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With respect and gratitude
to the memory of my first teacher
Yasutani roshi
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
“I can do without God in my life and in my painting, but I cannot, ill as I am, do without something which is greater than I, which is my life the power to create.”
Van Gogh [1]
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
When, thirty years ago, I began teaching Zen Buddhism I spent some time wondering how best it could be integrated into Western culture. Generally speaking, people believe that Zen Buddhism is a religion. Indeed Vatican ll included Buddhism in the world religions because it gives us a way to face and work with the suffering of life. I have for a long time wondered whether the belief that Zen Buddhism is a religion is justified.
In Beyond the God Delusion: religion as a quest for transcendence [2] I made a distinction between two kinds of religion: on the one hand there is a religion of beliefs focused on a dynamic center, and this we normally see as ‘religion.’ The dynamic center of Christianity is Christ, and this center is supported by a structure of beliefs, images, rituals and ceremonies. On the other hand there is another kind of ‘religion,’ which is a quest for transcendence. I have put inverted commas around the word religion because this kind of religion and the one more usually known religion, are quite different both in method and in aim. So much so is this the case that the Roman Catholic Church and the Muslim religion have both been militantly active in their rejection of the quest for transcendence. Zen is certainly not a religion as generally understood in the West. It has no supreme deity, no belief system, its originator, Shakyamuni claimed no divine powers, and Zen practice has very few rituals.
Zen could hardly be called a philosophy either as it rejects the conceptual mind as an instrument for attaining truth. It is not a science, at least as understood in the West where science relies upon what can be seen and measured. Some have felt that Zen finds its home in the West as psychotherapy. Eric Fromm was of this opinion and wrote an interesting, but ill informed, section under the name of Zen and Psychoanalysis [3] in a book of that name. But such psychology as once existed has now been virtually been replaced by neuroscience. In any case, practical – as opposed to theoretical psychology – was, on the whole, addressed to pathological states of mind, whereas Zen is concerned with what lies beyond the mind itself.
Through lack of finding an adequate counterpart for many years I felt that Zen had no true connection with Western culture and, although of great value, I believed it would always be considered an exotic alien coming from outside of, and not a native to, our culture.
Many people have found Zen hard to accept, and a chief complaint is that it is too obscure, too confusing for the Westerner. Most famously C. G. Jung felt that Zen was not for the West.[4] In his Foreword to D.T. Suzuki’s Introduction to Zen Buddhism he said, “Satori designates a special kind and way of enlightenment, which is practically impossible for the European to appreciate.” [5] Troubled by the obscurity of Zen he cites as an example Zen master Gensha enquiring of the monk, who had asked him for the entrance to Zen, “Do you hear the murmur of the brook?” “Yes,” said the monk. “That is the entrance,” continued the master. [6] To someone who practices Zen this makes perfect sense. But, Jung opined, “It is better not to allow oneself to become deeply imbued at the outset with the exotic obscurity of the Zen anecdote.” [7] “The Zen koans,” he says, “not only border on the grotesque, but are right there in the middle of it, and sound like crashing nonsense.” [8] All of this does not deter him from explaining both satori and koans. His explanation does not concern us here, but it is worth mentioning that he affirmed, “The only movement inside our civilization which has, or should have, some understanding of the [strivings for satori] is psychotherapy.” [9] He says, “For these and many reasons a direct transplantation of Zen to our Western condition is neither commendable nor even possible.” [10]
With this verdict from such an esteemed authority the last word seems to have been spoken. In this case Zen is just another one of those fads that we engage in every now and then and, like occultism and spiritualism, hoola hoops and Frisbees, it will soon pass away. I feel though that to accept this verdict without appeal would be a tragedy. Although Zen is by no means the only spiritual path, Korean, Japanese and Western Zen have enough vitality to make Zen a transforming influence in the West, a transforming influence furthermore that the West thirsts after. If we can grasp truly what Zen practice leads to, we will find that it can help us to respond to some of the current perplexing questions about consciousness and the mind, about life and its vicissitudes.
Zen and Creativity
I struggled with the problem for a number of years until later it occurred to me that Zen has much in common with creativity. Indeed, the form of Zen that I practice and teach, which has strong affiliation with Rinzai Zen, is, in a way, a creative process. Reflecting more about this I came to believe that creativity is at the source of all religion as a quest for transcendence, of science and of philosophy. We can look at religion as an institution with all that this means, or we can look at religion as a process, as something that one practices in order to transcend even the practice itself. In just the same way we can consider science to be either the current body of knowledge and information that has been accrued over the years, or we can consider it as a process.
Religious people may well have difficulty in accepting the idea that the practice of religion is a kind of creative process. For most religious people the truths of religion are revealed from a higher, divine source, and therefore have a truth that ordinary truths discovered in a secular fashion do not have. As I will show, creativity has its origin beyond the normal faculty of the mind, and has a transcendental origin, which one could call divine depending on one’s inclination.
Scientists and philosophers likewise might bridle at the contention that the scientific truths have been created. Most prefer to believe that these truths have been ‘discovered,’ that the so-called laws of nature are intrinsic to the world, and that the duty of the scientists is to uncover those laws. This objection is based upon a faulty understanding that most of us have about creativity. Most believe that somehow artists alone are the creative members of society. Artists are, they believe, blessed with a special gift or faculty. This gift enables them to act in an arbitrary way, that is called, ‘being original,’ and many artists seem to believe that their main endeavor should be to shock, or at least shake up the minds of the people coming into contact with their art.
A management theorist, Elliott Jaques, defined work as the exercise of discretion within limits in order to produce a result. Any kind of work falls within this definition. When painting the kitchen, for example, one must do so within the time and money limits on the one hand, and the competence and aesthetic demands on the other. Arthur Koestler looked upon creativity as a single idea within two conflicting frames of reference. [11] Jaques ‘discretion’ includes the ability to create and maintain that single idea. Furthermore he believed that the basic limits were cost and quality: one seeks the highest quality for the lowest cost. These two correspond to Koestler’s incompatible frames of reference in that, other things being equal, to increase quality means to increase cost; on the other hand to reduce cost one must lower quality, again other things being equal.
