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DEDICATION
This book is dedicated with more gratitude than I can express to...
My wife and children Elizabeth, Olivia, Angus, and Ives without whose love and support nothing would have been possible;
My parents Helen Eustis and Alfred Fisher who taught me in ways I cannot list or imagine;
My teacher Kyudo Nakagawa Roshi whose tea and talk warmed the way;
To Dokai Fukui and John Blofeld whose encouraging snailmail had more effect than they could know;
To all those whose determination and warmth brought them to Black Moon Zendo to act as my instructors;
To Julia Reynolds whose kind energies made this e-book possible
To all those, seen and unseen, known and unknown, whose efforts have acted as unassailable mentors.
What is correct and useful in this book is entirely due to their good teachings. What is incorrect and useless is entirely my own.
Thank you and gassho.

AUTOBIOGRAPHY
When I hear tales, I like to get some sense of the source. How is this tale-teller like me or different from me? What ax is being ground and why should I believe it? How dangerous or deranged or nourishing is this teller of tales? It's not that I mind lies - lies make good stories it's just that I'd like to get some sense of the liar. Only a fool is not a skeptic.
What follows is a autobiography of sorts. It comes at things from the spiritual-life point of view, from the point of view of someone who studied Zen Buddhism and might be called a Zen Buddhist. And what is a Zen Buddhist? As one liar to another I can tell you the truth I sure as hell don't know.
Being closer to death than birth, I look back with mild curiosity on a life that brought with it a willingness to practice Zen Buddhism. It was not a life marked by overt catastrophe. There was no grand sickness, no brush with death, no fall from greatness, no wall I hit on my way from here to there. For me, the wall was always there, somehow, seeming to hem me in, squeezing, curtailing, restraining. No doubt it had something to do with parents who were distant and in their own despair. Or karma. Or some other explanation. Does it matter? I was a watchful child, an attentive child, an interior child, a child hoping to please, a child longing for what could not be given.
My curiosity about this life is tinged with shyness as I sit down to write something about it. "It's past," says some voice in my mind. "And besides, you had to be there." Of course experience cannot be shared in a general way. This is part of the loneliness. But even so, I recall my own limping beginnings in spiritual endeavor and think of the tales I read about other people not fancy people, not holy people, not monks or nuns or bright-light people. Just people who were more or less like me sniffing, snooping, longing, doubting, recognizing and failing to recognize. I think of how much easier they made my way as I read or heard their stories. I would hope to do the same. I only wish it were all more exciting.
I was born in New York City March 9, 1940, the only son of a college professor and a writer, two very bright people. My parents were divorced before I was really conscious of it and I lived with my mother, a freelance woman writer in a time when being a freelance woman writer took courage and quality. My mother's writing had both. My father's father was a Presbyterian minister, a man who coaxed or perhaps ordered his sons to memorize great pieces of the Bible by candlelight. My father abominated religion and turned his zeal to the world of the intellect, of thinking things through, of disdain for what was not seen. His zeal, from my point of view, was not accompanied by the courage to question that zeal with much care.
About 30 years after my birth, having physically survived my mother's alcoholism and my father's inherent distance, having done three years in the army as a German linguist and several years in book publishing, I found myself in Massachusetts as a reporter for a middle-sized daily paper. I loved reporting. The office was full of cigarette smoke, swearing, guys who kept pint-bottles of Wild Turkey in the lower right hand drawer, and a general sense of liveliness. Reporting gave me the opportunity to be nosy and write and learn without ever tipping my own hand. Life was framed in words and stories of a certain length. Life was explained in ways that seemed reliable. If it was written on paper, you could take it to the bank. The written word was holy writ.
But one day in 1970 as I was driving a car towards Rhode Island, my mother read a letter she had received from a woman at a California ashram. The letter was full of what went on at the ashram together with encouragements of a spiritual sort. Something in that letter spoke to me. It led me to read what I once guessed was something like 250,000 pages relating to Hinduism as framed by the Ramakrishna followers of Vedanta. The approach was both gentle and intelligent. I was more used to intelligence as a didactic and chilly thing, but the books I read and the lectures I attended were full of warmth and wit, a time to be serious and a time to laugh. The laughter felt very good. So did the warmth.
This was a period of 'ecumenism' as well. On the altar of one of the centers I visited were words from the Vedas: "Truth is one, wise men call it by many names." So I read Hindus and Buddhists, Christians and Jews, Jains and Sikhs, Moslems and self- helpers. I looked for the "one" and seemed to catch distant glimpses rising up off the page.
But there came a day when two discoveries landed on my doorstep almost simultaneously. The first was a certainty that, "if they can do it, so can I." If all those monks and nuns and swamis and other good people could attain some sort of equanimity, there was no reason why I couldn't too. I was shocked at the audacity of my own thought. How could I possibly match the clarity and holiness that I ascribed to those I read about and met? They were holy people, I imagined. I was merely mortal. I was flawed in a thousand-thousand ways. I wasn't going to leave home and throw away everything I had. How could I possibly ...? But even as I questioned and doubted myself, the thought would not let go. It refused to be silenced. I could do it.
The second certainty seemed to rise simultaneously. It was not a politely-put thought. It was a thought that spoke as I spoke, breathed as I breathed. That thought was: "I really want to know if spiritual life is bullshit or not." I did not want to know so that I could then go out and convince others. I wanted to know for me. I wanted to know with the same certainty that is contained in a sneeze whole-hearted, no books necessary, no heroes or heroines a certainty that would be the same on a crowded street or a desert island. I wanted, without then knowing the phrase, to attain the "teaching outside the scriptures."
But how? For all the reading I had done, I wasn't sure how to go about it. Should I sell everything and retire to a Himalayan monastery where I would put on clothes that didn't seem to have any buttons? Should I call someone and say, "Hey, I want to do this. What do I do?" I really didn't know, but I knew I had to DO something.
For starters, I found an old, wooden milk crate in the garbage, put a piece of cloth over it, and put a picture of Ramakrishna on top together with some flowers and an incense holder. Then I tried to sit cross-legged and still in front of this home-made altar. I did this at the end of each work day. Being knock-kneed, my legs hurt. I couldn't figure out why, if I was doing all this for God, God was busy making my legs feel like the fires of hell. But still I did it. Then I began tucking in visits to nearby ashrams, experiencing weekend retreats. Everything was a bit weird (strange languages, chanting, people with what seemed like vacant stares), but I could do weird if I could get my questions answered those gut questions that remained as strong as when they first arose. But there was a new nagging feeling that also began to grow: Somehow what I was doing wasn't enough. Weekend retreats and Sunday meetings were OK, but they didn't have the forceful, go-for-the-throat intensity I was looking for. There was not enough DOING.
Then I got taken to a Zen center in New York City. I would like to be able to write "and the rest is history," but things are never that simple. The one certain thing was, Zen answered my nagging question about doing in spades: Zen practice was, in my eyes, nothing but "doing." Buddhism was more austere than the Hinduism I knew, but, since Buddhism took many of its cues from Hinduism, Zen was not completely foreign. I could listen to and appreciate the Four Noble Truths: "There is suffering. There is a cause of suffering. There is an end to suffering. There is a way to end suffering." This was practical stuff. Look around suffering is easy to see. Look within and the same is true the uncertainty, anxiety, and pure pain are not hard to find. I looked around and found myself at home. My knees, of course, were ready to leave home forever.
Zazen, or seated meditation, is the core practice of Zen Buddhism. To sit still and silent in a hall full of still and silent people wasn't easy for me. Everyone was doing it better. Everyone had legs that didn't hurt like my legs. Everyone was more advanced, holy, and serene than I was. But I kept after it, having moved from Massachusetts to New York in 1972 specifically for that reason. I supported myself at first by driving a cab and then taking up apartment-painting. I was single and could manage this.
As I continued to sit, I started learning the lingo. "Nirvana," "satori," "kensho," "roshi," "unsui" "koans," "shikantaza," "Mind," "emptiness" the list went on and on. I made new friends, both at the Zen center and on the page. On the page, it was Huang Po (who always seemed to be yelling at me), Hui Neng, Rinzai, Dogen, Ta Hui, and some Tibetan fellows. Naturally, I felt better knowing the lingo, the theory. I could sound as if I knew what I was doing. But a little at a time it occurred to me that language was one thing and experience was quite another. Talking the talk was not walking the walk. I didn't want to be some spiritual on-looker, sitting in the bleachers at a baseball game like some beer-bellied know-it-all. I wanted to get on the field and play. I wanted experience. But what WAS the experience?
When it came time to become a member of the Zen center, I went to see the teacher, as required. We sat on the floor across a low table, he in his robes, I in my street clothes. We talked about this and that, mostly membership, what it meant, how it was pretty special. It wasn't at all certain that I could become a member. I left the room feeling a bit odd. Not sick or upset, not glad or uplifted just odd. I walked home feeling odd. I went to bed feeling odd. I got up feeling odd. And then I went for a walk on Lexington Avenue.
A light rain was falling and the macadam glistened. The stop lights reflected from the black surface of the road. The taxis were very yellow in the grey day. And all of a sudden I knew, knew without any doubt, that none of it existed. Lexington Avenue, the taxis, the stop lights all continued to fill my eyes. I could smell the exhaust fumes. I could feel the rain dripping off my nose. And it didn't exist. I went home and sat on my couch for a couple of hours and cried and laughed in waves. I thought I was going nuts, but knew I wasn't. Something was OK, but if something was OK, then everything that had gone before seemed to be a dream, a foolishness, a mistake. I was confused and at the same time I wasn't confused at all. When my mother called later in the day, I told her some of it. "Take some dirt back," she said. "The ego's scared. Watch TV or something." Some days later, when I told the teacher about it, he said shortly, "Forget it!" Forget it? How could I forget such a thing? But memory fades, experience dwindles and becomes inexact, a thing embellished but lacking in substance. So, because things always change, I forgot and the experience settled into what I think of today as advertising something that beckons like a song heard through the fog.
Similar experiences would follow, none exactly the same, each of them beckoning, as time went by. I spoke with friends who had experiences that pointed in the same, ineffable direction. They were never the same as my own, but they were clearly compelling, convincing. They were experience, not talk you could feel it in the telling.
All of this is fairly easy to put on a page. Sentence flows into sentence without any particular barrier. But in fact, my practice was shot through with doubt, with skepticism, with questions I hardly dared to ask. What the hell has a hall with a statue in it got to do with my peace of mind? Why am I sitting on this cushion killing myself? How is it that people run around using words like "enlightenment" or "compassion?" The only way to use such words would be if you knew what you were talking about, from within, from the get-go. If you know what enlightenment is, why are you looking for it? The questions rolled off my mind's tongue one after another. They were cranky, they were filled with sadness, and sometimes they laughed with a nanosecond's worth of clear light. And always, the central question remained: "Is this bullshit or not?"
In yet another effort to answer, I went back to an old habit. Crank up the heat. If 30 or 40 hours per week of practice in the city was good for my soul, imagine what it would be like at a monastery. Sitting, serenity, away from the wiles of the world ahhhh. I would become a monk and somehow that would settle matters.
In 1975, I signed up for a six-month stay at a monastery in upstate New York that was affiliated with the zendo I attended in the city. I lasted two months. Monk-dom was not for me. A more detailed recounting is in the chapter called "Monastic Mishap."
I returned to the city and resumed going to the city zendo. I felt as if I had failed. Somehow I "couldn't cut it." I would never get my questions answered because I didn't have the purity or the stick-to-it-iveness that the big boys had. But I was also overjoyed to be back in the city. One morning I set out for a painting job. I had a satchel of painting tools over one shoulder. I had another satchel of carpentry tools in one hand. I had a five-foot ladder in the other hand. Burdened like a pack animal, I was walking towards the subway when a young woman in very short shorts and a very tight blouse approached me. "Goin' out, honey?" she invited me. It was wonderful so ridiculous it made me laugh within. But also, it was real life to me, full of sass and sorrow, full of the kind of juice that I realized would have to be part of any spiritual understanding I had or would ever have.
It wasn't long before I got a snootful of sass. Three sex scandals rocked the zendo. The teacher was having sexual relations with women students and the word got out. There was turmoil within the sangha. There was a sense of betrayal that no amount of talking could ease. It hurt. There is a prohibition in Buddhist practice against upsetting the sangha. But prohibitions are not always observed which is why they exist. Day followed day. Talk followed more talk. Ache heaped upon ache, not just for me, but for everyone else as well. After the third incident occurred, I left the center. I left angry and uncertain about my course. But I also left with my own answer to the matter: "The teacher may or may not be a liar, but zazen is no liar."
It was during this period as well that I spent time with an ex-Jesuit psychologist, sorting out the background of my life. What inspired me to go initially I'm not quite sure, but part of it was this: I recognized that Zen practice covered all life and was not just some pure and elevated endeavor. To answer real questions, I needed to address the whole of whoever I was. There was a fear within that I might be using spiritual practice not only to advance real understanding but also to cover it up, to hide from things, to camouflage and escape. I look back on that fear as well-founded, both in myself and in others. Hiding out wouldn't do. I would rather be straight and honest in life than be the holiest guy around. I'm not sure if I knew the line when I first went to see the psychologist, Jack, but I know it now words attributed to Shakyamuni Buddha: "Better your own truth (Dharma), however weak, than the truth (Dharma) of another, however noble." Honesty counts. Not intellectual honesty, but real, warts and all honesty.
