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Long ago when the World honored one was at Vulture
peak to give a talk he held up a flower before the assembly. All
remained silent except the Venerable Kashyapa who smiled. The world
honored One said "I have the all pervading True Dharma Eye, the
marvelous mind of Nirvana, exquisite teaching of formless form, The
Subtle Dharma Gate. It does not rely on words and is transmitted
outside the scriptures. I now hand it on to Maha Kasho.
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INTRODUCTION

Non-ambiguity
and non-contradiction are one-sided and thus unsuited to express
the incomprehensible - Jung[1]

In his book "Meetings with Remarkable
Men", Gurdjieff tells the following story. A man, with a wolf,
a sheep and a cabbage had to cross a river. His boat could only
carry himself and one other. How was he to get across without
losing one or other of his charges? If he left the wolf with the
sheep, he'd lose the sheep. If he left the sheep with the cabbage,
he'd lose the cabbage.

It is not always the simplest and most direct
solution that is the best because, here, to get out of his bind the
man would have to make an extra crossing.

In the
sixties in management circles there was an acronym KISS much
beloved of managers, particularly those who were against too much
thinking. KISS, in plain English, meant, ‘Keep it simple stupid.’
However, it so often happened that management seminars, in their
endeavor to Kiss, became so banal, trite and tasteless that they
were like salt that had lost its savor. Again, quoting Jung,
‘Scientific integrity forbids all simplifications of situations
that are not simple’[2] This 'trying to make simple what is not
inherently so' is also a problem when trying to unravel the
ambiguities and dilemmas of the subtle and mysterious realm of the
human spirit.

Another story might help one see what I
mean:

There was a man who lost his key. He spent a
long time looking around under a lighted lamppost for it. A
neighbor who observed him for a while decided to help and joined
the search. After five minutes or so the neighbor said, ‘Are you
sure you lost it here?’ ‘Oh no!’ replied the man ‘I lost it over
there in the bushes.’ ‘Then what are we doing here; why don’t we go
and look there?’ ‘Don’t be a fool!’ said the man, ‘there’s no light
there.’

Keeping things brief and simple, gives clarity
and we can work in the light. But, sometimes it is not possible to
work in the light, and then we have to go into the bushes.

The question of questions:

The subtitle of this book is In quest of the
roots of a spiritual life. To undertake such a quest it is not
necessary to be a philosopher or to be what the world might want to
call a ‘good person.’ What is necessary is to have a certain type
of hunger, a hunger that must be satisfied in some ultimate kind of
way. This hunger is often accompanied by a frustration and
confusion which, if put into words, would sound something like:
‘What is life all about, what am I supposed to do, what is the good
life?’ And if one were to probe deeper still, ‘What am I,
anyway!?’

‘What am I anyway’ sounds a bit strange
because it expresses the deepest quest that we have, and so we
cannot ask it in words but only with the whole of our being. It is
not simply a philosophical or psychological problem that we can
hold at arms length, but a concern underlying our whole life. A
Chinese Zen master said that it calls for the concentration of
‘one's whole body, with its three hundred and sixty bones and
joints and eighty-four thousand pores.’[3] In the Bible the
question came as a cry from the heart, ‘What is man that thou art
mindful of him?’[4]

I think, therefore I am; or am I?

However, although it is not a philosophical
problem but a deep hunger, this does not mean that philosophers
don't experience this hunger. For example, if you are familiar with
Western philosophy, you’ll know the saying of René Descartes, the
17th century French philosopher: ‘I think, therefore I am.’ In his
book, A Discourse on Method, he said that for some time he had been
filled with great doubt and had constantly searched for some
certainty by which he could escape from this doubt. This Great
doubt is precisely this hunger that we are talking about. He
describes this state of hunger and confusion in this way:

‘[I am] filled
with so many doubts that it is no longer in my power to forget
them. And yet I do not see in what manner I can resolve them; and,
just as if I had all of a sudden fallen into very deep water, I am
so disconcerted that I can neither make certain of setting my feet
on the bottom nor can I swim and so support myself on the
surface.’[5]

However, during his questioning, one thing he
realized he could be certain of was that he was thinking and so, in
turn, he could have the further certainty ‘I am.’ His reasoning was
something like this: ‘To doubt I must think; but to think I must
be. I think, therefore I am.’ It has a certain guileless
simplicity. But, despite its simplicity, his saying this has
created all kinds of problems, some of which we must talk about
because they will help us bring out more clearly the real question
at issue.

The Ghost in the machine:

Since his time, and to some extent because of
his famous, ‘I think; therefore, I am,’ ‘I’ came to be seen as a
kind of ghost in a machine, the machine being the body and, by
extension, the world. Furthermore, it has been believed by many of
the best Western thinkers that inexorable and eternal laws, which,
moreover, human beings can know, rule the world. At first, these
laws were seen as proof of divine intelligence, but gradually the
Divinity as well as the intelligence were ignored or rejected and
instead the metaphor of the machine took hold completely.

But, even so there is this ‘I’ which does not
fit in the machine. ‘I’ seem to have a life of its own with
‘freewill,’ ‘choice,’ and ‘values,’ and therefore, it seems to
contradict the machine theory and all it stands for. The power of
the machine metaphor, however, was so great that this ‘I’ was
reduced to being simply a disembodied ghost within. As we well
know, a machine is predetermined and predictable in its
functioning, and all its parts are interconnected. Therefore,
because no connecting link can be found between freewill, choice,
decision and judgment and the machine, because they are
unpredictable, they have become more and more suspect. So then
people began to wonder what is the connection between this ‘ghost’
and the machine.

Some thinkers just denied the ghost any
existence and said there is only the machine. If the world can be
understood as a machine why bother with ghosts? ‘I,’ consciousness,
memory, freedom, dignity, it was said, are all needless
assumptions, and can be discarded without doing any damage to the
machine theory. This is a very simple, logical solution. If one
accepts it, many unanswerable problems and irresolvable dilemmas go
out of the window. But, alas, so does all that makes our life
worthwhile, such as meaning, freedom, creativity, love and hope of
a spiritual life.

Others went in the other direction and denied
the reality of the machine. They said the whole thing is a dream,
an illusion. This too has a beguiling simplicity and it too, like
the machine theory, cannot be argued away. It is, to use a formal
expression, logically consistent. Perhaps you have played the game
of asking someone, ‘Prove to me that you exist and are not simply
the result of my imagination.’ No matter what the other says, the
retort can always be, ‘But how do I know that too is not simply my
imagination at work?’

The ‘machine only’ theory became known as
Behaviorism and is widely accepted as a theory, particularly in
North America, although very rarely, if ever, is it accepted as a
way of life. Closely associated with behaviorism is another theory
that says that we start life with a clean slate and all that we are
and do later in life we are and do because of ‘conditioning.’ The
pain and pleasure of life, the way we relate to others the way we
love or hate, all this, the conditioning theory tells us, is
acquired through conditioning. The ‘I’ according to this theory, if
it exists at all, exists as the sum total of all the scribblings
that life makes upon the originally clean slate.

The theory that the machine does not exist
except as an illusion is, in its most extreme form, known as
Solipsism. Solipsism is very rarely held seriously even as a
theory. But, variations of it go under the title of Idealism,
according to which the source of reality is an Idea and all that
flows from the idea is but a construct of the mind. This would
include the machine. Idealism has had much support from some of the
finest of minds, both Western and Eastern. However, it too is
rarely accepted as a way of life.

There is another alternative yet which has it
that both the ghost and the machine are equally real and continue
along parallel tracks, so to speak. What is interesting about this
is that, although it is very rarely accepted as an explicit theory,
riddled as it is with so many problems, it is almost universally
accepted as a way of life. Almost all of us live our lives as
though we are a ghost in the machine, believing that we are
personalities, persons, or souls that we are individuals and real
but not material, all the while believing that we are inhabiting a
physical body ruled by physical and chemical laws that behaves like
a machine. Some go further to believe that this soul or personality
might even reincarnate in a succession of bodies. Others, while
denying previous existences, nevertheless feel that this ghost, or
soul goes somewhere, hopefully to heaven, after death. Yet, others
deny this and feel that the person, or personality, dies or is
destroyed at death even though up to the point of death it has had
a life distinct from the body. (At least they believe that the
personality is destroyed until death whispers in their ear.)