Several conclusions can be drawn from this. One is that creativity, and the spiritual activity stemming from the Prajnaparamita, involves work: as has been said, creativity is composed of one percent inspiration and ninety nine percent perspiration. Another conclusion is that we can all be creative; creativity is not confined to a select few alone; likewise we can all take up spiritual work, it is not limited to monks, spiritual geniuses or saints. Finally, creativity is not an arbitrary process at all, but only occurs within definite limits.
I have said that Zen is a ‘kind of creative process.’ It would, perhaps be nearer to the truth if I said that the source of creativity and the source from which Zen arises is the same source: that Zen and creativity share a common root, and that root is life itself. Bearing in mind Koestler’s definition of creativity, life is a creative process arising from the fact that we see the world from two entirely different, indeed incompatible, points of view. We see the world as though from outside, and we see it as though from inside. I will spend the first two chapters of the book explaining and justifying this statement. For now I will just point out that because these points of view are quite incompatible, indeed contradictory, they set the stage for a creative situation. Moreover, according to Koestler’s definition, a creative situation requires, in addition to the incompatible frames of reference, a ‘single idea.’ I am suggesting that the Prajnaparamita Hridaya sutra says a lot about this ‘single idea.’
Unfortunately we have lost the meaning of the word ’idea’ because we now see it as a mere synonym for a thought. The etymological root of idea is idein ‘to see.’ Koestler’s ‘single idea is a generative idea; it is a renewed way of seeing that goes beyond – while integrating – conflicting and opposing viewpoints. I am not going to say that the Prajnaparamita Hridaya is expounding a particular idea, but rather that it is opening us to the source of all ideas. In this way the Prajnaparamita Hridaya shares a common root with creativity.
The connection between the two is made clearer if we consider the role of irony. Just as the Prajnaparamita Hridaya and creativity share a common root, so irony and the method of the Prajnaparamita Hridaya have a lot in common. Irony can only be appreciated creatively. Before going on with that let me point out that religions have a lot in common with metaphor. Let me, therefore, compare irony and metaphor as this will help clarify the method of irony and, at the same time, clarify the difference between religion and Zen Buddhism. Furthermore, and this is equally important, we shall see from this comparison how Zen, irony and metaphor, and ultimately the Prajnaparamita Hridaya are connected to creativity. In this way we shall be able to understand how the Prajnaparamita Hridaya, although at first baffling, is not some exotic flower that has only aesthetic or ‘comparative religious’ value, but, through its affiliation with creativity, is deeply embedded in our human nature, and is as relevant to a North American as it was to the first century Buddhist.
On metaphor
Shakespeare told us, “All the world’s a stage.” If we consider this metaphor carefully we see that two incompatible statements are being made: the world is a stage; the world is not a stage. If we are taken in by his statement and start behaving as though the world is a stage we are liable to end up in the psychiatric ward. Moreover, the parables that Jesus taught were also often given in the form of metaphors. He called truth, ‘the pearl of great price,’ ‘ the mustard seed,’ and ‘the kingdom of heaven.’ Of course, truth is not a pearl, a seed or a kingdom. So how are we to understand ‘All the world’s a stage?’ How are we to understand the parables of Jesus? We can only do so by understanding them, not literally, but creatively. To do this we call on a source beyond the opposing statements that each contain, and that will make sense of the world is a stage/the world is not a stage; truth is a pearl/truth is not a pearl.
The Catholic Mass has much in common with metaphor. The host and wine are said to be the flesh and blood of Christ. Many people believe this to be literally true. Others say that the bread and wine ‘stand for’ the flesh and blood of Christ. These people would say that, of course, the bread and wine are not really the flesh and blood of Christ but, as Christians, they feel that it is important to act as though they were. If we realize that the Mass has much in common with the metaphor, and therefore calls on a creative source for its meaning, we will understand how the ritual has very deep significance. It is a way of entering into communion with God, or Christ, if that is how one wishes to designate this creative source.
A final comment that deserves to be made in this connection is that religious icons also are, in a way, metaphors. At the Montreal Zen Center we have a magnificent icon of Manjusri. Manjusri is the Bodhisattva of Prajna, or wisdom. He is seated on a rampant lion and is wielding a sword, which must be seen as being in motion. As Zen Master Mumon says in Koan number 11 of the Mumonkan, a collection of Zen Koans.
His eye is a shooting star;
His spirit like lightning.
He is a death dealer,
A life-giving sword.[12]
This icon is Manjusri in the same way that the bread and wine are the flesh and blood of Christ. Yet, if I simply say that the icon is Manjusri, then I commit the error of idolatry; if I say that the icon ‘stands for’ Manjusri, then I reduce the icon to an aesthetic ornament and it will lose its religious significance.
On Irony
Metaphor and irony go in opposite directions, that is to say that whereas metaphor is based upon similarity – she had rosy cheeks – irony is based upon dissimilarity “Yellow faced Gotama is certainly outrageous. He turns the noble into the lowly, sells dog-flesh advertised as sheep's head.” Master Mumon made this ironical statement about Buddha in his comment on the sixth koan in the Mumonkan. It sounds as though he is condemning Buddha saying that he is a charlatan. In reality he is praising him.
A charlatan is normally taken to be someone who says one thing but means another: he says this is sheep’s head, apparently a delicacy of the time, when in fact it is dog’s flesh, not such a delicacy. Irony contradicts what is normally taken for granted. Mumon turns the word ‘charlatan’ on its head using it as an epithet of praise rather than condemnation. The aim is not to replace what is normally taken for granted, but to place it in an entirely new context so what is being said is seen in a new way. Irony, as well as metaphor, is made up of two quite incompatible statements: Buddha is a charlatan/Buddha is a very wise man. As is obvious, the only way that we can appreciate irony is creatively. Irony has close affinity with humor and so the well-known Buddhist scholar, Edward Conze’s, remark that Zen is Buddhism with jokes, takes on a new meaning.
Let me emphasize that I am not saying that the Prajnaparamita Hridaya is simply ironical. What I am saying is that once one sees the affinity that exists between what the Prajnaparamita Hridaya says and ironical statements then we have a way into appreciating the Prajnaparamita Hridaya in a very vivid and meaningful way.
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
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Prajnaparamita Hridaya
Heart of Perfect Wisdom
The Bodhisattva of Compassion,
From the depths of prajna wisdom,
Saw the emptiness of all five skandhas
And sundered the bonds of suffering.
