbelief in things as they are. Often wavering, not being 
able to make a decision or settle on a path or direction. 
The wavering when we stiffen, hold back, second guess 
and lose our way. 

Skepticism, negativity, confusion, lack of confidence, 
indecisiveness, uncertainty. Mind is clouded over.  
Feels like being lost in the desert.  
I would like to do fast-walking, but I don’t have enough stamina to 
take even a short walk; She asked, “If God really cares about people, 
how could so many cruel tragedies happen;” I thought this silent 
retreat would bring me peace, but its the wrong practice for me 
because I’m so gregarious.  
Might be covering over fear.

Why Doubt Is Harmful
Unnoticed, it can bring our practice, even our overall sense of 
being alive, to a standstill.  
What needs to be attended to in life gets lost in our inability to 
make a decision, to make skillful choices. 
Doubt crowds out clear seeing. 

Changing Our Relationship to Doubt

How do I reconnect with my heart, with what truly 
matters to me?
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Working with The Hindrances 
Five Steps To Becoming A Student of How The Hindrances Show Up in Your Life 

So That We Come Free of Them, So We Can Experience Genuine Joy

The arising of one of the Hindrances can be very subtle;  
can be just enough to nudge us off course. Need to be very 
attentive to notice how the mind might distract our attention.

1. Recognizing when one of the Hindrances is Present 

2. Know when one of the Hindrances is Absent 

3. Knowing what conditions underlie when one of the Hindrances is Present or Absent 

4. Knowing what conditions underlie the removal of one of the Hindrances 

5. Avoid future arisings of each Hindrance

!7