Of course, few people, other than professional
philosophers, worry their heads much about this problem in the way
that I have described it, preferring to get on with the business of
living and paying the bills. Until that is, an itch begins to itch.
They then try to scratch it.

‘I’ as a magnetic center:

Suppose a man were making his way through a very
dense forest. Suppose also that he is a city dweller with no
experience in the backwoods. Suppose, furthermore, that the forest
is so dense, that it is difficult, if not impossible, for him to
find sun or stars. He does, however, have a compass and knows he
has to go due north to find the way out of the forest. Getting out
of the forest is hard work. Often, he has to back track, make
detours and get around obstacles. It may be necessary to hack a way
through the undergrowth or to look out for snakes, bugs and
predators. Even so he is confident that he just has to go on, that
it is only a question of time, and, eventually, he will get
out.

But, now suppose that he loses confidence in the
compass. Maybe he begins to wonder, ‘How do I know it always points
to the north, perhaps it sometimes points to the south. Maybe after
all I am simply going round and around in circles. I may well never
find my way out!’ Whereas, before the doubt set in, he gave the
compass only a cursory glance now and then to reassure himself of
his direction, now he becomes obsessed by it. He studies it,
examines it, thinks about it, shakes it, and invents theories about
it.

Quite likely the compass has nothing wrong with
it, at least not before he started shaking it and poking it around.
But, now he can find no reassurance and so he becomes anxious,
depressed, and panicky. He wastes a lot of energy in tension, in
running around getting lost, and trying to think his way out of the
difficult situations he finds himself in. Even if he has all kinds
of books about compasses, about forests and cosmology, he can find
no peace. Even if someone were to write, ‘The compass points to the
North and therefore, the North exists,’ it would make no difference
because the question would abide, ‘But does the compass point
North?’

Our life with all its contradictions and
confusions is, in a way, like a forest. But while we have a secure
point of reference, which we call ‘I,’ we just get down to the hard
work of finding our way through the confusions. But what happens if
we lose this point of reference? Then the itch begins, very often
as a floating anxiety, an incipient panic, a terror or dread of
something indefinable. We say we are afraid of this or that
illness, or of madness, or of losing our job, or of losing a loved
one. All this, however, is but a symptom of a more profound
problem: the problem of no longer having an orientation point, or
no longer having faith or confidence in what has so far served as
an orientation point. The ‘I am’ is in doubt. ‘Identity crisis,’
some people call it; others call it ‘empty nest syndrome,’
‘menopause,’ ‘mid-life crisis.’ It can strike the young, the middle
aged and the old. In the extreme, people break down, commit
suicide, take drugs, or become drunks, promiscuous, and
irresponsible.

‘Who am I?’ is now no longer a question to be
asked in an ivory tower; one asks it, inexpressible and dreadful,
at two o’clock in the morning, with a pounding heart and pouring
sweat.

Once we have asked the question life is never
the same. Like when one has crumbs in the bed; one can never sleep
so soundly. One gets to feel that one must do something. But,
what?

The right answer to the wrong question:

To get a right answer one must ask the right
question. Before the l939-45 war the French came up with the
perfect answer to the wrong question. The answer was the Maginot
Line, which was a long and complex system of concrete
fortifications. It was a perfect answer to the question, ‘how does
one avoid the terrors and tragedies of trench warfare.’ But, it was
the wrong question. The right one was, ‘how does one fight a highly
mobile and fluid war?’ Many businesses go bankrupt not because of
inefficiency, poor financing, or even poor management. They are,
like the dinosaurs, perfect answers to the wrong question.

This is the real liability of simple answers to
the spiritual problem. They may be good answers in themselves; but
if the problems to which they are answers are not complete, if the
problems do not reflect the full ambiguity and subtlety of the
situation, the answers will be of little value. To find perfect
answers to the wrong question is like building upon sand. Let us,
therefore, take another look at the question, ‘Who am I?’ so that
we can be sure that not only is it the right one, but that it is
also complete.

The two levels of ‘Who am I?’

‘Who am I?’ or, put biblically, ‘What is man
that Thou art mindful of him?’ is a fundamental question. The
question, however, has a catch in it, and this is where we start
getting into the bushes. There are two levels to the
question. The first level is ‘Who am I?’ The second level is ‘How
is it possible to ask this question?’ In the biblical question the
first level is ‘What is man?’ The second level is, ‘How is it that
Thou art mindful of him.’ If we do not recognize that two levels
are indeed involved, we go astray right at the beginning of our
search and come up with the right answer but to the wrong, that is
incomplete, question. In Zen it is said that a tenth of an inch is
all the difference between heaven and earth. That the problem has
two levels seems a small point. Indeed, it is almost universally
overlooked, but it makes all the difference between heaven and
earth.

The first level of the question, ‘Who am I?’ or
‘What is man?’ can be answered in a theoretical, philosophical way.
But, the second level, ‘how is it possible to ask this question,’
or ‘How is it thou art mindful of him?’ throws us into a vortex in
which we begin to doubt the compass itself.

When I ask the question ‘Who am I?’ it is asked
against the background of knowing ‘I am.’ This is to say that it is
felt that ‘I am’ is a given, and that it is the ‘who’ I am that is
in question. To ask the question “who am I?” as Descartes so
rightly says, I have to be. But, what does this mean; what is
this ‘I’ that has to be? What we are saying is that which
asks the question is itself in question.

But, we have not yet entered fully into the
bushes. We must take yet another step. All the world’s great
religions have promised that if we seek earnestly enough we shall
find what we seek. There is the famous story of the Hindu Guru who
took his disciple into the sea and held his head under the water
for a few minutes. When the disciple came up gasping for air, the
guru said, ‘When you want the truth as much as you now want air, it
will be revealed to you.’ In The New Testament Christ says,
somewhat mildly in the circumstances: ‘Seek and ye shall find.’
But, a monk, who was seeking, asked a Zen master, ‘Where should I
seek?’ The actual words he used were, ‘Where is my treasure?’ The
master replied, ‘Your question is your treasure.’ Not only,
therefore, is that which asks the question in question, but that
this question itself is the answer.

Will you venture then into the bushes, through
the vortex of ambiguity to your own true nature? We shall try to
explore this question in depth, seeing more and more deeply into
its nature; and we shall find that, if we seek deeply enough, the
search is truly the answer. I cannot promise the journey will be
easy; it can be difficult and trying. But, it could be rewarding.
Many of the examples and stories that I shall be giving come from
Zen Buddhism. You do not however, have to take up Zen Buddhism to
follow the book. We are talking about the human situation, yours
and mine whatever our beliefs. Whether you have read a lot or not
makes no difference. I are not going to present a theory involving
hypotheses, deduction, and logic. I am going to offer you a
description based simply on my own observations and
insights. Later in the book I shall be asking you to let go of your
normal way of thinking to make an exploration using some simple
exercises, so that you too can make your own observations. But,
first we shall need to prepare the ground.

The parable of the ten people:

Before continuing, and to put our whole journey
into perspective, let me tell you this story:

Ten people had to cross a river swollen by
floods. The crossing was very precarious. When they got across they
decided to count their number to confirm all had made it across.
One of them stepped forward and counted. 1-2--3-4-5-6-7-8-9. There
were only nine! Another stepped forward counted. . . . . . . there
were only nine. They were all bewailing the loss of one of their
group when a stranger came along and asked them what the problem
was. They said, ‘There were ten of us on the other side of the
river and now, after a difficult crossing, there are only nine. We
have lost one of our friends.’ The stranger said, ‘Let me count.’
So he counted, 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10. They were so relieved that
they continued their way rejoicing.

However, the stranger too was wrong. Can you see
why? If you think there were really eleven when he counted and not
ten, you too will be mistaken.

We always overlook the one who counts. If you
overlook this one when you read the book you will not be able to
understand some parts. But, can you count the tenth person? If so,
how?