Know then:
Form here is only emptiness, emptiness only form.
Form is no other than emptiness,
Emptiness no other than form.
Feeling, thought, and choice, consciousness itself
Are the same as this.
Dharmas here are empty, all are the primal void.
None are born or die,
Nor are they stained or pure, nor do they wax or wane.
So in emptiness no form, no feeling, thought or choice,
Nor is there consciousness.
No eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, mind;
No color, sound, smell, taste, touch or what the mind takes hold of
Nor even act of sensing.
No ignorance or end of it, or all that comes of ignorance:
No withering, no death, no end of them.
Nor is there pain, or cause of pain or cease in pain,
Or noble path to lead from pain.
Not even wisdom to attain, attainment too is emptiness.
So know that the Bodhisattva, holding to nothing whatever,
But dwelling in prajna wisdom, is freed of delusive hindrance,
Rid of the fear bred by it, and reaches clearest Nirvana.
All Buddhas of past and present,
Buddhas of future time,
Through faith in prajna wisdom, come to full enlightenment.
Know then the great dharani, the radiant peerless mantra,
The supreme unfailing mantra, the Prajna Paramita,
Whose words allay all pain.
This is highest wisdom, true beyond all doubt,
Know and proclaim its truth:
Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, Bodhi, svaha!
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
What strange things the Prajnaparamita Hridaya says! A young Buddhist acolyte put his finger on the strangeness when he complained to his teacher, “I have an eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind, so why does the Prajnaparamita Hridaya say that I do not?” His teacher admitted that he did not know, but said, “I must send you to a Zen master; he will know.” If, however, one were to go to a Zen master with this question he might well reply, “To answer that question you must first know what was your face before your parents were born!”
I have studied and worked with Zen Buddhism now for over fifty years, during forty-five of which I have worked with the Prajnaparamita Hridaya as well as on Zen koans. This book is an outcome of this work; it does not pretend to be a scholarly work. It is hardly what one might call an exegesis, although I do hope that I will convey what I feel is the spirit of the text.
Buddha said his teaching is like a raft, to be used simply as a means of crossing the ocean of birth and death. On one occasion he asked, “And when you are across, will you continue on your way carrying the raft on your head?” When Buddha said his teaching was a raft, he meant that it was directed towards practice. He was not interested in an enduring philosophy or theology, even though so many philosophies have been founded in his name, and even though his teaching has often been made into a religion. What follows has the same significance, it too is directed towards practice.
Truly to understand the sutra requires Zen practice, this means meditating upon what is being said. The sutra was written not as an informative text, but as a transformative one. One way to meditate is to take an idea presented in a text written by an awakened person, and to dwell on it and so allow an understanding to come; one does not impose an understanding by trying to integrate the idea to an existing set of ideas. The understanding that comes in this way necessarily will be personal, and the value of this understanding to others will depend upon the breadth of exposure and the depth of the practice of the person gaining the understanding. The broader the exposure and the deeper the practice the more universal and less idiosyncratic the understanding will be.
This approach, however, would not be sufficient to plumb the depths of the Prajnaparamita Hridaya. I feel that the sutra should be worked with as though it were a koan, work that would involve contemplation. (In the following I will refer to the practice as zazen. Zazen includes meditation, contemplation and concentration) Contemplation has the steadiness of concentration, and the flexibility of meditation. It is an art that requires considerable practice to perfect. The problem with concentration alone is that it develops a fixed center and tends to close the mind; the problem with meditation alone is that it can become flaccid and subjective. The meditative aspect of contemplation ensures that the center does not become fixed and that the mind remains open; the concentrating aspect ensures that the mind is steady and directed.
Koans are subjects for contemplation. In all about 1700 koans are available although at the Montreal Zen Center we use only a couple of hundred. Koans fall into two broad classes: breakthrough koans and subsequent koans, these are koans used subsequently to one’s breaking through the barrier of the mind. “What is my face before my parents were born?” which is shortened to “What am I?” is a breakthrough koan.
Another breakthrough koan is Joshu’s “Mu!” Joshu was a famous Zen Master who lived and taught during the golden age of Zen in the T’ang dynasty 700 to 900 CE. A monk once asked him, “Does a dog have the Buddha nature?” The first line of Zen Master Hakuin’s verses on Zazen is “From the beginning all beings are Buddha.” That all beings are Buddha is a basic teaching of Zen Buddhism. In reply Joshu said, “Mu!”* Mu means “No!” Why does he seemingly contradict the basic teaching of Buddhism, a teaching that he had spent his whole life studying, practicing and teaching? Indeed, at another time he said, “Yes!” But this koan of Joshu’s is pointing in a similar direction to the question the young acolyte asked concerning the Prajnaparamita Hridaya that says:
No [mu] eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, mind;
No [mu] color, sound, smell, taste, touch or what the mind takes hold of
Nor even act of sensing.
The young boy asked, “I have an eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind, why does the Prajnaparamita Hridaya say that I do not?” To answer him we have to be able to respond to Joshu’s Mu! a ‘no!’ which is also a ‘yes.’ Working on the koan “Mu!” or the koan, “What is my face before my parents were born?” will reveal to us the essence of the Prajnaparamita Hridaya. But, conversely working with the Prajnaparamita Hridaya will show how and why work on these koans is so essential.
The Prajnaparamita sutra, or Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita as it was originally known, had 8,000 lines. Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita means the Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines. These eight thousand lines were gradually increased to 100,000 lines and then gradually reduced to 300 lines as The Diamond Sutra, another very important sutra for Zen Buddhism, then to 25 lines as the Prajnaparamita Hridaya, and finally to one syllable “A” for Astasahasrika. I propose that they be reduced to “Mu!”
(I have used the Japanese names and expressions throughout the book as I am more familiar with these than with the Chinese equivalents.)
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
The Overwhelming Question
To lead you to an overwhelming question…
Oh, do not ask, ‘What is it?’
T. S. Eliot[13]
We have two conflicting views of the world, and so, in effect, we live in two quite different and incompatible worlds. I will spend the next two chapters justifying that statement. I must make this kind of justification because my whole thesis is based upon the view that life is essentially creative, and the Prajnaparamita Hridaya is telling us about this living creativity. The two incompatible ways that we have of seeing and being in the world provide the ‘conflicting frames of reference’ that Arthur Koestler pointed out are necessary for a creative situation to arise.