For a while after leaving the Zen center in the early 1980's, I did zazen with friends. Once a friend of mine, Frank, and I decided to sit all day. We began the morning with chanting. Halfway through an energetic version of one particular chant (Kanzeon), we both began to laugh. We were in hysterics. We couldn't stop. When one would stop and look severely at the other, the other would try-try-try to serious-up, only to be defeated by more gales of laughter. Somehow we got through it, but the laughter remained like a wonderful taste on the mind's tongue. Jesus, did we laugh!
After a time I found a new center and a new teacher, Kyudo Nakagawa Roshi. But at almost the same time, I found my wife to-be. Kyudo Roshi married the two of us in 1986. It was a very nice wedding, with members of my wife's mostly-Catholic family being curious and courteous about the small man in strange clothes. One of Elizabeth's uncles, not wishing to offend anyone at the wedding and wishing to be a good guest, asked in advance, "Do we have to wear turbans?" Elizabeth and I stayed in New York for a while, but when Olivia, our first-born, came along, it was time for me to find work that was steady. It was also time to leave New York, where people who are very rich or very poor get along pretty well, but those in the middle have a hard time.
I got a job back at the old newspaper and we moved to Northampton, Mass., home of Smith College where my father had taught so many years before. Before too long, Angus and Ives, our other two kids, appeared. Kids in my book are very much like spiritual endeavor in two ways: 1. Both require attention and responsibility, and, 2. Any conclusion you reach about either is bound to be premature.
After we moved, I looked unsuccessfully for a place to practice zazen. While there were several centers, none of them had a schedule that dovetailed with my own a 3-11 shift with Sundays and Mondays off. One night, sitting at a center that did have sittings at a time I could go, I heard the fellow who was leading things read a quite long description of how to discern a "false teacher." He read and read and read. There was nothing of his own experience or his own understanding. By the time he had finished, I realized I had never heard such unmitigated nonsense (I used a less polite word) in 27 years of practice. I was very cranky about it. But out of that reading, that "nonsense," grew the realization that I would just have to build my own place to sit. So I built it out in the backyard. A small place where people are welcome to come and practice if they like. Black Moon Zendo. Not many come or if they do come, they seldom return. This is par for the course in Zen, I think, because Zen is too simple and too hard for most people. The philosophy may be attractive, but the practice ... well, not many do it anywhere in the world.
My wife and children are used to seeing me get into a robe on Sunday mornings and head out to the zendo for a couple of hours. During the other daytime hours, they are at work or at school, so they don't see. They are used to it, I think, and patient with me. Ives, my littlest, is the only one who ever tried sitting with me. Once. The others figure sitting still and silent is "bo-ring." I don't mind. And I don't say much about Buddhism otherwise unless they ask. When it comes to rearing kids I figure, "which would I rather have, good Buddhists or good human beings?" Naturally there are situations that arise in which Buddhism comes into play (schoolyard violence, a child who comes home later than promised, or some needful lie), but adding "Buddhism" on top strikes me as extra. It's just my way. It's not in any sense 'the way.'
My wife and kids have taught me in innumerable ways. One of the most compelling came when Ives, then in about first grade, made me a birthday card. Above a monster or a submarine or a dog (it's a little hard to tell at that age), he had written the words, "Happy Birthday Papa. We luv echuther." We love each other. A perfect koan. A perfect sentiment. A sword of wisdom beyond compare. We love each other. I read the words and cried. But for Ives, it was as obvious as leaves on a tree. Doh!
Likewise I look back on other teachers far and wide. Huang Po 'yelling,' a hooker asking me for a little business, a bunch of sex scandals that hurt like hell, a shrink, an unstoppable bit of morning laughter, a child's birthday card the list is literally endless. These days I think that there is only one way to honor those who have upheld the practice of Zen. It is not enough for me to call them "enlightened" or "compassionate," "holy" or "pure." It is not enough to worship. These men and women may be or may have been all of those things and more. I have no way of knowing. But the only way I can truly understand and respect their effort is to be them breathe their air, sleep their sleep, snore their snores. This is not an encouragement. It is just the only possible choice.
Is it bullshit or not? Is this effort to find ease where things are uneasy a sham or a reality? Is there truly an end to suffering or is this merely pie in the sky? Is the practice of attention coupled with taking responsibility a fool's quest or a wise (wo)man's adventure? You tell me.
My own answer to the question "Is it bullshit or not" is:
Yes!
THE BOX, INSIDE AND OUT
It's not whether you think inside or outside the box that matters so much. Think what you like. Believe what you like.
Just lose the box!
THE MAGICIANS
When the young woman lies in her coffin-like box and the magician fires up his chainsaw, I am a believer. With her head sticking out at one end of the box and her feet at the other, it's clear to me that between the woman's head and feet is her unseen torso the very torso the magician is about to cut in two. As the illusion proceeds and the magician does cut the woman-filled coffin in two, it does not matter that I am an 'adult,' it doesn't matter that I am reasonably logical, it doesn't matter whether others can explain or smirk: I am filled with a dread and a horror. I know this from the queasy tightness in my stomach the place of fear, the thermostat that kicks in when it is time to scream, "Stop it!"
The same visceral credulousness has expressed itself in other ways and in other times. Beethoven and Mozart are magicians, for example. Something in me just opens up unbidden. The unlocked door may creak on its hinges, but it swings wide and my heart is openly engaged, delighting, swimming, yearning to be closer than wetness to water. It's magic and Beethoven and Mozart are the magicians.
At my age, I am no longer sure exactly what is NOT a magician, what is NOT magic. It's not that smarmy self-help books proclaim the magic of all life or that soft-spoken gurus, whether imagined or real, can talk endlessly about the wonders of it all. It's just the way things seem to be - surprising, inviting, credible in this moment, delicious and inescapable. It's as if the riveting quality once attributed to lady's being sawed in two or a concerto that takes my breath away had spread some wider, wispier net. Here I sit at the computer keyboard how about them apples!?
Still, it would be disingenuous to suggest that earlier wow-moments did not exist for me or that others do not swoon or surrender to the surprises and delights of this life. The much-remembered magic may beckon or repel, but in any case it informs and lingers. These were times when the focus sharpened, when attention expanded, and when the heart was engaged: When the Fourth of July rocket explodes, even the most seasoned celebration-attender goes "ooooohhhhhhh!" These were the times of magic.
Here are some of mine:
I
Once upon a time, at a Zen center I attended, there was a lot of excitement. The Dalai Lama was coming for a visit. There would be two talks one in the morning to the Tibetan community from in an around New York City and one in the afternoon to the members of the zendo. I was fortunate enough to be assigned as a person who would help visiting guests show them where to put their shoes, point out the coat closet, or direct them to the bathrooms.
The night before the visit, I fretted mightily: I loved taking pictures, but I was worried that bringing a camera to the event would not be respectful, that it would be somehow not spiritual enough, that I would be a bad Zen student if I did anything as mundane and un-holy-fied as point and shoot. When I walked up to the zendo before the impending visit, I was glad I had overcome my holy-roller compunctions: Everyone had a camera.
The Dalai Lama arrived in a long, black limousine that was buffed to a fare-thee-well. Exiting the car at the same time he did was an impeccably dressed Tibetan in what looked like a sharkskin suit that fit him like a glove. He was a big, barrel-chested and serious-looking man and the first thing I thought was, "Where does he keep the gun?"
It was early. The Tibetans didn't start arriving for a while, but when they came, it was as if a tsunami of laughter came with them. Where the zendo and its format of Buddhist practice was simplified and monochromatic, they were a skittering tintinnabulation of colors and smiles. Some chewed gum. Some drank from Sprite cans. All of this bubbled into a zendo hall I was used to seeing in silence and carefulness and something like austerity.
The Dalai Lama sat a couple of feet in front of the altar that graced the far end of a room that was perhaps 20 feet wide and 60 feet long. His audience was attentive and glad to be there. If there was austerity in their hearts, it did not show on their faces. Not for the first time I thought that Tibetans are possibly the most beautiful people on earth.
When the talk concluded, it was time for a ritual ceremony I had not seen before. Members of the audience lined up with white scarves in their hands. One by one they approached the Dalai Lama, and, extending both hands before them, bowed as they extended their white-scarf gifts. The Dalai Lama took each scarf, put it around his neck, then removed it and placed it around the neck of the giver.
By this time, I had moved to within six or eight feet of the Dalai Lama so that I could see better. The ceremony went on and on. The Dalai Lama struck me as kind and patient and friendly through all of what must have been a well-worn ritual.
Finally, at the head of the line, an old woman appeared. She must have been in her 80's. Two things seemed clear from her bearing: First, age was no joke for her; and second, she was in a state of awe that bordered on dread. Her head was down as she approached. She would not look up. She was, as I imagined it, in the presence of God. She extended her scarf with two wrinkled hands, and, after the Dalai Lama took it, she did what no one before her had done she prostrated herself on the floor before him.
But where it had been a relatively easy matter for the woman to get down on the floor, it was another matter entirely to get up. She struggled with what age had done to her body. In the split seconds that made it apparent she was having difficulty, the Dalai Lama reached down and helped her to her feet. He placed the scarf around her neck. And then, because the woman still refused to look up, to look into the face of her God, he took her cheeks in both of his hands and raised her face and eyes to his.
It was, quite simply, the kindest act I had ever witnessed. It carried with it so much and yet was so little. It melted me. I do not remember a single word the Dalai Lama uttered that day, but I remember the incident with the old woman. It is enough.
The whole event came and went in under two minutes. Others were pressing for their turn. And when the last of the giving and taking and giving was complete, when the audience had filed out, it was time for the Dalai Lama to leave too.
As he came down the central aisle of the zendo, I shot off pictures ravenously. I backed up as he approached. Again and again I shot the pictures I had worried about shooting, the ones that would make me a bad Zen student. Six, seven, eight as fast as the flash recharged, I would shoot another.
When he got to within eight or ten feet, I looked up briefly from the recharging flash and found myself looking into his eyes. He smiled a small, almost-wry smile ....
And he winked.
II
I got a different sort of wink from Trungpa Rinpoche, another Tibetan teacher who also visited the Zen center. He was the author of several books that had been well-received among American Buddhists. In the whispered corridors of Buddhism, he was reputed to be a boozer and a womanizer. Also he was said to be chronically late to his appointments.
On the evening he was to talk at the zendo, he arrived with several students. He was right on time 6:30. I was the doorman for the occasion and had the chance to ask how it was that Trungpa was so punctual.
"Easy," one of Trungpa's students replied, "we just told him we were supposed to be here three hours ago."
Trungpa gave a talk seated, as the Dalai Lama had been, in the front of the room, near the altar. He sat on a cushion with a very tall glass of some clear liquid on the floor next to him. Where his books were clear and crisp and inspiring, here his accent was so thick, I really didn't understand much of anything. He just talked and sipped and sipped and talked and after a while I gave up trying to understand his words. It was enough to bask in his being there, in his importance and fame and wisdom and ... well, whatever else I ascribed to this nut-brown man.
After the talk, a group of us, together with Trungpa and his students, walked over to the house of the man who ran the zendo, Eido Tai Shimano. In a longish rectangle of the living room, students knelt beside low tables eating sweets and sipping tea. Trungpa and Mr. Shimano sat on chairs beside a small table at the end of the room. On the table was another tall glass of clear liquid from which Trungpa occasionally sipped.
Students at the table where I was compared spiritual-practice notes. I didn't really know much about Tibetan practices and was glad to listen. There seemed to be more chanting and more ritual than in Zen practice. Everyone stole a moment here and there to look to the head of the room, to check out what the two teachers were doing. I did the same, but after a while, I realized I wanted to meet Trungpa one-on-one, to make some contact that superseded my own surreptitious glances and smoldering awe. But how?
I fiddled and fussed in my mind and finally heard a mildly-irritated voice saying, "Oh for heavens sake! What the hell you'll never see the guy again. Go ahead." So I confected some question in my mind something Buddhist and walked up to the head table. I put my palms together in gassho and bowed to Trungpa. Then, standing perhaps two feet from him, I asked my off-the-shelf question.
Two things about his response nearly knocked me on my ass. First, as he looked up and gave his response, his breath reached out to me. It was so high-octane that I had to restrain myself from backing up a step. Second, of the two hundred or so words in his answer, I understood precisely one. That word in the midst of a spiritual endeavor that is sometimes thought of as being somehow elevated or profound or mystical or wise was "Cheetos." The other 199 words might have been elevating beyond belief, but all I got was a bag of snacking crunchies. Given the 200-proof atmosphere and an accent I was never going to get through, I decided not to ask for clarification.