~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~







CHAPTER ONE: I DON’T
KNOW

Three stories:

Let me start by telling a few more stories. As
we go along I hope you will understand why I tell them. The first
is about a monk who went to a Zen master, made his bows as required
by custom and went to speak and the master struck him. ‘Hey!’ cried
the monk, ‘why are you hitting me? I haven't even opened my mouth
yet!’ ‘What’s the good of waiting ‘til you have opened your mouth?’
growled the master.

The second story is about another monk’s visit
to a master. This monk asked, ‘What is the truth?’ The master
answered, ‘Ask the wall? ‘I don’t understand said the monk’ ‘I
don’t understand either,’ said the master.

The third story is a koan, one of the enigmatic
stories used by people practicing Zen. This particular koan
involves a monk called Bodhidharma who, tradition tells us, was
responsible for introducing Zen to China. Bodhidharma went there
from India about the year 500 AD and was over a hundred years old
when he undertook the journey. In those days of small wooden boats
and poor food storage, such a journey must have been a very arduous
affair. At the time of his arrival Buddhism had been in China for
about five hundred years. However, it was a very arid religion,
philosophical, mainly followed by monks and nuns, and lacking any
real human content.

The monk and the emperor:

The first thing Bodhidharma did on arrival was
to visit the Emperor. This Emperor, whose name was Wu, had done
much for Buddhism. He had had monasteries built, had translations
made into Chinese of the Buddhist scriptures, had supported monks
and nuns, and generally had done a great deal of good work. His
first question to Bodhidharma was ‘What is the merit for this?’

In the East, as in the West, most people
believed one would go to heaven for doing good and to hell for
doing bad. For example, in Buddhism the followers of a school
called the Pure Land School, believe that devout and good people,
when they die, go to a Pure Land, a heaven in the western
terms. The Emperor, when he asks this question, ‘What is the merit
for all this,’ was undoubtedly seeking confirmation that he too
would be rewarded in some way for his good work

‘None, sire!’ replied Bodhidharma.

Bodhidharma was very courageous to stand up to
the Emperor like this. The Emperor was a most august figure,
semi-divine and surrounded by people who simply did his bidding.
Most would have flattered him, either for fear of the consequences
if they did not do so, or in the hope of gaining some recognition.
But, Bodhidharma said, ‘None, my Lord?

Why would Bodhidharma have replied in this way?
As we said, this story is a koan. It is the first of a very famous
collection of koans called The Blue Cliff Record that is used by
people practicing Zen to deepen their practice. This question, why
did Bodhidharma say there was no merit in doing good deeds, calls
for deep meditation.

For example, did Bodhidharma simply want to
deflate the Emperor? It is unlikely because the Emperor was not his
student, and was not yet asking for spiritual guidance. Zen masters
did not go around deliberately hurting people. Did he mean it
literally: there was no value at all in what the Emperor had done?
Again it is unlikely. There was obviously some value in it and,
anyhow, a basic teaching of Buddhism is the teaching of Karma: that
good results flow from good action.

Why would Bodhidharma have replied ‘None,
Sire!’?

The Emperor was himself confused and asked,
‘What do you mean?’ You must put yourself in the Emperor’s shoes.
Suppose you organized Oxfam, the Salvation Army and the Sisters of
Charity and then ask someone, ‘What is my reward for doing all
this?’ and this someone says, ‘None!’ Would you not feel
confused?

‘What is your teaching?’ the Emperor asked.
‘What is the highest principle you teach?’ With this question he
hopes to find some way he can understand Bodhidharma's words, some
context which will give those words a meaning so he will be able to
understand and accept what Bodhidharma has said.

‘Vast emptiness and not a thing that can be
called Holy.’ This dumbfounded the Emperor even more. There, in
front of him, was a monk, a holy man. And yet this same monk was
saying the highest teaching he had to offer was, not there were no
holy things, that would be bad enough; but there was no
thing at all to be called holy.

The Emperor too, as well as Bodhidharma, must
have been a brave man because he tried again. ‘But, you, are you
not a holy man?’ He would have really stammered over this question.
He was like a man who was being swept out to sea by an undertow.
Not only was he not getting the obeisance that as an Emperor, was
his due, not only was he not getting respect and the promise of
reward for his good works, but, now Bodhidharma was telling him
there was nothing holy because there were no things. So he asked,
‘Are you not a holy man?’

‘I don’t know,’ said the Bodhidharma and was
silent.

It was obvious to both they were not getting
anywhere together and so Bodhidharma, probably with some
considerable sadness, turned on his heel and left.

Later, after the Emperor had recovered, a
courtier came and asked him, ‘My Lord, do you know who that man
was?’

‘I don’t know,’ said the Emperor.

The key question in this koan, and really the
reason I have told it, is the question ‘What is the difference
between the ‘I don’t know’ of Bodhidharma and the ‘I don’t know’ of
the Emperor?’

As we said earlier, you will understand these
stories as we go along. But, anyhow give them some thought now.
What are they getting at? Please do not think that this type of
question is only of value for some one who has a specific interest
in Zen. As we shall see these stories have a universal appeal.

Who am I:

I give workshops at the Montreal Zen Center
roughly each month and often start with these three stories.
Usually my listeners are as dumbfounded as the Emperor. All three
stories, in their own way, are saying the same thing. But, to know
what this ‘same thing’ is, one must get away from using thought in
the usual, habitual way. They are not riddles nor can they be
understood by an examination of the words used. They are not
nonsense, nor are they meaningless. Bodhidharma is not giving a
philosophy; philosophers and others addicted to words, concepts and
theories may be the least able to follow his meaning.

To know what he means one must know oneself,
that which is beyond all form, all words. You, the reader, are not
a woman or a man; you are not a Canadian, American, English or
French person. You are neither a body, nor a mind, soul nor spirit.
You are neither a self nor a Self. You are neither a ghost nor a
machine. You are not a human being and you are most surely not
nothing? What then are you? What is the one who is never
counted?

To penetrate Bodhidharma’s ‘I don’t know’ is to
penetrate the question ‘Who am I?’ Normally when people approach
such a question as ‘Who am I’ they ask, ‘What kind of thing am I?’
The idea I am a thing, a soul, a spirit or mind, or even just
simply a body, comes naturally as a response to this type of
question. Bodhidharma’s ‘I don’t know’ cuts through all this. I am
beyond all form, beyond all things. What does that mean?

However, while I am beyond all form,
simultaneously, I am also a collection of contradictory desires and
wishes, hopes and expectations that clash and clang. This
collection in Buddhism is called, Karma. I am my karma. On the face
of it these two ‘I ams’: ‘I am beyond all form’ and ‘I am my
karma,’ seem to be contradictory. On the one hand, it seems, I am
peace itself; to be beyond all form is surely to be beyond all
conflict, all strife. On the other I am the essence of strife,
indeed the essence of war itself. I am my karma means I am the
swirl and grind of all that torments.

What does ‘I don’t know’ mean?

In another book that I wrote called An
Invitation to Practice Zen, readers were invited to ask
themselves why they were reading the book. I gave suggestions to
help answer this question: one person might have been motivated by
curiosity; another by the need to gain greater control over stress,
another for reasons of physical or mental health. Others again
might have wanted to be more creative or have greater powers of
concentration. All of this can be gained to some degree or another
by the practice of Zen, indeed by any of meditation practices that
are around.

However, I also suggested the readers should
take another look and ask themselves whether this is really what
life is about. Is life simply a series of having, and then
satisfying, desires, only to have more desires and to satisfy those
as well? If so, life is just an endless, restless treadmill on
which we are condemned to labor?

I remember that one day a woman from the United
States came to see me. She had made a long, tiring and somewhat
costly journey. I asked her, ‘Why have you come here?’ Instead of
answering she gazed out of the window, then, after several moments,
turned and gazed at me and, suddenly, burst into tears. While the
tears flowed she looked through them at me and said, ‘I don’t know
what is happening to me. Why am I crying?’ I asked her again
gently, ‘Why did you come here today?’ She then broke down
completely and sobbed saying, ‘I don’t know. I don’t know. That is
the trouble, I really don’t know what I want!’

That was right. She did not know what she
wanted.