“What am I?” “What is my face before my parents were born?”
I will show that the Prajnaparamita Hridaya Sutra, which sums up the teaching of the Prajnaparamita School, gives an original and unique response to this fundamental question, a question that underlies all our other questions, such as, what is the meaning of life and death, what is the meaning of my life, why was I born, why must I suffer, and what is a worthwhile life? But before I can show this I must show how one must ask the question, and, even before doing that, we have to know how to read the Prajnaparamita Hridaya.
In the next two chapters I will explore our habitual ways of seeing the world, and therefore the ways by which we might try to read the sutra and try to respond to the Master’s question. We will find that these two ways are both equally valid and real. We will also see that they are not only incompatible, but neither shows us how to respond to the master’s question. Furthermore, seeing the world simultaneously in these two incompatible ways, and the conflict that inevitably arises as a consequence, is the basis for the suffering that pervades our lives. This will lead us to a third way, that of the sutra, which is the way of liberation from suffering.
What am I? What is a human being?
What am I? What is a human being? Although these two questions seem to be the same question they are not so at all. Or, perhaps it would be better to say they are two contradictory and incompatible ways of asking a much deeper, inarticulate, and ultimately overwhelming question, a question for which we find it difficult to find adequate words. Even so, as difficult as it may be to ask, this inarticulate question haunts us in so many ways, most of which we are not directly aware.
I say that the questions, “What am I?” “ What is a human being?” are contradictory ways of asking this more fundamental question, because, when I ask the question, “What am I?” I ask it with a kind of need, a need for meaning, significance, and purpose. I cannot ask it in a dispassionate way; I ask it with a certain urgency, sometimes even with a sense of desperation. I ask the question because I want to know where I stand in the scheme of things, but I want to know this from inside, so to say. I want to feel part of a greater but significant whole. When I cannot find this meaning, when I lose the sense of my worth and come to believe that my life is without purpose, and that I have no special place in the scheme of things, I get anxious, depressed, lost and alienated. Most of us look to religion for reassurance, support and answers to this question and the other questions that depend upon it.
On the other hand, “What is a human being?” is the same fundamental question but I ask it this time from outside. I want to know the human being as an object among other objects, I want to study its composition, and its relations with other objects, I want to know cause and effect, not purpose and significance. I want to do this so that I can manipulate parts that are defective, improve them, and so improve the whole by some objective, demonstrable standard of fitness. I may well do this with great passion, but this is not so much the passion to find meaning and significance as to find certainty and truth. Most of us look to science for answers to this question.
The question “Who am I?” leads me into the sense of my own uniqueness, my individuality and inviolability. I feel that in some way I am a meaningful, indivisible whole. But, looked at from outside, each of us is a collection of parts: a brain, a heart, kidneys, and liver. Most of these parts are replaceable; we can now take them out and replace them with newer parts, sometimes even with mechanical parts. Some people even look forward to the time when we will have farms growing human organs to be used to replace the ones that are worn out, much in the same way as we now have garages to change the oil filter or tires on our cars. From this point of view, far from any uniqueness and far from being a meaningful whole, the human being is simply a machine among other machines.
Looked at from inside, we have a mind with feelings of love and hate, tenderness and destructiveness; we experience beauty, and have the feeling of the holy. Looked at from outside we have a brain with synapses, neurons, processing information through chemistry and electricity. Looking at ourselves from the outside in this way we find that the computer has dislodged us from the pinnacle where we once stood. The brain is said to be after all but an elaborately, but not necessarily efficiently, programmed computer that human inventiveness will improve upon when the necessary technology has been developed.
When, from the inside, we reflect on our origins, where we have come from, how our life came to be, because we have the sense of our worth, our dignity, even the sense of our own miraculous nature, we naturally think in terms of a divine source, a source beyond the mundane world. Whoever wrote Genesis was imbued with this sense of the divine and miraculous. But science knows no miracles. Reflecting on these same origins, it tells us that everything has a cause, and that that cause had its own preceding cause. Life is a part of existence, an outcome of natural phenomena, and by the expression ‘natural phenomena’ the scientist normally means the material world. It all began as an accident, and has been kept going by accidents. The source of life is the genetic code – a sequence of molecules – and nothing more. The soul, that ghost in the machine, the scientist tells us, has been finally exorcised.
These two viewpoints are in direct opposition. The debate between the Creationists and the followers of Darwin is an extreme example of this opposition of viewpoints. Because each viewpoint – from within and from without – is valid in its own way, the proponents of each feel passionately that they are right and that those supporting the other viewpoint are wrong. Some scientists, unfortunately, look upon religion as outworn superstition; the Creationists, equally unfortunately, see science as a plot of the devil that is designed to corrupt us and lead us astray. This debate, between the Creationists and the followers of Darwin, is, in a way, a continuation of the debate that raged in the 15th and 16th century when scientists declared that the earth was not the center of the universe, and but revolved around the sun. To see the earth as the center of the universe is to see the universe from within; to see the earth as revolving around the sun is to see the earth from outside. This latter way of seeing things displaces the human being from being the center of the universe, just as the theory of evolution displaces the human being from the pinnacle of creation.
Being at the center, or at the pinnacle, of things means being supremely important, and we are justifiably loath to part with the feeling of our importance. So much so is this the case that we still say that the sun rises in the east and sets in the west. But even though we may find this subjectively satisfying, if we study the matter objectively, from outside, then the earth moves around the sun. Seeing things in this objective way explains many other things, such as the change of season, why the summer is hot and winter cold, and the relation that the earth has with other planets. With one simple, elegant idea, numerous unrelated factors are brought together in a very satisfying way, a way that we associate with the truth. But the price for that truth is very high; we pay for it with the loss of meaning and of wholeness, and we find that we are no longer sons and daughters of a Supreme and loving source. Science deals with facts and argues with logic; religion deals with meanings and calls on symbols, myths and metaphors.
Science points to the manifest improvements that it has made to our standard of living. Our life expectancy has soared; sanitation has improved beyond the wildest dreams of the 16th and 17th century town dweller. We now have labor saving devices that take out the drudgery of much of the work we have to do. Famines are unknown to the West. We now have cars and planes as well as home entertainment units that carry us into the pleasant lands of dream and romance.