I put my palms together once more and bowed as formality required in thanks and respect. But as I was returning to an upright position, Trungpa's hand shot out of his lap like a rattler on a rat. With a very gentle but very firm grip, he took my joined hands and, when I looked up in surprise, he pulled them down ... all the while looking me straight in the eye. He didn't say anything (thank God) just looked.
And for me, it was magic, like a puff of cool, unscented wind on a hot day. "No more bullshit," the situation whispered. "Just be honest."
And in that moment, there was honesty at last.
III
Honesty. What a tough nut! Like anyone else, I can confuse sincerity for honesty, intellect for honesty, emotion for honesty ... and it's all true in its way. But then, every once in a while, honesty comes knocking and there's no doubt about it.
During one particular sesshin or Zen retreat, I went for a private interview with Soen Nakagawa Roshi. In my eyes at the time, Soen was a serious guy, a heavy-hitter on the Zen Buddhist circuit. My own solemnities added weight to this picture of Soen and yet on the day I went to see him, I was in a foul mood. I was well and truly pissed about something or other, a very don't-fuck-with-me mood.
When I entered the interview room, he was sitting across from an empty cushion I was to occupy during our talk. I did the appropriate bows and settled myself. I said my name and my practice as was customary.
When I finished, he asked, "How are you?"
And the sizzle of my mood burst out:
"Shitty!"
"Every day is a good day," he said, using words that are well-known to Zen Buddhists as an answer to a particular koan.
This pissed me off even worse: Don't hand me that crap!
"Every day is a good day and some days are shitty days!" I shot back without thinking about it.
And then he started to laugh. It was as if I had told him the best dirty joke in the world. I wasn't sure when he would stop laughing.

When he did, he replied: "Absolutely right! Every day is a good day. Some days are shitty days. AND every day is a good day!"
For some reason honesty perhaps I recognized the truth of it. There was nothing I could do but laugh.
Laughter is always magic. Magic is always laughing.
IV
During the nine years when I pretty much devoted myself to Zen Buddhist practice, whatever magic cropped up seemed to do so within the confines of a Zen Buddhist mind, or what I imagined to be a Zen Buddhist mind. There was the zendo, there were books, there were thoughts and emotions to digest and resolve. Much of it was seen through a "Buddhist" prism, a disciplined prism, a directed and doting prism. Of course when I banged my thumb with a hammer, all thought of Buddhism or Zen Buddhism went out the window, but that was just because my "understanding" was somehow inferior, I imagined. I would have to keep practicing. And so, there was always zazen or seated meditation as it is sometimes called. If I did enough zazen, the magic would reveal itself. I wasn't wrong, but I wasn't right either.
One thing that can be said for magic is that it always seems to exist outside known confines. It blows you away somehow. Ascribing the magic in my life to the rituals and practices of Zen Buddhism might be all well and good, but magic can't be warehoused in religions or philosophies, no matter how grand. Magic won't sit still. Maybe that's why it's called magic.
One day, as I was waiting to go to work painting an apartment, I was lounging against a building on West 86th Street in New York. It was a sunny day and I was early by 15 or 20 minutes. As I stood there watching people running for taxis or crossing the street, all of them hurrying to their own work, I was suddenly aware of a man who had emerged from an alleyway to my left-rear. He was about ten feet away. He came into my peripheral vision and then approached me. I could see that his clothes were dirty and I imagined he was going to ask me for money. But this was not the case. Instead, he walked up to me and stood too close in the way that lovers and crazy people sometimes do.
Since I was against the building, I had no way to back up. I looked at him. He looked at me. And suddenly he began to speak. He spoke clearly and he spoke loud, as if I might be hard of hearing. On and on he went. The trouble was, it was no language I recognized. I was pretty good at languages and my mind started trying to identify the one he was speaking. No, it wasn't French or Italian or Spanish. It wasn't German or Portuguese. It lacked the lilt of some African tongues I had heard. It wasn't Japanese or Chinese or Arabic. It wasn't anything I had heard on the television shows that took me to the Pacific Rim and it wasn't anything out of the Balkans. It wasn't like anything I had ever heard and yet he went on and on in what seemed to be a serious manner. Then he stopped.
"I'm sorry," I said, "but I didn't understand you."
And he began again with the same clarity and the same volume ... and the same language. Again, my mind sifted the possibilities in vain. And then he stopped again.
And again I said, "I'm sorry, I didn't understand."
It never occurred to me that if he could understand my response, he was perfectly capable of speaking English. When he began for yet a third time, I tried and failed again to understand.
But this time, instead of finishing his speech, he stopped part way through.
"Close your eyes a minute," he said in clear English.
As I moved to comply, I could see his right hand a moderately dirty hand with equally dirty fingernails moving carefully towards my face. Just before my eyes closed fully, I could see him extending his index finger. And then my eyes were closed and I could feel that index finger ever so gently removing a bit of mucous from the inside corner of my left eye.
When I opened my eyes again, he was just looking at me.
"Have a nice day," he said with a friendly smile.
And he walked off.
V
As a reporter in the late 1960's and early 1970's, I was once assigned to do a story about a woman who "got out of her body" and was training others to do the same. As usual before any story, I tried to line up questions in my mind that might make this profile credible to anyone reading it. How would I find the evidence that would prove the assertions? And the answer that came back was that I was damned if I could. Who else could I find who might say, "Yes, she gets out of her body" or "No, she's just a charlatan?" Even if I found such a witness, why should anyone believe the witness?
But the assignment stared me in the face. It had to get done, so I drove to the woman's house armed with an envelope in which there were little slips of paper marked one through 60. Maybe if I drew them at random from the envelope, she could exert some magical power and tell me the number without seeing it.
After the interview, I put my test up for her consideration. "I don't do tests," she said, "but I'll give you a reading if you like." She asked for something that was always with me and I handed over my wristwatch. She held it in her hands and began to tell me things.
At one point she said, "I see fire."
"I was in a fire a while back," I replied.
"No," she said. "This is in the future."
"Is it dangerous?" I asked.
"No," she said, "but you will be very much involved."
Later during the reading, she said, "I see two."
"I have two dogs," I said.
"No, this is something else. I see two."
"Two what?" I asked.
"I don't know, but it's very important to you."
When I got back to the office, I was every bit as flummoxed as I had been when I left except now I had a notebook full of notes. The only thing I could in any way check was the experiments she was involved in. The experiments were with a highly-respected paranormal organization in New York. The woman lived in Massachusetts and claimed never have been to New York. During the experiments, she was required to "get out of her body," travel to New York, enter a locked room, and identify objects within that room.
I called the organization and found myself talking to a very tight-lipped series of people. They would confirm that the woman was doing experiments with them, but not what the success rate of those experiments had been. I wheedled, I cajoled, I begged, I promised, and I probably lied. I was desperate to get something, anything, that would give another point of view. Finally, after many minutes of conversation, the tight-lipped voice at the other end of the phone said simply, "She is very, very good."
One week after the interview, I got a call from a state police source. How would I like to do a story about arson, he asked. I said I would sell my worldly possessions and my children if I had any for a story about arson, but getting a talkative source was a tough nut to crack. He said he had the source, but I had to promise to keep his name out of it. I promised. And a few days later I was tramping through the ashes of one burnt-out shell of a building after another with an insurance adjustor who filled me in on why and how this scene was clearly arson. I loved it. I dreamt about it. I couldn't get enough of it. I was very much involved.
Perhaps ten years later, I went out with a friend for a Chinese dinner in New York. A part of the ambiance of the place was a palm reader who went from table to table. When he sat down next to me, I put on my best poker face (never very good) and determined to say nothing. He looked at my palm and said all the usual things about money and love life and travel and success and whatever all else. But in the midst of it, he said one thing that really caught my attention.
"I see two," he said simply.
"Two what?" I asked, breaking my vow of silence.
"I don't know," he replied, "but it's very important to you."
VI
The funny thing about magic is that, having enjoyed a moment or two of whatever it was that blew your mind, there is a desire to seek it out again. Sometimes the seeking is just more and more and more of one kind of pleasure or another. But sometimes the experience inspires a pause and a little reflection.
For me, Zen practice in the zendo began as a quite mechanical and focused effort getting the ritual down, feeling the environment, and wondering when the magic might occur. But a little at a time, what had been magic in Zen Buddhist terms began to widen out somehow. It spread backwards and, as it did so, it seemed to both lose its surprise and gain in depth. Recollections and regrets seemed to take on a magical quality, a quality worth focusing on, an inexplicable and yet patently plain quality.
When I was a kid, I had a blue tricycle.
How could I be a Zen Buddhist if I had not had a blue tricycle? It would not have been possible, or at least not possible in its present, inexplicable form. So the past was essential to the present. But at the same time, the present was essential to the past. How could I have had a blue tricycle if I were not a Zen Buddhist?
Intellectually, this was a lot of fun. But as it seeped into my metaphorical blood stream, it became more than fun. It was just true. This whole life was just true. Not special. Just true. Little stuff, or the stuff imagined to be little, became increasingly ... what? Well, if not magical, at least inseparable from magic.
Hitchhiking back East from the Oregon woods, there was this bit of magic, something remembered as magic, something the magician offers up from time to time:
In 1959 and again in 1962, I hitchhiked across the United States. Both trips were from West to East and both took about four days. Four days to travel 3,500 miles, give or take a little. Later, when conversations came up among fellow hitchhikers, those two trips would become my entrιe into the conversation, my bona fides, my credentials as an honest-go-God hitchhiker. I once figured that during my hitchhiking career, I had thumbed rides for more than 200,000 miles. So I was a do-er, not a talker. I had been there and done that. I knew the difference between dreams and reality. I knew what it was like to be hot and bored and hungry and waiting, waiting, waiting.
I also knew what it was like to be soaked and cold: The first ride I ever got in my life was during a torrential downpour on a two-lane Massachusetts road where there was little or no traffic and I imagined help was no-where in sight: Who would pick up some soaked-to-the-skin hitchhiker? It would be like inviting a wet dog to sit on your couch. Who would do that? No one, I imagined. But a man pulled over and offered me a lift. He seemed unconcerned that my wet clothes would stain his car's upholstery. One of the reasons he was unconcerned, perhaps, was that he had just come from his wife's funeral. The rain pummeled the car. The windshield wipers did their best back and forth, back and forth. The two of us talked. The man drove.
For conversational purposes, transcontinental trips were acceptable credentials like business men or academics laying out their curricula vitae listing degrees and diplomas and advanced employment but for me, it was always the little stuff, the stuff that could barely be described, that lingered, scenting the air of memory, telling some tale that was really, really important and yet whose importance could not be reduced to credentials or conversation.
For conversational purposes, I could lay claim to one of those Dream Rides that took me from outside Sacramento, Calif., to outside Boston, Mass. Imagine that: Stick out your thumb and you go the entire, cross-country distance in one fell swoop. Bingo. An 18-wheeler that road like a Cadillac and had a sleeping compartment that the driver hardly used. He just kept on truckin' napping once for four hours outside Chicago before pressing on, heading home.
But the best ride I ever got in my life couldn't have been for more than 500 yards. How do you compare a 500-yard ride, a distance of no particular consequence when set off against a cross-country effort, with a 3,500-mile lift? A 500-yard ride is not something to add to the curriculum vitae. It has no bold-face cachet. It doesn't suggest why anyone should be honored and promoted in the world of hitchhikers or board rooms. Stories, like curricula vitae, are supposed to wow others. What's wow about 500 yards?
It was in Wyoming. From where I stood, I could look back down the road that led through some descending red stone cliffs. It was a sunny day. Off to my left, a dirt road meandered away, crossing some railroad tracks before it disappeared into the hills in the distance. As I stood there, a slow freight train passed, long and lumbering. I watched it as I waited for cars that might further my travels. On top of one of what seemed like hundreds of freight cars, three hoboes waved to me and I waved back. They waved insistently, beckoning to me. "Come on! Come on!" they seemed to be saying. "We're all heading East. This is the way to go. It's a free ride. Hop on! Join us! You can make it!"
But my mind declined. It was full of freight-yard bulls who beat the shit out of people who rode trains for free. It was full of hoboes who might take what little money I had. It was full of suspicions that put a stopper in adventure and taking foolish risks ... or perhaps any risks at all. Better to keep my own course. Better not. Better. And while I thought about the invitation that might as easily have been as friendly and well-wishing as a puppy's tail-wag, the train passed away, taking the hoboes with it.
Several cars passed before I saw the 1949 Ford approaching. It was a battered car, dark and dented and noisy. It showed all of the ten years it had lived since its manufacture. At a nearing distance, I could see that the driver was a man and that he was accompanied in the front seat by a woman. There were yardsticks in my hitchhiker's mental manual and one of them was that I never expected a man driving with a woman to pick me up. Hitchhikers carried a potential for danger with them and subjecting women to such dangers was unreasonable. It wasn't just chivalry. It was more along the lines of common sense. Whatever it was, I never expected the lift I got.
The car slowed and stopped perhaps ten feet up the road. It was a two-door. The passenger-side door opened and a very pregnant brown woman stepped out. She smiled at me as I walked towards the car. I smiled back and said, "Thank you." "De nada," she replied as she pulled the front seat forward so I could climb in the back.