But, if so why had she come so far? Why had she
made all that effort and gone to all that expense if she did not
know why? It is obvious she did know why. She must have
done. Then why did she say she did not?

To help people attending a workshop understand
this crucial point, which obviously has a bearing on the story
about Bodhidharma and the other two stories, I ask them to raise
their hand. When they have done so I ask, ‘Who raised the hand?’
Often the reply is, ‘I did? Then I ask them, ‘How? How did you
raise your hand?’ There are dozens of muscles used, all kinds of
nerve pathways traversed. If ‘I’ raise the hand why do I not know
which of these I use and when; why I do not know how I put them
into action and how I stop them?

Other people say the body raised the hand. I
then ask, ‘Why? Why did the body raise the hand?’ ‘Because you told
it to’ is often the answer. ‘But, if I tell it to jump off a cliff
will it do so?’

There is some controlling factor, ‘something’
that puts it all into action, ‘something’ that chooses and decides.
To call it ‘mind’ or ‘soul,’ does not help. All that would be
accomplished by doing so would be to substitute one unknown, ‘mind’
or ‘soul’ for another. Even to say ‘something’ controls is already
too much. Is there ‘something’?

What understands these words, what sees the
book, what hears noises when they occur, that tastes food, that
thinks, loves, hates? Please ask yourself this question in all
seriousness, if not now then later when the mood strikes you.

The only true response is ‘I don’t know.’ But,
what kind of ‘I don’t know’ is this?

The many faces of ‘I don’t know’:

Some people might feel, ‘Well, does all this
really matter, is it not all philosophical and theoretical?’ And
yet our whole life and death are involved with this problem. That
which moves, sees and thinks, was it born, will it die? Is it in
space and time? If not then ‘where’ and ‘when’ is it? Do you not
ask sometimes, ‘Why was I born?’ ‘What is the meaning of my life?’
‘Where do I go to after death?’ ‘Why must I suffer?’ But, who was
born? Who dies? Who suffers? Whose life does or does not have
meaning? To say ‘I do’ or ‘It is ‘me’ or ‘mine’’ this is all right
grammatically, but, again, what is this ‘I,’ this ‘me,’ this
‘mine;’ what, if anything, lies behind these words.

Several different ways of using the expression,
‘I don’t know’ are possible. The story, the koan, is bringing this
to our attention? Bodhidharma said, ‘I don’t know’ and the Emperor
said, ‘I don’t know.’ For example, if I asked you, ‘What did I have
for breakfast this morning?’ you would answer, ‘I don’t know.
Implied in this ‘I don’t know’ is the realization ‘If I wanted to,
I could find out?’ An ocean of things, of facts, like this exist
that one does not know, but, which nevertheless, if one wanted to,
one could find out. For example, if I died suddenly, the police
might become very interested in finding out what I had for
breakfast.

You might ask a friend, ‘Who was the woman who
just walked by?’ Your friend might say, ‘I don’t know.’ Then later
the friend might come back and say, ‘That woman who passed
yesterday was the new neighbor. She’s a schoolteacher who has just
moved into the neighborhood.’ ‘Oh,’ you might say. You would then
feel you know who she is. This is how most of us use ‘I know -I
don’t know’

When the Emperor replied, ‘I don’t know’ in
answer to the courtier’s question, ‘Do you know who that man is my
Lord?’ he was using the ‘I don’t know’ in the way we have just
described. If I wanted to, the Emperor implied, I could find out
his name, where he came from, who sent him, and anything else that
I should want to know. In other words I could know who he is.
Probably this kind of answer would have satisfied the courtier.

Besides, ‘I do not know a fact’ is another use
of ‘I don’t know.’ This is the use made of it by the agnostic.
‘Gnosis’ means knowing’ ‘agnostic’ means not knowing. An
agnostic is one who says he, or she, does not know the nature of
ultimate things. For example there is the theist who says God
exists, the atheist who says God does not exist, and then there is
the agnostic who says human beings cannot know the answer to
questions about these things.

Do you think Bodhidharma was answering as an
agnostic the question, ‘Are you a holy man?’ Did he mean, ‘I don’t
know. Human beings are unable to know.’ If you asked the question
of someone, ‘Who raised the arm’ and he replied, ‘I do not know.
Human beings are not able to know’ would you not think such an
answer strange? Would you not want to ask, ‘Who then are you who
doesn’t know?

There is obviously another meaning yet to this
‘I don’t know’ and this precisely is the meaning that I am talking
about at the moment.

I don’t know’ as knowing

The word Buddha means awakened, awakened
to this ‘Not knowing’

To most people it will seem strange to hear that
Buddha means awakened to not knowing.

Many people, men and women, practice Zen for a
number of years before coming to awakening.

Why should they bother if they are simply going
to awaken to ‘I don’t know?’

Buddha said:

‘My Doctrine
implies thinking of that which is beyond thought, performing that
which is beyond performance, speaking of that which is beyond words
and practicing that which is beyond practice?[6]

To think means to arouse the mind. To ‘think
beyond thought’ is to arouse the mind without any limitation or
obstruction. To arouse it without allowing it to rest upon
anything. To ‘speak of that which is beyond words’ is to speak
of that which is beyond all formal knowledge, all theories and
ideas. To do that which is beyond doing is to be totally free and
spontaneous, to arouse the mind without resting it upon
anything.

Bodhidharma’s not knowing is opening the mind in
this way, opening beyond the limits of any formal knowledge. We
must understand in this way why the master, in the first story
given above, would say waiting until the monk has opened his mouth
is pointless. To speak, to ask a question, is already to have
closed the mind. Even going to ask the question is to have closed
the mind. But, this does not mean that one has to take a vow of
silence to know the truth.

Buddha also said:

‘There is an unborn, unbecome, unmade,
unconditioned. If there were not an unborn, unbecome, unmade,
unconditioned, then we could not here know any escape from the
born, become, made, conditioned.

But,
since there is an unborn, unbecome, unmade, unconditioned, then we
know there is an escape from the born, become, made,
conditioned’ [7]

A Japanese haiku poet Basho wrote a short poem
in which he sums up precisely what Buddha has just said:

No one

Walks along this path

This autumn evening

According to Zen, each of us is this unborn:
each is this ‘no one? We are whole and complete, lacking nothing in
wisdom, compassion and peace. To know this we must simply arouse
the mind without resting it on anything. To arouse the mind without
resting it on anything is to know, but not to know anything
specifically.

This Wholeness and completeness is our true
nature, our true home. But, if this is the case why are we so far
from peace? Why is there so much suffering and conflict, so many
wars and revolutions, so much sadness?

In spiritual practice the truth of wholeness is
the magnet that draws us on while pain of separation is the goad
that drives us. Let us continue now and see if we can deepen our
questioning.

~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~







CHAPTER TWO: THE ORIGIN OF
HUMAN SUFFERING



Ignorance:

In the last chapter we said that Buddhism means
awakening to ‘I don’t know,’ to a knowing without limit or
definition. This knowing, (which in Buddhism is called Bodhi,)
along with compassion and peace, is our true nature. If I say, ‘I
know who I am’ I would be knowing something, someone; I would know
a body or a personality made up of memories and expectations, ideas
and preferences. But this is not who I am. I am not an idea or
personality, I am that which knows I am. How can I know who I am?
How can we know knowing? With what light would one look for the
sun?

But, as we asked at the end of the last chapter,
if our true nature is knowing why are we so confused? If our true
nature is love and compassion why do we hate and fear one another,
why do human beings do such terrible things to each other? If our
true nature is peace, why do so many people spend endless nights in
torment and endless days fearing for tomorrow?

Towards the end of the last chapter we quoted
Buddha. On yet another occasion he said:

‘There is that sphere wherein is neither earth
nor water, fire nor air: it is not the infinity of space, nor the
infinity of perception; it is not nothingness, nor is it neither
idea nor non idea; it is neither this world nor the next, nor is it
both; it is neither the sun nor the moon.