Religion points to the despair, alienation, and general sense of malaise, which is reaching epidemic proportions. Millions are now dependant upon pills to get a night’s sleep, or to be able to get through the day without acute anxiety or hopeless depression. Our community life is disintegrating to the point that we cannot recognize our neighbor ten yards from home.
These two points of view, the subjective and objective, are expressed politically. The religious viewpoint is the viewpoint of the conservative. The religious viewpoint, traditionally, was the prevalent one, but, in the Western world, over the last 500 hundred years, it has had to yield ground steadily but reluctantly, and now it has lost much of its support. The religious viewpoint favors the community, a sense of right and wrong, and a belief in a transcendent being. The other viewpoint is the liberal viewpoint, the viewpoint of science, of progress, of the sanctity of the individual and individual rights.
This clash of viewpoints has reached global proportions. In the Western world the objective, scientific, technological and liberal point of view is predominant; the Muslim world is conservative, locked in the ways of the past and struggling to maintain these ways and values in the face of the disintegrating but liberating force of liberalism. The explosion of outrage over the assumed mocking of the prophet Mohammed was probably an outcome of this irresistible tendency of history for the objective, liberal, scientific viewpoint to crash against the immovable strength of entrenched values and meanings.
Most of us do not hold to one or other of these viewpoints exclusively, and are either disinterested in the debates that swirl around the two, or else bemused by the fury of them. We accommodate both: now seeing the world as from inside when we assess the value, meaning, or purpose of something, some action or situation; now seeing the world from outside when we consider the use and relationship that something can have with something else. Sometimes we are caught in a dilemma wanting to satisfy both points of view simultaneously. This can give rise to our anxiety, anger, and depression.
Summary
Who am I? What is the human being? are therefore two contradictory ways of asking a more fundamental question that cannot be put into words, a question accompanied by a feeling of incompleteness and uncertainty; a yearning for some kind of completion. As we have seen the explicit questions come from two opposed viewpoints: one looking from within – that I have called the subjective; the other looking from outside – that I have called the objective. Historically these two viewpoints have clashed, sometimes very violently. As we can see the clash continues, now not only locally but globally, and with increasing violence. We are now faced with the clash of two civilizations one mainly espousing one viewpoint, the second clinging to the other. Questions must arise such as, “What is the unaskable question, from which the two others arise” “How can we know of its existence, and what is its real significance in our lives?” “If we could ask it, would an answer be possible and would this bring some peace, some resolution to the warring factions in ourselves and in the world?”
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
In the last chapter I discussed two incompatible ways of asking a fundamental question. The first way, ‘who am I?’ is an ‘inner’ way, that is to say that I ask the question from within; the second, ‘what is a human being?’ is as an ‘outer’ way, that is I ask the question from outside. These two ways of asking the question come from two ways that we have of relating to the world and to ourselves. We normally call these two ways ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ ways. In everyday life we alternate quite fluidly between one way and the other. This fluidity must not hide from us the incompatibility of these two ways, nor from realizing that our common sense view of ‘ourselves’ in the ‘world’ is the result of a very remarkable creative process.
In the West we have a prejudice in favor of the idea that the objective point of view is the only real point of view. We feel that quite obviously the world is real just as we see it, that it is full of things that have their own independent existence existing in three dimensional space and in time that has past, present and future. Any other way of seeing the world, we believe, is illusory, imaginary or downright mad. But others that see the world subjectively are equally certain that theirs is the only real point of view.
Idealism is a subjective way of seeing the world. One of its chief Western exponents was an Irish philosopher, Bishop Berkeley. He also was quite certain that this subjective way was ‘obviously’ the correct way. “It is evident,” he writes, “to anyone who takes a survey of the objects of human knowledge, that they are ideas actually imprinted on the senses, or else such as are perceived by attending to the passions and operations of the mind. Or lastly ideas formed by the help of memory and imagination” [14] The editor of the book from which I have just quoted says, “Berkeley finds that men have a strange tendency to overlook this; but he thinks that anyone who considers the point without prejudice must find it entirely conclusive and inescapable.” [15] (my emphasis, auth.) Modern science tends to look at the world as the reality and the spirit, at best, as a ghost in the machine; Berkeley looks upon the spirit as the reality and the world, at best, as an idea formed by the spirit.
As most of us take it for granted that the objective view is the only legitimate view, let me spend some time exploring the subjective viewpoint, that is to say seeing a situation from within. To help in this exploration let us consider the most extreme example of the subjective view, and that is the dream. Studying dreaming will help us tease out the essential elements of the subjective view, and therefore of the subjective world. This will help us see how the subjective differs from the objective.
The dream is a world in which things appear to have no substance, and one thing changes readily into another. Time in the dream world is simply the time of duration, the time in which things happen; the dream goes on, but the dreamer does not have the feeling of time passing, nor the feeling of an orderly succession of what is happening, nor of a sense of a steady link between a cause and an effect. Although in retrospect, and from outside, the dream seems to have been chaotic and somewhat disconnected as well as unreal, nevertheless while dreaming the dreamer feels that it is suffused with meaning and reality. Furthermore, the sense of “I,” or self, permeates the dream; that is to say the dream seems to the dreamer to be simply a way of being,
Lewis Carroll’s fairy tale Alice in Wonderland has all the characteristics of a dream. The beginning of the story in fact tells us that what follows is a dream. Alice was feeling sleepy because the day was hot. Suddenly a white rabbit with pink eyes ran close by her. But, Carroll says, “There was nothing so very remarkable in that.” [16] The rabbit goes down a hole and Alice goes down after it. She is then falling, falling down a deep well. The story, up to this point, is about Alice falling to sleep: the weather was hot, she was feeling sleepy, and she was falling. Her falling to sleep makes way for the dream that was to follow.
As she was falling Alice noticed that the sides of the well, down which she was falling, were filled with cupboards and bookshelves: here and there she saw maps and pictures hung upon pegs. She took down a jar from one of the shelves as she passed: it was labeled "ORANGE MARMALADE" but to her great disappointment it was empty.
This is the entry into the dream world with things juxtaposed and interpreted not according to any normal logic, but according to the logic of a dream.