The driver gave me a smile as I squeezed in the back seat. He had a moustache that made his teeth seem very white. I could see his hands on the wheel. They were crusted and tough hands, working-man's hands, strong hands. He wore a simple wedding band on one of his strong hands. He was not a rich man, but he knew, with those strong hands, what it was like to need a ride, to share what he had when what he had would be helpful to others. He did not need a curriculum vitae. He was his curriculum vitae.
When I thanked him as I had thanked the woman, he too said, "De nada." "It's nothing." The woman, who wore a similar wedding ring, slammed the door and the man put the car in gear. He shifted smoothly as we gathered speed. During some attempted conversation, it was clear neither man nor wife spoke any English. I was embarrassed not to speak Spanish. They were embarrassed not to speak English. And yet the situation was relaxed and full of understanding. We were all going in the same direction and things were working out fine.
But 500 yards up the road from where we had started, the man slowed the car and came to a stop. He looked around and then pulled a U-turn. When he stopped on the far side of the road and was facing in the direction from which we had come, he spoke some rapid-fire Spanish to his wife, then turned to me and shook his head sadly he was headed in the wrong direction. He apologized with eyes and saddened smiles and gestures for having broken a promise he wanted to keep. His wife opened her door, hoisted herself out and again pulled the seat forward for me. She too was sorry that the promise could not be kept.
And I was saddened for the sadness I had caused them both. I felt that I had been given a blessing ... people who had little or nothing knew and acted with a generosity that was as natural and untrumpeted as a daisy growing in the sun. It's just what they did. It was just who they were. When it was time to give, they gave without a backward glance, without adding a line to their curricula vitae.
It was a blessing.
And it was a tale I never told when swapping yarns with other hitchhikers or even to people interested in the adventures that credentialed hitchhikers might tell. No one can tell stories about the blessings of this life. But that doesn't mean there aren't blessings aplenty.
NORTH COUNTRY
Yesterday I got a call from a woman asking if I would attend a 'brunch' on Sunday. She represented a boarding grade school I had attended (North Country School) and the gathering would be of alumni. "We won't ask for money," she said, cutting to the chase. Sundays here are pretty much given over to zazen and family, so I said I couldn't make it, but I kind of wanted to go: It was so far in the past and I did have a question I wanted to ask of people it was unlikely I would know.
For reasons I can't remember, Plato once suggested that the upbringing of a child should be conducted away from the parents. Children should be sent away at an age that others might describe now as "tender." Probably Plato was looking for model citizens or a just society or something similar, but as I say, I don't recall his reasoning. Whatever it was, it flew in the face of social convention, of parental and filial love, of connections considered profound and enriching. Parents cling to their children. Children cling to their parents. It is the way of the world, I imagine, and suggesting otherwise, encouraging a disruption of that way, seems somehow apostate, whether from a Disneyland perspective or a psychological perch.
So my question for the people I won't see on Sunday was more or less along the lines of, "What do you think of Plato's view?" Anyone at the 'brunch' would have had the experience of leaving home at a young age. North Country School used to run from the fourth to the eighth grade. It may now go to ninth, but I'm not sure. A tender age range. But these would be people with experience, people who knew first-hand. They would not be theorists bent on supporting the 'natural order' and thus, perhaps, horrified at parents and young children being separated. To whatever extent they might have felt abandoned, still, they were not abandoned.
My question is not in aid of making some blanket generalization, some policy that would support a greater good. I am just interested in knowing how others might see it from an experience point of view. With three kids of my own, I have some knowledge of and interest in both sides of the fence.
What was nice about the experience of North Country was that it provided an atmosphere that was free of parental influence. Although this may sound odd or even a bit crazed, it's not a bad idea. A lot of the kids at the school came from high-profile families, some of them quite wealthy. Without parents in the background, there was no fame, no wealth, no opportunity for the insouciant arrogance that can flourish in those environments. Everyone at North Country wore blue jeans. In the dining hall, the smell of horse manure was everywhere: Each child was assigned a chore and a lot of those chores involved taking care of horses in a nearby barn feeding, watering, currying and shoveling the shit. The smell would return from the barn to the dining hall. To this day, I associate the smell of horse manure with a kind of warm camaraderie, a home.
The atmosphere of the school was warm but not sissifying. I think the kids there learned things that were on-the-ground. How to use an ax. How to hike the mountain, drink from the stream, plant and harvest. It was a wonderful place, but a question from afar whispers, "what about family? What about the influences that a family might offer? What about mom and dad? What about that love?"
I have my own answers and am content with them, but I would be curious if others who had had similar experience would agree. Would I send my kids to such a place if I had the chance or had the income? I doubt it, but I wonder what part of that doubt is based on selfishness. Or on a love that is more selfless. It's all hypothetical since my kids are at home and will remain there until it is time to leave.
Looking back, it was a good place for me to be, to be shaped. There may have been bereft longings at the time, but for me today, Plato was onto something. Based on my experience, I am willing to challenge some deeply-held opinions or inclinations. At my age, I don't challenge with an eye to a solution or an answer. Being right or even most sensible is not the point. I am just happy to be willing, based on experience, to consider another point of view. Pretty lucky, I think.
Deeply held bias be it love or hate, anger or fear, longing or revulsion can run so deep. It's worth a look. North Country helped me to look, to poke around in the foundations, to consider that the sun may not rise in the East. The sun does rise in the East, but without considering that it doesn't need to, what usefulness could that knowledge have?
Just munching.
INTERVIEW WITH A ZEN ABBOT
In the early 1980's, in the wake of what I came to think of as the "fuck follies" at the zendo I had attended for nine years and then quit (see Clerical Sex Scandals), I looked around for another Zen teacher. Before he died Dec. 29. 2007, Kyudo Nakagawa Roshi visited New York periodically from his post as abbot of Ryutaku-ji monastery in Japan. We did not meet very often and very seldom in a formal setting. He married my wife Elizabeth and me. Other meetings we did have were mostly over tea and occasional cigarette at the Soho Zendo and led me to ask him to be and to call him my teacher ... and to hope that I would not either demean his teachings or lower his standard.
At one point in 1985, he agreed to be interviewed for a small magazine in North Carolina, "The Sun." Here is that interview.
COCK-A-DOODLE-DOO!
A Talk with the "Universal Child"
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Over the gates of hell, Dante imagined a sign reading, "Lose hope all ye who enter here." The same sign, with an entirely less gloomy implication, might easily be imagined welcoming newcomers at the Soho Zen Buddhist Association, a four-flight hike up in one of the many converted loft buildings on Manhattan's lower East Side.
The four-year-old association is led by Kyudo Nakagawa Roshi, a diminutive, rumble-voiced Zen teacher with a penchant for non-judgmental laughter and an occasional cigarette. Offspring of a father and grandfather who were also Zen teachers, Kyudo Roshi (roshi means "venerable teacher") counts himself as Dharma heir to one of the great Zen masters of modern times, Soen Nakagawa (no relation) Roshi, who died in 1984. (There are two other Zen teachers in America who place themselves in this tradition: the late Maurine Myoon Freedgood Roshi in Cambridge, Mass., and Eido Tai Shimano Roshi in New York City.)
Kyudo Roshi was born Feb. 12, 1927, in Ichijima-cho, outside Kyoto, with the given name of Myosho, a contraction of his father's and grandfather's names. Kyudo is a Dharma, or true, name, given to him by one of his teachers. He became a monk at age eight, studied Buddhism at Komazawa University, trained at Gukei-ji Temple, and at 30, entered Ryutaku-ji Monastery. In 1968, by request, he went to teach on Mount Olive near Jerusalem. There he stayed for 13 years. Then, after a brief return to Ryutaku-ji, he came to New York City. (He is currently abbot of Ryutaku-ji.)
All of this background information and more he imparts with good spirit, glasses cocked up on his forehead and an occasion scratch to his shaven skull as he searches for forgotten bits and pieces. Yet when comes to what might be called the meat-and-potatoes questions about Zen practice, as shirt of sorts occurs and answers grow seemingly more suggestive, more subtly redolent, as if, through an open window in spring, the smell of some uncapturable and wonderful cooking has come from afar on a soft breeze.
Q: What is Zen?
A. Sleeping, talking, laughing that's all.
Q. In which case, why do we need zendos (meditation halls) where silence and stillness are the general rule?
A. If you want to go to Washington, D.C., you ask, "What train can I take?" They say, "Platform Three." Teachers can only guide. They cannot teach the truth. It's like us: We're sitting here drinking tea. I cannot explain the taste to you. You drink and I drink. You say, "This tea is about this tastes such-and-such a way." And I say, "Yes," because I am drinking the same tea.
Originally, I didn't like philosophy or theory so much talk. In the Soto sect (a branch of Zen), they say, "Daily life is Zen. Zen is daily life." But my opinion is that without knowing the fundamental point of view, you cannot discover your own true nature. Then reading a book is Zen, drinking tea is Zen, and talking Zen is also true Zen.
Q. Why should we practice?
A. Without practice, it's only intellectual. Without training, you can't do it. The intellectual point of view is the superficial point of view. For example, you drink tea and I drink tea. I may say it's sweet, but how sweet you don't know until you taste it. This is the direct was of knowing. Zen is direct knowing.
Q. Is Zen religion?
A. If I say "no," then others say, "Ah, Zen is not religion." If I say yes, they say, "Ah, Zen is religion." I can't really say yes or no, but Zen is mostly religion. Zen is religion without the dualistic point of view.
Q. Does Zen have one point of view? Is it monistic?
A. Maybe the best way to say it is pointless point. The most important thing in Zen is Buddha mind. Most people think Buddha is the Buddha statue or the historical Buddha. But the most important thing is universal mind or Zen mind or Buddha mind or the essence. Most people look to the Buddha statue or cross or some object. These are symbols. Symbols are made in the head. Can symbols make you happy? No.
Q. Who or what is Buddha?
A. Don't ask! This is a great koan (intellectually insoluble riddle like, "what is the sound of one hand clapping?"). I'm not going to answer. Please discover for yourself. Please discover yourself. Of course the original meaning of Buddha is liberator from attachment or self, but most people think of a statue of Shakyamuni Buddha. If you are liberated from everything, then you become a Buddha. Much better than a statue.
Q. Are the approaches to Zen different in Japan and America?
A. NOOOOOO! Everyone has happy time. Everyone is laughing!
Q. C'mon roshi! This is an interview.
A. You're making it very hard. Superficially, American habit and language is different, but the essence is no different. I give you an example. When I got to Israel, it was 2 a.m. Next day, I went to the zendo. All the parishioners were Arabic. There was a rooster outside going cock-a-doodle-doo. Japanese rooster does exactly the same cock-a-doodle-doo. Japanese rooster and Arabic rooster are exactly the same. Superficially, human beings have a different language from roosters and cats and pigeons. Pigeons, roosters, cats and children all cry the same. Each country is different, but the essence is the same.
Q. How would you encourage people?
A. Without encouragement, you cannot do anything. But encouragement is an emotional point. Encouragement must be mental. You must do it yourself. You must transcend encouragement and no encouragement.
Q. But there is a zendo here and people come isn't that a form of encouragement?
A. Here we study daily life. You need to be cheerful, courageous and patient. When these things are achieved, there's no need to study Zen.
Q. Some people, when they begin practice, feel there's a goal.
A. NO GOAL! NOOOOOOO! Goal is limited. In one way, this is very hard: from beginning to end, no goal. On the other hand, it's very easy: no goal. No goal (long laugh) very easy. Of course, it's hard for beginners. They come with hope. Without hope there would be no beginning. Hope at the beginning is OK. After three years, it's not so necessary. It becomes easy.
Q. What is the function of zazen (roughly, seated meditation, the core practice of Zen)?
A. Zazen is so you can realize your truth.
Q. From a newcomer's point of view, it's hard to understand how sitting down cross-legged, sitting straight and still and silent, will do the trick.
A. It's very hard for a newcomer. Hope is in the head. But practice (zazen) is with the whole body. There may be hope, but then all of a sudden the legs start to ache (from sitting cross-legged for an extended period). This tells you that hope is limited.
Q. What is the most important aspect of practice?
A. Daily life.
Q. A lot of people walk the streets who might agree that daily life is most important, yet they have no interest in Zen.
A. Many who get up in the morning, brush their teeth, walk to work they are following what is outside.
Q. What would a Zen student do?
A. Create the outside.
Q. How?
A. If you want to know, do zazen.
Q. Does Zen make you happy?
A. In the beginning, not so happy. Pain, headache, not enough sleep. Suffering.
Q. And then?
A. Then happy. You cannot compare, but there must be patience. Without courage and without cheer, we cannot do it.
Q. Who is the teacher?
A. Except me, everything is the teacher.
Q. Many revere a person or a book as teacher.
A. Yes. A person or book or flower or cat or even a cockroach. Except me, everything is the teacher.
Q. Yet in Buddhism, there is a tradition of veneration for the teacher. What does this mean?
A. The teacher doesn't say you must do anything. Nobody is teaching. Nobody asks.
Q. Even in the zendo?
A. Here too. I don't say you should sit like this or sit like that (during zazen). No. If they want to sit, they come here. Sometimes they're sleepy so I stimulate them. I stimulate them for zazen. If I say this tea is good and you say no, I cannot force you to take it. If you do not trust the doctor or nurse when you're sick, you cannot help yourself. If you don't believe or trust, there is no help.