It neither comes nor goes, it neither abides nor
passes away; it is not caused, established, begun, supported; it is
the end of suffering.’[7]

In Buddhism the basic defilement is
ignorance. Most of us associate ignorance with ‘not knowing.’ One
might wonder, if one did not understand Bodhidharma’s ‘I don’t
know,’ why one would practice for many years to awaken to ‘I don’t
know’ if ‘I don’t know’ is a defilement! Perhaps we can spend some
time considering this ignorance to see what it really means as this
will lead us into the heart of the human condition. But before we
do so, let me talk about the word ‘defilement’ and why it is used
here in this expression of ‘defilement of ignorance’ as it
will help us get our bearings.

Defilement and sin:

For the Christian, the belief in sin, that human
beings are sinful, is basic. This belief can create several
problems for the Westerner who comes to practice Zen because in
Buddhism this belief does not exist. You may remember it was said
just a moment ago that, in Buddhism, ignorance is the basic
defilement not the basic sin. The word used in the original
Sanskrit texts was klesa and some Western translators,
because of their upbringing, automatically translate this word as
‘sin’ instead of ‘defilement.’ However klesa really means a
situation that gives pain to others and to ourselves. As we shall
see in a moment three primary klesa are possible: ignorance, greed
and anger, and, what we know as ‘ego’ arise from out of
these three.

Since the belief in sin does not exist in
Buddhism this means that not everyone in the world shares this
belief that is so basic to Christianity that it is a dogma, and
accepted without question. Someone unsympathetic to the Christian
religion might simply say that Christians are, at best mistaken, at
worst deluded. Many people who have been brought up as Christians,
and who later in life reject the Christian teaching, say that it is
obsessed by sin. Others may well wonder, thinking that if sin is a
fact basic to the human condition, why does not everyone share the
belief of its existence?

Christians, on the other hand might well say,
and often do, that sin exists for the Christians because
Christianity is nearer to the truth than other religions, that the
truth of original sin has been revealed to it but not to other
religions. Therefore, they might say, believing Christians have
access to truth that is denied to non-believers, and are therefore
aware of sin in a way that others cannot be. This is the position
taken by the Church. The coming of Christ, the Church says, was to
proclaim the message of sin and the promise of redemption from sin.
If one does not receive this message one suffers a misfortune so
great that he or she would be condemned to everlasting damnation.
This belief has been somewhat softened in more recent times.

However, a third alternative is possible, which
we shall adopt. According to this alternative, what is basic to
human nature is inexpressible, but so important to our well being
that human beings just have to find some way to give it
expression and so make it available to consciousness. The way the
inexpressible is expressed and incorporated in consciousness will
determine largely what sort of people we are, our morality, and our
way of dealing with others and with the world. One culture will
find expression in one way, another in a different way.

Sin and Klesa:

What are the similarities and differences
between Christian ‘sin’ and Buddhist ‘klesa’? Can we find ways of
talking about what underlies them both so that it can become more
understandable to us in present day culture? Let us not fall into
error and say that the Buddhists and the Christians are simply
using different words for exactly the same idea because if we do we
might miss important differences between them. But also do not let
us fall into the error of saying one is right and the other wrong.
To do this would be to reject the beliefs and understanding of
generations of devout and often deeply committed, intelligent
people.

The ignorance of Adam and Eve:

The primary sin in the West is disobedience.
Original sin comes from the disobedience of Adam and Eve. If you
remember, God told Adam and Eve they could eat of any fruit in the
Garden of Eden but not the fruit of Good and Evil. They ate this
fruit and so were evicted from the Garden. This original act of
disobedience was, the Christian religion tells us, the original
fall from grace. As human beings, all of us share in the guilt and
suffering that ensues from this disobedience. For Christians this
belief in Original sin must be maintained, because, redemption and
salvation is the raison d’être for the Church, which claims that
salvation is only possible through the mediation of Christ, whose
surrogate here on earth is the Pope and whose instrument is the
Church of which he is the head.

All beings are Buddha:

On the other hand a Zen Buddhist Master said,
‘From the beginning all beings are Buddha.’ This means that from
the very beginning we are whole and complete. We have no need to be
saved. We already have all that is necessary for a life of peace,
compassion and wisdom. The Christian also believes something like
to this. Since Christ died for our sins and, provided this death
were not simply a futile gesture, then all mankind must be saved.
This is similar to saying that all are whole and complete. Some
Catholics even, for example a contemporary writer Matthew Fox, want
to promote the teaching of wholeness and completeness, with its
implication of joy and creativity. Fox says that this teaching is
of more importance than the teaching of original sin, which implies
suffering and sadness. However, the fact that the Church imposed a
year of silence on him shows that original sin, (in the eyes of the
Church) is still the basis of the Christian teaching.

Why do we suffer:

If for the moment we accept the Zen Buddhist
teaching that we are whole and complete, the question then
naturally arises, why do we suffer? Why are we anxious, depressed?
From where does stress, the feeling of being overtaxed, burdened by
life, come? Why do we feel so guilty, so often ashamed of
ourselves? Let us follow through the explanation that the Church
gives, as this is more familiar to most of the readers, and then we
will be able to see how this relates to what we can learn from
Zen.

According to the Church:

Let me repeat: the Church says we suffer because
of an original act of disobedience. Another way of putting this is
to say: we suffer because by this disobedience we separate
ourselves from God.

We can understand the word ‘God’ in one of two
ways: either as the Creator of the universe, in which case He
stands outside creation; or, as the ground of our being, and
therefore instead of being remote, He is intimately and directly
involved in this creation. This second way is the way; for example,
St. John Of the Cross understood the word God. He says:

‘God dwells, or is present, substantially in
every soul, even in the soul of the greatest sinner. This kind of
union is never lacking since it is in and by this that He sustains
their being.’

As we know, particularly if we are parents,
disobedience occurs when someone says ‘No! I won’t.’ A child says
this when being disobedient. If one accepts the word ‘God’ in the
second of its meanings, as the ground of our being, then
disobedience is saying No! to the most basic part of ourselves; it
means that we separate ourselves from that which is most
essentially ourselves. Furthermore with this No! as a foundation,
we live and experience, form habits and acquire beliefs. Our whole
life then becomes estranged from its roots, and from the ground of
being. This estrangement moreover will have a characteristic
feeling that we associate with guilt, angst and suffering, the
feelings we so desperately want to appease.

According to Zen:

Turning now to Zen, Buddha, even while
proclaiming that we are whole and complete nevertheless taught the
‘noble truth’ of suffering. Indeed Buddha said that life is founded
on suffering. This ‘founded on suffering,’ does not mean simply
that suffering is the first experience we have in life. It means
much more. It means suffering is the very mortar that holds the
edifice of life together. Many people will object to this and say
that this is not so; who would say that happiness, even joy, is the
basis of life. As we have already said above they too are right
for, ‘From the beginning all beings are Buddha.’ From the beginning
all beings are happiness and contentment itself. Furthermore, as we
also said earlier, we all know this. All of us, all the time, know
this truth, and yet all of us, all the time also know the truth
that life is suffering. In the language of the Church, we are all
saved and yet all are tainted with original sin.

How are we to understand this apparent
contradiction?

Suffering arises, the Buddhist would agree,
because of a fall from grace. This fall from grace arises because
of an original klesa, which, as we said earlier, is ignorance. Now
ignorance does not mean illiteracy and cannot be remedied by study
and learning. On the contrary, although people so often resort to
study and learning because of ignorance, this simply compounds the
problem.

It may be a happy coincidence, but in the very
word ‘ignorance’ lies its Buddhist meaning. ‘To ignore’ is to
reject part of a situation. For example if I ignore you, I pretend
you are not there. If I ignore a pain in the leg, I act as though
the pain were not present. I know of course you are there, or the
pain is there, all the time - even while I am ignoring you or the
pain. Your presence will affect what I do, think and feel but
because I am ignoring you I will not necessarily be conscious of
being so affected.

As I said just now we are whole and complete and
we all know it. A monk once said to a Zen master, ‘If it is true we
are all whole and complete, why is it people do not know this?’ The
Master replied, ‘They know it.’ We all know it but we ignore
it, we pretend it is not so. But this does not mean that this
knowing does not affect our lives. Christianity has a wonderful
expression that says, ‘If you had not already found me, you would
not be seeking me.’ How could we ever seek God, if we had not
already found God, or seek wholeness if we were not already whole?
How could we seek peace if we did not already know peace, if peace
were not already part of our being? But nevertheless we ignore our
wholeness.