Later, after she had reached the bottom of the well, she wanted to get into a small room but she was far too big to fit in. She found a little bottle on a table that had a label with the words "DRINK ME" printed on it in large letters. Alice tasted it, and, found it to be very nice: “it had, in fact, a sort of mixed flavor of cherry-tart, custard, pine-apple, roast turkey, toffy, and hot buttered toast.” She drank what was in the bottle and began to shut up like a telescope until she was only ten inches high. Although she was happy about this – she could now go through a little door into a lovely garden – she also felt a little nervous because she wondered whether she might shrink away altogether like a candle going out.
It is all a dream nothing is happening although nothing stays the same. She starts wondering who she is, and decides, “I must be Mabel, and I shall have to go and live in that poky little house, and have next to no toys to play with, and oh! ever so many lessons to learn!” and she became so upset that she burst into tears. Then she looked down at her hands, and was surprised to see that she had put on one of the Rabbit's little white kid gloves. Now, she discovers she is only about two feet high, and continues to shrink rapidly. She “soon found out that the cause of this was the fan she was holding, and she dropped it hastily, just in time to avoid shrinking away altogether.” As we can see from all of this the principle of cause and effect, so important for objective thought, is non-existent.
From an objective, scientific and logical standpoint, Alice’s adventures are all impossible, and slightly ridiculous. Yet if we read about Alice’s adventures in an unbiased way we cannot help feeling that they make a kind of sense. “She became so small that she had to swim because she had fallen into all the tears that she had shed when she was nine feet tall.” Naturally, anyone would have to swim if they fell into similar circumstances! And, according to the dream, it is not surprising that the second chapter of the book ends with, “It was high time to go, for the pool was getting quite crowded with the birds and animals that had fallen into it: there were a Duck and a Dodo, a Lory and an Eaglet, and several other curious creatures. Alice led the way, and the whole party swam to the shore.”
Alice’s adventures have enthralled people of all ages ever since Lewis Carroll wrote of them. It has all the qualities of a dream. In the dream world things, such as the walls of the well, the bookshelves, the empty marmalade jar, appear to have no substance or self-being. Things can change readily, even change into other things through a process of association of ideas: later in the story for example the King, Queen and courtiers all suddenly become a pack of cards and, in a game of croquet, the balls were live hedgehogs, the mallets live flamingoes, and the soldiers had to double themselves up and to stand on their hands and feet, to make the croquet arches.
Time in this world is simply the time of duration, the dream goes on, but one does not have the feeling of an orderly succession, or a steady link between a cause and an effect, and things no longer seem to have any permanent essence. In the croquet game the players all played at once without waiting for turns, quarrelling all the while, and fighting for the hedgehogs, while the Queen, who was in a furious rage, stamped about, while constantly shouting “Off with his head!” or “Off with her head!” Things were happening, but nothing happened. The sense of Alice’s self underlies it all and the whole dream story seems to be but the play of Alice’s mind.
Let us contrast this story about Alice’s seeing from within, to the instructions on how to set up an aqualung for scuba diving, which is an example of seeing things from outside:
“Partially unscrew the yoke screw of the first stage regulator so that the dust cap can be removed from the filter and air inlet. With the cylinder valve facing away from you, release a small amount of air from the cylinder by turning the handwheel counter-clockwise to open the valve only slightly. When the air is heard exiting, immediately close the valve.” This is an account of specific, named and defined objects: yoke screw, regulator, filter, inlet. The aim of the instructions is to show how to connect the various parts of the appliance precisely to each other and so make it work. Each thing is clearly identified and labeled. The relations between them are strictly causal. The instructions are orderly with each statement following a clear direction. They have a purpose: to show one how to use the aqua-lung.
We spend much of our lives in the subjective world: watching a movie at the cinema, reading a novel, daydreaming; all of these occur in the ‘subjective world.’ We also spend much of our lives in the objective world: fixing the computer, convincing a colleague about a particular course of action, driving the car. But much of the time we oscillate between the two ways quite unconscious of the fact that by doing so we are constantly changing our viewpoint and so changing the kind of world that we live in.
Let me contrast these two ways and two worlds. When I sit in a cinema before a movie begins I am obviously in the objective world. I am sitting in a space that surrounds me. The space is filled with things: seats, the screen, the lights, and other people. The space has walls, a floor, and a ceiling. These set limits to the space, which stops when it meets these limits. The seats, the lights, the screen, the other people and the walls are all, so to say, ‘over there,’ outside of me.
Moreover, while I sit waiting for the movie to start, time moves quite specifically from the present to the future. For example, I could say that in five minutes the movie will begin. I could also say that the interval between now and when the movie begins will be filled with five separate minutes, each having the same duration. Each of these minutes will be filled with sixty seconds. Time also flows from the past to the present and into the future. Again, as an example, I could say that an hour before coming to the cinema I had dinner at a near-by restaurant. The hour, too, is specifically divided into sixty identical minutes each having sixty identical seconds.
Then, after the movie has begun, I find that I am no longer in a physical, objective space but am in another kind of space altogether. This space changes constantly depending on the flow of the movie: now it is the space of a living room, now of a car, now of a field. Time also does not march forward from the present to the future in equal, measured steps. It can flow forward or back, ten years can be compressed into ten seconds or, in a dramatic moment, it can slow down so that each step of a man running can be stretched out in slow motion. I do not see the objects in the movie as ‘over there’ because I do not see them from a given, fixed viewpoint. The viewpoint changes, and these changes depend on the action of the movie. I am now the woman waiting for her lover; now the lover held up in a traffic jam; now the husband deciding that I will leave the office early. I do not see the characters in the movie as separate from me. I inhabit them, or, to use a more familiar expression, I empathize with them.
In daydreams I inhabit a similar space to the space of a movie, a space that a movie director, to some degree, mimics when directing a movie. I am in the dream, or, better still, I am the dream, in the same way that I am the movie, or, or if I am reading a novel, I am the characters in the novel. My relation to the movie, to the story and to the dream is one of an involved participant not of an impartial observer.