Q. For beginners, would you give a brief description of Buddha, Dharma (truth or phenomena), and Sangha (the community of students)?
A. Some questions I won't answer.
Q. Why?
A. You know, if you ask me for salad, I give you salad. If you ask for beef, I give you beef. Then you are satisfied.
Q. Yet at the beginning of practice, it may be hard if there is nowhere to hold on. Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha sometimes offer a place to hold on, however false.
A. When I was in Israel, everyone was Jewish or Christian. They didn't like it much so I didn't talk about those things. If you have a question about Dharma, then I can answer.
Q. What is Dharma?
A. Talking (long laugh). In theory, Dharma is universal law. Unchanging. Cannot be changed. Changing law is not Dharma. From before the universe was born, there was Dharma. For a lot of people, though, Dharma is like philosophy. They say... "Dharma is this and Buddha is that."
Q. What is enlightenment?
A. I don't know. Most people think "I don't know" means limitation. This is a dualistic point of view. But truly, truly you don't know.
Q. What is delusion?
A. Habit. It's limited. But enlightenment is unlimited. Unlimited is truly "I don't know."
Q. Some people would like to improve themselves with spiritual practice, to get better.
A. If the desire to become better disappears, then they will become better.
Q. What is the difference between laymen and monks?
A. Same. Two arms, two legs, two eyes. Same. Superficially, yes, there are differences. Monks shave their heads. But inside, your pure mind comparisons cannot be made. Male, female, young, old no difference.
Q. What is a koan?
A. Traditionally, there are 1,700 koans. It means a question. All koans ask for your essential point of view. (The 18th century teacher) Hakuin codified the tradition of 1,700 koans. But the original koan is everyday life. Every second is a koan. Buddha did not study 1,700 koans.
Q. What of traditional study the philosophy and stories of the past Zen masters?
A. Stories stimulate for zazen, so telling them may be OK for a while.
Q. Yet some in this country dislike the bowing and chanting and other practices that are traditional in Japan.
A. Here I don't use such things. After 13 years in Israel, automatically I don't use them.
Q. Do student problems vary from Japan to the U.S.?
A. Well, Americans always seem to want to know the theory, the philosophy first. Maybe the Japanese are more willing to just practice and find out.
Q. Across this country in the past several years, there have been a number of roshis who have been involved in what some said were scandals sexually manipulating students, collecting power, living very expensive lives, drinking too much, lying and that sort of thing.
A. Politicians are the same, aren't they?
Q. Yes, but in this country, we expect it of politicians. But if a spiritual teacher lies, the reaction among his students is likely to be one of surprise and hurt.
A. I wish I could answer. I don't know about these things. All I know is that I am not interested in power and money. Well, maybe I am a little interested in money (laughs) but it isn't coming. It costs $20,000 a year (to run the zendo). But about these things, I don't know. In my opinion, maybe it's a matter of background. Too many desires.
Q. What does "Kyudo" mean?
A. It means Universal Child... Too strong. The name is too strong. Much stronger than I am. I am getting weak. You know, western people seek out names like Jesus or Mohammed. They want a holy man name. But in Japan, such names are not used. David and Abraham and such wonderful powerful names. In Japan, we don't use such names because it makes a loss of virtue. Too strong. Much too strong. Universal Child. Ha!
THE MEANING OF THINGS
If you stop trying to find the meaning in things, things can have more meaning.
Just stop trying to make the connections and see the connections that have already been made.
Don't imagine there is nothing and don't imagine there is something.
Relax.
Take a look.
MONASTIC MISHAP
(A letter)
Dear C
I have two pleasant recollections of my brief stay at a monastery in upstate New York. Dai Bosatsu Zendo. One is of standing near a lake, arm extended, hand full of birdseed and, after a time, feeling the small pointed feet of the Chickadees as they landed and ate. The second is of the fellow who was caretaker at the place a young guy who would do chores around the grounds. One evening, I ran into him and we were chatting about this and that and he said, natural as sunrise, "Hey, you want a beer?"
How is one supposed to know something is asinine before s/he trips over his or her own asinine feet? I went to the monastery in 1975 with what I now think of as the heroin addict's credo: if one's good, two's better. If 20-40 hours a week of zazen was good in New York City, think how much better, how much more emphatic, how much more 'real' the experience would be if the situation were 24/7. I signed up for six months and lasted two and a little. I look back with gratitude to myself for having 'failed' so admirably. It was good for my honest practice, which includes the fact that I am not cut out for monastic life: I am a flat-footed layman, someone who seeks to understand whatever there is to understand within the wild-and-wooly context of a world in which dog-walkers do not use pooper-scoopers.
It is natural that those on a spiritual quest should be smitten with the monastic environment. Monastics have traditionally held the banner. Much of what is written or translated comes out of a monastic world. Since the 'beginner' reads and asks in the course of his or her beginning, monasticism gains a foothold in the mind. I was no different. Huang Po, Hui Hai, Hui Neng, Ta Hui, Rinzai, Dogen these were the heavy hitters, the people who knew, the ones whose examples shone. Stories about Sally Smith, the homemaker who spilled the grape jelly in the course of making school lunch for her kids were few and far between. Anyway, I was three or four or five years into zazen practice and my head was full of tales and texts that were not my own. I was impatient for a 'breakthrough' satori, kensho, some big bingo which would transform the me I knew into, what? some kind of radiant, clear-headed, kindly somebody-or-other.
Together with these tales and dreams was the notion that the there were people called "teachers." The man who ran both the city zendo I attended and the monastery, a Mr. Shimano, was not often around. The piece of advice I recall his giving during my short stay at the monastery was this: "Keep your eyes open and your mouth shut." Pretty good advice for someone like me who loved to talk especially about all those Zen tales and philosophies stuck in my head. But if the "teacher" wasn't around, how was I supposed to learn, I whined in my head.
Morning and evening the eight or ten of us who were there would do zazen for two or three hours. There would be meals around a low table, with nesting bowls providing containers for whatever was on the menu. Eating oatmeal with chopsticks for the first time is not an experience anyone is likely to forget. Chanting accompanied meals and formal zazen. Then there would be chores clear brush, sweep rooms, prepare the garden or whatever.
I don't remember hearing anyone laugh. It felt cold, literally and metaphorically. It felt contrived (of course it was, stupid! That's what spiritual life is about: contrivance...but what did I know?) I do not remember liking anyone particularly, though I admired some. I do remember wondering how I was to give up my wicked habit of smoking. And I remember wondering why it was that even when the temperature hovered at or below zero in the zendo, I never shivered during zazen, but when I got up to do kinhin, or walking meditation, I would quiver like a bowlful of Jell-O. And I marveled at the patience of my roommate who tried to teach me Go. I didn't get it, probably because I wasn't very interested. Still he would stop and go back and start over ... again and again.
As I read back over this, I think it is interesting that not once have I mentioned the word "suffering." Pretty artful. Whatever fairy tales and false starts were going on for me at the monastery, the fact was that I was a confused, uncertain, in-pain person ... just like any other serious Zen student. All the mental tales, the philosophical and religious meanderings in my mind, could not alter or solve those confusions and that pain. However artful I became, still the pain outwitted me. It might be camouflaged, but it was not solved. What held out some promise of a 'solution' was zazen, the seated meditation of Zen practice. Whatever other lies I might tell myself, whatever other glories or grizzlies I might imagine, still zazen was no liar. Serious Zen students opt for some discipline zazen is incomparable as a means of clarifying old and painful habits. Of course there are still classroom courses and erudite discussions of Zen Buddhism, but these are just courses and discussions.
This has gone on too long without, I'm afraid, conveying enough. As I look back at my time at the monastery, I can enter a hundred doors in telling the tale. "Karma?" OK. Psychiatric? OK. Sociological? OK. I can say I was totally responsible and I can look at conditions I may think of as responsible. The "deep subtlety" of it all is one of those tunes I can hum. It is in this spirit that I hope no one reading these words will believe them. I can't say why I went to the monastery, but I can say I am grateful for my foolishness. It is a foolishness that adds flavor to my cake and, since I enjoy this cake, it can hardly be called foolishness. But I like chocolate and you may like vanilla. Some of my best friends are (he said with a smile) monkishly inclined.
When the Chickadees sat on my fingers, it was very simple. They were hungry hungry enough after a bit to trust or risk my hand. I could feel them move, feel them peck. It was a moment that poked through other moments for me. It made me laugh within (to laugh aloud would have scared my teachers off). It was just life. And when the groundskeeper said, "Hey, you want a beer?" well, yes I did ... and all or nothing at all that went with it.
The Zen master Ta Hui wrote this of monks and laymen:
"We leavers of home are on the outside breaking in; gentlemen of affairs are on the inside breaking out. The power of one on the outside breaking in is weak; the power of one on the inside breaking out is strong. "Strong" means that what is opposed is heavy, so in overturning it there is power. "Weak" means what is opposed is light, so in overturning it there is little power. Though there is strong and weak in terms of power, what is opposed is the same."
And Dogen commented: "One mistake after another is also true practice."
A lot of words. I hope they say something.
JOY
4/8/06
I just came from cleaning the zendo. As I looked around to make sure things were in some sort of order, it crossed my mind, not terribly politely, "What the hell are places like this and the activities that occur within them for ... what the hell are they for?"
And the answer that floated up was this: "They are there so you can get used to your own joy."
Get used to it: Joy.
ANSWER YOUR LOVE LETTERS
Isn't it wonderful the way the heart soars when reading or hearing particular words? I think this may be especially true in spiritual life. For so long, something somewhere within was looking for a direction, a quantification, a response to uncertainties barely acknowledged and questions hardly asked. Here is smooth sailing where the waters have been rough. Reading these wonderful words, this wonderful evocation, this invitation to relief and release ... finally, someone understands in a world that seemed or seems not to understand. Tears of relief may spring to the eye. THANK GOD!
But gently and gently, as I used to say to my children when they handled their small hamsters, gently and gently, without criticism or force ... just gently and gently, it really is important to consider the words you read, the ones that seem to provide such a wonderful ahhhhhhh. Why do you suppose they were written? Many of them were not written in a time when there was a New York Times bestseller list. Why would anyone write them down? Ego-tripping is possible, but is there another possibility as well? Gently and gently.
These words were often spoken or written by those who knew the aching of the human heart. They knew there were better and worse ways of addressing the ache. Or maybe they didn't, but even so, they or their friends wrote them down. True or false, the Dharma asserts itself.
The important part of all these wonderful words, these wonderful tears of thanks ... gently and gently ... is that they are for you, for you in particular, for you specifically and individually and intimately. I don't care if Buddhism has a trillion adherents and Christianity has two trillion and Islam has three trillion and Hinduism has four trillion ... gently and gently ... honest to God...these words are for you, for your life, for your ache. Any other purpose is entirely secondary ... gently and gently.
On the Internet, muga, my friend and brother in this life, once observed that only human beings WANT enlightenment, that no other creature is disposed this way. Think about it. Only human beings yearn for enlightenment or peace or understanding or compassion or an end to uncertainty or bliss or heaven or ... well, pick a come-hither word. The quick and the savvy will figure that wanting enlightenment is a bad thing or a silly thing or a confounding and stupid thing. No, no, no! Gently and gently ... wanting inspires action and action nourishes understanding. It may be that the downside of wanting will assert itself as time goes by, but let's not criticize what has not been plumbed. Gently and gently.
Without the recognition of the love letters that have been sent to us by the teachers and writers and events of the past, we are confounded and ensorcelled by wonders. We remain hogtied in belief. We credit the limits of life. Why would anyone be so kind to me? Why do they send me words that are more intimate than a lover's kiss, words that make me weep with gratitude, words that inspire this heart? Gently and gently ... isn't it so that I will act, so that the ache can be well and truly assuaged? And why would anyone do that for me? Look and see. Gently and gently. If buttressing institutions or building temples or insuring power bases or promoting altruism or praising this and damning that were the point, people could just kick back with a good adventure novel or devote themselves to life as a couch potato. Gently and gently ... what's the point?
It is necessary to act. In Buddhism there is a saying: "Do not do what the master did. Know what the master knew." At first, students do as the master did. Scriptures and teachers and temples may fill the heart with joy and longing and relief, but for that relief to take root, in order for happiness to be more than an occasional and uncertain pastime, it is necessary to act on the love letters that have been sent. Patiently, courageously, through all the uncertainties ... gently and gently. Doing as the master did is not the whole story. We must know what the master knew.
Gently and gently ....
Answer your love letters.
CALLIGRAPHY CLASS
In 1986, I took a class in oriental calligraphy. A friend was giving it and I knew he could use the money, but more than that, I was drawn to the scrolls and other art works I had seen marked with characters I didn't really understand. After the class, which lasted a couple of months, was over, I found myself writing about it.