It is now obvious that the klesa of ignorance, just
as Christian disobedience, means a turning away from the ground of
our being.

But why would we want to do such a thing?

The cause of our suffering is desire:

Buddha gave a reply in the second noble truth of
Buddhism: ‘The cause of our suffering is desire;’ we turn away from
the ground of our being because of desire and we do this, we turn
away, through ignorance. The word used for desire is trsna, which
can be translated also as thirst. Desire, greed, thirst, this is
intimately bound up with Ignorance. What is interesting is that in
Genesis the cause of disobedience is hunger, hunger for the fruit,
and, in this context, hunger and thirst mean more or less the same
thing. Indeed, in the beatitude’s Christ says: ‘Blessed are they
who hunger and thirst after righteousness.’ To hunger and thirst
for something is to desire it.

Understanding Adam and Eve:

How then are we to understand this ‘eating the
fruit of the tree of Good and Evil’?

According to the bible God said:

‘Of every tree
of the garden you may freely eat but of the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil you must not eat for the day that you do eat it is
the day you shall surely die.’[8]

What is this tree of good and evil? Obviously no
such tree exists and so this must be an allegory. This allegory
could be interpreted as God saying that you may satisfy all hunger
(‘Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat’), except
if you have hunger for knowledge, (‘for the day that you do eat it
is the day you shall surely die.’) By knowledge is meant (because
Genesis talks of the tree of good and evil,) knowledge of the
opposites: knowledge of good and evil, right and wrong, me and you
and all the other dualities.

In passing it should be pointed out this
knowledge is said to cause us to die, ‘for the day that you do eat
it is the day you shall surely die.’ We can understand this to mean
that we die from the life of wholeness and are reborn into the life
of separation and conflict. This death from the life of wholeness
is but a more concrete expression for saying ‘we turn our back upon
it.’

The ignorance and Good and Evil:

Zen masters say the same thing over and over:
judging good and evil is an obstacle to awakening. There is for
example a very famous verse composed by the Third Zen Patriarch in
China. It begins:

‘The Great Way is not difficult

For those who do not judge good and bad.

When preferences are cast aside

The way stands clear and undisguised.’

The Great Way is awakening: when we do not judge
good and bad we are already awakened. As I have already said: by
judging good and evil, by eating the forbidden fruit, we separate
ourselves from the ground of our own being.

We judge good and bad because we hunger for the
good. We hunger to be good, to know good, and to
own what is good. Instead of the word ‘good’ we can also use
the words ‘right,’ ‘to be perfect,’ ‘to be excellent,’ and so on.
We want to be right, or perfect, or excel. Among the most painful
things one can say to another is, ‘No! You are wrong!’ Or to tell
them, ‘You are bad,’ which often comes across as, ‘You know, people
don’t like you very much.’ Or to tell them what they own is bad. We
do not say to a neighbor, ‘You know your house is really quite
ugly.’ We may think this, but we are far more likely to try to find
something good to say about it and so improve our relations with
the neighbor.

Darwin and Genesis:

A discussion flares up now and then about
whether Genesis or Darwin is correct. However, Darwin and the
evolutionist are concerned with the origin of the human being; that
is, with the human form, which is but one form amid a myriad
forms. On the other hand, Genesis, with the story of Adam an Eve,
is not so much concerned with the origin of the human being and its
form as with the origin of the human condition. We could say
this is true of many myths. They are concerned with coming to terms
with the human condition: with suffering, destiny and meaning; few
myths are simply forerunners of a more sophisticated scientific
understanding. If one reads Genesis very carefully one sees that it
says very little about the origin of the human being; it gives but
one sentence to the creation of man: ‘the Lord God formed man of
the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of
life.’ For the creation of women it just says, ‘and the rib, which
the Lord God had taken from the man, made he a woman and brought
her unto him.’ But on the other hand it say a lot about the origin
of the human condition and human suffering.

Plato’s myth:

For those who like mythology another myth yet
has a bearing on what we are saying, and which was retold by Plato,
the Greek philosopher. He spoke of a race of beings who had two
heads, four arms, and four legs, and who were so strong they were
threatening to the gods. In their anxiety about what to do the gods
decided to cut these beings in half such that each had one head,
two arms, and two legs. This was the birth of the human being. Ever
since we have wandered in search of our other half. This
incidentally has led to expressions such as ‘my better half’ ‘my
other half’ when one talks about one’s spouse. Plato’s wording is
quaint and is worth repeating:

‘Let us slice
them through the middle. In this way they will be weaker and there
will be more of them to do the work of the gods.’[9]

This was duly done and, according to the
myth,

‘Each of us is like half a person sliced through
like a flatfish and two made of one. So each seeks the other
half.’

It may be of interest to the reader to know
there is a Jewish myth that says something similar. Mircea Eliade,
a Romanian mythologist, tells:

‘According
to the Bereshit Rabba ‘Adam and Eve were made back to back, joined
at the shoulders; then God divided them with an axe stroke, cutting
them in two’[10]

What these
stories all have in common is in their telling us we have turned
our back or fallen from an original unity and, furthermore, the Zen
Buddhist and the Bible both agree this happened through the hunger
for, and acquisition of, knowledge. Another word that we could use
instead of ‘knowledge’ in this instance is
consciousness.[11] Because of the opposites, that is good
and that is bad, yes and no, we can be conscious and to say it was
the desire for consciousness that made us to turn our back upon our
original happiness and peace, our original wholeness would be
closer to the truth. However the myth of Plato goes further and
says:

‘love ‘seeks
to renew our ancient nature in an endeavor to unite in one single
being two distinct beings and therefore to restore human nature to
good health.'[12]

It says also the soul of each lover ‘tends
toward something which it cannot express but which it feels and
reveals mysteriously.’

The common origin of suffering and
consciousness:

But ‘turning our back,’ aside from being the
origin of consciousness, is also the origin of our suffering. This
is an important point and should be stressed in our
psychoanalytically drenched society. According to the Buddhist
teaching, suffering does not come from traumatic experiences, and
so it is futile to try to find the origin of suffering in the past,
be it a primal scene or the ineptitude of our mother while nursing
us or while teaching us to use the pot. We suffer because we are
human.

But we do not suffer in the abstract, our
suffering is experienced, which is to say we grieve the loss
of a friend, we are anxious about our health, we are depressed
about the lack of gratitude. Because we can only know our suffering
through experience we believe it comes from
experience. However, traumatic incidents merely provide the vehicle
and not the cause of the suffering, the cause being the initial
separation from ourselves and the longing to return to
wholeness.

From this point of view we can see our past as a
reservoir of unsuccessful attempts to come to terms with suffering.
This reservoir is important as it gives form to what otherwise
would be an intolerable burden of inexpressible suffering. Indeed,
possibly some psychotherapy is successful precisely because it
gathers together and gives sanction to these ways of giving
expression to suffering. These psychotherapies, of which Freudian
psychoanalysis is a good example, gather together particular
traumatic events and by interpretation and interpolation of theory
create with these events plausible vehicles by which suffering can
be made conscious and so, ostensibly, controllable. Such
psychotherapy is really a way of creating custom made myths by
which one can replace the myths, rituals and rites de passage of
earlier cultures, including the my of Adam and Eve.

Let us pause for a moment and stress the
importance of what we are saying about suffering. Both Christianity
and Buddhism teach that ignorance and not traumatic experiences
that are the cause. For the Buddhist the klesa ‘ignorance’ is the
origin of suffering: we ‘ignore’ our true nature. For the Christian
ignorance is the Original Sin. But let us remember that, by
ignoring our true nature we do not dispose of it. Therefore,
although ignorance is the origin, nevertheless the ‘source’ of all,
including ignorance, is our true nature. This is constant,
immutable, never absent, unborn and without death.