Contrast the experience of being at a movie with that of inspecting a house that you are thinking of buying. You are outside, you are looking at, directing your attention towards, or aware of, the house: it’s state of repair, the layout and size of the rooms, whether it has a fireplace, the quality of the trimmings. You also look at its location, its proximity to schools, to a shopping center, and how close it is to the neighbors. You do all this from a fixed viewpoint, the viewpoint that you feel that you are. While you may walk around the house and the neighborhood of the house, nevertheless the viewpoint is always ‘here’ relative to ‘there.’ Though you may ask your wife’s opinion or the opinion of the realtor, nevertheless you do not adopt their viewpoint in the same way that, in a movie you adopt, let us say, the viewpoint of the woman, then of her lover, then of her husband who has just walked into the room to find them together.
The two ways of relating to the world, from within and from outside, can be seen as two kinds of awareness. When I relate to the world from outside I am aware of the world; when I relate to the world from within I am aware as the world. When I am aware of the world I am separate from the world. When I am aware of the house, which I want to buy, then I (the viewpoint) and the world (the house of which I am aware,) are clearly two, and they are clearly separate. But in the process of dreaming, me (the dreamer) and it (the dream) are not two and separate. I may be an actor in the dream but as an actor I am one among many elements of the dream. I am aware but not of the dream, but as the dream. When I am aware as the world I see the world from within. When I am aware of the world I see the world from outside.
Although since the 16th and 17th century the West has become increasingly dependent upon the objective way of seeing the world, while being certain that this way was the only real way, nevertheless, for a brief period in the sixties, society underwent a paroxysm during which the subjective world sprang into dominance. It was heralded by an influx of many different types of meditation – Zen, Tibetan Buddhist, Hindu, and Sufi – as well as excursions into shamanist and American Indian traditions. All of this was accompanied by a flourishing drug culture in which drugs were used to enhance the value of the subjective over the objective. The incompatibility of the objective with the subjective view of the world was brought into stark relief by the many conflicts, overt and covert, that broke out between the ‘hippies’ – those experimenting with this new view of the world – and the establishment that upheld the solid objective view.
This incompatibility came to a head with the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago at which people from all walks of life held gigantic demonstrations, protesting the Vietnam War, and the culture that produced it. The war at the time was at its height. Many thousands of people showed up with signs and banners, music, dancing and poetry. That it was not simply a protest against the war, but included a rejection of objective values, was well illustrated by the pig that was brought into Chicago to be nominated for President. At first the demonstrations had a carnival atmosphere, but the latent conflict between the two worldviews became increasingly apparent and the police and national guard, upholders of the traditional view, used tear gas, batons, and arrests in an endeavor to subdue the protestors. The young people of the sixties, erupting into the subjective world and rejecting the objective, wanted to eliminate the conflict coming from the clash of these two viewpoints. By breaking beyond the looking glass into a wonderland in which peace without price, harmony without dissonance, and universal love without personal commitment, they felt a Nirvana without tears was possible.
A major legacy of the 60’s was the ‘me’ generation; social responsibility gave way to individual rights and freedoms. The center of gravity of the objective view of the world is outside, for example, society; the center of gravity of the subjective view is inside, ‘me.’ Statements like that made by the English poet, John Masefield, “[Patriotism] is a thing very holy and very terrible. It is a burden to be borne, a thing to labor for and to suffer for, a thing which gives no happiness and no pleasantness – but a hard life, an unknown grave, and the respect and bowed heads of those who follow,” [17] gave way to a spate of flag burning and flag desecration. One ‘did one’s own thing.’ With the coming of the ‘me’ generation minority rights – the rights of women, blacks, children, even animals – took center stage. Words like loyalty, duty, commitment virtually dropped out of use: things are no longer good and bad but depend on whether or not I feel good or bad about them.
We started with two questions that I said were incompatible. These two questions are based upon two ways of relating to the world: a subjective and an objective; we know the world as though from inside, or we know it as though from outside. These two ways are the outcome of two kinds of awareness: awareness as things and awareness of things. Although these two ways are equally valid, we are often quite convinced that the objective way reveals the real world and the other, subjective way, is an escape or retreat from it; or we see the subjective as the real way and the other as Maya, an illusion.
The aim of the Prajnaparamita Hridaya is to release us from the grip of this prejudice. I am not saying that we must be released from the objective way of seeing the world in order to be able to see it subjectively. This is an error that is so often made, particularly by those engaged in one or other of the different forms of meditation, and can be particularly evident in many of those who retire to monasteries or spiritual centers to devote their lives to meditation. Zen masters have often lauded lay practice over monastic for the very reason that a layperson practicing meditation must also have one foot firmly in the objective world. Nevertheless, we are so steeped in the objective view of the world that when we encounter the subjective world for the first time we tend to believe that in its difference lies a special reality. The myth of Narcissus tells of a young man who happened to see his face reflected in the water of a lake. He became so enamored with is reflection that he leaned in to embrace it, and drowned. Meditation, for the sixties, was often a way of affirming ‘me,’ and many who meditated sought to embrace their reflection. The very point of the Prajnaparamita Hridaya is to release us from the prejudice that one or the other, subjective or objective, is the true way to know reality.
The flight into the subjective was a reaction to the values of our Western society that for the last five hundred years or so has been dominated by the objective. This has been particularly so since the 15th and 16th century because of the development of the scientific way of thinking about the world. The spread of technology and the increase in our dependence upon it has accelerated the trend to this objective way of thinking. Scientists were, and often still are, dedicated to eliminating the subjective from their research and to adopting a hypothetical and independent viewpoint. The predominance of this objective awareness of the world, and the success that we have in controlling and manipulating the world because of it, makes the belief that this objective world is the ‘real’ world hard to dispute; the subjective, according to most people is illusory or imaginary.
This belief is made all the stronger because of an ambiguity in the use of these two words: ‘subjective’ and ‘objective.’ The word ‘subjective’ normally means clouded by one’s own prejudices and opinions. However, when you read a book, or look at a movie, or meditate, what you experience is not necessarily clouded by your prejudices and opinions. You are aware of the novel, when you read it, in a different way to the way that you are aware of the book when you see it in a bookshop, or on the shelf of a library. We could call this a Subjective (with a capital ‘S’) way, and it differs from the subjective (with a small ‘s’) that is a way of seeing something that is clouded by our prejudices and opinions.
During meditation, for example, if one is guided by a competent teacher, one will aim all the while at being objective about the Subjective and in this way reduce the importance of the subjective. Often, of course, this is not the case, and the meditator will simply spend time in the subjective, ruminating in a way that the masters call dead void sitting, or sitting in the cave of pseudo emancipation.