*************************************************************
His small, sinuous hand moves, graceful as water over a rock. "Like this," he says, and smiles as he hands back the brush. I cannot make the character look like what he has indicated. Impossible. Time after time, attempt after attempt, sheet of wasted paper after sheet of wasted paper, I try to find in myself that combination of conviction, intention, balance, energy, attention, whole-heartedness and ease that seem to invest both his movements and the calligraphic results. At the moment, I want those qualities; I want to make them mine. "Mine," now there's a problem.
Across the room, a white-haired woman asks him, the instructor, the thumb-sized Rev. Jomyo Tanaka, "What does this mean?"

"It means 'child,'" I hear him respond.
"It looks like what it means," she says.
What's she talking about? Looking across the expanse of table between us, I can see the Japanese character she is referring to. To my eye the figure could as easily mean "Chinese take-out noodles" as "child." Is she bullshitting in the way of all uncertain novices, trying to find deep meaning where there is only doubt? Or is she telling some truth and having some vision that escapes my untutored spirit? I don't know and don't want to waste time finding out. I am too busy with my own failure which, in general, I find very enjoyable.
I wet the brush in the shallow stone trough that holds the inky ink. The liquid is so black and the paper so white that each stroke takes on a kind of magnified significance: when the bristles hit the paper it's Black and White, seems Right or Wrong with a vengeance. In oriental calligraphy, as in life, there's no going back. What's done is done. DONE.
For tonight's two hours there will be a series of characters, but at the moment I am trying to penetrate and emulate the character "Ho," which means Dharma, or dharma Truth or phenomenon. Following the sample that Jomyo has made for me, I stroke the strokes onto my own paper, following the order he has dictated by little arrows with numbers. While in the midst, I have no idea what it all means any more than a tennis player who is playing worries that this action might be called "tennis" by others. Just hit the ball, banana face! I swing. Another flop: the character is not balanced on the sheet; space-empty and space-filled are out of whack and the strokes are of differing widths and intensities.
"You'll be OK if you just practice for two or three years," Jomyo encourages.
A response barges into my mind uninvited: "I never want to be good at this. It's too beautiful to be 'good' at!"
Which, of course, isn't exactly the truth in one sense. From the outsider's point of view, to practice is to become proficient, to become good at, to become expert. Without practice, there is no understanding. So, if you practice, you get "good" at it. That's the way what's called calligraphy in the west looks to me. It looks "good." Very neat. And somehow studied, like an artistically designed typeface on a printing press.

Very nice. In oriental calligraphy, to the extent that there is an object at all, the object is to be original. Like a child: the child begins with emulation and becomes a responsible individual, wholly capable of doing something that may look imitative but is in fact entirely personal, creative, spontaneous, and original. Like a lot of other "artists" these days, I would love to skip over the imitation part and "express myself" or "be original." I come up with the same dismal results they have: skipping emulation in hopes of reaching originality sooner only creates chaos, foolishness, pain, and endless imitation.
At the moment, my imitations are pretty foolish. After eight or ten classes copying the characters of the "Heart Sutra," one of the central texts of Zen and other forms of Buddhism, I feel as if I've only begun to plumb my inabilities. In tonight's first hour, using more than fifty sheets of paper, I've found one stroke that feels/looks good. It is part of a character that otherwise looks/feels like shit.
Down the way at my table, the acupuncturist with granny glasses and a gentle disposition asks, "Will the Reverend show this?"
Again I am pulled away. I get irritated with people whose humility expresses itself by talking Pidgin English to foreigners as if those foreigners might somehow be mollified and descend from imagined heights to impart their great understanding. I am the more irritated in this particular instance because I have known the Rev. Jomyo Tanaka for seven or eight years. His esoteric Shingon Buddhist practices are not the same as Zen practice, which I follow, but our paths have crossed from time to time. Not once have I seen him miss a beat in understanding English. Neither have I seen him pull holy rank on anyone. He isn't that sort of monk. Very straight and friendly. I realize that I am irritated with the acupuncturist for exactly the kind of behavior I have first-hand experience with. I, too, have engaged (and might yet again) in the kind of verbal kowtowing that raises the "savior" higher by reducing the self.
Jomyo makes no comment. He borrows the acupuncturist's brush and flows through a character. I go back to "Ho" and try to flow. Creating in the process another one for the wastebasket. Another beautiful failure. Sometimes the beauty of it all just gets to me. Suddenly, on a page where there is nothing, something appears, etched in incomparable clarity WHAM! and then it's gone, done, over, past. From the scant number of people in the class five or six I know that there are not many who are magnetized as I am. But I am. I am a sucker for what I find beautiful. "Rightness" cannot hold a candle to beauty in my book, and when the brush touches the sheet, that, for me, is somehow beautiful. Over and over again I get it wrong. Beautiful.
Jomyo makes no mention in his classes of originality or beauty or the "life practice" that some consider oriental calligraphy to be. He is very kind.
After circling the room to look at each student's progress and perhaps offer a hint or two, Jomyo is back with the acupuncturist.
"What does this mean?" the acupuncturist asks, forsaking pidgin English for the moment.
"It means 'one.'"
The acupuncturist takes up the brush and makes his move. My eyes follow. Before he has finished the stroke, the word is out of my mouth unbidden:
"No!"
It just pops out. We are all so careful not to say anything negative about each other's work that my outburst catches me and everyone else off guard.
"No," I repeat more quietly, "like this."

And without a second thought, I pick up the brush in front of me, dip it in the ink, and draw it across the page. One simple line.
And it's OK. I look at it and know it. But my audacity clings to my mind like B.O. To presume to comment. A beginner like me. I shock myself. But more shocking still is the realization that both the comment and the example are on target. Jesus! I feel as if I had laid claim to a force I had previously acknowledged only with homage. It's as if I'd said to the force, "You're mine!" and the force replied, "You betcha!"
Jomyo comes around the table to my place.
"Good," he says briefly, then removes my example to his own seat where he proceeds to write on it in orange ink.
"What does it say?" I ask.
"It says 1986 and I signed it."
I feel a little silly. A single line across a page and I get approbation not only from someone who knows "better" but also, and more certainly, from my self. From a line?! Yup. One second. One line. That's all.
Like all bright openings, all perfections, this one recedes quickly. In no time I am back to the same old mistakes. "I" am back in the saddle, getting in my way, wanting to get it all "right."
But like all perfections remembered, this one stands, clear and undeniable for me, an advertisement for the future. I long to recreate that past perfection in some new way and yet know simultaneously that that longing will have me tripping over my feet for a thousand or a thousand-thousand sheets to come. The central characteristic, perhaps the only characteristic, of perfection is non-attachment. The artist speaks of the "muse" and the musician says "I was hot," but in their hearts there is only mysterious joy: I was present at a beautiful event and yet it was not "I." One flashing moment of I-not-I and then it's back to the wastebasket and the getting-it-right and trying. In Zen there is a saying: "Easy to enter Nirvana, difficult to enter difference."
But difference is what I'm now faced with. Working on "Sho," birth, new. Page after page of birth. How is it possible to fail at birth? Fail at Nirvana? Fail at difference? At birth "I" failed or was missing. Right now how could it be any different? How could it be the same? You figure it: inky ink, white white page, moment after moment, flop after flop and yet, quite entirely,
WHOOPIE!
STRICT ZEN PRACTICE
For those who do not practice, and sometimes even for those who do, Zen Buddhism can seem pretty strict. It's not just that students are sometimes struck with a stick or chastised for saying or doing something wrong. From the outside, it can seem pretty austere and disciplined and sometimes downright masochistic. Of course, in order to know any of this for a fact, a person would have to try it. But people have no shortage of opinions.
One such opinion might be phrased this way: "If everyone is enlightened and if everyday life is no other than Zen, then why should anyone waste their energy in Zen practice? Why bust your ass when there's no mountain to climb?"
The following story, taken from the Internet, is a fine example of strict Zen practice. Or anyway, I love it.
A young physician in Tokyo named Kusuda met a college friend who had been studying Zen. The young doctor asked him what Zen was.
"I cannot tell you what it is," the friend replied, "but one thing is certain. If you understand Zen, you will not be afraid to die."
"That's fine," said Kusuda. "I will try it. Where can I find a teacher?"
"Go to the master Nan-in," the friend told him.
So Kusuda went to call on Nan-in. He carried a dagger nine and a half inches long to determine whether or not the teacher was afraid to die.
When Nan-in saw Kusuda he exclaimed: "Hello, friend. How are you? We haven't seen each other for a long time!"
This perplexed Kusuda, who replied: "We have never met before."
"That's right," answered Nan-in. "I mistook you for another physician who is receiving instruction here."
With such a beginning, Kusuda lost his chance to test the master, so reluctantly he asked if he might receive Zen instruction.
Nan-in said: "Zen is not a difficult task. If you are a physician, treat you patients with kindness. That is Zen."
Kusuda visited Nan-in three times. Each time Nan-in told him the same thing. "A physician should not waste time around here. Go home and take care of you patients."
It was not yet clear to Kusuda how such teaching could remove the fear of death. So on his fourth visit he complained: "My friend told me when one learns Zen one loses the fear of death. Each time I come here all you tell me is to take care of my patients. I know that much. If that is your so-called Zen, I am not going to visit you any more."
Nan-in smiled and patted the doctor. "I have been too strict with you. Let me give you a koan." He presented Kusuda with Joshu's Mu to work on. It is the first mind enlightening problem in the book called The Gateless Gate.
Kusuda pondered this problem of Mu (No-Thing) for two years. At length he thought he had reached certainty of mind. But his teacher commented: "You are not in yet."
Kusuda continued in concentration for another year and a half. His mind became placid. Problems dissolved. No-Thing became the truth. He served his patients well and, without even knowing it, he was free from concern over life and death.
Then when he visited Nan-in, his old teacher just smiled.
Sometimes what is too obvious is not obvious enough. A little obscurity can help make things clear. Of course it won't do to call it obvious or obscure, but that's why there's strict Zen practice.
THREE POEMS
In high school, I had any potential love of poetry kicked out of me in the midst of homework that included learning stuff about anapests and trochees. It took me almost 20 years before I found out that Shakespeare may have been a great artist, but he was first and foremost a writer of soap operas. And only later did I come back, like an uncertain cat stalking a toad in the backyard, to other poetry. I found it had the power to blow me away, which is what I imagine every poet hopes for. Three poems I liked very much were these the first from my son when he was nine and the second from a Zen student whose work was pointed out to me. The third poem is my own.
THE VERY BIG TREES
The very big trees
Are in my backyard.
I visit them every day,
So they won't get lonely.
They give me shade
And keep me dry from rain.
I can climb them
And get delicious fruit -
The most delicious fruit.
- Ives Fisher, 9
HOMAGE TO MY FATHER
My father said:
Fuck Father Farrell,
what does he know, that old bastard!
Study all the religions. Learn Italian.
See Venizia, Firenze, talk
to all kinds of people
and never, never think you know more
than someone else! Unless,
unless they're full of shit.
And if they are, tell them;
and if they still don't get it, fuck it,
there's nothing you can do about it.
Learn how to bake bread.
If you can make pasta and bake bread
you can always feed your family,
you can always get a job.
Keep your house clean
and don't worry what anyone else does.
Cut your grass,
prune your fruit trees
or they'll die on you
Don't drink too much
but don't always be sober -
it makes you nervous.
A couple of glasses of wine,
some anisette now and then,
a cigar never hurt nobody.
Nervous people always got an ache here,
an ache there, they get sick,
they die -
Look at Father Farrell:
he'll be dead in a year.
Fuck him!
***************************************************
From "This Rented Body" by Seido Ray Ronci; Pressed Wafer; 2006; by permission.
SING LOUD IN CHURCH
Sing loud in church
And be off-key!
Abandon sacred
Harmony.
Sing loud and in
That singing see
The untamed heart,
This smile in me.
WHAT ABOUT THE KIDS?
When my daughter, Olivia, was not much more than a fetal fantasy, my sister Reid gave me a piece of advice: "Adam," she said, probably thinking of her own two kids, "you can either read every book ever written about child-rearing or you can read none of them. Either way, you won't know anything."
Naturally, she was right.
Nothing beats experience, and one of the most compelling experiences in life is kids. No one can tell you. Hints and pointers abound. Nouns, verbs and adjectives swirl. Bookshops make money and aunts give lectures. But who can find the words for a goodnight hug? What words can solve the parental longing for a few minutes of uninterrupted peace? No one can get under parents' skin like a kid. And no one can engage the parental heart in just that way. The world of a parent is, in many ways, a secret world, one of laughter and tears and surprise. It requires, assuming parents like their children, unending attention. Quite a lot like spiritual practice, I think: Even when you have learned something, still the depth and meaning of what you have learned cannot be plumbed or circumscribed. Any conclusion you reach about either children or spiritual endeavor is premature . . . including this one.