The differences between Zen and Christianity:

So far we have been at pains to show how alike
Buddhism and Christianity are in the understanding they have of the
origin of human suffering. But we must also stress the differences,
because some of the obstacles many Westerners meet when trying to
come to terms with the Buddhist way are to be found in these
differences.

No Savior:

The essential difference is that Buddhism does
not have the concept of God as creator. We cannot, therefore, rely
on God or upon a messenger from God to save us. Each of us from the
beginning is Buddha, and each of us in our turn is guilty of
turning our backs on this truth. Each one of us suffers the
consequences. Each can have a change of heart, or, using a
Christian word that is similar, repent. But no one can ‘purify,’
that is to say, save, another.

This is expressed very beautifully in a Buddhist
text, which says:

By Oneself evil is done

By Oneself one suffers

By oneself evil is undone

No one can purify another.

What this means in practical terms is that each
of us must take up our own Cross and do the work necessary for
salvation. In the West, until fairly recently, this has been an
unusual idea. The Church formerly frowned upon people finding their
own way, and sometimes, (for example, during the time of the
Inquisition) went much further than merely frowning. So the West
has not developed systematic spiritual methods. This is not to say
spiritual methods have not existed in the West, but they have
existed more as the exception and performed primarily in
monasteries and convents.

No miracles:

Because we in the West do not have a tradition
of working on ourselves in a spiritual context, and also because of
the coming of psychotherapy, when we do hear about such work as
meditation we tend to think that we must get something from the
practice. Coupled with romantic stories about the East, this has
given rise in some people to all kinds of strange expectations and
hopes. One well-known meditation system promised its followers
courses on levitation, walking through walls and omniscience.
Recalling past lives, discovering hidden powers, mind reading,
channeling, are offered by people drawing on the so-called secrets
of the Shamans, the North American Indians, the Tibetans and the
Druids.

Humankind has always hungered after miracles.
But our culture has nurtured this hunger. First through the Church,
for whom the exemplar of the human race was a saint whose chief
attribute was the ability to work miracles; and more recently
through TV commercials, from whence comes the gospel according to
St. Mac or St. Coke, which say that with one bun, or bottle of
fizzy water, one goes straight to heaven, boots and all. Buried
deep in us is the belief we can change in miraculous ways anything
we do not like both in the world and in ourselves. This has been
aided and abetted by technology, as well as psychoanalysis and its
many variants; particularly the more modern psychotherapies where
all that is necessary, according to one, is a good scream, or
according to others, the patient putting into words what ails him
or her.

However true spiritual practice, West and East,
is not founded on attainment nor on the miraculous but on seeing
life itself as truly a miracle. In the words of a Zen Master:

My magical power and miraculous gift

Drawing water and chopping wood.

A Westerner might say: ‘My magical power and
miraculous gift: putting out the garbage and washing the
dishes.’

The miracle is not that one can walk on water or
through walls but that ‘one’ can walk, talk, hear and see. To come
home to this ‘one’ is the greatest miracle of all. But to come home
to this One is not an attainment. Someone asked Dogen, a famous
Japanese Zen master of the 12 the century, what he had gained from
his long and arduous practice of Zen in China. He said, ‘I know my
nose is vertical and my eyes are horizontal.

~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~







CHAPTER THREE: THE INNER
CONTRADICTION

In the second noble truth Buddha said the cause
of suffering is desire or hunger. As we shall be talking some more
about this second noble truth I will quote the text in full.

It reads:

‘What now, Brothers, is the Noble Truth of the
Origin of Suffering? It is that Craving which gives rise to fresh
rebirth, and bound by greed for pleasure, now here now there, finds
ever fresh delight. It is the Sensual craving, the Craving for
Individual existence, the Craving for Eternity.’

The root of desire:

A Zen Master said do not worry about the leaves,
flowers and branches; go for the root. It is like having a big weed
in the garden: while one cuts away at the flowers or leaves, or
even the main stem, the weed will always flourish again. But if one
cuts out the root then of themselves the flowers, leaves and main
stem of the weed will wither and die. So many people worry about
the leaves and flowers, worry about how they behave, whether they
think good thoughts or not, whether they are loving or
compassionate. Constantly they try to purify their minds and
behavior. But, alas, rarely do they go for the root.

And so all this pruning and cutting back is
largely wasted. For a time the garden looks good: clean and neat.
But come the moment when the pruning slackens, through illness,
fatigue, inattention or difficult times, and out comes the weed
again in full bloom. The root is hard and tough. It is so deeply
entrenched one often despairs at the very idea of cutting it out.
This root is the ‘craving for individual existence’; the craving to
be ‘someone’ someone with an identity, someone important. In sum it
is the craving to be unique. It is also much more: it is the
craving to be unique not just while we live but eternally.

One of the countless ways this craving shows
itself is through what we call nationalism. The Israelites saw
themselves as the chosen race, the Germans as the Master race. When
I was a child in Britain, we used to sing:

‘When Britain first at heaven’s command

Arose from out the azure main.’

The Japanese traditionally saw themselves as
descended from the Sun God and their Emperor as his incarnation,
and for the Chinese, everyone outside China was a barbarian.

In 1957 a small round object circling the earth
going beep! beep! startled the world. The Americans immediately
dubbed it sputnik but, despite the humor in the name, this small
object, no bigger than a grapefruit, threw the United States into a
flurry of activity. They were no longer Number One in technology.
So the space race began, the race to be first in space.

Who does not want to be first, to be the best,
to be outstanding, standing out from the crowd? A book on
management was the rage a short while ago and most probably it was
its title, In Search of Excellence, more than anything else,
that made it a best seller. To Excel. To be the One. This is the
root: diplomas, titles, medals, ranks, grades and classes all feed
it. Competition is not an ‘instinct:’ it is the natural result of
the need for individual existence, the need to be unique.
This need underlies the famous struggle to survive. Wars,
international, civil, domestic, are fought in its name. It is the
power behind politics and sport, behind business, even behind the
arts and sciences. For each one what is good is that which supports
their individual existence. What is bad is what is opposed,
antagonistic to it. Each of us will cooperate with that which
sustains us, and will fight that which damages us. Our lust for
individuality is like a raging fire.

Idolatry:

Out of ignorance I choose a part of the whole
and idolize it while turning my back on the rest. Idolatry is just
this: to take a part and treat it as though it were the whole. I
can only do this when I ignore the rest, all that is not it.
However the whole forever wants to reclaim the part, to reintegrate
it into the whole. We resist this integration, which we perceive as
aggression, by building up walls of prejudice and rejection through
choosing ‘this’ as good and ‘that’ as bad; ‘this’ as right and
‘that’ as wrong; ‘this’ as acceptable, ‘that’ as unacceptable.
Because we have chosen a part as the whole, we have now to nourish
it, and we do so at the expense of the whole. And this is possible
through greed. And against the encroachment of the whole
that we see as the ‘Other,’ as the enemy, we become
aggressive. Ignorance, greed and aggression are the unholy
alliance on which ‘I am something,’ is based.

‘I am something’ is to be distinct and separate
and, we claim, absolute. To be distinct and absolute is to be
unique. But buried in this claim is a profound contradiction. What
is distinct is always a part and can never be the whole; indeed to
be separate is to be a part. The absolute can only be the whole and
can never be broken into parts, can never be separated. The search
to be the absolute is the search to be the One; but our claim is to
be the One in a particular, separate and distinct form. In this
absolute-but-distinct-one lies the contradiction. Because of this
contradiction we are doomed to chase an impossible dream. The Holy
Grail, the promised land, the Philosopher’s Stone, Shambhala,
Shangri La, can never be found in experience; but we cannot resist
the seduction of the siren’s call, and so daily we go out in
search, and daily we are frustrated and disappointed. A new job, a
new house, a new car, a new lover, a new. . .