Similarly, when I see the world from outside, for example in a scientific experiment, I see the world Objectively, with a capital ‘O,’ to distinguish it from seeing the world ‘objectively,’ with a small ‘o.’ To see the world objectively means to see it without the coloration given by my feelings, ideas, and beliefs. Scientists may look at the world from outside (Objectively) but that does not mean that they are necessarily seeing the world objectively. On the contrary, when scientists believe that the only valid way of seeing the world is to see it Objectively then they are seeing it subjectively.
Whether we are aware-as or aware-of the world will determine the kind of world that we see. To be aware-of the world is to focus awareness on one particular aspect of the world at a time. This naturally leads to a reductive, analytical view that breaks a whole into its component parts. For example when we are aware of a body we can focus upon (be aware-of) its organs, its skeleton, its musculature. We can then focus upon (be-aware of) the cells of which these are all made, then upon the molecular structure of the cells, and so down through atoms to particles and beyond. Because each lower level of focus gives us a simpler and a more encompassing understanding of things we believe that we have penetrated to a deeper truth. But, in the process of analysis, we discard the relations that the constituent parts have to each other and so lose the meaning of the whole. The scientist who, for example, says that the mind and all of its mystery is nothing but the movement of molecules has, in the interests of gaining a simple understanding, lost the significance and importance of the whole mind.
Accompanying this analytical way is the belief that the world is a collection of things, chairs, tables, cars, houses, molecules cells, planets, galaxies, minds, bodies, souls, each having its own independent existence. Among philosophers this belief is known as naïve realism. The naïve realist believes that the world of cars and trees, houses and mountains, of cells, molecules, and atoms, exist as cars, trees, houses, and mountains, as cells, molecules and atoms, regardless of whether they are observed by someone or not. Ironically, the scientific naïve realist, while affirming the independent existence of things, is often at the same time a reductionist and believes that these same things, cars, trees, houses, and mountains, are ‘nothing but’ collections of atoms.
When we are aware-as the world we enter into the world; we ‘become one with it.’ This is the way of the magician, the artist, the mystic, and the lover. In meditation this can culminate in samadhi a world of oneness in which the world and I are no longer separate. A woman gave an account of samadhi even though she had never meditated. She said that she was standing at the edge of a low cliff overlooking the sea where birds were swooping in the sky when suddenly her mind switched gears. “I still saw the birds and everything around me but instead of standing looking at them, I was them and they were me. I was also the sea and the sound of the sea and the grass and the sky. Everything and I were the same, all one.[18] This is the world of meaning, of wonder, of love. We do not want to understand this world but to embrace it and be embraced by it, to be at one with it. “When you’re in love the whole world sings a melody.” (The first line of a popular love song of the 40’s)
The Creation myths of the aborigines in Australia tell of Songlines or Dreaming tracks. According to the myths, legendary totemic ancestors wandered across the continent in the Dreamtime, singing out the name of everything that they encountered – animals and birds, rocks and wells – and in this way they sang the world into existence. For the Aborigines all land is sacred and alive. Their ancestors gave life in singing, gave things life through song, and they are still dwelling in the land. “The songs must be continually sung to keep the land ‘alive.’ In singing they preserve the land/story/dreaming of their ancestors, and recreate it in their oneness of past, present and future.” [19] We can see the connection between this and the dream: the song lines are Dream tracks, the singing is done in Dreamtime and the songs preserve the dreaming of the ancestors.
In primitive societies, awareness-of the world was not as important as awareness-as the world. Magic, not science, held the answers. As we can see from the aboriginal myth given above, magic is based upon a view of the world as a harmonious and living whole. With animism, which is basic to this world-view, the world is seen as Subject: every rock, plant, tree, and mountain is alive and suffused with meaning and no clear distinction is made between ‘me’ and the ‘world.’ How different is the scientific world-view in which the world is a set of independent, self-sustaining and inanimate units or atoms. With materialism, the world is seen as objects: as particles, atoms, cells, and organisms.
The primitive world is a vitally alive world in contrast to the dead, objective, material world of the mechanistic scientist. The modern scientist laughs at the ‘superstitions’ of the primitive people, who believe that every tree has its spirit, and that the gods animate the world and are responsible for thunder and lightning, for the wind that blows, for the rain, for the harvest, and even for our falling in love. But the primitive people would wonder at the scientist who sees even his own mind as a machine, for whom life does not exist anywhere in the world except as some exchange of matter with matter, where material genes have taken the place of the gods, a world in which intelligence, creativity, and love are words of dubious value, even of dubious existence.
According to J. G. Frazer, the 19th century author of The Golden Bough, [20] a book about primitive mythology, magic is based upon two principles: ‘like produces like,’ and ‘things that have been once in contact with each other continue to act on each other at a distance after the physical contact has been severed.’ Later he says that the principles of magic are based upon the association of ideas. The magician, he says, believes that because things can be associated in the mind they are therefore associated in the world.
As we have seen, the magician, who is aware as the world, in contrast to the scientist who is aware of the world, does not make a clear distinction between himself and the world. He therefore does not simply believe that things associated in the mind are associated in the world; he knows that this is so. He knows it in the same way that the scientist knows that things are real and exist independently of him and of each other. Our saying that the magician only believes this, or is lost in an imaginary world, or, as is so often the case, that he or she is slightly crazy, only confirms our conviction the real world is the world that we are aware-of. I do not mean, let me repeat, that we should try to adopt the worldview of the magician. Many New Age groups, particularly those who try to follow the American Indian way, having seen the one-sided nature of our worldview, believe that this is just what we should try to do.
Writers like Frazer have been highly critical of the magical mind. Frazer wrote, “magic is a spurious system of natural law as well as a fallacious guide of conduct; it is a false science as well as an abortive art.” [21] Later he said that the magician, “never analyses the mental processes on which his practice is based, never reflects on the abstract principles involved in his actions.” As we have seen, analysis is an outcome of directed awareness, awareness-of things.
Again let me say that the view that magic is a false science and a spurious system of natural law comes from an erroneous belief that the Objective view of the world is the only legitimate view. Frazer holds to the erroneous belief that the magician sees the world Objectively, but nevertheless inserts his erroneous, subjective views upon this Objective world.
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