Many Zen Buddhists I have had contact with wonder how they can apply their spiritual interests and the disciplines such interests imply to family life. Shall these Buddhists instill their ethical and moral leanings in their children? Shall they teach the meditation practices with which Zen in particular is involved? Shall they abstain from meat and alcohol and teach their children to do likewise? What about schoolyard violence, friends, sex, lying, loving . . . the whole gamut of upbringing?
My answer is this: Which would you rather raise a good person or a good Buddhist?
I think parents make very good Buddhists. Why? Because the central discipline of Buddhism, like the central discipline of parenthood, is attention. Anyone who has been to a sesshin, as Zen retreats are called, knows the difficulty of focusing on what cannot be escaped this moment. The same is true of parents who love and are willing to take responsibility for their kids. How we sometimes long for relief, for something more exciting, something different anything but this. Or perhaps there is a joyful moment, one of warmth and love and understanding. How we long to have it go on forever. But it doesn't. Day in and day out, year in and year out, lifetime in and lifetime out: attention. Bright spots arise, tears fall, longings come and longings go and still there is a demand for attention.
When my youngest son, Ives, was in perhaps the first grade, he sent me a birthday card. Together with a drawing of a monster or a submarine or an airplane (it's a little hard to tell at that age), he had written: "Happy birthday Papa. We luv echuther." We love each other how can such an understanding be improved. Simple, direct, without any extras whatsoever. The card made me cry, but it didn't make Ives cry. This was just obvious, plain. Important, yes, but, to employ a kid word, "doh!"
That card did not end the need for attention. It did not end the hissy fits. It did not end the laughter or yelling in other moments. But it made me think: Can I improve such an understanding with even the best of Buddhist teachings the Four Noble Truths, perhaps, or the Eightfold Path or the various precepts? Sure, there was the time, after watching a Civil War movie when Ives asked, "Papa, why do white people hate black people?" There was room in the question for a little history and the suggestion that skin color, sex, height, weight, religion, country of origin or any other description make little or no difference: What matters is whether someone is a decent human being. There are wonderful people and there are jerks. Putting this in a "Buddhist" context would have simply added another layer, another complication, another solemnity. Decent people are decent people; jerks are jerks.
Ives is the only one of my three children to ever come outside to the small zendo or meditation hall I built in order to sit with me. He was eight at the time. The two others, Olivia and Angus, have both issued the opinion that sitting still and silent and aware is "boorrrring." Ives, on the other hand, asked to come. I gave him a little instruction about how to sit on a cushion and told him that after the three bells he was to be quiet. After the second of three bells introducing the sitting (zazen) period, he piped up: "The bells sound like birds in my ears." And then we sat for a short period of 15 or 20 minutes, did kinhin (walking meditation), and sat another 15 or 20. He sat very well, but said after the ending bell sounded, "Good I was about to get out of here." He has never asked to come back again and I don't push it. But I remember with wonder the fact that during the whole time we were together in the zendo, he never asked the one question almost all students ask. That question is, "why?" Whether Ives' omission was simply because I was an adult and a parent, I don't know. But I recall my own "why's" and marvel at my kid.
When it comes to children, I have often thought that our government should provide every child at birth with a $500 savings account that would accrue interest. When needed, the money accumulated could be used to begin paying off a psychologist or psychiatrist employed to listen to everything the child's parents did that was wrong. Parents are invariably wrong, no matter how right they are. This is a great parental koan. Perhaps the only solace to be found is in the observation that at least we didn't kill them or them us.
When you are a parent, there are no weekends off. Weekends are for single people. Parents who love their kids are like cattle farmers who must care for their cows every day, 365 days a year. Sick or well, depressed or happy, cranky or at ease, at work or at home, parents give what kids demand: attention. The situation could be called quite Buddhist in the sense that the disciplines of Buddhism all require their students to pay attention. But for the parent on call 24 hours a day, seven days a week, labeling the situation "Buddhist" is probably extra, an unnecessary add-on. The situation is what the situation is. Who needs names? Who has the energy to expend on names when the macaroni and cheese need cooking, when the fight has to be broken up, when the homework needs doing, when the diapers need changing?
Zen Buddhism is laced with some very good precepts that are organic to the practice: don't kill, don't take what is not given and so forth. But "organic" means that these precepts are alive, that things simply work better when they are acted upon. And here we come to the question of how a Buddhist might teach children in a "Buddhist" way.
Others may disagree, but my best guess is this: a parent who follows a Buddhist (or any other) path, is simply a Buddhist. Buddhism is the parent's problem, the parent's choice, the parent's decision, but it is not the child's. To teach a child not to lie or cheat or steal is a good idea. To teach a child that this is somehow improved by coming out of Buddhism is unnecessary. Whenever I run into a moment when I think of a Buddhist teaching that might apply, I take three deep breaths and ask myself, "What is more important? To raise good people or to raise good Buddhists?" And then, if the Buddhist teaching seems to apply, I do my best to get the "Buddhism" out of it. Luckily, since real Buddhism is woven with 'real' life, since it is alive and well right this minute, there is no need to sell it to anyone. Anyway, that's my take.
As I say, I haven't got a clue. Maybe tomorrow I will change my mind. But a changing mind is what Buddhism is all about, don't you think? We raise our children as best we may, in the sure and certain knowledge that we will make mistakes and have regrets. Luckily, the kids are smart enough to know the important stuff: We luv echuther.
MY SISTERS' MUSIC
When my sisters actually my half-sisters were little, there was a time when I heard them each, consecutively, practicing the piano. They were in the 10-11 age range at the time. Revan, the older, did a near-perfect job. The notes and pacing and volume and pauses all occurred as the piece demanded. Like many responsible oldest children, she got it pretty much right. Reid, who purely hated practice and was not shy about saying so, frequently got things wrong. She missed notes and the pacing could be a mishmash of too-fast's and too-slow's.
I listened on that day. They didn't know I was listening, so each was just doing what she had to homework, practice, discipline. As someone who liked music, I was pleased for Revan how well she did it, how she got things right. But when I listened to Reid in the midst of all those wrong notes and other screw-ups there was something in it that made my heart soar. You could feel the music, the heart that had gone into its composition and the heart that transmitted that heart. It was fucked-up and purely beautiful. What did right and wrong have to do with beautiful? Reid was wide-open as a door and the wide-openness was, I guess, both purely human and beautiful and utterly recognizable.
In later years, Revan gave up the piano, moved to other interests and abilities. Reid gave up the piano and then returned to it as an adult with what I took to be a vengeance. When I visited her once, I asked if she would play something for me and she said no, she just played for herself. She seemed to be afraid of the screw-ups that might occur and so I told her the story of that earlier time, how I had loved hearing her play. I asked her why she would want to keep for herself a joy that others might likewise enjoy. But my arguments failed to persuade her. She wouldn't play for me and she wouldn't play for anyone else. She played for herself. I think being naked made her nervous even if everyone is naked always. Her love, her nakedness, her joy was private. It was something special. She held it close and tight and hidden. I could not convince her it was impossible to hide or save up or lock away the ordinary nakedness that is such a pleasure.
I suppose I could go on and on about this small segment of life, how it is so much like spiritual endeavor. Yes, there is the discipline that is necessary to the expression of love and joy and openness. Yes, there is the mistake of special-ness, imagining that all the personal effort leads to something astonishingly bright, personal and private. But the point is not what I think or what you think. The point is just ordinary joy, ungraspable nakedness, the stuff no one can help 'sharing.'
Think about it. At the end of a long and effort-filled day, the hard-working (wo)man comes home and perhaps steps outside to watch the sun go down. How lovely. Nothing hidden.
You can hear my sister's music there.
WAR AND PEACE
In times of what is commonly called peace, people become complacent and make assumptions.
In times of war, where egos clash and coffins mount, people assume peace is impossible or that the end of war might somehow signal the beginning of peace.
In this way, people embrace peace and shun war where in fact they would be more wisely served by examining their assumptions.
"The Cucumber Sage" is a tale I love. It appears on the Internet with the following introduction: "This is one of the most beautiful and most inspiring stories I've ever read. This story was taken from a Zen centre in LA, Calif USA. The person who contributed this story prefers to remain anonymous. Thanks friend!" There is no copyright and I honestly don't know if the tale is historically true or not. That's one of the reasons I love the story: I don't know if it's historically true or not. I am more interested in whether its meaning is true and that, of course, depends on the reader.
THE CUCUMBER SAGE
The Record Of The Life And Teachings Of Wu-ming
Compiled by Master Tung-Wang
Abbott of Han-hsin monastery in the
Thirteenth year of the Earth Dragon period (898)
My dear friend, the most reverend master Tung-Wang,
Old and ill, I lie here knowing that writing this note will be my last act upon this earth and that by the time you read it I will be gone from this life.
Though we have not seen each other in the many years since we studied together under our most venerable Master, I have often thought of you, his most worthy successor. Monks from throughout China say that you are a true lion of the Buddha Dharma; one whose eye is a shooting star, whose hands snatch lightning, and whose voice booms like thunder. It is said that your every action shakes heaven and earth and causes the elephants and dragons of delusion to scatter helplessly. I am told that your monastery is unrivaled in severity, and that under your exacting guidance hundreds of monks pursue their training with utmost zeal and vigor. I've also heard that in the enlightened successor department your luck has not been so good. Which brings me to the point of this letter.
I ask that you now draw your attention to the young man to whom this note is attached. As he stands before you, no doubt smiling stupidly as he stuffs himself with pickled cucumbers, you may be wondering if he is as complete a fool as he appears, and if so, what prompted me to send him to you. In answer to the first question, I assure you that Wu-Ming's foolishness is far more complete than mere appearance would lead you to believe. As for the second question, I can only say that despite so benumbed a condition, or perhaps because of it, still more likely, despite of and because of it, Wu-Ming seems to unwittingly and accidentally serve the function of a great Bodhisattva. Perhaps he can be of service to you.
Allow him sixteen hours of sleep daily and provide him with lots of pickled cucumbers and Wu-Ming will always be happy. Expect nothing of him and you will be happy.
Respectfully,
Chin-Mang
After Chin-mang's funeral, the supporters of his temple arranged for Wu-Ming's journey to Han-hsin monastery, where I resided, then, as now, as Abbott. A monk found Wu-ming at the monastery gate and seeing a note bearing my name pinned to his robe, led him to my quarters.
Customarily, when first presenting himself to the Abbott, a newly arrived monk will prostrate himself three times and ask respectfully to be accepted as a student. And so I was taken somewhat by surprise when Wu-ming walked into the room, took a pickled cucumber from the jar under his arm, stuffed it whole into his mouth, and happily munching away, broke into the toothless imbecilic grin that would one day become legendary. Taking a casual glance around the room, he smacked his lips loudly and said, "What's for lunch?"
After reading dear old Chin Mang's note, I called in the head monk and asked that he show my new student to the monk's quarters. When they had gone I reflected on chin-mang's words. Han-hsin was indeed a most severe place of training: winters were bitterly cold and in summer the sun blazed. The monks slept no more than three hours each night and ate one simple meal each day. For the remainder of the day they worked hard around the monastery and practiced hard in the meditation hall. But, alas, Chin-mang had heard correctly, Among all my disciples there was none whom I felt confident to be a worthy vessel to receive the untransmittable transmitted Dharma. I was beginning to despair that I would one day, bereft of even one successor, fail to fulfill my obligation of seeing my teacher's Dharma-linage continued.
The monks could hardly be faulted for complacency or indolence. Their sincere aspiration and disciplined effort were admirable indeed, and many had attained great clarity of wisdom. But they were preoccupied with their capacity for harsh discipline and proud of their insight. They squabbled with one another for positions of prestige and power and vied amongst themselves for recognition. Jealousy, rivalry and ambition seemed to hang like a dark cloud over Han-shin monastery, sucking even the most wise and sincere into its obscuring haze. Holding Chin-mang's note before me, I hoped and prayed that this Wu-ming, this "accidental Bodhisattva" might be the yeast my recipe seemed so much in need of.
To my astonished pleasure, Wu-ming took to life at Han-shin like a duck to water. At my request, he was assigned a job in the kitchen pickling vegetables. This he pursued tirelessly, and with a cheerful earnestness he gathered and mixed ingredients, lifted heavy barrels, drew and carried water, and, of course, freely sampled his workmanship. He was delighted!
When the monks assembled in the meditation hall, they would invariably find Wu-ming seated in utter stillness, apparently in deep and profound samadhi. No one even guessed that the only thing profound about Wu-ming's meditation was the profound unlikelihood that he might find the meditation posture, legs folded into the lotus position, back erect and centered, to be so wonderfully conducive to the long hours of sleep he so enjoyed.
Day after day and month after month, as the monks struggled to meet the physical and spiritual demands of monastery life, Wu-ming, with a grin and a whistle, sailed through it all effortlessly. Even though, if the truth be told, Wu-ming's Zen practice was without the slightest merit, by way of outward appearance he was judged by all to be a monk of great accomplishment and perfect discipline. Of course . I could have dispelled this misconception easily enough, but I sensed that Wu-ming's unique brand of magic was taking effect and I was not about to throw away this most absurdly skillful of means.