If one has children one knows the eternal
guerrilla warfare that rages constantly as they clamor for
attention. ‘Look at me! I am the Only One!’ This is called sibling
rivalry. Invariably also, in a family, antagonism arises between
father and son, mother and daughter, to which Freud gave names:
Oedipus complex and Electra complex. He said these have sexual
origins and the son wants to displace the father in the mother’s
affections, and the daughter wants to displace the mother in the
father’s. This may be so, but the reason for the antagonism is
simpler and more direct than the psychoanalyst would have us
believe. To the extent an Oedipus complex exists, the son wants to
be the ‘only one,’ and sees the father as an obstruction to this
end. The father too wants to be the only one and sees the son as a
growing menace. A similar scenario exists between mother and
daughter, again to the extent there is an Electra complex. But we
cannot remove this will-to-be-the-only-one by analysis or
counseling.

In addition to the guerrilla warfare we know as
family life, are the politics of the office, of the club, of the
group, to say nothing of the province and of the nation. These
politics are the tussle and struggle to impress, to dominate, to
attract, to be the one, to be unique. . . absolute and
distinct.

This is not meant to be an indictment of the
human race. What is best as well as what is worst grows out of this
thrust to be absolute but distinct. Furthermore, not only the human
being has this thrust. If you have seen two cats staring at each
other, two dogs sniffing at each other, two rams butting, two deer
locking horns, you would have seen this thrust to be separate, to
be distinct, to be the only one. It is called the struggle for
survival. Some biologists go so far as to say that all life
organisms are simply carriers of genes and that we owe the drama of
life to the genes’ struggle to be the one, to be unique,. This
comes from a study called socio-biology and has triggered much
discussion among biologists, some writers holding strongly to this
view, others questioning it.

At first this sounds depressing and pessimistic,
but from a closer view we see it is not. We must remember this
drama is played out against the background of wholeness; wholeness
that is beyond all conception, peace that passes all understanding.
Self-luminous, without limit or restriction, the repository of all
beauty and truth, it is our true nature. Individual, distinct
existence called I or Me is the son (or daughter) of this true
nature.

Zen has a saying: ‘The thief my son!’ (or ‘The
thief my daughter!’) That which is most precious is a thief. This
reflects the inner contradiction of the claim to be absolute and
distinct. ‘I’ is at one and the same time, the most precious and
also a thief. Each time we say, ‘I’ or ‘me’ or ‘it is mine’ this
contradiction is expressed. Sensitive people are aware of this
contradiction as a pervasive sense of shame, a feeling of being a
phony or sometimes even the feeling of depersonalization, of not
existing at all.

This inner contradiction is nevertheless founded
on a truth: I am absolute and at the same time
distinct - but each in a different way. As self-luminous, true
nature I am absolute; as ‘I’ or ‘me’ I am distinct.

An analogy:

Let us try to make this more accessible. Suppose
you are holding a hand mirror in your hand and looking at the sun
reflected in it. What you see is the sun; it is not the moon or the
headlights of a car, nor is it a candle; it is the sun. But,
nonetheless, it is not so, because it is a reflection and as
a reflection it is not reality, not that which is reflected. It is
not the sun. But then, as a reflection, it does have reality,
reality borrowed from the light of the sun to be sure, but
nonetheless real. To understand the last sentence one should
remember a dream is a dream, it is not reality; but even so as a
dream it is real. When you say, ‘I had a dream last night,’ you are
talking about the dream as something real.

So it is with ‘I.’ ‘I’ is real in so far as it
is the reflection of true nature, and as true nature it is
absolute, whole, one. But, then, ‘I’ is not real but a
reflection, a reflection of this true nature. But, as a reflection
it is real, though it borrows this reality from true nature.
Moreover, as specific reflection it is distinct.

There was a disciple of a Hindu teacher who said
that all was an illusion. The teacher said, ‘Do not insult
Brahman!’

Narcissus and the Zen master:

Another myth will help us to understand this,
particularly when we juxtapose it to a Zen story. It is the myth of
Narcissus.

Narcissus was a handsome youth who happened to
see his reflection in the mirror of a lake and became so enamored
of himself that he tried to embrace himself and drowned in the
lake.

Like Narcissus our true nature sees itself
reflected; reflected in the mirror of being. However, forgetting
that ‘I’ is a reflection, it takes what is distinct to be absolute.
In other words we try to embrace our true nature within the
confines of experience and so drown in illusion.

On the other hand there is the story about a Zen
master who came to awakening while crossing a river. He saw himself
reflected in the water and at that moment awakening burst upon him.
He wrote a poem that said:

‘I meet him wherever I go

He is the same as me

Yet I am not him!

Only if you understand

Will you identify with what you are.’

This poem means that whereas the reflection is
the reflection of the sun, [i.e. he is the same as me] even so the
sun itself is not the reflection. [Yet I am not him]. Our belief
that the sun is the reflection leads us to believe the ego is both
absolute and distinct. Narcissus, embracing his reflection,
symbolizes this.

A Sufi poem:

A Sufi poem by Attar is also very pertinent to
what we are saying:

‘The Sun of my Perfection is a Glass

Wherein from Seeing into Being pass

All who, reflecting as reflected see

Themselves in Me, Me in Them; not Me,

But all of Me that a contracted Eye is comprehensive
of Infinity:

All that you have been, and seen, and done, and
thought,

Not You but I, have seen, and been, and wrought:

I was the sin which from Myself rebelled;

I was the Remorse that toward myself compelled;

I was the teacher who led the track;

I was the friend who pulled you back;

Sin and contrition - Retribution owed

And cancelled- Pilgrim, Pilgrimage and Road,

Was but myself toward Myself; and your

Arrival but Myself at my own door;

Who in your fraction of Myself, behold

Myself within the mirror Myself hold

To see Myself in, and each part of Me

That sees herself, though drowned, shall ever
see.

Come, you lost atoms, to your Center draw,

And be the Eternal Mirror that you saw;

Rays that have wandered into darkness wide,

Return, and
back into your Sun subside.’[13]

To this reality/illusion we have given the name
of ‘ego.’

When we think of ego we always think of
something undesirable something to be got rid of. However in a true
spiritual practice one does not try to change or get rid of
anything. The effort to change or get rid of something implies the
very judgment of good and bad, which, as we have said, is at the
foundation of the problem. The reflection has its place, as does
the sun; the ego has its place, as does that which we have been
calling true nature. A Zen nun said, ‘I cannot pull up the weed
because if I do I will pull up the flower.’

Reflection and reality:

When we see a red hat it is not, scientists tell
us, a red hat that we see. What happens is the light from the sun
falls on the hat and is mostly absorbed by it. However not all the
light is absorbed. That which is not absorbed is reflected from the
hat as color, in this example, as red. What we see is what the hat
is not. However this does not mean to say what we are seeing is not
valid. It merely means what we thought was the case turns out to be
something different when we look more closely. Nor does it mean we
should not change our way of looking nor even should we stop saying
the hat is red. What it does mean is we should be prepared to look
more closely.

Dirt has been said to be matter in the wrong
place and in a similar way one could say that error is truth, which
has not been examined closely enough, and so therefore wrongly
perceived.

Hindu teachers of the spiritual way love to tell
the story of the man who, one day, saw a snake on the path leading
from his house. He was terrified because he felt if he went outside
the snake would bite him. He waited in the house for the snake to
go away. One day passed, another day passed, still the snake lay
there coiled up. His neighbor became concerned because he had not
seen him around for sometime and called upon him to be sure he was
all right. ‘How did you get here?’ gasped the man. ‘Didn’t you see
the snake on the pathway?’ The neighbor realized what was the
trouble and said, ‘Come with me, I will show you.’ They went
together to examine the deadly snake more closely. As they drew
near the man let out a sigh of relief. It was not a snake; it was a
coil of rope. At that moment all the tension and fear that came
from not having looked more closely dropped away.

Spiritual practice, particularly meditative
practice is precisely this ‘looking more closely.’ When one
meditates on the question ‘Who am I?’ one looks closely at ‘I’ and
so realizes what one thought to be real is a reflection. The
illusion that the reflection is real comes from ignorance, which as
we have already said is the power of illusion. In ignorance we turn
away from true nature. When, through meditation we look more
closely, we no longer turn away. Then ignorance loses its power and
the illusion that reflection is reality simply drops away. The man
in an instant was aware of his error. At one moment it was a snake,
at the next it was a coil of rope. In the same way in spiritual
awakening, or better still, no longer turning away from it, happens
in an instant.
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