By turns the monks were jealous, perplexed, hostile, humbled and inspired by what they presumed to be Wu-ming's great attainment. Of course it never occurred to Wu-ming that his or anyone else's behavior required such judgments, for they are the workings of a far more sophisticated nature than his own mind was capable. Indeed, everything about him was so obvious and simple that others thought him unfathomably subtle.
Wu-ming's inscrutable presence had a tremendously unsettling effect on the lives of the monks, and undercut the web of rationalizations that so often accompanies such upset. His utter obviousness rendered him unintelligible and immune to the social pretensions of others. Attempts of flattery and invectives alike were met with the same uncomprehending grin, a grin the monks felt to be the very cutting edge of the sword of Perfect Wisdom. Finding no relief or diversion in such interchange, they were forced to seek out the source and resolution of their anguish each within his own mind. More importantly, and absurdly, Wu-ming caused to arise in the monks the unconquerable determination to fully penetrate the teaching "The Great Way is without difficulty" which they felt he embodied.
Though in the course of my lifetime I have encountered many of the most venerable progenitors of the Tathagata's teaching, never have I met one so skilled at awakening others to their intrinsic Buddhahood as this wonderful fool Wu-ming. His spiritual non-sequiturs were as sparks, lighting the flame of illuminating wisdom in the minds of many who engaged him in dialogue.
Once a monk approached Wu-ming and asked in all earnestness, "In the whole universe, what is it that is most wonderful?" Without hesitation Wu-ming stuck a cucumber before the monks face and exclaimed, "There is nothing more wonderful than this!" At that the monk crashed through the dualism of subject and object, "The whole universe is pickled cucumber; a pickled cucumber is the whole universe!" Wu-ming simply chuckled and said, "Stop talking nonsense. A cucumber is a cucumber; the whole universe is the whole universe. What could be more obvious?" The monk, penetrating the perfect phenomenal manifestation of Absolute Truth, clapped his hands and laughed, saying, "Throughout infinite space, everything is deliciously sour!"
On another occasion a monk asked Wu-ming, "The Third Patriarch said, "The Great Way is without difficulty, just cease having preferences." How can you then delight in eating cucumbers, yet refuse to even take one bit of a carrot?" Wu-ming said, "I love cucumbers; I hate carrots!" The monk lurched back as though struck by a thunderbolt. Then laughing and sobbing and dancing about he exclaimed, "Liking cucumbers and hating carrots is without difficulty, just cease preferring the Great Way!"
Within three years of his arrival, the stories of the "Great Bodhisattva of Han-hsin monastery" had made their way throughout the provinces of China. Knowing of Wu-ming's fame I was not entirely surprised when a messenger from the Emperor appeared summoning Wu-ming to the Imperial Palace immediately.
From throughout the Empire exponents of the Three Teachings of Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism were being called to the Capitol, there the Emperor would proclaim one to be the true religion to be practiced and preached in all lands under his rule. The idea of such competition for Imperial favor is not to my approval and the likelihood that a religious persecution might follow troubled me greatly. But an order from the Emperor is not to be ignored, so Wu-ming and I set out the next day.
Inside the Great Hall were gathered the more than one hundred priests and scholars who were to debate one another. They were surrounded by the most powerful lords in all China, along with innumerable advisors, of the Son of Heaven. All at once trumpets blared, cymbals crashed, and clouds of incense billowed up everywhere. The Emperor, borne on by a retinue of guards, was carried to the throne. After due formalities were observed the Emperor signaled for the debate to begin.
Several hours passed as one after another priests and scholars came forward presenting their doctrines and responding to questions. Through it all Wu-ming sat obliviously content as he stuffed himself with his favorite food. When his supply was finished, he happily crossed his legs, straightened his back and closed his eyes. But the noise and commotion were too great and, unable to sleep, he grew more restless and irritable by the minute. As I clasped him firmly by the back of the neck in an effort to restrain him, the Emperor gestured to Wu-ming to approach the Throne.
When Wu-ming had come before him, the Emperor said, "Throughout the land you are praised as a Bodhisattva whose mind is like the Great Void itself, yet you have not had a word to offer this assembly. Therefore I say to you now, teach me the True Way that all under heaven must follow." Wu-ming said nothing. After a few moments the Emperor, with a note of impatience, spoke again, "Perhaps you do not hear well so I shall repeat myself! Teach me the True Way that all under heaven must follow!" Still Wu-ming said nothing, and silence rippled through the crowd as all strained forward to witness this monk who dared behave so bold a fashion in the Emperor's presence.
Wu-ming heard nothing the Emperor said, nor did he notice the tension that vibrated through the hall. All that concerned him was his wish to find a nice quiet place where he could sleep undisturbed. The Emperor spoke again, his voice shaking with fury, his face flushed with anger: "You have been summoned to this council to speak on behalf of the Buddhist teaching. Your disrespect will not be tolerated much longer. I shall ask one more time, and should you fail to answer, I assure you the consequence shall be most grave. Teach me the True Way that all under heaven must follow!" Without a word Wu-ming turned and, as all looked on in dumbfounded silence, he made his way down the aisle and out the door. There was a hush of stunned disbelief before the crowd erupted into an uproar of confusion. Some were applauding Wu-ming's brilliant demonstration of religious insight, while others rushed about in an indignant rage, hurling threats and abuses at the doorway he had just passed through. Not knowing whether to praise Wu-ming or to have him beheaded, the Emperor turned to his advisors, but they were none the wiser. Finally, looking out at the frantic anarchy to which his grand debate had been reduced, the Emperor must surely have realized that no matter what Wu-ming's intentions might have been, there was now only one way to avoid the debate becoming a most serious embarrassment.
"The great sage of Han-hsin monastery has skillfully demonstrated that the great Tao cannot be confined by doctrines, but is best expounded through harmonious action. Let us profit by the wisdom he has so compassionately shared, and each endeavor to make our every step one that unites heaven and earth in accord with the profound and subtle Tao."
Having thus spoken the Son of Heaven concluded the Great Debate.
I immediately ran out to find Wu-ming, but he had disappeared in the crowded streets of the capitol.
Ten years have since passed, and I have seen nothing of him. However, on occasion a wandering monk will stop at Han-hsin with some bit of news. I am told that Wu-ming has been wandering about the countryside this past decade, trying unsuccessfully to find his way home. Because of his fame he is greeted and cared for in all quarters with generous kindness; however, those wishing to help him on his journey usually find that they have been helped on their own.
One young monk told of an encounter in which Wu-ming asked him, "Can you tell me where my home is?" Confused as to the spirit of the question. The monk replied, "Is the home you speak of to be found in the relative world of time and place, or do you mean the Original Home of all pervading Buddha nature?"
After pausing a moment to consider the question, Wu-ming looked up and, grinning as only he is capable, said, "Yes."
BASIC BUDDHISM
Whatever the school or sect or approach, Buddhism is based on a few principles. These principles can be quite satisfying intellectually. They can seem to make pretty good common sense. But the principles of Buddhism are not aimed at satisfying the intellect so much. They are aimed at offering people a way to lead a happier and more peaceful life. To be happier and more peaceful is not an intellectual matter. It is a matter of experience.
The principles or suggestions or observations that Buddhism makes are these: First, all things change. Because all things change always, the person called "I" or "me" is constantly changing too. In fact there is no such thing as an abiding "I" or "me." There is only change. While this observation may make good intellectual sense, it can also be pretty upsetting. If a whole life has been devoted to creating a sense of who "I" am, then realizing "I" am a figment of my imagination . . . whoa mama! If I am not "I," then who am I?
The fact that everything changes means that individuals are nudged by doubt. Change means that what was good becomes bad, what was happy becomes sad, what was true becomes false, what was birth becomes death, what was love becomes anger, what was rich becomes poor. The pendulum swings back and forth. Whatever its joys and sorrows, this life can be pretty uncertain. The uncertainty and doubt that change can seem to create are called suffering by Buddhists.
Shakyamuni Buddha (he's the one people generally mean when they say "the Buddha") addressed suffering by making observations and suggestions that form another of the principles that underlie all schools of Buddhism. These observations are called The Four Noble Truths.
The Four Noble Truths are: There is suffering (anxiety/uncertainty/doubt). There is a cause of suffering. There is an end to suffering. There is a way to end suffering.
Thus, all schools of Buddhism, whatever the sect, subscribe to the notions that all things change and The Four Noble Truths. These two suggest that first, there is observation all things change and second, there is a framework (Buddhism) within which to rethink or address that observation.
Up to this point, things can remain intellectual, or belief-oriented. This realm of religion or philosophy may form the basis for a lot of good discussions. This is food for thought. But food for thought is different from experience, different from actually leading a happier and more peaceful life. So there is another element that all Buddhist schools subscribe to. This is called the Eightfold Path and refers to the last of The Four Noble Truths (a way to end suffering).
The Eightfold Path is sometimes described this way: Right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration.
The word "right" can sometimes suggest particularly in cultures woven with Christianity a sense of "wrong" or "bad" or something similar. Perhaps the word "complete" would be a little easier to swallow from the point of view of someone whose life seems to lack completeness. "Complete" means that thought, word and deed are in accord at last.
Buddhism is not a threat-based process. You won't go to heaven if you decide to practice and you won't go to hell if you don't. Buddhism merely points out facts and makes suggestions based on those facts. It is up to human beings to act on or ignore those suggestions.
The Eightfold Path points out ways to put what has been observed and reflected upon into action. These are practical suggestions as outlined by practical men and women. Like the parent who instructs a child about how to ride a bike, the Eightfold Path suggests ways in which to actually experience a happier and more peaceful life, how to ride your bike.
Perhaps the most arresting facet of Buddhism (when seen from the outside) is the meditation it encourages. By ordinary standards, it may look weird or holy or masochistic or self-centered ... a world of belly-button lint and foreign languages. But meditation is just a tool for experience. Without experience, things remain intellectual, incomplete, and limited. What is limited will always contain a doubt. Meditation offers a way to dispel doubt. There are other tools as well, as the Eightfold Path points out, but meditation is also suggested.
So, these are the basics of Buddhism: Observation, reflection, action; pay attention and take responsibility. On top of such basics, there are schools and sects, temples and uniforms, texts and talks, rituals and rites.
Buddhism does not exist in order to enlarge or improve or adorn some fantasy called "Buddhism." It is just a human world and as such has its successes and flops. But there is one thing remains constant throughout your own unlimited, and peaceful life.
I wish you the best.
KOOL AND UN-KOOL ...THE COWS
I guess it was my boys sitting on the couch the other night, razzing each other and flaunting a light-hearted kool, that put me in mind of the cows and how they died. Kool never seemed quite the same to me after that long-ago and far-away.
For me these days, kool people are people to avoid, always full of slick talk and no where to be found when the heavy-lifting begins. It is understandable in one sense anyone at any age can long for Andy Warhol's "fifteen minutes of fame" but kool people don't seem to notice that others are constantly forced to clean up after them. There is too much blood in their wake. I find them unattractive at best and dangerous at worst. All saddle and no horse, as they say in Texas.
The boys were just horsing around. "I'm the king," the older one said more or less. "You were store-bought," the younger countered. "I'm the favorite." Back and forth it went I'm bigger and better and more in the limelight. It was an exercise in kool a small exercise, but recognizable. Nothing serious and yet mimicking serious stuff. Who doesn't want to be belle of the ball once in a while? I let them play ... and then the cows came back.
From the fourth-and-a-half to the eighth grade, I went to a boarding school that included a farm. North Country School in upstate New York. Each kid had a daily job, assigned weekly. Some jobs were inside, sweeping or setting tables. And some were in the barn, taking care of horses and cows and pigs and chickens. Barn chores were, for some reason the desirable jobs even though they occurred twice a day and required, in winter, a ride in the back of a pickup truck through what sometimes were subzero temperatures. Still, they were the best jobs and the school dining room always had what I came to think of as the homey and pleasant aroma of horses and horseshit.
The school grew vegetables ("organic" before that became a fashion statement) and some of the teachers were hunters. Deer and rabbit meat might show up on the table at dinner time. Occasionally, all the kids would be required to gather at the barn to kill (if they wanted) and gut and pluck (even if they didn't want to) the chickens. Death was part of life at the school.
At one point, the school purchased six or eight or ten Hereford cattle, housing them in a barn about a quarter of a mile from the main barn. For some reason, I was chosen to take care of them. Not just weekly, but on a continuing basis. This, I thought at age 12-13, was pretty kool. I would travel with the rest of the barn chores crew each morning and evening, but then, no matter what the weather, I had to walk the rest of the way. It wasn't too bad in the fall, walking across a field that was going tan. But in winter it was harder shin- or sometimes thigh-deep in snow. Snow and sometimes icy rains. In the cold, I had to take an ax to the watering trough that would freeze over. I had to give my charges hay and oats to eat. Sometimes I had to take my mittens off to break up and shake up the hay bales adequately. Water from the chopped trough would spatter up and freeze on my barn jacket in glistening drops.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/14430 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!